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THE EARLY YEARS
The position of perpetual curate of Haworth could not have 
been offered to Patrick Brontë at a better time. After initially 
being rejected for the role, he was officially nominated almost 
a month after the birth of his sixth child, Anne Brontë, in 
1820. Anne was the youngest of Patrick and Maria Brontë’s 
children, and the tenth person to make up the household at 
the parsonage in Thornton, Bradford, where Patrick had been 
perpetual curate for five years. As well as Patrick, Maria and 
six children all under the age of six, there were also the sisters 
Nancy and Sarah Garrs, two servants employed by the family. 
The position in Haworth presented an opportunity for Patrick 
to increase his wage, and the parsonage there offered much 
more space for the young family.1

The Brontë children (Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte, Branwell 
and Emily) spent the day of Anne’s birth at Kipping House, 
the home of their friends the Firths. John Scholefield Firth 
was a doctor, and his daughter Elizabeth Firth became 
Anne’s godmother, along with her friend Fanny Outhwaite, 
and their friendship with and love for the Brontë family 
continued even after the family moved to Haworth. Anne’s 

Anne’s birthplace at Thornton, Bradford.
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Bible was a christening gift from Elizabeth, who inscribed 
the flyleaf with ‘To Anne Brontë with the love & best wishes 
of her Godmother Elizabeth Firth.’ Her father also wrote, 
‘Remember, my dear Child, frequently to read this Book, with 
much prayer to God — and to keep it all your life-time, for 
the sake of the Donor.’ The Bible was presented to Anne when 
it was decided that she was old enough to have it – there is an 
inscription in pencil at the front of the book, in what looks to 
be Patrick’s handwriting, which reads, ‘Keep this till Anne is 
10 years of age.’2

When Anne was almost three months old, the Brontë family 
said goodbye to their good friends in Thornton and travelled to 
Haworth parsonage. The final stretch of their journey, from the 
bottom of Main Street to the parsonage itself, can still be walked 
today and many of the buildings are still the same now as they 
were then. Main Street is very steep and still cobbled, begging 
the question, ‘How on earth did horse-drawn carts make it 
up and down here?’ The Haworth of today is very proud of its 
literary heritage: the bookshops are full of Brontë editions and 
related works; the tea rooms are named after Brontë books and 
characters, and everyone seems to have a story or two about 
the family. In one day, I learned of two chairs that are both 
claimed to be Branwell’s – the chair in the stairway of the Black 
Bull Inn was pointed out to me as the real one, but earlier I had 
been told by a volunteer at the museum that the chair was kept 
in the parsonage itself. 

The family barely even had a year to settle into life at Haworth 
before their mother, Maria, became dangerously ill with cancer 
of the uterus. She died on 15 September 1821. Her eldest 
daughter, Maria, was just eight years old, and Anne was four 
months from her second birthday. Being so young, it’s unlikely 
that Anne had any of her own memories of their mother. 
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All of the Brontës carried the loss with them for the rest of 
their lives, but Anne was to grow up with plenty of affection 
and loving role models. There was Patrick, their driven, well-
educated and loving father. Maria took on the role of mother 
to her younger sisters and brother, and was a bright, intelligent 
child (she could read French by age ten3). There isn’t much left 
to us of Elizabeth, except that she was loving, dependable and 
willing to take on household duties.4 Charlotte, Branwell and 
Emily all grew to be imaginative, intellectual and intense in 
their own ways. Their ‘darling’ Anne, the baby of the family, 
cannot have failed to be influenced by such a diverse collection 
of relatives.5 For their part, the older children were very pleased 
with their baby sister, making her the pet of the family and 
watching over her.6 Charlotte, as a young child, even claimed to 
have seen an angel standing at Anne’s bedside.7

Anne’s aunt, Elizabeth Branwell, became a permanent mem-
ber of the household after the death of Maria. She had travelled 
from her home in Penzance to care for her dying sister, and 
her stay was only ever meant to be temporary. But knowing 
that the children would need another parental figure and that 
Patrick wouldn’t be able to look after six children alone on top 
of his duties as curate, she agreed to stay until the children went 
to school. In fact, Aunt Branwell spent the rest of her life with 
the Brontës in Haworth, ‘behaving as an affectionate mother 
to my children,’ wrote Patrick.8 She became an especially 
big influence on Anne; they shared a room together during 
Anne’s childhood, and Anne spent most of her time with Aunt 
Branwell when the older children were later away at school.

There were six young children, two adults and two servants 
living in the parsonage. The ‘children’s room’ (which later 
became Emily’s room) still has faint drawings on the walls, 
presumed to have been made by the Brontë children. This 
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image of the Brontës scribbling on the walls, acting the part of 
creative and mischievous children, is at odds with the general 
perception that they were quiet and subdued, watched over by 
a stern and distant father and a strict spinster aunt.

Mrs Gaskell describes the young Brontës’ room as a room 
for study, rather than play, and doesn’t fail to remind the reader 
of the tragic lives of the family: ‘This little extra up-stairs room 
was appropriated to the children. Small as it was, it was not 
called a nursery; indeed, it had not the comfort of a fireplace in 
it; the servants—two affectionate, warm-hearted sisters, who 
cannot now speak of the family without tears—called the room 
the “children’s study.”’9 She goes on to say that the children were 
‘grave and silent beyond their years’,10 and takes many opportu-
nities to describe their father as withdrawn and eccentric. Aunt 
Branwell receives a particularly harsh description as someone 
respected by the children, but not loved.11

As well as the drawings on the wall of the children’s room, 
there are many anecdotes that contradict Mrs Gaskell’s image 
of a group of sombre children. Some of them are even recorded 
in Mrs Gaskell’s Life, and in reading it I have to question why 
only the tragic, dreary parts of the Brontës’ lives have seemed to 
stick. Mrs Gaskell tried to paint Charlotte as a dutiful daughter 
and sister, whose life was a struggle; she tried to make Charlotte 
into the perfect Victorian woman to counter the criticisms she 
and her sisters received about their writing being distasteful. 
Charlotte’s life was presented as a string of tragedies and sacri-
fices – mix that with the very human tendency to fixate on the 
more morbid parts of a story, and it’s easier to understand why, 
even when presented with the contrary, readers preferred the 
sad version of the Brontë narrative. 

In contrast to this, we have an anecdote from Patrick himself 
about life with his children, from a letter he wrote to Mrs Gaskell:
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When mere children, as soon as they could read and 
write, Charlotte and her brother and sisters used to 
invent and act little plays of their own, in which the 
Duke of Wellington, my daughter Charlotte’s hero, 
was sure to come off conqueror; when a dispute would 
not unfrequently arise amongst them regarding the 
comparative merits of him, Buonaparte, Hannibal, and 
Ceasar. When the argument got warm, and rose to its 
height, as their mother was then dead, I had sometimes to 
come in as arbitrator, and settle the dispute according to 
the best of my judgement. Generally, in the management 
of these concerns, I frequently thought that I discovered 
signs of rising talent, which I had seldom or never before 
seen in any of their age.12

Clearly the children were unafraid of incurring their father’s 
wrath, as it sounds like Patrick’s intervention was a regular 
necessity. 

Sarah Garrs’ recollections also contradict Mrs Gaskell’s 
description of the children. She spent a lot of time with them, 
walking on the moors and teaching the girls how to sew. ‘Their 
fun knew no bounds,’ according to her. ‘It occasioned many a 
merry burst of laughter. They enjoyed a game of romps, and 
played with zest.’13

Their father took a great deal of interest in their education, 
and the children took their lessons with him until he felt that 
the older children should attend school. He was well aware of 
their intelligence, as illustrated by one incident in which he 
asked questions of his children while they were in disguise. 
His theory was that the children might feel less self-conscious 
if they were allowed to speak from behind a mask. When 
asked what a child like her most wanted, the four-year-old 
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Anne replied, ‘Age and experience’. 
Emily, when asked what should be done about her brother 

Branwell (who was sometimes ‘a naughty boy’), replied that her 
father should ‘reason with him, and when he won’t listen, whip 
him’. Charlotte was asked her opinion on the best book in the 
world and answered, ‘The Bible.’ Her next best was ‘The Book 
of Nature’.14

All their answers speak of acumen beyond their years. 
Anne’s, in particular, was always funny to me, and indicative of 
the kind of person that she would become. As the youngest in a 
large family, she would have quickly become familiar with the 
sibling hierarchy defined by age, and wished for more of those 
things that would let her climb that ladder. 

In 1824, sisters Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte and Emily were 
sent to the Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge, the 
now infamous school that was exaggerated and immortalised 
by Charlotte as Lowood School in Jane Eyre. This left Branwell 
(aged seven) and Anne (four) at home with their father, Aunt 
Branwell and the Garrs sisters. 

It was originally Patrick’s intention that Anne should follow 
her sisters to the Clergy Daughters’ School, but Anne didn’t 
actually go to school until she was fifteen. On 14 February 
1825, Maria was sent home from school with tuberculosis. 
Patrick and Aunt Branwell did everything they could to nurse 
her back to health, but she passed away on 6 May. Elizabeth 
also fell ill and she too was sent home on 31 May. Patrick him-
self went to collect Charlotte and Emily the very next day, and 
they never returned to the Clergy Daughters’ School. Elizabeth 
died on 15 June 1825. 

Maria and Elizabeth had become surrogate mothers to their 
younger siblings after the death of their mother, and now they 
were gone too. They had always been a close family, but after 
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three huge losses in such a short amount of time, their 
bonds became even tighter. All four children remained at 
home with their father and aunt for the next six years. 

 




