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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the lives of independent women in small-town and rural England 

during the long nineteenth century.  It takes as its focus never-married women who 

lived alone, or as heads of households, deriving income from a variety of sources, but 

not reliant on husbands or other family members.  Previously under-acknowledged in 

the historiography, these women populated the pages of the nineteenth-century trade 

directories that document the economic, social, and civic life of the principal villages 

and market towns of provincial rural England; female landowners, farmers, property 

holders and business proprietors who possessed the resources to establish and 

maintain an autonomous identity, head their own households and, in some cases, act 

as titular head to their wider family and kinship network.   

On their own, the binaries of gender and marital status utilised in standard historical 

narratives, fail to explain the independent woman, those seen to occupy male subject 

positions but who also transcended the negative tropes associated with the category 

‘single’.   Drawing on the work of feminist theorists Joan Wallach Scott and Judith 

Butler, this thesis sets out to understand how gender combined with other factors – 

class, family, property, and occupation – to position and empower these women.  

This thesis begins by considering the different sites where the independent woman 

was created. A sample of mid-nineteenth-century didactic literature and periodical 

articles - in which the debates about women’s ‘nature’ and position were played out – 

is examined.  It is argued that this literature shows that when ideology collides with 

economic reality, it creates a discursive space in which the idea of female 

independence became both possible and desirable. This translated into other 
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discourse, thus this thesis will explore how influential fictional representations created 

by nineteenth-century novelists populated this discursive space, presenting a range of 

autonomous female characters – from modest householders to wealthy heiresses - 

who demonstrate that a woman in possession of property, occupation and/or wealth, 

can act independently in the nineteenth century.  

This thesis uses a range of sources to test the reality of these fictional portraits.   Trade 

directories and census records reveal the spatial distribution of female-headed 

households and landed proprietorship in a sample of English rural counties.  These 

statistical representations are fleshed out in a series of case studies, linking business 

and personal correspondence to other documentation, detailing women’s 

independent lives in small town and countryside. The significance of household 

formation in the performance and articulation of an independent self is explored, 

including the relationship between household headship and enterprise. The ways in 

which women in rural areas - used power objectified through property and land - is 

shown.  By foregrounding their occupational identities to run farming and estate 

enterprises, women demonstrated agency.  Finally, the thesis explores how women 

used the status and reputation they derived from customary forms of power, to 

intervene in their neighbourhoods and further afield, transcending the traditional 

feminine sphere to construct houses, churches, and hospitals – showing the lasting 

impact that independent female agency had on the shape and function of space in 

both rural parish and small town.   
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Introduction  

 

‘How, in the feminine condition, can a human being 

accomplish herself? What paths are open to her? Which ones 

lead to dead ends? How can she find independence within 

dependence? What circumstances limit women’s freedom and 

can she overcome them? These are the fundamental questions 

we would like to elucidate.’ 

 

Simone de Beauvoir: The Second Sex.1 

 

 

 

Foreword 

 

Browse the pages of almost any of the nineteenth-century trade directories that 

document the economic, social, and civic life of the villages and small-towns of 

provincial rural England and sooner or later, jostling for attention among the 

assembled ranks of notable residents and trades-people, the reader will encounter a 

significant number of single women of independent means, living alone or as heads of 

households, acting as titular head to their wider family and kinship network, deriving 

incomes from a variety of sources but not reliant on husbands or male family 

members.  

 

                                                             
1 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex: a new translation by Constance Borde and Sheila 
Malovany-Chevallier (New York: Random House 2010) p.17. 
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In a period where it is assumed that most women lived restricted, dependent – and in 

the case of the never married – ‘redundant’ lives - how is it that so many women 

maintained an independent existence?  How did these women live and what 

alternatives were open to them?  

 
To answer these questions this thesis will focus on single women in a range of 

circumstances.  It will demonstrate how women of modest means, living in small towns 

and in the countryside, used their property to build an independent life, establishing 

their own households and trading from the properties they occupied.    It will examine 

how female business proprietors made a living providing goods and services to the 

populations of their small towns and wider rural hinterlands.  The lives of independent 

farmers are also explored, women equipped to take overall responsibility for the 

various aspects of agricultural business and direct men’s labour.   It will also discuss 

female landowners - active managers motivated to improve the physical fabric and 

productivity of their estates - who capitalised on their status to move beyond orthodox 

expressions of female philanthropy - making and shaping the local landscapes they 

inhabited.    

 
By showing these activities to be neither transient or insignificant this thesis argues 

that independent women can tell us a lot about the operation of gender during the 

long nineteenth century.  By occupying roles normatively identified as masculine, they 

trouble long standing narratives of sexual difference.  

 

Yet despite their obvious importance to the functioning of small town and rural 

economies, independent women have been systematically ignored in the mainstream 

historiography, raising important questions about historian’s prioritisation of certain 

groups and locations.  How the choice of categories and the adoption of conceptual 
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frameworks has lead to the marginalisation of certain groups is a key question that this 

thesis seeks to answer.  

 
1.0 Women’s and Gender Historiography: Locating the Independent Woman 

 
So why is it that despite their visibility and importance independent rural women have 

been written out of large parts of the historiography, remaining marginal figures in the 

mainstream accounts of women and gender? 

In many respects, the historiographical neglect of the independent woman in this 

period can be traced back to the emergence of women’s history as a distinct academic 

discipline.  While women’s history has always been a process of retrieval and recovery, 

as its ‘canon’ has developed certain groups have taken precedence.  In the early 

twentieth century, economic historians such as Alice Clark, Ivy Pinchbeck, and Wendy 

Neff made the first tentative strides to recover the lives of working women in the early 

modern and Victorian periods, although their efforts were mainly ignored and their 

works went out of print, leaving it to subsequent generations to re-discover and 

continue their work.2 In the 1960s and 70s, the rise of a new social history should have 

made space for women, yet most scholarship retained a masculine bias.  British labour 

history became a story of collective exploitation and class struggle in which women 

were notably absent.3   Disillusioned with the ongoing invisibility of women in socialist 

                                                             
2 It is important to acknowledge the debt owed to the group of female social and economic 
historians working at the London School of Economics of whom Clark and Pinchbeck were an 
integral part.  As Laura Lee Downs explains, many of these women studied under Lilian Knowles 
(the first woman to hold a Chair of Economics) and Eileen Power (co-founder of the British 
Economic History Society).   The LSE was invested in the scholarly investigation of women’s 
social, political and economic condition.  (Laura Lee Downs, Writing Gender History (London: 
Hodder Education, 2004), p.18). For further discussion of the importance of these women see 
Anna Davin, ‘Redressing the Balance or Transforming the Art? The British Experience’ pp.60-78, 
in S Jay Kleinberg (ed), Retrieving Women’s History: Changing Perceptions of the Role of Women 
in Politics and Society (Oxford: Berg/Unesco, (1988).  See also Maxine Berg, A Woman in 
History: Eileen Power, 1889-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
3 The most significant works were E.P Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class 
(London: Penguin 1976) first published in 1963 and E.J Hobsbawm’s Labouring Men: Studies in 
the History of Labour (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964). 
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and mainstream historiographies, the first concern of feminist historians was to 

recover the importance of women’s work.4   

The primary aim of these early pioneers was to interrogate the historical conditions 

under which working class women had produced and reproduced their lives.  This 

trend continued as the field advanced.  In Hidden from History, published in 1973, 

Sheila Rowbotham argued that women had been doubly disadvantaged by changes in 

the division and specialisation of work tasks under early modern capitalism and the 

system of patriarchy; the power of men as a sex to control and dispose of women’s 

capacity to labour.5   Considered a taking off point for the discipline, Hidden from 

History was soon augmented by the work of others, including Sally Alexander and 

Barbara Taylor, who concentrated on the transformative impact that capitalist and 

patriarchal modes of production had on women’s lives.6   The focus on the classed and 

sexual divisions of labour reinforced the links between feminist and socialist labour 

history.7  So, for example, while Alexander’s study of London’s working women 

examined the ‘overworked’ dressmakers and milliners of London’s premier West End 

‘houses’, it left the economic circumstances of the successful female employers 

unexplored.8 

                                                             
4 June Purvis, ‘From “Women Worthies” to Poststructuralism? Debate and Controversy in 
Women’s History in Britain’, in June Purvis (ed), Women’s History: Britain, 1850-1945: An 
Introduction (London: UCL Press, 1995) pp.1-22, p.6. Sally Alexander remembers ‘the 
bewilderment and indignation’ she and others had felt at the 1969 Ruskin History Workshop, 
when the suggestion that there may be delegates interesting in working on Women’s History 
had been met with a ‘gust of masculine laughter’.  Sally Alexander, ‘Women, Class and Sexual 
Differences in the 1830’s and 1840’s: Some Reflections on the Writing of a Feminist History’, 
History Workshop Journal (1984) 17 (1), pp.125-149, p.127. 
5 Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden from History: 300 Years of Women’s Oppression and the Fight 
Against It (London: Pluto Press, 1977), p.ix. 
6 Sally Alexander, ‘Women’s Work in Nineteenth-Century London: A Study of the Years 1820-
50’, in Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley (eds), The Rights and Wrongs of Women (London: Pelican, 
1986), pp.59-111. Barbara Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, Socialism and Feminism in the 
Nineteenth Century (London: Virago Press, 1983). 
7 Purvis, Women’s History, p.8.   
8 Alexander, ‘Women’s Work’, p.85. More recently Nicola Philips noted how the principal 
dressmakers and milliners did not easily fit into a dualistic discourse of Rich and Poor.  The poor 
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Throughout the 1970s and 1980s stories of ‘ordinary’ working-class women – often 

aligned to the political left - continued to dominate the historiography, with 

investigations focused on the impact of the factory system on women’s workforce 

participation.  It was a body of scholarship much indebted to Alice Clark’s pioneering 

Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century, published in 1919.9  Not all 

subsequent scholarship was accepting of Clark’s central thesis - that women’s position 

in the workforce had been changed by the separation of home and workplace - but 

women’s history remained concerned with the recovery of working women’s lives, 

rather than investigating the roles undertaken by women of the middle or gentry 

classes.10 In her study of women’s work between 1840 and 1940, Elizabeth Roberts 

offered up numerous examples of women’s labour in a variety of settings, including 

domestic service, dressmaking, millinery and agriculture, but omitted to enquire if any 

of the employers were female.11  The continuing focus on the sexual division of tasks 

and trades and the role of gender ideology in the development of working class 

consciousness meant that subsequent works, including Anna Clark’s  The Struggle for 

the Breeches, shaped an image of women’s labour as an exclusively working class 

concern.12   

 

                                                             
overworked dressmakers and seamstresses were represented as victims of rich aristocratic 
women’s demand for fashion. (Nicola Jane Phillips, Women in Business, 1700-1850 
(Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 2006), p.229.   
9 Alice Clark, Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century (Abingdon-on-Thames: 
Routledge, Keegan and Paul, 1919). 
10 Louise Tilly and Joan Scott critiqued Clark’s separation thesis, finding that in many sectors like 
the garment trades the work was ‘put out’ to female piece workers. They concluded that for 
many women, industrialisation had negligible impact on the volume and location of their work. 
(Louise A Tilly and Joan W Scott, Women, Work and Family (London: Methuen 1978), p.75). 
11 Elizabeth Roberts, ‘Women’s Work 1840-1940’: Studies in Economic and Social History 
(London: Macmillan, 1993), p.12.   
12 Anna Clark, The Struggle for the Breeches: Gender and the Making of the British Working 
Class (Oakland: University of California Press (1997), p.120. 
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1.1 Women of the Middle-Classes 

During the 1980s, the narrative of women’s history – while retaining its focus on the 

role of gendered ideology in class formation – expanded to incorporate the 

experiences of the middle-class.   Here the work of Leonore Davidoff and Catherine 

Hall proved critical.  Published in 1987, their ground-breaking study Family Fortunes: 

Men and Women of the English Middle-Class, explored in detail how an increasingly 

prescriptive regime of gendered roles and responsibilities -  made manifest in the 

ideology of separate public (male) and private (female) spheres - had been 

fundamental to the formation and consolidation of the middle-classes.13  Family 

Fortunes traced the development of this discourse of domesticity back to the religious 

teachings of leading eighteenth-century evangelicals such as Hannah More and William 

Cowper -  whose spiritual espousals of ‘woman’s place’ and ‘woman’s mission’ would 

later be adopted and disseminated by the writers of nineteenth-century pamphlets, 

novels and magazines, including the most celebrated of domestic ideologue’s Sarah 

Stickney (Mrs) Ellis, aspects of whose work is reappraised in this study.14    

 

This thesis argues that the conceptual framework of separate female/male, 

private/public domains adopted by historians has contributed to the marginalisation of 

independent women.  By focusing on women’s roles within the middle-class family the 

impression that their efforts were confined to the creation and maintenance of the 

                                                             
13 Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the Middle-Class 
1780-1850 (revised edition) (London: Routledge 2002).  Davidoff and Hall went on to elaborate 
on the relationship between gender and the emergence of the middle-class.  Hall argued that 
Victorian gender ideology circumscribed the domestic and working lives of all nineteenth- 
century middle-class women (Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle Class: Explorations in 
Feminism and History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995). Davidoff provided further perspectives 
on a world where gender and women’s acceptance of notions of feminine inferiority permeated 
every level of social and economic life. (Leonore Davidoff, Worlds Between; Historical 
Perspectives on Gender and Class (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995). 
14 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, pp.162-185. Sarah Stickney Ellis, The Women of England, 
their Social Duties and Domestic Habits (New York: D Appleton & Co.1843). 
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home has been reinforced.15  The common law practice of couverture, whereby a 

married woman’s property came under the protection of her husband, was interpreted 

as curtailing women’s access to money and resources leaving it available for 

investment in male led business.16  In addition to their capital, married women 

contributed personnel (bearing and raising the next generation of sons), while 

unmarried daughters and sisters occupied caring roles; tending to apprentices, 

younger siblings, and nephews and nieces.17 Primarily defined by their familial 

relationships Family Fortunes portrayed unmarried women as lacking in opportunity – 

dependent on the generosity of family members or if wanting relations, forced to into 

poorly remunerated feminine trades like dressmaking and teaching.18  Family Fortunes 

presented nineteenth-century ideas of gentility and femininity as fundamentally at 

odds with acts of independent economic agency, creating an impression that any 

woman who pursued her own business or employment interests ‘risked opprobrium 

for herself as well as possible shame for those around her’.19   

 
Following the publication of Family Fortunes historians retained their focus on the 

middle-class. In 1989 Peter Earle published The Making of the English Middle Class: 

Business, Society, and Family Life in London, 1660-1730, a study of the ‘middle stations’ 

of London society.20 Then in 1996 Margaret R. Hunt published The Middling Sort: 

Commerce, Gender, and the Family in England, 1680-1780 which examined the middle-

classes in the long eighteenth century.21  Both Earle and Hunt found evidence of 

middle class women’s business and trading activities, dedicating chapters to their 

                                                             
15 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.178. 
16 Ibid p.279. 
17 Ibid pp.281-2. 
18 Ibid pp.313-3  
19 Ibid p.272.   
20 Peter Earle, The Making of the English Middle-Class: Business, Society, and Family Life in 
London, 1660-1730 (Oakland: University of Californian Press, 1989). 
21 Margaret R Hunt, The Middling Sort: Commerce, Gender, and the Family in England, 1680-
1780 (Oakland: University of Californian Press, 1996). 
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discussion.22  In contrast, Family Fortunes emphasised the ‘hidden’ nature of women’s 

contributions to family business as their property was diverted to the use of the family, 

while arguing that increasingly rigid ideas about women’s proper roles meant that by 

mid-century, most women had turned their backs on the marketplace.23  Read 

chronologically, these works suggest that between 1600 and 1900, women underwent 

a major transformation in economic fortune, moving from a ‘golden age’ of near 

economic parity to one where their labour was marginalised and subordinate to that of 

men.24  This idea of economic withdrawal left little conceptual space in which to 

consider women’s independent enterprise in the nineteenth century.  

 
1.2 Challenging the Saliency of Separate Spheres 
 
 
Since its publication the binary world presented in Family Fortunes has been subjected 

to regular re-appraisal.  Most historians now accept that while men and women may 

have resorted to the language of separate spheres to describe their experiences, the 

concept was as much a rhetorical construction as it was an accurate reflection of lived 

reality.   As early as 1988 American historian Linda Kerber had claimed that historians - 

having discovered how men and women used the metaphor of spheres to describe 

their worlds – had proceeded to use the trope to structure their own analyses.25 A 

review of the categories and chronologies of English women’s history completed by 

Amanda Vickery supported Kerber’s view.26 This thesis, by highlighting the numerous 

                                                             
22 Earle found evidence that single women, capitalising on their legal status as feme soles, set 
up in trade. (Earle, The Making of the English Middle Class, p.158). Hunt talked about women 
working together to compensate for lack of capital and networking – passing on skills and 
contacts. (Hunt, The Middling Sort, p.127). 
23 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.279. 
24 Alice Clark was one of the first to claim that capitalist production robbed women of the equal 
status they enjoyed under ‘domestic industry’ (Clark, Working Life of Women).   
25 Linda K Kerber, ‘Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place: The Rhetoric of Women’s 
History’, Journal of American History (June 1988), Vol. 75, No.1, p.39. 
26 Vickery concluded that ‘separate spheres’ was as a prescriptive catalogue of idealised 
behaviour, rather than an accurate reflection of lived gender relations. (Amanda Vickery, 
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occasions when the social and economic realities of independent women’s lives failed 

to conform to the gendered rhetoric of separate spheres, builds on Kerber and 

Vickery’s observations.  

By the time they wrote the Introduction to the 2002 edition of Family Fortunes, 

Davidoff and Hall -  while still maintaining ‘separate spheres’ to be ‘the common sense 

of the middle-classes’ –  were emphasising its contradictory aspects, particularly the 

ways in which women had effected to cross the private/public divide.27  In the decades 

following Family Fortunes’ initial publication much of the scholarship relating to this 

group had been concerned with discovering how women had deployed the doctrine of 

sexual difference, to consolidate their class position and justify their public activities.28 

This work built on F. K. Prochaska’s 1980 Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth 

Century England, the first study to highlight women’s use of the concept of ‘women’s 

mission’ to engage in charitable endeavours.29  Subsequent studies centred on the 

motivations of these early philanthropists and whether they could be claimed as 

feminists.30 It was a question that continued to occupy women’s historians well into 

                                                             
‘Golden Age to Separate Spheres? A Review of the Categories and Chronology of English 
Women’s History’, The Historical Journal, 36, 2 (1993), pp.383-414. 
27Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.xvi. 
28Elizabeth Langland challenged depictions of Victorian women as passive victims of domestic 
ideology, arguing that by mastering the language and signifying practices of domestic ideology, 
women played a fundamental role in its propagation and the rising hegemony of the middle 
classes. (Elizabeth Langland,‘Nobody’s Angel’s: Middle Class Women and Domestic Ideology in 
Victorian Culture (New York: Cornell University Press, 1995, pp.9-11). 
29 F K Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1980), p.6. His observation that middle-class women viewed philanthropy as a route to 
public life while remaining free from the restraints and prejudices associated with paid 
employment foreshadowed many of the arguments presented in Family Fortunes.  Also see 
Patrica Hollis, Ladies Elect: Women in English Local Government, 1865-1914 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987) for a development of Prochaska’s ideas. 
30 June Hannam claimed that the main concern of female philanthropists was the problem of 
poverty rather than the specific needs of women. (June Hannam, ‘Women and Politics’, in 
Purvis, Women’s History in Britain pp.217-245, p.222). Clare Midgley noted that women 
involved in anti-slavery societies were careful to stress that their activities were an extension of 
their domestic and religious duties (Clare Midgley, Women against Slavery: The British 
Campaigns, 1780-1870 (Abingdon: Taylor and Francis, 1995), p.154). 
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the 2000s.31  Particular emphasis was placed on understanding whether women’s 

charitable and associational activities, including their involvement in the national 

campaigns against slavery and the Corn Laws, had laid the foundations for the feminist 

movement and the emergence of women’s political identities.32    

 
While the historiography of female philanthropy helped to show that women could 

negotiate their ideological constraints the protracted focus on their public personas 

continued to marginalise their economic identities.  When, in the 1990s, economic 

historian Maxine Berg uncovered evidence of significant female property ownership in 

English cities and Margot Finn the informal legal practices employed by married 

women to protect their resources, their findings had minor impact.33 While Davidoff 

and Hall had re-appraised the impact of domestic ideology on women’s public lives 

their views on women’s economic agency remained unchanged.  Women’s use of 

capital continued to be ‘passive’, either invested in the family enterprise or used for 

self-support but certainly not for personal gain.34  The key messages of Family Fortunes 

continued to resonate in the subsequent historiography.  For example in 2005,  when 

re-examining the Leeds middle class between 1780 and 1870, R. J. Morris concluded 

                                                             
31 Alison Twells examined the brand of ‘missionary domesticity’ practiced by a group of middle-
class women in Sheffield, concluded that by self-identifying as ‘domestic’, the women showed 
no interest in questioning the limits of women’s traditional sphere. (Alison Twells, ‘Missionary 
Domesticity, Global Reform and ‘Women’s Sphere’ in Early Nineteenth-Century England’, 
Gender and History, Vol 18, No.2 (August 2006), pp.266-284, p.268). 
32 Kathryn Gleadle and Sarah Richardson stressed the salience of the language of separate 
spheres in discourses of contemporary feminism. By foregrounding women’s caring and 
benevolent natures, early feminists could argue for the importance of women’s contribution to 
the polity. (Kathryn Gleadle and Sarah Richardson, Women in British Politics, 1760-1860: The 
Power of the Petticoat (2000) New York: St Martin’s Press) See also Simon Morgan, A Victorian 
Woman’s Place: Public Culture in the Nineteenth Century (London: Tauris Academic Studies, 
2007), p.4.   
33 Maxine Berg, ‘Women’s Property and the Industrial Revolution’, The Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, Vol.24, No.2 (Autumn, 1993), pp.233-250. Margot Finn, ‘Women, 
Consumption and Couverture in England c.1760-1860’, The Historical Journal, Vol.39, No.3 (Sept 
1996), pp.703-722. Berg and Finn’s work built on Amy Louise Erickson’s observations about the 
operation of couverture in early modern England.  Erickson’s investigations led her to conclude 
that couverture was draconian in theory but unworkable at an everyday level. (Amy Louise 
Erickson, Women and Property in Early Modern England (London: Routledge, 1993) p.224). 
34 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes p. xvi and p.xxxviii. 
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that female activity was directed to the creation of the domestic sphere and their 

economic interests subordinated to the support of male-led economic activity.35  More 

recently in 2012 Ben Griffin repeated Davidoff and Hall’s claim that the proliferation of 

advice literature during the first half of the nineteenth century, had ensured women 

remained responsible for the creation of a domestic environment.36 

It would be the mid-2000s before any sort of consensus emerged concerning the 

realities of middle-class women’s business and financial affairs, challenging 

representations of women as passive onlookers of male endeavour.   Helen Barker’s 

2006 volume, The Business of Women: Female Enterprise and Urban Development in 

Northern England, 1760-1830, was one of the first works to confront the 

representation of women as providers of hidden investment in family business.37  The 

lower-middle class female traders, artisans, and service providers Barker identified in 

Manchester, Leeds, and Sheffield, were not excluded from the urban marketplace nor 

were they insignificant oddities.  They were active economic agents, the mainstay of 

the urban economy.  Also in 2006, Women in Business: 1760-1850, by Nicola Phillips, 

examined the female proprietors of London’s successful West End dressmaking and 

millinery establishments - a sector also explored in some detail by Alison Kay in The 

Foundations of Female Entrepreneurship: Enterprise, Home and Household in London, 

c. 1800-1870.  These works challenge the narrative of middle class women’s 

                                                             
35 R J Morris, Women and Property in England, 1780 – 1870: A Social and Economic History of 
Family Strategies amongst the Leeds Middle Classes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
2005), p.27. 
36 Ben Griffin, The Politics of Gender in Victorian Britain: Masculinity, Political Culture and the 
Struggle for Women’s Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2012), p.40. 
37 Helen Barker, The Business of Women: female enterprise and urban development in northern 
England, 1760-1830 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) pp.2-4.  Barker has continued to 
explore lower middle-class business in northern towns (Helen Barker, Family Business During 
the Industrial Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016)). 
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marginalisation in unprofitable feminine trades.38  Both Kay’s study, and Barker’s 

recent Family Business During the Industrial Revolution, have also questioned the 

separation of home and work which has long been claimed to have underpinned 

domestic ideology and expedited middle-class women’s withdrawal from the 

workplace.39  Location-based studies have revealed that for many lower middle-class 

women separate economic and domestic spheres were not the reality, demonstrating 

the inherent dangers of generalising about female experience and of placing too much 

emphasis on ideological constraints.  Deborah Simonton and Anne Montenach’s recent 

collection of essays on female agency in European towns has similarly shown that 

while the urban landscape was undoubtedly gendered the expression of ideology 

through rule and custom regulated, rather than excluded, female participation in the 

marketplace.40   

 
Explorations of women’s financial and investment behaviour - by showing the 

importance of women’s stock holding and investments to the economic health of the 

nation - have also challenged the perception that women lacked financial control or 

expertise.41  Susan Staves has discussed how for some women shareholding could also 

                                                             
38 Phillips, Women in Business, pp.219-222. Alison C Kay, The Foundations of Female 
Entrepreneurship: Enterprise, Home and Household in London, c. 1800-1870 (London: 
Routledge, 2011) pp.58-59. 
39 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.181. 
40 Deborah Simonton and Anne Montenach (eds), Female Agency in the Urban Economy: 
Gender in European Towns, 1640-1830 (London: Routledge, 2013) pp.6-7. 
41 Alistair Owens revealed the substantial investments made by widows and spinsters in canal 
stock; playing a significant role in the financing of the country’s burgeoning transport 
infrastructure (Alastair Owens, ‘Making some Provision for the Contingencies to Which Their 
Sex is Particularly Liable - Women and Investment in Early 19th - Century England’, in Robert 
Beachy, Beatrice Craig and Alastair Owens (eds), Women, Business, and Finance in Nineteenth- 
Century Europe (Oxford: Berg 2005), pp.25-35, p.26). Josephine Maltby and Janette Rutterford 
revealed that in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women were an important class 
of stock market investors, buying shares in companies ranging from banks to breweries,  
(Josephine Maltby and Janette Rutterford ‘‘She Possessed her Own Fortune’: Women Investors 
from the Late Nineteenth Century to the Early Twentieth Century’, Business History, Vol.48, 
No.2 (April 2006), pp.220-253, p.228).   
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be site of political expression, challenging representations of middle-class women as 

financially disinterested, incompetent, or passive holders of financial resources.42  

 
This work has started to show that during the nineteenth century, middle-class women 

remained important economic actors, providing a valuable context for the 

independent women discussed in this study. The picture, however, is incomplete.   

Most investigations of female business focus on metropolitan centres including studies 

of female investment.43 A recent addition to the historiography, Jennifer Aston’s 

Female Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth Century England: Engagement in the Urban 

Economy, once again adopts Birmingham and Leeds as its focus.44  By ignoring the 

activities of women in small towns and villages, as well as the role of female investors 

in peripheral rural counties, the picture of women’s independent economic endeavour 

is only partially constructed.  This thesis, by focusing on women in these locations – 

particularly small business proprietors and farmers - helps to address that gap in the 

literature. 

 
1.3 Non- Metropolitan and Rural Women  

 
The historiographical neglect of non-metropolitan women is not confined to 

discussions of their economic activity, in fact, the lives of rural and small-town women 

are rarely subjected to scrutiny.  As Nicola Verdon - one of the few historians to rectify 

this - observed in her 2002 work, Rural Women Workers in 19th – Century England: 

Gender, Work and Wages, rural women rarely feature in either rural or women’s 

                                                             
42 Susan Staves,‘Investments, Votes, and “Bribes”: Women as Shareholders in the Chartered 
National Companies, in H L Smith (ed), Women Writers and the Early Modern British Political 
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) pp.259-279, p.278. 
43 David R Green and Alastair Owens, ‘Gentlewomanly Capitalism? Spinsters, Widows, and 
Wealth Holding in England and Wales, c.1800-1860’, Economic History Review, LVI, 3 (2003), pp. 
510-536, p.515. 
44 Jennifer Aston, Female Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century England: Engagement in the 
Urban Economy (London: Palgrave McMillan, 2016).  
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history.45  Where studies do exist – including the work of Pamela Horn – they display a 

tendency to concentrate on women’s paid labour in agriculture, rural craft or in 

cottage industry, echoing earlier preoccupations with this class of labour; reinforcing 

the impression that only working women were economically active in the rural 

sphere.46 Even Verdon’s book, while heralding a renewed focus on women’s rural 

labour, omitted female employers.47  Little attention has been paid to middling-sort 

women - proprietors of village shops, schoolmistresses, tradeswomen, and above all 

female farmers - who made an independent living in the nineteenth-century 

countryside, a gap which this thesis seeks to address.    

Beyond a highly specified rural history, women’s historians have shown little interest in 

women outside of major urban settlements, even though for much of the nineteenth  

century, Britain remained a predominantly rural country.48 The origins of this neglect 

go beyond the discipline of women’s history. As cultural historian and theorist 

Raymond Williams pointed out in 1975 views of the countryside as different, if not 

inferior to the city, enjoy a long provenance.49 Consequently the rural is often treated 

as somehow separate from the social and economic forces that were shaping the rest 

of the country.  This is reflected in historical treatments of rural women whose 

                                                             
45 Nicola Verdon, Rural Women Worker’s in 19th – Century England: Gender, Work and Wages 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2002) p.21.   
46 Ibid p.22.  See for example, Pamela Horn, Life and Labour in Rural England, 1760-1850 
(London: Macmillan, 1987). Pamela Sharpe, ‘The Female Labour Market in English Agriculture 
During the Industrial Revolution: Expansion or Contraction?’ Agricultural History Review, 47 
(1999), pp.161-81. Joyce Burnette, ‘The Wages and Employment of Female Day-Laborers in 
Agriculture, 1740–1850’, Economic History Review 57 (2004): pp.664–90; The first volume of G 
E Mingay’s (ed), The Victorian Countryside, included a chapter by Pamela Horn on women’s 
cottage industries. (Pamela Horn, ‘Women’s Cottage Industries’ in Mingay (ed), The Victorian 
Countryside, vol. 1 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), pp.341-52. 
47 Verdon, Rural Women Workers, p.77. 
48 Alun Howkins, Reshaping Rural England: A Social History 1850-1925 (London: Routledge, 
1991), p.8. 
49 Williams explored the ways in which rural and urban were represented in literature, from the 
pastoral poems of Virgil, to the novels of Anthony Trollope and George Eliot, leading him to 
conclude that the idea of the country as an idyllic place of peace but also of backwardness and 
limitation, has become entrenched in our collective consciousness. (Raymond Williams, The 
Country and the City (St Albans: Paladin, 1975), p.9. 
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experience and agency are considered as secondary to that of metropolitan women.  

While recent studies of the latter reveal continuities in the scope and nature of 

economic participation where middling sort rural women are concerned the story 

remains one of withdrawal from economic life (adding to their marginalisation). The 

(limited) historiography of rural women still awaits revision.50  

A lack of dedicated work on rural women means that in contrast to urban settings 

scholars have held on to the idea of an early modern ‘golden age’ of rural production 

after which women withdrew from the workforce and marketplace.   Ivy Pinchbeck’s 

thesis of a diverse and developed early modern pattern of female participation in 

agriculture, trade, and land management - that was later swept away by changes to 

agricultural production and ideas of feminine gentility - has continued to prevail. 51 It 

was an approach employed in Family Fortunes - which due to its focus on provincial 

East Anglia - remains one of the few sustained treatments of the rural sphere.  For 

example, when considering the female farmer Davidoff and Hall assumed that women, 

lacking in the specialist knowledge required to run an agricultural business, would have 

been forced from the land. Furthermore ideas about appropriate feminine behaviour 

would have led to women’s exclusion from the male spaces of the corn and cattle 

markets thereby curtailing their access to professional men like bankers and agents.52  

Ultimately farming women, fearful of a loss of status, would have had little choice but 

to withdraw to the domestic space of the farmhouse and abandon the business and 

                                                             
50If it wasn’t for the efforts of a small cohort of historians, particularly Nicola Verdon and Karen 
Sayer, nineteenth-century rural women would remain conspicuously absent in the 
historiography. Sayer’s work is focused on the cultural representation of rural women however, 
rather than their lived experience.  (Karen Sayer, Women of the fields: Representations of Rural 
Women in the Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995). 
51 Ivy Pinchbeck, Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution 1750-1850 (London: Virago 
Press, 1981), pp.7-10, p.30, and pp.294-6. 
52 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.274. 
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financial aspects of their profession.53  In 1995, Davidoff returned to the subject to 

argue that nineteenth-century popular literary representations, in which negative 

attitudes were expressed, proved that contemporaries considered women ill-suited to 

manage a farming enterprise.54  Although Verdon’s subsequent work has shown that 

the numbers of female farmers – around 24,000 in 1851 – remained stable throughout 

the nineteenth century, the idea that women left the land for the female gendered 

space of the farmhouse or dairy is remarkably obdurate.55   By revisiting some of the 

literary portrayals cited by Davidoff and comparing them with their real-life 

counterparts this thesis challenges the narrative of women’s largescale withdrawal 

from agricultural production to show that women did possess the skills to run an 

agricultural enterprise.   

1.4 Elite and Gentry Women  
 

If the historiography has been neglectful of middling-sort rural women members of its 

upper echelons - propertied and landowning women - have until very recently fared 

little better. Although works on middle-class women entered the canon in the 1980s 

the radical origins and traditions of women’s history - particularly the motivation to 

‘write history from below’ - left little room for women of the upper classes.  With a 

small number of exceptions such as Jessica Gerard’s 1987 paper Lady Bountiful: 

Women of the Landed Classes and Rural Philanthropy, and Pamela Horn’s 1991 

                                                             
53 Ibid., p.286.  Pinchbeck argued that the pattern of female withdrawal was particularly 
prevalent amongst richer farming families, as increasing farm profits in the eighteenth century 
allowed farmers wives to emulate upper class women and achieve gentility, with ‘nothing to 
do’. (Pinchbeck, Women Workers, p.33).  
54 Leonore Davidoff, ‘Gender in the First Industrial Nation: Farming and the Countryside in 
England, 1780-1850’, in Davidoff, World’s Between, pp.180-205, pp.196-7. When Davidoff 
identified an example of a successful female farmer, she dismissed her as unrefined and 
aberrant.   
55 Nicola Verdon,‘Business and Pleasure: Middle Class Women’s Work and the 
Professionalization of Farming in England, 1890-1939’, Journal of British Studies, Vol. 51, No.2 
(April 2012) pp.393-415, pp.394-5.  Rural historian Alun Howkins estimated that in 1851 almost 
9% of farmers were female.  (Howkins, Reshaping Rural England. p.9). 
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Victorian Countrywomen, which dedicated a chapter to the wives and daughters of the 

country house, there was little attempt to write landed women into the 

historiography. 56   

 
When elite women did feature, it was their role in reinforcing the hegemony of the 

ruling classes - doing philanthropic work among their grateful subjects the working 

poor - that dominated.57   A tendency to deploy elite women as weapons in tales of 

class warfare exacerbated their invisibility.  When they made an appearance, as in 

Family Fortunes, their main purpose was to act as a dissolute, vice ridden, and fashion 

obsessed foil against which the domestic moderations and deeply held religious beliefs 

of the middle-classes could be defined.58  There has been little attempt to understand 

the lives of landed women or to assess their contribution to the broader issues of 

women’s and gender history.   

 
The first extended study to challenge this assessment was Amanda Vickery’s The 

Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England, which focused on the lives 

of genteel women and their families in the Pennine valleys of northern England.  In 

contrast to Davidoff and Hall, Vickery found little evidence of a ‘profound cultural gulf’ 

between land and trade, noting that orthodox class-based analyses failed to take 

account of the many thousands of minor gentry and professional and mercantile 

families who populated rural areas.  The subsuming this group into one camp or the 

other - as representatives of the aristocracy or members of the rural rentier bourgeois 

-  not only risked their total erasure but also downplayed their significance to rural 

                                                             
56 Jessica Gerard, ‘Lady Bountiful: Women of the Landed Classes and Rural Philanthropy’, 
Victorian Studies (Winter 1987), pp.189-191. Pamela Horn, Victorian Countrywomen (Oxford: 
Blackwell 1991), pp.39-71. 
57 Gerard, ‘Lady Bountiful’, p.183. 
58 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, pp.21-2.   
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society. 59   Greatly outnumbering members of the aristocracy (who were often absent 

from home) it is important to treat the gentry as a discrete group.  As rural historian 

Alun Howkins observed, these were the people who ‘really ran the rural area’.60  By 

showing the importance of women of this class this thesis makes the case for their 

place in the overall narrative of women’s history. 

 
If, by uncovering the experiences of the lesser landed classes, Vickery’s book expanded 

the narrative scope of women’s history it still failed to provoke much in the way of a 

revisionist literature.  Ingrid Tague’s Women of Quality: Accepting and Contesting 

Ideals of Femininity in England, 1690-1760, was one of the few academic studies to 

explore the role of gender in elite women’s lives, but again conflated members of the 

gentry class with the aristocracy.61  During the 1990s treatments of elite women 

became fixated on the lives and loves of high profile individuals, an obsession which 

spilled over into ‘celebrity’ profiles of women in television and film, with limited 

acknowledgment of the realities of their lives.  For example, the successful 

management of a 400 acre estate by Halifax landowner Anne Lister was overshadowed 

by interrogation of her sexuality, particularly her well documented ‘lesbian’ affair with 

a neighbouring heiress.62  Likewise Linda Colley’s recognition of the critical, but at that 

stage, relatively unknown part played by Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire in 

eighteenth-century politics, was later eclipsed by Amanda Foreman’s popular 

biography of the same and subsequent film ‘The Duchess’ which featured Georgiana’s 

                                                             
59Amanda Vickery, The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (London: 
Yale University Press, 1998), pp.14-17. 
60 Howkins, Reshaping Rural England, p.31. 
61 Ingrid H Tague, Women of Quality: Accepting and Contesting Ideals of Femininity in England, 
1690-1760 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2002). 
62 Jill Liddington, Female Fortune: Land, Gender and Authority: The Anne Lister Diaries and Other 
Writings, 1833-36 (London: Rivers Oram Press, 1998). In 2010 BBC Two aired ‘The Secret Diaries 
of Miss Anne Lister’ a ‘bold and passionate’ drama charting the life of ‘Britain’s first modern 
lesbian’. Another dramatization of Anne Lister’s life ‘Gentleman Jack’ will be shown on the BBC 
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extravagant lifestyle and adulterous affairs.63  In addition to accounts of elite women’s 

love lives their involvement in the management of the country house has become 

another common theme.  Trevor Lumiss’ and Jan Marsh’s, The Woman’s Domain: 

Women and the English Country House which focused on the female inhabitants of 

several country properties managed by the National Trust, examined aspects of their 

upbringing, courtship, and household management, observing that ‘the provision of 

money and the getting of heirs was still the main function of women.64 These trends 

ignore the economic and public activites of gentry and elite women beyond the 

domestic sphere an omission that this thesis seeks to address. 

 
Country house society has also appeared in other branches of historiography, 

particularly that of the family, but again discussions of the women associated with 

these buildings remained pre-occupied by their relationship to its interior space. For 

example, in The Family Story: Blood, Contract and Intimacy, 1830-1960, Leonore 

Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink, and Katherine Holden, commented on elite 

women’s use of their drawing rooms and ballrooms to stage the social rituals that 

reinforced their families local and national standing.65  In the historiography of elites, 

women have continued to be confined to domestic space with little consideration of 

other roles they may have undertaken. 

 
If elite and gentry women have struggled to escape their reproductive obligations or 

the domestic spaces of their homes it is because few historians seemed willing to 

envisage a role for them in estate management.  Pinchbeck’s analysis of rural society 

                                                             
63 Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (London: Vintage, 1996), pp.258-263.  
Amanda Foreman, Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire (London: Harper Collins Publishers, 1999).  
64 Trevor Lumiss and Jan Marsh, The Woman’s Domain: Women and the English Country House 
(London: Penguin, 1990), p.62. A further example of the genre is Joanne Martin, Wives and 
Daughter’s: Women and Children of the Georgian Country House (Hambledon: Continuum, 
2004).  
65 Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink and Katherine Holden, The Family Story; Blood, 
Contract and Intimacy, 1830-1960 (London: Longman, 1999), pp.115-6.  
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featured several active estate managers and experimental farmers but by omitting 

examples from the nineteenth century, she helped to consolidate a view that female 

estate managers, like independent farming women, had all but died out.66  Orthodox 

histories of British landownership, which suggested that land had become 

concentrated in the hands of a few aristocratic owners, ignored smaller landowners 

further marginalising propertied women.67 Discussions of female property ownership 

in the women’s historiography focused almost exclusively on the types of property 

found in metropolitan areas and ignored women’s land ownership.68 The lack of 

interest in women’s land and rural property meant that for many decades Horn’s 1991 

statement that ‘females rarely exercised influence over the running of estates’ 

remained beyond dispute.69  When the challenge did come it was not from history but 

from historical geography.  Briony McDonagh’s 2009 paper, ‘Women, Enclosure, and 

Estate Improvement in Eighteenth-Century Northamptonshire’, challenged the idea of 

landed women’s universal retirement to the private domestic sphere.70  Since then 

academic interest in women’s land management has grown.  In 2015 a multi-

disciplinary Conference ‘Women, Land and the Making of the British Landscape, 1300-

1900’ was held at the University of Hull where papers explored women’s ownership of 

land, their involvement in estate improvement, and their shaping of the rural 

                                                             
66 Pinchbeck, Women Workers, p.32 and p.283. 
67 See J V Beckett,‘The Pattern of Landownership in England and Wales, 1660-1880’, Economic 
History Review, Second Series, Volume xxxvii, No.1 (February 1984), pp.1-22, for an overview of 
the ‘aggrandizement thesis’. 
68 See Berg, ‘Women’s Property in the Industrial Revolution’, Green and Owen’s, 
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landscape.71 McDonagh’s latest book Elite Women and the Agricultural Landscape, 

1700-1830, has developed these themes.72  The discussions of women’s independent 

landownership and estate management in this thesis is a direct contribution to these 

new debates, while it’s consideration of women’s property and land ownership helps 

address the neglect of these important assets in histories of women and property.   

 
The growing interest in women and land which has highlighted elite and gentry 

women’s economic agency represents a necessary complement to work centring on 

their political identities. An early example being Patricia Hollis’ 1987 work Ladies Elect: 

Women in English Local Government 1865-1914, which examined women’s roles on 

local rural and urban councils, school and poor law boards, and the organisation of 

workhouse and prison visiting.  Hollis showed these activities to be an early site of 

political activity for women which predated the campaign for the parliamentary 

franchise.73 However, although Ladies Elect referenced the activities of rural women its 

examples were mainly drawn from London and other large towns and cities.74 By 

continuing to frame female philanthropy and political activism as a natural extension 

of ‘womanly’ subjectivity Hollis supported the narrative that at every level female 

public identity depended on the discourse of sexual difference to find expression.75      

 
Kathryn Gleadle was one of the first to challenge this construction of female political 

subjectivity.  She noted that the desire to trace the trajectory of women’s political 

consciousness from parochial beginnings to national stage had led to the neglect of the 

                                                             
71 See https://womenandland.files.wordpress.com/2015/04/wlconferencereport-blog-2.pdf  for 
the Conference report.  
72 Briony A K McDonagh, Elite Women and the Agricultural Landscape, 1700-1830 (London: 
Routledge, 2017). 
73 Hollis, Ladies Elect pp.2-3.  
74 Hollis includes a whole chapter on the operation of the London School Board, while her 
discussion of provincial boards looked at larger towns and cities including Manchester, Oxford, 
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75 Ibid., p.16. 
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ideological and class differences that existed between publicly and politically active 

women.  It also overlooked the emergence of political identities in different contexts – 

including the rural.76  Her 2009 work Borderline Citizens: Women, Gender, and Political 

Culture in Britain, 1815-1867 has been important in the writing of this thesis. Building 

on her earlier work it examines the alternative ways in which provincial and rural 

women of the middle and gentry classes engaged in public activity in the early 

nineteenth century.77  As Gleadle remarked - the concentration on urban women with 

radical and liberal agendas - marginalised women whose public and political activities 

were framed by the rural.78 For example, analysis of the political agitation surrounding 

the repeal of the Corn Laws has only considered female participation in the Anti-Corn 

Law camp rarely stopping to ask if women were involved in the rural movement to 

retain agricultural protection.79  Another important development is the work of Sarah 

Richardson which similarly considers political activism in a rural setting. The Political 

Worlds of Women: Gender and Politics in Nineteenth Century Britain, traced the long 

history of women’s involvement in parish politics not only as voters but also as the 

                                                             
76 Kathryn Gleadle, ‘Charlotte Elizabeth Tonna and the Mobilisation of Tory Women in Early 
Victorian England’, The Historical Journal, 50, 1 (2007), pp.97-117, p.98. Gleadle noted that 
most scholarship has been devoted to the activities of liberal and radical middle-class women 
while women who identified with the broader spectrum of conservative traditions received 
little attention. Where aristocratic women have been examined their political activities are 
interpreted as a privilege of class rather than an expression of female political consciousness. 
See Peter Mandler, ‘From Almack’s to Willis’s: Aristocratic Women and Politics, 1815-1867’, in 
Amanda Vickery (ed), Women, Privilege, and Power: British Politics, 1750 to the Present 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p.152. Other treatments of aristocratic women 
include Colley’s ‘Briton’s; Forging the Nation and James N McCord, ‘Taming the Female 
Politician in Early Nineteenth-Century England: John Bull versus Lady Jersey’ (2002) Journal of 
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1867 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.21.  
78 Ibid., p.20. 
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League seeing female engagement with the cause as a key expression of middle-class 
consciousness. (Simon Morgan,‘’A Sort of Land Debateable’’: Female Influence, Civic Virtue, and 
Middle-Class Identity, c.1830 – c.1860’ [1], Women’s History Review, 13:2 (2004), pp.183-209). 
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holders of a diverse range of offices that included overseers, sextons and parish 

clerks.80  

 
Gleadle and Richardson’s inclusion of rural women in their analyses has moved 

debates about political subjectivity beyond the traditional view of an exclusive 

predication on bourgeois ideas of women’s special mission or notions of ‘social 

mother-hood’.  It has shown that women’s public identities were just as likely to 

emerge in the context of older more customary forms of ‘paternalistic’ authority.81  

These observations provide important context for this thesis, as do Gleadle’s 

comments about the importance of land in the construction of women’s political 

subjectivities.  The possession of land provided women with an economic rather than a 

gendered source of authority a reality which this thesis expands upon.82  Female 

landowners were important local economic actors and they used their status to exploit 

their position within their own parochial cultures - the pattern of local interactions and 

personal communications that characterised people’s lives – to perform a wide variety 

of public and philanthropic acts.83  Building on Gleadle’s and Richardson’s insights this 

thesis reveals the diverse ways that rural and small-town women capitalised on their 

status in their communities and within their local networks.   

 
1.5 Single or Independent? 

 
As the proceeding discussion has shown the radical origins of women’s history with its 

focus on working women, discussions of the middle-classes foregrounding ideology 

over experience, and the lack of interest in elite and gentry women, have combined to 
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marginalise non-metropolitan women’s independent agency in the historiography, an 

omission that is only now being addressed.  There are two further historiographical 

trends however that have impacted on the visibility of the self-supporting woman - 

statements that circumscribe the gendered identity of the nineteenth-century 

‘individual’, and discussions of the lives and experiences of ‘single’ women as a group.     

 
The focus on ideological impacts in the historiography of the middle-classes combined 

with generalised assumptions about the types of activity ‘permitted’ for women has 

supported the contention that individuals who operated outside of strict ideological 

bounds were atypical, adding little to the overall narrative of women’s history.   By 

concentrating on constraints suffered by married women in relation to property, and 

the suspension of their legal identity under couverture, the true position of many 

single and never-married feme soles who enjoyed the same rights to property and 

protection from the law as a man remains unexplored.  The women of Family Fortunes 

and its derivatives, limited to caring roles and the maintenance of the home or if single 

surviving on the economic margins, are considered to have lacked the agency of their 

menfolk.  It was men who participated in trade and commerce, men who developed 

their occupational identities, and men who were free to ‘act’.84  In such analyses only 

men could be classed as truly independent - ‘separate, solitary, autonomous, human 

being[s]’ - invested with the power to move beyond the confines of hearth and 

home.85  This view was reiterated by Mary Poovey in her 1988 book Uneven 

Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England, which 

explored the ideological underpinnings of gender difference.86  Using the binary model 

of male independence/female dependence as a framework Poovey argued that it was 
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man’s identity as a subject with rights: the right to act, to own property, and to freely 

exchange his labour, that led to women being classified as non- subjects. Likewise, in 

White, Male, and Middle Class, Catherine Hall identified the independent and 

autonomous individual of the period as male with the continued subordination of the 

feminine the way in which it was achieved.87    By presenting evidence of women’s 

independent endeavours this thesis challenges this narrative.  

 
When seeking reasons for the omission of female independent agency in the 

historiography it is imperative to consider how single/unmarried women, as a group, 

have been treated.  Across all manifestations of public and economic endeavour 

single/unmarried women emerge as an important cohort, yet as Katherine Holden, 

Amy Froide, and June Hannam observed, unlike class, gender, or ethnicity, singleness 

or marital status is a variable rarely treated as needing explanation or discussion.88  

However, as Holden et al. went on to stress marital status is an important category of 

analysis.  Not only does being married or not married confer different rights, privileges 

and restrictions on women but it also structures relations of power and subordination 

between women.89  Because of this dichotomy unmarried or never married women are 

often presented as problematic, threatening, or anomalous, which is why pejorative 

representations of female singleness have enjoyed such cultural capital.90   Therefore it 

is important to acknowledge that the negative aspects of the category ‘single’ have a 

function, in that they need to be invoked if the positive aspects of the dominant 

                                                             
87 Hall, White, Male and Middle Class pp.257-258. 
88 Katherine Holden, Amy M Froide and June Hannam, ‘Introduction’, Women's History Review, 
17:3 (2008), pp.313-326. 
89 As Amy Froide has discussed, it is also important to distinguish between single/unmarried 
and widowed women.  In patriarchal societies widows occupied a sanctioned social role that 
was not afforded to never married women. (Amy M Froide, ‘Marital Status as a Category in 
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category ‘married’ are to remain in force.91  It is why, as Judith M Bennett and Amy 

Froide explained in their introduction to Never Married: Singlewomen in Early Modern 

England, the terrifying spectres of physically repulsive ‘old-maids’ and foolish 

frustrated ‘spinsters’ -  stalwarts of eighteenth and nineteenth-century popular culture 

– came to exist.92  A direct response to single women’s increasing economic and social 

autonomy these negative stereotypes fulfilled an important purpose, they are 

intended to dissuade women from consciously choosing to eschew marriage by 

remaining independent.93 

 
In the historiography single women have been subjected to a range of responses 

contingent on their social status as subjects.   Many studies of female middle-class 

public activism, while noting the contributions of single women, view their marital 

status as unworthy of further comment.  In her study of local government Hollis 

identified numerous examples of unmarried women on school and poor law boards, 

but other than commenting that campaigning and activism gave single women 

‘something useful’ to do, drew no further distinction on the basis of marital status.94  In 

Borderline Citizens Gleadle noted that it was  ‘striking’  that so many of the major 

female political figures of the day were unmarried, but didn’t explore the implications 

of this on the style of their political activism.95  The tendency to collectivise women, 

                                                             
91 Ibid., p.318. 
92 Judith M Bennett and Amy M Froide, ‘A Singular Past’, in Bennett, Judith M and Froide, Amy 
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rather than exploring whether marital impacted on their experience is also displayed in 

discussions of female business activity.96 

 
While it is possible to argue that women’s philanthropy and political activism enabled 

them to construct alternative identities - not predicated on marital status - such an 

approach fails to engage with the more negative aspects of the single/unmarried 

category described above. Avoiding women’s single status - when their public 

contribution is cause for celebration - is problematic because in other sections of the 

historiography marital status is treated as a significant category of difference. It is 

telling that in such instances single women’s social worlds are often expressed in 

deficit terms – dependency and incapacity - rather than positives and strengths.  Single 

women are presented as disadvantaged relative to married women with whom they 

are inevitably compared.   

 
Studies that explore the social and economic circumstances of lower middle-class 

single women, while emphasising the anomalous status of the cohort, are an example 

of this approach.  When Olwen Hufton set out to examine the lives of single women in 

the eighteenth century, in her 1984 study ‘Women without Men: Widows and 

Spinsters in Britain and France in the Eighteenth Century’, she focused on uncovering 

the strategies adopted by single women in order to ‘survive’ in a society where 

‘marriage and motherhood were regarded as the norm’.97  Concluding that ‘success 

stories … [were] limited to a handful of women’, and that few women on their own 

would have been able to generate new wealth, Hufton focused on those who subsisted 

by clustering together in traditional female trades like lace-making and spinning.98  In 
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the same year Michael Anderson, following a similar line of enquiry, examined the 

‘plight’ of the one million women who remained unmarried at the middle of the 

nineteenth century.  Once again women without husbands were presented as being 

‘forced to survive’ on the margins, engaging in ‘legitimate’ feminine occupations to 

scratch a living with few likely ‘to be in small-scale trade or industry or in farming on 

their own account’.99 

 
Nineteenth-century single/unmarried women have yet to benefit from the type of 

widescale review of their economic and social circumstances comparable to the one 

undertaken by Amy Froide for the early modern period.100  For many decades the 

assumption that during the long nineteenth century, single women lacked meaningful 

economic or social agency has gone unchallenged.  Scholars have remained blind to 

the realities of women’s lives and have downplayed the positive aspects of single 

women’s feme sole status which allowed them to trade and enter into contracts in the 

same way as men.  Recent work however is starting to show that the clustering of 

women in ‘feminised’ trades observed by Hufton and Anderson wasn’t necessarily a 

sign of failure.  A recent study of the eighteenth-century urban economy undertaken 

by Simonton has highlighted how single business women – including those engaged in 

the textile trades – adopted many strategies to achieve business success, including co-

location as a way of exchanging expertise and combining business overheads.101 

 

                                                             
99 Michael Anderson, ‘The Social Position of Spinsters in Mid-Victorian Britain’, Journal of Family 
History, 9 (1984), pp.377-393, p.385.  
100 Froide’s book reframed the history of women in the early modern period by uncovering the 
experiences of women who did not perform the roles of lives and mothers, (Amy M. Froide, 
Never Married: Singlewomen in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
p.7). 
101 Deborah Simonton,‘Widows and Wenches’: Single Women in Eighteenth-Century 
Economies’, in Simonton and Montenach (eds), Female Agency in the Urban Economy, pp.93-
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By focusing exclusively on never married women of the middle and gentry class this 

thesis challenges these negative representations of single women, re-framing their 

identities and activities as positive and independent.   The discussions of women’s 

independent businesses demonstrate the contributions that such women made to the 

small town and rural economies, building on Simonton’s observations of the types of 

networking and co-operative strategies adopted by single business women in the 

eighteenth century.   This thesis also shows that for never-married gentry women the 

championing of a personalised philanthropic projects was a way of fashioning 

autonomous persona and that their marital status - particularly the ability to act 

independently - allowed them to transcend the feminine and familial identities 

attached to women of their class.  

 
1.6 Single Women’s Living Arrangements and Residence Patterns 

 
The trope of the socially impoverished single woman has also dominated discussions of 

women’s living arrangements and residence patterns.  Unmarried women who lived 

outside of their family homes are again considered anomalous and problematic, the 

exception rather than the norm.  In 1985 Martha Vicinus’s Independent Women: Work 

and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920, examined the way in which a ‘small 

group of middle-class women [who] could afford to live, however poorly on their own 

earnings’ had ‘survived’ outside the bounds of normative heterosexual domesticity.102  

Vicinus’ book focused on women who chose to live communally in church communities 

or settlement houses - types of residential and work-based institutions that offered 

unmarried women alternatives to the nuclear family.103  Independent Women is part of 
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a historiography that connects middle-class women’s transgression of the 

private/public boundary to their successful manipulation of the doctrine of sexual 

difference. It reinforces the view that only un-married women who embraced the 

notion of ‘social motherhood’, were permitted to live outside the nuclear family 

without stricture.104    

 
By documenting a specific response to the problem of single women’s 

accommodation, Vicinus did little to dislodge the consensus that most 

single/unmarried women were prevented from living independently due to a lack of 

funds or support.  It was an assumption that led Bridget Hill to declare in 2001 that 

during the nineteenth century, an unmarried woman had no ‘sort of life of her own’.105   

This idea has been frequently iterated in the historiography of the family where the 

unmarried daughter, if not at home supporting elderly parents, could be found in her 

brother’s house acting as his housekeeper or in the case of a widower a surrogate 

mother to his children.106 The historization of the single woman as self-less, dependent 

and dedicated has transcended class and social status.   Ruth Larsen identified 

                                                             
deaconesses; communities that had long been the norm in mainland Europe, where women 
would find training, discipline, and moral sustenance. (ibid., p.45). 
104 Eileen Janes Yeo, ‘Constructing and Contesting Motherhood, 1750-1950’, Hecate 31.2 
(2005), No.4, pp. 4-16.  Yeo later claimed that it was singlewomen’s ‘longing for motherhood’ 
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private spheres. (Eileen Janes Yeo, ‘’Virgin Mothers”, Singlewomen Negotiate the Doctrine of 
Motherhood in Victorian and Edwardian Britain’, in Rudolph M Bell and Virginia Yans (eds), 
Women on Their Own: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Being Single (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
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examples of elite unmarried sisters gaining a high degree of status by supporting an 

unmarried brother and performing the public role and duties that would normally be 

allocated to his wife.107  By foregrounding their familial identities historians frequently 

represent single/unmarried women as placing the needs of others above their own, 

playing the role of dutiful daughter, doting sister or aunt, dedicated to supporting the 

younger members of the family 108  Where single women were observed to have 

established their own households this is not interpreted in a positive light.  Individuals 

are once again described as ‘surviving’ or alternatively as establishing ‘home-like’ living 

arrangements as a consolation for missing out on married life.109  By presenting 

evidence of women establishing their own households this thesis challenges such 

negative readings of the residence choices available to unmarried women during the 

period. 

The assumption that single/unmarried women were condemned to live dependent or 

financially impoverished lives even caused one historian to explain away examples of 

household formation evident in his data.  In his study of the ‘spinster problem’ 

Anderson noted a rapid increase in the number of never-married women aged forty- 

five and over who headed their own households yet chose to attribute this to sampling 

errors, the ambiguity of women’s actual residential situations, or most dismissively as 

proof that deprived of her elderly parents un-married women had little option than to 

live alone.110  Yet in many respects Anderson’s findings were not anomalous, in fact 

they were remarkably consistent with Froide’s observations of independent 

householder formation in seventeenth-century Southampton. Froide identified a large 
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contingent of never-married women aged over forty-five heading their own 

establishments, suggesting some historical continuity in female household formation 

in later age.111  Both Anderson and Froide point to the significance of life-course in 

women’s decisions to setup a home or business.  Froide provided a more optimistic 

interpretation than Anderson, suggesting that many single women may have viewed 

their early years as something akin to retirement and that the death of a parent could 

be life-changing as it ‘heralded the end of a single woman’s tenure as a daughter’ 

enabling them to strike out on their own.  More recently Simonton has exposed the 

importance of life-course to single women’s contributions to the eighteenth-century 

urban economy, estimating that in towns twenty-three percent of women remained 

unmarried at age thirty-nine.112 The concentration of older women in the ranks of self-

supporting householders and business proprietors is a further indication of the 

dangers of generalising about unmarried women as a cohort, as there were clearly 

differences between women depending on age and experience.113 Most of the women 

discussed in this thesis acquired their businesses or inherited their land or estates aged 

forty of above.  This study adds to the picture of never-married women becoming 

independently active in later life.  

In 2003, Gordon and Nair produced further evidence to challenge the negative trope of 

the single woman condemned to live a life of dependency, identifying a sizable 

proportion of female headed households in the middle-class neighbourhoods of 

Glasgow.114  Most significantly, they revealed numerous examples of women who 

provided homes for dependents, including brothers, brother in laws, nephews and 
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adult sons, persuasive evidence that ‘belies the cultural conventions of female 

dependence’.115  More recently Alison Kay has discussed how women’s businesses 

were frequently carried on from home, and how London businesswomen often headed 

socially rich, multigenerational households, which offered support and made economic 

agency possible.116  As the discussion of female householders and business women in 

this thesis shows the pattern of female headed ‘households of enterprise’ containing 

male as well as female dependents was also prevalent in the rural communities of the 

period, undermining the perception of unmarried women as the dependent party. 

 
In addition to providing single women with a home of their own, or a base from which 

to conduct business, Sarah Richardson has recently highlighted the ways in which 

single women’s status as householders and rate payers created opportunities for local 

action and female citizenship.117   By focusing on the female parish electorate, 

Richardson has shown that it was because of single women’s feme sole status that they 

were able to participate in local politics (a privilege denied to married women), 

allowing single women of very modest means a form of political expression.  

Therefore, in terms of their public citizenship women’s independent status could be 

more important than their economic or social position.     

 
Evidence of historical continuity in the formation of female headed households points 

to the significance of property in the lives of single/unmarried women and how 

property ownership and/or occupation has underpinned female independence across 

the centuries.  In its many guises property has become something of a paradigm of the 

discipline, whether discussed as a domestic or working space, a legal relationship, or a 
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bundle of household or personal goods.118  However it is a historiography underpinned 

by the premise that women’s dominion over property was dictated by gendered 

custom and law.  To date, little has been written about single women’s property 

ownership.  Instead the historiography has focused on the campaigns to reform 

married women’s property law. Even though single women’s contributions to the 

reform are noted, the significance of their own property ownership has passed without 

comment.119   It has been left to other academic disciplines to explore the significance 

of property ownership/occupation in the establishment of an independent life.120   This 

thesis seeks to redress the balance by showing the importance of real property to all 

classes of single women and the role it played in the articulation of an independent 

identity.  

 
2.0 Conceptual Framework  

 
When undertaking the research for this thesis it became apparent that in small towns 

and rural areas - locations which we have seen have been long neglected in 

mainstream women’s history - many women possessed the wherewithal to establish 

their own households and businesses, run landed estates, and engage in large scale 

philanthropic projects.  For these women independent agency was a fact of everyday 

life.   Having been primed by the historiography to expect a significant degree of 

contemporary disapproval it was surprising to find an almost universal acceptance of, 

and even respect for, women’s activities.   While there was some limited evidence that 
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women were conscious of the negative tropes attached to female singleness these 

were not at the forefront of their minds and didn’t prevent them leading active lives.      

Troubling the many categories and dualisms traditionally used to explain women’s 

position in the long nineteenth century, independent women are not easy subjects to 

accommodate within the existing parameters of women’s history.   In control of 

property and resources and as heads of families they subvert the heteronormative 

matrix, contesting the binary of female dependence/male autonomy. They also 

challenge perceptions of this period as eminently hostile to female independent 

agency.   Feme soles in the eyes of the law, independent women shared many 

characteristics with men, occupying roles normatively constructed as masculine and 

demonstrating that women could traverse the private/public divide without invoking 

the discourse of sexual difference.   With the ability to establish and maintain 

meaningful lives outside of marriage, single independent women resist their 

historiographical representation as anomalous, disadvantaged and subordinate to 

married women of the period.   The very normality of independent women makes 

them difficult to conceptualise using traditional binary and oppositional frameworks.  

There is little sense that their independent identities arose from a conscious desire to 

project a more positive model of single women’s usefulness and there is no indication 

that independent subjectivities were forged in opposition to heteronormative 

categories.   The women may have been embedded in a culture where the ‘truth’ of 

female inferiority was frequently reiterated, and where an explicit discourse of female 

independence was lacking, yet they were still able to occupy positions of autonomy 

and independence whilst attracting little censure.    

Making sense of women’s colonisation of roles normatively codified as masculine 

requires an alternative conceptual framework.  Poststructuralist theorisations of the 

part played by discourse in constituting and governing individual subjects proved 
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helpful.  Introduced by Michel Foucault, the term ‘discourse’ has been used to explain 

how the networks of power embedded in and reproduced by social and economic 

systems and institutions is made manifest through social practice and language, to 

‘produce’ and control individual and/or collective subject(s).121  Dubbed the ‘cultural or 

linguistic turn’, feminist scholars like Joan Wallach Scott, utilised the analytical 

perspective offered by Foucault to interrogate the ways in which historically specific  

‘knowledges’ of sexual difference and hierarchies of gender had been constructed and 

legitimized.122   

When trying to conceptualise independent women and explain how they were able to 

exist outside the available binaries of man/woman and single/married, Scott’s 

discussion of the categorical oppositions that occur in the production of such 

‘knowledges’ proved insightful.123 Because normative concepts of gender are found 

expressed in religious, scientific, and legal doctrines - appearing as a fixed binary 

opposition -  they have taken on the appearance of truth, a categorical assertion of the 

meanings of male and female, masculine and feminine.124   Subsequent history is 

written as if these normative positions were the product of consensus, emerging 

whole without dispute.   Yet, as Scott explained, the fixed appearance of these binaries 

is illusory, dependent on the refusal or repression of alternative possibilities. 

Oppositions that appear as normative and fixed rely on the repression of internal 

ambiguities to remain in play.   Scott’s work helps to clarify why the historical evidence 

of female independence outside of marriage - which disturbs the binary of 

married/unmarried and male/female - has been overlooked, explained away, or even 
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supressed.  It was her subsequent demand for historical investigations to disrupt 

notions of fixity, by exposing repressed and alternative possibilities, which confirmed 

the independent woman a legitimate subject for study.125    

Scott’s call for scholars to identify the mechanisms by which alternative female 

identities have been repressed was referenced by feminist theorist and philosopher 

Judith Butler in her landmark study, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 

Identity.  While Scott suggested that the seemingly immutable categories of male and 

female were in fact unstable and malleable Butler went further, questioning the whole 

basis of a feminist theory centred on the experiences and interests of women as a 

sexual class.126  Butler argued that feminism, having adopted the masculine/feminine 

binary as its exclusive framework, was instrumental in separating ‘women’ both 

analytically and politically from the other axes of power that constitute identity.127  

Following on from philosopher Denise Riley - among the first to highlight how 

differences between women, such as marital status and property ownership, qualify 

the categorical unity of ‘woman’ - Butler (returning to Foucault’s observation that 

power produces the subjects it subsequently represents) questioned whether 

feminism (and therefore the discipline of women’s history) was responsible for the 

discursive construction of the very subject that it hoped to emancipate.128  Like Riley, 

Butler found the assumption of a common female identity troublesome, particularly 

for certain categories of women who existed on different axis of domination or 

occupied positions presumed to be masculine.129  Not only that, the idea of a common 

identity failed to acknowledge that gender had been constituted in different historical 
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contexts and through intersection with both classed and regional modalities of 

discursively constituted identities.130  It was Butler’s contention that female identities 

are not solely predicated on gender but have emerged along other axes, that helped in 

conceptualising the independent woman as subject constituted by a range and variety 

of discourse. 

Butler’s theorisation of the way that discourse acted on the body to construct identity 

has attracted criticism. Many feminist scholars considered the foregrounding of 

discourse and the de-centring of the female subject to be inherently dangerous. 

Having fought to reverse women’s exclusion from the historical record they felt that 

the emphasis on discursive identity negates women’s unique experiences and 

agency.131  It was Butler’s contention of the absence of a pre-existing knowing subject 

who expresses his/her innate identity – thereby reducing individuals to little more than 

‘sites’ for the receipt of discourse - that proved most contentious.  Introducing the 

concept of performativity, which she elaborated on in Bodies that Matter: On the 

discursive limits of “sex”, Butler argued that it was the reiteration of a norm or set of 

norms – for example those governing knowledge of sexual difference – that produced, 

regulated and constrained the subject.132  Later, theoretical historians like Kathleen 

Canning sought to re-centre female agency, untangling the relationships between 

discourses and experiences to explore the ways in which subjects mediated or 
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transformed discourses in specific historical settings.133  By highlighting the interplay 

between an individual’s social and economic context and circulating discourse, 

Canning’s concept of mediated discourse softened Butler’s purist concept whilst 

creating the opportunity to think about how women might have articulated a different 

gendered response to discourse in different temporal settings.   Canning’s insights hint 

at the possibility that some nineteenth-century women were able to mediate a 

discourse that worked to position them as dependent and inferior. 

Despite their critics Scott and Butler’s ideas about subject formation have informed 

the writing of this thesis.  Scott’s theorisation of hidden and supressed categories, and 

Butler’s recognition of the multiplicity of cultural, social, and political intersections in 

which the concrete array of ‘women’ are constructed, provides a way to conceptualise 

women who occupied a range of roles and positions normally associated with the 

masculine.  Butler’s concept of performativity also helps when thinking about the ways 

in which different strands of identity, other than gender, emerge.  After all, if the 

reiteration of discourse can constitute and regulate gender identities then so must 

other axes of power.  Therefore, in relation to women in rural locations, it is possible 

to theorise that the operation and reiteration of paternalistic customs and norms 

helped constitute the female landowner and estate manager, while the occupational 

practices associated with distinct professions positioned business women like the 

female farmer.  

Because this thesis is concerned with rural women it was also important to understand 

what other aspects of rural society were constitutive of female independence.   At an 

early stage in the research it became apparent that the productive and residential 

spaces of rural areas and small towns were significant in the performance of women’s 

                                                             
133 Kathleen Canning, Gender History in Practice: Historical Perspectives on Bodies, Class and 
Citizenship (New York: Cornell University Press 2006), pp.68-71. 
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independent identities and therefore some interrogation of the relationship between 

space and gender was required.  Historians have long recognised the part played by 

specific types of real and metaphorical space in female experience and in the 2000s 

they started to embrace approaches and methodologies derived from the ‘spatial 

turn’, which examined the gendered meanings of geographical space. It was a 

perspective that first gained traction during the 1990s when a group of feminist 

cultural geographers - including Gillian Rose, Doreen Massey and Linda McDowell - 

adopted poststructuralist theory as a way of exploring links between space, place and 

gender.134  While the deployment of ‘space’ as an analytical tool has proved important 

to women’s historians, their continued prioritisation of binary thinking about the 

boundaries between home and work, formal and informal spaces, and the activities of 

feminine and masculine subjects within these spaces, means their work has remained 

constrained by traditional conceptual frameworks.135   There has been limited 

acknowledgement that the space-gender relationship is part of an integrated and 

mutually constitutive process.136  The exact nature of the relationship between gender 

and space is particularly important when considering the conditions under which 

female independent identities were produced.  All the rural women discussed this 

thesis, whether landowners or farmers, failed to conform to the oft cited model of 

rural femininity, in which women are confined to purely domestic space, or an 

                                                             
134 Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: 
Polity Press 1993), Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994) 
and Linda McDowell, Gender, Identity and Place: Understanding Feminist Geographies 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999). 
135 Engagement with spatial concepts gained momentum in 2009 at the 18th annual Women’s 
History Network Conference (WHN) entitled ‘Women, Gender, and Political Spaces: Historical 
Perspectives.  Papers given at the Conference were later amalgamated in a special edition of 
the Women’s History Review edited by Kathryn Beebe, Angela Davis and Kathryn Gleadle, 
‘Space, Place and Gendered Identities: Feminist History and the Spatial Turn’, Women’s History 
Review, 21:4 (2012), pp.523-532.  For a critique of historian’s approach see Women and 
Geography Study Group, Feminist Geographies: Explorations in Diversity and Difference (Essex: 
Longman, 1997), p.192. 
136 For further discussion of this see Gemma Goodman and Charlotte Mathieson (eds), Gender 
and Space in Rural Britain, 1840-1920  (London: Pickering & Chatto Ltd., 2014), p.8. 
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extension of the same.  While researching female landowners and farmers it became 

increasingly obvious that the spatial dimension of identity was not purely confined to 

the management of land and property, it also had symbolic importance.   A key aspect 

of the women’s relationship to space, and the aspect that finds most frequent 

expression in their own accounts and in contemporary recollections of their activities, 

was their freedom and ability to move through space and appropriate it as their own, 

even if that space was normatively gendered as masculine.    

 
To conceptualise this it made sense to return to the work of feminist geographers, 

particularly that of Nicky Gregson and Gillian Rose, who had embraced Judith Butler’s 

ideas.137  Calling for Butler to be ‘taken elsewhere’, they argued that the idea of 

performativity could also be applied to geographical space.  For Gregson and Rose, 

Butler’s insistence that identities do not pre-exist their performance, but instead are 

brought into being by the performance of a discourse or script that disciplines its 

subjects even as it produces them, was key.  Extending this concept to the theorisation 

of space they claim that space isn’t a pre-existing stage waiting to be mapped out by 

human activity, but instead it is something brought into being by specific performances 

– gendered or otherwise.  It is necessary therefore to think of spaces as the product of 

performative power relations.138  What stands out in Gregson and Rose’s discussion is 

their recognition that individuals at work in spaces can appropriate and re-cite certain 

aspects of the reiterative discourse giving meaning to that space.139  In much the same 

                                                             
137 Nicky Gregson, and Gillian Rose, ‘Taking Butler Elsewhere: Performativities, Spatialities and 
Subjectivities’, Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 2000, Volume 18, pp.433-452. 
138 Gregson and Rose applied a distinctly Butlerian formulation to two research projects. 
Gregson examined the performances of car-boot sale participants who transform car-parks and 
playing fields into alternative spaces of consumption.  Rose’s work with community arts project 
workers explained the relationship between discourse and space.  By performing a specific 
community arts discourse in urban spaces, the workers created a participative social space very 
different to the vision of the marginalised communities articulated by the ‘official’ discourse of 
‘powerful institutions’. (Gregson and Rose, ‘Taking Butler Elsewhere,’ pp.438-442). 
139 Ibid., p.441. 
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way that Kathleen Canning posited that individuals could mediate discourse to produce 

alternative or subverted identities this thesis considers whether female subjects in 

receipt of normatively masculine discourse re-configured space as a site of legitimate 

female agency.  Whether through their managerial presence in the fields, via their 

colonisation of certain streets and neighbourhoods, or their commissioning of large 

scale building projects, it will argue that independent women’s relationship to rural 

and small-town space was both integrated and mutually constitutive.  

 

3.0 Sources and Methodology 

 
The post-structuralist framework outlined above is helpful for working with historical 

subjects who sit outside of the traditional historical narrative - simultaneously 

occupying a range of gendered, classed, and occupational subject positions.  This thesis 

argues that while female independent identities may have been discursively 

constructed on a range of axes, through their personal agency women were able to 

negotiate and subvert (whether consciously or not) societal norms.   Consequently, it is 

Canning’s idea of experientially mediated discourse that is most useful here. In this 

study a variety of sources are used to reconstruct the lives of independent women.  

When read together as both empirical and representational texts they offer a unique 

perspective on the experiences of unmarried middle class and gentry women during 

the long nineteenth century.  

 

3.1 Didactic Literature, pamphlets and periodical articles 

This thesis begins with the premise that to understand the nature and extent of female 

autonomy during the nineteenth century, it is first necessary to recognise that ‘the 

independent woman’ as a subject could only ever be mediated within available 
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discourse.  The first chapter examines one aspect of circulating discourse that remains 

readily accessible – that of literature.  Examining the interaction of ideology and 

literature during the eighteenth century, W. A. Speck noted that all forms of literature 

reflect and form the prevalent ideologies of the age, and therefore pamphlets, tracts 

and periodicals need to be considered alongside ‘creative’ works of fiction in the form 

of novels, plays, and poems.140  During the first half of the nineteenth century, the 

question of women’s roles and position dominated public discourse, leading to the 

publication of numerous didactic works and articles - many female authored -  in which 

the ‘woman question’ was debated.   

 
In much of the existing historiography these sources have traditionally been used as 

concrete evidence of the ubiquity of the Victorian doctrine of sexual difference, with 

authors like Poovey identifying the crucial role performed by such texts in the 

reproduction of domestic ideology.141   By re-examining a sample of publications 

produced between 1830 and 1870 - including didactic literature, pamphlets and 

periodical articles - this thesis argues they were actually sites of cultural contestation, 

revealing as much about the differences between women as they do idealised 

feminine behaviours.  Rather than foreclosing female independence the texts work to 

open a discursive space in which independence not only becomes thinkable but, in 

certain circumstances, desirable. The texts also reveal alternative female identities 

repressed by historian’s adoption of fixed normative binaries to structure their 

analyses.    

 

 

                                                             
140 W A Speck, Literature and Society in Eighteenth-Century England: Ideology, Politics and 
Culture, 1680-1820 (Essex: Longman, 1998), p.8. 
141 Poovey, Uneven Developments, p.17.   
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3.2 Novels 

Chapter 1 moves on to consider examine how this ‘independent discursive space’ was 

reflected and reiterated in the popular fiction of the period.  Novels have not always 

been considered a legitimate historical source, seen as temporally fixed and subjective 

work of fiction rather than a reliable source of empirical data and fact.  The 

cultural/linguistic turn changed this however and while historians may have rejected 

poststructuralisms more de-humanising aspects the analysis of representation and 

discourse has left an indelible mark on historical methodologies.142 It is now recognised 

that novels reveal a great deal about the dynamic interplay of text and historical 

moment, making them a legitimate source for all branches of historical 

investigation.143  Economic historian Margot Finn used novels to explore the character 

of personal debt and credit relations in modern England, arguing that eighteenth and 

nineteenth-century novels presented a world that would have been familiar to the 

men and women of the period, offering a corrective to histories of exchange based 

purely on classic treatises of economic theory.144   

In this thesis a sample of nineteenth-century novels written by women and featuring 

independent female characters are read alongside the didactic literature and 

pamphlets discussed above.  This approach has several benefits.  It highlights the 

extent to which ideas were exchanged between novelists and authors of non-fictional 

texts of the time.  It also recognises the economic and social conditions that governed 

the production of all literary sources and the ways in which women as self-supporting 

authors interacted with the contemporary marketplace.  The rural and small-town 

                                                             
142 Downs, Writing Gender History, p.96. 
143 Julia Reid, ‘Novels’ in Miriam Dobson and Benjamin Ziemann (eds), Reading Primary Sources: 
The Interpretation of Texts From Nineteenth-And Twentieth-Century History (London: 
Routledge, 2009), pp.159-174. Tamsin Spargo, ‘Introduction: Past, Present and Future Pasts’, in 
Tamsin Spargo (ed), Reading the Past (London: Palgrave, 2000), pp.1-11, p.4. 
144 Margot C Finn, The Character of Credit: Personal Debt in English Culture, 1740-1914 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), p.12. 
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settings of the novels - fictional spaces derived from the direct experiences of their 

creators – provide valuable insights into rural women’s lives not accessible in other 

historical sources.  Finally, by presenting a range of independent protagonists the 

chosen novels demonstrate that during the nineteenth century, ideas of female 

independence enjoyed cultural currency, again raising questions about the ongoing 

invisibility of this group in mainstream historiography. 

3.3 Trade Directories 

The subsequent chapters of the thesis test the realism of these fictional portrayals of 

female independence, using empirical research to explore women’s autonomous 

experiences.  Chapter 2 explores the significance of household formation amongst 

unmarried women of all classes in small towns and rural parishes.  Chapter 3 examines 

the nature of female business in the same geographical areas.  Both chapters link data 

extracted from trade directories with census returns to reconstruct a picture of female 

headed households and businesses, focusing on two small towns in Lincolnshire – 

Gainsborough and Horncastle - which due their mix of commercial, residential and 

social functions were chosen as representative of the small provincial towns of the 

period.  A similar exercise is undertaken in relation to rural households, this time using 

a random sample of forty-nine villages and hamlets, identified from directories 

covering the agricultural parishes of rural Shropshire.  The exercise generated details 

of ninety-seven householders and business proprietors who are subjected to further 

analysis.     

As a reliable empirical source the nineteenth-century directory is recognised to have 

some shortcomings with geographer Gareth Shaw – a leading advocate of their utility - 

concluding that when compared to other data, particularly the census, even large-scale 

publications like Kelly’s or White’s would only have listed approximately sixty-five 
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percent of all the households in a particular town or village.145 When it comes to 

understanding the position of women in urban society directories have been criticised 

for presenting a skewed picture. Kay has noted that by only including certain listings 

directories can make it appear that women were disproportionately clustered in 

‘needle-trades’, a fact uncorroborated by other sources.146 Margaret Hunt claimed that 

directories, by displaying the extent to which men dominated trade and local 

bureaucracy, highlighted women’s civic and economic marginalisation. 147   As with any 

other historical text when using directories it is important to be mindful of the 

circumstances governing their production.  The primary purpose of the publication was 

to list businesses and business people to aid commercial travellers who journeyed 

from place to place to sell their goods.  A complimentary write up in Kelly’s or White’s 

brought economic benefits to a town.    A completed directory focused primarily on 

persons of some ‘importance’ and consequently was biased towards business men and 

skilled occupational groups, while significant sections of the population – including the 

working and labouring classes - were often omitted.148   

Despite directories apparent shortcomings women still found their way in to the 

listings, as business proprietors, householders, and as owners of land.   It is still 

common for historians to use directories to identify business women in urban centres, 

linking them to other sources like trade cards and newspaper advertisements to build a 

                                                             
145 Gareth Shaw, ‘Directories as Sources in Urban History: a Review of British and Canadian 
Material’, Urban History 11 (NA) (1984), pp.36-44.  Shaw has continued to recommend the use 
of directories, see Tim Coles and Gareth Shaw ‘A Sign of the Times: Scandinavian Town 
Directories as Sources for Urban Historical Geography’, Geografiska Annaler, Series B: Human 
Geography, 79 (2) (1997), pp.65-81. 
146 Kay, The Foundations of Female Entrepreneurship, pp.46-49. Kay found a broader 
distribution of women across a range of trades including victualling and grocery. 
147 Hunt, The Middling Sort, p.131.  
148 Ibid., p.41. Shaw notes that in Canada, the compilers of the Montreal Directory for 1857-8 
acknowledged the difficulty of including the working classes for whom ‘the fear of taxation 
[caused] them to give false names, and in many cases to withhold altogether’, MacKay’s 
Montreal Directory, 1857-58 cited in Shaw, ‘Directories as Sources ‘ p.40. 
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picture of female enterprise.149  However, they remain an underused source for rural 

and small-town women, as well as for demographic purposes.  Other than one recent 

study - that used eighteenth-century directories to identify single homemakers - the 

directories have not been used to map the distribution of independent female headed 

householders or business proprietors.150  This thesis addresses this neglect. The 

directories remain an important source for identifying the spatial distribution of female 

householders and businesswomen both in the small town and in rural districts with 

chronological editions providing insights into the longevity of women’s residential and 

business patterns.    

3.4 Census Returns 

 
A great deal has been said about the relative reliability of the nineteenth-century 

censuses as a historical source, particularly in relation to female employment.151   

Historian and archivist Edward Higgs has written extensively on the subject and was 

the first to note that women’s work may have been under recorded by the census 

enumerators.152 His work is frequently cited to evidence the inaccuracy of the source 

as a means of quantifying female labour.153 But as Higgs himself has subsequently 

observed the census should never be treated as ‘raw’ data but as highly complex 

human construct, and as with any text it is wise to be mindful to the circumstances of 

                                                             
149 See for example Barker, The Business of Women, p.2, and Aston, Female Entrepreneurship, 
p.7. 
150 David Hussey and Margaret Ponsonby, The Single Homemaker and Material Culture in the 
Long Eighteenth Century, (London: Routledge, 2016). For a summary of studies identifying 
female headed households see Kay, The Foundations of Female Entrepreneurship, pp.86-7. 
151Edward Higgs and Amanda Wilkinson, ‘Women, Occupations and Work in the Victorian 
Censuses Revisited, History Workshop Journal, Volume 81, Issue 1 (1 April 2016), pp.17–38.   
152 Edward Higgs, ‘Women, Occupations and Work in the Nineteenth-Century Censuses’, History 
Workshop Journal 23 (1987), pp.59-80. Edward Higgs, Making Sense of the Census: The 
Manuscript Returns for England and Wales, 1801-1901 (London: HMSO Publications, 1989), 
p.81. 
153 See for example, Jane Humphries, ‘Women and Paid Work’, in Purvis, Women’s History, pp. 
90-98. Barker also discusses the problem of the census, choosing to rely on insurance records as 
a more reliable source of data on nineteenth-century business women. (Barker, The Business of 
Women, pp.45-46).   
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its production.154 Recently there have been attempts at rehabilitation, with Higgs and 

Amanda Wilkinson observing that many of its critics having failed to research the 

census for themselves, and therefore have little to back up their assumptions of its 

failings.155  Leigh Shaw-Taylor notes that it remains the best and most comprehensive 

source of information on female employment noting that little use has been made of 

the occupational data tables published from 1851 census, which summarised data at a 

county and district level.156  

As this study is designed to recover details of independent women’s lives as opposed 

to quantifying numbers of female householders or business women, it avoids many of 

the problems associated with this source.157  Contemporary reactions to the 

publication of the 1851 census are discussed in Chapter 1.  1851 was the first year that 

the census enumerators collected details of marital status, allowing the wider 

population to visualise the characteristics of the social body and conceptualise certain 

groups in relation to the whole, including single women who found themselves defined 

as problematic.158  Chapter 5 uses data from the county population tables for 1851 - 

referenced by Shaw-Taylor to illustrate the ubiquity of female landownership during 

the period.    

It is the Census Enumerator Books (CEBs) that are used most extensively. The books 

were compiled from the household schedules left with each householder and collected 

                                                             
154 Edward Higgs,‘Household and Work in the Nineteenth-Century Censuses of England and 
Wales’, Journal of the Society of Archivists, Vol. 11, No. 3 (July 1990), pp.73-77 pp.73-74.  
155 Higgs and Wilkinson, ‘Women, Occupations and Work’, p.19. 
156  Leigh Shaw-Taylor, ‘Diverse Experiences: The Geography of Adult Female Employment in 
England and the 1851 census’, in Nigel Goose (ed), Women’s Work in Industrial England: 
Regional and Local Perspectives (Hertfordshire: Hatfield 2007) p.2. 
157 In his study of the nineteenth-century ‘spinster’ problem, Anderson used data from the 1851 
census, identifying over 1 million unmarried women aged 25 + forced to ‘survive’ without a 
husband. (Anderson, ‘The Social Position of Spinsters’).  
158 Higgs, Making Sense of the Census, p.66. 
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the morning after census night.159 Because female household heads were instructed by 

the enumerators to record their titles and occupations in the same way as men the 

books are the most accurate way of recovering details of female headship and of 

understanding the relationships between household members.   In agricultural districts 

householders who were occupiers of land and who described themselves as farmers 

were instructed to record the number of acres they occupied and the number of 

labourers they employed.160  The CEBs provide are used to extract additional details of 

women’s agricultural enterprises.  

Data from trade directories and the CEBs reveals patterns in female household and 

business formation.  Case studies linking micro and published sources to this base data 

enable reconstruction of women’s business activities.  Chapter 3 uses a collection of 

headed bills and business receipts to reconstruct one woman’s renovation of a genteel 

lodging house in the Yorkshire town of Doncaster.  In the same chapter a case study of 

the town of Gainsborough uses published reminiscence, autobiography, fictional pen 

portraits, and business advertisements, to recover details female enterprise not 

accessible from other sources.  

3.5 Personal Correspondence 

While the layering of sources enabled reconstruction of independent business 

activities, details of women’s lives as householders are more difficult to retrieve.  For 

the majority an entry in a directory or name in a CEB is all that remains.  There are 

some rare exceptions however. Chapter 2 concludes with a case study of one 

independent householder reconstructing her life from her personal correspondence.  

                                                             
159 Edward Higgs, A Clearer Sense of the Census: The Victorian Censuses and Historical Research 
(London: HMSO, 1996), p.14.  
160 Dennis R Mills, ‘Trouble With Farms at the Census Office: an Evaluation of Farm Statistics 
From the Censuses of 1851-1881 in England and Wales’, Agricultural History Review, 47, I 
(1999) pp.58-77. 
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Even before the ‘cultural/linguistic turn the letter, in its many forms, was a powerful 

historical source.161  During the 1990s theoretical developments added new 

perspectives to its use.162   No longer considered purely documentary letters are seen 

to bear meanings intentionally inscribed by their writer’s and the wider discursive 

contexts governing their production.163 By using personal correspondence to 

reconstruct one woman’s route to independence and her negotiation of prevailing 

discourse the case study demonstrates that letter writing gave women a space in 

which to explore the various facets of their autonomous identities.   

3.6 Estate Records  

The final group of sources used in this thesis were extracted from the records of large 

landed estates.  Estate correspondence, tenancy agreements, and estate ledgers are 

used to retrieve women’s experiences and activities as estate managers and farmers.   

Estate records are an excellent source of business correspondence, an underutilised 

source on women.  While personal letters have been used to explore women’s specific 

gendered subjectivities much less use has been made of commercial correspondence.  

Traditionally viewed as a key cultural site for the articulation of a masculine self, 

Caroline Bland and Marie Cross made a conscious decision to exclude letters written 

for commercial purposes from their 2004 collection of essays on gendered subjectivity 

through epistolary sources.164  However, all letters - whether personal or commercial -  

                                                             
161 Miriam Dobson, ‘Letters’, in Dobson and Ziemann (eds), Reading Primary Sources, pp.57-73 
and p.59. 
162 David Gerber, ‘Acts of Deceiving and Withholding in Immigrant Letters: Personal Identity and 
Self-Presentation in Personal Correspondence’, Journal of Social History, Vol. 39, No.2 (Winter 
2005), pp.315-330.  
163 Christoph Reinfandt,‘Reading Texts After the Linguistic Turn: Approaches from Literary 
Studies and Their Implications’, in Dobson and Ziemann (eds), Reading Primary Sources, pp.37-
54, p.49 and Toby Ditz, ‘Formative Ventures: 18th  - Century Commercial Letters and the 
Articulation of Experience’, in Rebecca Earle (ed), Epistolary Selves: Letters and Letter-Writers, 
1600-1945 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999), pp.59-78, pp.61-63. 
164 Ditz used a collection of mercantile correspondence to examine how men used letters to 
inscribe and rework the surrounding economic and social reality. (Ditz, ‘Formative Ventures’, 
p.61). Caroline Bland and Maire Cross, ‘Gender Politics: Breathing New Life into Old Letters’, in 
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reflect the engagement of the writer with the present and are therefore a valid source 

for understanding women’s negotiation of their independent identities.   

Using case studies of two female farmers in Lincolnshire and Buckinghamshire, Chapter 

4 uses letters to reconstruct details of the women’s everyday lives while exploring how 

they used their correspondence as a space in which to construct credible occupational 

identities, in dialogue with the letters recipients. The case studies show women’s 

embodied experience could mediate ‘masculinised’ language and practice to produce a 

specifically female occupational ‘voice’. 

To date there has been no largescale analysis of women’s landownership and/or 

occupation despite the presence of over 13,000 female landed proprietors in the 1851 

census, although Janet Casson recently used the reference books of nineteenth- 

century railway and canal promoters and their accompanying maps to construct a 

database of women’s ownership of small plots of land alongside railways and canals.165  

While a similar quantitative study is outside the scope of this thesis even small scale 

linkage of directory and census data can show that women have been under-

represented in statistical analyses of overall land ownership.  Chapter 5 includes a 

series of case studies that use estate ledgers, tenancy agreements and estate 

correspondence to reconstruct women’s acquisition and proprietorship of land, 

showing that women were not only active hands-on managers of largescale rural 

businesses but also guardians and preservers of substantial personal and family 

property portfolios.   The concluding chapter of this thesis links estate records to other 

sources, including associational records, to construct a picture of landed women’s 

                                                             
Caroline Bland and Maire Cross (eds), Gender and Politics in the Age of Letter Writing, 1750-
2000 (Aldershot: Ashgate (2004), pp.3-14, p.6. 
165 Howkins, Reshaping Rural England, p.10. Janet Casson,‘Women’s Landownership in England 
in the Nineteenth Century’ in Mark Casson and Nigar Hashimzade (eds), Large Databases in 
Economic History: Research Methods and Case Studies (Routledge Explorations in Economic 
History) (London: Routledge, 2013) pp.200-21, p.201. 
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philanthropic activities.  The second half of Chapter 6 takes a material turn linking 

estate correspondence to physical evidence of female interventions in built space 

through the provision of churches and hospitals. 
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Chapter 1:  Making Space for the Independent Woman 

 

It is therefore the first duty of every woman to secure 

her own independence, if it has not already been 

secured to her by her parents; for without it she 

cannot tell how low she may sink, or what sins she 

may be driven to commit.  

    Jessie Boucherett: Hints on Self Help.166  

 

        

1.0 Introduction 

A central question this thesis seeks to answer is how were some nineteenth-century 

women able to occupy positions of independence and autonomy when surrounded by 

a reiterative discourse that reflected and reinforced female inferiority and 

dependency? During the nineteenth century, the question of women’s roles and 

position dominated public debate, exercising the brains and pens of many of the best-

known female commentators and polemicists of the period.   In the middle decades of 

the century, writers - both conservative and those of a more liberal persuasion - were 

drawn into debates about women and their relative status, publishing tracts as well as 

articles in the leading periodicals of the day.  Much of this output, including Mrs John 

Sandford’s ‘Woman in her Social and Domestic Character (1831) and Sarah Lewis’s 

Women’s Mission (1839), stemmed from the evangelical Christian belief that god had 

                                                             
166 Jessie Boucherett, Hints on Self Help: A Book for Young Women (London: Partridge, 1863), 
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granted men and women specific, and opposing, talents.167  Evangelical writers imbued 

men with grandeur, dignity, and force, qualities that made them the natural 

commanders of the public sphere. In contrast women were seen as innately selfless 

and resigned with a god given mission to support and improve the lot of men, making 

the realm of home, husband, and children their natural sphere of influence. 168   As 

discussed in the Introduction, this understanding meant that while some women 

(often from the middle and upper-classes) used ideas of female moral superiority to 

convert ‘the influence of women’ into meaningful public agency the binary division of 

the sexes remained the fundamental ‘ideological formulation’ underpinning most 

aspects of mid-nineteenth-century social and economic life.169    

To understand the nature and extent of female autonomy, as it existed during the 

nineteenth century,  it is first necessary to recognise ‘the independent woman’ as a 

subject position that could only be mediated within available discourse.  This chapter 

examines one aspect of the circulating discourse that remains readily accessible, that 

of literature.  Using a sample of publications produced between 1830 and 1870 - 

including didactic literature, pamphlets and periodical articles – it argues that when 

ideology collided with economic and social reality it created a discursive space where 

female independence and autonomy was not only thinkable but also desirable.     

The chapter moves on to examine how this ‘independent space’ was reflected and 

reiterated in the popular fiction of the period, particularly in works authored by female 

                                                             
167 Sarah Lewis, Women’s Mission (London: John W Parker, 1839). For a discussion of Sarah 
Lewis and the ways in which women used literature to engage in theological discourse see, 
Rebecca Styler, Literary Theology by Women Writer of the Nineteenth Century (London: 
Routledge, 2016), p.99. 
168 Hall, White, Male, and Middle Class, p.86. Twell’s, ‘Missionary Domesticity’, p.268, argues 
that the ‘civilising mission,’ which shaped family life and child-rearing practices, education, and 
the moral training of servants, supplied a global framework for domestic philanthropy.     
169 Poovey, Uneven Developments, p.3.  
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writers who by populating their fictional communities with autonomous female actors, 

both engaged with and reflected the realities of the independent female life.      

1.1 Didactic Literature: Making an Independent Space 

The role of evangelical writers in the reproduction of the knowledge of sexual 

difference has been amply explored in the existing historiography so it will not be 

repeated here.  It is important to acknowledge however that writers like Sarah Lewis -  

in relegating women to dependent and subordinate roles - contributed to their cultural 

categorisation as non-subjects unable to determine and act on their own interests.170 

Furthermore by failing to question the condition of female dependency such authors 

underwrote the idea that the ‘independent’ individual – a person who enjoyed 

mastery over property and capital and most significantly over ‘others’, including 

women, children, and servants – was exclusively male.171   It is also true however that 

not everyone subscribed to this binary dualism of male independence/female 

dependence.   As Shirley Foster discussed, several writers argued that marriage was 

not, and for many would never be, possible and that in fact thousands of women were 

already self-supporting or working for their own subsistence.172  Some writers even 

argued that the principle of female independence should be a fundamental element in 

a woman’s choice of lifestyle, for example Margaret Mylne an early feminist and 

enlightened liberal who, in an article for the Westminster Review in 1841, challenged 

the idea of matrimony as the only  available option.173 

It is evident from their writing that these commentators recognised the discursive 

nature of such ideological pronouncements and the compulsion of women to adopt 
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and reproduce its central tropes, particularly if alternative positions – including that of 

female self-sufficiency - were silenced or repressed.  For example, in her tract Can 

Women Regenerate Society? -  a direct retort to Lewis’s idea of the power of female 

influence - Ann Richelieu Lamb identified women’s inferiority as man-made rather than 

god given, leading her to question the efficacy of a system that taught women to view 

marriage as the sole source of happiness.  Lamb recognised the performative power of 

the various cultural stereotypes attached to the feminine subject, going so far as to 

suggest that if it wasn’t for the shame and opprobrium attached to the ‘name of old 

maid’ many women would remain unmarried.174    

There is one author who, above all others, has been credited as the catalyst for 

discussions of middle-class women’s role in family and society - Sarah Stickney Ellis.   

Between the 1840s and 1860s Ellis produced a range of didactic fiction, conduct-books, 

and works on moral education which still attract the attention of literary critics and 

historians.175  As Davidoff and Hall pointed out it is traditional to see Ellis as a 

conservative ideologue who, via a series of widely selling volumes, unapologetically 

pedalled a vision of domesticity that stressed good home management and women’s 

duty to be better wives and mothers.176   More recently scholars have reassessed Ellis’s 

significance, calling for a more contextual and complex reading of her works.177   This 
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chapter builds on this trend by focussing on the way in which Ellis worked to create a 

discursive space where the concept of female independence became a possibility.  

The first and the most widely quoted of Ellis’s conduct books The Women of England, 

their Social Duties and Domestic Habits was published in 1839.   It was an instant 

success and was followed by three others directed at Daughters, (1842) Wives, (1843) 

and Mothers (1843).   All these books focused on the role of women in the middle-class 

family, emphasising women’s benevolent and empathic natures, while accentuating 

the moral influence that women could bring to bear on the men of their families.178  

However, at the heart of Ellis’s work was a contradiction - although she entreated her 

female readership to acknowledge the inferiority of their position and embrace their 

duty to make others happy - this ‘absolute condition of abjection’ was not something 

in which she personally indulged.   In fact, Ellis had been earning her own independent 

income from a relatively early age and she continued to write for profit after she 

married, prompting Chase and Levinson to suggest that she deliberately suppressed 

attitudes and tones that undermined her central message.179      

To better understand Ellis’s position it is necessary to examine the details of her life.   

Sarah Stickney was the daughter of a tenant farmer in the East Riding of Yorkshire.  

During her childhood her family enjoyed prosperity but her father’s financial position 

had worsened during the agricultural depression of the 1820s and consequently Sarah 

resolved to earn her own living from painting and writing.180   By the time she married 

ethnographer and publisher William Ellis in 1837 she was an established author.  
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Following her marriage she continued to publish under her married name Mrs Ellis.181     

While Stickney Ellis may have promulgated a vision of domesticity her own personal 

experience had taught her that middle-class life could be financially precarious.  She 

recognised that many young women had been propelled into the market place - forced 

to earn their own livings - due to a father’s business failure or a brother’s proflicacy.    

There are many contradictions in Ellis’ work. On the one hand she was accepting of 

female inferiority, yet her books contain frequent assertions of women’s moral 

superiority should they choose to exert it. 182  Men were being misled and corrupted by 

their desire for ‘worldly aggrandizement’ and required a woman’s ‘clear eye’ and 

‘spiritual counsel’ to avoid the temptations and snares of the world.183  However, while 

she didn’t shy away from depicting men as morally flawed and degraded members of 

the female sex fare little better, a fact that is often overlooked in the historiography.   

A central premise of Ellis’ argument is that modern women had abandoned their 

innate morality by embracing a life of indolence.  What strikes the reader of Women of 

England is the barely concealed distain its author entertains for the ‘defective’ 

character of England’s women who are portrayed as alternatively selfish and 

domineering or frivolous and idle, infected with the desire to reproduce aristocratic 

and gentry lifestyles of luxury and leisure.184  The central dualism at the heart of Ellis’ 

work therefore is not the one between men and women - which she considered as 

divinely ordained - but the one between women themselves.     
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In seizing on the dangers of this degraded lifestyle Ellis recognised that sexual 

difference was not the only discourse in play.   This aspirant behaviour was clearly class 

based and while it manifested itself in gendered and material ways – for example a 

female obsession with the latest fashions and home furnishings - both female and 

male identities were impacted and both were implicated in its promulgation.  Ellis’ 

position appears to support Martin Wiener’s thesis of upper middle-class adoption of 

aristocratic values and behaviours, a phenomenon that he claimed had a particularly 

rural hue, as the children of businessmen sought membership of the landed upper 

class cultivating its style and culture of enjoyment and leisure.185  Ellis had been raised 

to a country life and it is likely that she had observed at close hand the habits and 

behaviours of members of the landed elites, as well as any affectations of gentility that 

commenters noted amongst the families of affluent ‘gentleman farmers’ and other 

members of the rural professional and middle-class.  Values that Weiner claims had 

permeated society until they took on the colour of a general mentalité.186  Ellis clearly 

considered the middle-classes to be at risk from such lifestyles, tendencies 

exacerbated by a system of education that left women ‘more learned in the modes of 

dress, and habits of conduct prevailing amongst the fashionable and the wealthy’ than 

equipped with practical skill.187  However, she reserved her greatest concern for 

women of the lower middle classes – the daughters of farmers, manufacturers and 

tradespeople (the types of women discussed in this thesis) -  who returned from school 

with a knowledge of Latin and Italian but little else.188  By offering up conflicting images 

of femininity Ellis hoped to convince her readers to abandon their affectations. By 
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contrasting the ‘lady’ obsessed with the acquisition of the latest fashions and ‘drawing 

room exhibitions’ with the wives and daughters employed in the family business or 

trade Ellis was sending a powerful message to the ‘Women of England’.189   

Ellis recognised the impact that ideas of refined and idle femininity were having on 

women of the middle-classes.  She therefore sought to use her literature to displace it,  

appealing to women’s better nature, while identifying paid work as a possible 

salvation.  Ellis contributed to the development of an alternative discourse one that 

embraced the idea of economic independence and promoted it as a viable choice for 

women of the lower middle class.190  Working to instil the idea of paid work as 

redeeming rather than degrading she suggested that ideas of luxury had made women 

selfish and uncaring, making them vulnerable to sudden economic shock.   Predicting 

the imminent division of society into four classes Ellis called for the ‘second class of 

females’, ‘whose parents are possessed of slender means or engaged in business’, to 

put aside their idleness.191  Ever the realist she recognised that many young women 

still considered working for a living the height of vulgarity. Consequently she urged her 

readers to embrace those occupations ‘connected with business in its varied forms 

which are no means polluting to the touch’, like fancy millinery and pattern drawing, 

opportunities well ‘adapted to female taste’ that would  result in no loss of ‘caste’.192 

Ellis’ work established a discursive space for female independent endeavour, a space 

that would later be colonised by other writers and campaigners.  By establishing a 

duality of female idleness versus female industry she coined a terminology that would 
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be employed by the generation of commentators and campaigners who followed her.  

Ellis proposed a system of self-help hoping that young women would learn to help 

themselves, securing their own futures rather than remain reliant on others. In 

Daughters of England she urged young women to ‘overcome the three great enemies 

to their temporal and eternal good … selfishness, indolence and vanity’ and replace 

them with ‘feelings of benevolence and habits of industry’.193  

1.2 Challenging the ‘Redundancy’ Narrative 

In 1851, the publication of the census and subsequent enquiries into the employment 

of women and children provided, for the first time, empirical evidence of the extent of 

women’s independent economic activity hinted at by Sarah Ellis.  Harriet Martineau, 

political economist and author, reviewed a range of mid-century commentaries and 

statistical investigations that shed light on the economic and social position of women.   

Martineau intended to dislodge once and for all the erroneous perception that ‘every 

woman is, or ought to be, supported by father, brother, or husband’.194  Her resulting 

article ‘Female Industry’ published in the Edinburgh Review in 1859, presented a 

picture of widespread female industriousness in every sector of the economy – from 

agriculture to textile production - revealing that rather than living in a state of 

dependency women from across the middle strata of society had ‘become industrial in 

the sense of being the supporters of themselves and of a large proportion of 

households’.    

By stressing the economic contributions made by women of all classes Martineau 

intended to affect a paradigm shift in the way society viewed the position of women.  

Others however, had different reactions to the same data.  Since it was first taken in 
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1801 the census had distinguishing between men and women but 1851 was the first 

year that details of marital status were collected.  It revealed a ‘surplus’ of over 

400,000 women, 2,500,000 of whom were unmarried.  While distrust of single women 

was nothing new – as the various pejorative stereotypes discussed in the Introduction 

show – these were the first statistics to back up what had formerly been a vague 

concern.195  Almost a decade later commentators remained exercised by the subject of 

surplus women.  In 1862, in an article published in The National Review, Cheshire 

manufacturer and political writer W R Greg expressed his alarm at the 

‘disproportionate and quite abnormal’ number of unmarried women in the 

population.196  Greg’s article can be read as a direct response to the emerging 

discourse of female independence and calls for the expansion of suitable employment 

opportunities.  Rather than carving out artificial occupations for themselves Greg 

recommended that women concentrate on ‘completing, sweetening, and embellishing 

the existence of others’.197   Although his text reveals the ongoing tension between 

ideology and the economic and social realities governing its production Greg remained 

opposed to the idea of female independence, maintaining that any woman who 

pursued it was fated to live an unfulfilled and incomplete life.198  Seeking a solution to 

the thousands of ‘redundant’ women either denied husbands or who, fearful of a loss 

of social status, preferred a single life to the attractions of domestic life Greg 

recommended that working class women should emigrate to the colonies, while 
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middle-class women must forfeit their elegancies and refinements and settle for the 

simple tastes and comforts that married life would furnish.199     Clearly the frivolity and 

idleness that Ellis had tried to dissuade was still considered rife among the ranks of 

genteel Englishwomen! 

In the years that followed leading advocates of women’s work would refute Greg’s 

more controversial statements.  In 1869 Jessie Boucherett, a life-long feminist who 

dedicated both energy and money to the extension of women’s employment, took 

issue with Greg’s appraisal claiming in an essay ‘How to Provide for Superfluous 

Women’ that the only solution was to create opportunities for women to freely engage 

in suitable occupations.200 That she was forced to make the plea articulated by Sarah 

Ellis some 20 years earlier indicates the intractability of the issue.   The unmarried 

daughter of a Lincolnshire landowner Boucherett had, in the late 1850s, been 

prompted by her interest in women’s rights to seek out the London editors of the 

English Woman’s Journal Barbara Bodichon and Bessie Rayner Parkes. 201  The EWJ had 

been established in the spring of 1858 to elaborate ‘the present industrial 

employments of women, both manual and intellectual, the best mode of judiciously 

extending the sphere of such employments, and the laws affecting the property and 

conditions of the sex’.202   Acting as a space for publicizing, supporting, and theorizing 

ways to promote women’s access to respectable, remunerative employment and 

training, its contributors were particularly keen to promote the expansion of 
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employment opportunities for middle-class women.   For Boucherett however, simply 

debating the issue on the page was insufficient, what was required was direct action.   

In 1859 using her own funds she helped to establish the Society for Promoting the 

Employment of Women, taking the suggestions made in the EWJ and putting them into 

practical effect.   SPEW was keen to publicise its activities.   A letter to The Times, 

subsequently picked up by the provincial press explained how the society had trained 

and apprenticed women to various new trades, creating remunerative employment in 

areas where due to ‘custom and prejudice’ they had previously been debarred, for 

example hairdressing, printing, law copying and dial painting.  Branch offices had been 

set up in other cities around the country, including Newcastle and Leicester, and the 

society maintained a central register of employment opportunities.203 

Of all nineteenth-century writers and campaigners Boucherett was the most vigorous 

in promoting her vision of female independence.    In 1863 she had published Hints on 

Self Help: A Book for Young Women, (which forms the ephithet to this chapter) with 

the primary objective of conveying to each reader, regardless of social standing, the 

importance of providing for themselves.204  Hints provided practical advice on a wide 

range of topics, including developing good business habits, the best ways of both 

making and holding onto money, and choosing occupations that avoided over-

crowded, poorly remunerated trades.205     

 
While Boucherett was committed to inculcating a sense of self-sufficiency amongst her 

readers she did feel it incumbent to qualify her central argument, emphasising that a 

happy marriage should continue to be the main prize in life, followed by a life of 
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independence.206   In 1844 Ann Lamb had been brave enough to assert that with 

adequate resources women would actively choose to remain independent, by the 

1860s female independence was being presented as the sensible way to avoid poverty 

or ignominy, but with the caveat that it should not threaten women’s roles as mother’s 

and wives.   Why this change in tone?  

 
Shirley Foster has remarked on the uncomfortable dualism found in women’s writing 

during the 1860s seeing it as emblematic of their struggle to reconcile a desire for 

greater economic and social opportunities with women’s traditional roles.207  It is also 

important to consider what impact the publication of the 1851 census - and the 1861 

census which collected data in the same format - had on women’s own perception of 

the situation. Prior to the census writers like Ellis and Lamb would have based their 

observations on anecdote and encounters in their immediate neighbourhoods and 

network of acquaintance.   The census changed this by highlighting the national scale 

of the issue and the numbers of unmarried women.  It was at this point, as Levitan 

explained, that the language of redundancy began to be applied to women, in the 

sense that they were unable to fulfil their god given occupation of marriage and 

motherhood.208  It has been suggested that the census acted as a catalyst for British 

feminism -  prompting calls for a more employment opportunities for ‘surplus women’ 

– but as has been shown this plea had already been made and therefore it is simplistic 

to suggest a direct causal link.209   Writing after the publication of the census and the 

resulting ‘eugenic panic’ – the fear that because of the number of surplus and 
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redundant women threatened the reproductive health of the nation - women may 

have felt it imperative to stress the importance of motherhood.210    

 
1.3 The Importance of Property 

 
Other reasons for writers’ adoption of a double voice can be detected in the direction 

that debates about female independence took during the late 1850s into the 1860s.    

During this period feminist writers and campaigners turned their attention to the legal 

barriers that impeded female progress, specifically the laws relating to married 

women’s property which were considered a material reflection of sexual ideology.   In 

1854 Barbara Bodichon outlined a ‘brief summary, in plain language, of the most 

important laws concerning women’, emphasising how under common law women 

were disadvantaged in relation to men.  Bodichon explained that while single women 

had the same rights and obligations regarding property – including the payment of 

taxes - many professions remained closed to women. Once married a woman lost all 

the rights she had enjoyed while single and her existence was entirely absorbed into 

that of her husband who became civilly responsible for her acts under the legal 

condition of couverture. On marriage a woman’s personal possessions - including her 

money and household goods - became the property of her husband while any real 

estate she owned passed to him, only reverting to her control if he died. 211   
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As noted in the Introduction it is now accepted that the more draconian aspects of the 

law were tempered by informal practice.212 For the early feminists however, the law 

was the most basic of the disabilities suffered by women.  It provided them with ‘a 

simple, tangible, and not offensive point of attack’ spurring them on to emphasise or 

even exaggerate its iniquities, with one early spokeswoman Caroline Cornwallis 

considering it tantamount to slavery.213  The campaign spawned a proliferation of 

parliamentary debates, pamphlets and periodical articles, indicating that the matter of 

women and property was an issue of public policy and not just a matter of private or 

public law.214   

The campaign against the law governing married women’s property is pertinent to this 

thesis as many of its high-profile feminist supporters – including Harriet Martineau, 

Jessie Boucherett, and Francis Power Cobbe - were women of independent means.   

Yet interestingly although not personally suffering the disadvantages of married 

women they again sought to avoid any suggestion that the proposed reforms - and the 

promotion of a woman’s right to claim the independence and opportunities that 

property ownership offered - sought to undermine the institution of marriage.215  In 

fact, Holcombe has suggested that the campaign organisers had deliberately sought 

the support of both notable single and happily married women as a way of signalling to 

the wider public that the reformists had no personal or selfish interest in the reforms 

they advocated.216 Instead the campaign was focused on the abuse of women’s 

position within marriage rather than the institution itself and resulting public 
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discourse, including the parliamentary debates, remained resolutely focused on the 

right of women to retain control of their property with one important caveat, that they 

remained within the bounds of an equitable and loving marriage.217   

It is likely that the campaigners had also been influenced by the response to the first 

Married Women’s Property Bill introduced to Parliament in 1857.  Although it had 

considerable support several parliamentary legislators had responded negatively 

dismissing the Bill as the ‘extravagant demands of the large and manly body of ‘strong-

minded women’.218  Boucherett’s statement in Hints on Self Help - in which the appeal 

of an independent life is relegated below marriage – may be one example of the need 

to adopt a pragmatic approach if the campaigns for reform were not to be de-railed.    

Although Hints was concerned with promoting women’s work it was produced against 

the background of the ongoing property debates.   Boucherett was not alone in 

adopting this position, in 1863 Frances Power Cobbe published her exploration of 

women’s equality Essays on the Pursuits of Women.   Cobbe also believed it important 

to temper her demands for an increased social and civic role for single women with the 

caveat that a loving marriage founded on free choice and affection was still the 

‘happiest and best condition for mankind’, thereby assuaging any fears that women 

might abandon their natural calling in pursuit of greater public or political 

recognition.219   Far from being a subject of celebration at this point the independent 

woman of property was being deliberately marginalised in contemporary public 

discourse even by early feminists and therefore there is some justification in viewing 
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the property debates – whilst ostensibly concerned with widening women’s rights – as 

actually reinforcing normative constructions of women’s traditional roles.     

2.0 The Independent Woman in Nineteenth-Century Fiction 

While the debates that played out in the pamphlet literature and periodicals of the day 

had a limited constituency - aimed at the more curious, or active members of society – 

nineteenth-century fiction, designed primarily to entertain, reached a far wider 

audience.   Some well-known novels of the time contain examples of independent 

women suggesting that the phenomenon was widespread and could not be stemmed 

in the way that critics like Greg proposed. The best-known women novelists of the 

period – the Brontës, Elizabeth Gaskell, George Eliot, and Margaret Oliphant - wrote 

against the background of the debates about female independence and women’s 

property and in their fiction, even if the link is not explicitly made, the discourse is felt 

as a powerful undercurrent.220  The social and economic conditions governing the 

production of their work has been picked up in both popular and academic studies that 

situate their lives and works within a wider discursive context.221    

During the period ideas were exchanged between female novelists and authors of non-

fictional texts.  The work of many female novelists was often deliberately reviewed 

alongside critiques of articles concerning women’s social and legal position.  A recent 

collection of essays on the Brontës has reassessed the reception of their work by the 

reading public, as well as their engagement with, a ‘literary marketplace’ that included 

prestigious political periodicals like Blackwood’s Magazine and the Westminster 
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Review.222 Juliet Barker has shown that the Brontës had access to copies of 

Blackwood’s, while George Eliot co-edited the Westminster Review in the early 1850s 

where many of the essays – including those by Caroline Cornwallis - were published.223   

Like Eliot Margaret Oliphant also performed the dual role of novelist and essayist, 

contributing non-fiction essays to Blackwood’s where many of her novels were later 

serialised. 224  A prolific writer, widowed at an early age she wrote to support her 

young family producing nearly one hundred novels and fifty short stories as well as 

numerous works of non-fiction.   While there has been a tendency to identify her as an 

anti- feminist due to her insistence that sexual difference and separate spheres were 

natural phenomenon she was, like Sarah Ellis both a pragmatist and a salaried author 

and by 1869 in a review of John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women she was openly 

acknowledging the increasing desire among young women of the middle-classes to 

‘work and act as men do’.225      

The Brontës and Elizabeth Gaskell all began to publish in the 1840s, when Sarah Lewis 

and Sarah Ellis’s didactic literature was still in circulation and while there is no concrete 

evidence that the Brontës read Ellis Charlotte Brontë was certainly aware of Sarah 

Lewis.  In an 1850 letter to Gaskell she reported reading an anonymous review of 

Woman’s Mission in a back copy of the Westminster Review which had asserted that it 

was an ‘imperative for many women to earn their living as for any men’.  In an 

                                                             
222 Alexis Easley, ‘The Brontës and the Victorian Reading Public, 1856-1860,’ in Diane Long 
Hoeveler and Deborah Denenholz Morse (eds), A Companion to the Bronte’s (Oxford: Wiley 
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223 Juliet Barker, The Brontës (London: Phoenix, 1995), pp.149-50. 
224 Ingham, The Brontës pp.8-9, and Foster, Victorian Women’s Fiction, p.186. As Foster notes, 
George Eliot was a friend of Barbara Bodichon and Bessie Parkes and both she and Charlotte 
Bronte met Harriet Martineau.  See also Elizabeeth Jay, Introduction, in Margaret Oliphant, Miss 
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225 Phillip Davis and Dave Nellist, ‘Introduction’, in Margaret Oliphant, Hester (Oxford: Oxford 
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interesting synthesis of the key elements of the debates Brontë tells Gaskell that much 

of the article seemed ‘just and sensible’.  But while she agreed that the ‘amelioration 

of [women’s] position depends on ourselves’ there were also other evils ‘deep rooted 

in the foundations of the Social system – which no efforts of ours can touch’. 226   

The extent of cross referencing between the tracts, periodicals and fictional works and 

authors’ reading across these genres makes the novel one of the more important sites 

where contemporary attitudes and the debates concerning women’s property rights 

and aspirant independence are exposed. In these novels the single or independent 

woman appears in a variety of guises, including impoverished ‘old maids’, dependent 

daughters/nieces, widows, heiresses, as well as self-supporting working women.  

Many of the more popular works by women authors were situated in small country 

towns and the countryside.   While each depicted landscape is obviously a fictitious 

space they were derived from the experiences of their creators.   Of the novelists 

discussed Marian Evans’s (George Eliot) rural background is the best documented.  The 

granddaughter of a farmer she grew up on the large estates of the Newdigate family in 

Arbury, Warwickshire which were managed by her father.227  The Brontës spent the 

majority of their lives in Haworth, West Yorkshire and if Haworth wasn’t in reality the 

isolated moor top village Gaskell imagined in her biography of Charlotte Brontë the 

surrounding open moorland with its scattered farming community provided the 

backdrop to many of the stories.228   Although Gaskell later moved to Manchester and 
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became known for her depictions of industrialised urban life she herself was no 

stranger to the provinces, having been sent to live with her aunt in Knutsford a small 

country town in Cheshire in 1811 following the death of her mother.229 Margaret 

Oliphant lived for thirty-one years in the Berkshire town of Windsor, not exactly a 

‘small’ town but one where the habits and behaviours of the provincial middle-classes 

would have been on display.  

Through their fictional works nineteenth-century novelists created an imaginative 

landscape for the reader to enter.230  Where the non-fictional writing of Lewis and Ellis 

relied on more abstract assertions novelists could offer a vivid picture of aspirant 

middle-class gentility in action.  Thus, while the novels demonstrate the interplay 

between contemporary discourse and imaginative fiction they also reveal the 

numerous aspects of independent women’s identities not defined by gender alone.   

Through their characterisations Brontë and Oliphant demonstrate the importance of 

property in the articulation of an independent self while Eliot and Gaskell show that 

occupational identities enable women to access spaces from which they were 

normatively barred.    

The earliest novel selected for discussion is Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley (1849), 

considered her most conscious engagement with the ‘woman question’.231  It is set in 

the fictional Yorkshire parish of Briarfield a semi industrial landscape populated by the 

lesser gentry, in their dignified halls and landed estates, and assorted professional 

                                                             
229 Elizabeth Gaskell Biography, https://www.gaskellsociety.co.uk  
230 This reflects the observation that a major task of the novelist is to establish a place or series 
of places in which characters perform actions.  Space in novels is more than a backdrop, it must 
have dimensions and depth – by ways, rooms.  Spaces that can be ‘seen’ in the imagination, 
transforming words into mental projections.  See Lennard J Davis, Resisting Novels: Ideology 
and Fiction (London: Methuen 1987), p.53.  
231 Sandra M Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination (London: Yale University Press, 2000), p.374. 
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families that evokes Vickery’s description of the Lancashire parish of Whalley.232   In 

Briarfield debates about women’s role and purpose are played out through the 

interaction of the characters alongside other pertinent issues like class, commerce, and 

nation.    

The first of Brontë’s single woman to be introduced is a penniless and socially 

constrained dependent, Caroline Helstone, an orphan residing in the household of an 

unsympathetic uncle.  Caroline falls in love with her cousin, is spurned, and 

consequently suffers a breakdown of her health.233   Considering herself unlikely to 

marry she withdraws into the silence and solitude of her domestic space until 

prompted to seek out the elderly spinsters Miss Mann and Miss Ainley.  The 

neighbourhood’s resident ‘cankered’ old maids the women are figures of ridicule who 

embody a stark warning of the fate awaiting the girl who fails to marry.  But while 

Brontë may have deployed these well-known stereotypes to dramatic effect by placing 

the spinsters in a domestic and community setting she simultaneously challenged this 

negative representation.   These women were practical and well thought of in their 

communities – administering to the sick and needy - and despite their modest financial 

means they maintained their own domestic space in ‘perfect neatness, cleanliness, and 

comfort’. In contrast to dependent Caroline, these fictional spinsters demonstrate 

agency.234 

Alongside these familiar tropes of spinsterhood Brontë placed a more complex 

character, Shirley Keelder, proprietor of Fieldhead and owner of the local textile mill.  

In the figure of Shirley Brontë broke new ground presenting the single woman 

(spinster) as an independent character with the means and determination to follow 
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her own path.   Through her heroine Brontë could explore the nature of contemporary 

female independence, demonstrating how a woman might behave when possessed of 

money and property.   

Shirley and Caroline present diametrically opposed representations of singleness.  

Caroline is a dependent creature who considers marriage, or governessing, the only 

escape from a life of abject dependency.   Shirley in contrast having come into her 

fortune faces no such compromise.   The two women ponder whether a life of 

independence is preferable to an unhappy marriage, a passage that anticipated the 

argument set out by Boucherett in Hints on Self-Help.    Shirley rejects the idea of 

marriage at any cost claiming to feel suffocated by the idea of a union with a husband 

who would soon tire of her: 

Nothing irks me like the idea of being a burden and a bore … Now, when 

I feel superfluous, I can comfortably fold my independence round me 

like a mantle…If married, that could not be.235    

Writing in 1849 Brontë’s language anticipates the content of the post 1851 debates, 

demonstrating that women were already aware that economic independence was the 

best response to accusations of superfluous-ness.   

Elsewhere in the novel Shirley reflects on the origins of her own independence as she 

discusses her status and business affairs with Caroline’s uncle.  She confidently 

declares she is no longer a girl: 

[B]ut quite a woman, and something more’.  I am an esquire. Shirley 

Keelder, Esquire, ought to be my style and title. They gave me a man’s 

name; I hold a man’s position… You must choose me for your 
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churchwarden, Mr Helstone … They ought to make me a magistrate and 

a captain of yeomanry.236    

Through the character of Shirley, Brontë signals the existence of an alternative source 

of female power, property.  Yet Shirley’s power remains constrained by her gender -  

meaning that she cannot take up the masculine roles of magistrate and captain of the 

yeomanry -  positions which her future husband will eventually occupy ‘voluntarily and 

unreluctantly’.237   Gilbert and Gunbar interpreted Shirley’s declaration here as a form 

impersonation or ‘kind of male mimicry’.238  Seen through the lens of performativity 

however, Gilbert and Gunbar’s contention that Shirley actively chooses her persona is 

at odds with Butler’s theorisation of subjectivation resulting from the reiteration of 

citational practice, in this case inheritance customs that resulted in Shirley being 

named as ‘master’ of Fieldhead.     

The relationship between a woman’s sole ownership or occupation of property and 

her sense of purpose and well-being is a recurrent theme of Brontë’s novel.  Living in 

her uncle’s household Caroline Helstone is shut out of the masculine space of her 

uncle’s study and having no need to venture into the kitchen is left with only ‘a narrow 

chamber’ to call her own.  Lovesick and alone as Caroline’s mood deteriorates her 

room takes on the characteristics of a cell, with its incumbent pacing back and forth in 

solitude or sitting silent and alone, doomed to a life of spinsterhood with no hope of 

escape.239  As Tim Dolin notes, Caroline Helstone is a ‘woman without property’ and 

therefore has no real independence nor the capacity to institute change.240  Brontë’s 

description of Caroline’s room stands in stark contrast to the spaces inhabited by her 
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other female protagonists, including the cheerful and bright interior of Miss Mann’s 

modest cottage and the manor house inhabited by the novel’s titular heroine.    

In contrast to Caroline property provides Shirley with options and status.   By 

comparing Caroline and Shirley’s emotional states Brontë also suggests that property, 

by facilitating an independent life, has a direct impact on women’s emotional well-

being.   Shirley we are told: 

[K]eeps her dark old manor-house light and bright with her cheery 

presence: the gallery, and the low-ceiled chambers that open into it, have 

learned lively echoes from her voice: the dim-entrance-hall, with its one 

window, has grown pleasantly accustomed to the frequent rustle of a silk 

dress, as its wearer sweeps across from room to room…241   

Brontë’s treatment of property in Shirley demonstrate her awareness of its significance 

to single women’s creation and maintenance of an independent identity.    

Consequently her novel presents a more positive vision of single propertied women,  

the type of vision that would be deliberately muted during the campaigns for the 

reform of married women’s property.  

Charlotte Brontë was not the only author to tackle these themes. While Shirley’s 

fictional Briarfield is populated with a handful of female headed households Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s Cranford imagines a town completely ‘in possession of the Amazons’.242   

Initially published between 1851 and 1853 Cranford depicts a small country town 

where all the houses above a certain rent were in the possession of women, the 

majority of whom were middle aged or elderly spinsters.  Consequently, Cranford is a 
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society that functions independently of the normal female occupations of wifehood 

and motherhood.243    

Gaskell modelled Cranford on the Cheshire country town of Knutsford where she spent 

her childhood.    As Chapple noted, Gaskell’s personal letters to friends and 

acquaintances clearly attest that the author drew from life when portraying 

Cranford.244 Gaskell tells the story of the ‘Ladies’ of Cranford, a group of women 

dedicated to maintaining a regime of female gentility, transposing their very limited 

financial resources into the notion of ‘genteel economy’.245 As with the ‘old maids’ of 

Briarfield parish these independent householders were anxious to maintain domestic 

standards and ‘gardens were kept trim, maidservants were maintained in admirable 

order, and a strict social etiquette was preserved’.246  Whilst it is to be suspected that 

Gaskell exaggerated many aspects of this peculiarly feminine community for comic 

effect subsequent chapters of this thesis will demonstrate that in many small towns 

independent female property holders certainly colonised specific streets and 

neighbourhoods.    In fact, of the firty-four Knutsford private residences listed in the 

1850 Bagshaws Gazeteer and Directory, well over half were headed by single or 

widowed women.247  

In Cranford, Elizabeth Gaskell describes the minutiae of small town life and the myriad 

social rituals essential to the maintenance of ‘female gentility’.  In many respects the 

novel functions as an extended critique of the genteel affectations that Sarah Ellis 
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245 Borislav Knezevic, ‘An Ethnography of the Provincial: The Social Geography of Gentility in 

Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford’, Victorian Studies, Vol. 41, No. 3 (1998), pp.405-426.  
246 Gaskell, Cranford, pp.25-26. 
247 Samuel Bagshaw, History, Gazeteer & Directory of the County Palatine of Chester, (Sheffield: 

Samuel Bagshaw, 1850), p.554. There were twenty-two addresses listed with female heads – 
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feared had infected the women of the middle-class, but without the selfish idleness 

displayed by the young.  The Cranfordians remained interested in fashion although 

their limited incomes meant their purchases were often restricted to ‘a smart new 

cap’.248  And while they may have known ‘each other’s proceedings’ they didn’t eschew 

the strict rules and regulations that governed their behaviour.  As Knezevic observes, 

the women sought to emulate the leisured classes through their behaviour, therefore 

any ‘talk’ of money was interpreted as ‘vulgar’ and obvious signs of poverty met by 

blind eyes.  As Gaskell’s narrator Mary Smith emphasises, ‘though some might be poor, 

we were all aristocratic’.249     While most Cranford residents lived on small annuities 

and income from bank stock Miss Betty Barker had been the business woman of the 

town.   She and her sister had saved money from their positions as lady’s maids and 

had set up a milliner’s shop which was patronised by ladies of the neighbourhood.  As 

subsequent sections of this thesis will show Gaskell could draw from life to depict 

business women like the Barker’s, including the scene where the younger Miss Barker, 

having sufficient profit to shut up shop and retire marks her transition by acquiring a 

cow, ‘a mark of respectability in Cranford almost as decided as setting up a gig.’250  

Gaskell’s narrative reflects the financial precariousness of the middle classes, echoing 

the same concern articulated by Sarah Ellis over a decade earlier.  When the Town and 

Country Bank failed and she lost all her income, Miss Matty was forced to join the 

ranks of tradespeople.  Faced with her friend’s financial disaster Mary Smith tried to 

think ‘of all the things by which a woman, past middle age, and with the education 

common to ladies fifty years ago, could earn or add to a living without materially losing 

caste’.251 When Mary concludes that Miss Matty lacks even the basic proficiency 
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required to teach Gaskell is echoing Ellis’s criticism of the ineffectiveness of women’s 

education.  Ultimately Miss Matty ends up as an agent of the East India Tea Company 

selling expensive tea to well-to-do tradespeople and rich farmer’s wives.252  If the novel 

functions as an extended critique of the habits and behaviours of the ‘genteel lifestyle’ 

it also demonstrates its precariousness, ultimately Miss Matty finds she cannot escape 

economic reality or vulgar talk of commerce and is forced to earn her living.   

The question of property and the need to escape the constraints of gentility if a living 

is to be earnt are themes that also preoccupied Margaret Oliphant’s many literary 

heroines.  Writing over a fifty-year time span Oliphant’s novels were produced against 

the shifting discourse of independence, and consequently her fiction reflects its many 

twists and turns.   Many of her books feature independent and unmarried women – 

including impoverished spinsters, working women, and wealthy heiresses -  characters 

which she used to interrogate the issue of whether a woman had the right to make her 

own decisions and control her own destiny.253  Her first novel, published in 1849, told 

the story of Margaret Maitland an unmarried woman who became a guardian to her 

niece.   The propensity for independent unmarried women to act in loco parentis to 

children as well as provide pecuniary and practical support to their less well-off 

relatives and acquaintances is a theme Oliphant returned to in her 1857 novel The 

Orphans.   The heroine of the novel, Claire Nugent, inherits her old country manor 

house Estcourt on the death of her parents.  As the newly appointed head of the 

Nugent family she feels compelled to reach out to its less fortunate members offering 

the hospitality of her home to a cousin of her father’s, ‘an officers widow, living on a 

scanty income in one of the genteel little country towns where such people abound.’254  
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Claire is also courted by the Misses Nugent, thirty-something sisters desperately 

clinging to their youth who somehow contrived to stretch their ‘very small income’ as 

to: 

[S]queeze their autumnal change of air, their ribbons and gloves, hats 

and flounces, besides all the inevitable expenses of their little house in 

London, out of their annuity’.255  

Oliphant’s Misses Nugent lack the gravitas of Brontë’s ‘old maids’ - who at least find 

some purpose in helping others – and they are not as personable as Cranford’s 

‘amazons’.  Faced with such frivolous and idle femininity Claire Nugent questions the 

meaning of her life and whether, despite her income, she is actually redundant - 

‘somehow it seems as if God has sent us into the world with nothing to do.  Were we 

to accept His will and purpose concerning us? Were we to try anything?’   In a clear 

expression of intertextuality Oliphant has Claire reflect that she had:  

 [R]ead a great deal upon the subject – many books, novels and 

otherwise, which were said to be ‘protests’ against the conventions of 

society, and cries rung from the victims of the same; but I found no 

consolation in my literature.  Whether women could be watchmakers 

or jewellers did not so interest me.’256   

Having subjected SPEW’s marketing of appropriate work for middle-class women to 

satirical rebuff Oliphant has Claire, at least initially, reject the idea of female 

philanthropy by recounting that her father: 
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[H]ad impressed upon me a great terror of ‘stepping out of my own 

sphere’ or leaving the natural retirement of an English gentlewoman even 

for the honest work of Charity.257  

Raised to a life of idleness by her parents Claire doesn’t know what she should do.   

Eventually taking on responsibility for the education of her widowed neighbour’s 

daughter she resolves to turn Estcourt into an orphanage and school.  It is difficult to 

think of another novel which engages so comprehensively with the debates of the 

period or the practical solutions proposed to solve the problem of female redundancy 

and financial precariousness.  In creating Claire Nugent Oliphant was reflecting the 

dilemmas of many genteel women of the 1850s, brave enough to cast off their ‘hats 

and flounces’ but not quite ready to risk a loss of status and go out to work.    

Claire was finally married off but in her later novels Oliphant was happy to subvert the 

usual romantic ending.  In Diana Trelawny (1877) Oliphant showed more acceptance of 

the working middle-class women, anticipating the ‘new woman’ who was more 

comfortable in her professional skin.258  When the reader first meets Diana she is 

already happily employed as a teacher at a girls’ school in Brighton until she is 

‘adopted’ by some distant and elderly relatives, inherits the family’s ancestral seat, and 

is transformed into ‘rather a great proprietor and landowner, no longer looking 

forward to any inheritance but in full possession of it.’259  Although Diana extends her 

patronage to a former pupil and her aunt, setting them up in a house on her estate, 

these characters provide an idle and fashioned obsessed foil to Diana who is happy 
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with her lot, even if she knows (like Shirley Keelder) that she cannot be the ‘chairman 

of the quarter sessions as she might have been if she wrote herself Daniel instead of 

Diana’. 260  At the age of thirty she claimed full independence and reflecting her 

creator’s viewpoint, felt no need to subscribe to a ‘theory of emancipation’ as she 

already enjoyed the advantages of the country gentleman.261  Having come into her 

fortune she resolved never to marry, much to the shock of the neighbourhood, and 

instead set about ‘establishing a cheerful and busy life, working at her estate as few 

landlords take the trouble to work, making a profession of it which cannot be said to 

be usual.’262  As with Shirley Keelder property performs its effect on Diana Trelawny, 

enabling her to not only assume the role of estate manager - subverting the 

heteronormative constructions of this role - but also reject a potential suitor because 

she has ‘a trade, and occupation. Women with that are better not to marry’.263   

Diana Trewlany may be a self-confessed business woman but Oliphant provided little 

detail of what this meant in practice.264  Despite Harriet Martineau’s entreaty that the 

true extent of ‘female industry’ be recognised it can be difficult to find any discussion 

of the life of the middle-class business woman in nineteenth-century fiction.  Of the 

novels discussed only Gaskell’s Cranford references women’s retail roles, in the 

traditional female dominated sectors of clothing and the provision of food and drink.  

When women work they are commonly depicted as governesses, teachers, or ladies’ 

companions.265  There is however, one notable exception, women who made their 

living from agriculture.  Women farmers are found in the fiction of George Eliot and 
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interestingly in a lesser known short story by Elizabeth Gaskell which affords us 

another glimpse into the lives of independent rural women. 

Eliot’s books, written at a time of change in farming and food production, contain a 

wealth of detail about the workings of the arable world and the skills needed to make 

a living from the land. 266 A reality, which the discussion of farming women in this 

thesis will show, was all too familiar to women employed in the agricultural sector 

during this period.267  But despite her reputation for realism Eliot’s more mature 

working women were usually married rather than independent, a classic example 

being Mrs Poyser, the archetypal farmer’s wife, ironing in her kitchen and supervising 

butter making in that other quintessentially female space, the dairy.268  Davidoff has 

suggested that Eliot was signalling that society considered women ill-suited to manage 

a farming enterprise by citing her portrayal of farmer’s widow Mrs Hartopp - whose 

landlord refuses to let her remain on the family farm - by dismissing her with the 

comment ‘You are about as able to manage your farm as your best milch cow’.269   A 

closer examination of the passage however, shows that Eliot identified male prejudice 

toward farming women as the main issue.  The landlord tells Mrs Hartopp that she will 

be obliged to take on a ‘managing man’ who may cheat her, and that by the end of 

four years she will have spent all her money, let the farm run down, and be in arrears 

for half her rent.   Mrs Hartopp retorts that she actually knows ‘a great deal o’ farmin’, 
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268 George Eliot, Adam Bede (London: J M Dent and Sons Ltd, 1977), pp.70-73. 
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an was brought up i’ the thick on it, as you may say.’  She invokes her husband’s great 

aunt who had successfully ‘managed a farm for twenty year, an’ left legacies to her 

nephys an’ nieces’.  However this example is dismissed by the landlord as un-feminine 

- ‘a woman six feet high, with a squint and sharp elbows, I dare say – a man in 

petticoats.  Not a rosy-cheeked widow like you...’.   All the landlord allows Mrs Hartopp 

is a cottage on the estate with enough land to keep cow and some pigs, a rural model 

of female independent identity which, as this thesis will demonstrate, was quite 

common.270  Yet while some men did undoubtedly discount farming women’s ability to 

work independently subsequent chapters of this thesis will show that women were not 

barred from farming and that the succession of farms was as dependent on local 

custom as it was on the gender or marital status of the prospective tenant.     

These novelists all show how the symbolic practices and the spaces associated with 

farming are performative - the subject who masters them regardless of gender, is 

inducted into the profession.  The ability of the fictional female farmer to transcend 

the normative boundaries associated with her sex is on display in Elizabeth Gaskell’s 

Half a Life Time Ago, a short story published in 1855.   It concerns Susan Dixon, a 

farmer, who breaks with her fiancé after he plots to send her disabled brother to the 

asylum.  Like Eliot’s Mrs Hartopp, Dixon was raised to a farming life, ‘a strong, 

independent, healthy girl, a clever help to her mother, and a spirited companion to her 

father, more of a man in her (as he often said) than her delicate brother’.  Dixon is a 

regular presence at Coniston market ‘with the best butter and the earliest chickens of 

the season’.271  However, with sole responsibility for her farm she does not confine her 

activities to the ‘common farm produce that every farmer’s wife about had to sell’.   

                                                             
270 George Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ in Scenes of Clerical Life (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2000) pp.82-3.  
271 Elizabeth Gaskell, “Half a Life-Time Ago”, e-text, www.lang-u.ac.jp.  
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Once she has disposed of these ‘feminine articles’ Susan turns to the ‘mans side’.  The 

market is a gendered space and by crossing it Susan signals that she is as competent as 

any man: ‘a better judge of a horse or cow there was not in all the county around… her 

corn was sound and clean; her potatoes well preserved to the latest spring’.   Through 

her portrayal of Susan Dixon, Gaskell helps her readers to imagine a world in which 

female independence is part of daily life.  

 
3.0 Conclusion 

During the nineteenth century, the question of women’s roles and position dominated 

public discourse, with debates played out in the literary outputs of the time.   

Traditionally seen as a key site for the reproduction of the knowledge of sexual 

difference this chapter has shown that the authors of these didactic tracts and articles 

were instrumental in creating a discursive space in which female independence not 

only became a possibility, but also desirable.  Later the idea of female independence 

was seized upon by campaigners emphasising the importance of female employment.  

While the publication of the 1851 census, with its evidence of over a million 

‘redundant’ and ‘superfluous’ women, led to concerns about the reproductive health 

of the nation the statistical evidence of ‘female industry’ was hard to ignore.    

Subsequent debates concerning the legal impediments underpinning female 

disadvantage identified property as key.  But while the campaigners for reform played 

down the many liberating aspects of property - fearful of accusations that they were 

undermining the institution of marriage - its importance was not lost on leading female 

novelists.  Created in dialogue with the debates of the time the cultural 

representations of householders, landowners and farmers depicted in some of the 

best-known novels of the period, not only reveals how significant the ownership or 

occupation of property was to the articulation of an independent female identity, but 
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also suggests that among nineteenth-century women property ownership and business 

proprietorship was widespread.   

This chapter has looked at discursive constructions and fictional representations of 

single independent women during the long nineteenth century. The following chapters 

use primary archival materials and other corroborating evidence to explore how the 

real-life counterparts of these fictional women negotiated their lives.  Using a series of 

case studies and vignettes each chapter examines the different ways in which women, 

as business proprietors and landowners achieved and maintained their independence.  

The analysis begins with the most ubiquitous of independent women - female 

householders.   
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Chapter 2: ‘my own Chimney corner....’ The Independent Female Householder in 

Small Town and Rural Parish. 

“No true woman, married or single, can be 

happy without some sort of domestic life: - 

without having somebody’s happiness 

dependent on her.” 

     Harriet Martineau: Autobiography.272 

 

1.0 Introduction  

This chapter focuses on women who possessed both the means and the motivation to 

‘set up for themselves’ - women living on independent rather than earned incomes - 

who established and/or maintained their own households in small towns and rural 

parishes. The chapter explores the significance of household formation for these 

women in both their performance and articulation of an independent and autonomous 

self.   Through examining specific examples of independent women we will see, that as 

in nineteenth-century novels, women of all classes and backgrounds established 

independent households, thereby challenging the historiographical construction of the 

unmarried woman as dependent on the generosity of her family or languishing in 

impersonal lodgings.  

By linking data retrieved from census returns and trade directories, the chapter 

focuses predominantly on the spatial distribution and internal composition of female 

headed households in the counties of Lincolnshire and Shropshire between 1840 and 

                                                             
272 Harriet Martineau, Autobiography: Volume 2 (London: Virago Press, 1983), p.225. 
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1870.  The adoption of a two-county contrast enables a wider analysis of female 

household formation, demonstrating the ubiquity and longevity of this model of 

independence during the period.  The analysis shows that although trade directories 

and the census tell us about the spread and relative density of female headed 

households, it is more difficult to identify the circumstances governing household 

formation.  Did women actively choose to set up their own independent domestic 

arrangements, or did they remain in the family home following the death of a parent?  

By referring to consecutive editions of the directories and Census Enumerators Books 

(CEB), continuities in the location and constitution of some female-headed households 

are occasionally uncovered, allowing some speculation about the cause. 

For many of the independent female householders who populated the streets and 

neighbourhoods of small country towns and agricultural areas, a minimal entry in a 

trade directory and/or a name on a census return is all that remains, making it difficult 

to reconstruct women’s day to day lives or to understand how contemporaries reacted 

to such explicit displays of female independence.   There are some exceptions 

however, which allow us to uncover more detail beyond the bare bones of official 

data. The chapter concludes with a case study of one female householder in 

Shropshire whose personal correspondence, spanning a fifty-year timespan, reveals 

the role of household formation in the performance of domestic, familial, and civic 

identity.    

1.1 Female Householders in the Small Country Town 

As urban historian Peter Clark has remarked, Britain’s small towns remained at the 

heart of provincial life well into the Victorian era.  Acting as a bridge between the 

urban and rural worlds these service towns, which multiplied during the Georgian era, 
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catered for the needs of an expanding urban and rural elite. 273   However, the identity 

of the small town was not only shaped by its economy, some of the larger small towns 

became fashionable social centres, offering a range of facilities for the county well-to-

do, including new brick-built houses, race courses, and clusters of retail shops. By the 

end of the eighteenth century, many of these towns boasted a range of social 

activities, including plays, assemblies, musical activities and clubs and societies.274   

A good-sized market town could support both a small elite as well as a middle and 

professional class, including attorneys and bankers.275  It is unsurprising then, that such 

towns became favourable locations for genteel independent female householders, 

many of whom congregated together in particular neighbourhoods.   As a recent 

survey of single homemakers in Shrewsbury has discovered,  both male and female 

‘singletons’ concentrated in a few respectable streets, while Davidoff and Hall,  

examining the market town of Witham in Essex, commented on the propensity of 

gentry families ‘particularly widows and unmarried daughters’ to inhabit  the top end 

of Newland Street.276   A reflection of the residential habits of the better off, the 

tendency for independent women of the middle and gentry classes to group together 

was repeated in both large and small towns across England.277   

In the Yorkshire town of Doncaster, which at the mid-point of the nineteenth century 

was a fashionable place of residence, female householders clustered together in Hall 

Gate and Spring Gardens.  Of the private residents living on these two streets who had 

                                                             
273 Peter Clark, ‘Small Towns 1700-1840’, in Peter Clark (ed), The Cambridge Urban History of 
Britain Vol. II 1540-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp.733-773, p.733.  
274 Ibid., pp.748-764. 
275 R J Olney, Rural Society and County Government in Nineteenth-Century Lincolnshire (Lincoln: 
The History of Lincolnshire Committee, 1979), p.70. 
276 Hussey and Ponsonby, The Single Homemaker, p.60, Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 
p.48. 
277 P Griffiths, J Landers, M Pelling and R Tyson, ‘Population and disease, estrangement and 
belonging 1540-1700’, in Clark (ed), The Cambridge Urban History of Britain, pp.195-234. The 
concentration of wealthy people in central districts and poor in peripheral parishes has been 
uncovered in many places, including Shrewsbury, Worcester, and Cambridge.  
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paid for a listing in Slater’s 1849 Directory, 125 were women, 31 of whom were 

unmarried.278  Although on the cusp of change - the arrival of the Great Northern 

Railway in 1848 would herald the town’s transformation from a mainly agricultural and 

distributive centre to a primarily industrial hub - in the 1840s and 1850s Doncaster was 

home to many wealthy inhabitants.  Consequently, the Georgian houses of the Hall 

Gate area were occupied by many in possession of an independent fortune. 279 The 

group was augmented by the middle-class population of the town, moderately affluent 

families and individuals who inhabited the elegant terraced residences of Spring 

Gardens, new semi-suburban housing dating from the early 1820s, designed to offer 

an escape from the increasingly crowded town centre.280  As the century progressed, 

the central streets of country towns like Doncaster were being given over more 

exclusively to public and commercial use, with houses converted into offices, at the 

same time that new, more spacious housing was added to the outskirts of town.281  In 

Doncaster the relative newness of the Spring Garden’s housing suggests that at least 

some of the unmarried women who were living on the street had established their 

own households rather than inheriting the family home. 

While the independent female householders of Doncaster’s Hall Gate and Spring 

Gardens were drawn from both the wealthy and middle classes, in other small country 

towns, female householders were of more modest means.   Like Doncaster, the 

Lincolnshire towns of Gainsborough and Horncastle had a mix of functions.282  A 

                                                             
278 Slater’s Directory of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, 1849, pp.73-81. 
279 Sarah Holland, ‘Doncaster and its environs: Town and Countryside – a reciprocal 

relationship?’ in Mary Hammond and Barry Sloan (eds), Rural-Urban Relationships in the 
Nineteenth Century: Uneasy Neighbours? (London: Routledge, 2016), pp.77-89, p.79. 
280 Derek Holland and Enid Holland, A Yorkshire Town: The Making of Doncaster, History and 

People, Memorial Edition (ibook edition 2012), pp.18-19. 
281 Jonathon Brown, The English Market Town: A Social and Economic History 1750-1914 

(Wiltshire: Crowood Press, 1986), p.125. 
282 Ian Beckwith, Gainsborough: Some Notes on the History of a Small Inland Port (Unpublished 
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topographical dictionary of the period describes 1840s Gainsborough as a market town 

and inland port of nearly 7,000 inhabitants, which enjoyed a pleasant situation on the 

east bank of the River Trent.   The Dictionary acknowledged the town’s long and 

extensive history, stretching back to Saxon times, while noting that the first decades of 

the nineteenth century had seen several civic improvements, and therefore while 

Gainsborough’s ‘streets in the more ancient part are irregular…those portions which 

have been built within the last twenty years are handsome and of uniform character, 

consisting of regularly formed streets, and terraces of pleasing appearance’.283  Kelly’s 

1861 Directory also referenced the town authorities modernising zeal, noting 

Gainsborough’s newly refurbished Assembly rooms, well paved streets and gas 

lighting.284  By 1872 the Local Board of Health had completed a ‘system of sewerage, 

by which every part of the town has been well drained’.285   

In 1851 the town had approximately 7,500 residents, with female householders 

demonstrating a similar tendency to cluster together, particularly on Spring Gardens, a 

street of mixed residential and business premises, constructed in the mid- 1840s to link 

the town’s main commercial centre to the newly erected railway station.  Like its 

Doncaster namesake Spring Gardens was one of Gainsborough’s more recent 

communities, and by 1861 it had found favour with several independent householders, 

including Miss Anderson, Miss Heaton, Mrs Wilson and Miss Marshall.286   The relative 

newness of this neighbourhood suggests that, as in Doncaster, these women had 

                                                             
283 A Topographical Dictionary of England (ed) London: Samuel Lewis, 1848), pp.275-279. URL: 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/report.aspx?compid=50976&amp;strquery=gainsborough 
284 Kelly’s Post Office Directory of Lincolnshire, 1861 (London: Kelly & Co.), p.97. The 1851 

Health Act was the first piece of legislation to deal with public health and was permissive rather 
than compulsory.   
285 History, Gazetteer, and Dictionary of Lincolnshire by William White (Sheffield: William White 

1872), p.298. 
286 Ibid., p.98. 
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chosen to set up their households on Spring Gardens rather than simply staying on in 

the family home.    

A similar residence pattern was evident in Horncastle, a market centre serving the 

agricultural district of the Lincolnshire Wolds.  Horncastle’s prosperity was evident in 

its Regency buildings and early nineteenth-century elegance, and by the 1860s the 

town was lit with gas, had paved streets, and an abundant supply of fresh water. A 

Corn Exchange had been constructed in 1856, a venue for concerts, lectures and 

assemblies.287Again female householders were gathered together.  Of a total of 

twenty-eight ‘private’ residents living on Queen Street, a predominantly residential 

street located to the south of the town’s main commercial centre, eleven households 

were headed by women, three of whom were unmarried.288  Typical of these 

independent householders was seventy-nine-year-old Elizabeth Trevor who resided at 

number 23 with her twenty-year-old maidservant Maria Baildon.   Queen Street was a 

more established community than Gainsborough’s Spring Gardens, and Miss Trevor, a 

native of Horncastle, had lived on the street (formally known as Union Street) since at 

least 1841.289  She is described in both the 1841 and 1871 census as an ‘independent’ 

and in 1851 as ‘annuitant’.  Throughout her long residence on Queen Street, Elizabeth 

Trevor maintained a very modest household, just herself and one maidservant.290    

The trade directories demonstrate that small country towns were favourable locations 

for independent female householders.  The concentration of women recalls Gaskell’s 

fictional town of Cranford, where all the houses above a certain rent were in the 

possession of women.   The spatial grouping of female headed households in 

                                                             
287 Charles K Rawding, The Lincolnshire Wolds in the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: History of 
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respectable streets and neighbourhoods suggests that, like the ladies of Cranford, the 

independent householders of Doncaster, Gainsborough, and Horncastle seeking to 

maintain a degree of gentility and community, had established a network of 

acquaintance and would have exchanged pleasantries when they met on the street.   

Established neighbourhoods engendered a sense of belonging, providing a system of 

mutual support and benefit, with neighbours swapping advise, lending money and 

exchanging ‘cures’.291 If country town society could be restrained and petty, limited 

social and physical mobility and the survival of old classed based topographical 

arrangements, provided a social cohesiveness that may well have appealed to women 

of limited to average means.292   

1.2 Female Householders in the Rural Parish: The Gentry 

 
While there were obvious social and cultural benefits to be had in setting up a 

household in a small town, the situation of female householders in smaller villages or 

on isolated farmsteads surrounding towns, were somewhat different.   While female 

headed households remained a salient feature of the remoter countryside, there were 

less opportunities to establish spatially concentrated communities.    The household 

heads discussed in this section were predominantly gentry and private residents. In 

agricultural communities, there were fewer representatives of the middle or 

professional class and most other lower middle-class female household heads were 

engaged in some form of business, such as farming or retail, and consequently are 

discussed in detail in the chapter that follows.  

To demonstrate the ubiquity of the rural independent female householder this section 

shifts attention from Lincolnshire and adjoining areas, to Shropshire, a predominantly 
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agricultural county with a range of distinctive landscapes and patterns of settlement.293  

It was in these agricultural communities that many independent women established 

their households, including numbers of self-supporting annuitants and landed 

proprietors.    

In contrast to Lincolnshire’s dispersed settlement pattern, Shropshire has a wider 

variety of settlement forms.  In the north of the county villages are widely spaced, 

however in the north-east the numbers of hamlets and villages rise. The southern-hill 

country is characterised by isolated farms and small hamlets.294  To reflect this 

geographical diversity a random sample of forty-nine villages and hamlets was selected 

from settlements listed in the 1871 Directory of Shropshire.  From this sample, ninety-

seven female independent residents were identified.295  These women lived in a variety 

of communities, from small hamlets with a few scattered residences, to larger 

settlements with populations of between 400 to 500 people.  A quarter of the women 

identified in the sample were private residents, members of the gentry or landowners.   

From the census and trade directories it was possible to confirm that twenty-nine 

women were unmarried or never-married at the point of either the 1861 or 1871 

census, fourteen of whom were described as landed proprietors or annuitants.296  

Not all self-supporting women were required to earn their own living.  For women in 

possession of an independent income derived from inherited wealth, annuities or 

investments, paid employment was not always desirable or necessary. Studies of 

women’s investment behaviour have identified the extent to which wealthier female 
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investors gravitated toward London, the Home Counties and spa towns like Bath and 

Cheltenham. 297  However, the same research has shown that in agricultural districts 

there were also many unmarried women living on income derived from investments 

and stockholdings, with figures derived from the 1871 census showing that in the 

largely agricultural counties like Shropshire, there were at least sixty spinsters and 

twenty-two widows for every hundred wives.298 The analysis of the census returns 

undertaken for this chapter found that in 1851 Shropshire returned a total of 207 

female landed proprietors, and over 1,600 annuitants or gentlewomen. By 1871 the 

number of landed proprietors had reduced to 134, however female annuitants had 

increased to over 1,650.299     

While women in possession of independent incomes may have been characterised as 

net contributors to the ‘spinster problem’ it is important to acknowledge that they 

were part of a varied cohort which included the daughters of independent 

professionals and members of the leisured sector, as well as women who had been 

provided for by the establishment of trusts, property, and other investments.300 These 

are the lesser gentry and other notable residents whose names are found listed in the 

various directories.     

Across Shropshire, gentry households headed by women were far from exceptional.   

In the limited sample of forty-nine parishes, twenty-five gentry households with a 

                                                             
297 A key text is Green and Owens ‘Gentlewomanly Capitalists’ (2003).  More recently Janette 
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Wales, civil conditions, occupations and birthplaces Population 18 (Shannon: Irish University 
Press, 1970) 
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female head were identified.  In the village of Bicton, four miles west of Shrewsbury in 

the wooded Severn Valley, was Bicton Hall, home to the Misses Coates.301  One 

account from 1816 described Bicton as ‘pleasantly situated in the midst of natural and 

artificial plantations, and [commanding] an extensive and diversified prospect over the 

beautiful and fertile country adjoining’.302  The 1871 census listed sixty-eight-year-old 

Sophia Coates, an annuitant, as head of the Bicton household, which included her 

sixty-five-year- old sister Emily and twenty-eight-year-old niece Lucy.  The Coates 

household supported eleven servants, including three ladies’ maids, a butler, a 

coachman, and a footman.303  The Coates’s sisters rented - rather than owned - Bicton 

Hall from Richard Jenkins, the son of the former Conservative MP for Shrewsbury.304  

At Ashford Carbonell, on the outskirts of the town of Ludlow, fifty-two-year-old 

Margaret Hall, described in the 1871 CEB as a landowner, lived at Ashford Hall, ‘an 

elegant modern building, on rising ground, commanding extensive prospects, and 

embellished with surrounding plantations’.305  In 1871 Margaret had responsibility for 

a household that included her elderly mother and father and three unmarried sisters - 

Henrietta aged forty-nine, Susan aged forty-six, and Elizabeth who was thirty-nine- 

years-old.306  Rather than remaining in the household of their parents, it appears that 

the parents had moved to live with their daughters.  Both the Coates and Hall 

households demonstrate the tendency for unmarried sisters to remain together.  As 

Froide has noted, never-married women tended to run in families, and single sisters 

                                                             
301 Directory of Shropshire, 1871, p.70 
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often came in pairs or multiples.307 It is possible to speculate that the Hall sisters found 

in each other a source of both economic and emotional support. 

While the Coates had the resources to maintain a life style common to the country 

elites, the Hall’s household was more modest, the family made do with a cook, parlour 

maid, and a general servant.    Except for the eighty-two-year old paterfamilias, the 

Hall household conformed to the woman-centred kinship structure identified by Fuchs 

and Thompson, whereby never-married women set up independent or female-headed 

households.308   

Aged sixty-eight and fifty-two respectively, Sophia Coates and Margaret Hall were 

typical of never-married women heading up households in later life.  Financially 

independent, both women could offer a home to members of their immediate and 

extended family, including in Margaret Hall’s case, aged parents.   Although the Coates 

and Hall families were members of the gentry, their model of household composition 

had something in common with the middle-class female headed households 

reconstructed by Gordon and Nairn for nineteenth-century Glasgow.   Rather than 

being socially and economically dependent on men, many unmarried women, 

regardless of social class, had dependents of their own.309   

A lack of corroborating evidence makes it difficult to determine the exact 

circumstances of household formation for the Shropshire sample, however in some 

cases it is possible to speculate.   In respect of Margaret Hall’s household, it was noted 

in 1826 that Ashford Hall was the residence of a Miss Buckley, and it is possible that 

Margaret Hall inherited the property from an unmarried relative, possibly a maternal 
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aunt.310  Subsequent discussions of landowning women will show that inheritance and 

purchase were not unusual.  If Margaret Hall did inherit from a female relative, 

enabling her to establish her own household then her situation would be slightly 

different to those women for whom a sudden change in circumstances was the 

catalyst for household formation, where women lived with relatives - mother’s, 

brothers, and/or sisters - until the death of a close relation meant they were elevated 

to household head and head of their extended family.311     

1.3 Female Householders in the Rural Parish: The Middle-Classes  

 
While the identification of gentry households from the Shropshire directory sample 

was relatively straightforward, the identification of modest householders was more 

problematic.  As noted in the discussion of sources, there are many reasons why 

names were omitted from trade directories.   While linking the directory entries with 

the CEBs it was apparent that some female residents and working household heads 

were listed in one document, but not the other.  For example, in the parish of 

Claverley, forty-three-year-old Jane Glanville was identified from the census, but not 

listed in the directory.  Unmarried, Glanville was a schoolmistress who lived and 

worked at the Parish School for Girls.  Her household included her ten-year-old niece 

Emma and ten and eleven-year-old cousins Sarah Eliza and Ann Maria Millington, 

presumably pupils at the school.  Next door to Glanville, lived fifty-six-year-old Ann 

Perry, an annuitant who shared a home with her fifty-year-old sister Hannah and 

twenty-two-year-old niece Fanny Ellen.312   Therefore while the trade directory 

suggests that unmarried and never-married women favoured small towns over 
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villages, the number of female residents in the latter could be under-represented in 

both sources.  As noted in the discussion of sources, there was a cost associated with a 

listing in a directory, and unless they had a business to advertise, many independent 

householders may have decided to save their money for more essential items.    

While landed proprietors and better off annuitants could maintain a comfortable 

lifestyle, many women had to set up their households with limited funds.   Unless 

trading independently or earning their own money, single and widowed women of the 

lower middle class were often reliant on limited and fixed incomes, annuities set up for 

them by fathers or husbands, or the proceeds of shares in banks, canals, and railways.  

For the independent female householder, in common with Gaskell’s Cranfordians, life 

on a fixed income required the exercise of economy.  While these women, who were 

usually older and making do on limited incomes, may have been dismissed by both 

their peers and by much of the subsequent historiography, they were still able to form 

and maintain their own independent households, challenging their contemporary 

construction as pitiful creatures, who lacked the judgement to make informed 

investment decisions.313 

Two well-known independent female householders provide some insight into 

managing on a fixed income.  Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby, later immortalised 

as the ‘Ladies of Llangollen’ had ‘eloped’ from their home in Killkenny, Ireland, to set 

up home in 1780 at Plas Newydd near Llangollen.  Although members of the Irish 

gentry, disowned by their families, they often found their lifestyle compromised by 

                                                             
313 As Rutterford and Maltby explained, in contemporary debates women who lived on limited 
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lack of funds, hence they tell us something about the strategies that female 

householders employed to get by.314    

When the ‘Ladies’ took on the cottage with four acres of land, it could be rented for a 

half-yearly sum of eleven pounds-seven-shillings-and-sixpence.  On taking possession, 

they used their small income to buy furniture, build bookcases, and have the living 

rooms carpeted.  Determined to retain the trappings of gentility, over the next three 

years the ‘Ladies’ sought to put down roots, protecting their income by building up a 

store of credit with local farmers and suppliers, obtaining their groceries from Mrs 

Parry in the neighbouring town of Raubon and their cheese from a ‘little woman at 

Brynkinalt’.315   Despite regularly exceeding their combined resources Butler and 

Ponsonby maintained many trappings of gentility, including a household of four 

servants, a gardener and footman.  Gifts of money from friends and family often saw 

them through, and over the years they made gradual improvements and additions to 

their property, both inside and out.   They supplemented their income by a degree of 

self-sufficiency, establishing fruit and vegetable gardens, and like their fictional 

counterpart Miss Barker, acquired a cow, building a dairy to supply butter for the 

house.  By 1798 they were growing potatoes and at the turn of the century they had 

increased their farm to nine acres, enough to support four cows.316  

Although they would later exploit their notoriety to a degree of monetary gain, the 

example of Butler and Ponsonby helps to flesh out certain aspects of independent 

rural householder’s life, supplementing the fictional depictions provided by 

nineteenth-century novelists, and demonstrating the role that household formation, 
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domestic routines, and elements of agricultural self-sufficiency, played in rural 

women’s lives.    

2.0 Case Study: Miss Fanny Sparrow: Living the Independent Life 

 

This case study builds on the picture of female headed households in rural households 

discussed in the previous section of this chapter.  It provides additional insight into the 

circumstances governing women’s independent household formation in one 

Shropshire parish, and the role of property in the performance of the independent self.   

Frances Mabel Sparrow, ‘Fanny’, was the only child of the Reverend George Sparrow of 

Worcester, and his wife Henrietta.    Fanny Sparrow authored a copious personal 

correspondence over a period of fifty-five years beginning in 1776.  Writing to her 

maternal cousin Henrietta ‘Henny’ Whitmore (later Henrietta Pennington) with whom 

she corresponded until 1803, and subsequently to Henny’s eldest daughter, (and 

Sparrow’s goddaughter) also named Henrietta Pennington, until Sparrow’s death in 

1831.  As Bland and Cross argued, letter writing provided both men and women with a 

space to explore their identities, both as citizens and as gendered subjects.317  

Sparrow’s letters provided her with a space in which to explore the evolution of an 

independent identity, an identity which the following discussion will show, was multi-

faceted but also predicated on her ability to establish and maintain her own 

household.  

Under the terms of their wedding settlement Fanny’s parents George and Henrietta 

Sparrow had named their friend Thomas Eyton and George’s brother John as joint 

trustees in respect of any children their union might subsequently produce. 318   John 

Sparrow had taken the name Port on inheriting the Ilam Estate in Derbyshire under the 
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will of his Uncle George Port.    After the death of her parents the young Fanny lived 

with her paternal aunt Godwin whilst remaining the ward of her uncle George Port 

who in 1771 married Mary Dewes, the niece of Mary Delany the famous eighteenth- 

century bluestocking credited with inventing the art of paper collage or cut-paper 

botanicals.319    Mary Delaney’s letters to her niece Mary Port, reveal the young Fanny 

to have been a regular visitor to her aunt and uncle at Ilam.   Writing on the 2nd 

January 1772 Delany expressed delight that Fanny was responding to her efforts to 

improve her mind, expressing her hopes that the child’s ‘good sense will make her 

sensible of the happiness and advantage of having an uncle and aunt who are so 

sincerely her friends’.320  However once she was of age, Sparrow distanced herself 

from her family, preferring the company of a Mr and Mrs Eyton to the hospitality of 

any of her close relatives.321  In fact Fanny would tell her cousin Henrietta that the 

Eyton’s treated her with more friendship and civility than she received from her near 

relations.322 Sparrow’s decision to build her own support network amongst trusted 

friends and more distant family members challenges the contention that unmarried 

women were solely dependent on the generosity of immediate family.    

Fanny Sparrow would spend the whole of her adult life in Shropshire, and her domestic 

arrangements provide further insight into the circumstances of female household 

formation in that county, complementing the statistical analysis discussed above.   By 

1782 Sparrow was installed in lodgings in the town of Shrewsbury, leading her aunt 

Godwin to report that her niece was keeping her own hours and living free of any 
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interference from the family with whom she boarded.323  While lodgings have been 

described as the choice of early lifecycle singleness, Sparrow would remain lodged with 

the same family for the best part of ten years, appearing very happy with the 

arrangement.324  She didn’t experience her lodgings as impersonal, on the contrary she 

enjoyed the freedom from responsibility they granted.325   

In September 1789, Sparrow wrote her cousin to report that due to the sickness of her 

landlady she had been forced to spend the summer in the village of Rockwardine on 

the outskirts of Wellington, though as soon as her landlady had recovered she 

intended to return to town.326  Her plans were frustrated however, when on her return 

to Shrewsbury her landlady was once again taken ill and died.  Sparrow was forced 

back to temporary lodgings in Rockwardine only to be told by her landlady, Mrs Pugh, 

that she had determined to take a public house, leaving her lodger to fear that  ‘I shall 

be again very soon upon the parish’.327   

It was at this point that Sparrow decided to take charge of her life, abandoning the 

idea of further lodgings to set up her own household in Rockwardine.   A letter to her 

cousin confirms that by February 1793 she had been living in the village for two years.  

Although required to live on a ‘narrow income’ she was still able to maintain a small 

house and ‘family’, ‘one maid and a little girl as scrub’.328 She told Henrietta that she 

had found Lodgings ‘so very expensive and so very difficult to procure in any but very 

confined, close parts of a Town’, a prospect which she believed had been detrimental t 
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to her health. Her income was clearly insufficient to maintain a household in one of 

Shrewsbury’s better neighbourhoods and by settling in a village like Rockwardine she 

could procure a better standard of accommodation.  While her expenses were not 

lessened, her health was much improved, and having spent a great deal of her youth in 

the country she declared herself to be content with her new more ‘retired’ way of 

life.329     

In subsequent letters Sparrow would be more forthcoming about the narrowness of 

her income.   When she had first come of age she should have had three per cent of 

her £4,000 South Sea Island stock, which would have provided her with an income of 

£120 per annum, but it appears that her uncle Port had mismanaged her affairs during 

her minority, continuing to control her access to funds until she turned twenty, 

allowing her only enough for clothes and pocket money.  Fanny was not the only 

member of the family to have suffered at the hands of John Port.  She related to 

Henrietta how, having spent a month with her aunt Godwin near Litchfield, she had 

found her on an even smaller income.   Sparrow’s late uncle Godwin had got into 

financial difficulty and as his executor John Port had refused to pay the legacies set 

aside in his will, thus depriving his sister of £3,000 and his niece of £1,000.330   The 

failure of her uncle to protect her affairs shows that the administration of female 

incomes by trustees was not always desirable and it is not surprising that many 

women, as described by Laurence et al., would have chosen, if possible, to play an 

active part in managing their own financial affairs.331   
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While her perceived lack of income and disenchantment with her uncle’s management 

of her funds may have caused her a degree of frustration, Sparrow’s stock holding 

enabled her to express political agency.  In addition to her South Sea stock she held 

shares in the East India Company.  In a letter dated 18th March she explained to her 

cousin that had she felt well enough she would have been in London ‘to have given her 

vote at the India House upon the last election’.332   Although claiming that the 

candidate ‘succeeded handsomely without [her] trumpery vote’, this plays down the 

true significance of the rights that stock holding afforded her.   As Susan Staves has 

discussed, despite attempts to portray female investors as financially incompetent and 

lacking in knowledge (particularly ‘the antiquated maiden who subsists on the annual 

income of her property in the funds’) companies like the East India were joint 

state/private ventures and were involved in underwriting national debt. 333 Questions 

voted on by shareholders included matters involved in state financing and issues of 

foreign policy.  Both the East India and South Sea companies admitted women as 

voters on the same terms as men and was an early site of female political power which  

Sparrow’s modest holding of stock enabled her to take advantage of.  

Despite her small income, Fanny Sparrow was able to make a comfortable life for 

herself in Rockwardine as an independent householder, establishing herself as an 

important member of the local community.   Her letters to her cousin chronicle the 

comings and goings of the notable families in her immediate neighbourhood their 

illnesses, births, marriages, (and the failure of some women to marry) as well as 

deaths, and news of mutual friends and relations. A predominance of rented property 

in the village meant that houses frequently changed hands with families regularly left 

to be replaced with new incumbents.  In common with the fictional ladies of Cranford 
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practicing the art of ‘elegant economy’, Sparrow was anxious to use her limited income 

to maintain a semblance of gentility.   Initially her financial resources seem to have 

stretched far enough for her to keep a horse. In a letter dated January 1798 she told 

her cousin that she rode out most days. 334  However, in 1802 she reported that she 

had taken a fall and sprained her knee and had been unwell for some time as a 

result.335 By the following year she was reporting that the expense of keeping the 

animal had become too great, although her accident may have put her off riding for 

good.336   

Although she never married, Sparrow actively participated in her local community.  

There is nothing in her correspondence that suggests she saw any disadvantage in her 

single status.  She helped tend her neighbours when they were sick and received their 

help in return when like-wise indisposed. When she herself was struck down with an 

inflammation of the lungs in 1824 she was administered to by her neighbour Mrs. Leek 

who had been as kind to her as any sister, in fact she related that she felt ‘truly 

thankful for the many friends I enjoy’d during my illness’.337   Having become estranged 

from her natal family she formed her own network of acquaintance, and throughout 

her long residence in Rockwardine continued to make regular calls on her neighbours 

and friends either on horseback or in later years with a donkey and cart, although once 

she was elderly she became reliant on others to aid these visits.  In 1828 she reported 

to her god-daughter that her neighbour Mrs Reynolds had been so kind as to call and 

‘take her for an airing’ to call on one of her oldest and closest acquaintances, Mrs 

Gilpin, who lived close by.338  In addition to tending to the sick she played her part in 
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educating the younger generation, telling Henrietta that ‘your two little pets Mary 

Parton and Lucy Mansels are my two Sunday Scholars at present’.339   

Although never explicitly addressing her single status, Sparrow was clearly sensitive to 

the negative social connotations attached to the community she represented.   After 

all, as Susan S. Lanser has discussed, it was during the eighteenth century that the full 

force of anti-single women rhetoric was unleashed, with unmarried women being 

constructed as morally and physically repugnant.340  Even if by 1800 the term ‘old 

maid’ had lost much of its venom, Sparrow would on occasion, albeit with some irony, 

self-identify as an ‘old maid’.  In fact, of all the women discussed in this thesis, Sparrow 

was the only one to consciously reflect on her marital status, with her letters reflecting 

the context of their production as she drew on available symbolic repertoires and 

vocabulary to narrate her experience.341  For example, she recognised that when older 

unmarried women gathered together they could become a target of scorn and 

derision.  On one occasion explaining to her goddaughter that she was going to meet 

the ‘two Miss Browns so we shall be a Coterie of Old Maids’.342   This was a term that 

by the start of the nineteenth century was being applied to any group of unmarried 

women, portraying them as curious, censorious and possessing a peculiar interest in 

the activities of their friends and neighbours.  Scottish writer Mrs Elizabeth Hamilton, 

unmarried despite her pen name, addressed the issue in her 1800 satirical novel 

Memoirs of Modern Philosophers which considered the role of women in society.  One 

female character claimed to ‘detest... the coterie of censorious old maids established 

in any little town, who are everlastingly making their ill-natured remarks about all 
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parties.’  The speaker is soon corrected by one of the novel’s main protagonists who 

argues that in fact: 

The censure of which you complain is the very perfection of human 

reason; and the persons who exercise it are the enlightened friends of 

the human race.343  

It is suspected that Sparrow, aware of the term but willing to apply it subversively to 

herself, would have been happy with this evaluation. 

For Fanny Sparrow, as a never-married woman, the company of other single women 

was particularly welcome.  Each summer she journeyed into Wales to bathe, availing 

herself of the sea air and meeting up with old acquaintances, where together they 

formed a ‘very pleasant society’.   In 1802 she was accompanied by a Miss Pemberton, 

a former resident of Rockwardine who on the death of her father had moved with her 

spinster sister to live in Shrewsbury.  Writing to Henrietta, Sparrow bemoaned that she 

was unable to afford a trip to Surrey to visit the sea in her cousin’s locale, fearing that 

‘all of the bathing places near you are too expensive for me’.344  At the beginning of the 

nineteenth-century Aberystwyth, where Sparrow  reported ‘in the Eating way we are 

very well off’, was an affordable option for a single woman on a fixed income and ‘the 

charms of the vicinity, the cheapness of accommodation, and the pleasantness and 

convenience of the beach’, described in a contemporary guide, no doubt appealed.345   

During the summer of 1801 Sparrow stayed in the town for several months having paid 

‘half a Guinea a room for lodgings and five shillings a week to the landlady of the house 
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for catering and cooking (coals etc. included)’, however she declared herself to be 

disappointed by the price of fish and the filthy state of the bathing machines. 346  

Whilst in the town her favourite pastimes included sea bathing, and enjoying the joys 

of nature, however by 1806 she feared that the general tone of the resort had begun 

to change.  Writing from Aberystwyth she was sad to report that: 

Large evening parties with cards seem to be quite the rage this year and it 

puts a compleat [sic] stop to the pleasant walks and scrabbling parties I 

have been always accustomed to in this place and which I greatly prefer – 

we have Balls and Plays and all sorts of gay doings, but I have not been at 

any, nor do I think I shall be tempted to go to any of them.     

She went on to express her belief that she would not remain there long as ‘they have 

raised the price of Lodgings etc [sic] to such a shameful rate that it requires a long 

Purse indeed to make a long stay’.347    

In addition to taking pleasure from her ‘own Chimney corner’, Sparrow, in common 

with more famous independent householders – including Sarah Ponsonby and Eleanor 

Butler – enjoyed her garden, telling her cousin that: 

[Y]ou would laugh if you could see [it]; a snail might crawl round it in 

almost a minute; yet it supplies me with stuff of all sorts, besides flowers 

and employment, so I hope you will acknowledge it turns to good 

account.348   

Later in 1804, when the house she rented was sold to a new landlord and changes 

were made to adjoining properties, she progressed from gardening, added a small field 
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of ‘about an acre and a quarter’ to her plot, in common with other single householders 

aspiring to a degree of self-sufficiency.349  

Sparrow’s letters show that rather than being just a hobby, farming offered her a 

means for supplementing her income once her land was established.  There is also a 

sense that in common with other female householders, she saw the acquisition of a 

piece of land and some livestock not only as mark of respectability, but also as a means 

of displaying an element of proficiency in its cultivation.  She was not alone in this.  

Contemporary cultural representations of single women demonstrate the importance 

of respectability.  Cranford’s Miss Barkers acquired a cow on retiring from trade, while 

the ‘Ladies of Llangollen’ maintained a herd of four.   Sparrow devoted much time and 

expense to her own ‘farm’ (as she described it).  In April 1805, she wrote to tell her 

god-daughter that her usual seaside trip was ‘still in agitation’ as ‘I must stay to get in 

my hay harvest before I can possible leave home’.350  Later that year she reported that 

‘by the time I have bought my cow and planted my kitchen garden I fear I shall have 

little to spare for flowers’.  The harvest weather was kind and she believed that her 

goddaughter would ‘compliment me on my farming when you see my patch of 

ground’.351   

Farming, however was not without its heartache. In June 1826, she wrote to Henrietta 

to report the: 

 [H]eaviest and most painful loss ... my poor favourite Cow – a loss 

of at least Twenty pounds – as cattle then sold, she had calved two 

days and was to all appearance doing well; she was not ill two 

hours; I was the first who found her nor did I see anything the 
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matter till I laid my Hand upon her; when to my utter dismay she 

roar’d in the most tremendous manner and fell down’.   

Despite the help of her neighbours the cow could not be saved.   Her loss was both 

financial and sentimental and her attachment to the animal made her determined to 

keep the calf, which so resembled its mother, and rear it even though she knew it 

would be ‘an unprofitable concern’.352 

If Fanny Sparrow found contentment in her domestic arrangements, and her regular 

trips to the coast, this did not preclude her from taking an interest in the world beyond 

her garden gate.  Although she may have played down the significance of the agency 

she derived from her East India company stock - ostensibly conforming to the 

traditional discourse that ‘Ladies have little business with Politics’ - like many women 

of the period she was interested in both local politics and, as a woman of her time, the 

progress of Britain’s war with France.353  Sarah Richardson found the letters and diaries 

of nineteenth-century women to be ‘littered’ with references to significant political 

events of the day, and Sparrow’s letters were no exception. 354   In February 1796 she 

relayed to Mrs Pennington that the neighbourhood expected the Shrewsbury 

parliamentary election to be ‘a very warm contest’, being an interfamilial battle that 

pitched Sir Richard Hill of Hawkstone against his nephew the Hon. William Hill of 

Attingham.  In March her prediction was proved right, when she wrote her cousin that: 
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The election at Shrewsbury is the only thing there spoken of, it is carried 

on very warmly indeed which makes the place at this time not very 

pleasant; for the Ladies (I am sorry to say) are on this occasion quite as 

warm as the Gentleman – however I hear they agreed to be very sociable 

at the Assizes and have had very famous Balls.355  

The women of Shrewsbury and thereabouts clearly took a keen interest in politics, 

confirming Richardson’s observation that women’s lived experience often brought 

them into contact with political discourse.356 In the winter of 1806 Sparrow’s 

letters again alluded to political matters when she told her god-daughter that her 

friends the Cluddes were in Shrewsbury for the election which she described as 

‘sad riotous work’.  Although Hill and Bennett were returned for the town, her 

subsequent letter refers to a petition that was put before Parliament due to illegal 

practices and acceptance of illegal votes, which Fanny feared would prove an 

expensive business to resolve.357   

While the local Shrewsbury elections proved to be an interesting and, viewed from the 

safety of Rockwardine, entertaining diversion, the realities of Britain’s war with France 

was more than just a talking point, indicating the extent to which national events 

penetrated women’s local milieu.  During the late 1780s Sparrow’s letters to her cousin 

are full of the patriotic fervour and anti-French sentiment that Linda Colley identified 

as a key facet of women’s political identities in the late eighteenth century.  However, 

as Colley notes, not all women were in support of the war, many viewed it as not only 

sinful but also wrong and oppressive.358    Sparrow was sensible to the fact that 
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opinions on the war might differ, amongst even her closest friends and neighbours, 

consequently she took nobodies stance on the hostilities for granted.  Her own 

position was clear however, and she used her letters as a space to explore her ideas of 

citizenship, defining herself as part of the body politic, in opposition to the French.   

Asking her cousin if she was apprehensive of a ‘Visit of another sort, I mean from our 

very good friends the French’ she sought Henrietta’s assurance that she was ‘as Loyal 

as myself’.359   In August 1798, in a probable reference to Nelson’s victory over the 

French at the Battle of the Nile, she asks Mrs Pennington whether she had been: 

[G]reatly disappointed that the great good news last week was not true- 

I am sure I was, there was great rejoicings her – (by all) account of it; 

however I cannot help hoping that tho’ it was premature, yet that it will 

come.360  

In 1799 she wrote her cousin to confess that she had been very frightened by the 

French invasion of Ireland the preceding year.361  In fact as Colley has explained 

Sparrow was not alone in expressing her anxiety about the French - many women 

genuinely believed that their own security and that of their families was at stake as a 

result of the war - particularly as the risk of a French invasion was much greater than in 

previous conflicts.362  In August 1801 Sparrow had written to Mrs Pennington 

expressing her fear that by living on the south coast her cousin and family were 

particularly at risk.  Clearly she had been making plans to receive them in her ‘little 

castle’ in Shropshire ‘in case the French should thro’ any treachery on this side of the 
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water’ land in Britain.  She expressed herself relieved, however, that ‘Lord Nelson has I 

hope now dissipated every fear!’363 

While Sparrow used her letters to construct an identity that was both patriotic and 

politically aware, her letters also show that there were practical reasons for an 

independent woman to take an interest in the nation’s political fortunes.   Wellington’s 

victory over the French at Waterloo in 1815 may have ended Napoleon’s power in 

Europe but the consequences for Britain were far from peaceful.    The sudden 

demobilisation of 300,000 men, the closing of munitions and other factories, and the 

collapse of the immediate post war boom in the demand for goods unavailable in the 

war years, all took their toll.  A sharp fall in prices impacted on agricultural and 

industrial markets, and as prices fell so did wages, leading to widespread strikes by 

workers still in employment.364  Although at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 

Shropshire was still predominantly an agricultural county, its economy was diverse.  

Abraham Darby had first smelted iron with coke at Coalbrookdale in 1709 and by 1770 

the works were producing around forty per cent of Britain’s iron.365 However by the 

opening decades of the nineteenth century, the importance of Coalbrookdale had 

diminished as cheap coal in South Wales, Staffordshire and Scotland increased the 

relative importance of these regions at Shropshire’s expense.366  The consequence of 

this structural change, combined with the post war depression in prices, meant that 

the price of coal and value of iron fell steadily from 1815 onwards, and in Shropshire 

the consequences of these economic shocks were not simply widely observed but 
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directly felt.   Once again demonstrating her grasp of current affairs, in July 1816 

Sparrow wrote to Henrietta reporting the extent of the unrest: 

 The colliers are going about as peaceably as possible at present (but alas 

begging from Door to Door) for want of Employment and looking most 

deplorably – what a Merciful Providence may provide e’er Winter non can 

say!! But at present the prospect for them is Wretched – and for the 

Neighbourhood very alarming.367    

By November of that year the situation had worsened, as Fanny relates: 

The Coal and Iron Works have stop’t [sic] altogether with a large Glass 

Manufactory has thrown a prodigious quantity of people out of 

employment and of course the Parishes are burden’d beyond all 

precedent and the Winter setting in so severely before the potatoes are 

half got in – will I fear be very severely felt indeed.368    

She also expressed herself alarmed at the number of public meetings taking place, no 

doubt fearing a spread of the riots and disorder that had taken grip of other parts of 

the country.369   

As a parishioner and householder, it was evident that Sparrow was concerned that the 

worsening economic times would exact a personal and direct affect.   The late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth-century system of poor relief placed financial burdens 

on parishioners and in a period of economic distress there was an inevitable growth in 
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the numbers of people seeking relief, many of whom were children.   As Katrina 

Honeyman has observed, the Napoleonic Wars had increased the number of families 

deserted by their male head and a growing number of fatherless families approached 

the parish for relief.  To their number could be added any number of illegitimate 

children who were born on the parish and those who had been orphaned or deserted.  

The care of such children was the responsibility of the parish and older children were 

either being sent to a House of Industry or placed in a ‘bound apprenticeship’ by 

Overseers of the poor with the aim of teaching them the habit of work.370  It is this 

latter category that  Sparrow suspected was about to impact on her as she told 

Henrietta  ‘I am threaten’d with a Parish apprentice, no great acquisition I confess – 

but we must all bear our burdens with what Grace we can and hope for happier 

times’.371  Although not acknowledged inher subsequent letters, on the 28th August 

1816, eight-year-old Sarah Milward was indentured to Mrs [sic] F M Sparrow of 

Wrockwardine ‘for the purpose of Housewifery’.  Sarah’s indenture was to last until 

she reached the age of twenty-one years.372  In fact there is no further mention of 

Sarah until December 1823 when her mistress  mentions that she is glad to report that 

‘poor little Sarah’ was making an excellent nurse to Sally Jones ( a former servant of 

Sparrow’s  ) who was ‘again very near her confinement’.373  It is unclear if Sarah 

Milward remained in Sparrow’s household until she was twenty-one or if she had been 

released from her apprenticeship to find employment elsewhere.  In a letter dated 

November 1826 Sparrow mentions that she is again without a servant, although 
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‘S Jones has been so good to spare Sarah to wait upon me which makes me more 

comfortable’.374  

As a householder, Sparrow took pleasure from overseeing her own domestic 

arrangements, although she often struggled to find and retain trustworthy servants.  

As she grew older she found herself more and more reluctant to venture far from 

home.  Her letters frequently allude to the idea of ‘home’ as a place of retreat, 

demonstrating that ideologically ‘home’ functioned in the same way for the single 

female householder as it did for the married.  In August 1805 she wrote to Henrietta 

relating how that summer she had failed to make her customary visit to the sea.  

Explaining her reasons for remaining in Rockwardine she claimed to have been 

disappointed in her lodgings and the state of the weather and so ‘in short I determined 

to remain quietly in my own Castle’.  However she went on to admit:  

[I]f the truth were known no one motive operated more strongly in 

keeping me there than Habit for I am so much accustomed to home, 

that when alone I find an increasing apprehension of venturing to leave 

it...375  

Much later in life when temporarily confined by illness, she still described herself as 

being ‘snug in my own little parlour’ and ‘safe back in my own nutshell’ despite her 

own infirmity and the illness or deaths of close friends and neighbours  leaving her 

increasing emotionally and physically isolated.376  

Sparrow wrote her last letter to Henrietta on the 17th January 1831.   Like her other 

letters, it was full of the coming and goings of the local families who comprised her 
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mileau.  Complaining of a long-standing head cold, ‘tho not a bad one, it obliges me to 

be cautious on account of being so liable to Inflamations on the Chest - & my Doctors 

Bill this year is no Trifle’, she signed off somewhat hastily saying that Miss Clayton had 

come in to sit with her for an hour. 377   A letter of Henrietta Pennington’s dated 1890 

confirms that ‘poor Miss Sparrow’ had died soon after following an unspecified 

illness.378    

3.0 Conclusion 

 
This chapter has examined the spatial distribution of female headed households in 

small towns and rural parishes.  It has confirmed that in the small-town female 

householders were often found clustered together in particular streets and 

neighbourhoods, with the potential to foster networks of acquaintance and systems of 

support and benefit, akin to the fictional communities created by nineteenth-century 

female novelists.   Female headed households were a common feature of the mid-

nineteenth-century townscape, and perhaps the most ubiquitous model of female 

independence found during the period. 

In rural counties like Shropshire, female headed households were also part of the local 

geography.  The households of gentry women were often matriarchal in structure, with 

the oldest daughter providing a home for sisters, nieces, and elderly parents.  Such 

households overturn commonly held assumptions about the relationship of unmarried 

women to home and family.   Even when a close male relative was living in the home a 

woman did not relinquish her status as head of household.   While it can prove difficult 

to identify the exact circumstances governing a woman’s graduation to household 
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head, gentry women appeared to create households in rented houses, through 

inheritance, or by staying on in the family home following a bereavement.  Routes to 

independence were many and varied. 

For women on fixed incomes, small towns and rural parishes were favourable locations 

in which to set up a household with minimal expense.  Fanny Sparrow was one women 

with the resources to set up her own modest village home having left her lodgings in 

town, to establish her own ‘family’ unit.  While Sparrow conformed to some aspects of 

the spinster trope - helping her sick and needy neighbours and taking her Sunday 

school scholars - it is evident that such obligations were reciprocal, and within her 

social circle her marital status garnered no criticism.   Although she may have 

described herself as an ‘old-maid’, her life was not as limited as the ‘old-maids’ that 

authors like Charlotte Brontë have depicted.  Throughout her life Fanny Sparrow 

embraced her independence, demonstrating that for a woman in possession of a small 

independent income, a life of autonomy and modest agency was both achievable an 

enjoyable.  
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Chapter 3:   Independent Female Business in Small Town and Rural Parish 

 

‘The shop windows were small and unpretending, for 

the farmers’ wives, and daughters who came to do 

their shopping on market days, were not to be 

withdrawn from their regular, well-known shops; and 

the tradesmen had no wares intended for customers 

who would go on their way and be seen no more.’  

George Eliot: The Mill on the Floss.379 

 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The previous chapter revealed what life could be for single women with a degree of 

independent means.  This chapter examines women who were required to actively 

earn a living, considering the types of female business that were set up in small towns 

and rural areas, and the links between household formation and business activity in 

these settings. 

As discussed in the Introduction, a focus on metropolitan centres means that 

historians have neglected the small town as a site of female agency.  This chapter will 

show that small towns were not only favourable locations to establish an independent 

household, they were also important locations for female enterprise.   
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It has recently been observed that for much of the nineteenth century, the edges of 

town and country were blurred, with people and commodities flowing between the 

two. 380  This chapter will also discuss some of the opportunities that this created for 

enterprising women who were able to take advantage of a pool of consumers from 

both inside the town and from its surrounding hinterland.    

The chapter concludes by examining links between women’s household formation and 

business identities in the rural parishes of Shropshire, revealing some interesting 

variations in the composition of work- based households dependent on marital status.    

2.0 Making the Case For the Small Town 

The extent of female enterprise in small towns town and countryside supports Harriet 

Martineau’s contention that female industry was underestimated by contemporary 

commentators, signalling the disconnect that existed between the rhetorical 

constraints imposed on women, and the day to day reality of their lives.   It also 

demonstrates that despite Sarah Ellis’s anxiety that young women feared a loss of 

caste from entering the work place, not all women shared these views, remaining 

active participants in the small town and rural economies.  

By 1851 between twenty and twenty-five per cent of the population lived in 

communities  of less than  5,000 people, and even if the growth of small towns did lag  

behind that of the larger cities, throughout the nineteenth century, many continued to 

play a key role in the economic life of the England.381  Surprisingly however, little has 

been written about the economies of such towns, a neglect that urban historian Peter 

Clarke claims is rooted in the attitudes of contemporary commentators.  While early 
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nineteenth-century local antiquarians may have noted the modest successes of small 

country towns, and compilers of trade directories, anxious for local sales, penned 

flattering portraits, this interest was overwhelmed by the heavily publicised attractions 

of the great cities.  Consequently, by the end of the century, small towns were 

increasingly being dismissed as ‘the detritus of an outmoded agrarian economy.’382  

However, as Clark has explained, the small town should not be so easily discarded.  

During the eighteenth century, economic specialisation provided the momentum for 

accelerating urbanisation, not all of which was confined to the industrial heartlands or 

metropolitan centres, while inland trade and transport improvements led to an 

increased transport role for many small towns.   While there was a decline in the 

number of inhabitants engaged in agricultural occupations, the rural hinterland 

continued to play a key role in small town development. In predominantly agricultural 

areas, small towns continued to benefit from improvements in farming practice and 

consequently country landowners retained a powerful economic influence on the 

town, transforming both the economy and the townscape.  While there may have 

been significant variations in the fortunes of such centres, many remained vital to the 

local and regional economy.383    

As noted in the Introduction, the past decade has seen an increased focus on women’s 

business activities, with historians building a rich picture of their involvement in urban 

commercial culture.384  To date this work has focused on women’s activities in London 

and metropolitan centres, overlooking the role of women in the commercial life of the 

small town.   Although Barker recently argued that the manufactories, shopkeepers, 

and service providers who dominated the streetscape of towns, were central to 
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economic growth and urban transformation, her work has retained its focus on large 

urban centres like Manchester and Liverpool.385   

Historians therefore continue to compound contemporary prejudice of the small town 

as uninteresting and backward.  However, the list of economic, administrative and 

cultural functions performed by country towns make it important to include 

consideration of smaller centres not only in urban and rural history, but also in the 

analysis of women’s business during the long nineteenth century.   The types of female 

business highlighted by historians in large towns and cities were equally apparent in 

the smaller towns and such centres, with their surrounding rural hinterlands, provided 

women with many opportunities to carry on in independent business and trade.  

Improvement in town infrastructure, a regular influx of population, and a prosperous 

agricultural hinterland meant that women found a ready supply of custom for their 

shops, inns, schools, and dressmaking and millinery establishments.   The development 

of new neighbourhoods enabled women to set up their own households, with a 

number choosing to trade from the same location.    Any analysis of the economic 

position of women in the nineteenth-century rural sphere must consider the small 

provincial town. 

1.2 Models of Female Enterprise in the Small Town 

Even the most cursory glance at a mid-nineteenth-century trade directory shows that 

women were an integral part of small-town economies. While some women had a 

presence on the main commercial streets of the town, female business was also being 

carried out in predominantly residential neighbourhoods.   The previous chapter 

revealed how female households were often found clustered together in certain 

streets and neighbourhoods, suggesting that women were actively choosing to set up 
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in newly formed neighbourhoods like Spring Gardens in Doncaster and Gainsborough.   

While mainly populated by annuitants and gentlewomen, of the type discussed in the 

previous chapter, some women did trade from such locations.    While we know very 

little about most of them, some evidence remains, demonstrating the type of activities 

that were available to single female heads of household in the small town.   

One of the residents of Hall Gate in Doncaster, Miss Matilda Rhodes, left behind an 

extensive set of headed bills and receipts showing her patronage of the local 

tradesmen and women of the town.  In August 1849 Rhodes embarked upon a 

vigorous programme of household improvements.  Mr Sadler a local plasterer was 

hired to wash, whiten, and colour the kitchen, parlour, and staircase ceilings and paint 

two bedroom ceilings plus other decorative touches at a total cost of one pound and 

six shillings.386 In October of the same year Rhodes engaged Joseph White to replace 

the cord pullings on a pair of French room shutters as well as well as to provide new 

castors for a bed frame and French polish a mahogany sofa.  Between August and 

November of that year the same Joseph White was also employed by Miss Rhodes to 

put up the front bedroom window drapery, paper a bedroom ceiling, and take down a 

bed frame and put it up again.387   

A few tell-tale items listed on the receipts hint at the reasons for all this activity.  In 

June 1849 John Hawley a painter and gilder had fulfilled Miss Rhodes’ instructions to 

paint her dining room in ‘flattened drab and pick out Crimson’ as well as paint the top 

back lodging-room in white. 388  The following month Miss Rhodes had purchased from 

the local ironmongers, a Lodging Room bell pull.389  On the basis of her subsequent 

purchases of liquor, including sherry wine, porter, and brandy as well as other 
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comestibles, it seems highly likely that Matilda Rhodes had either determined to set up 

a lodging house or was renovating an already existing business at her home, although 

it has not been possible to corroborate this with any other source. Rhodes’ 

expenditure was significant, demonstrating the importance of female business to a 

small-town economy.  Sadly all of her efforts came to nothing, as she died on May 6th 

1850.   

As Kay has discussed, it was not uncommon for unmarried women to carry on 

businesses such as lodging houses, even if contemporary commentators dismissed 

such activities as a little more than a survival strategy for women who had fallen on 

hard times.   Kay cites J D Milne - author of one of the reports referenced by Martineau 

in Female Industry - whose analysis of the 1851 census led him to conclude, with no 

evidence but much professed experience, that women were simple continuing in 

business for the support of themselves and their families.390  It is a view of female 

lodging house proprietors compounded by Davidoff and Hall who, having identified 

substantial number of female household heads taking in lodgers or boarders, claimed 

they were either widows of orphaned daughters of recently deceased professional 

men, forced to use the family property to replace the income lost on the death of their 

husband or father.391   As Kay notes, such views are heavily reliant on assumptions 

about what women could or should do, and not what they actually did.392 

The exact origins of Matilda Rhodes business remain unclear, it is possible that she had 

decided to set up a business in the family home following the death of a parent, or to 

supplement her annuity of fifty pound per annum purchased in 1835.393  From the 

description of materials used in the renovations, it is clear that she intended to run a 
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genteel establishment, in contrast to many of the semi-formal lodging and boarding 

houses located in the less salubrious areas of provincial market towns.394 As noted in 

the previous chapter, the railway’s arrival in Doncaster in 1848 had brought a great 

deal of new trade and industry to the town, and perhaps it is not coincidental that 

Rhodes had begun her renovations in 1849, planning to take advantage of the town’s 

changing fortunes.  As Alison Kay has discussed in her examination of female run 

lodging houses in London, establishments varied in size and character, and some 

women marketed their premises to specifically attract a more distinguished class of 

guest.395  Whatever the reasons, it is evident from the quality of materials that Rhodes’ 

purchased and skilled workmen she retained, that she was not merely surviving.396  All 

her bills were settled on time and in cash.  She was a reasonably comfortably well off 

single woman with an amount of disposable income to hand and was extremely 

serious about the business she had embarked upon.  

At her death, Rhodes estate was valued at £586-6-9 once all outstanding bills and taxes 

had been settled, and legacies paid.   One of her executors - her widowed niece Mrs 

Skaife - wrote to her late aunt’s solicitors Collison and Webb, to inform that they had 

decided to let the Hall Gate house to a Mr Moore.  Skaife’s letter includes an 

interesting postscript, apparently, the house had originally been promised to someone 

else, perhaps by Rhodes herself before she died.  Skaife reported that she had seen 

Miss Elston, who ‘is – of course quite furious - at having the promise of letting the 

House – taken from her… I was cowardly enough to refer her to you’.397  Slater’s 1849 

Directory lists Miss Catherine Elston as already resident on Hall Gate, so it is quite 
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possible, that having established a successful business, Matilda Rhodes was planning 

to hand it on to another single woman of her acquaintance who was living in similar 

circumstances.398 

The lodging house established by Matilda Rhodes at the rather upmarket address of 

Hall Gate in Doncaster is one example of the ways in which single women used their 

property to enter business.   In other small towns, like the Lincolnshire town of 

Gainsborough, female business owners featured amongst the cohort of shopkeepers, 

craftspeople and business proprietors described within the pages of the trade 

directories, albeit once again clustered in the ‘traditional’ female sectors.   

2.0 Case Study: Female Enterprise in Gainsborough, Lincolnshire 

As noted in the previous chapter, Gainsborough was a small town on the cusp of 

modernisation.  It was also an important commercial centre.  With its mix of 

manufactories and warehousing and its position on the boundary of Lincolnshire and 

Nottinghamshire, it played a vital role in the processing, distribution, and export, of the 

regions abundant agricultural and industrial produce.  With links beyond its immediate 

hinterland, the town’s merchants and traders received and exported goods to London, 

more northerly markets, and the Baltic States.   

In terms of goods and passenger transport Gainsborough was well connected.  In 

addition to the numerous ‘conveyances’ and carriers linking the town to surrounding 

villages and larger towns, once or twice a week boats, both steam and sail, went down 

stream to the Trent’s confluence with the Humber and then onwards to Hull where 

passengers could connect with services to London and Newcastle.    When the railway 
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arrived in 1848, it had a significant impact on the amount of trade that continued to be 

carried out on the water.  In 1872 William White observed that Gainsborough, like 

many other inland river ports, had been injured by the railways to such an extent that 

much of the traffic that had found employment for the town’s ships and boats ‘now 

goes direct by rails to Hull, Grimsby, London etc., instead of passing down the Trent’.399  

The picture of Gainsborough to emerge from Kelly’s and White’s Directories was one of 

a thriving market town and inland port which for centuries had capitalised on its 

favourable location.  Due to its mix of crafts, trades, shipyards, maltings and 

manufactories it is tempting to see Gainsborough as a purely urban centre with little in 

common with the villages and farmsteads of its surrounding rural area.   But while 

Gainsborough may have enjoyed a more diverse economy than some of Lincolnshire’s 

other small urban centres, the interdependence of the rural hinterland and town, and 

the constant flow of goods and people taking place between the two, meant that 

Gainsborough didn’t exist in self-sufficient isolation and should be viewed as a 

fundamental part of rural sphere. 

For all its additional trading and export links, Gainsborough remained the market 

centre for its immediate agricultural hinterland.  Horse and cattle fairs were held 

biannually, and a cheese fair was started in 1818.   The butter and poultry mart, 

established in 1852, had its own purpose market hall and each 5th November the town 

hosted a hiring fair for agricultural servants.  Farmers made frequent visits to the town 

to attend its markets, transacting business at the bank while attending farmer’s clubs 

or other agricultural gatherings.400 A town like Gainsborough was therefore an 

important retail and commercial centre, serving and provisioning its hinterland.   

Richard Olney has estimated that in 1861, when rural craftsmen and tradesmen were 
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at their numerical peak, there were up to 26,000 persons engaged in trades and crafts 

in the County compared to about 66,000 in agriculture.401  Consequently the streets 

and yards of Gainsborough would have been filled with shopkeepers and craftspeople - 

from solitary workers to owners of substantial businesses - all of whom were heavily 

reliant on the custom and patronage of their rural neighbours.    

Enterprising women were well placed to take advantage of the town’s thriving 

economy and its mix of merchants, traders, and farmers, not to mention their wives 

and daughters.    Female traders were present on all the town’s commercial streets, 

including Bridge Street which ran north to south alongside the river supporting a mix of 

retail, warehouses and maltings, and Silver Street, linking the waterfront to the market 

place.  While women tended to be following normative female trades like shop-

keeping and dress-making there were some exceptions, on Silver Street Miss Mary 

Swinton was carrying on the traditional Gainsborough trade of maltster, while on 

nearby Church Street, Eliza Northage was the proprietor of a registry office supplying 

servants to the households of the local merchant class and the neighbourhoods larger 

farmers. 

2.1  Retail Trades  

The retail sector provided women with a range of opportunities, particularly trades 

associated with the provision of textiles, clothing, and food.  As Kay noted, grocers 

dealt in a range of imported goods and their clientele was often restricted to the 

middling income groups.  Items like tea and coffee were still luxury goods making it an 

attractive trade for the more class-conscious proprietor (hence Miss Matty’s decision 
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in Cranford, to sell tea).402  There were several women in Gainsborough trading in such 

victuals, including Ann Cook from her shop on Market Street, and confectioner Mary 

Ann Hewitt, who had two shops, one on Lord Street and another in the Market Place, 

showing that women were capable of generating capital.   Retail also provided 

opportunities for women to establish themselves in semi-professional roles as 

evidenced by the examples of female self-starters included by Jessie Boucherett in her 

treatise to young women, Hints on Self Help.   Boucherett recalled a particularly 

unpromising girl who on leaving her village school had chosen the familiar route of 

dressmaking.   She grew tired of the trade, however, and resolved to seek an 

alternative occupation.  Having spent ten shillings on lessons in arithmetic, she moved 

to a local town where she found employment in a small shop at a low wage.   On the 

back of this experience, she moved to a larger shop, where she impressed the owner 

with her conduct, and was eventually promoted to head manager and book-keeper of 

a branch establishment where she commanded a much higher salary and the respect 

due her position.403  

However, the trade directories can only ever provide a partial picture of the extent of 

female enterprise in places like Gainsborough. Although the names of female residents 

and business proprietors constitute a significant minority of the listings, the entries 

were dominated by men, and there is a masculine bias at work here.   The publishing 

of a trade directory was a commercial affair; representatives of the company would 

visit homes and businesses, inviting people to advertise for a small fee, and even 

though some smaller concerns would opt to be included, for a variety of reasons 

others chose not to participate.   With its bias towards business men and skilled 

occupational groups, and by only listing the names of heads of households (primarily 
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male), many middling-sort women - particularly those who as wives were active 

partners in a business - went unacknowledged.  It is likely that some of women’s 

‘hidden investment’ posited by Davidoff and Hall was due to this effect.404  The fact 

that some respectable female residents and business proprietors chose to hand over 

the requisite fee for inclusion in the directory, tells us something about their 

motivation.  The directory was a way of advertising a business, and it is evident that 

women, like men, viewed themselves as prominent members of the local business 

community.   

2.2  ‘Down-Town’ Gainsborough  

If the directory overlooked certain crafts and trades, then so were whole locales, with 

central streets and neighbourhoods more comprehensively recorded than side streets 

and suburbs.405  This certainly seems the case with Gainsborough where most listings 

are for the ‘new’ streets that grew up in the nineteenth century to accommodate the 

town’s increasing population.  As a result, significant sections of Gainsborough’s 

population - particularly the working and labouring classes - were omitted.406  Other 

contemporary sources, however, show the gas-lit and paved town Kelly’s contributors 

were keen to portray was not an accurate reflection of the town in the mid-1850s.   

The modern townscape Kelly’s described had little in common with the ‘strange, 

rambling, twisting, dreamy-looking place’ evoked by the poet and former 

Gainsborough resident Thomas Miller whose book of reminiscence Our Old Town was 

published in 1857.407   
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The Gainsborough recalled by Miller was filled with yards, alleyways and passages 

spreading along the shore of the river Trent.  While Miller’s account may be somewhat 

romanticised, another contemporary observation does confirm his description of the 

townscape, that of novelist George Eliot.  In 1859, while researching the background to 

her novel The Mill on the Floss, Eliot travelled to Gainsborough, staying in the house of 

a shipbuilder on Bridge Street.408  Eliot subsequently immortalised the town as St 

Ogg’s, with its ‘quaint gabled houses looking on the river, jammed between newer 

warehouses and penetrated by surprising passages, which turn and turn at sharp 

angles till they lead you out into a muddy strand overflowed continually by the rushing 

tide.’409  In his account Miller recalls how the inhabitants of this historic waterside 

neighbourhood were known as the ‘down-towners’ to distinguish them from the ‘up-

town’ residents who had the benefit of the market-place, a better class of shops, and a 

higher social status. 410  ‘Down-town’ and its inhabitants was the sort of neighbourhood 

routinely omitted from the pages of a trade directory.   

Despite the spatial disadvantages of their position, Gainsborough’s ‘down-town’ 

women could still find opportunities for independent trade.  Thomas Cooper, the 

Chartist leader and a boyhood friend of Thomas Miller, moved to Gainsborough with 

his mother and sister in the early nineteenth century.411  In his autobiography, Cooper 

described how, on arriving in the town, his widowed mother took up the trade of dyer, 

having learnt its ‘art and mystery’ from his father.  Having set aside one room in their 

house in Penny’s Yard as a dye house complete with its ‘two large coppers’, Cooper 

describes how his mother worked ‘all the day long for half of the week, and on the 
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other half she was as fully employed in ‘framing’, ironing and finishing her work.’412  In 

the face of diminishing financial returns - much of her existing capital had been spent 

on obtaining the equipment required for her trade - Mrs Cooper was forced to 

diversify.  She began to manufacture pasteboard boxes, of a type commonly used by 

tradesman’s wives and daughters as work boxes or for storing clothes, initially trying to 

sell them door-to-door in the town, before journeying to the surrounding villages and 

farm-houses, carrying twenty to thirty boxes on her head.413  Her hard work must have 

paid off as in the autumn of 1811 the family relocated from Gainsborough’s yards to 

the more up market address of Bridge Street, where Mrs Cooper had the benefit of the 

street frontage, allowing her to display her boxes in the bow fronted window of the 

house while gaining greater publicity for her dying business.414  

2.3 Female Enterprise: The Clothing Trades 

While some trades thrived on middle-class customers and a favourable location, not all 

craftswomen catered for this clientele, including those who earned a living from the 

clothing trades.  Miller describes the type of division that existed between the milliners 

and mantua makers of ‘up-town’ who catered for the genteel market, and those who 

served the working-class neighbourhoods.    In the alleys and yards of ‘down-town’, 

Miller recalls, ‘a boldly-written card would stand in the window announcing the stark-

naked truth, and without any preliminary flourish of ‘Miss’, tell you that within dwelt 

‘Ann Page, dressmaker’.    A young woman like Ann Page went out to work for 

eighteen-pence a day and her meals and could turn her hand to the production of a 
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‘coarse strong gown for household work, a wedding garment, or stuff frocks for 

children.’ 415     

While there has been a tendency to view dressmaking and millinery as a low paid 

occupation that women, due to economic necessity, were forced into, needle trades 

had many levels.  Unlike seamstresses who stitched but did not cut, dressmakers were 

highly skilled, responding to the needs of their individual customers.416 To be 

successful a lengthy four to five-year apprenticeship was required, and therefore the 

trades provided a strategy for long-term independence.417  As a result, it is highly 

unlikely that a woman like Ann Page would have entered the trade because of a 

sudden change in fortune like widowhood or the death of a parent.   As Ivy Pinchbeck 

noted, during the eighteenth century, millinery and dressmaking offered greater scope 

than many other trades, attracting women with capital and some social standing.418  A 

decent amount of money was required to set up in business, and as Kay has shown, 

many milliners and dressmakers were aspiring women, engaging in a trade with 

perceived prospects.419   

Miller’s account of Ann Page corroborates this view, demonstrating the level of status 

that accrued to such business women.  The day of the dressmaker’s visit was an 

important occasion for the poorer families of Gainsborough’s down-town, ‘a white loaf 

day’, an occasion to be marked by the cooking of a ‘baked dinner – a great event on a 

weekday and ... a pint of ale, out of which, if they behaved themselves [the children] 

were allowed a sip’.420   Ann Page may have been serving a poorer clientele, but in 
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their world she was a figure of importance and was able to maintain her own 

establishment on the back of it.  

While Ann Page served the women of Gainsborough’s ‘down-town’, her fellow 

dressmakers and milliners, catering for the wives and daughters of the better off 

farmers and tradespeople, traded from ‘up-town’ streets like Spring Gardens.  A 

popular neighbourhood for independent female householders, it was also a favourable 

location from which to trade, with its links to the new railway station and the town’s 

commercial centre it supported a mix of commercial and residential usage.  Both 

women and men established businesses on the street, many of which were craft 

based.   Cabinet maker and upholsterer Thomas Button, and artist William Millner, 

lived and worked on Spring Gardens, as did Jane and Susannah Bagshaw, and Ann 

Hord, all working as milliners from the location.421  The spatial proximity of this female 

business is interesting.  It builds on Simonton’s observations of eighteenth-century 

Colchester, where women clustered together as a way of coping with a hostile trading 

environment, passing on their skills and experience to a younger generation, as well as 

working in partnership with their former protégées.422  There is nothing to suggest that 

such practice had died out in the nineteenth century, so it is legitimate to speculate 

that having set up in the same neighbourhood, the Bagshaw sisters and Ann Hord may 

likewise have indulged in an element of networking and co-operation.    

The CEB tells us that Ann Hord was thirty-eight-years old and living with her widowed 

mother.423  There was a clear link between her status as head of household and her 

business identity, and as Kay explains, retention of household headship was not just a 

matter of formal record, it had practical implications in terms of freedoms, 
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responsibilities, and status.424   The recognition that during the nineteenth century, 

dressmakers and milliners continued to be successful business women, as opposed to 

impoverished and exploited workers, has come from a focus on the business activities 

of women in London and other big cities. While the West End proprietors discussed by 

Nicola Philips were, thanks to their aristocratic clientele, able to amass significant 

wealth, the county trade directories reveal that small towns were also favourable 

locations for dressmaking and millinery businesses, albeit ones where the financial 

returns were more modest.425  

Small town proprietors still enjoyed the status that came with their position, even if 

some commentators were disturbed by overt displays of female success.   While 

Thomas Miller saw nobility in the efforts of Ann Page his recollections of the town’s 

head milliner ‘Miss Etherington’ was far less complementary.  The Etherington’s were 

one of Gainsborough’s most successful merchant families, and by the beginning of the 

century owned many of Gainsborough’s wharves, warehouses, and ships.426  Miss 

Etherington shared in her family’s status, with Miller describing how the large and 

wealthy farmers trusted their daughters to her, sending them to Gainsborough for a 

few months to learn dressmaking and millinery in her workrooms.   Miller was highly 

critical of both the mistress and her pupils.   In describing the proprietor, he chose to 

focus on her physical appearance rather than her business acumen, exclaiming: ‘But 

Oh! She was such an old woman to be called Miss – Mother would have seemed a 

better word’.  He went on to claim that Etherington wore false teeth and false curls 

and adopted ‘juvenile airs’ and was considered a figure of fun by her young charges. 

The farmer’s daughters fare little better, with Miller suspecting that they had no 
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interest in learning millinery but instead only came to town, to find themselves 

‘sweethearts’ and husbands’. Both the young women and the young men who courted 

them came to town ‘neatly dressed, in a style becoming, as they considered, their 

gentlemanly and lady-like occupations’.427  The young people Miller recalled had 

evidently adopted the airs and fashions of the upper classes to whom they aspired, 

echoing Sarah Ellis’s concerns about the frivolous habits being adopted by the younger 

generation.  

As Philips has noted, the principals of dressmaking establishments were expected to 

exhibit a duty of care over their workforce, and were often accused of neglecting the 

morals and health of their young charges if they allowed them to read ‘pot boilers’ 

rather than instructional texts.428 Miss Etherington seems to have taken her ‘maternal’ 

duties seriously however, with Miller observing that she monitored the books that the 

girls read and would not allow gentleman callers without prior approval of parents.429   

While Miller’s reminiscences draw on the negative and pejorative stereotypes of the 

unmarried woman, as he pokes fun at Etherington and her charges, his turn of phrase 

conceals that this woman had clearly built up and maintained a successful business, 

and was sufficiently trusted by the local farmers to act in loco parentis to their 

daughters.   The fact that Etherington had premises capable of accommodating an 

influx of seasonal trainees is also significant, as many of the skilled craft trades in small 

towns like Gainsborough would have been one-person affairs or carried out with the 

help of family members. 430   It seems highly likely that Etherington was running both a 

sizeable and profitable establishment.  
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2.4  The Provision of a Suitable Education    

In the town of Gainsborough, providing education to the daughters of farming and 

trading families was a popular choice of occupation for the town’s single women.  As 

with other female trades and professions it has been claimed that middle-class women 

often decided to set up a school or assume the profession of teacher because it was 

considered a natural extension of women’s traditionally proscribed mothering role.  

Davidoff and Hall for example, concluded that for many women setting up a school 

was an action born of necessity, as opposed to one of autonomy, and that 

consequently many women withdrew from the activity once prosperity was obtained 

or their circumstances changed. They also maintained that few women showed any 

interest in handing on a school to the next generation and that consequently such 

endeavours were short-lived.431  

Whilst this observation may have been true in Birmingham and Essex, in Gainsborough 

female-run educational establishments not only achieved a degree of longevity but 

were also prosperous enough to provide a comfortable living to a succession of 

women.  Although school keeping has been framed as traditionally feminine, the 

entrepreneurial ambitions of school proprietors was not lost on contemporaries.  An 

article printed in the 1845 edition of Frasers Magazine claimed that schools marketed 

at ‘fashionable’ young ladies, were being carried on by their ‘heads in a mercenary 

spirit’.432   These were also the type of schools that had been criticised by Sarah 

Stickney Ellis, as turning out young ladies ‘more learned in the mode of dress, and 

habits of conduct prevailing amongst the fashionable and wealthy, than in any of those 

systems of intellectual culture in which they have been instructed’.  It is interesting 
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however that unlike the anonymous author of the article printed in Fraser’s, Ellis did 

not blame the school proprietors for this, instead she found fault with modern society 

and its tendency to encourage young women to make fashion and frivolity the ‘rule of 

their lives’.433 

By the 1860s, seven private schools enjoyed an established position in Gainsborough.  

Northolme, a school for young ladies, which in 1861 was still being run by its founders 

the Misses’ Ann and Charlotte Lobley, would later to be taken over as a going concern 

by Miss Skelton who renamed it Handel House School, advertising its suitability for the 

daughters of local ‘business people’.  On Bridge Street Mrs Wholey’s Educational Home 

for young ladies was sold to a Mr W P Taylor in 1889 and then taken on by his daughter 

Miss Taylor becoming known as the Leaholm School.434  Most women who ran both 

day and boarding schools at the mid-point of the nineteenth century, were single.435  

The Gainsborough schools would have been genteel establishments catering for the 

daughters of the local tradesmen and farmers.   Across the towns and villages of 

Lincolnshire, female school proprietors charged between thirty to forty guineas to 

provide young ladies with a varied education that included tuition in English grammar 

and composition, geography, ancient and modern history, as well as the more 

traditional feminine pursuits of needlework, music and languages.    Whatever the 

perceived drawbacks of this form of female education, it appears that if a school could 

attract sufficient pupils there was a good living to be made.  The choice of some 

proprietors to advertise their establishments in the back pages of the directories is 

testament to this.  In 1872, it cost three pounds to place a whole page advertisement 

(in one ink) and one-pound-twelve-shillings for a half page in Whites History, Gazetteer 

and Directory.  Miss Cross who ran her ‘Educational Establishment for Young Ladies’ 
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from 8 Westgate in Grantham took out a full-page advertisement while Miss 

Pocklington of Ingelow House in Boston had settled for the more modest half-page, 

were among several female school proprietors who advertised in the pages of 

White’s.436 

3.0 Case Study: Female Enterprise in Horncastle, Lincolnshire. 

Most of Gainsborough’s businesswomen were clustered in traditional female trades of 

millinery, retail, and education, a gendered pattern of work that was repeated in small 

towns across the county.  In the town of Horncastle women were well represented in 

the provisioning of food and drink, operating as bakers, grocers and general 

shopkeepers.  Horncastle was a smaller town than Gainsborough, its population in 

1861 was 4,944, but it was still the market centre for the large agricultural area of the 

south-western Wolds; a rolling chalk plateau given over exclusively to a highly 

productive mix of sheep and arable farming.437  More dependent on the fortunes of 

agricultural interest than Gainsborough, any downturn in agricultural prices impacted 

on the town’s prosperity.438   Horncastle was the centre of a poor law union of sixty-

eight parishes and the Union House, capable of accommodating 260 inmates, was 

located in the centre of the town on Foundry Street.  The town was also the seat of 

local justice, and male representatives of leading wold’s landowning families, bolstered 

by members of the local clergy and larger tenant farmers, acted as magistrates and 

JP’s, sitting at the petty sessions held every week in the towns Court House.439  

In common with Gainsborough, Horncastle benefited from the regular influx of the 

farming and landowning populations.  There was evidently sufficient demand in the 
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town and its surrounding parishes to support the services of over twenty-eight 

dressmakers, milliners, and straw-hat makers, most of whom were single women.  By 

and large the pattern of trade in the town demonstrated a typical gender divide with 

both women and men clustered in traditional trades.  For example, there were no 

female shoemakers, butchers, or maltsters in Horncastle, however the town did boast 

two male milliners.440     

Alongside the supply of food and clothing women, like Matilda Rhodes in Doncaster, 

made a living in hospitality, running hotels, inns and lodging houses.  On Bridge Street 

Elizabeth Corviller had a temperance hotel, while on West Street Susanna Johnson was 

listed as the proprietor of a lodging-house.  Enjoying a prime position on Horncastle’s 

Market place Susannah Leighton, a forty-four-year-old licensed victualler, kept the 

Black Horse Inn, one of forty-eight licensed inns and beer-houses in the town. 441 We 

know from comparing the 1851 and 1861 censuses, that Leighton assumed the role 

following the retirement of her mother Mary, the previous landlady. Having taken over 

proprietorship of the business, Susannah Leighton also graduated to household head, 

even though her eighty-seven-year-old mother remained living with her at the inn, a 

further demonstration of the link between a woman’s status as household head and 

her business identity.442  The Leighton women were well placed to take advantage of 

the annual Horncastle Horse Fair, one of the largest in the country which attracted an 

annual influx of buyers and visitors from as far afield as continental Europe and even 

America.  Although the extended opening hours that accompanied the fair boosted 

profits, the gambling, drunkenness, and lewd behaviour that characterised the fairs 

latter stages - once the serious buyers had done their business and departed - would 
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have required some management.443  The clustering of women in the provision of 

food, drink, and accommodation is testament to the importance of the Horse Fair to 

Horncastle’s economy and also women’s ability to capitalise on this annual event. 

4.0 Town and Country 

If small towns were an obvious locus for female entrepreneurship, the 

interconnectivity of town and countryside provided additional opportunities.   The 

tendency to set up a dualism between town and country, with the latter seen as 

backward and inferior - a common theme of the historiography - has disguised the 

scale and connections that existed between the two, as well as the dynamics of the 

rural locality and its every day practice.444 During the nineteenth century, provincial 

towns remained small and the edges between the rural and urban worlds were 

blurred.   Many agricultural labourers lived in town, walking out every morning to work 

on the surrounding farms, and there was a regular flow of people and goods in and out 

of town, particularly on market or feast days, and in the case of Horncastle, the Horse 

Fair.445  It is evident from contemporary reminiscence that women took advantage of 

this daily routine.  For example, Thomas Miller described how once a week on market 

day, Gainsborough was disturbed by the influx of carrier’s carts and wagons and the 

arrival of boats from riverside villages. Miller noted how the farmers would ride into 

town with their wives riding pillion, while their daughters came to market on their own 

horses, carrying the produce of the dairy in a basket on their backs, ready to stand 

behind their trestle tables and sell their wares in the predominantly female space of 

the butter market, while exchanging gossip with their friends.446      
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Trade also moved from town to countryside, and as evidenced by Thomas Cooper’s 

description of his mother taking her box making business on the road, itinerancy was 

another way for rural women to sustain a living.  In Hints on Self Help, Jessie 

Boucherett provided a further example of a young woman of her acquaintance who 

had certainly turned such possibilities to her advantage.   Boucherett recalled how this 

woman had resisted her relatives who had suggested that she set up a day school, and 

instead had persuaded a friend to teach her hair-dressing and cutting. Having 

perfected her trade, she did the rounds of country houses and villages, building up an 

extensive network of clients until she was able to employ two of her sisters and 

support her elderly grandmother.  The woman is described in some detail, with 

Boucherett recalling how the hairdresser:  

[W]hen going her rounds in the country ... wears a large clean white 

apron, with pockets, and long white cuffs up to the elbow, beneath 

her cloak.   She goes out in the evening to dress ladies’ hair for 

country balls and will go ten or twelve miles if she hopes to find a 

good new opening; and besides this she makes circuits through the 

country to little towns and villages, giving notice that she is coming, 

that she may serve her scattered customers. 447 

The woman kept her skills up to date, travelling to London every year to study any 

changes in the fashion of hairdressing and to renew her stock.  The fullness of 

Boucherett’s description certainly suggests that she had personally availed herself of 

the hairdresser’s services, perhaps when preparing for a ball at her country estate in 

Lincolnshire.   Her anecdote is even more interesting when considered alongside 

Pinchbeck’s discussion of hairdressing as an occupation from which women had been 
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gradually excluded.  Pinchbeck claims that by the middle of the eighteenth century, 

women found it increasingly difficult to make a living from hairdressing as rising 

standards of luxury and French fashions demanded a male hairdresser and a French 

one at that. 448  Boucherett’s hairdresser, by identifying a gap in the market, had 

managed to claw back a tiny part of women’s economic territory.  

Small country towns, like Gainsborough and Horncastle provided opportunities for 

women to engage in business, demonstrating that if possessed of some capital and 

modest premises from which to trade, single women didn’t merely survive, they 

thrived.   Female business proprietors were not only an integral part of the small-town 

economy, their enterprises and establishments were a common feature of most 

streets and neighbourhoods, fully integrated into the economic spaces of the town.   In 

small towns, as in larger towns and cities, women entered business by a variety of 

routes, capitalising on their training as dressmakers and milliners to set up on their 

own, supplementing an annuity by establishing an up-market lodging house, taking 

over responsibility of an inn or other business from an elderly parent, or working their 

way up into a supervisory position in shop.  Once established a female business could 

sustain a succession of women who worked hard to cater for the needs of the working, 

trading, and merchant classes.     

As the proceeding discussion has shown, female enterprise did not cease at the 

boundary of town and country.  Women were willing to take to the road in pursuit of 

greater sales or professional opportunities.  When business activities are considered, 

women appear less constrained in rural space than previously thought, and as with 

other aspects of their existence, there is a gap between the rhetorical constraints 
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imposed on women, and the practicalities of their lives.449  As subsequent chapters will 

demonstrate, for rural women, being outdoors and able to travel widely and 

unimpeded, not only on and around the land, but also between villages, towns, and 

countryside, was a very visible and necessary expression of independence.    

5.0 Female Enterprise in the Rural Parish 

The types and distribution of female enterprise found in the small town were 

frequently replicated in rural parishes and larger villages.   The sample of Shropshire 

householders analysed in the previous chapter included many examples of female 

business proprietors, with farmers, innkeepers, school proprietors, and shopkeepers - 

usually a general shop or grocers store - included in the listings.  Many villages had at 

least one independent female business proprietor and in some of the larger villages 

there were six or seven women, all with their own a separate entry.450   

In many of the Shropshire households examined, there was a clear link between the 

household members and the operation of an enterprise, be it agricultural, trade 

and/or retail.  Of the ninety-seven female residents identified, the majority, excepting 

the gentry/landowners and/or private residents discussed in the previous chapter, 

were engaged in some form of business.   Analysis of the census revealed that the size 

and composition of the female headed households varied according to social class, 

economic function, and marital status. Unmarried female annuitants and landowners 

supported predominantly female households while work orientated households 
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demonstrated more of a gender mix, particularly those headed by a widow. The 

comparative sample showed a significant link between the households of middling sort 

women in rural areas and the operation of a business enterprise.   

While Kelly’s and Whites Directories of Lincolnshire included the prefix Mrs or Miss to 

distinguish women, most entries in Cassey and Co’s 1871 Directory of Shropshire 

omitted to record women’s marital status.451 When the names in the Trade Directory 

were cross referenced with the CEBs for the 1861 and 1871 census returns, it was 

evident that at least half of the female head households included in Casey’s directory 

were headed by a widow. While a tiny minority of the business proprietors listed in the 

directory lived in households headed by their mothers, like Sarah Harrison, a 

dressmaker in Beckbury, and Sarah Ann Downes who ran a Ladies Seminary in 

Claverley, all of the remaining listings related to women with the dual status of head of 

household and proprietor of a business.452  Of these women, eighteen were engaged in 

some form of retail business, including fifteen shopkeepers, grocers and/or bakers, 

and two beer retailers.   A further six women were listed as inn-keepers and eight were 

proprietors or mistresses of a school.  While this clustering of women in retail, 

hospitality and education was common in nineteenth-century rural communities it is 

only part of the story.   
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5.1 Farming Households 

Of the seventy-two Shropshire business women listed in the directory, over half were 

engaged in farming.  As a predominantly agricultural county Shropshire supported a 

variety of agricultural production.  The River Severn forms a natural divide between a 

northern plain and a southern landscape of hills and vales, with arable land 

predominated in the eastern part of the plain, while in the west grazing herds and 

wide spaced farms and occasional cottages punctuated the landscape.   Shropshire’s 

southern hill country was equally diverse, the deeply wooded Severn valley broadened 

out into a landscape of wide vales; rich meadow lands that supported nucleated 

villages and dispersed hamlets.  Towards the border with Wales, in the wild Stretton 

Hills, supported sheep rearing and a settlement pattern of hamlets and scattered 

farming habitations.453  

As with all the Shropshire directory entries by far the largest proportion of the thirty-

five farming households listed in Casey’s were headed by widows.  While this thesis is 

predominantly concerned with unmarried women, the Shropshire sample does show 

that the internal composition of female headed households did vary, depending on 

whether the head was widowed or never married, and therefore a degree of 

comparison is called for.   As Kay notes, it is often claimed that widows engaged in 

business were only ‘caretaking’, hiring a foreman or waiting for the eldest son to 

complete his apprenticeship.454   In Shropshire where an older widow continued to 

farm she was more likely to be assisted by adult members of her immediate family, as 

was the case for Jane Williams who farmed at Stanwardine Hall, heading a household 

comprising ten members including her twenty-one and eighteen- year-old sons and 
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one sixteen-year-old daughter.455   The farm also employed a groom, a carter, and a 

dairy maid and at 300 acres was larger than many other farms listed in the directory.  

Clearly a household headed by a widow was more likely to include either dependent or 

grown children, but it does not automatically follow that such women only had a 

cursory interest in the business.   Due to the gender and age profile of her household, 

it is tempting to place Jane Williams in a purely ‘caretaking’ role but in the absence of 

any corroborating evidence it is impossible to throw further light on her actual status 

or her motivation.  

It is evident however that other widows were heavily involved in the business, like 

Mary Shingler who at the age of thirty-six farmed 210 acres at Eaton Mascott.  Shingler 

lived with three young daughters, all under the age of eleven.   Shingler wasn’t assisted 

by any other members of her extended family but employed four labourers in addition 

to a live-in cowman and a general servant.456   Still relatively young, and with no sons 

to hand the farm onto, it is unlikely that Shingler saw herself as a temporary 

incumbent of the farm.    

Where a woman was carrying on a trade commonly considered the province of a man, 

the proprietor and head was much more likely to be a widow.   Several women 

identified from the directory sample were carrying on trades normatively viewed as 

male.  As all the proprietors were widowed it appears that they had continued to 

manage their husband’s trade, like Jane Bache who took on the trade of saddler in 

Munslow following the death of husband Arthur, and Letitia Hayward a lime-burner in 

the village of Presthorpe.457  In the north Shropshire village of Stanwardine-in-the-

Fields, Elizabeth Ann Williams continued to operate the local mill while another widow, 

                                                             
455 1871 England Census. 
456 1871 England Census. 
457 Slater’s Directory of Gloucestershire, Herefordshire, Monmouthshire, Shropshire and Wales, 
1868 (Manchester: Isaac Slater, 1868), on p.465 Arthur Bache is listed as a Saddler. 
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seventy-eight-year- old Sarah Griffiths is listed as a Blacksmith.  When this latter listing 

is cross referenced with the 1861 CEB it becomes evident that while Griffiths had 

become the proprietor of the business following the death of her husband Edward, it 

was her son-in-law Richard Pearce who lived with his wife in Griffiths’ household, who 

was the blacksmith.458  At Aston Botteral, sixty-five-year-old Elizabeth Wellings, self- 

described as a blacksmith’s widow, was running her smithy with her three adult sons.   

5.2 Unmarried Business Proprietors 

Of the unmarried women included in the occupational listings, there were three 

shopkeepers, four farmers, five schoolmistresses, one postmistress and one 

dressmaker.   In contrast to households headed by widows, unmarried women 

engaged in a trade or business, were more likely to be assisted by siblings or members 

of their extended family.   This was particularly true of farming households where a 

supply of family labour was often crucial to the success of the enterprise.   The 

household of thirty-eight-year-old Mary Norris, who farmed 177 acres at Pulley Hall 

Farm in the parish of Bayston Hill two-and-a-half miles south of Shrewsbury is a good 

example.   Norris headed a household of seven that included her widowed brother 

John, her married sister Elizabeth Herbert and four-year-old daughter Mary, and a 

twenty-three-year-old nephew Richard Hide, two male servants completed the 

household.459   As a general rule the census enumerator would record the number of 

day labourers that a farm employed, and it is therefore significant that Norris did not 

appear to have employed any additional labour, but was reliant on the members of her 

extended family.   The comparative analysis of directory entries and census records 

clearly demonstrates that a significant minority of rural households were headed by 

women, and that in such households even if men were present, a woman’s age and 

                                                             
4581861 England Census.  
459 1871 England Census. 
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seniority took precedence, overturning assumptions about sexual division and 

gendered hierarchies within households.    

When conducting the analysis, it also became clear that the compilers of the trade 

directory omitted many house-holders, both private residents and those engaged in a 

profession or trade.   It is also important to note that the trade directory listed many 

female householders and business proprietors not subsequently found in the census.    

A more detailed and in-depth analysis of the census would be required to accurately 

map the extent and distribution of female headed households in agricultural areas. 

As the proceeding analysis has shown, as in small towns, female headed households 

were a recognisable feature of nineteenth-century rural parishes.  The internal 

composition of these households illustrates the important link that existed between 

household headship and female enterprise.  Unmarried women not only maintained 

their own independent households, but often providing a home and a livelihood for 

wide range of dependents, including parents, children, siblings, and nephews and 

nieces.   In many respects family farms like those run by Jane Williams and Mary Norris 

were the rural counterpart of the nineteenth-century ‘household of enterprise’ Alison 

Kay identified in London.   Women’s enterprises were often carried on from within 

their home and the inhabitants of their household were inevitably connected to their 

business activities in some manner, with siblings, residential servants, and employees 

all playing their part in its success. 460     

 

 

 

                                                             
460 Kay, The Foundations of Female Enterprise, p.83. 
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6.0 Conclusion 

This chapter has shown that in small towns and rural parishes, women engaged in a 

wide range of enterprise.   The small town, long neglected by both mainstream 

historians and those interested in women and gender, has emerged as an important 

site of women’s independent economic agency. 

In towns like Gainsborough and Horncastle, women were well placed to take 

advantage of the constant flow of goods and people between town and countryside, 

establishing themselves in the traditional female trades and professions of shop-

keeping, dressmaking, hospitality and school proprietorship.   Analysis shows that 

while many women served the families of more prosperous farmers, tradespeople, and 

merchants - creating businesses capable of sustaining more than one generation of 

independent women - working class neighbourhoods were not without their 

opportunities.  Although serving the poorer members of the community, enterprising 

craftswomen still derived considerable social and economic status from their trade or 

profession.  

The inter-connectivity of town and countryside provided additional openings, with 

some women identifying alternative ways of making a living from a form of economic 

itinerancy, demonstrating that women were not barred from making innovative use of 

rural space.   

The types of trades carried out by women in the small town - such as dressmaking and 

school keeping - were also undertaken by women in larger rural villages, however this 

pattern of female enterprise was supplemental to women’s involvement in farming 

and related agricultural trades. While the examples of town-based activity produced 

examples of links between household headship and enterprise, this connection was 

particularly noticeable amongst family farms in rural Shropshire.  It is therefore 
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suggested that such households represent the rural equivalent of the ‘households of 

enterprise’, identified by Kay in relation to cities and larger urban centres. 

Analysis of the internal composition of business households identified some interesting 

variations, which were seemingly dependent on the marital status of its head.  Where 

a widow headed the household, she was more likely to be assisted by adult members 

of her immediate family, including sons and daughters.  If she had small children, she 

employed additional labour.  Where an unmarried woman headed a household, she 

was assisted by members of her extended family including siblings, nephews, and 

nieces.    

It was possible to ascertain the age of some of the unmarried business women in both 

small towns and the countryside.  Aged from thirty-six to forty-four, they conform to 

the profile of single women either establishing or taking on a business in middle to 

older age.  

 

 

  



 

164 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

165 
 

Chapter 4: ‘Being About on the Land’: Independent Female Farmers.   

 

 

‘…those with whom she had dealings, in the way of 

selling her cattle or her farm produce, spoke of her as 

keen after a bargain – a hard one to have to do with; 

and she never spared herself exertion or fatigue, at 

market or in the field, to make the most of her 

produce.’ 

    Elizabeth Gaskell, “Half a Life-Time Ago”.461 

 

 

1.0 Introduction 

The previous chapter explored the diverse types of business undertaken by 

independent women.  It has shown that in rural areas female farmers were prominent 

members of their local agricultural communities, with responsibility for large scale 

enterprises, creating employment for both family members and other labour.    This 

chapter explores two such households in more detail, examining the circumstances of 

their formation and the ways in which by heading ‘households of enterprise’, women 

fulfilled the requirements of their chosen profession. 

                                                             
461 Gaskell, “Half a Life-Time Ago”, Chapter 1. 
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Throughout the nineteenth century, agriculture remained the largest single employer 

in England.462  Women featured at every level of agricultural society, and in the English 

countryside farms, of the type identified in Shropshire, were the most visible model of 

female economic independence.   Such enterprises were a common feature of all the 

main agricultural counties and as Verdon has shown, between 1851 and 1901, female 

farmers in England and Wales made up around nine per cent of the farming 

population.463 

Despite this stability of numbers however, the story told in the historiography is one of 

female withdrawal from the land, with women either choosing or forced to turn their 

backs to the business and financial aspects of farming.464 Doubly disadvantaged by the 

application of scientific methods to production and the increasing pressure from 

changing expectations of appropriate feminine behaviour, it is claimed women were 

excluded from the masculine spaces of the corn, cattle, and produce markets, and 

their activities curtailed in the fields.465   

To address this question and reconcile Verdon’s evidence of continuity with the 

narrative of withdrawal, using comparative case studies, this chapter focuses on two 

female-run farms, one in Lincolnshire, the other in Buckinghamshire, using women’s 

personal and business correspondence and other estate records to explore their 

activities and attitudes to agricultural work.  It demonstrates how instead of 

withdrawing from the land, these women drew on their occupational identities to 

                                                             
462 Howkins, Reshaping Rural England, pp.8-9. 
463 Nicola Verdon, ‘The Lady Farmer’, in Richard Hoyle (ed), The Farmer in England, 1650-1980 
(London: Routledge, 2016), pp.241-261, p.245. 
464 Pinchbeck, Women Workers, p.34. Contemporary commentators claimed that status 

conscious wives removed themselves from productive roles, eschewing the dairy, farmyard, 
and kitchen to ape the manners of the fine lady, ‘travelling in dandy-cart, clad in silks, satins, kid 
gloves, ostrich feathers’ while their daughters were now proficient in piano-playing and 
painting. (Richard Jefferies Hodge and His Masters (1880) quoted in Verdon, ‘The Lady Farmer’, 
p.241). 
465 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.274. 
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assert their rights over the productive spaces of their farms.  It also suggests that 

women who did find it necessary to leave the sector did so for reasons unrelated to a 

lack of expertise or hardening gendered expectations.  

1.1 Case Study: Mary Graves  

The first of the women, Mary Graves, was from a traditional farming background.  The 

family had been tenants of the Monson family at Burton in Lincolnshire since the turn 

of the century. Graves’ father Robert was home farm bailiff to the fifth Lord Monson 

before taking over the vacant tenancy at Burton Cliff Farm around 1810.466 He died in 

1823 at the age of sixty-one, leaving his widow Elizabeth to continue the farm with the 

assistance of her children.   The CEB provides an initial snapshot of the Graves 

household in 1841.  In addition to Elizabeth, its head, the household included her adult 

children Robert, listed as ‘farmer’, and daughter Mary as well as grandchildren Thomas 

and Elizabeth, the children of her youngest son John.   From her correspondence, it is 

assumed that Mary Graves took over sole management of Burton Ridge in 1849 when 

she would have been thirty-eight-years-of-age.  In common with other unmarried 

women discussed in this thesis, Graves chose activity over a life of retirement.   

By the time of the 1851 census Mary Graves was forty-years-old, her mother and 

brother were both dead, and she had assumed the multifarious positions of head of 

household, head of her extended family, and sole proprietor of the family farm, a 

classic example of a single women setting up in business in later age.  Burton Ridge was 

a farm of 250 acres, employing the labour of nine boys and men.  The Graves’ 

household included Mary’s nephew and niece Thomas and Elizabeth, as noted above, 

and two more nephews aged seventeen and eleven, described as shepherd and 

                                                             
466 The Lincoln, Stamford, and Rutland Mercury, 9th March, 1810, MON 19/8/9 Reference to 

Robert Graves as Home Farm Bailiff, 1809-10. 



 

168 
 

agricultural labourer respectively.467  A female general servant and a male waggoner 

completed the household. In common with the unmarried heads of the Shropshire 

farms, Graves relied on the assistance of her extended family, with the internal 

structure of her household conforming to the ‘household of enterprise’ model. 

1.2 Case Study: The Misses Reid 

While Graves was typical of the type of female farmer identified in the previous 

chapter, the Reid sister’s route into farming was very different.  The sisters were not 

from a farming background.  Their father Andrew Reid was a wine merchant and 

founder of the Reid Brewery, and their brother George had been a Colonel in the Life 

Guards before becoming the Conservative MP for Windsor in 1845.  The Reids were 

typical of the merchant families identified by Martin Weiner who became attracted to 

the country way of life.468  They had lived on the Duke of Somerset’s Bulstrode estate 

in south Buckinghamshire since 1841 when their brother secured the tenancy for 

Bulstrode House and several other properties, including Pickeridge House Farm at 

Fulmer.  The Reids farmed their properties through farm bailiffs, using their sporting 

rights to entertain parties of friends.469  When the Duke decided to rebuild Bulstrode, 

the family moved to the Pickeridge, where the sisters continued to live and farm after 

their brother’s death in 1852.  When they took over responsibility for the farms Louisa 

Reid was fifty-four and Ann Marie sixty-two. 

While the differing social and economic backgrounds of Graves and the Reid sisters 

and their variable routes into farming warn against an assumption of farming 

households as homogenous, the women did share certain commonalities.   Their farms 

were tenanted rather than owned and were taken on at a time of localised agricultural 

                                                             
467 1851 England Census  
468 Weiner, English Culture, p.13. 
469 Gladstone, Helen C, The Building of St. James, Gerrard’s Cross (St James Church, n.d). 
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distress.  All three women were never married and did not set up in business until 

middle or later age. 470   

2.0 Economic Challenges 

Mary Graves’ association with the village of Burton was lifelong.  She was born there in 

1801 and remained a resident until her death eighty years later.   The Monsons had 

dominated Burton for over 300 years and the lives of its residents, and those of the 

neighbouring parish of South Carlton, were closely tied to the fortunes of the estate.   

At the time of Graves’ birth, Burton was already showing signs of the lack of 

investment that plagued the estate for the next half century.  Much of the rental 

income had been diverted to the re-development of other property in Surrey and 

consequently Burton Hall, the village, and its tenanted farms were neglected.471   

When the sixth Lord Monson inherited in 1841 he found Burton in poor condition and 

heavily in debt - with minimal investment in farm buildings and infrastructure - while 

poor drainage, allowed to deteriorate, caused problems for farms with a proportion of 

low lying land.472   

Graves’ farm was located on a spine of upland limestone, known as the ‘Cliff’.  

Travelling through the county in 1850, James Caird described the system of mixed 

arable and livestock farming that predominated on the ‘dry reddish turnip soil’ of the 

area.   Although unimpressed by the standard of farm management encountered 

                                                             
470 Froide estimated that in the seventeenth century, up to eighty percent of single 
tradeswomen began their careers in middle or old age, working into their later years even 
when relatively prosperous. (Froide, Never Married, p.103). Simonton has also stressed the 
significance of life stage in relation to single women’s colonisation of the eighteenth-century 
marketplace. (Simonton, ‘Widows and Wenches’, pp.94-5). Noting the older age profile of 
female farmers in the census Verdon concluded that the women were widows who had taken 
over their husband’s farms. (Verdon, ‘Lady Farmers’ p.246). The census occupational tables do 
not distinguish women by marital status and therefore it is impossible to prove this without 
reference to the CEBs. 
471 http://parishes.lincolnshire.gov.uk/Files/Parish/31/Parish_History.pdf 
472 Gordon Hickmore,‘A Snapshot of Burton in 1851’ downloaded from http://www.burton-by-
lincoln.info 

http://parishes.lincolnshire.gov.uk/Files/Parish/31/Parish_History.pdf
http://www.burton-by-lincoln.info/
http://www.burton-by-lincoln.info/
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during his travels in Lincolnshire, Caird noted that on the Cliff a well-managed farm of 

500 acres could winter 1,000 sheep.  Cattle were also kept, overwintered in yards and 

fed on oilcake.  Wheat was sown after clover after the land was first ploughed and 

harrowed, with Caird noting that ‘great benefit has been found by ploughing deep in 

the heath land with a subsoil plough, thus bringing up broken calcareous rock, and at 

once deepening and manuring the soil.’473 Caird’s description illustrates the complexity 

of the agricultural business for which Mary Graves was responsible.  Although at 250 

acres her farm was only half the acreage favoured by Caird, she still managed the 

production and organisation of the work of her extended family and day labourers, 

which as we will see was not without its challenges.   

Over the course of her thirteen-year tenancy Graves wrote to her landlord the Sixth 

Lord Monson on several occasions, and her business (and personal) affairs were 

referred to in the correspondence of his advisors and intermediaries.  First-hand 

accounts by female farmers are rare, and thus Graves’ letters (and those of Louisa 

Reid) provide a valuable insight into the day-to-day reality of a lone woman working in 

an industry beset by economic problems.  The letters also shed important light on 

female attitudes to occupational roles and status.  The bulk of the correspondence 

discussed here was produced between 1849 and 1862.   Composed during a period of 

agricultural distress, the letters illustrate the impact that depressed prices and the 

subsequent fall in farm profits had on the Burton farmers.474   Faced with diminished 

returns, Monson’s tenants became increasingly vocal in their demands for rent 

                                                             
473 James Caird, English Agriculture in 1850-1851 (London: Longman, Brown, Green, and 
Longmans, 1852), pp.190-191. 
474 Throughout the nineteenth century, agriculture was beset by cycles of depression.   During 
the Napoleonic Wars, bad harvests and elevated prices had persisted, but rising receipts had 
countered this.  After the wars, the sector was hit by a deflation of prices. While some farmers 
could respond to the price fall by injecting capital or by using more productive cultivation 
techniques, others were less fortunate. (E L Jones, The Development of English Agriculture, 
1815-1873 (London: Macmillan, 1968), pp.10-13.   
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reductions and other concessions, including permission to plough up old pasture land 

to increase their arable acreage.  William Brown, a tenant farmer who acted as 

Monson’s land agent, reported that all the tenants were having problems with 

payments and that the corn and barley markets were very flat.475 David Middleton, 

Monson’s steward at Burton Hall told his employer that ‘he had never heard of wheat 

selling at so low a price’.476    

As T. L. Crosby has explained, the response of the agricultural interest to any fall in 

prices was to call for a return to full protection.477   During the winter of 1849-50 

reports of protectionist meetings filled the pages of the provincial press.478  At one 

meeting in Lincoln attended by Middleton (one of many organised across England), 

tempers flared and blows were exchanged as the gathering descended into uproar.479    

County meetings of this type were intended to pressure Parliament and were 

therefore inherently political.480   While we do not know if Graves was present, she did 

join with her fellow tenants to exercise a degree of localised political agency.   In 

December 1849, the tenants submitted a joint petition requesting rent reductions and 

additional tiles to improve the drainage on their land. The petition pointed out the 

decrease in the value of produce since rents had last been assessed: ‘Wheat has gone 

down from 56/- per quarter to 36/-; Barley from 32/- to 21/-; Oats from 23/- to 14/- 

                                                             
475 MON 25/13/10/1/21 15th Oct, 1849 and MON 25/13/10/1/36 23rd Nov, 1849. 
476 MON 25/13/10/142 16th Dec, 1849. 
477 The Protectionist movement emerged in 1814. Falling agricultural prices were blamed on 
foreign grain imports flooding the market.  The establishment of the Anti-Corn Law League in 
1838 (a mainly urban movement lobbying for the repeal of the Corn Laws which it argued 
inflated the price of grain) in turn gave rise to the establishment of the Anti-League comprised 
mainly of farmers.  The agriculturalists were defeated in 1846 when the Corn Laws were 
repealed, a recovery in the price of wheat during the mid-1840s took the heat out of the 
protectionist campaign and the Anti – League became moribund.  However, by 1849 grain 
prices had once again declined and the country was entering a severe agricultural depression, 
prompting farmers to once more engage in political activity. (T L Crosby, English Farmers and 
the Politics of Protection 1815-52 (Sussex: Harvester Press, 1977), pp.17-18). 
478 Ibid., p.162. 
479 MON 25/13/10/2/29 19th Dec, 1849. 
480 Crosby, English Farmers, p.10. 
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Stock prices are down about 30%.’481  Graves added her signature, foregrounding her 

occupational, and now political, identity of farmer, reinforcing her legitimacy as a 

member of the Burton agricultural community.  

Alongside joint petitions tenants continued to lobby their landlord individually.  On 

Christmas Eve 1850 John Evens wrote to Monson requesting improvements to 

drainage and buildings.   Of the 205 acres of plough-land he occupied Evens claimed 

that only thirty-five acres were efficiently drained.  He also highlighted the lack of 

adequate buildings to support his enterprise.  He admitted that he had been unable to 

make his rent for the past three years and if the requested improvements were not 

made, it would ‘be impossible to continue with my Tenancy’.482 In quick succession, 

Monson received correspondence from Thomas Nicholson - who was asking for an 

additional cow shed, extension of privileges (by which he meant permission to plough 

up pasture) or a reduction in his rent - and Mary Graves.483   

Graves informed her landlord that the farm was not making as much as in previous 

years, noting that at the close of 1850 her turnover had been £500 less than during the 

last year of her mother’s life.  When deciding whether to remain on the farm she made 

enquires of her neighbours about the option of converting pasture to plough land, 

receiving ‘full assurance…that your Lordship would have more land taken up and I shall 

be able to grown corn for the horses on the low land’.484  Believing herself in receipt of 

the necessary permissions she resolved to carry on, yet the first years of her tenancy 

proved extremely difficult, as the slump in agricultural prices took hold, leading to the 

depletion of her capital.  As a result, Graves was forced to call in the money she had on 

                                                             
481 MON 25/13/10/1/41 Dec, 1849. 
482 MON 25/13/10/2/142 24th Dec, 1850. 
483 MON 25/13/10/2/143 26th Dec, 1850. 
484 MON 25/13/10/2/139 11th Dec, 1850. 
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bank deposit, while borrowing a further sum to clear her debts.485  It proved a short-

term solution however, as by December 1851 she again defaulted on her rent.   Under 

the impression that Brown had told Monson that she was deliberately withholding the 

money Graves’ wrote Monson setting the record straight.   She set out her annual 

losses in an emotionally charged letter headed with a table:  

                   

 L S D 

47- 63 9 2 

48- 263 10 2 

49- 155 19 ½ 

50- 130 14 11 

 613 13 ½ 

    

 
 

[E]very shilling that I have paid the last 2 years I have Borrowed I should 

not hesitate to take an oath that I have a thousand pounds less then 

when I began It is not bad conduct nor bad Management but the low 

prices of everything and the great losses I have had. 486  

It is interesting that in contrast to the letters of Evens and Nicholson - which criticised 

the state of farm infrastructure and drainage - Graves found it necessary to defend 

her conduct but also the financial and practical management of her farm.   Was this a 

gendered response?   Verdon has suggested that even though there were significant 

numbers of female farmers, most aspects of agriculture production, at least in terms 

of public discourse, were considered unsuitable for women, a fact iterated in much of 

the historiography.  Commentators worried that women lacked the necessary 

financial acumen to run a successful agricultural enterprise, observing that landlords 

were reluctant to let farms to women because they would not understand the 

                                                             
485 Ibid., 
486 MON 25/13/10/3/131 27th Dec, 1851. 
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business and would be unable to pay their rent.487  Graves’ response may have been 

crafted to refute this wider assumption regarding the unsuitability of her chosen 

profession. 

While Graves was the recipient of some localised criticism, it didn’t necessarily derive 

from gender-based prejudice.   Lord Monson was advised by Harvey Gem, a partner in 

the Lincoln Inn Fields firm who handled his affairs.  Following a visit to the estate 

where he had inspected part of Graves land, Gem had written to Monson criticising 

her farming methods, finding fault with the quality of her wheat in comparison to her 

neighbours, and claiming a neglect of drainage on her farm to the extent that ‘no 

attempt at improving it has been made or perhaps thought of.’488  Despite lacking 

farming experience, Gem considered himself an expert, and his letters were full of 

criticism of the tenantry, whom in his view were slow and backward in their methods, 

particularly William Brown who he described as ‘inefficient and improvident’.489  Gem 

was a proponent of ‘high farming’ - the application of sound commercial principles to 

the management of the farm - a system that had originated in Norfolk. 490 There is 

nothing explicit in Gem’s letter to suggest Graves was criticised due to sex, or that he 

considered she was operating outside of her proscribed gender sphere.  His decision to 

make an example of Graves was as much a factor of geography - her farm’s proximity 

to Burton Hall - as it was sex.  

In defending the management of her farm, Graves responded to Gem’s criticism of her 

technical skill.  She was supported by Brown who told Monson that: 

                                                             
487 Verdon, ‘The Lady Farmer’, p.247. 
488 MON 25/13/7/19/54 26th June, 1849.  
489 MON 25/13/7/19/50 and MON 25/13/10/3/60. 
490 Jonathon Brown, Farming in Lincolnshire 1850-1945 (Studies in the History of Lincolnshire) 
(Lincoln: History of Lincolnshire Committee 2005), pp.86-7.  
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[I]n the general Management of her farm no fault can be found, and 

with regards to Miss Graves fields which Gem mentions as being in a 

rough state, I would say it is entirely owing to the want of proper 

drainage... but this you must be aware is a work as much for the Land 

Lord as the Tenant.491  

The tenants felt themselves disadvantaged by the Monson’s continued lack of 

investment, and all were struggling to make the rent, therefore Graves’s financial 

problems were occupational rather than gender based.  

In rebutting Gem’s claims, Graves and Brown drew on their long association with the 

estate.  A system of ‘tenancy at will’ prevailed at Burton, with tenants holding their 

farms on a yearly basis, an arrangement that could be terminated with six months-

notice by either party. 492 The system, which provided security of tenure without a lease, 

was so prevalent that it came to be known as the ‘Lincolnshire Custom’. Under the 

scheme tenants came to view the possession of their farm as a hereditary right.493   

Giving evidence to the parliamentary Select Committee on Agricultural Customs 1847-8, 

John Parkinson a property agent commented that the ‘Lincolnshire Custom was 

“remarkable” for the frequency with which “sons succeeded their fathers as tenants”.  In 

fact, Parkinson cited one of Monson’s tenants who had written that ‘ever since I have 

been your Lordship’s tenant I have farmed with the impression that I have obtained a 

                                                             
491 MON 25/13/7/19/53 22nd June 1849. It was not unusual for female farmers to be supported 

by their male neighbours, when Louise Creswell took over the family farm at Sandringham she 
was not short of help and advice. (Verdon, ‘The Lady Farmer’, p.249). 
492 J A Perkins claimed that the system allowed the landlord to rearrange or adjust the 

distribution of his land during the tenancy in a way that a lease system would have precluded. (J 
A Perkins, ‘Tenure, Tenant Right, and Agricultural Progress in Lindsey, 1780-1850’, Agricultural 
History Review, Vol.23, No. 1 (1972), pp.1-22, p.4).  
493 Mobility amongst farming tenants was generally low, and most turnover was caused by 

death or retirement rather than market forces.  Stead found evidence that landlords preferred 
sitting tenants who had the business contacts and knew the idiosyncrasies of the soil.  (D R 
Stead, ‘The Mobility of English tenant farmers c.1700-1850, Agricultural History Review, Vol. 51, 
No. 11 (2003), pp.173-189). 
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home for life, and some part of my family after me’.494  The benefits of this customary 

practice also accrued to women, leading them to occupy positions normatively gendered 

as male. It was the understanding that a tenancy guaranteed a home and livelihood for 

subsequent generations that informed Mary Graves’ attitude to her farm. In defending 

her position she could draw on a customary set of rights, rights that at Burton were 

undiminished by her sex.     

While Graves grappled with the financial and practical disadvantages of her chosen 

profession in Lincolnshire, the Reid sisters in rural Buckinghamshire similarly inhabited 

a community beset with economic problems.  However, in contrast to Graves, who saw 

only ruin ahead, Louisa and Anne-Marie Reid - in possession of an independent income 

- identified opportunity.   As Bulstrode tenants the sisters rented the Pickeridge farm 

which, as Louisa Reid relayed to the Duke’s agent Michael Festing, was ‘having amble 

justice done to it under the judicious management of an experienced Norfolk farmer’, 

suggesting that the sisters championed the ‘high farming’ favoured by Gem.495   In 

March 1849 they were presented with the opportunity to expand their holding when 

their neighbour, Mr Allen, told them he intended to quit his farm.  From the ensuing 

correspondence, it seems that Allen wanted to minimise his losses by giving up the 

farm before the end of his lease, transferring his interest to the Reid’s who were in a 

stronger financial position.  It is important to note that the Reid’s had sufficient income 

to live a leisured existence, but instead, like Graves, chose to pursue an active life.   

Consequent to Allen’s request, Louisa proposed that her sister take on the Moat Farm, 

telling Festing that it represented a way of alleviating the ‘distress of the labouring 

class around Bulstrode’.   Recognising the depressed state of the ‘farming interest’ 

                                                             
494 See Perkins, ‘Tenure etc.’ p.8. 
495 D/RA/ 4/144 24th Jan, 1849. 
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Louisa Reid hoped to negotiate a favourable rent that would enable her sister to fulfil 

her ambition.496   

Although Festing wasn’t completely averse to the idea of Anne-Marie taking on the 

tenancy, his letters betray some concerns about the ability of a woman to manage 

such an enterprise, telling Louisa that ‘the farm house is one of somewhat superior 

caste, and how would it be kept up and regarded by a mere working bailiff for such 

only of course it would be only likely Miss Reid would keep?’  He also worried that her 

finances would be put at risk by the carelessness of her servants, again questioning her 

ability to manage her affairs.497  Yet over the ensuing months as negotiations 

proceeded, both Louisa and her brother tried to secure the farm for their sister at a 

lower rent.  At the beginning of April the Reids seemed to have conceded, informing 

Festing that they were: 

[O]bliged to abandon the pleasure we had anticipated from becoming 

his Grace’s tenants at the Moat – under the present gloomy reality of 

agricultural difficulties it would be most ruinous to us to embark on a 

Farm rented as in prosperous times.    

Reid explained that on reflection her sister had decided very ‘reluctantly to relinquish 

the idea of holding the Farm in question’, pointing out, that in their locality ‘there are 

no less than ten farms asking for tenants’.498 Ultimately Louisa Reid’s threat to forgo 

paid dividends and her sister took over the tenancy.  Reid had proved herself an astute 

                                                             
496 D/RA/4/144 24th March, 1849. 
497 It was common for farmers to have multiple holdings particularly in times of agricultural 
depression.  In Lincolnshire ‘businessmen farmers’ would accumulate farms and manage them 
with foremen.  Allowing for local variation, the Reid’s proposal was not that unusual. (Brown, 
Farming in Lincolnshire, p.56).  
498 D/RA/4/144 10th April, 1849. 
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negotiator, once again disproving the myth that women were ill equipped to manage 

their own business affairs. 

The determination exhibited by Graves and the Reids shows that rather than retreat to 

the farmhouse, some women chose to persevere. 499  Yet despite such displays of 

female tenacity, agricultural ‘experts’ continued to construct gendered divisions 

between ‘proper’ farming - which was large-scale arable, and male - and ‘subsidiary’ 

farming, which was small scale, concentrating on the ‘feminine’ areas of production 

such as dairy and poultry.500  Publications like John Frenche Burke’s ‘Farming For 

Ladies; Or a Guide to The Poultry Yard, The Dairy And Piggery’ (1844) were intended to 

establish the appropriate sphere for women’s agricultural endeavours - small animal 

husbandry and the keeping and rearing of poultry - tasks not involving too much 

physical strength.501 Such gendered prescriptions incorporated a strong spatial 

element, designed to reinforce women’s association with the domestic sphere, limiting 

their endeavours to the provisioning of the home, producing fresh eggs and butter for 

the domestic table.   Burke’s guide was aimed at ‘ladies in the middle ranks of life who 

study healthful domestic economy either for pleasure or the profit which it affords’.502   

Although there was clearly a market for this kind of advice, with rural householders 

like Fanny Sparrow keen to avail themselves of opportunities for subsistence farming, 

once again there was a gap between such rhetoric and the realities of women’s 

commercial enterprises.  If women like Graves and Reid had followed such advice, 

                                                             
499 Including Louise Cresswell who took over the family farm in Norfolk in 1865 following the 
death of husband. Her farm comprised 900 acres with over 1,200 head of livestock and a large 
labour force.  Like other farming women Creswell ran every aspect of the farm; keeping the 
accounts, hiring and firing the staff, seeing to the movement of livestock back and forth from 
the marshes for fattening, attended market and entered her cattle in shows. (Verdon, ‘The Lady 
Farmer’, pp.252-3). 
500 Ibid., p.248. 
501 John Frenche Burke, Farming for Ladies: Or, A Guide to The Poultry-Yard, The Dairy and the 
Piggery (London: John Murray, 1844). 
502 Ibid., p.iiv. See also Professor James Long, ‘The Farm for the New Woman’, The Woman’s 
Agricultural Times, 1, No.2 (Aug 1899), p.4, cited in Verdon, ‘The Lady Farmer’, p.248.    
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eschewing the economically productive spaces of the farm, their businesses would 

have failed.   

3.0 Spatial Identities  

Several incidents took place during Graves’ and the Reids’ tenancies that demonstrate 

the importance of agricultural space, not only to the successful operation of the 

business but also in the assertion of an independent female identity.   Both sets of 

women were drawn into territorial disputes with their landlords, including the one that 

provoked Mary Graves’ epistolic emergence.     

Graves was first mentioned in an acrimonious three-way exchange of correspondence 

which took place in June 1849 between Monson, Brown, and Gem.503 Monson and 

Gem had demanded that Graves relinquish several of the fields in her occupation, 

despatching Brown to resolve the matter.504  Having spoken to Graves, Brown reported 

that she had declared herself: 

[V]ery unwilling to give them up ...arguing the great help they would be 

to her Rent, from them being new arable, and she seems to think if they 

were taken away she would be placed in a less advantageous position 

than the other tenants to whom the privilege [of ploughing up pasture] 

had been granted.505    

                                                             
503 MON 25/13/7/19/49 16th June, 1849. 
504 Brown, Farming in Lincolnshire, pp.56-7. It is possible Monson wanted to redistribute his 
land to maximize its rental value.  Despite his aristocratic credentials the sixth Lord Monson was 
not well off.   Succeeding his cousin in 1841, he inherited the country estates, but not his 
cousin's personal fortune.  The rents from the Lincolnshire estates were about £6,000 to £7,000 
a year. The Monson’s were very aware of their reduced circumstances which effectively 
precluded them from authentic aristocratic ways of living. (FML Thompson, English Landed 
Society in the Nineteenth Century (London: Routledge, 1971), pp.191-92. 
505 MON 25/13/7/19/49 16th June, 1849. 
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Graves’ retort indicates a level of economic awareness, for which she gained the 

support of Brown.  As a fellow tenant Brown was prepared to defend the quality of her 

farm management, under attack by Gem, who claimed that she had no ‘right to 

complain of having her attention confined to a somewhat diminished holding’.506 Gem 

considered that both Brown and Graves, by insisting there was ‘a mine of wealth under 

old Turf ploughed up’, were foolish, advising Monson that he would pay heavily for 

their resistance.507  Graves’ response to their efforts to take her fields show her 

determination to defend and protect the integrity of her farm.  For Graves, making her 

views known -  albeit at this juncture via Brown -  was not only an act of independence 

but demonstrates how her occupational and independent identities were co-produced 

by the agricultural space she inhabited.    Throughout their altercation Gem appeared 

surprised that Brown was taking Graves’ side in the argument.  While Gem and 

Monson may have anticipated it would be easy to divest a woman of her fields, locally 

Graves was viewed as competent. Her position had been legitimised by the 

‘Lincolnshire Custom’, and consequently there was no reason for Brown to see her as 

anything other than a farmer, equipped with the skills to manage her land.   

While the outcome of this field’s dispute is unclear, it was not the only spatial quarrel 

Graves became embroiled in.  In February 1850 Middleton wrote to Monson, detailing 

damage to estate fences and stone walls in proximity to Burton Hall.  Middleton 

alleged that labourers from several farms were crossing Monson’s plantations on their 

way to and from work damaging boundaries as they went.  Although Middleton had 

instructed both the estate woodman and keeper to intervene, this had failed to stop 

several men from transgressing, and ‘one man, a Labourer to Miss Graves, would cross 

                                                             
506 MON 25/13/7/19/50 19th June, 1849. 
507 MON 25/13/7/19/54 26th June, 1849. 
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in spite of what Chappell told him from me’.508  In the face of such rebelliousness, 

Monson intervened, writing directly to Graves to express his displeasure at the 

behaviour of her labourers and seeking her support in preventing further trespass.509  

Mary Graves’ letter of February 1850 was the first time she directly addressed her 

landlord.   In it she admitted knowing her labourers crossed the plantation, arguing in 

their defence that they were: 

[O]ne sickly old man and two boys of twelve and ten, who having spent 

nine hours a day in the turnip fields would add two miles to their 

journey at end of the day if forced to go home by road’.510    

She denied that her labourers were responsible for the damage, however, claiming to 

‘have often watched but never saw them climb over anywhere but a dead fence’.   

Somewhat boldly, she went on to suggest it was Middleton who had caused the 

damage, asserting that: 

The only times I have witnessed the wall being nocked [sic] down was on 

the 2nd of this month by Middleton leaping his horse out of Lincoln field. 

He certainly placed the stones on again little thinking I was an eye-

witness.    

Considering herself ‘harshly dealt with’, Graves alleged that it was Middleton’s ‘enmity’ 

towards her family that was really to blame.511   

                                                             
508 MON 25/13/10/2/29 22nd Feb 1850. 
509 FML Thompson notes that Lord Monson often became involved in estate matters including 
the selection of fields for draining.  It is perhaps unsurprising therefore that he intervened in 
this matter.  (Thompson, English Landed Society p.175) 
510 MON 25/13/10/2/32 26th Feb, 1850. 
511 Ibid., 
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In his response Monson declared himself surprised at the tone and content of her 

letter and her assertion of Middleton’s ill feeling. He insisted that his steward had been 

acting under his instruction, and that it was because Middleton had spoken of her 

‘most kindly’, that he, Monson, had appealed to her in the belief that she would 

willingly assist him in preventing her men from further trespass.   After all he could not 

possibly: 

[A]llow one man to go where he chooses and [forbid] the rest ... if 

persons were to choose the nearest cut home there would be no part of 

my premises but what might be intruded upon. 512    

Monson did however offer to inquire if there was a more convenient way for Mary 

Graves’ labourer to go home. It was Graves’ turn to be shocked by the turn the 

correspondence had taken and her response was suitably remorseful.  Stressing her 

‘deference’ to the Monson family she admitted that ‘having been left alone (not having 

anyone to consult) perhaps under excited feelings I have expressed myself 

indiscreetly’.   She went on to say that having received his note she had immediately 

‘sent for the men in and told them that they must desist, which they promised to do 

saying that they would have done so sooner had either I or Middleton told them.’513   

The spatial aspect of this dispute is immediately evident.  As the landowner Monson is 

anxious to assert his authority over the space and protect it from incursion by his social 

inferiors.514   Graves uses her letter to show Monson that she maintained a watchful 

gaze over the outdoor space of the farm, reinforcing her rights over it - not only does 

                                                             
512 MON 25/13/10/2/33 1st March, 1850. 
513 MON 25/13/10/2/38 4th March, 1850. 
514 There might well have been a political aspect to the labourers ‘trespasses’. Detecting a 
‘deferential bitterness’ amongst agricultural labourers, Keith Snell has claimed that the practice 
of walking across enclosed land and plantations was a way of defending customary rights 
threatened by privatisation and enclosure.  Cited in Navickas, Katrina, Protest and the Politics of 
Space and Place, 1789-1848 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), p.260.  
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she see her labourers traversing her fields and trespassing in her landlord’s plantation -  

but when walking her fields, she allegedly witnessed Middleton jumping his horse over 

the wall.   Her letter, however, reveals a certain level of personal conflict. On the one 

hand she has asserted her authority over the space by demonstrating her knowledge 

of the physical and spatial arrangements of her land - its fields, boundaries and 

thoroughfares - yet to make her point she had played down her knowledge and 

expertise, foregrounding her gender and apologising for the indiscreet tone of her 

response.  However, while she momentarily drew on the discourse of female inferiority 

to gain her landlords favour, this was the only time she resorted to using this epistolic 

persona.  She quickly recovered her equilibrium, demonstrating she did have authority 

over her labourers, explaining that she had sent for the men and told them (albeit 

reluctantly) they must refrain from entering the plantation.515    

Over a period of seven months, Mary Graves had been involved in two spatial disputes.    

In the latter case Middleton had reported back to Monson that his note to Graves had 

achieved the desired outcome and that the following night, ‘all her men came round 

by the road’. 516 However, while Middleton was congratulating himself, for Graves the 

matter was far from over.   Although conceding to her landlord’s request to prevent 

further trespass, she used the incident to press for further access to the disputed 

space, showing herself to be, like Louisa Reid, a clever negotiator, not averse to using 

opportunities when they presented.   Using her subsequent letter to Monson she 

stated that had it not been for his note she would never have ventured into 

correspondence with him, before asking whether he knew: 

                                                             
515 MON 25/13/10/2/38 4th March, 1850. Graves is a further example of a woman resorting to a 
feminized persona, upholding gender codes while demonstrating considerable aptitude in her 
chosen field.  (Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, pp.1-3) 
516 MON 25/13/10/2/35 2nd March, 1850. 



 

184 
 

[T]hat Middleton took the keys of the Plantation gates that had been 

given to my Father when he first took the farm. I don’t say that they 

were for 2 or 3 years at a time that they were of no use but at certain 

times it was a great convenience to have them. This winter I had 

manure lead from the upper end of Newport around by the Burton 

road passed by my own house to manure the Lodge field rather than 

cause any unpleasantness.517   

The request for the keys shows that the plantation was not only of practical 

importance, allowing ease of access - it also held symbolic significance.  As ‘hereditary’ 

tenant of Burton Ridge Farm, she considered access to the plantation her due - if her 

father was granted the right, then so should she.   Her freedom to use the plantation 

as a through-way was part of her identity as the rightful tenant, explaining why she 

had told her landlord that she not only blatantly tolerated, but perhaps had even 

sanctioned, her labourers’ use of the space.        

In seeking to resolve the matter, Monson again appealed to David Middleton for 

advice.  Middleton wrote that he was ‘minded to think that it would be better that 

Miss Graves labourers go round by the road as they have began to do so, at least for 

some little time’.518 Several days later however, he conceded, informing Monson that 

‘it would be in order to let Miss Graves have the keys to the plantation’.519 Yet it would 

be two more years before Graves won her rights.  In December 1851 she wrote to 

Monson complaining that she was still not able to access the contested space:  

                                                             
517 MON 25/13/10/2/38 4th March, 1850. 
518 MON 25/13/10/2/39 5th March, 1850. 
519 MON 25/13/10/2/41 11th March, 1850. 
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I must say I think it hard not to be allowed to take a bit of Lime or 

Manure to some part of the Farm without being sent miles around and 

never having one of the promised advantages carried out.520   

The concession was eventually won and by September 1853 she was occupied with 

liming her fields (again demonstrating her technical expertise).  She wrote to thank 

Monson: 

[F]or allowing my carts to pass through the plantation and trust the 

weather will be favourable. Mr Wray is going to burn the Lime expressly 

for me so if I order it I must have it.521   

Graves’ determination to take control of her agricultural space shows how important it 

was to the operation of a successful enterprise, therefore it comes as no surprise that 

in Buckinghamshire, the Reid sisters also became embroiled in spatial disputes.   In 

May 1849, having secured the tenancy at the Moat Farm, Louisa Reid wrote to Festing 

detailing a ‘Tenant’s grievance’.  Reid’s letter described how her sister had gone to the 

farm, to decide on dividing up her land.   She had met with George Healy, the Duke’s 

land agent at Bulstrode, to settle ‘the line of fencing that would best suit her farming 

purposes and left the county having marked out the partition – believing it would be 

placed by the Carpenter to who she had also pointed out the line’.   However, Healy 

had altered her boundary marks, giving opposite instructions to the carpenter.  

Asserting her authority over the space, Miss Reid had remonstrated with Healy, telling 

him that ‘she would not permit a post to be driven into the ground’ until either Festing 

of the Duke had adjudicated.   As Louisa Reid went on to explain, the ‘waywardness of 

Mr Healy’ was not without consequence, unable to separate her crops from her cattle, 

                                                             
520 MON 25/13/10/3/131 27th Dec, 1851. 
521 MON 25/13/10/5/58 28th Sept, 1853. 
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her sister had been forced to ‘put the greater part of her stock into the Dukes public 

park till the growing crops are defended by the fence at issue’.522    

While it may be construed from Healy’s actions that he doubted Anne-Marie’s farming 

abilities, it was not a view the sisters shared, and they were determined to resist his 

interference.  As the tenant of the Moat, Miss Reid expected her instructions to be 

followed unhindered.  Louisa Reid’s letter reinforces her sister’s right to manage and 

direct her business and legitimises her sister’s supervisory presence in the fields, 

making it plain that for the sisters farming was not merely a hobby or subsidiary 

activity but a serious endeavour.   The letter also makes it plain that the Reids were 

prepared to take direct action if their authority over space was challenged.   Much 

later in March 1862, cattle and fences again became a source of conflict drawing the 

sisters into another dispute with Festing after their stock pushed through a fence, 

damaging neighbouring property.   Reid who knew that upkeep of fences, like the 

provision of materials for field drainage, was the responsibility of the landlord, 

informed Festing that as:  

[T]he Duke’s fence was in a dilapidated state [forming] a ready outlet for 

the cattle from the High Meadows...under the circumstances that a 

tenant must have a claim upon the Landlord, but diffident, as we always 

are of our opinion, before we wrote to you we referred the subject to the 

right quarter for a safe authority - the facts were so clear that it was 

considered you would not hesitate on the part of the landlord, to pay the 

damages.523   

                                                             
522 D/RA/4/144 9th May, 1849. 
523 D/RA/4/144 12th Mar, 1862. 
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A subsequent letter refers to ‘repeated applications’ to have the fence put up and left 

in a secure state.  The matter was not only a continuous source of concern and alarm 

but had also caused significant trouble to the Reid’s bailiff.524  Yet in making her initial 

claim for damages, Louisa Reid’s tone is far more self-effacing than when previously 

expressing a ‘tenant’s grievance’.   Like Graves, on this occasion Reid represented 

herself as lacking in knowledge, suggesting that she had sought advice from a ‘safe’ 

(male?) authority’ before pressing for damages.  As long-term tenants the Reids knew 

the upkeep of the fence was the landlord’s responsibility.  Louisa Reid may have 

resorted to the gendered conventions of letter writing, yet throughout her family’s 

tenure at Bulstrode she had more than proven her formidable negotiating skills.  

The attitudes and behaviours displayed by Graves and the Reids in respect to their land 

challenge assumptions that farming women were confined to the ‘feminine spaces’ of 

the farmhouse and dairy and the deviance of their presence in the ‘masculine space’ of 

the fields.  While the women experienced some minor resistance, it was insufficient to 

stop them going about their business.  So why does their experience contradict the 

rhetoric of guides like French’s Farming for Ladies as well as the subsequent 

historiography?  

When considering female farmers like Graves and Reid it is important to recognise that 

their businesses were comparable to those run by men and therefore it is erroneous to 

conflate their practice with the activities of the ‘lady’ farmers of Burke’s constituency.    

The female farmer was not solely defined by gender, her identity depended on the 

intersection of several reiterative norms, including those associated with 

occupation.525  The spaces associated with agriculture were (and continue to be) 

                                                             
524 D/RA/4/144 7th April, 1862 
525 As Butler notes, if one ‘is’ a woman, that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be 
exhaustive because gender is not always constituted coherently or consistently in different 
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performative, both the fields and the dairy were ‘produced’ by the occupational tasks 

taking place in them. 526  As Gregson and Rose note, such spaces didn’t pre-exist the 

performance but were given meaning by what took place in them.527 However 

overtime the ‘performance’ taking place in the dairy or in the fields came to be 

associated exclusively with one or other gender.  Yet in truth there was nothing to 

preclude a male subject from grasping the practice of the dairy (which of course has 

happened in modern day agriculture) or a female subject mastering the practice of the 

fields, as demonstrated by Mary Graves and Ann Marie Reid.  For these female 

farmers, space and identity were mutually constitutive.  

4.0 Giving Notice   

 
The preceding discussion explored how even when faced with structural and local 

challenges, female farmers like Graves and the Reids still succeeded in business.    The 

concluding section of this chapter examines the reasons these women withdrew from 

the profession, adding perspective to claims that rigid gender codes drove women 

from the land.  When investigating why Graves and the Reids left farming, it is 

important to recognise that their farms were not just businesses, but homes.   But 

while the hereditary rights associated with the ‘Lincolnshire Custom’ granted Mary 

Graves some security, the Reids enjoyed no such peace of mind, in fact Louisa’s letters 

frequently allude to the sisters ‘unsettled’ position at Bulstrode. 528   Between 1849 

and 1862, Reid tried repeatedly to negotiate a long-term interest in their Pickeridge 

property, pressing Festing to grant them a seven-year lease, and when this failed, 

                                                             
historical contexts, and because gender intersects with other modalities of discursively 
constituted identities. (Butler, Gender Trouble, p.4). 
526 A novelist like Gaskell recognised this, legitimising her fictional characters presence in the 
productive spaces of farm and market by demonstrating her mastery of the symbolic practice 
associated with that space.   
527 Gregson and Rose, ‘Taking Butler Elsewhere’, p.441. 
528 D/RA/4/139 20th Nov, 1852. 



 

189 
 

inquiring if the Duke would be prepared to sell them the house.529  Like the Burton 

tenantry who believed an enduring association with the estate granted longevity of 

tenure, Reid’s letters reinforce her family’s ‘powerfully fixed association’ to the land 

and the subsequent benefits that should accrue. 530  While the significance of property 

to women’s independent identities has already been noted, it is impossible to explain 

the Reids departure from farming without further reference here.  For the Reids, as for 

Graves, being able to maintain the physical integrity of their holdings was an important 

measure of autonomy, and any attempt to breach those boundaries elicited a firm 

response.   It is unsurprising therefore that it was another territorial incursion that 

ended the Reids long association with Bulstrode, on this occasion linked to their 

landlord’s decision to exploit the industrial potential of his land.      

The area around Gerrard’s Cross, had a long history of clay extraction.531   Bulstrode 

was only nineteen miles from central London and any minerals extracted from the 

estate would have found a ready and expanding market.    In April 1862 Louisa Reid 

wrote to Festing to complain about the ‘unceremonious breaking up of a portion of the 

land we were renting with an army of trespassers’.532   From the correspondence it 

seems that mineral extraction had encroached onto the Reid’s land after the Duke 

opened an old clay quarry adjacent to one of their farms.   Louisa Reid’s letter 

expresses the sister’s annoyance and dismay at this turn of events.  Louisa Reid 

                                                             
529 CFBS, D/RA/4/139 24th Jan, 1849.  During the nineteenth century, the use of long leases was 
gradually replaced in favour of tenancies at will or annual tenancies. (T W Beastall, ‘Landlord’s 
and Tenants’ in Mingay, (ed) The Victorian Countryside Vol. I, pp.428-438, pp.430-431).  
530 D/RA 4/139 20th Nov, 1852. 
531 Nikolaus Pevsner, Elizabeth Williamson and Geoffrey K Brandwood, Buckinghamshire: The 
Buildings of England (London: Penguin, 1994), p.81.  In the nineteenth century, clay was widely 
distributed across the country.  Extracted for brick and tile manufacture, demand increased 
with the expansion and urbanisation of the population.  In terms of ownership, common law 
held that minerals were the private property of the owners of the surface.  Burt, Roger ‘The 
Extractive industries’, in Roderick Floud and Paul Johnson (eds), The Cambridge Economic 
History of Modern Britain, Volume 1: Industrialisation 1700-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), pp.417-450. 
532 D/RA/4/144 7th April, 1862. 
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admonished Festing for his employers ‘unscrupulous entry upon the land we rent’, 

telling him that they:  

[W]ould far rather curtail the interests of our farm than have the land 

we are occupying made subject to such unusual proceedings without the 

power of warning off damaging intruders.   

In the face of such incursions Reid felt that she had no other choice but to terminate 

her family’s long association with Bulstrode and put an end to their tenancy.533  

While the Reids withdrawal from farming resulted from an inability to secure a long-

term interest in the property as well as irreconcilable differences about its proper use 

and purpose, Mary Graves’s reasons were connected to family.   Despite Graves’s 

emphasis on maintaining her ‘hereditary’ connection to the estate, it is evident that all 

was not well within her family unit.   When her mother died, Graves took on the 

tenancy, despite having a brother still living.  It seems that John Graves left Burton 

Ridge in 1849, at much the same time.534  In the 1851 census, John is listed amongst 

the inmates of Lincoln County Gaol, providing further insight into his character. 535  His 

misdemeanours were well known in Burton, and at the height of her financial 

problems, his sister had been forced to refute Monson’s suggestion that her troubles 

were the result of ‘the ill conduct of [her] near relatives’, maintaining that all her 

family ‘earn their own bread before they eat it’.536  

In July 1852, John Graves was admitted to the Lincoln Lunatic Asylum as a private 

patient, for which his sister probably picked up the cost.  He was discharged two 

                                                             
533 Ibid., 
534 1841 England Census.  A letter dated Jan 1851 (MON 25/13/10/3/13) states that John had 
left her two years before. 
535 1851 England Census.  
536 MON 25/13/10/3/12, 15th Jan, 1851 and 25/13/10/3/13, Jan 1851. 
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months later, with a note that his condition had been ‘relieved’.537  Although not 

explicitly stated, it is likely that John’s problems were alcohol related, which may 

explain why neither Mary nor her mother considered him suitable to take on the farm.  

It also helps clarify why Graves had accused Middleton of harbouring enmity toward 

her family.   Mary and John’s relationship shows that for single women not all sibling 

relationships were supportive, and that as Sarah Ellis warned, if a man’s proflicacy 

threatened to ruin a family business the women had to step up.538   

Graves seems to have successfully distanced herself from her brother and her business 

and personal life entered period of relative calm.   Everything  changed in September 

1857, when her nephew Thomas followed his father into the Asylum, admitted ‘in an 

incoherent state, quite unconscious of his position’ 539  Thomas was diagnosed with 

‘symptoms of insanity’ and remained a patient for nearly two years until he died of 

‘paralysis’ in 1859.540   Back home in Burton, his demise met with little sympathy, 

Middleton wrote Lord Monson that: 

[P]oor Miss Graves cannot feel any disadvantage by the death of her 

nephew, quite the contrary as he must have been a great burden to her 

… and a very great hindrance in every way.541  

Mary Larken, Lord Monson’s sister and local vicar’s wife considered Thomas’s death ‘a 

happy release as he was a heavy [burden] on his Aunt’.542  Not personally acquainted 

                                                             
537 LA, HOSP/LAWN 2/6/2 17th Sept, 1852. Funded by subscriptions from the local clergy, gentry, 
and physicians The Lincoln Lunatic Asylum had admitted its first patients in 1820. Leonard 
Smith, Cure, Comfort and Safe Custody: Public Lunatic Asylums in Early Nineteenth-Century 
England (London: Leicester University Press, 1999), p.31.  
538 Ellis, Women of England, p.36. Leonore Davidoff detailed a famous brother/sister 
relationship that was also far from harmonious, that of William Gladstone and his sister Helen. 
(Leonore Davidoff, ‘Kinship as a Categorical Concept: A Case Study of Nineteenth-Century 
English Siblings, Journal of Social History, 39:2 (Winter 2005), pp.411-28. 
539 HOSP/LAWN 2/12/3.  
540 HOSP/LAWN 2/22/1 20th May, 1859. 
541 MON 25/13/10/11/90-91 1st June, 1859. 
542  MON 25/13/10/11/92, 3rd June, 1859. 
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with Thomas, Monson was inclined to be more sympathetic.  Several days later 

Monson’s agent Robert Toynbee wrote that following her nephew’s death Graves: 

[H]as not sold her wheat and was not prepared to pay her rent…she is 

quite willing to pay interest for the accommodation, and as there is no 

doubt as to her ability to make the payments very shortly your Lordship 

will perhaps feel inclined under the circumstances to grant her the 

indulgence she asks.543 

Two days later Toynbee wrote to say that he would: 

[T]ake the early opportunity of informing Miss Graves of your Lordship’s 

kindness, for which I am sure she will be most grateful as the idea of 

being in arrear has made her uncomfortable.544   

Whatever the views of her neighbours Graves must have been affected by the death of 

a nephew who had lived in her home from childhood.  What he had personally felt 

about his aunt’s assumption of the tenancy is not documented.  Perhaps he believed 

his father was the rightful ‘heir’, and there may be some significance the 1851 CEB his 

position is recorded as servant (as were his younger brothers Charles and Henry), 

hiding the family relation.  Was there some ill feeling between aunt and nephew? If he 

had adequately fulfilled his duties as farm bailiff Mary Graves would have been heavily 

reliant on his labour, yet apart from being behind with the sale of her wheat she 

appears to have managed without him during his stay in Lincoln Asylum.  

Consequently, there may be some truth in David Middleton’s assertion that Thomas 

Graves was more of a hindrance than a help.  

                                                             
543 MON 25/13/10/11/86 27th May, 1859. 
544 MON 25/13/10/11/87 29th May, 1859. 
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Evidently it was not Mary Graves’ lot to be blessed with supportive relations.  While 

historians have claimed that single women found solace in their nephews and nieces, 

Graves’ family seemed determined to frustrate her.   In the summer of 1860 she was 

struck down by a serious illness, forcing her to place the management of the farm in 

John Evans hands.545  Although her health partially recovered her family problems did 

not abate.  In November of that year her niece Elizabeth (Betsy) became the third 

member of the Graves family to enter the Asylum.   Betsy Graves’ admission was 

clearly alcohol related, with the asylum casebooks noting that ‘the present is said to be 

her first attack and has endured about three weeks’.546  Betsy had also ‘threatened 

suicide and is dangerous to others.’  Whatever the cause of her condition, Betsy was 

well enough to express her desire to enter the asylum to be cured of ‘her disease’ and 

from December to January she made steady progress, applying herself to needlework 

and reading.  By early February she was deemed to be well enough to visit her aunt in 

the company of a nurse, however doubts remained as to her sobriety, particularly if 

again exposed to alcohol.   She was eventually discharged and was removed by her 

aunt on the 19th March when she showed no ‘signs of insanity’.547 

The increasing fragility of her niece must have worried Mary Graves, also suffering 

deteriorating health.  Not only did she have the farm to oversee but now she had to 

watch over Betsy.  By December 1860 Toynbee was reporting to Monson that ‘Miss 

Graves is again in arrears’.548  Her business affairs failed to improve, a year later 

Toynbee was reporting ‘Miss Graves late again with her rent’.549  The underlying 

problem would soon become tragically apparent.  In February 1862 Middleton wrote 

to Monson with the sad news. ‘My Lord it is my painful duty to inform your Lordship 

                                                             
545 MON 25/13/10/12/105 14th June, 1860. 
546 HOSP/LAWN 2/12/4. 
547 Ibid., 
548 MON 25/13/10/12/315 20th Dec, 1860. 
549 MON 25/13/10/13/60 20th Dec, 1861. 
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that poor Miss Graves’ niece destroyed herself yesterday by taking poison’.550  The 

details of the Coroner’s investigation published in the Lincoln, Rutland and Stamford 

Mercury provides further details of this shocking turn of events.   According to the 

Graves’ servant Ellen Cubitt, Betsy had come downstairs on ‘Friday morning about half-

past seven o’clock ... and go to a cupboard and give out some tea’.   A little after 

8’oclock the other servant had been called upstairs to find Betsy ‘in bed in great 

trouble and agony: she said she had taken mice poison’.  It was reported that her aunt 

‘who is afflicted was in a chair by the bedside’.  Mary Graves instructed Ellen to put 

some salt in some tea to give to Betsy, obviously hoping that this would induce 

vomiting, but Betsy could not swallow it and by nine o’clock she was dead.   Graves’ 

servants said that they had witnessed Betsy in drink the previous night when she had 

consumed four glasses of strong ale and had been helped to bed.  When they tried to 

lift her she had started to convulse and then told them she had ‘taken mice poison’.  

Following the post-mortem and from the description of her body at the point of death 

- ‘her head was thrown back, the throat prominently forward, and her hands were 

firmly clenched’ - it was concluded that Betsy died from strychnine poisoning.551  In 

addition to providing details of the post-mortem the newspaper report also hinted at 

some previously undisclosed and underlying causal factor, ‘other circumstances of a 

most painful nature connected with the case, and which have probably led to the sad 

event’.  The paper does not elaborate further but when writing to explain to Monson 

that it had proved impossible to identify the source of the poison, David Middleton 

added that ‘Young, his children, sister, husband and family all left Lincoln on or about 

the same time’.552  Had Betsy been having an affair? 

                                                             
550 MON 25/13/10/14/16 1st Feb, 1862. 
551 Lincoln, Rutland and Stamford Mercury, 7th Feb, 1862, p.5. 
552 MON 25/13/10/14/26 25th Feb, 1862. 
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Witnessing her niece’s violent death took its toll on Graves, a final tragic event that 

ended her family’s fifty-year working association with the estate.  By the beginning of 

May 1862 Toynbee was telling Monson that ‘Miss Graves has paid no regard to my 

applications for the rent due to your Lordship at Michaelmas last and Mr Middleton 

has left word today that she has applied the money she received at Lincoln April Fair in 

reduction of her Bank debts instead of in payment of her rent…’.553   By the end of the 

month Graves was a whole year in arrears, with Toynbee adamant ‘that she should be 

compelled to place the management of her affairs in the hands of trustees with the 

stipulation that your Lordships claim for rent due and accruing shall have priority of 

other claims’. 554  Graves may already have made the decision to relinquish her farm, 

as Toynbee added:  

[S]he has abundant property to satisfy all demands upon her but I fear 

there is not much hope of her continuing long in a solvent condition 

unless the management of her affairs is placed in other hands.  She has 

appointed Mr Farrow and Mr Evans to be her executors.555 

By the end of June 1862 Toynbee reported that Graves had executed a deed resting 

her property on Evens and Farrow, instructing them to pay her rent and any debts 

owing.556  With a prosperous harvest Toynbee believed Graves: 

[M]ay make £500 or £600 beyond her liabilities but this amount is no 

more than the fourth of what she ought to have to manage the farm 

with…apart from her want of funds her health renders her incapable of 

managing her affairs profitably.557    

                                                             
553 MON 25/13/10/14/63 2nd May, 1862. 
554 MON 25/13/10/14/72 26th May, 1862. 
555 Ibid., 
556 MON 25/13/10/14/97 26th June, 1862. 
557 Ibid., 
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All of Mary Graves stock and standing crops were auctioned, including ‘310 sheep, 34 

beasts, and 5 horses’.  The printed notice declare that the sale would take place ‘UPON 

THE PREMISES OF MISS MARY GRAVES, at Burton Cliff, near Lincoln,’ on 24th October 

1862. 558  The sale was announced alongside many other similar events in the Lincoln, 

Rutland and Stamford Mercury on 7th October.559  Refreshments (by ticket) were to be 

provided at Eleven o’clock and the sale was to commence at One’.  The public auction 

of her livestock and produce was an ignominious end to Mary Graves’ hard-fought 

battles to maintain both her personal and family’s independence.   It is ironic that in 

the end it was her family who let her down, leaving her little choice to withdraw from 

farming.    

It is not clear where Graves initially lived when she quit her farm, if Toynbee was 

correct she had sufficient money left to live relatively comfortably.  For Mary Graves, 

Burton was home, and Whites 1872 Directory continued to list her amongst the main 

village residents, although now without occupation.560   Graves was the only unmarried 

woman listed, suggesting that she was keen to retain some of the status that had been 

attached to her former position.   By the time she entered old age, however, there was 

little to distinguish her from other poorer residents.   The 1881 census lists her among 

ten Almswoman living in properties founded by the Monson’s in 1651.  Each house had 

a small garden and the incumbents received three-shillings-and-four pence each, per 

month, and a share of a five pound annuity that had been left by Edward Monson in 

1712.  They also received a gown on St Thomas’ Day (21st December) and possibly 

other benefits.561  The alms-houses were intended for ten poor widows, although the 

                                                             
558 MON 25/13/10/14/192 Printed Sale Notice, 9th Oct, 1862. 
559 Lincoln, Rutland, and Stamford Mercury, 7th Oct, 1862, p.7. 
560 History, Gazeteer & Directory of Lincolnshire and the Diocese of Lincoln 1872 (Sheffield: 
William White, 1872), p.374.   
561 Ibid., In a letter dated February 1862 David Middleton told Lord Monson that he had 
‘ordered the flannel at Morton’s for the Bede women’ (MON 25/13/10/14/26).   
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qualifying status was not strictly enforced and Graves was not the only never-married 

resident.562  Once again association with the parish was deemed the more important 

qualification.  As an almswoman Graves had guaranteed rent-free accommodation as 

well as retaining a certain degree of autonomy and status, however the stipend she 

received would have been meagre and it is unlikely she could have survived solely on 

the allowance.563  Whatever the realities of her situation it is hard not to see it is a 

decline in status although, as Nichols discussed, in addition to financial support 

almswomen did often receive more practical help particularly as many were old, 

disabled or infirm.  Poor health had been one of the factors that forced Graves to give 

up her farm so her transition to almswoman may have been expedient and Burton 

parish clearly sought to look after its own.      

5.0 Conclusion  

The experiences of Mary Graves and Louisa and Anne Marie Reid dispel many of the 

myths attached to the figure of the female farmer in the long nineteenth century.  All 

three women were in middle to older age yet rather than withdrawing from agriculture 

after family bereavements, they chose to continue in the profession.  While making a 

living on the land was never problem free, the greatest challenges the women faced 

were economic (due to the cyclical nature of agricultural prices) and localised (the 

result of their respective landlords’ failure to meet their own obligations).   Such issues 

had an equally detrimental impact on male as well as female farmers.      

                                                             
562 1881 England Census, History, Gazeteer & Directory of Lincolnshire 1872 p.374. 
563 The poverty of many alms-house residents raises the question of how people lived on such 
low stipends. Many residents were forced to apply for parish relief if they did not have 
independent means or family to support them. (Angela Nichols, ‘A Comfortable Lodging and 
One Shilling and Fourpence a Day’: The Material Benefits of an Almhouse Place’, Family and 
Community History, Vol. 15/2 (October 2012), p.91). 
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Although both Graves and the Reids encountered some mild gender-based criticism, 

this was an individual rather than collective view.   While Graves and the Reids 

occasionally resorted to the use of a ‘gendered script’ - denying and minimising their 

specialist expertise - when confronted by male interference they stood their ground, 

protecting their right to manage.   Rather than being excluded from the productive 

spaces of the farm, the women made them their own.   Space not only had economic 

worth but was also of symbolic significance.   By asserting their presence in the fields 

both Mary Graves and Anne Marie Reid were engaged in a process of actively re-

configuring the productive spaces of the farm as legitimate sites of female agency.    

The occupational norms and spaces associated with their chosen profession positioned 

women as legitimate farmers and at no point were these women made to feel that the 

occupation was inappropriate for a woman.  On the contrary, they received the 

support of their fellow farmers, and the help and understanding of their landlords.    In 

both cases, their long-term association with the estate was and the operation of a 

customary discourse were more important than their gender in constituting their 

identities.   

When the time came there were distinct reasons for the relinquishment of the farms.    

The Reids left when they failed to secure a long-term interest in their property and 

because their landlord’s changing priorities for his land did not accord with their own 

views.  Graves was forced to give up her farm due to failing health, brought on by a 

series of family tragedies.    Their experiences challenge claims that women left the 

land because of a lack of expertise or hardening gender expectations.  
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Chapter 5: Independent Women: Land and Property. 

 

‘Shirley… was glad to be independent as to 

property: by fits she was even elated at the 

notion of being lady of the manor, and having 

tenants and an estate…’ 

Charlotte Brontë, Shirley.564 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 
Women’s relationship to real property is a central theme of this thesis.  As the 

preceding chapters have shown, property was the foundation on which many 

expressions of female independence were built and performed.  Once in possession of 

property, women were free to establish households, and operate businesses.  This 

chapter offers a more detailed exploration of the complex dimensions of women’s 

relationship to property through examination of the most influential group of 

independent property-owning women in the English countryside, landowners.    

There were over 13,000 female landed proprietors returned in the 1851 census, yet 

despite this evidence of extensive and geographically widespread ownership, interest 

in this group has been muted, indeed some analyses have claimed that women rarely 

exercised influence over the running of landed estates.565 By referencing the activities 

of several female landowners in nineteenth-century Lincolnshire, this chapter will 

                                                             
564 Bronte, Shirley, p.230. 
565 For example, Horn who claimed that women were vastly under-represented as landowners – 
identifying fewer than 100 women amongst the property-owning elite. (Horn, Victorian 
Countrywomen, pp.39-40). 
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address this historiographical neglect, challenging orthodox ideas that women in this 

period took little interest in the big decisions concerning property, wealth, and 

inheritance.   Furthermore, by demonstrating that women were just as motivated as 

their male relatives to protect and preserve their family legacy and to establish or 

maintain a placed-based identity, this chapter challenges the view that women had 

different attitudes to property and inheritance to men.566  Linking data extracted from 

trade directories and the census, with estate records and correspondence, it will show 

that not only did some women play an active role in the management of their estates, 

they also took steps to protect it for future generations – while others used land 

purchase to establish property based dynasties.   

1.1 The Historiography of British landownership 

Much of the neglect of female landed proprietors is embedded in the existing 

historiography of British landownership which centres on the analysis of individuals 

identified in the series of nineteenth-century land surveys - The Great Landowners of 

Great Britain and Ireland - compiled by John Bateman between 1876 and 1883.567   

Because Bateman only listed those owners with more than 2,000 acres, his surveys 

were fundamental in the promulgation of what came to be known as the 

‘aggrandizement thesis’; the view that the vast majority of landed property was 

concentrated in the hands of a comparatively small elite.568  Contemporary 

commentators like James Caird and Tocqueville considered the aristocratic practice of 

                                                             
566 This idea is often found repeated in the historiography. R J Morris, writing about the 
inheritance strategies employed by the middle-class in nineteenth-century Leeds, suggested 
that women were less constrained by ‘custom and practice’ normally associated with middle-
class property strategies, using their wills to mark out their social and emotional worlds.  
(Morris, Men, Women and Property in England, p.240).  See Deborah Wynne, Women and 
Personal Property in the Victorian Novel (London: Routledge, 2016), p.35 for a recent discussion 
of this point.    
567 Tom Nicholas, ‘Businessmen and Land Ownership’, Economic History Review, LII, 1 (1999), 
pp.27-44, p.31. 
568 J V Beckett, ‘The Pattern of Landownership in England and Wales, p.1. 
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primogeniture was lead ing to the aggregation of land in an increasingly small number 

of hands, a consolidation achieved at the expense of the small owner.569  The 

continued adoption of this thesis by subsequent generations of historians, including 

Habbakuk (1940) and Mingay (1963) as well as historians of rural women like Pamela 

Horn, helped it become accepted historical orthodoxy.570     

During the 1980s, as interest in the ascendency of the middle-classes grew, the idea of 

a traditional aristocratic inheritance strategy championing primogeniture and estate 

aggrandizement became a feature of that historiography.  Descriptions of aristocratic 

practice were used as a counterpoint in explanations of the rise of the urban-based, 

progressive middle-class, consciously eschewing the practices of the property-owning 

elites by favouring flexible capital and partible inheritance over fixed assets like land.571   

In their respective studies of property, class, and gender both Morris and Davidoff and 

Hall drew a clear distinction between the attitudes of middle-class proprietors and 

those of the landed aristocracy, leading the latter to claim that property only meant 

something to members of established landed families for whom the passing of an 

intact estate was a potent symbol of patrician power and status.572  Female property 

owners were systematically marginalised in both sides of the account.   In respect of 

elite families, it was argued that only male heads thought in dynastic terms while 

among the middle-classes, it was claimed only men inherited land and cash, leaving 

women manage of income received in trust. 573  Consequently, in the bulk of the 

historiography the control of property is identified as an exclusively male concern.   

                                                             
569 Beckett claims that Tocqueville made this observation in the 1830s and 1840s, and that 
James Caird expounded a similar view in 1878. Beckett, ‘The Pattern of Landownership’, p.2.  
570 Ibid., p.4. 
571 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, p.206.  
572 Ibid., p.205. 
573 Morris, Men, Women and Property, p.343. 
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As the numbers of female owners that can be identified from the trade directories and 

census returns are clearly at odds with this narrative of women’s exclusion from all the 

important questions of land and property, there must have been other factors in play.  

In his analysis of the eighteenth-century English land market published in 1974, B A 

Holderness identified considerable regional variations, mounting an early challenge to 

the aggrandizement thesis.574 John Beckett’s later analysis of Habbakuk’s study 

challenged the geographical limits of his aggrandizement thesis, demonstrating that 

the exclusive accumulation of property by a handful of landed magnates during the 

long nineteenth century, was only true in some parts of the country.575   The realities of 

family demographics, as well as economic necessity, had forced many large owners to 

part with land.  By focusing his analysis on the counties of Northamptonshire and Kent, 

Beckett was able to demonstrate that only thirty-three percent of major landowners 

had settled their estates on a son aged twenty-one-years or over, and that as a 

consequence during the latter half of the eighteenth century, it was not uncommon for 

estates to be passed to daughters.576  Both Beckett and Holderness concluded that 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the land market was far more open 

than had previously been assumed and that rather than a wholesale reduction in the 

number of small estates the numbers of lesser gentry had been bolstered by a steady 

stream of new recruits, keen to enter the ranks of landed propertied classes.  The 

provincial land market continued to be particularly attractive to wide range of the 

urban mercantile and professional classes who were seeking both an investment 

opportunity and a visible display of gentility.577   

                                                             
574 B A Holderness, ‘The English Land market in the Eighteenth Century: the Case of 
Lincolnshire,’ The Economic History Review, Vol. 27, Issue 4 (Nov 1974), pp.557-576, p.573. 
575 Beckett, ‘The Pattern of Landownership’, p.8. 
576 Ibid., pp.9-10.  
577 Ibid., p.3, and Holderness, ‘The English Land Market’, pp.573-4. Beckett’s observations add 
weight to Martin Wiener’s contention that during the nineteenth century, there was in fact an 
accommodation (rather than opposition) between the aristocracy and the bourgeois classes 
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2.0 Women’s Routes to Ownership 

So what did this fluid land market and influx of ‘new’ money mean for women?  Firstly, 

it is evident from the examination of census data undertaken for this thesis that in 

many provincial counties numbers of male land owners did not greatly exceed that of 

women.  For example, in Lancashire in 1851 the census recorded 1055 male and 935 

female owners, while in the geographically isolated county of Cornwall the differential 

was even smaller with 339 males to 331 females.   Meanwhile in the county of 

Lincolnshire there were 342 female landowners in 1851 to 535 males.   There were 

however some notable regional variations.  For example, in the counties closest to 

London there were far fewer landowners of both sexes.  The 1851 returns for 

Hertfordshire showed 143 males and 97 female proprietors with 120 and 76 

respectively in Buckinghamshire.578   When figures for these districts are considered 

alongside other sources it is evident that the ‘home counties’ boasted a much greater 

proportion of dominant families, supporting Beckett’s contention that where the 

aristocracy and other significant magnates dominated there were smaller numbers of 

elite families intent on buying further property and consolidating their holdings.  This 

practice would have limited the supply of land and would have prevented new 

entrants from establishing themselves.579   Even in those areas where the aristocracy 

dominated land ownership women were not entirely absent however.  Of the 158 

principle residences listed in Kelley’s 1883 Directory of Buckinghamshire women 

                                                             
that saw the rentier aristocracy reshape the industrial bourgeois in its own image. (Wiener, 
English Culture, p.8). 
578 1851 Census Great Britain Instructors to Enumerators: Tables of Population and Housing: 
Numbers of Inhabitants 1801-51, Volume 1, with Census Report Population 6 (Shannon: Irish 
University Press: British Parliamentary Papers, 1968) and 1870 and 1871 Census England and 
Wales: Ages, Civil Condition, Occupations and Birthplaces, Population 18. 
579 Beckett, ‘The Pattern of Landownership’, pp.7-8.  This probably explains why George Reid, 
the brother of Louisa and Ann-Marie Reid discussed in the previous chapter, rented his estate 
rather than purchased.  As an ex-military man and MP Reid was a prime example of the ‘new’ 
landed gentry.  It also may explain why the Duke of Somerset refused to sell the Pickeridge 
Farm to Louisa despite her many attempts to persuade him.  
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occupied twenty of the seats and Lady Alicia Bristowe and Lady Georgiana Needham of 

Datchet House and Elizabeth Lady Dashwood of West Wycombe House comfortably 

rubbed shoulders with the Duke of Somerset, the Baron Ferdinand de Rothschild, and 

Earl Brownlow.580    

Elsewhere the relative openness of the local land market as well as the cost of land, 

were crucial factors in the density of landed proprietors.   While land remained 

concentrated in the hands of a few owners in the counties closest to London, this was 

not the case in more agricultural counties like Lincolnshire where the effects of the 

open land market across the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries remain 

evident.    Consequently, it is possible to identify several Lincolnshire families who, 

during the eighteenth century, took advantage of the break- up of large estates, 

increasing their own property holdings; families whose own fluctuating fortunes had a 

major impact on the patterns of female landownership in the county.581      

Several of the property-owning women who featured in the 1885 edition of Kelly’s 

Directory of Lincolnshire, and who are discussed in more detail later in this chapter, 

were the descendants of these newly promoted landowners, men who had either 

made their fortunes in trade or were prosperous local farmers on the make.  The 

Beckett family, who originated from the West Riding of Yorkshire were one such 

trading family.  John Beckett, a Barnsley grocer and linen-draper had begun investing 

in Lincolnshire during the 1750s.  His son Thomas, a Leeds banker, went on to 

consolidate the family’s position by buying a considerable estate with a mansion at 

Somerby, near Gainsborough, in 1786.582   Yet by the time Kelley’s compiled their 1885 

Directory, Somerby Hall - ‘a commodious mansion ... situated in charming park-like 

                                                             
580 Kelly’s Directory of Buckinghamshire 1883 (London: Kelly’s Directories Limited, 1883), pp., xi-
xii.   
581 Holderness, ‘The English Land-market’, pp.573-4. 
582 Holderness, ‘The English Land-market’, p.561. 
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grounds of about eighty acres, which are adorned with numerous groups of stately 

forest trees’, and its associated 6,172 acre estate, had passed to Thomas Beckett’s 

daughters, fifty-seven-year-old Mary Beckett and her married sister Elizabeth Hickman 

Bacon.583   

The numbers of new landowners who had made their money in trade were bolstered 

by ambitious local farmers, lawyers and land agents who raised themselves to the 

position of landowners by buying the estates of their employers and other land.584  

This method of land acquisition was particularly noticeable in north Lincolnshire where 

several prominent families rose from the ranks of the eighteenth-century yeomanry.   

Philip Skipworth, a tenant of a profitable farm near Grimsby, began to acquire land in 

Lincolnshire during the 1790s.  By 1840 Skipworth’s son George was in possession of 

an estate of around 5,000 acres in the north Lincolnshire village of South Kelsey.585  

The Skipworths acquired the land to farm and, rather than being marginalised in family 

property strategies, their women played a vital role.  In 1871 when George Skipworth 

had moved to Moortown House in South Kelsey, his previous residence, South Kelsey 

Hall, remained in the hands of his mother Mrs Eliza Skipworth.  This was not simply a 

matter of courtesy to the family matriarch as on her death South Kelsey again passed 

down the female line, to her niece Rosamund Frances.   While women were not 

personally making fortunes in trade and farming, they were certainly inheriting 

property in those families that were upwardly mobile.  

 

 

                                                             
583 Kelly’s Directory of Lincolnshire With Map 1885 (London: Kelly & Co., 1885), p.367. 
584 Holderness, ‘The English Land Market’, pp.573-4. 
585 Ibid., p.575. 
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2.1 Attitudes to Female Landowners 

Aside from the underrepresentation of women in earlier statistical analyses of 

landowners, other contemporary sources have encouraged the invisibility of this 

group. Even though many women were clearly managing their property portfolios 

effectively, commentators questioned their ability to do so. John Humphries, who 

authored a treatise on real property, was one who claimed that landed estates 

suffered under the control of women.586  Humphries had given evidence to the 

parliamentary Real Property Commission, set up in 1829 to inquire into the operational 

effectiveness of English laws concerning real property.587  Having been asked by the 

commissioners for his views on changing the system of dower so that a widow became 

tenant in common of one-third of her husband’s estates, Humphries replied that in his 

view ‘women are unfit to manage real estate; they ruin estates; and they are 

themselves cheated and beggared’ going on to state that his ‘great object would be to 

prevent the widow from meddling with the soil’.588   Such views did little to enhance 

views of women’s competence in this area. 

Despite such concerns, the Lincolnshire estates that came into the hands of women 

during the latter decades of the nineteenth century, do not appear to have suffered 

from the change in ownership.  As Gleadle remarked in her examination of the political 

activities of landed proprietors, many gentry women considered the protection and 

management of their land to be paramount.589 Women like Eliza Skipworth who 

personally farmed her 580-acre estate at South Kelsey.  Skipworth remained true to 

                                                             
586 Staves, Married Women’s Separate Property, p.35. 
587 Stuart Bridge, ‘Prescriptive Acquisitions of Easements: Abolition or Reform? in Cooke, 
Elizabeth, Modern Studies in Property Law, Vol. 3 (London: Bloomsbury Publishing 2005), pp.3-
21, pp.9-10.  
588 Staves, Married Women’s Separate Property, p.36. 
589 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, p.193. 
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her family’s farming origins, and actively managed her land, employing nine labourers 

and six boys.590   

While not all the women were quite so involved in the day to day management of their 

estates they still controlled significant amounts of money and would influence how 

and where it was invested.   When Mary Beckett co-inherited the Somerby estates 

with her sister, she continued to live at the Hall, making the most of an independent 

wealth which reflected the trading and banking background of her family.    Much of 

Beckett’s money was invested in mortgages attached to farms but she also held a 

mortgage on the Moorwood Moor Coal, Ironstone, and Fire Clay Company Ltd at Crich 

in Derbyshire.591   Beckett maintained an extensive and varied portfolio, including 

properties in Lincolnshire, Doncaster, Lofthouse, and Saltburn in Yorkshire, not all of 

which had been inherited from her father, suggesting that she continued to exert her 

influence over the financial fortunes of her estates.  

4.0 Case Study: Ann Dixon – Inheritance and Dynastic Ambition 

 
The examples of Skipworth and Beckett demonstrate that despite the rhetoric of men 

like John Humphries, landed estates continued to function under female control.  

While an intact estate may have served as a visible manifestation of a family’s wealth 

and status it was also a business on which numerous people of all classes depended.   

Female owners, just like their male counterparts, could call on significant professional 

expertise from the family solicitor to a range of professional land agents and estate 

overseers who advised on every aspect of such a substantial rural undertaking - 

including irrigation, drainage, and tenant management - as well as offering expertise in 

                                                             
590 1871 England Census. 
591 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No. 24, 1st March 1972-31st March 1973 (Lincolnshire: 
Lincolnshire Archives Committee, 1973), p.15.  
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book-keeping and banking.592  In fact in terms of the day-to-day management, very 

little changed on a large estate when women took over the reins.  This is clear in 

another example from 1871, concerning Ann Dixon’s succession of her father Thomas 

John Dixon as principal landowner in the parishes of Thornton and Holton le Moor on 

the north- eastern edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds.  Inheritance customs position Dixon 

as the rightful heir to the family estates.  The estate ledgers simply recorded the 

transition from one owner to the next without fuss or comment.593  

Like the Skipworth’s of South Kelsey, the Dixons of Holton le Moor had risen from the 

ranks of the yeomanry, emerging from relative obscurity in 1741 when William Dixon, 

who farmed near Goole, purchased 100 acres and the manor of Holton le Moor some 

three miles south-west of the market town of Caistor.594  In 1769 William made further 

purchases at Holton, including the right to the rabbit warren which formed the nucleus 

of the Dixon’s estate.595  When Ann Dixon inherited the estate barely a century later in 

1871, it comprised over 5,000 acres, the bulk of which (2,750 acres) was centred on 

Holton.   The social and geographical mobility of a family like the Dixons complicates 

the accepted narrative of oppositional aristocratic/middle-class property strategies.   

By acquiring land and property and establishing a place-based identity for their family, 

a middling-sort family like the Dixon’s were clearly thinking in dynastic terms, an 

outlook that Ann Dixon shared.    

Fundamentally Ann Dixon’s attitude to her Lincolnshire estates mirrored that of her 

male predecessors.  A well-managed and productive estate was a marker of the 

family’s acquired status.  Having attained his initial land holding William Dixon added 

                                                             
592 Mingay, Rural Life in Victorian England, pp.126-7. 
593 LA, 1-DIXON 22/1/1 Ledger 4.E. No.9 1835-71 and 1-DIXON 22/4/9 Ledger B (Miss Ann 

Dixon) 1871-1893. 
594 Ibid., pp.79-92. 
595 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No. 22 1st April 1970- 23rd May 1971 (Lincolnshire: 

Lincolnshire Archives Committee, 1971), p.18. 
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to it, leasing further land in the area.   While William performed the role of prosperous 

farmer and grazier, his son Thomas moved closer to the ranks of the gentry, building 

the house at Holton le Moor for his own son William (Ann Dixon’s grandfather), 

consolidating the family’s position by adding a physical marker of their status.  The 

second William Dixon continued to farm the parish from 1782 until his death in 1824.   

The Holton ‘estate’ remained one large farming enterprise, with a substantial quantity 

of land staying in the owner’s hands until at least the middle of the nineteenth 

century.596  Although he saw himself as a gentleman William Dixon disdained the 

practice of those wealthy farmers who speculated in real estate and had their sons 

educated in the manner of the gentry.    He had a strong belief in the importance of 

the local agricultural community of which he was a part.  He remained concerned 

about the impact of enclosure on those without land and believed that landlords 

benefited at the cost of tenant farmers.  Consequently, the full enclosure of Holton le 

Moor was delayed until after William’s death – as he preferred to maintain the rough 

pasture and extensive rabbit warren on the moor - continuing to employ rabbit 

warreners as late as 1816.597  

In 1824 under the terms of his father’s will, Ann Dixon’s father Thomas John inherited 

Holton and land in the neighbouring parishes of Thornton le Moor and Nettleton.   

William Dixon’s will is literally a testament to the strength of his attachment to Holton 

and the degree to which his identity was embedded in a particular time, place and 

community.  Each individual property is separately itemised.   While the will provides a 

full inventory of William’s acquisitions it also emphasises the extent to which his saw 

his identity and that of his family as being rooted in one place.  While William left the 

                                                             
596 Richard Olney, ‘Squire and Community: T G Dixon at Holton-le-Moor, 1906-1937’, Rural 
History, 18 (2007), pp.201-216, p.204. 
597 Donna J Ulyatt, ‘Female Agricultural Labour on the Dixon Estate, Lincolnshire, 1801-17,’ The 
Agricultural History Review, 54, 1 (June 2006), pp.79-92, p.80. 
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bulk of his property to his eldest son Thomas John, he was keen to ensure that all his 

sons retained a stake in the land.  Less concerned with passing on an intact estate, he 

divided it, making a further bequest to his middle son James Green, who received the 

Mount Pleasant Farm where he already farmed, and other land in Thornton le Moor.  

Thomas John was critical of this strategy and persuaded his brother to sell this 

inheritance back to him as soon as their father died.598  

Once he was in total control Thomas Dixon considerably expanded the estate.599   As a 

substantial landowner he was keen to take on more active community roles, although 

his neighbours remained unconvinced, with one local cleric claiming that he lacked 

‘the necessary qualifications to become a magistrate.’600  He achieved a certain 

prominence in local and county affairs, serving as High Sheriff of Lincolnshire in 1862, 

an achievement that he marked by the purchase of a coat of arms for his family.601    

Yet despite these aspirations Thomas’s life continued to be shaped by local forces.   His 

personal notebooks, which he kept from 1815, provide an insight into the pace and 

tenor of a country existence.  Each entry is no more than a line, and a cursory one at 

that, for example he notes his marriage to his cousin Mary Ann Roadly on the 10th July 

1827 thus; ‘married to London, Cheltenham and Herefordshire’.602  Only three of the 

couple’s seven children survived into adulthood.   The only surviving son, Richard 

Roadly, was born on the 1st December 1830, two years after their daughter Ann.    

Richard, the estate’s intended heir, proved a disappointment to his father.  

Correspondence from the family solicitor, John Coverdale suggests that Richard 

suffered from poor mental health.  One undated memorandum mentioned his 

‘unsettled and improvident habits’ while a letter from November 1859 urged Thomas 

                                                             
598 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No.22, p.20. 
599 Ulyatt, ‘Female Agricultural Labour’, p.81. 
600 Reverend William Cooper wrote to Lord Brownlow in 1837, cited in Ulyatt (ibid p.81). 
601 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No.22, p.20. 
602 1 - DIXON 9/1/26, 1827. 
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not to put his son in an asylum.603   Richard’s health crises may have been provoked by 

his father’s initial opposition to his marriage to Hannah Lucy Collinson which finally 

took place in 1860, three years after his father had initially attempted to block the 

match.604  

Anxiety over Richard’s future shaped Thomas’ plans for his estate.  He made a series of 

wills during the 1860s, entailing it in trust to Richard, then to Ann, and finally to their 

youngest sister Amelia Margaret.   Should Richard become ill, he was provided for, 

while the estates at Nettleton were to go to Ann for life and then to her children as 

tenants in common, while his interest in the Searby estate would return to his 

widow.605 Thomas, clearly anxious that none of his children might produce an heir, 

began to step back from his own direct involvement, procuring tenants for some of his 

farms.606 There is nothing in the Dixon records to suggest that anyone considered it 

unusual for the estate to end up in Ann Dixon’s hands, on the contrary the successive 

versions of Thomas’s will make increasing provision for Ann to take control of the 

estate should her brother Richard prove incapable, obviously Thomas believed the 

estate would do better under her control than under the auspices of trustees.607  In the 

event, Richard did die, just twenty-one days after his father, leaving fifty-two-year-old 

Ann in charge.608  

Just as the Lincolnshire Custom of tenancy had legitimised Mary Graves’ presence on 

the predominantly masculine space of the Burton estate, the customary inheritance 

practice set out in T J Dixon’s will worked to constitute and legitimise Ann Dixon’s 

                                                             
603 1 - DIXON 3/3/47. 
604 Collinson was the daughter of a local solicitor who had established a firm in Doncaster and 

acted as clerk to the Epworth magistrates in the Isle of Axholme.  Report of the Lincolnshire 
Archivist No. 22, p.491.  1 - DIXON 3/3/50-61, 1859-1860.  
605 1 - DIXON 2/1/9 20th July, 1864. 
606 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No. 22, p.20. 
607 1 - DIXON 2/1/9 20th July, 1864. 
608 Ulyatt, ‘Female Agricultural Labour’, p. 80.  
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position.   As the intended if not first, heir, Ann Dixon was no passive holder of 

property.  She was now an independently wealthy woman, yet she chose not to 

withdraw to that life of idle luxury which contemporary writers like Sarah Ellis had 

claimed the wives and daughters of farmers aspired to.609  In fact in Dixon’s case there 

is little to suggest that she viewed her estate as purely a source of leisure and 

enjoyment, on the contrary she saw it as a productive space requiring her full attention 

and active management.610  Her estate ledgers illustrate the wide-ranging mix of 

domestic, farming, and charitable interests that made up the business of running a 

landed estate.   There is detail on each of the tenants – both farmers and cottagers – 

with who they were in account, as well as the particulars of rents owed and collected  

in April and October each year.  All estate income was recorded, including dividends 

from railway stocks and the Grimsby Gas Corporation as well all estate expenditure 

which including the servant’s wages, land tax, and the contribution to the poor rate.   

The estate was an important source of support for several charitable bodies and paid 

subscriptions to national organisations including the Shipwreck Association as well as 

leading county charities and organisations, such as the County Hospital and the Female 

Penitents Home.   More local concerns like the (Market) Rasen Board of Education 

which was dependent on the munificence of the local landowners was also 

supported.611   Thus Ann Dixon’s influence as a landowning woman went beyond the 

boundaries and employees of her own inherited estate.  Her influence was not, 

however, restricted to purely charitable endeavours, part of what many historians 

have felt were the more traditional female spaces for affluent rural women to occupy.  

Records pertaining to Ann Dixon’s management of her family estate provide evidence 

                                                             
609 Ellis, Women of England, p. 189.  
610 Wiener claimed that aspirant middle-class landowners were lured by the possibilities of such 
a lifestyle. (Weiner, English Culture, p.5).  
611 1-DIXON 22/1/1 Ledger 4.E. No.9 1835-71. 
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for women’s involvement in other aspects perhaps more commonly thought of as 

male. 612  She employed two estate overseers Henry Seagrave who managed for her at 

Thornton, and George Maddison who did the same at Holton.613 Both men deferred to 

her in estate matters.  For example, on one of the pages of the ledger there is a note in 

Ann Dixon’s hand dated 20th September 1892 where she has personally authorised 

rent arrears on one of her farms that was now in the hands of the original tenant’s 

executors.   

Ann Dixon was very much a ‘hands on’ manager. Her management of the estate reveal 

her as having more in common with her grandfather for whom the land and soil were 

so important, than her father who had looked to capitalise on the status he had 

acquired through land ownership. There is also plenty of evidence that Dixon took her 

practical responsibilities seriously. From the outset of her tenure, her estate ledgers 

document her improving zeal, particularly the numerous and regular purchase of drain 

pipes and outfalls, pantiles and bricks - essential to maintaining the estate’s 

infrastructure - which suggests that her father may well have neglected some of his 

obligations.   Between 1877 and 1882, under her management, the estate embarked 

on an ambitious programme of field drainage at a total cost of over £900, meticulously 

recorded with detail of each individual location, whether an outfall of cesspool was 

required and the itemised costs for each site.614   

In contrast to the aristocratic landlords discussed in the previous chapter, Lord 

Monson at Burton whose tenants regularly requested promised improvements and the 

Duke of Somerset who we know from the Reid’s cattle trespass failed to keep his 

                                                             
612 McDonagh, ‘Women, Enclosure and Estate Improvement’, p.144.  An explicit link between 
women and the interior space of the country house is made in Lumiss and Marsh, The Woman’s 
Domain, p.62.  
613 1-DIXON 22/4/9 Ledger B (Miss Ann Dixon) 1871-93. 
614 1-DIXON 22/4/9 Ledger B (Miss Ann Dixon) 1871-93. 
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fences repaired, Ann Dixon prided herself on maintaining and improving her estate 

infrastructure and meeting her obligations to all her tenants, including her cottagers.   

In addition to the field underdrainage she built new cottages at Holton and supplied 

the village with fresh water and a drainage system.615 As with other aspects of the 

management of her estates, she took an active interest in the development of this 

latter project, vetoing samples of drainage pipes she was unhappy with and seeking 

assurance from the supplier about other technical aspects.616   A letter from the St 

Neots based gas and water works engineer George Bower, who had been contracted 

to supply the materials, explained the techniques used to coat the insides of the pipes.  

The letter includes the codicil ‘I should think that the enclosed letter … will be quite 

satisfactory explanation for Miss Dixon.’617   Dixon was clearly an active manager who 

was known to be interested in all aspects of the fine detail involved in running a large 

and complex estate.   

A further indication that Dixon wanted to protect the appearance of her estate can be 

found in her tenancy agreements.   When letting her various properties and farms to 

tenants at both Holton and neighbouring parishes she favoured a form of tenancy that 

prioritised the preservation of the land in its current state.  This allowed her to resist 

any manoeuvres by her tenantry to make changes to offset their financial losses during 

what has come to be known as the ‘Great Depression’ in agriculture, but which has 

since been recognised as one of the cyclical changes in agricultural fortunes so 

characteristic of the nineteenth century.618  The period 1875 to 1896 was marked by 

low prices, rents, and land values, with farm incomes coming under pressure from 

                                                             
615 Olney, ‘Squire and Community’, p.204. 
616 1-DIXON 10/4/7 10th Jan, 1874. 
617 1-DIXON 10/4/9 12th Jan, 1874. 
618 1 - DIXON, 6/4/1/5 14th March, 1881, 6/4/1//6 23rd May, 1891.  Brown, Farming in 
Lincolnshire, p.119.  
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competition with cheap imported American grain.619  It is likely that Dixon was 

concerned that in response to the fall in income her tenants would demand - like Lord 

Monson’s had - the right to plough up old pasture land or try to supplement their 

incomes by selling timber.  She sought to head off such requests by resorting to highly 

prescriptive tenancy agreements.   Her agreement with Robert Cook for the tenancy of 

a farm and public house in the village of Nettleton contained several strict provisos, for 

example, he would be fined heavily if he planted the wrong crops or ploughed up 

pasture. Furthermore, to encourage and protect the trees on the estate, her 1875 

agreement with John Taylor contained the caveat that he was ‘not to grub up hedges – 

nor lop of any under 12 year’s growth’.620   However it would be wrong to assume that 

Dixon was immune to the suffering of her tenants.  Between 1875 and 1888 she did 

reduce the rent on her largest farm on her Searby estate from £2,000 to £1,000 

making a major difference to the ability of her tenant to survive the depression in 

prices.621 She also allowed greater concessions for those tenants who were 

disadvantaged by ‘heavy land’.622 

Dixon’s desire to protect her trees to maturity resonates with Kelley’s description of 

Mary Beckett’s Somerby estate as ‘adorned with stately forest trees’ - mature trees 

would have been a clear marker of both the estate’s prosperity - but also its longevity.  

But Ann Dixon’s affection for the physical fabric of her estate and particularly for her 

trees even exceeded her lifespan.  The newspaper report of her funeral noted that she 

had been buried in a coffin made from oak grown on the estate.  The report also 

described how she had left instructions that the casket was ‘to be as plain as possible 

without ornamentation or handles’, a further indication that Ann’s identity was closely 

                                                             
619 Ibid., p.123. 
620 1 - DIXON 6/4/1/1.  
621 Brown, Farming in Lincolnshire, p.132. 
622 Ibid., p.134. 
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linked to the physicality of the estate and that it was her lifelong connection to it that 

was important, not the status she derived from owning it.623     

During her life time Ann Dixon prioritised the management and improvement of her 

estate, however she was also acutely aware that if it was to be preserved and the 

Dixon’s dynastic ambitions protected, the responsibility rested squarely on her 

shoulders.  Ann was never-married and had no children to carry on the Dixon name.  If 

all her predecessor’s hard-work and accumulations of land and status were to endure 

then she needed to identify a way to preserve the Dixons/Holton leMoor connection.     

When she drew up her will in 1889, Dixon took on board advice proffered to her father 

by solicitor John Coverdale; that he should perpetuate the name of Dixon by directing 

the husbands of his daughters to take the name on condition of them coming into 

possession.624   While Ann had no husband of her own, her sister Amelia Margaretta 

was married and so under the terms of her will, Dixon set up a trust with the proviso 

that her sister and any husband of hers “apply for and obtain an act of Parliament or 

license from the Crown authorising him or her to use the surname of “Dixon” only.625   

Furthermore, any subsequent person who came into possession of the estate including 

the husband of “any female who shall so become entitled” must also assume the name 

of Dixon.   Ann Dixon’s trust continued to govern the Holton le Moor estate when the 

estate passed to her cousin Charlotte Jane Gibbons.  It was her son Thomas Gibbons 

who succeeded to the Holton estate in 1906, his mother having declined her life 

interest in his favour.626  The London Gazette of 1st February, 1907 records how:  

The King has been pleased to grant unto Thomas George Gibbons... His 

Royal License and authority that he may (in compliance with a clause 

                                                             
623 3- DIXON 5/12/38, 1893, Newspaper Report of Ann Dixon’s Funeral. 
624 1 DIXON 3/3/47 n.d. 
625 1 - DIXON 22/2/8 copy, will and codicils of Miss Ann Dixon, deceased. 
626 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No. 22, p.21. 
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contained in the last will and testament of Ann Dixon, late of Holton-

le-Moor, in the county of Lincoln, Spinster, deceased) take and 

henceforth use the surname of Dixon instead of that of Gibbon’s, and 

bear the arms and crest of Dixon only.627   

Ann Dixon’s use of her will to establish a trust securing the future of her estate 

demonstrates that female landowners were not passive bystanders in the big decisions 

concerning family property.  Dixon was not prepared to stand by as her family name 

and connections to Holton were extinguished.    Her use of her will to perpetuate her 

name also challenges the view that women’s use of these documents was somehow 

different to men’s.   For example, it has been suggested that women used their will to 

present their life and perpetuate their memory.628 The contention that women 

displayed a particularly feminised response to property is problematic, as historians 

are in danger of naturalising the relationship of women and property, whilst 

simultaneously implying that women took no interest in the wider politics of family 

property.  It also implies that women had no real property of their own to concern 

them.  It is an idea that continues to hold credence, as recently as 2016 it has still been 

claimed that because women rarely owned land or other substantial property, any 

‘feelings of ownership’ would have been confined to, and projected onto, inexpensive 

portable property and possessions. 629  Such a view is clearly out of step with the 

realities of women’s position, not only did they have property of their own, but as the 

case of Ann Dixon shows, they were also important guardians of their family legacy, 

particularly if it fell to them to make the decisions about how that property should be 

managed and protected for use by future generations.    

                                                             
627 The London Gazette, 1st Feb, 1907, p.738. 
628 Froide, Never Married, p.79. 
629 Wynne, Women and Personal Property, p.15. 
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Ann Dixon’s management of her estates demonstrates what actually happened when 

an independent woman ‘meddled with the soil’.  Under her management the physical 

infrastructure of the estate was enhanced, while the villagers of Holton benefitted 

from her scheme to supply them with fresh water and drainage.  Ann Dixon was as 

committed to the preservation of her family’s Holton connections as her grandfather 

and father before her.  But while her male predecessors have been the subject of 

several local histories and academic papers the contribution of Ann Dixon to the 

ongoing prosperity and social cohesion of the estate has been systematically 

overlooked.630     

4.0 The Gendering of Property Relations  

 
In addition to the tendency of historians to associate elite and gentry women with the 

internal domestic spaces of their property as opposed to its outdoor productive 

spaces, there is a further reason for their neglect; the deeply gendered nature of both 

the property relation and its associated language.   As discussed in the Introduction 

while property was central to the idea of the autonomous and independent individual, 

that individual remained, at least in the nineteenth-century imagination, male.   The 

masculine gendering of the property relation throughout the long nineteenth century, 

can be detected in the phallogocentric language governing many property transactions 

of the period; a phenomenon that impacted on female property holders at all levels of 

society.   For example, in the Yorkshire town of Doncaster the official pre-printed 

receipts issued to female householders on payment of their various rates and taxes 

had to be amended to reflect the actual sex of the householder.  So when in 1844-5 

                                                             
630 For example, despite several references to the Dixon estate Jonathon Brown’s study of 
Lincolnshire farming only makes passing reference to Miss Dixon, in fact ownership of her 
Searby estates is assigned to ‘Mrs Dixon’. (Brown, Lincolnshire Farming, p.134). Olney notes 
that Ann Dixon was ‘known for her charitable works’ (Olney, ‘Squire and Community’, p.204). 
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Miss Rhodes, the lodging house proprietor and resident of Hall Gate in Doncaster 

discussed in Chapter 3 paid her parish duesn- seventeen-shillings poor rate, four- 

shillings church rate, eight-shillings Highway Rate - all of the pre-printed receipts, torn 

from the rate collector’s books, had the appellation “Mr” physically overwritten with 

“Miss”.631  Likewise, when the Misses Reid, the Buckinghamshire tenant farmers 

introduced in the previous chapter, received their official notification of the Duke of 

Somerset’s Rent Day at the Bull Inn, Gerrard’s Cross in March 1862, they would have 

noticed that the pre-printed salutation “I am Sir, Your obedient servant, Geo Healey”, 

had been amended, with the “Sir” crossed out and replaced with the word “Miss”.632 

Despite their significant wealth and authority female landowners continued to 

negotiate a society where gender was the primary way in which power was articulated, 

seen here to be operating through the gendered codification of the property 

relation.633  Kelly’s 1854 Directory of Buckinghamshire described the various extensive 

and delightful ‘gentleman’s seats’ to be found in the vicinity of Amersham and 

Coleshill, included the names of two female landowners Miss Elizabeth Shuttleworth of 

Little Shardloes and Miss Oldham who resided at Woodside Lodge who found their sex 

transformed to male.634   The normative use of masculine terms for property owners 

was also laid down in a range of official documents associated with the management 

of a landed estate, including rent rolls and other printed materials like legal 

agreements.635 When Ann Dixon entered into an agreement to let a public house and 

land to Robert Cook in 1874 she is described in the handwritten tenancy document as 

                                                             
631 LA, 2TGH 2/R/5/14, 2TGH 2/R/5/15, 2TGH 2/R/5/12.  
632 CFBS, D/RA/4/139. 
633 Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, p.48. 
634 Post Office Directory of Berkshire, Northamptonshire and Oxfordshire, with Bedfordshire, 
Buckinghamshire and Huntingdonshire, (London: Kelly and Co., 1854), p.66. 
635 After making this observation it was interested to find that in their analysis of Emily Bronte’s 
Wuthering Heights Gilbert and Gubar discuss how Edgar Linton’s patriarchal mastery is 
contained in the various wills, testaments, leases, titles, and rent rolls that occupy his time, 
claiming such documents are ‘the paraphernalia by which patriarchal culture is transmitted 
from one generation to the next’.  Gilbert and Gubar, ‘The Madwoman in the Attic, p.281.   
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the ‘landlady’ however by 1891 the pre-printed documents in use on her estate refers 

to the landowner as the “Landlord” throughout.636 

While it is important to recognise that while there was nothing to legally prevent an 

unmarried woman - as a feme sole - from holding and disposing of real property, there 

remained tangible cultural constraints to overcome before she did so.   The re-

inscription of these public and legal documents, therefore, and the consequent 

foregrounding of the female subject of property is important.  When read alongside 

the proprietary self-identities relayed by women to the census enumerators, and the 

payments they made to be listed in the local trade directories, the re-inscription of 

these documents is further example of the way in which independent female 

proprietors inserted themselves into the official (and subsequently historical) record.  

Through these small acts of subversion ordinary women (regardless of social status) 

foregrounded their identities as owners and occupiers of property, asserting their right 

to be considered autonomous and independent actors.   As a result, the presence of 

independent women of property complicates and disrupts the accepted picture of 

gendered property relations.   

5.0 Women’s Land Purchase  

Alongside inheritance, there is a further aspect of women’s land ownership.  The lack 

of attention to women in the historiography of land, and long-standing assumptions 

about women’s exclusion from family property strategies has meant that few 

historians have bothered to enquire whether women took advantage of favourable 

markets for themselves.  Pamela Horn’s contention that landed property only ever 

passed to women when the male line failed similarly forecloses any consideration of 
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women acquiring titles to land through purchase. 637  Women’s wills are rarely explicit 

on how the property they owned at their death was acquired. What is clear, however 

is that where conditions were conducive, women exploited their feme sole status to 

amass a landholding that went well beyond the necessity for subsistence or business 

purposes.  Such acquisitions were just as likely to be connected to women’s desire to 

enhance and assert both their own status as independent landowners as well as 

protect the fortunes of their natal family, the implication of which is discussed in the 

remainder of this chapter.  

5.1 Case Study: Mary Elizabeth Trafford-Southwell  

The evidence of Lincolnshire’s women landowners shows that some women did indeed 

aspire to join the ranks of the landed gentry and were just as successful as many of the 

‘new men’ in acquiring their own portfolio of property and founding their own 

property-based dynasties.   One woman who took advantage of Lincolnshire’s open 

land market was Mary Elizabeth Trafford – Southwell.  White’s 1856 edition of the 

History, Gazeteer and Directory of Lincolnshire describes how she had bought the 

Manor of Honington, near Grantham, in 1851 and had subsequently set about re-

building many of the old houses in the village.638 Like Ann Dixon, Trafford-Southwell’s 

story is closely linked to the shifting focus of her family fortunes, however unlike 

Dixon, whose family was in the ascendency, Trafford Southwell was motivated by the 

desire to recover the reputation of her family.  

Elizabeth Trafford was the eldest daughter of Norfolk landowners who during the 

eighteenth century, had held substantial property in Lincolnshire.  The family had 

enjoyed considerable standing, Elizabeth’s grandfather, Sir Clement Trafford was High 
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Sheriff of Lincolnshire in 1760.  Unfortunately Clement’s profligacy led to the 

squandering of his fortunes, leading directly to the demolition and sale of the family 

home Dunton Hall, and the loss of their lands at Tydd St Mary in the south of the 

county.639  By 1849 Elizabeth was independently wealthy, benefitting from a similar 

arrangement to that established by Ann Dixon, inheriting money from an aunt if she 

adopted her grandmother’s family name of Southwell.  As soon as she was in receipt of 

her inheritance Elizabeth Trafford-Southwell (as she became) sought a way to re-

establish the link between her paternal family and the county of Lincolnshire as well as 

atoning for her grandfather’s actions.   In 1851 the ideal opportunity presented itself 

allowing Trafford Southwell to re-establish the family’s Lincolnshire connections 

through her purchase of an estate at Honington north of Grantham.   Between 1861 

and 1863 Trafford Southwell had the existing Honington Hall torn down, replacing it 

with an impressive new stone mansion constructed in the ‘Elizabethan style,’ complete 

with observatory tower, from which she could both see and be seen surveying her 

estate.   

Like Ann Dixon at Holton, Trafford Southwell had many of the surrounding dwellings 

remodelled and improved, ensuring that Honington represented the quintessential 

estate village. Having established herself as the principal landowner of the parish she 

went on to enjoy the status of ‘lady of the manor’ of Hemingsby as well as purchasing 

most of the land in the parish of Great Sturton.   By 1873 Trafford-Southwell owned 

2,984 acres in Lincolnshire with an estimated annual rental value of £4,493.640     

 

                                                             
639 R E Leary, The Date Book for Lincoln and Neighbourhood, from the Earliest Time to the 
Present: Collected with Care from the Most Authentic Sources (Lincoln: Printed and Published by 
R E Leary, 1866), p.207. 
640 Leach, Terence R, Lincolnshire County Houses and Their Families, Part One Lincoln: Society 
for Lincolnshire History and Archaeology (1991) pp.8-9. 
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Honington Hall (as rebuilt in 1861-63), Honington, Lincolnshire. 

 

Photo: Matthew Beckettp 

In common with the modest householders, business women, and farmers already 

discussed in this thesis, female landowners offer further evidence of the significant 

role that the possession of property played in both the establishment and articulation 

of an independent self.    

5.2  Case Study: Elizabeth Borrell 

While a woman like Southwell-Trafford, with her links to an old established 

Lincolnshire family, acquired no additional social status through her purchase of 

landed property, the final case study in this chapter shows that for some women 

landed property could be a means of significant social advancement.  Little is known of 

Elizabeth Borrell’s origins.  She was originally a servant to the Nettleship family who 

established themselves at Waithe, south of Grimsby at the beginning of the eighteenth 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-PuGAbRD41TQ/VNdi96-5pII/AAAAAAAAEEY/m2YpaCzlkI8/s1600/Honington+Hall+1.jpg
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century.641 Two sons, Francis and Edward, acquired a range of property in and around 

Waithe and the surrounding villages.  Francis, who died in 1797 at the age of ninety-

two, was the last member of the family to own the estate.  His will (made in 1787) left 

legacies to cousins in Twickenham and Cheltenham but his residuary legatee and sole 

executrix was Miss Elizabeth Borrell whom he described as ‘my good and faithful 

servant...now living with me’.   Nettleship left Borrell “all my freehold, copyhold and 

leasehold manors, messuages, lands” in Irby, Hough on the Hill, Waythe (sic) Brigsley, 

Tetney and in Holton le Clay.642 

Even before she inherited Nettleship’s estates, Borrell had been making land purchases 

of her own, initially with the financial assistance of her employer.    As early as 1784 

she had bought a capital messuage (dwelling house) and lands in Brigsley for £1,200 

(with money put up by Nettleship), by 1786 she also owned various lands at Tetney, 

and in 1798 she had acquired a further messuage and lands from John Nelthorpe of 

Little Grimsby.643  During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries Borrell, 

through a combination of purchase and legacies, amassed a significant property 

portfolio. Her most significant purchase took place in 1795 when she bought the 

mansion house and 313 acres of land in Grainsby from Francis Nettleship.  Nettleship 

had lived at Grainsby House for most of his life but he sold the house and land to 

Borrell shortly before he died for the sum of £5,800.644     

Borrell was clearly well thought of in the local area and must have had a good 

reputation for land management as in 1780 John Corden of Grainsby a local farmer 

bequeathed his lands in North Thoresby along with his personal estate ‘unto my good 

                                                             
641 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No.11, 15th March 1959-23rd March 1960 (Lincolnshire: 
Lincolnshire Archives Committee, 1960), pp.25-26. 
642 Ibid., 
643 LA HAIGH/6/4, HAIGH/3/4, HAIGH/1/4/22. 
644 www.revivalheritage.blogspot.co.uk/2013/03/grainsby-hall-lincolnshire-lost.html 

http://www.revivalheritage.blogspot.co.uk/2013/03/grainsby-hall-lincolnshire-lost.html
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friend Elizabeth Borwell [sic] of Wayth [sic]’.645  Having purchased land she would have 

earned an income from it, allowing her to continue her acquisitions whilst remaining in 

Nettleship’s service.    Following Francis Nettleship’s death, Borrell continued to 

consolidate her estate.   In 1807 she acquired additional farms, cottages and lands in 

Waithe, Grainsby and Brigsley and then in 1817 she bought a newly erected cottage 

and water mill in Holton le Clay.646   Having established herself, firstly at Waithe, and 

later at Grainsby, she began to surround herself with members of her maternal and 

paternal family.  It is noted that before 1786 the name Borrell did not appear in the 

parish registers for Waithe but after this date it is frequently seen, and it is therefore 

speculated that Borrell installed members of her family as tenants on her farms.647  

Borrell died in 1826 at the age of eighty-four. Her obituary stated: 

On Sunday last, at her seat at Grainsby, in this county Mrs [sic] 

Elizabeth Borrell, a maiden lady, aged 84.  She lived in a style suitable 

to her immense fortune, and has died bitterly lamented by the poor, to 

whom her munificence was abounded, and by numerous tenantry to 

whom she was endeared by her constant acts of liberality.648 

Borrell left her Grainsby property and the bulk of her remaining lands to her great-

niece and namesake Elizabeth Charlotte Borrell who at the time her will was drafted 

was still under twenty-one-years of age.   Her trustees were instructed to invest a 

further £5,000 for her great niece Mary and £1,000 a piece was to be invested for her 

nephews Edward and Laurence.  Her nephew John Borrell was to have the use of the 

                                                             
645 HAIGH/4/1. 
646 HAIGH/1/10/3. 
647 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No. 11, pp.25-26. 
648 Robert Pacey, Lost Lincolnshire Country Houses, Vol 5, (Burgh Le Marsh: Old Chapel Lane 
Books, 2002), p.40. The use of the prefix ‘Mrs’ confirms Froide’s observation that age and social 
status allowed some women to achieve ‘widow-like’ status. (Froide, ‘Marital Status’, p.230). 
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Holton le Clay estates for life.649 In leaving the bulk of her estate to Elizabeth Charlotte, 

Borrell clearly intended her to be independently wealthy, however unlike her great 

aunt this Elizabeth married in 1827, to William Haigh a successful textile manufacturer 

and landowner from Halifax.   During the second half of the nineteenth century, the 

Haigh’s rebuilt Grainsby in Italianate style and continued the practice of estate 

consolidation begun by Elizabeth Borrell.650     

Borrell’s elevation from servant to landowner confirms that a woman once possessed 

of her own property could transform her social and economic status.  Borrell’s 

transformation is even more remarkable when we consider that before she acquired 

her land and estates she was not only a servant of Francis Nettleship, but to all intents 

and purposes would have been viewed by her contemporaries as his property.  

Nettleship, Borrell’s master, was the epitome of the bounded and possessing 

individual, the white (middle-class) male against who, as Margaret Davies has 

explained, all ‘others’ are measured. 651 As discussed in the Introduction, the notion 

that some have property while others are property has been central in the 

construction of not only gender, but also of class and racial norms and because of the 

strong cultural association of masculinity with self-ownership women have been 

systematically regarded more as objects of property, rather than self-owning 

subjects.652   

By considering the life of Elizabeth Borrell it is possible to see how, through the 

acquisition and ownership of property, women could assert their identity as 

autonomous individuals.  As a direct result of the property relation Borrell moved from 

                                                             
649 HAIGH/4/2 Probate of the Will of Elizabeth Borrell of Grainsby House, spinster 6th Nov, 1823. 
650 Pacey, Lost Lincolnshire Houses, p.40. 
651 Ibid., p.43. 
652 Margaret Davies, Property: Meanings, Histories, Theories (Oxford: Routledge-Cavendish, 
2007), pp.32- 45. 
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being an object of property as Francis Nettleship’s servant to a subject of property; an 

independently wealthy landowner in her own right.    By 1804, the point at which she 

took up residence at Grainsby House, her transition was complete, and she was 

transformed from plain Elizabeth Borrell servant and ‘spinster’ to Elizabeth Borrell 

‘gentlewoman’.653   

6.0 Conclusion  

 
This chapter has shown that independent women were well represented amongst the 

landowning classes of late eighteenth and nineteenth-century rural England.  Women 

acquired the title of land through inheritance but also did so through purchase.  From 

the middle of the eighteenth century, the relative openness of provincial land markets 

had ensured a steady influx of new money, much of which was destined to end up in 

female control.  These women were the real-life equivalents of the propertied 

heroines created by nineteenth-century novelists Charlotte Bronte and Margaret 

Oliphant, women who once in possession of property built active and fulfilling lives for 

themselves outside the institution of marriage.  

 

Despite the presence of a contemporary discourse that estates suffered when ‘women 

meddled with the soil’, the Lincolnshire case studies detailed in this chapter show that 

women continued to both farm land that they had in hand, as well as manage their 

estates.  In fact, rather than oversee the decline or ruin of their estates, some women 

were instrumental in improving its physical fabric and infrastructure, thus ensuring 

that the land remained viable during periods of agricultural depression, protecting it 

for future generations. 

 

                                                             
653 Report of the Lincolnshire Archivist No.11, p.26. 



 

229 
 

In common with the farming women discussed in the previous chapter, it was not the 

choice of these female landowners to retire to the domestic spaces of their country 

houses - spaces traditionally associated with their sex - and neither is there evidence 

that they were forced to do so, instead they remained active participants in the 

distinctly ‘male’ spaces and activities of estate management and agricultural 

improvement. 

 
As substantial landowners Ann Dixon, Elizabeth Trafford-Southwell, and Elizabeth 

Borrell all played an active part in family property strategies, challenging orthodox 

historiographical claims that women took no part in the big decisions concerning 

property or simply projected any feelings of ownership on portable property or 

possessions.   While Ann Dixon used her will to establish a trust to protect the 

longevity of the Dixon name and its connection with the Holton-le-Moor estate, 

through her numerous purchases and legacies Elizabeth Borrell established her own 

property-based dynasty in Lincolnshire’s inner marshland.    Borrell’s transformation 

from servant to gentlewoman demonstrates just how significant getting and holding 

property was to the establishment and maintenance of an independent identity during 

the long nineteenth century. 
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Chapter 6:  Women’s Independent Agency in the Parochial Realm. 

 

We want women’s practical service. We want 

her genius for detail, her tenderness for age 

and suffering, her comprehension of the 

wants of childhood to complete man’s gigantic 

charities and nobly planned hospitals and 

orphanages. 

Frances Power Cobbe: Essays on the Pursuit of 
Knowledge.654 

 

1.0 Introduction 

This chapter explores the diverse forms of influence and benevolence engaged in by 

gentry women to the benefit of their immediate and wider locales.  It examines the 

variety of female public interventions to take place in what cultural geographer Lynn 

Lofland deemed the ‘parochial realm’ - ‘the sense of communality that exists between 

acquaintances and neighbours’ - of the type found in traditional rural communities and 

small-towns of nineteenth-century England.655  Building on recent work to widen the 

geographical focus and conceptualisation of female public and political subjectivity, it 

                                                             
654 Frances Power Cobbe, Essays on the Pursuit of Knowledge Reprinted from Frasers and 
MacMillan’s Magazines, Also a Paper on Female Education Read Before the Social Science 
Congress and the Guild Hall (London: Emily Faithfull, 1863), p.32.  
655 Lyn H Lofland, The Public Realm: Exploring the City’s Quintessential Social Territory (New 
Brunswick: Aldine Transactions, 2009), pp.9-10. Lofland viewed the parochial realm to be 
different to the public – which is made of spaces which are inhabited by people unknown to 
each other.  Jane Rendall provides a helpful summary of the variety of ways in which the ‘public 

sphere’ has been conceptualised.  The most common duality adopted by women’s historians 

has been the contrast between the private space of the home and the ‘public’ realm of the 
market and/or the state). (Jane Rendall, ‘Women and the Public Sphere’, Gender and History, 
Vol.11, No.3 (November 1999), pp.475-488, pp.478-9. Gleadle was first to adopt Lofland’s 
theory in discussing the ‘public’ activities of women in traditional communities. (Gleadle, 
Borderline Citizens, p.17).   
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shows that the personal motivations and local focus of women’s interventions, made 

their public outward-facing activities as much an articulation of an independent self as 

a statement of a political identity.656 

By exploring the ways in which women negotiated the more localised, customary, and 

‘paternalistic’ models of power and influence encountered in their locales, this chapter 

examines how, by capitalising on their status, they asserted their influence. It will also 

show that less encumbered by bourgeois ideas of women’s proper sphere and roles, 

non-metropolitan women could engage in types of public acts and philanthropic 

behaviours not commonly associated with their sex.657  

Ultimately this chapter will demonstrate that in common with other aspects of their 

lives, rural and small-town independent women trouble many of the assumptions 

underpinning the historiography of female and male roles during the long nineteenth 

century.      

1.1 The Operation of Power in the Parochial Realm 

To make sense of the myriad ways that independent women exerted influence over 

their locales it is necessary to say something about the manifestation of power in such 

settings.  It is traditional to see power and status in rural areas as exclusively 

predicated on the possession of land.  A hierarchical system, made manifest in the 

‘great tripartite distinction of landowners, tenant farmers, and agricultural labourers’, 

the possession of land elevated the holder over their less fortunate neighbours.658   

                                                             
656 See Gleadle, Borderline Citizens and Richardson, Political Worlds of Women. 
657 For unmarried women the ability to draw on customary types of power was important. It 
meant that they did not have to fashion a representation of themselves as social mothers to be 
construed as moral or caring.  (Yeo, ‘Constructing and Contesting Motherhood’, pp.4-16).  
658 Harold Newby, Colin Bell, David Rose and Peter Saunders, Property, Paternalism, and Power: 
Class and Control in Rural England (London: Hutchinson, 1978), pp.26-32. Consequently many 
rural histories structure their chapters on this basis, with separate treatments of Landowners, 
Farmers, and the Labouring classes.  For example, Mingay, Rural Life in Victorian England, Horn, 
Victorian Countrywomen, and Rawding, The Lincolnshire Wolds.  
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While some historians chose to leave the hierarchical characteristic of rural power 

intact, subsequent studies have shown it to be a model militated by local 

circumstance.  Rural settlements and patterns of land ownership were not 

homogenous and although there were distinctions between ‘open’ and ‘closed’ 

parishes - with the latter acquiring their status from the presence of one dominant 

landowner - as this thesis has shown, many landowners were remote or absent from 

the land on which their wealth was built.659    Consequently, power often devolved to a 

local intermediary or ‘lieutenant class’, including members of the resident gentry.660  

The presence of this class in rural neighbourhoods, created opportunities for rank and 

file women to intervene. 661   

Louisa Reid, a tenant of the Duke of Somerset provides an example of the lieutenant 

class in action.  Somerset’s visits to his Bulstrode estate were rare, and his steward 

Michael Festing was located many miles away in Frome.  The absence of a local 

figurehead meant the Bulstrode tenants frequently turned to Louisa Reid and her 

sister to advocate on their behalf.  For example, as discussed in Chapter 4, when 

deciding to relinquish the Moat Farm, Mr Allen had approached the Reids for a 

solution.  While Allen was probably aware of the Reids independent wealth, rendering 

them better placed to weather the economic downturn, he may also have considered 

that Louisa Reid, with her higher status and superior education was better equipped to 

deal with Festing.     

Louisa Reid was accustomed to solving the neighbourhood’s problems.  In February 

1853, she wrote to Festing seeking a solution to a troubling local dispute.  Reid was 

petitioning on behalf of the Bradburys, ‘a respectable couple and their large family’ 

                                                             
659 D C Moore, D C, ‘The Gentry’, in Mingay (ed), The Victorian Countryside, pp.383-398, p.387. 
660 Howkins, Reshaping Rural England, pp.75-6. 
661 Gleadle suggests that only ‘exceptional women’ exercised agency in the parochial realm 
(Borderline Citizens, p.124). 



 

234 
 

who she thought ‘most deserving tenants’. 662  The Bradburys had enlisted the help of 

the Reids to settle an argument with another member of the Fulmer gentry, Mr Kaye, 

whose actions were threatening to ruin the productivity of the Bradbury’s farm and 

reduce the family to a near ‘starving condition’.663  Kaye’s refusal to clear a blocked 

water course had forced water back onto the Bradbury’s farm.  Now, where ‘good 

crops of wheat used to be grown... now only weeds and marshes thrive.’664 Bradbury 

clearly considered that the Reids represented authority in the neighbourhood, and 

Louisa was happy to oblige.  She was astute enough to realise, however, that as a 

tenant her authority was constrained and that ultimately only the landlord could 

resolve the dispute.   Carefully acknowledging her deferential position and using the 

same tactics employed to resolve her own tenant related disputes, she adopted a 

suitably self-effacing tone, appealing to Festing’s ‘benevolent mind’ while admonishing 

him for reneging on a promise made at the annual Rent Day that he would speak to 

Kaye.  

Reid’s intervention on behalf of the Bradburys shows women were able to take 

advantage of power relationships in the parochial realm.   For Reid the interpersonal 

and networked space of the Bulstrode community was a site of female agency.   While 

the Bulstrode tenants (like the Burton tenants who jointly petitioned their landlord) 

were united by a shared sense of communality and purpose, some individuals clearly 

had greater influence, including women.  Louisa Reid thought nothing of taking up 

arms against another male resident to champion the cause of Bradbury and his family 

and none of the protagonists saw it as inappropriate for a woman to act in this way; 

adding weight to Gleadle’s contention that in the parochial realm women constructed 

                                                             
662 CFBS, D/RA 4/143 14th Feb, 1853. 
663 Post Office Directory of Berks, Northants and Bucks 1854, p.102. 
664 D/RA 4/143 14th Feb, 1853. 
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‘authoritative local personas’ derived from a cultural and economic superiority and 

their personal knowledge of the people they were trying to help.665    

Louisa Reid’s intervention here, demonstrates that the relative positions of power and 

deference associated with the tripartite model of land-owner, tenant, and labourer 

were not as fixed as supposed.   In the absence of the landlord, power devolved to 

members of the resident gentry and professional classes, creating opportunities for 

the exercise of female authority.    

2.0 ‘Female Paternalism’  

Reid’s membership of the lieutenant class granted her influence over her lesser 

neighbours but left her compelled to defer to her landlord.  Female landowners 

however, suffered no such constraints.  As members of the local elite, these women 

unquestionably exercised dominion over their employees and deferential neighbours 

and their influence extended beyond the boundaries of their estates.   When women 

inherited or purchased estates they acquired significant power, enabling them to 

perform the role of ‘paternalist’.  So when Ann Dixon inherited the titles to her land at 

Holton le Moor and Thornton in north Lincolnshire, which elevated her to the position 

of ‘lady of the manor’, custom dictated that regardless of her sex, she was able to 

intervene in the lives of her neighbours while supporting the wide variety of local, 

county, and national causes championed by her male predecessors.666   

It has been suggested that landed women did more to bolster the prevailing social and 

economic order than to challenge the gender hierarchy.667  It was certainly true that 

Dixon’s inheritance allowed her to demonstrate the traditional paternalistic 

                                                             
665 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, p.146. 
666 1-DIXON 22/1/1 Ledger 4.E. No.9 1835-71 and 1-DIXON 22/4/9 No.9 Ledger B (Miss Ann 
Dixon 1871-93), McDonagh, ‘Women, Enclosure and Estate Improvement’ p.150. 
667 Rawding, The Lincolnshire Wolds, p.83. 
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benevolence expected of a landowner.668   But while tradition and custom worked to 

constitute her as a bonafide rural paternalist, there were subtle differences in her style 

of delivery, showing that as a woman she was able to mediate the discourse that 

positioned her.   Having gained her independence Ann Dixon acquired the funds and 

the freedom to pursue her own philanthropic interests, as a letter she received from 

the Royal Lifeboat Institution affirms.669   It is evident from this letter that Dixon was a 

committed supporter of the Institution and that the lifeboat station and crew at Donna 

Nook on Lincolnshire’s north-sea coast had been grateful recipients of her patronage.  

The local secretary of the Institution, Gilbert Holden, had written to Dixon to thank her 

not only for her continuing kindness to the life boat crew - who that very day were 

visiting her at Holton – but also to iterate his thanks for her presentation of ‘so 

valuable boat to the Institution.’670  The Lifeboat Journal of 1876 confirms the extent of 

Dixon’s gift, as well as her underlying motivation, recording the receipt of £2,000 ‘to 

defray the cost and endowment of a Life Boat Station, either on the Lincolnshire or 

Yorkshire coast’.  The endowment was made in memory of her brother, Richard 

Roadley Dixon, and Dixon had stipulated that the station should be called after her 

brother, and that the boat should be named the Richard and have painted on it the 

words “Lord Save Us, We Perish”. 671  It entered service in 1878, working a particularly 

treacherous section of the coast south of the Humber estuary.672 

                                                             
668 3 DIXON 22/1/1. 
669 3 DIXON 5/12/17 19th November, 1886. 
670 Ibid., 
671 The Lifeboat; or, The Journal of the National Life-Boat Institution, Vol.IX, From February 1874 
to November 1876. (Being from No.91 to No.102, inclusive) (London: Charles Knight, 1876), 
p.448.  
6721-DIXON/21/5/5/21 14 Dec 1878, 3 DIXON 5/12/17 19th November 1886.  It is not clear how 
long the original RICHARD remained in service.  A second boat of the same name was built in 
1889 by Harland and Wolff Ltd. in Woolwich, London suggesting that it had also been built 
using Ann Dixon’s endowment. The second RICHARD served at Donna Nook from 1889 until 
1904 and then at the Mumbles from 1904 until 1923. She was launched 22 times and saved 33 
lives. She was sold out of service in 1923. She is now in store at Swansea Museum. 
http://www.nationalhistoricships.org.uk/register/2200/richard 

http://www.nationalhistoricships.org.uk/register/2200/richard
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That the Dixon siblings shared a mutual respect for the work of Lifeboat Institution and 

had been determined to support it was revealed by Holden’s letter.  Following 

Richard’s death Ann had made her generous endowment in recognition of their joint 

intent but also to honour her brother’s memory.   Dixon’s support of the Institution 

and Donna Nook station reveal how in the parochial realm, if a woman had freedom to 

act, and the personal income to back it up, her benevolence while personal, could still 

resonate beyond her immediate locale.  Holden’s letter shows that Dixon’s kindness 

was not simply valued by the whole crew, others in the neighbourhood were also 

‘interested in the success of the Boat’.673 Dixon’s benevolence would also have been 

much appreciated by any sailor saved by the ‘Richard’s’ crew, although in such cases 

the identity of the benefactor probably went unacknowledged.   

While Dixon maintained a level of benevolence demanded by her position, by injecting 

her own personal preferences, she demonstrated a style of paternalism that was 

different to the formulaic donations to the Shipwreck Association made by her father 

(which Dixon maintained), but also removed from the old-style ‘lady bountiful’ 

activities of her mother who doled out clothes and coals to the poor on the Holton 

estate. 674  Dixon’s actions show how she used her newly acquired independence to 

develop her own brand of female paternalism. 

3.0 Case Study: Louisa Boucherett – At the Interface of the Local and Political. 

 
A further example of landed women’s use of their independent status to champion 

their own personal or intellectual causes can be seen in the activities of Lincolnshire 

woman, Louisa Boucherett.  Boucherett inherited the family estate at North 

Willingham in 1877, following the unexpected death of her brother Henry.  Louisa 

                                                             
673 3- DIXON 5/12/17 19th November, 1886. 
674 1- DIXON 22/1/1 Ledger 4.E. No.9 1835-71. 
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Boucherett was the  older sister of Jessie Boucherett, the founder of the Society for 

Promoting the Employment of Women, (SPEW) and author of the pamphlet Hints on 

Self-Help discussed in Chapter 1. 

Equally active in the public realm, unlike her younger sister, Louisa Boucherett has 

received no attention from historians.675  Jordan and Bridger’s discussion of Jessie’s 

feminist credentials fails to mention her sister, while Gleadle credits one of Louisa’s 

most successful schemes – discussed below – to her younger sister.676  The continued 

focus on better-know women, and the metropolitan bias of the sources, leaves the 

agency of many rural women overlooked.  

While the Dixon family, as yeoman famers made good, strove to consolidate their 

status as landowners of influence, amongst the local gentry the Boucheretts were 

already well established.  Louisa Boucherett’s father Ayscoghe had been MP for Great 

Grimsby from 1796 to 1803 and served as High Sheriff to Lincolnshire in 1795.  He 

played an active part in local government and justice, fulfilling the role of Acting 

County Magistrate for the Lindsey district, local positions that his son Henry would also 

go on to enjoy.677  Numbered amongst the Lincolnshire Wolds leading landowners, the 

Boucheretts regularly rubbed shoulders with Lord Yarborough and the other principal 

families, enjoying the status that Ann Dixon’s ancestors had worked so hard to 

acquire.678    

Like all principal landowning families of the period, the Boucheretts were lauded for 

their acts of local patronage.  Long term supporters of the same county institutions to 

                                                             
675 Jordan and Bridger, ‘An Unexpected Recruit to Feminism’: Jessie Boucherett’s ‘Feminist Life’ 
pp. 385-412.  
676 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, p.140. 
677 http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1790-1820/member/boucherett-
ayscoghe-1755-1815, The Post Office Directory of Lincolnshire, 1868, p.8.  
678 Rawding, The Lincolnshire Wolds, p.51. 

http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1790-1820/member/boucherett-ayscoghe-1755-1815
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1790-1820/member/boucherett-ayscoghe-1755-1815
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benefit from the largesse of Lord Yarborough and the Willoughbys of Ancaster - 

Lincolnshire’s resident aristocracy - the Boucheretts added the obligatory local causes 

to their philanthropic portfolio.679   While their chosen charities benefitted from 

financial donations, members of the family also took up official positions in their 

administration, for example the local Caistor Free Grammar School, where the 

Boucherett name could be found listed, alongside other county grandees, amongst the 

Trustees.680   

With so many local institutions dependent on their generosity it is unsurprising that 

when Henry Boucherett died the Lincolnshire Chronicle opined that ‘the benevolence 

which prompted all his actions towards his poorer brethren will render it no easy task 

to fill the void his loss has left amongst us’.681  When Louisa Boucherett inherited the 

title to the family estates at North Willingham there would have been an expectation 

that she continued his work, ensuring that the county and local institutions didn’t 

suffer financially by Henry’s death.  Yet while Boucherett could meet her financial 

commitments, there were certain obligations commonly associated with a landowner 

of her class and status that as a woman she was unable to fulfil.    With women legally 

barred from serving as lawyers, judges, or magistrates Boucherett, like Brontë’s and 

Oliphant’s landed heroines, was unable to perform the roles of High Sherriff of County 

Magistrate taken by her father and brother.682  In the absence of formal 

                                                             
679 Ibid., p.83. 
680 Nicholas Carlisle, A Concise Description of Endowed Grammar Schools in England and Wales 
Volume 1. (London: Baldwin, Cradock and Joy, 1818), p.795, and Schools Inquiry Commission. 
Vol. XVI. North Midland division. Special Reports of Assistant Commissioners, and Digests of 
Information Received (London: George E Eyre and William Spottiswood, 1869), p.282. 
681 Rawding, The Lincolnshire Wolds, p.86. 
682 The legal bar continued until the passing of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act in 1919. 
The Act did not have an immediate impact and feminists continued to campaign for the 
removal of legal constraints.  
https://womenandthelegalprofession.wordpress.com/2015/08/24/historians-perspectives-the-
sex-disqualification-removal-act-1919/ 
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responsibilities, she and other women like her negotiated the legal and cultural 

landscape to pursue their own interests.    

Before looking at Boucherett’s activities, it is interesting to consider what a woman in 

her position could do if so inclined.  While opportunities for formal participation in 

national politics were still many years away local government was shifting.  The 

Education Acts of 1870 and 1872 had made women eligible to vote and stand in school 

board elections and in 1875, the first woman had been elected to serve as a Poor Law 

Guardian in London.683   Yet despite her eligibility Boucherett never sought public 

office, nor is there any evidence of her being involved in the lesser politics of the parish 

where parochial offices, like sexton’s and overseers, had been open to women for 

decades.684 Perhaps, like Margaret Oliphant’s Diana Trelawny, Boucherett had no need 

to seek alternative office, as she ‘already enjoyed the advantages of the country 

gentleman’ and the public agency that accrued to her position.685   

Observing a similar reticence among women in other parochial communities, Gleadle 

concluded that local custom often meant that women either did not know about, or 

alternatively chose not to exercise all their rights.686 When Boucherett combined with 

other members of the county elite, she certainly conformed to the customary practice 

of the group, as evidenced by her engagement with the Lincolnshire Ladies Nursing 

Fund.    In 1865 the medical officers at Lincoln County Hospital were anxious to 

improve the quality of available nursing and had issued a direct appeal to the 

‘Landowners, Manufacturers and Tenantry of this County for support in this necessary 

work.’    The drive to reform nursing by replacing a predominantly untrained working-

                                                             
683 Krista Cowman, Women in British Politics, c.1689-1979 (London: Palgrave McMillan, 2010), 
pp.51-3. See also Hollis, Ladies Elect for a comprehensive survey of women’s activities on local 
councils, school boards, and poor law boards.  
684 Richardson, Political Worlds, pp.84-5.   
685 Oliphant, Diana Trelawny, p.2. 
686 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, p.36. 
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class workforce with single women of impeccable morals, had begun in earnest with 

Florence Nightingale.    Many hospital wards were dirty and unhygienic, a situation 

exacerbated by the alleged tendency of nurses to drink and accept bribes from 

patients.687  Louisa Boucherett, alongside her mother and sister, was one of the first to 

answer the call to assist, becoming a founder member of The Ladies’ Nursing Fund.   

Yet despite its title the committee remained anxious to ensure that the Fund, at least 

in terms of its public face, left the customary gender hierarchy undisturbed.  Thus, 

through an elaborate sequence of proposing and seconding, Lord Monson was elected 

President, ably assisted by other notable male worthies, including the Bishop of 

Lincoln. 688  

The founders of the Fund clearly saw benefit in electing male figure heads to champion 

their cause, particularly as it would have signalled to the local populace that the 

scheme was deserving of such patronage.  Behind the scenes however, it was the 

female members who would be doing all the work.   Several women were elected 

members of the working committee, including Mrs Boucherett and Miss Boucherett, 

who then proposed that Mrs Bromhead be elected Superintendent and Treasurer to 

the Fund.689  One of the first tasks of the Committee was to identify a means of raising 

funds.  In addition to seeking donations and subscriptions, and dedicated collection 

boxes, in January 1866 the Committee organised an Amateur Concert at the Lincoln 

Assembly Rooms which raised £127 – 13s – 8d.   At the meeting held on 7th February 

the Committee discussed its plan to find suitable premises for the Nurses and a 

training school for Probationers.  Fifty pounds for the annual rent and taxes was 

authorised, thirty pounds of which was to be drawn from the Fund, while the 
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remaining twenty pounds was guaranteed by Boucherett should it be required. 690  The 

organising zeal of the all-female committee, as well as the financial contributions 

pledged, demonstrate that the Nursing Fund’s notional male figure heads were just 

that, they provided no practical assistance to furthering the cause.  

For many nurses however, Lincoln County Hospital proved a fatal posting.  On 6th June 

it was reported that head nurse Lucy Nevile had died.  A replacement was identified in 

Miss Henna who was appointed at the beginning of August, only to be pronounced 

gravely ill by the end of September.   At a General Meeting of the Fund in February 

1867 it was noted that of the seven head Nurses appointed, two had died and four had 

suffered in their health.  While it unclear if these tragic events were a direct result of 

conditions at the Hospital, this is certainly suggested by the minutes.  Speaking at the 

meeting held in August 1866, Boucherett reported that the engineers who had been 

appointed to examine the condition of the Hospital had stated that there was no 

remedy other than pulling it down ‘stick and stone’.   Ultimately because of the 

Hospital’s non-cooperation and the committee’s belief that it was impossible to secure 

any proper system of nursing in the existing building, the Nursing Fund Committee 

announced its intent to ‘resign our connexion with the hospital’.691   

Despite Boucherett committing time and funds to the scheme, on this occasion she 

lacked the power to remedy the physical conditions in which the nurses laboured – a 

circumstance which, as later discussions will show, didn’t constrain all public health 

interventions made by women.  Yet despite such frustrations Boucherett was able to 

use her time on the Committee to develop a level of expertise around the 

establishment of an efficient system of nursing, a circumstance that led her to 

correspond with other female experts.  In October 1866 she had written to Florence 

                                                             
690 Ibid., 7th  Feb, 1866. 
691 2 AMC 6/1 Letter from Mrs Bromhead, 8th Oct, 1866. 
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Nightingale seeking her advice.  The tone of Nightingale’s response suggests there had 

been difficulties at Lincoln deciding where the ultimate supervisory responsibility for 

the nursing staff should lie.692   Nightingale approved of Boucherett’s proposals for a 

matron or Superintendent to be given charge of and responsibility for the nurses, 

internal discipline and management as well as for all house-keeping, nurses and 

servants and linen.   

Boucherett clearly had a grasp of the practicalities of setting up an efficient system and 

was happy to promulgate her expertise. In 1870 she responded to a letter from a Mr 

Flowers at the Leicester Infirmary who had appealed for her advice on the setting up 

their own scheme. 693 Like others who used written correspondence to construct their 

occupational identities, Boucherett her used her letter to hone her ‘expert’ persona, 

advising Flowers on the practicalities of managing hospital nursing.  However, her 

letter also provides an insight into how other knowledge, including that of efficient 

country house management, informed her identity.   In it she sets out her 

recommended structure; a good head of nursing or matron under whose authority the 

nurses would operate, assisted by an ‘honest Housekeeper’ or ‘house steward’ to see 

to ‘the meat and stores’, look after the ‘upholsterers and see to the painters and 

glaziers and do all a butlers business’.694  Boucherett believed, like Nightingale, that 

administrative efficiency and a clear, enforced chain of command - factors common to 

the management of the country house - were just, as important as medical training.695   
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had been impressed by her Mother’s practical ability to manage her household – and went on 
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244 
 

Boucherett recommended her correspondent to either apply directly to the matron of 

the Nightingale School of Nursing at St Thomas’s Hospital in London, or alternatively 

approach an Anglican Sisterhood.  Such religious communities offered single women a 

way of contributing to society, leading the nursing vocation to become linked in the 

public mind with religious conviction.696  It was this latter course of action that 

Boucherett recommended, exploiting her network of acquaintance to recommend 

Leicester contact the St John’s Home in Norfolk Street, London.  The ‘Lady Superior’ 

Mrs Hodgson (not a Mother Superior) was ‘an excellent woman rather low church in 

her views... and a very old acquaintance of mine’.   Aware of the popular idea that 

nursing was a religious vocation, Boucherett reassured her correspondent that he 

would find no ‘monasticism or spirit of religious asceticism’ at St John’s, suggesting 

that personally she viewed practical sense, rather than religiosity, as the best 

qualification for the nursing profession. Mr Flowers was sufficiently impressed with 

Boucherett’s letter to forward it to a Mr Hunt stating that: 

It is from a Lady who has taken an active interest in hospitals and 

nursing in many guises. She has greatly improved the system of nursing 

at the Lincoln Infirmary, and is one of the founders of an Institution for 

Nurses at Lincoln.697 

While Boucherett eschewed local opportunities for formal engagement - due to 

commanding great ‘paternalistic’ influence - of all the public interventions described 

here, hers were the most explicitly political.  If on the surface she was accepting of her 

subordinate place in Lincolnshire’s gendered hierarchy, when acting more 

independently she was not averse to capitalising on any opportunity for public 

recognition that her position within that network afforded.  Like her sister Jessie, 
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Boucherett didn’t shy away from pursuing her own political passions, remaining a vocal 

supporter of women’s right to work, regardless of class or circumstance.  Her efforts to 

professionalise the role of nursing at Lincoln and other regional hospitals should be 

read in this light.  Boucherett was also willing to intervene closer to home.  The 1867 

Commission on the Employment of Women and Children in Agriculture contained a 

written submission from Miss Boucherett, advising that no restrictions should be 

placed on women’s employment.698 While this intervention has been attributed to 

Jessie Boucherett, it is more likely to have been submitted by Louisa who being more 

active locally - as subsequent discussions will show - was better acquainted with the 

situation of the labouring classes on her estate.699  

While Louisa Boucherett was active in her parochial realm, her exposure to outside 

influences and her subsequent cultivation of a political persona, mark her out from the 

other women discussed.    Thanks to her sister’s involvement in the feminist 

movement at Langham Place, and her own regular residence in London, Louisa was 

exposed to a wide range of ideas and examples of female-led activism from around the 

country.   She was a member of the National Association for the Promotion of Social 

Science (NAPSS, later the Social Science Association, SSA) which from 1857 had 

provided national platform for female expertise by encouraging women of intellectual 

authority and practical experience to deliver papers at its annual conferences.  The SSA 

                                                             
698 First Report from the Commissioners on the Employment of Children, Young Persons, and 
Women in Agriculture: Parliamentary Papers 1867-8 XVII, p. 136.  As a representative of the 
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into women’s agricultural employment and the mounting public unease about women’s 
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became a focus for social and institutional reform in mid-Victorian Britain.700  A 

number of notable women, including Florence Nightingale and Bessie Rayner Parkes 

participated in its activities, submitting and delivering papers, so that by the 1870s 

women’s appearances at the annual Congress had become a matter of routine.701  It 

was through the SSA that Louisa Boucherett first became acquainted with Louisa 

Twining whose work during the 1850s with the poor and destitute of the nation’s 

workhouses led to the delivery of an impassioned address to the SSA, and to the 

eventual formation of the Workhouse Visiting Society (WVS).  Twining toured the 

country persuading Poor Law Guardians to open their institutions to lady visitors, an 

effort which bore fruit, as within a few years of its formation the Society had over 300 

members visiting metropolitan and provincial workhouses.702   

For several of these activists, improving conditions inside the workhouse, particularly if 

the inmates were elderly or young, was not enough.    Although the 1834 Poor Law 

Amendment Act had barred the provision of outdoor relief to paupers, it persisted in 

practice making it possible to identify alternatives to the workhouses’ restrictive 

regime.703  Twining herself had found accommodation for elderly women outside of 

the workhouse and during the 1850s a Mrs Sheppard in Frome in Somerset boarded a 

number of deserving paupers out of the workhouse in rooms which she hired in nearby 

village homes. 704  The scheme that most impacted on Boucherett however, was the 
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boarding out of workhouse children with local families pioneered by Hannah Archer in 

Wiltshire.705  As Boucherett would later explain in a paper to the SSA, it was Archer 

who first directed her attention to the ‘unhappy and forlorn condition of children in 

most our workhouse schools.’706   

As a member of a principal landowning family Boucherett was familiar with the 

operation and impact of the poor law in her own locality, which centred on the Caistor 

Poor Law Union and its seventy-six parishes, including North Willingham.707   The 

Boucherett’s traditional benevolence already extended to administering to the 

workhouse inmates, with the Lincolnshire Chronicle reporting in 1863 how Mrs 

Boucherett had added to the annual Christmas day treat of plum pudding and roast 

beef by distributing ‘tobacco for the men and some other little luxuries to the women 

and children’.708   Although she showed no interest in formal involvement in the 

administration of the Poor Law, Louisa Boucherett, like Ann Dixon, had no intention of 

confining herself to the traditional ‘lady bountiful’ role performed by her mother’s 

generation.  Having confronted the miserable condition of the children in the 

workhouse school, Boucherett applied to the local Guardians for permission to take 

two girls aged twelve and fourteen out of the workhouse school and place them with 

local families.    Reflecting on the children’s morality, health, and behaviour, she told 

the SSA that a ‘child cannot be placed out too young, if a suitable home can be found, 

                                                             
705 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, p.49. 
706 Louisa Boucherett, ‘Practical Suggestions on Boarding Out, in Answer to Many Enquiries.’ 
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and if the supervision be careful and efficient.709   Determined not to miss any 

opportunity to promote women’s work, her paper went on to stress the importance of 

training girls for trades other than needlework stating how she had ‘been at much 

pains to have them taught to milk and be handy with cattle, as a girl who can milk a 

cow and rear a calf is always sure of good employment at fair wages’.710 Over a period 

of six years, Boucherett assumed responsibility for some twenty-five children, selecting 

suitable host families: ‘I see that good-tempered, calm looking women and men make 

the best foster-parents’, while recommending the type of employment for which boys 

and girls should be trained and the level of allowance to be paid to families. She also 

provided regular updates to the Caistor Union’s Board of Guardian’s regarding the 

progress and success of the scheme.711   

The origins of Boucherett’s local activism are certainly complex.  On the one hand she 

capitalised on her ‘paternalistic’ position at home in Willingham, while simultaneously 

- due to her personal interest in the scheme - conforming to a more bourgeois 

philanthropic persona of the ‘social mother’  prevalent at the time.712  Consequently, 

as Gleadle noted, it is unhelpful to assume too stark a difference between the 

bourgeois models of philanthropy exercised by women in the urban sphere and the 

more paternalistic forms associated with women and men of the aristocracy and 

gentry.713  Boucherett’s own brand of philanthropy is further complicated by her 

ongoing exposure, via the SSA, to the ideas and methodologies being trialled by her 

fellow female philanthropists.     
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Regardless of such complications, for the people of her locale there would have been 

little doubt that her agency derived from her membership of the landowning elite.   To 

be successful the boarding out scheme relied on the support of Boucherett’s poorer 

neighbours and therefore she could capitalise on the symbolic paternalistic power that 

accrued to her person.  The administration of the scheme required regular incursions 

into the local community. When selecting suitable hosts Boucherett personally 

inspected the accommodation, particularly the bedrooms, and had on occasion funded 

the erection of a wooden partition to give a girl a separate room.  She would also 

investigate any reports of ill treatment and was alert to any false reports ‘spread by 

low persons who wished to have the child themselves, that they might work or starve 

it, and so make a profit of it’.714  Not long after her death, her friend Florence 

Davenport Hill recalled that Boucherett was so well acquainted with her ‘humble 

neighbours’ that she would often seek their advice on her schemes, recalling how she 

had once accompanied Boucherett on a tour of the neighbourhood:    

[O]ne day [Boucherett] applied to a woman busy at her washtub who 

gave very excellent counsel, but without stopping a moment in her 

operations, and with so little courtesy in her manner that her 

interlocutor felt tempted to curtail her questioning.  But as the latter 

turned to depart the woman paused in her work and said, with her 

hands clasped in the suds, “The Lord prosper you and bless the poor 

Lasses.” Writing afterwards to a friend Miss Boucherett referred to 

boarding out as “the most delightful and least costly way of doing 

good. 715 
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Having garnered the support of the local populace Boucherett was anxious to get the 

Board of Guardians to adopt the scheme as part of the wider Union system.  Writing to 

them in 1869 she stressed its benefits to both the children and the rate payer.  She 

drew their attention to a recent debate in the House of Commons which had 

concluded that the Workhouse was not the place in which to bring up children, once 

again using a letter to position herself as a local expert who was fully up to speed with 

the national debate.  Boucherett, who due to her frequent absence from Willingham 

meant that she could not continue to provide the supervision she had exercised, was 

very hopeful that:  

The Board will now, either through a Committee or by some other 

means place [the Boarding out] system on a permanent footing – so far 

as relates to all children who can legally receive outdoor relief.716 

As Boucherett’s reference to the House of Common’s debate illustrates, while her 

scheme may have been delivered in the parochial realm, its influence extended way 

beyond that locality.   In fact, her recommendation that the Board of Guardians 

establish a committee to oversee the boarding out scheme can be read as an early 

manifestation of a more concerted effort to ensure that such arrangements were 

embedded nationally.  In a letter addressing the lack of formal boarding out 

committees, published in The Times in 1896, Davenport Hill, who had written 

extensively on how the workhouse regime was particularly damaging to girls, 

acknowledged that the one or two hundred committees that were already carrying out 

this work locally were successful but more foster homes were required if more 

children were to benefit.  In fact, Davenport-Hill believed that what was needed were: 
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[M]ore – hundreds more – certified committees, authorised by the Local 

Government Board to give our plan its localised organization – namely 

to explain in their own neighbourhoods what boarding out means, [and] 

to interest trustworthy cottagers in its adoption. 717  

Boucherett’s boarding out scheme operated at the interface of the state and the local, 

showing how the experiences of non-metropolitan women impacted on national 

policy.  The ‘paternalistic’ authority vested in Boucherett as a member of a local 

landowning family helped guarantee the local success of her scheme, while ensuring it 

was widely supported.  Finally, Boucherett’s membership of the wider county elite 

extended her authority beyond the confines of her immediate locale, while her London 

connections ensured her a platform alongside the other notable activists of the day.   

Although they continued to upheld aspects of the existing model of rural customary 

power, the types of local patronage and philanthropy pursued by Ann Dixon and Louisa 

Boucherett did challenge some of its central tropes.  Freed from an obligation to 

assume the formal positions expected of their male relatives but unwilling to limit 

themselves to the traditional forms of benevolence practiced by their mothers, these 

women questioned what the permissible sphere of female parochial engagement 

should be, while in Boucherett’s case, deriving considerable national recognition in the 

process.     
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4.0 Encroaching on the Male Domain – Women’s Spatial Interventions  

Women’s ability to capitalise on their status enabled them to breach the traditional 

boundaries of female public endeavour, mounting successful incursions into the male 

domain to shape the material reality of their locales.  While Boucherett and her fellow 

committee members had found their attempts to improve nursing at Lincoln frustrated 

by the physical condition of the buildings at the County Hospital, others found a more 

radical way to overcome such obstacles by building their own hospitals. Elizabeth 

Trafford Southwell was one such woman.  As described in Chapter 5, Trafford 

Southwell became independently wealthy in 1849 when she inherited money from a 

maternal aunt. She had already used her substantial fortune to re-establish her 

family’s Lincolnshire connections by building an impressive stone mansion for herself 

in the village of Honington near Grantham.     Having successfully overseen one 

building project, Trafford Southwell was energised to complete another, this time 

commissioning a building that would be of considerable benefit to the local 

community.   

In 1872 in the Cambridgeshire town of Wisbech, where Trafford-Southwell had 

longstanding family connections, work had commenced on the building of a cottage 

hospital to serve the Wisbech Poor Law Union and all places within nine miles of the 

town.  The site of the hospital, which overlooked Wisbech’s pleasure park and was 

highly visible to the whole neighbourhood, was also donated by Trafford Southwell 

and the complex was built and furnished by its founder for the sum of £8,000.  The 

hospital, with its lodge and detached residence for the surgeon, opened with sixteen 

beds on the 22nd November 1873.  Trafford Southwell continued to support the 
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hospital, making a further endowment of £6,000 which was augmented by further 

donations.718   

North Cambridgeshire Cottage Hospital, Wisbech, Cambridgeshire 

 

Trafford Southwell’s support for this cottage hospital put her at the centre of a 

national movement aimed at improving rural healthcare.  By 1875 there were 148 

cottage hospitals in England, varying in size from six-bed ‘village’ hospitals to larger 

institutions such as Wisbech, all of which were GP staffed.719  Some owed their 
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existence to the philanthropy of a wealthy benefactor, others were the result of 

subscription. 

Along with the other aspects of independent female activity described in this thesis, 

Trafford Southwell’s intervention in the spatial and material culture of a small country 

town like Wisbech not only challenged contemporary perceptions of female 

philanthropy but also its representation in the subsequent historiography.    As 

discussed in Chapter 1, while prominent female commentators of the period were 

demanding a greater public role for women, they still placed caveats on the precise 

nature of that role.    In 1863, Frances Power Cobbe had used her Essays on the 

Pursuits of Women, to call for a better recognition of women’s contributions to the 

improvement of society, (the epiphet to this chapter) but still felt it necessary to 

reassure her audience that it was not the intention to ‘invade the province of men’.  

Instead women’s ‘practical service... [and] tenderness for age and suffering’ would be 

confined to complementing the building projects undertaken by men.720  Elizabeth 

Trafford Southwell either didn’t hear or chose to ignore what Power Cobbe had to say, 

setting her apart from the approach of Louisa Boucherett and her mother who chose 

not to become figure heads of the Lincoln Nursing Fund.  Trafford Southwell had no 

qualms about using her wealth and status to leave a mark on her environment and 

encroach on a traditional male sphere.  Her behaviour challenged contemporary codes 

of femininity and subsequent assertions by historians that women’s ‘symbolic 

conformity’ was necessary to reinforce ascendant gender ideals leaving them no other 

way of expressing their ideas or expertise.721   

It is evident that in the parochial realm women had recourse to, and chose to indulge 

in, other forms of expression particularly when it came to the built environment.   

                                                             
720 Cobbe, Essays on the Pursuits of Women, pp.26-32. 
721 Gleadle, Borderline Citizens, pp.2-3. 



 

255 
 

Nonetheless, the nature, extent and impact of this work has been largely overlooked.  

While Lynne Walker has written about women’s early interventions in spatial and 

material culture her focus has remained on well-known women like Barbara Bodichon 

and Harriet Martineau (who commissioned their own houses), interpreting such 

activities as manifestations of female creativity.722   Emphasising the domestic origins 

of women’s spatial and architectural interventions, Walker engages with the bourgeois 

model of female philanthropy, leaving the activities of those women who operated 

within traditional customary and paternalistic frameworks under explored.   Thus 

Walker interprets Elizabeth Garrett Anderson’s commissioning of the New Hospital for 

Women in London in the 1890s as a reconfiguration of middle-class femininity, in stark 

contrast to Elizabeth Trafford Southwell who built Wisbech hospital to express her 

‘paternalistic’ agency and the renewed ascendency of her family.     

As the next example shows, however, hospital building was not confined to female 

landowners.  Some wealthy small-town residents also saw it as a way of gifting 

something to their community.  In 1881 in the small Lincolnshire town of Spalding, 

following a dedication by the Bishop of Lincoln, the Johnson Hospital formally opened 

its doors.  Like the cottage hospital in Wisbech, the new Spalding hospital was also the 

result of female benevolence, on this occasion that of two unmarried sisters Elizabeth 

Ann and Mary Ann Johnson.  The sisters had lived independently since the death of 

their father, a local clergyman and one-time master of Spalding Grammar School, and 

the hospital had been founded under the provision Elizabeth Ann’s will which 

stipulated how her estates were to be used following her death.723  

                                                             
722 Lynne Walker, ‘Women Patron-builders in Britain: Identity, Difference and Memory in Spatial 
and Material Culture’, in Deborah Cherry and Janice Helland (eds), Local/Global: Women Artists 
in the Nineteenth Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), pp.121-136, pp.126-7. 
723 Ruby Hunt, The Story of the Johnson Hospital Spalding, 1881-1981 (Undated Paper) 
https://www.southhollandlife.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/AOS-D-0124-Johnson-
Hosp.pdf 

https://www.southhollandlife.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/AOS-D-0124-Johnson-Hosp.pdf
https://www.southhollandlife.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/AOS-D-0124-Johnson-Hosp.pdf
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In her will Miss Johnson had stated that the hospital was ‘to be as nearly as may be 

deemed advisable and circumstances will admit, erected on the plan and conducted on 

similar principles to the Hospital and Infirmary of Stamford and Rutland’ (completed in 

1828 using money left by local surgeon Henry Fryer). Mary Ann Johnson accordingly 

purchased and conveyed the hospital site to a newly formed group of Trustees.724  

Following her death in 1878 a competition was held to find an architect and design for 

the building.725  Work on the red brick structure, dressed in Bath stone in the Domestic 

Gothic style, commenced in 1879 at a cost of £4,000.  A further £5,000 was spent on 

furnishings and equipment.  The Hospital Trustees were appointed according to the 

wishes of the Misses Johnson and included the Vicars of Spalding and surrounding 

parishes and other notable Spalding residents.726  

The Johnsons’ generosity to the people of Spalding and the town’s acceptance of their 

gift, shows that not only did the sisters consider themselves prominent members of 

the town’s interventionist elite but were also accepted as such by the townspeople.   

By commissioning their hospital, the sisters had made a conscious decision to 

participate in the growing movement to address the health needs of the population of 

this small -town and its rural hinterland, the non-controversial acceptance of their 

intervention signalled the legitimacy of their local agency.   

 

                                                             
724 Ibid., 
725 LA HOSP/JOHNSON/1/4/5.  
726 Hunt, The Story of the Johnson Hospital.  
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The Johnson Hospital, Spalding, Lincolnshire

Johnson Hospital Spalding          Photo: South Holland Life Heritage and Crafts  

The Hospital was not the only building that the Johnsons planned and realised.  Several 

years before its completion Mary Ann Johnson had provided £10,000 to build St. 

Peter’s Church, on a site adjacent to the eventual Hospital, from designs by Sir George 

Gilbert Scott.   Mary Ann Johnson would go on to provide a further endowment of 

£30,000 which was used to erect a church and school at Hawthorne Bank in Spalding.   

This latter church, dedicated to St. John the Baptist, was designed and realised by 

architect R. J. Withers and consecrated on 24 June 1875.727  

Through their endowments, the Johnson sisters had a lasting impact on the spatial and 

material culture of Spalding that held the promise of effecting a major change in the 

health and spiritual well-being of the local population.  It is difficult to conceive of a 

more visible way in which to signal their independence through while leaving a 

permanent legacy for future generations.728  As with other expressions of female 

independent agency, these activities, while challenging national discourse, were not 

                                                             
727 Norman T Wills, (Undated Pamphlet) Fenland Churches and People between Spalding and 
Long Sutton, South Lincolnshire, p 11.  
728 A new community hospital was opened in Spalding in 2010.  It still bears the Johnson name.  
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viewed as transgressive by the local community.  Although descended from the cadet 

branch of a gentry family, the sisters’ position as daughters of a clergyman and school-

master would lead them to be considered as middle-class rather than gentry.   

The Johnson Hospital and St Peter’s Church, Spalding, Lincolnshire 

Postcard showing Johnson’s Hospital and St Peter’s Church, Spalding.729 

The Johnson’s benevolance was not constrained by bourgeois ideas of women’s proper 

sphere, again suggesting that this was much less of an issue for provincial women 

empowered by customary models of power and influence.730 Once again, the divide 

between the rhetoric and the reality of women’s public agency during the nineteenth 

century, is clear to see.  At precisely the moment that Power Cobbe was identifying 

building projects as beyond the scope of women, Trafford Southwell and the Johnson 

sisters were commissioning projects of their own. 

                                                             
729 https://www.southhollandlife.com/2015/04/postcard-titled-hospital-and-st-peters-church-
spalding 
730 Hunt, The Story of the Johnson Hospital Spalding, p.27.  

https://www.southhollandlife.com/2015/04/postcard-titled-hospital-and-st-peters-church-spalding
https://www.southhollandlife.com/2015/04/postcard-titled-hospital-and-st-peters-church-spalding
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St John the Baptist Church, Spalding, Lincolnshire 

  

Illustration of St John the Baptist Church in The Building News 17th July 1874.  The caption reads ‘Church of 
St John the Baptist Church, Spalding, and Lincolnshire. Built and Endowed by Miss M.A. Johnson AD 1874.  

 

It is also clear that in commissioning buildings Trafford-Southwell and the Johnson’s 

were by no means unique.  Indeed, numerous women who achieved wealth through 

the ownership and acquisition of land chose to celebrate their place in the world 

through bricks and stone with many, like the Johnsons, renovating and commissioning 

church buildings.   Yet despite the commonality of such acts, this form of female 

patronage has been largely ignored in the historiography.  Where women’s 

participation in church design has been celebrated, it has been interpreted more as an 

expression of women’s innate religiosity realised through the medium of design than 

as a desire to engage in place building.  Consequently most studies of women’s role in 

church renovation have focused on women’s decoration and embellishment of interior 
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space in male led renovations, rather than seeking to identify women’s own 

independent commissions.731    

The one exception to this historiographical neglect is Jenny Uglow’s The Pinecone, a 

detailed examination of the work and patronage of Cumbrian landowner Sarah Losh.  

While the book focuses on Losh’s extraordinary creativity including her proficiency in 

building and crafts, it also touches on aspects of independent female expression, 

particularly women’s use of material culture to celebrate their own sense of place 

through engaging in public acts of memorialisation.732  However, while Uglow 

considered Losh to be something of a pioneer, this thesis suggests that female 

patronage of church restoration was quite common.  In Lincolnshire, although not 

driven to quite the same creative lengths as Sarah Losh, many female landowners 

commissioned church renovations, imposing their own views as to the spiritual needs 

of the populace, while simultaneously using religious architecture to signal their status 

and to celebrate and memorialise family ties to place.   As Rawding has noted, 

landowners often expressed their power through the physical structure of the church, 

demonstrating their dominion over a locale which is why Church and Manor house are 

often placed in proximity in English villages.733 The activities of female church builders 

show that women, like men, recognised the affirmative power that physical buildings 

and material culture contained. 

                                                             
731 Jim Cheshire ‘Fashioning Church Interiors: The Importance of Female Amateur Designers’, in 
Timothy Willem Jones and Lucinda Matthews-Jones (eds), Material Religion in Modern Britain: 
The Spirit of Things, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), pp.77-99 
732 Jenny Uglow, The Pinecone: The Story of Sarah Losh, Romantic Heroine, Architect and 
Visionary (London: Faber and Faber, 2012), pp.1-2 and p.232.   It was the sudden death of her 
sister Katherine in the February 1835 that provided the catalyst for Losh’s most ambitious 
building project; a chapel built in the Romanesque style, dedicated to the memory of her lost 
sister.  The interior reflected its patron’s lifelong interest in the natural history of her Cumbrian 
home. 
733 Charles Rawding, ‘The Iconography of Churches’, Journal of Historical Geography, 16.2 
(1990) pp.157-176, p.158. 
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While the provision of new hospitals arose from the Victorian desire to see to the 

physical well-being of the population, the Church of England’s Anglican Revival 

prompted a programme of church building in the second half of the nineteenth 

century, which reflected an equal concern to address its spiritual needs.  Between 

1840 and 1900 Anglican churches were transformed, both liturgically and 

architecturally, by the respective evangelical movements established at Oxford and 

Cambridge in the 1830s.734   The Cambridge Camden Group issued a series of 

publications designed to promote the building of new churches and the restoration of 

old ones with the aim of transforming the layout and decoration of the internal space 

and introducing new ritualistic religious practice.735  From 1840 to 1882 in Lincolnshire 

alone, 663 churches were built, rebuilt, or restored.736    

As with women’s involvement in the cottage hospital movement, female investment 

and commissioning was crucial to the overhaul of church architecture, yet their 

contribution remains virtually unacknowledged.  While some schemes were both 

personal and modest in form - Ann Dixon put aside funds for a new window in the 

church at Holton le Moor as a memorial to her mother - other projects were extensive, 

involving considerable financial outlay.   In the Lincolnshire village of Corringham Mary 

Beckett commissioned a full-scale restoration of the parish church of St. Laurence.  The 

work, which was undertaken by London-based architects Bodley and Garner between 

1882 and 1884, cost £12,000.737 Beckett’s renovation, completed in line with Camden 

Group recommendations, included repairs to the windows and tower and new roofs of 

                                                             
734 Nigel Yates, Liturgical Space: Christian Worship and Church Buildings in Western Europe 
1500-2000 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), p.71.  
735 Ibid., pp.115-6. 
736 Rawding ‘The Iconography of Churches’ p.161. 
737 Bodley who trained under George Gilbert Scott, was one of the architects associated with 
the English Arts and Crafts movement, his church commissions providing early opportunities for 
William Morris’ decorative arts firm. 
http://www.victorianweb.org/art/architecture/bodley/bio.html 

http://www.victorianweb.org/art/architecture/bodley/bio.html
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oak to the aisles and transepts.  It also extended to a scheme of internal re-decoration, 

including painted ceilings and panels, gilt scroll work, embroidery and stained glass 

which was dedicated to the memory of Beckett’s father Sir John.738    Mary Beckett’s 

investment in the restoration not only demonstrated the extent of her personal wealth 

but also signalled that her family, who had made their fortune in trade, were bona fide 

members of the Lincolnshire landed elite.  

It is not known if Beckett was personally involved in the choice of internal decoration, 

but it was certainly common for women to oversee the practical details of their 

commissions.  In north-east Lincolnshire, Frances (Fanny) Rosamund Skipworth, who 

inherited South Kelsey Hall in the 1880s, dedicated much time and money, to the 

restoration and remodelling of two churches on the Skipworth estates.   Skipworth 

corresponded regularly with Herbert Brewster, the vicar at South Kelsey who in turn 

liaised with C. Hodgson Fowler, the Durham architect commissioned to restore South 

Kelsey church.  Brewster provided his benefactor with comprehensive updates 

regarding the drawing up and amendment of the architectural plans, and once work 

had commenced, what was happening on site.   On 26th October, 1888 Brewster sent 

Skipworth a set of plans with a covering letter explaining the key features.739   It is 

evident from Brewster’s subsequent letter that Skipworth had made some comments 

on the plans as the vicar said he had delayed answering her letter until he had had 

‘some communication with Mr Hodgson Fowler’.  Brewster told Skipworth that he had 

‘set before him your view of the of the imperative necessity of opening up the tower – 

arch and he said that he would come over here when next at South Ferriby, which 

church he has in hand’.  Brewster went on to explain that such changes would require 

                                                             
738 Kelly’s Directory of Lincolnshire, 1885, (London: Kelly & Co., 1885), p.367.   
739 1 - Dixon 13/3/2/18 26th Oct, 1888. 
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further funds but that he would ‘gladly do all I can to help you and will keep strict 

account of the little items to which you refer’.740     

The restoration of St. Mary’s church was completed in 1889 at a cost of £950 and the 

work was dedicated to the memory of Fanny’s parents George and Eliza Skipworth.  A 

plaque to this effect was placed on the south wall of the church.   In addition to 

funding the building works, Skipworth donated several fixtures and fittings, including 

an old iron wheeled coffin bier and three fifteenth- century candlesticks made of 

Spanish silver which she had purchased for the church.741  In common with other 

landowners of the period Skipworth funded the renovation of St Mary’s to celebrate 

her family’s place at South Kelsey and demonstrate the extent of her wealth.742  Her 

involvement in the overall design, demonstrated through her vetoing aspects of the 

architect’s plans and gifting decorative items, shows how her commission had allowed 

her to combine aspects of her paternalistic persona with a more individual and 

creative identity.   

While Fanny Skipworth used her restoration as an outlet for her creative energies, this 

was not the only motivation of female patrons.  At Gerrard’s Cross in Buckinghamshire, 

the Reid sisters, (whose ‘paternalistic’ benevolence towards their neighbours was 

discussed at the start of this chapter) embarked on their own ambitious church-

building project, with the express intention of providing a lasting memorial to their 

brother George who had died in 1852.   Their motives were questioned by their 

landlord’s land agent George Healy, who (referring to his questioning of their farming 

ability described in Chapter 4) believed ‘farming has had its season with them and 

Church building is now all the rage’.  Healy’s comments are a rare instance of someone 

                                                             
740 1 - Dixon 13/3/2/20 8th Nov, 1888. 
741 St Mary’s with St Nicholas Church, South Kelsey – undated church pamphlet (acquired 2016).  
742 Rawding, ‘The Iconography of Churches’, p.165. 
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being overtly hostile to the independent activities of the women discussed in this 

thesis. Despite Healy’s intervention however the Reid sisters persevered, showing that 

like the Johnson sisters and Mary Beckett, women were just as capable as male 

patrons in providing a church that could meet the moral and spiritual needs of the 

labouring poor.743  

In 1856 the Reids wrote to Michael Festing, the Duke of Somerset’s agent, setting out 

their intention to build the church.  As Festing relayed to his employer, the church was 

to be erected at their ‘own entire expense’ but would require the Duke to convey an 

unenclosed portion of Fulmer common as a potential site.744  In a further 

demonstration of the status enjoyed by the sisters at Bulstrode, the Duke - perhaps 

glad that he didn’t have to fund a new church himself - agreed to their request, making 

available just over one acre of land.  The Reids chose as their architect Sir William Tite 

who had been a friend of their brother.   A well-known exponent of Italianate 

architectural style, Tites’ designs for other civic buildings, including London’s Royal 

Exchange, could have left the sisters in no doubt that their chosen architect would 

reject the more common Gothic Revival style favoured by many Victorian church 

architects, including Gilbert-Scott.745 Like Fanny Skipworth, Louisa Reid was keen to 

oversee the progress of the build, purchasing Latchmoor, a property in the adjoining 

village of Chalfont St Peter, from which to supervise the works.  On completion of the 

church the sisters handed Latchmoor to the ecclesiastical commissioners as a clergy 

house.  The total cost of the build exceeded £7,000, added to which were the expenses 

relating to the purchase of Latchmoor.  The sisters gave an additional endowment to 

provide the parishioners with the services of a resident pastor.  The endowment was 

funded through a transfer of £1,000 worth of stock which provided a stipend of £100 a 

                                                             
743 Gladstone, The Building of St. James, p.14 and CFBS, D/RA/4/144 3rd April, 1857. 
744 Ibid., p.16 
745 Ibid., p.18 
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year.  Over the years Louisa Reid would increase the amount of stock made over to the 

Commissioners until by 1874 the stipend was worth in the region of £200 to £300 per 

annum.746   By 1858 the Reids’ church was complete.  Michael Festing wrote to Louisa 

Reid to proffer his congratulations.  He had, he said:  

[V]isited your beautiful church, it is indeed a most noble act on your 

parts and must ever perpetuate the memories of your late excellent 

Brother and yourselves!  It is most substantially built; and will no doubt 

be a dry, and healthy place to worship’.747   

St James’ Church, Gerrard’s Cross, Buckinghamshire 

  

Postcard showing St James’ Church, Gerrard’s Cross, Buckinghamshire. 

In realising their grand design, the Reid sisters had demonstrated the extent of their 

local influence by constructing a building that equalled any of the ‘grand charities’ 

commissioned by their male contemporaries.  Using their personal fortune to 

                                                             
746 Ibid., p.48 
747 D/RA/4/144 Letter 10th Feb, 1858. 
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construct a memorial to a much-loved brother, while celebrating their personal 

independent agency, they had also made a tangible difference to the material 

environment and the spiritual wellbeing of their local community.      

5.0 Conclusion  

This chapter has explored the variety of philanthropic activities realised by gentry and 

upper middle-class women in rural and small-town communities.    It has shown how in 

these parochial realms women combined their personal interests with the exercise of 

customary power to construct powerful interventionist, philanthropic, and expert 

personas.   

Some women exerted considerable agency in the interpersonal and networked space 

of their immediate locale.  Capitalising on their superior education and membership of 

the local ‘lieutenant class’, they positioned themselves as powerful intermediaries; 

intervening in disputes between fellow tenants and their landlord.     

As resident landowners, women took advantage of the traditional and customary 

power that accrued to their persons, intervening in their neighbourhoods and 

supporting a wide variety of local, county, and national causes.  While on occasion 

conforming to customary and gendered heirachies, in other instances they were able 

to inject their own personal preferences to develop a distinct form of ‘paternalism’, 

less formulaic than that practiced by fathers and brothers, but also removed from the 

old style ‘lady bountiful’ activites of their mothers.   

Female interventions took on a variety of forms.  Barred from performing the 

institutional roles inhabited by male members of the local elite, women negotiated the 

legal and cultural landscape to their own ends, questioning the permissible sphere of 

female parochial engagement.  While some remained focused on their immediate 
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neighbourhoods, others sought to extend the benefits of locally pioneered schemes to 

influence emerging national policy.  

Exercising customary forms of power, women were less constrained by bourgeois 

ideas of women’s place.  Intervening in the spatial and material culture of small towns 

and rural parishes, they not only challenged contempory perceptions of female 

philanthropy but also its representation in the subsequent historiography.   

In the parochial realm women had recourse to other forms of expression, particularly 

in relation to the built environment.  Highly interventionist, women contributed to 

national movements designed to improve local healthcare and revive the fortunes of 

the Anglican Church.  Investing large financial sums and copius amounts of energy, 

they engaged in types of philanthropic activity normally considered the preserve of 

men.   

By building and renovating hospitals and churches women entered a very public arena, 

and their activism had a definite and long lasting impact on the built environment.   

Their buildings celebrate their place in the world and are a fitting testament to the 

extraordinary agency and energy of the independent woman in the long nineteenth 

century.     
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Conclusions  

 
During the long nineteenth century, a significant minority of single women lived alone 

or as heads of households, deriving income from a variety of sources, but not 

dependent on men.   Whether living on annuities, making a living from trade, farming, 

or running landed estates, independent women were a common constituency of small 

towns and rural communities across England.    

We have seen how many of these women lived and the alternatives open to them.  In 

small towns, independent householders populated respectable streets and 

neighbourhoods, establishing networks of acquaintance and grouping together for 

mutual support.  In the countryside, where there was less opportunity for spatial 

concentration, female householders and business women nevertheless remained a 

salient feature of most communities.    

While better off gentry women, deriving income from investments and inherited 

wealth, provided homes for a range of dependents, many of the family units led by 

independent women were far more modest, comprising just one householder and a 

maid.  But although they may have been financially constrained, these women found 

creative ways to maximise their incomes, building up credit with local suppliers in 

small towns, or engaging in acts of agricultural self-sufficiency in the countryside.   

When single, independent women needed to or chose to earn an income, the small 

towns and villages of nineteenth-century England offered a range of opportunities in 

trade, retail, and service provision.  A regular presence in the commercial centres of 

small towns, lower middle-class women ran shops and managed hotels and inns.  

Others undertook less boisterous business ventures.  Some established schools in small 

towns offering an education to the daughters of merchants and better-off farmers in 

successful enterprises that provided a livelihood to a succession of single independent 
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women.  Many women traded from home, setting up genteel lodging houses or 

working as skilled milliners and dressmakers provisioning the farmers’ wives and 

daughters, who flocked to town on market days keen to procure the latest fashions.   

While the margins of town and country presented additional opportunities for 

economic activity, most country women derived their income from the land, as 

farmers and landowners.   Heading ‘households of enterprise’ independent female 

farmers were a common feature of agricultural districts.   Gentry women acquiring 

property through inheritance or purchase took control of substantial landholdings.  

They worked hard to improve the physical fabric and viability of their estates, while 

devising strategies to protect their assets for future generations.   

In small towns and in the countryside, women used their independence to assert 

influence over their parochial realms.  They intervened on behalf of neighbours and 

utilised their funds and associated freedoms to pursue personal philanthropic projects.   

Women capitalised on their local status to realise schemes not commonly associated 

with their sex, building houses and hospitals and renovated and commissioning 

churches; making and shaping their material surroundings to create a tangible 

reminder of their independent agency.   

Establishing that independent women were common place during the nineteenth 

century - as evidenced by the frequent portrayal of householders, farmers and 

heiresses in the popular novels of the period - has troubled many of the assumptions 

made about women during this period.  Despite the promulgation of gendered rhetoric 

and the ideological pronouncements of women’s domestic and reproductive 

responsibilities, it is clear that ‘female industry’ was widespread, challenging the 

narrative that single women were either redundant or superfluous.  Even the most 

idealistic of didactic writers accepted the economic realities of the period, creating a 
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discursive space in which female independence became not only possible, but for 

some groups, such as young women of the economically precarious middle-class, 

desirable.   

Across the country and not just in larger metropolitan centres middling sort women 

participated on their own terms in urban and rural economies, overturning ideas of 

women’s ‘hidden’ contribution or a long-term withdrawal from the market.   Many 

single women were fully integrated into those markets, generating new wealth and 

providing employment, not just for members of their extended families but also for 

other workers, challenging the tendency to historicize this group as merely subsisting 

or ‘surviving’ on the margins of the economy.   In families where economically active 

fathers and/or brothers died, women stepped up, taking over the farming enterprises 

and landed estates, fulfilling all the occupational requirements demanded by their new 

roles.  

The widespread evidence of female-headed households in town and countryside calls 

for a re-evaluation of single women’s residence options during this period.  Rather 

than living in the homes of relatives, many women possessed the freedom, motivation 

and resources to create and maintain their own homes and live independently.  Some 

acted as titular heads of their families, while providing homes for parents, siblings and 

younger relatives.  Not only are assumptions about the relationship of unmarried 

women to family and home overturned by this, but it also causes us to question the 

relative gendered positions of household inhabitants - particularly in working 

households - where age, seniority, and specialist knowledge were more important than 

sex.   A better understanding of single women’s domestic arrangements also makes us 

question the familiar tropes attached to this group.    Accustomed to portrayals of 

impoverished and lonely ‘old-maids’, it is refreshing to encounter women who led 
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happy and fulfilling lives outside of marriage, living at the centre of a network of 

acquaintances where mutual support was guaranteed.  

To establish their own homes and businesses, women were required to take control of 

property, either as owners or as occupiers, assuming the civic responsibilities that 

accrued to them as property holders and householders.  Property in its variety of forms 

was the foundation on which most expressions of female independent identity were 

performed. Women took control of financial resources in the form of annuities, 

investments, and stocks, sometimes acquiring a degree of political agency in the 

process.   The evidence of widespread property holding among single women raises 

questions about how this issue has been treated in the historiography.  While it has 

been acknowledged that as feme soles single women had full control of property and 

could enter into contracts in the same way as men, the implications of this have never 

been fully explored.   Where discussions of independent property holders do occur, the 

focus has been on the part that high-profile single women played in overturning the 

legal impediments suffered by married women. It has also been assumed that women 

viewed control of family property as a male concern, and that consequently they were 

far more interested in personal possessions to which they attached some emotional 

meaning.  This study has shown how the figure of the independent woman of property 

disrupts this gendered discourse. Although nineteenth-century property relations 

remained deeply gendered - with language and documentation suggesting that a 

person of property was categorically male - this did not prevent women from 

controlling substantial property, even if they found their gender transformed in the 

process.   It is clear from this study that many women, particularly those from gentry 

backgrounds, played an active role in property strategies, often ending up with full 

control over family assets.   The examples of the two Lincolnshire women who 

acquired landed estates through gift and purchase also questions the idea that women 
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lacked commercial awareness or ambition.  Using their money to purchase substantial 

estates, one of the women effected a total transformation in her social status due to 

property ownership, moving from servant to independent gentle woman, based on 

several legacies made by generous friends and careful acquisitions on her part.   

The experiences of independent women detailed in this study warn against over 

generalising historical populations.  We have seen how aggregation of women 

according to marital status can erase difference, allowing groups like single women to 

be constructed as problematic and anomalous.  It is evident however that single 

women were far from homogenous, and that the category ‘single’ concealed 

significant variations in class, age and economic circumstance.  For single independent 

women ‘age’ emerged as a significant variable. Although many women’s adult lives 

were circumscribed by grief and loss, particularly the loss of parents and siblings, 

consecutive bereavements often left them in total control of family resources, and as 

they aged they were well placed to take advantage of any opportunities that 

presented.  In middle to older age, women made homes for themselves, established 

businesses and acquired or assumed control of landed estates.   Becoming 

independent later in life may have insulated women from the more pejorative 

stereotypes attached to the younger members of their group with whom they shared a 

marital status.  In communities where expressions of female independence were 

common place, female autonomy appears to have been respected rather than 

stereotyped or judged.  

Demonstrating the frequency of independent women in nineteenth-century 

communities, and their historiographical neglect, raises questions about current 

historical practice.  When historians adopt binary frameworks to structure their 

analysis, subjects and identities that fail to fall within these parameters can be 

repressed or even erased.  Independent women are particularly difficult to 
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accommodate in dualistic frameworks which assign men and women separate spheres 

of activity.  As feme soles they could have more in common with men than with other 

(married) women evidenced by their occupation of a variety of subject positions such 

as household head, farmer, or landowner normatively associated with the masculine.  

The consistent identification of self-supporting women with the feminine side of the 

male/female binary, has led to their identities and their activities being interpreted as 

not only transgressive but even anomalous.  The concrete array of independent 

women in small town and rural settings challenges these dualisms to show that female 

identities are never solely predicated on gender and that more flexible conceptual 

frameworks are therefore required; ones capable of recognising that women’s 

independent identities emerge from the intersection of cultural, occupational, and 

local modalities.  

Although this study has shown independent women exercising considerable agency in 

small town and rural communities, we know that to date these locations are rarely 

included in mainstream historiographies.  Metropolitan women have continued to take 

precedence, particularly in examinations of women’s economic, as well as 

philanthropic, activities.  The tendency to set up a dualism of urban and rural, and 

subsequently construct the latter as inferior and separate, has contributed to this.   

Small towns, with their range of commercial and social functions, were important sites 

of female agency and therefore need to be included in any analysis of female 

economic activity.  In the countryside significant cultural and economic resources were 

in the hands of independent women meaning that they, as landowners, property 

holders, and business proprietors, were important local actors central to the proper 

functioning of the parochial realm.      
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By applying Judith Butler’s theory of performativity to non-metropolitan settings, we 

have witnessed traditional forms of power in operation and observed their discursive 

effects as they positioned women in traditionally masculine roles.  In rural Lincolnshire, 

customary tenancy arrangements worked to legitimise the occupational identity of one 

independent female famer allowing her to join with her male colleagues and express 

her political identity.  Elsewhere family inheritance practices constituted gentry 

women as estate managers and paternalists, leading to their exercise of public and 

political agency derived from the specific needs and backgrounds of their rural 

communities; power that could be exercised without recourse to bourgeois ideas of 

women’s place, or in the case of single women, social motherhood.    While many 

women concentrated their efforts on their immediate geographical locale, we have 

seen how one woman was able to exploit her network of acquaintance and create an 

expert persona, enabling her to intervene politically at the interface of the local and 

national.   

This study has also drawn on the work of feminist geographers to demonstrate that 

small town and rural spaces could be mutually constitutive of independent identities. 

In towns independent women colonised certain streets and neighbourhoods to set up 

households and businesses, while establishing their presence on commercial streets 

and in market squares. In the countryside there were different performative spaces.  

Farming women and female estate managers, asserting their right to farm and 

manage, demonstrated their dominion over agricultural space to reconfigure it as a 

site of legitimate female action.   Women’s presence in the fields and their control 

over the means of agricultural production challenges the narrative of female 

withdrawal from the land overturning assumptions that women lacked the technical 

expertise and know-how to succeed.  Although at times their lives were economically 
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precarious, women continued to make an independent living from the land and those 

who were brought up to the profession could be competent managers.   

Finally, as makers and shapers of small town and village space, women broke new 

ground, encroaching on the male domain to commission buildings, proving to their 

contemporaries that such ‘grand’ schemes were not solely the preserve of men.  

Capitalising on their favourable position as members of the local ‘lieutenant’ class or 

landowning elite, women commissioning hospitals and renovated and built churches 

and schools, inserting themselves into the material culture of their locales.   By doing 

so they challenge the idea that ‘symbolic conformity’ was necessary to reinforce 

ascendant gender ideals and that women had no other way of expressing their ideas or 

expertise.  

Whether they were modest householders, tenacious farmers, or wealthy heiresses, 

nineteenth-century independent women, in all their many guises, show themselves to 

be important historical figures.   By presenting the details of their lives and the truth of 

their experiences, this study has shown that they deserve their place in women’s and 

gender history.  
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