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Abstract  

Sarah Smith (1832-1911), under the pseudonym of Hesba Stretton, was a popular author 

of children’s and adult literature in the Victorian era and a founding member of the 

National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. This thesis explores how 

Sarah created herself as the author Hesba Stretton: choosing a pseudonym and subject 

areas that both revealed and concealed who she was; using the popularity of her works to 

negotiate with publishers for a living wage for herself and her sister; and parlaying her 

authorial fame to argue and organize for reform on social issues important to her. 

Utilizing the insights of feminist literary scholar Carolyn Heilbrun, Smith/Stetton’s life is 

reconstructed to consider the unique opportunities, decisions, contributions and 

consternations of her life. Her logbooks, travel diaries, short stories, novels and articles, 

as well as the public record of her involvement in social issues of the day, are the primary 

sources used for this biographical interpretation of her life. Feminist scholarship, 

historical and literary, is utilized to give context and critical consideration to Hesba 

Stretton’s life and work. Finally, in keeping with Heilbrun’s precept that biographies are 

fictions—constructions of the biographer of a story she needs to tell—brief self-reflective  

pieces are included. In each chapter the reader sees an aspect of Heilbrun’s theory 

explored, a time of Hesba Stretton’s life examined, and a connection to the biographer’s 

life elaborated.  
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Introduction 

Preface: Why Hesba Stretton?  

On an August day in 2007 the shimmering heat of the prairie summer drove me to 

seek shelter.  The few trees near the beach at Last Mountain Lake Bible Camp offered 

little protection from the blistering press of the sun’s rays. The aged beach house in 

which I was staying seemed stifling. Looking for an avenue of relief I made my way to 

the old quonset hut that housed the Methodist camp’s perennial garage sale. I entered the 

dim light of the building and took a shallow breath of the motionless air. Looking around 

I could see the detritus of the many households that had been offered for fundraising 

purposes. What could I purchase that would not simply add to the clutter of my own 

home?  

Always hopeful of an unexpected find, I headed to the books. Most were the usual 

summer reading fare—tattered mysteries and romances—but on the top shelves were 

some truly old books. I reached for the smallest one, a pale blue hardback entitled Under 

the Old Roof. The author named on the cover was Hesba Stretton and the publisher was 

listed as The Religious Tract Society; I had heard of neither. No publication date was 

given. Wondering how much I really wanted to read a story written for religious purposes 

many decades ago, I was about to put it back. Instead I turned one more page and came 

across the prefatory note. In it someone, presumably the author, had written, “This story 

was intended to illustrate the great injustice suffered by women prior to the passing of the 

Married Women’s Property Acts.”1 Immediately my perspective on the author and the 

book changed. As someone who has a lifelong interest in both women’s issues and 

                                                 
1 Hesba Stretton, Under the Old Roof. (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1882), 10.  
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women in the church, I was intrigued. Who was Hesba Stretton? When was the Married 

Women’s Property Act passed?2 Why was this book published by an explicitly religious 

publisher? What else had she written?  I bought the book and returned home. A quest had 

begun.  

Like many of my non-academic contemporaries my hunt for more information 

began with a Google search. There a truncated article on Wikipedia informed me that 

Hesba Stretton was a pseudonym for Sarah Smith who was “considered one of the most 

popular Evangelical writers in the nineteenth century.”3 I found that statement somewhat 

amazing considering that I, who loved children’s books and religious material, had never 

heard of her. Perhaps I had not read as many evangelical writers as I thought! Nor could I 

find much written about her at the time my research began.4 The less I found the more 

                                                 
2 The Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 gave women in England the right to inherit personal 
property and small amounts of money. All other property (excluding land), whether acquired before or after 
marriage, belonged to their husband. The Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 was a substantial 
improvement on this; “The act of 1882 gave women married after 1 January 1883 the right to all property 
that they possessed or were entitled to at the time of marriage and also all property that they acquired or 
become entitled to after marriage.” Mary Beth Combs, “‘A Measure of Legal Independence’: The 1870 
Married Women’s Property Act and the Portfolio Allocations of British Wives” The Journal of Economic 
History, Vol. 65, No. 4 (Dec. 2005): 1033. Under the terms of this act a married woman was allowed to 
retain ownership of property which she might have received as a gift from a parent. Before the 1882 
Married Women's Property Act was passed this property would automatically have become the property of 
the husband. Moreover, husbands then had the right to leave any property acquired from their wives to 
whomever they wished. Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall argue that the lack of control over their 
property and therefore their chances in life “lay at the heart of women’s sexual and political dependency, a 
situation recognized by early feminists whose first aim was reform of married women’s property.” Leonore 
Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 315. W. D. Rubinstein states that ending this injustice 
through the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882 “was an important step on the road to women’s 
emancipation.” W. D. Rubinstein, Britain’s Century: A Political and Social History 1815-1905 (London: 
Arnold, 1998), 187. The plot of Stretton’s novel, published in the same year as the 1882 Act, centers on a 
woman displaced by a stepson who claims the right to property originally hers because his father leaves 
him all the father’s personal property; her lack of knowledge enables him, as Stretton says in the prefatory 
note, to “exceed the strict limits of law” and displace her. The prefatory note in the edition I first acquired 
was placed in editions reprinted after 1882. 
3 “Hesba Stretton”, Wikipedia. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hesba_Stretton. Accessed December 12, 2009.  
4 Over five years later discussions of her life and work, while growing, are still relatively few. The latest is 
Elaine Lomax’s The Writings of Hesba Stretton: Reclaiming the Outcast which was published in 2009.  
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intrigued I was. Thus I began what I call “the Hesba project”. This thesis is a result of my 

research and communicates a portion of what I discovered about Hesba Stretton. 

Before going further, however, I should explain what intrigued me initially and 

what continues to hold my interest in Hesba Stretton. Part of it is explicitly personal. I 

discovered my first Stretton book just months before my mother was diagnosed with 

terminal pancreatic cancer. While caring for her in the few months after the diagnosis I 

thought often about what constitutes a woman’s life, how she is remembered and by 

whom. The works of Hesba Stretton, so popular in her day, quickly found their way to 

used bookstores and church rummage sales after her death in 1911. Cultural shifts 

displaced Stretton as she moved from being a well-recognized author to a footnote in 

surveys of children’s literature. She became known primarily as the popularizer of waif 

novels whose didactic style and religious fervor distanced her from readers and critics of 

the late twentieth century. Claudia Nelson, for example, devotes just two paragraphs in 

her book on British children’s fiction to Stretton and in them exemplifies how 

bewildering to the contemporary reader was Stretton’s initial popularity. Citing Stretton’s 

1867 breakout novel Jessica’s First Prayer, Nelson notes that it was a “saga of innocence 

adrift and confused…which reputedly sold an incredible 1.5 million copies [emphasis 

added].”5 Briggs and Butts’ assessment is more favourable; citing Jessica’s First Prayer, 

they comment that it “was a best-seller, and it is easy to see why: written in a simple, 

direct style with a Dickensian insight into slum life and child behaviour.”6 Despite the 

better review, discussion of Stretton is again limited. My initial forays in researching 

Stretton, coupled with the experience of watching my mother die, forged in my mind 

                                                 
5 Claudia Nelson, Boys Will Be Girls. (London: Rutgers University Press, 1991), 18. 
6 Julia Briggs and Dennis Butts, “The Emergence of Form (1850-1890)” in Children’s Literature: An 
Illustrated History, ed. Peter Hunt, 132 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).  
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Hesba as a symbol of all women who live their lives as best they can and then seemingly 

disappear from history. Some are remembered by the first few generations that follow 

them; some are held in memory for a time by their community; some are honoured by 

their nation; some are woven into the written and oral histories of their culture. One 

hundred years after their deaths, most are simply names in family histories or on grave 

markers.  I wanted to resurrect Hesba at a time when I could not resurrect another.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Since Nelson’s book was published over twenty years ago little has changed in 

the assessment of Stretton’s writing. There are, however, slight signs of a renewed 

interest in her life and work. Elaine Lomax’s recent publication, The Writings of Hesba 

Stretton, notes that: 

critics and commentators have emphasized the contemporary popularity  
of her narratives, but have, for the most part, only briefly discussed—or 
dismissed—them as belonging to a body of didactic and, to modern taste, 
unacceptably religious and sentimental writing, a stance which has served   
to foreclose more fruitful exploration of this literature.7  
 

Lomax’s analysis of Stretton’s writing contends that there is greater breadth and depth to 

her work than previously believed and champions her as someone who sought to educate 

the reading public about the submerged and outcast of Victorian society.8 The dismissal 

of nineteenth-century evangelical novels such as Stretton’s may in part be due to 

discomfort with its religious message or assumptions about the values they promote.  

Trisha Tucker argues that evangelical novels are gendered in two ways by critics. Firstly, 

                                                 
7 Elaine Lomax. The Writings of Hesba Stretton: Reclaiming the Outcast. (Farnham, England: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 2009), 1. 
8 Lomax’s extensive examination of the themes of Stretton’s work is fascinating. However, for the purposes 
of my thesis it is somewhat limiting in that Lomax does not deal with Stretton’s writing at all 
chronologically, frustrating for a researcher seeking a biographical perspective. 
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they are read “as what we might call a ‘masculine’ force—paternalistic; imperialistic; 

interested in promoting bourgeois values, fostering a culture that prizes individualism, 

and reinforcing gender and class hierarchies.”9 Secondly, they are read as novels of a 

“religion that prized emotion over reason and the body over the mind…traits that modern 

scholars might say were coded as ‘feminine’.”10  The gendering of the novels in this 

fashion joins with a current perspective that sees “religion itself as unreasonable”11 to 

render nineteenth-century evangelical novels outcast if not invisible.  

Twentieth century devaluing of evangelicalism may have contributed to the initial 

assessment of Stretton but a revisiting of Evangelicalism is occasioning a review of her as 

well. In Women, Religion and Feminism in Britain, 1750-1900 Sue Morgan writes that 

while “initial analyses concluded that the effect of the evangelical movement on 

feminism was ultimately a conservatizing one” more recently “there has been greater 

awareness by historians of the enormous strategic significance of evangelical religion 

which brought into selected feminist campaigns those women who, in their orthodox 

espousal of sexual difference, were vociferous advocates of female moral and educational 

welfare.”12 Morgan does not name Stretton specifically as one of women who engaged in 

feminist campaigns but, in another chapter, Suzanne Rickard does place Stretton among 

these Victorian advocates and activists.  She argues that such women with a cause should 

                                                 
9 Trisha Tucker, “Gendering the Evangelical Novel” Rocky Mountain Review 66, no. 1 (Spring 2012), 84. 
10 Ibid., 85. Tucker does not endorse the catergorization of the novels in this way but she does argue that 
such reductionist readings of masculine and feminine characteristics continue to influence how a work is 
valued or devalued. 
11 Ibid., 86. Tucker notes that “Evangelical novels are completely omitted from nearly every major 
twentieth-century work on ‘the rise of the novel’ or on Romantic- or Victorian-era novels and novelists.”  
Tucker sees this in part as a contemporary bias that sees religiously motivated writing as outside 
mainstream literature. I think that because their work did not translate well for readers of subsequent 
generations they are seen as minor novelists who are a product of and limited by their time period. 
12 Sue Morgan, “Introduction: Women, Religion and Feminism: Past, Present and Future Perspectives” in 
Women, Religion and Feminism in Britain, 1750-1900, ed. Sue Morgan, 1-19 (Houndmills, Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 3.  
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be seen “as incipient or proto-feminists and, taken in the context of mid nineteenth-

century conditions, we may recognize their female agency.”13 Reconsideration of Hesba 

Stretton’s place in literature and social history is underway. It is my hope that this thesis 

will contribute to it by considering how Sarah Smith developed as an author, why and 

how she created the persona of author Hesba Stretton, the ways in which the 

reconstruction of Sarah in Hesba both revealed and concealed who she was, and how as 

Hesba Stretton she used her writing and her fame to educate her audience and initiate 

social reform.  

What began in 2007 as a combination mystery-rescue operation grew into an 

exploration of how one woman crafted her life and what significance, if any, her life has 

for those of us who live more than a century after her death.  In this process of 

exploration and research I have been primarily guided by the writings of Carolyn 

Heilbrun, second-wave feminist and literary scholar. Throughout Heilbrun’s academic 

career, she considered often the question of women’s lives. In Writing a Woman’s Life, 

she argues:  

There are four ways to write a woman’s life: the woman herself may  
tell it, in what she chooses to call an autobiography; she may tell it  
in what she chooses to call fiction; a biographer, woman or man,  
may write the woman’s life in what is called a biography; or the  
woman may write her own life in advance of living it, unconsciously,  
and without recognizing or naming the process.”14  
 

In this thesis, the life of Hesba Stretton will be examined in several of these ways. Her 

logbooks, especially those covering her early days as an author, will be used as a source 

                                                 
13 Suzanne Rickard, “Victorian Women with Causes: Writing, Religion and Action” in Women, Religion 
and Feminism in Britain, 1750-1900, ed. Sue Morgan, 139-158 (Houndmills, Hampshire: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2002), 142. The primary focus of Stretton’s activism was children’s welfare although some of 
her novels show a keen awareness of political and social issues as they affected women in her day.  
14 Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life. (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988), 11. 
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of how she presented her life to herself and her imagined audience; a selection of her 

novels for both youth and adult audiences will be explored in a variety of ways for 

themes that reveal some of what Stretton considered important to her life and work; and 

the circumstances of her life and times will be mined for how she might have 

unconsciously written the plot of her life against the storyline for women in Victorian 

England.   

Heilbrun believes that “Biographers of women have had not only to choose one 

interpretation over another but, far more difficult, actually to reinvent the lives their 

subjects led, discovering from what evidence they could find the processes and decisions, 

the choices and unique pain, that lay beyond the life stories of these women.”15 In 

reconstructing Stretton’s life from her log-books, travel diaries, novels and articles as 

well as from the public record of her involvement in social issues of the day, this thesis 

will look at the way Sarah Smith/Hesba Stretton wrote her life—how she both created 

herself as a character, choosing a pseudonym and subject areas that both revealed and 

concealed who she was, how she used the popularity of her “name and character” to 

negotiate a living wage for herself within the publishing world, how she parlayed her 

authorial identity to help push for social causes she supported, and how she both merged 

and separated the public persona of Hesba Stretton with her private identity as Sarah 

Smith.  The life of Hesba Stretton (27 July 1832—8 October 1911) spanned the Victorian 

era and her life will be examined for the ways it both exemplifies and challenges 

common assumptions of that time. 

Heilbrun also notes that a biographer writes a particular version of a woman’s life. 

“Biographies are fictions, constructions by the biographer of the story she or he had to 
                                                 
15 Ibid., 31. 
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tell.”16 As such, biographies speak not only about the subject but also about the writer 

and researcher. In the process of researching Stretton’s life, I have come to realize that it 

has also been an exploration of my own. Engaging with Stretton’s writing and her life 

story has raised questions for me about how I have negotiated public role and private self, 

fostered my creativity and acted upon my values. Being deliberatively reflective of my 

research as a piece of “situated knowledge”17 has made exploring Stretton’s life also a 

way for me—a late middle-aged and faith-based woman who has written for a religious 

publishing company, a working class girl-child become middle-class professional, a 

second-wave feminist with my own life-long interest in children and youth—to 

reconsider the way I narrate my own life.  

In order to understand Stretton’s life as clearly as possible it is necessary to 

understand the relationship between me as researcher and the subject being researched. It 

means being willing to explore the questions raised by Hesba’s life and the questions I 

bring to that exploration.  Feminist theorist Donna Haraway, in her writing on situated 

knowledges, states “objectivity turns out to be about particular and specific embodiment 

and definitely not about the false vision promising transcendence of all limits and 

responsibility. The moral is simple: only partial perspectives promise objective vision.”18 

Reflecting on my learning and my life as a researcher in the context of this thesis is thus 
                                                 
16 Ibid., 28. 
17 Sandra Harding, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 
1991), 188. Harding argues that feminist theorists who employ situated knowledge work to make their 
representations of the world as ‘true’ as possible (which is to say less distorted than unexamined 
knowledge) by acknowledging their social location and that their knowledge is socially situated; Harding 
develops a feminist epistemology that takes into account the relationship between the subject and the object 
of research. In this approach Harding is joined by feminist theorist Donna Haraway who “is well known for 
her concept of ‘situated knowledges’, by which she proposes an ethics of knowing subject, and its limits.” 
(Encyclopedia of Feminist Theories Donna Haraway, 237.) 
18 Donna Haraway in “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of 
Partial Perspective” in Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives, ed. Carole R. McCann and 
Seung-kyung Kim (New York: Routledge, 2010), 373. 
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both methodology and content. I will need to consider, as Heilbrun suggests, what the 

fiction called biography that I am writing of Hesba Stretton says about me as biographer.  

This thesis is an exploration of a way women’s lives can be imagined and lived 

through the lens of one woman, Sarah Smith, as she created herself and became Hesba 

Stretton.  Exploring Smith’s life in this way has two possible dangers. One danger is the 

possibility that it might be construed as a lens through which all women can be 

understood, a misunderstanding that would negate the particularity of both Sarah Smith 

as a subject and me as a biographer. Moreover, the variety and complexity of women’s 

lives requires a multiplicity of approaches that acknowledge the ways in which women’s 

lives are embedded in specific sociocultural contexts; for that reason it is necessary to 

examine the social and historical context of Sarah’s life in order to understand, even 

partially, how she negotiated “her particular conditions and possibilities of existence”19 in 

Victorian England. The second danger is that, in interpreting the life of one particular 

woman, I might be thought to have captured her essence. This is impossible both because 

my knowledge of her—despite my research—is incomplete and because what I write 

about Sarah Smith is, as Heilbrun says of all biographies, a “construction by the 

biographer of the story she or he had to tell.”20 It is my interpretation of Sarah Smith’s 

life time. Here I indebted to Rita Felski who states that “life time…is the way we make 

                                                 
19 Teresa De Lauretis. “The Essence of the Triangle or, Taking the Risk of Essentialism Seriously: Feminist 
Theory in Italy, the U.S., and Britain” in The Essential Difference, ed. Naomi Schor and Elizabeth Weed, 4 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994). De Lauretis argues that feminists need to examine the 
sociocultural constructions through which gender is made in order to understand the “essence of woman” in 
that specific matrix. Here De Lauretis defines “essence” in Lockian terms as a nominal essence, a 
conceptual entity employed to understand the “totality of qualities, properties and attributes” of a feminist 
project. The goal is strategic in understanding a particular reality, envisoning alternative constructions and 
working for sociopolitical change. 
20 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 27.  
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sense of our identities by endowing them with a temporal Gestalt.”21 A person’s life 

time, I believe, is a work in progress, an artistic project open to reconceptualization and 

revision by the individual and her audience. Felski notes that feminist scholars of 

autobiography (and, I would add, feminist biographers) explore “the different ways 

women and men have imbued their lives with shape and meaning.”22 The word different 

as it is used by Felski may mean the sociocultural differences between women and men 

in a particular time and context or it may also mean the great variety of ways in which 

individuals create their lives. It is my intent in this thesis to reflect the particularity of 

Sarah Smith, woman and author, in the context of her time, class, nation and culture.  

As stated previously, the primary theorist through whom my exploration takes 

form is Carolyn Heilbrun. This brings with it the insights and limitations of Heilbrun’s 

particular approach to biography; she argued “that biographies of women should be 

structured in accordance with a recognition of what elements make achievement 

possible”23 in order to open the range of possibilities for life other women might see in 

reading them. That is why this thesis, in part, explores what enabled Sarah Smith to 

achieve what she did as author Hesba Stretton. Each chapter will examine both Stretton’s 

life and aspects of Heilbrun’s approach to understanding women’s lives and women’s 

writing. It is my hope that the interplay of the questions Heilbrun raises and the insights 

into Stretton’s life that my research reveals will contribute to the ongoing conversation. 

about how women’s lives are constructed and presented.   

 

                                                 
21 Rita Felski, Doing Time: Feminist Theory and Postmodern Culture (New York: New York University 
Press, 2000), 17.  
22 Ibid., 18.  
23 Enclyclopedia of Feminist Theories, ed. Lorraine Code (London: Routledge, 2000), s.v. “Heilbrun, 
Carolgyn G.” 
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The first chapter examines the historical, geographical and familial setting into 

which Sarah Smith was born in order to examine the influences directing her life and her 

fiction. Her first published stories, first novels and the critical decision to move to 

Manchester and write full-time are considered in the context of the development of 

publishing and a reading audience in late eighteenth and early-nineteenth century Britain. 

Heilbrun’s understanding of woman as outsider is a useful lens for considering Stretton’s 

awareness of herself as an outsider and her lifelong interest in those living on the edge of 

society.  

The second chapter looks at Stretton’s life as a writer. Her choice of Hesba 

Stretton as a pseudonym will be considered through Heilbrun’s insight into the power of 

pseudonyms. The chapter also considers Heilbrun’s thesis that female authors do not 

develop women characters in keeping with the lives they themselves live and explores 

both Stretton’s life and the female characters she developed. A range of her work for both 

children and adults, written over more than a decade for varying publishers, is considered 

in order to view the development of Stretton’s authorial voice.  

The third chapter looks at the changes Stretton made to her life once she was well 

established as an author. Heilbrun’s understanding of “opportune time” in a woman’s life 

and the power in middle age will be utilized to consider Stretton’s move to activism in 

helping found the London branch of the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children. It 

will highlight how Stretton used the moral authority of her public persona to influence 

reform on children’s issues.  

The epilogue and conclusion will briefly highlight Stretton’s later life and her 

quasi-retirement in light of Stretton’s own book on old age. It considers how Stretton 
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chose to present herself as she aged and when she died—the public persona and the 

private person who remained hidden in plain sight. 

In consideration of my interpretative role as biographer there are “snapshots” at 

the end of each chapter—reflections on what insights into my life are provoked by 

researching the life of Sarah Smith and her work as Hesba Stretton.  
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Chapter One: Behind the Scenes 

Backstory: shaping the life of Sarah Smith 

How does one write about another person’s life? If this thesis were a piece of 

fiction, then before beginning the narrative the author would choose the historical period, 

the geographical and political setting, the family of origin and gender of the main 

character or characters as well as the societal and religious values into which they were 

born. In considering the person of Sarah Smith and the narrative she created for herself as 

Hesba Stretton, author and activist, her backstory will be examined. In this chapter I will 

draw on the work of historians, some specifically feminist, as well as Sarah’s own diaries 

or logbooks to explore her life from birth through her first publications.  

Sarah began her logbooks in 1858 at the outset of her career as a published writer, 

initially to keep track of what stories she was sending to which publishers and with what 

result. Like any writing, Sarah’s logbooks are a deliberate construct and need to be read 

with that in mind; while written as a private or semi-private activity, the logbooks have 

an audience—Sarah certainly and perhaps a future reading public. As Elaine Lomax 

states about Hesba’s logbooks: “Implying an audience, even if writer and reader are one, 

journal-writing constitutes a self-conscious literary activity. Selectivity, bias, and 

distortion may affect its reliability as a record, yet truths may also be revealed 

unwittingly.”24 Sarah’s own writings, whether logbooks, novels, magazine articles or 

letters to the editor, are all sources for learning about her and the time in which she lived.  

To set the scene: Sarah Smith was born the 27th of July 1832 at 14 New Street, 

Wellington, Shropshire, England to Benjamin and Ann Smith.  
                                                 
24 Lomax. The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 23. 
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1832 was the year of “An Act to amend the representation of the People in 

England and Wales.” Better known as the Reform Act, it brought wide-ranging changes 

to the electoral systems of the named constituencies. It was not the last reform to the 

electoral system that Britain would see in the nineteenth century but it was the first and it 

had been a long time coming. For the genesis of this reform we need to look at least to 

the previous century and, in so doing, we will see a number of the foundational changes 

to British society that shaped the environment into which Sarah Smith was born. In 

addition to reducing the size of Parliament by eliminating some 143 borough seats and 

creating 135 new ones, the Reform Act shifted representation by giving more seats to 

both under-represented counties such as Shropshire and growing urban centres such as 

Manchester and Birmingham.25 As Glenn Everett writes, it changed the qualification for 

eligible voters to:  

any man owning a household worth £10, adding 217,000 voters to  
an electorate of 435,000. Approximately one man in five [in England  
and Wales] now had the right to vote.26 
 

However, as W. D. Rubinstein notes, “The obverse of this fact is, of course, that four-

fifths of the adult men in England and Wales (and all women) lacked the vote.”27 

Nevertheless, the Act was significant because it recognized changes brought about by the 

previous century’s Industrial Revolution in giving the vote to men of property. Political 

as well as economic power had shifted: 

The ruling class of the next fifty years was to be the ‘grande bourgeoisie’ 
of bankers, big industrialists and sometimes top civil servants, accepted  

                                                 
25 George Macaulay Trevelyan. British History in the Nineteenth Century and After. (London: Longmans, 
Green and Co Ltd, 1937), 239. 
26 The Victorian Web, Glenn Everett, “The Reform Acts”, http://www.victorianweb.org/history/hist2.html 
(accessed January 10, 2013). In Scotland one in eight were entitled to vote; in Ireland it was one in twenty.  
27 W. D. Rubinstein. Britain’s Century: A Political and Social History 1815-1905. (London: Arnold, 1998), 
43.  
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by an aristocracy which effaced itself or agreed to promote primarily  
bourgeois policies, unchallenged as yet by universal suffrage, though 
harassed from outside by the agitations of the lesser or unsatisfied  
businessmen, the petty-bourgeoisie and the early labour movements.28 

This meant that the growing middle class—or at least some of them—could now direct 

political matters in much the same way as they were directing Britain’s industrial 

transformation.  

What had brought about this shift? The short answer is that the Industrial 

Revolution revolutionized more than the means of production. It transformed society as 

well, changing Britain from a largely rural and agrarian society to an urban, industrialized 

one. A number of factors coalesced to create this transformative period: a series of 

technological improvements to textile manufacturing;29 expanding domestic and 

international markets;30 centralized manufacturing;31 inexpensive labour; 32 and an 

                                                 
28 E.J. Hobsbawm. The Age of Revolution. (London: Sphere Books Ltd, 1977), 140.  
29 “The Industrial Revolution, 1700-1900”, World History. http://www.classzone.com/books/wh (accessed 
January 1, 2013). Author unknown. In the 1700s a series of technological improvements in the textile 
industry—John Kay’s flying shuttle (1733), James Hargreaves’ spinning jenny (1764), Richard 
Arkwright’s water frame (1769), Samuel Crompton’s spinning mule (1779) and Edmund Cartwright’s 
power loom (1787)—made increased production of textiles possible.  
30 Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 50. An inexpensive supply of cotton was obtained from slave labour 
plantations in the southern United States. Hobsbawm points out that “In terms of sales, the Industrial 
Revolution can be described except for a few initial years in the 1780s as the triumph of the export market 
over the home: by 1814 Britain exported about four yards of cotton cloth for every three used at home, by 
1850 thirteen for every eight.” 
31 Factories or mills were built close to urban centres that had rivers and streams nearby to supply the mills 
with a source of energy for the steam-engine powered machinery. Manchester was one such city to grow 
because of its cotton mills.  
32 “Enclosure Acts—Great Britain 1700-1801.” http://www4.uwsp.edu/english/rsirabia. (Accessed January 
13, 2013) Thousands of rural families, displaced because of the Enclosure Movement, moved to the cities 
in search of work and found employment in the cotton mills. The Enclosure Movement of the 18th and 19th 
centuries transferred land that formerly was held in common by members of a village or open for their use 
to land that was privately owned and often fenced. Whereas previously a separate Act of Enclosure was 
required for each village that wished to enclose its common land, the Act of 1801 made it possible for any 
village, where three-quarters of the landowners agreed, to do so. What was seen by Enclosure Movement 
leaders such as Arthur Young as a way of increasing agricultural production was seen by others at the time 
as a means of subordinating labourers to the demands of the large landholders. Instead those who moved to 
cities were subject to the demands of manufacturers. Hobsbawm notes “Mechanization greatly increased 
the productivity of its labour, which was in any case abominably paid, since it consisted largely of women 
and children…[in 1833] In 131 Manchester mill average wages were less than 12s [a week], in only 
twenty-one were they higher.” Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 46. 
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efficient means of transporting goods.33 All the pieces needed for the industrialization of 

the nation were in place and with it came a transformation of social relations. The 

technological improvements and building of factories that accelerated industrialization 

was financially supported, not by the inherited wealth of the aristocracy and landed 

gentry who were reluctant to invest in trade, but by private entrepreneurs who were 

willing to venture their capital, borrowed or earned, for the huge profits possible in the 

cotton industry. The new inventions, such as the spinning jenny and water frame,  

could be installed, if need be piecemeal, by small men who started 
out with a few borrowed pounds. …In 1789 an ex-draper’s assistant  
like Robert Owen could start with a borrowed £100 in Manchester;  
by 1809 he bought out his partners in the New Lanark Mills for  
£84,000 in cash. And his was a relatively modest story of business  
success.34  
 

The newly wealthy drove the economy and worked for political influence as well. When 

the Reform Act came in 1832 it was an acknowledgement that the factory owners, 

merchants, and financiers of the upper middle class were now often wealthier than 

traditional landowners and aristocrats and were to be accorded political, if not social, 

                                                 
33 “The Industrial Revolution, 1700-1900”, World History, 637. The developing railway system provided a 
means to rapidly transport coal for their steam-driven machinery from the mines to the factories and a 
means to transport goods from the manufacturing centres like Manchester to ports such as Liverpool for 
shipping abroad. In 1804 an English engineer, Richard Trevithick “hauled ten tons of iron over nearly ten 
miles of track in a steam-driven locomotive” proving that transport of goods over land was possible by rail. 
By 1830 the Liverpool-Manchester Railway, powered by George Stephenson’s Rocket engine, was open to 
provide a conduit for goods and passengers. A railway building boom in the 1840s followed, fueled by 
entrepreneurial cash of the rising middle class. In British History in the Nineteenth Century and After 
Trevelyan states that the opening of the line was not without incident. A large number of dignitaries were 
riding the railcars that day (15 September 1830.) Among them were the Duke of Wellington, then Prime 
Minister, as well as the Member of Parliament for Liverpool, William Huskisson. At a stop near Eccles, 
Lancashire a number of dignitaries—contrary to their instructions—got off the train to mingle with the 
Duke. Huskisson, who had been at enmity with him, approached him for conversation. In his concentration 
on the Duke, he failed to notice the approach of one of Stephenson’s engines until it was too late. He was 
critically injured, his leg mangled on the track. Stephenson drove the injured Huskisson by train to the 
hospital in Eccles where he died hours later. “The dying statesman was taken up and carried away at the 
pace of thirty-six miles an hour, although when Stephenson had given evidence before the House of 
Commons, members had thought him crazy for claiming that one-third of that pace would be possible.” 
Despite the trauma of the day and with considerable debate, the inaugural run of the railway to Manchester 
was completed that day. (Trevelyan, 222.) 
34 Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 52. 
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status. Included with the very wealthy were the smaller property owners who made up the 

upper middle class—government employees, doctors, lawyers, mine managers, shop 

owners, and factory managers. But the Reform Act still excluded the majority of the 

population. Men who did not own property valued at £10 (as well as all women) could 

not vote. 35 The lower middle class—factory overseers, skilled workers such as 

toolmakers, mechanical drafters, printers, millwrights—joined the property-less 

labourers, miners, farm and factory-hands in remaining disenfranchised. Sarah Smith’s 

father, a printer by trade, was among them. As will be seen, many of her novels sought to 

bring to light the lives of those disenfranchised and displaced by increased urbanization 

and industrialization.  

The rise of the middle class is examined by Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall 

in Family Fortunes. They explore the shift in self-understanding undergone by the 

English middle-class between 1780 and 1850. They show the move from landed wealth 

to business acumen as a source of economic power and, highlighting the influence of the 

evangelical movement, note that middle-class people “increasingly claimed moral power 

for themselves, a claim fuelled by religious belief and the ‘proud pretensions’ of those 

who relied on heavenly approbation rather than earthly spoils.”36 As those who enjoyed 

increasing economic and political power, the middle-class exercised their influence in 

shaping “the common sense of the nineteenth-century social world.”37 

Key to middle-class moral power was their self-understanding as those who 

properly realized the foundation of “the domestic as a necessary basis for a good 

                                                 
35 Rubinstein, Britain’s Century, 44. Rubinstein contends that “the political nation created in 1832 was 
largely if not wholly upper-middle-class.”   
36 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 451. 
37 Ibid., 451. 
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Christian life.”38 It was thought that well-ordered households with separate spheres for 

the work of men and women produced happy and obedient children schooled in the 

virtues necessary for a productive and prosperous life now and the assurance of an 

afterlife eternally. Moreover, Hall and Davidoff contend that this middle-class moral 

order defined not only the family but the nation:  

 The moral order which they attempted to impose had lasting effects, not  
only on relations between the sexes but also in definitions of who was  
properly part of the English nation. The ‘teeming poor’, the Irish, the  
gypsies, the unclean, all were consigned to the category of ‘other’.39 
 

Those who were “other” were, actually and metaphorically, “ragged”. As Gertrude 

Himmelfarb states, “The ragged lived in ‘ragged homes’, squalid, slovenly, untended; 

and they lived ‘ragged lives’, disorderly, unsettled, unconventional.”40 Some of the 

reforms of the latter part of the eighteenth and early part first of the nineteenth century 

can be seen as ways to contain and change the “other” or socially ragged aspects of 

society. The Ragged Schools41 movement, charity schools, industrial schools and the 

Sunday School movement all aimed for a “reformation of manners and morals”42 for 

those who participated in them. 

By 1832, the year of Sarah Smith’s birth, fundamental changes had taken place in 

British society. However, the ramifications of the Industrial Revolution were just 

beginning to be examined: “It is only in the 1830s that literature and the arts began to be 

overtly haunted by that rise of the capitalist society, that world in which all social bonds 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 451. 
39 Ibid., 451. 
40 Gertrude Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty: England in the Early Industrial Age (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1984), 372. 
41 Ibid., 372. Himmelfarb notes that “the first of the ragged schools is said to have been founded in the 
1830’s by John Pounds, a poor shoemaker from Portsmouth.” 
42 Ibid., 373. 
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crumbled except the implacable gold and paper ones of the cash nexus (the phrase comes 

from Carlyle).”43 Sarah Smith’s writings were to be part of that re-evaluation.  

Wellington, Shropshire was described in 1895 as “a busy little town with a 

population of about six thousand. It is the market for an extensive district of coal and iron 

works on one side, and an agricultural country on the other.”44 Located east of 

Shrewsbury, the county seat, Wellington remained a moderately sized market town even 

as the effects of the Industrial Revolution sprung up around it. To the east of Wellington 

was a coalfield that supplied coke for the cotton factories and iron foundries that drove 

the economic boom of the eighteenth century; “Coalbrookdale—the name by which the 

whole area was then known—became one of the most important industrialised areas in 

the world during the eighteenth century.”45 Founded in 1709 by Abraham Darby, a 

Quaker ironmaster, the foundries grew with the demand for iron. The crowning glory 

(and a financial drain) for the Darby family business was the Iron Bridge—the world’s 

first arch bridge made of iron—cast from the foundry of Abraham Darby III and designed 

to both provide an efficient way over the Severn River gorge and to advertise the prowess 

of the Darby ironworks.46 To the north of Wellington were the booming cities of 

Manchester and Liverpool; Manchester’s cotton industry not only dominated the 

economy of the midlands, it drove the nation. As Hobsbawm notes, “Cotton 

manufacturers formed between 40 and 50 per cent of the annual declared value of all 

                                                 
43 Hobsbawn, The Age of Revolution, 42.  
44 R. E. Davies, Handbook to the Wrekin (Shrewsbury: L Wilding, Printer and Publisher, 1895), 3. 
Although Davies wrote about Wellington in 1895 his description, aside from the population number,  
would hold for the Wellington in which Sarah Smith grew up.  
45 The Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust Ltd, The Iron Bridge and Town (Norwich: Jarrold Publishing, 
2008), 2. 
46 Sarah’s logbooks show her visiting a friend in Iron Bridge July 17, 1861. (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) Trips to Shrewsbury, Liverpool and Manchester were 
also commented upon with regularity. 
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British exports between 1816 and 1848.”47 Wellington was a relatively small community 

compared to Manchester and far less industrialized than Iron Bridge but, in contrast to 

many other market towns throughout England, it lived with the effects of a rapidly 

changing, increasingly industrialized environs. As Allan Frost argues,48 for Sarah Smith, 

growing up at the centre of Wellington, there was much to be learned about her society 

and the social changes taking place within it simply by observing her community and, as 

Sarah’s logbooks show, she was indeed an astute and critical observer. 

Sarah was born and raised in 14 New Street, the location of her father’s 

businesses. The 1840 Wellington tithe map shows two properties fronting New Street, 

one for the publishing business and bookshop, one for the town’s post office. Above and 

behind the businesses lived the family. Frost notes: 

Some alterations to the premises were made during ensuing years to  
extend the business and living accommodation. In the absence of a  
mains supply, it’s likely that the household drew water from a well,  
and had the luxury of a privy somewhere off the courtyard which  
itself provided a safe haven in which Benjamin’s offspring played.49 
 

It is significant that the Smith family never moved to separate quarters. In Family 

Fortunes Davidoff and Hall document the creation of the middle class home as a separate 

place of living for the purpose of guiding “their own aims and behaviour while 

proclaiming status and spreading influence to others.”50 In the late eighteenth century 

most middle class homes were places of lodging attached to the family business 

enterprise, an enterprise often involving the wife and mother of the family. By mid-

                                                 
47 Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 54.  
48 Allan Frost, The Life of Hesba Stretton 1832-1911(Telford, Shropshire: Wrekin Books, 2008), 27. For 
example Frost states “walking to and from the chapel entailed passing by some of Wellington’s worst slum 
areas, particularly the overcrowded tenement courts and closes in Dark Street and Smithfield Place (both 
leading north off New Street), where poverty, criminality and violence were rife.” 
49 Ibid., 11. 
50 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 357. 
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nineteenth century this had changed, Davidoff and Hall note, albeit in two stages. First, 

productive work associated with the family business “had to be banished from the 

domestic area.”51 This is what is seen in the Smith household where the family’s private 

life takes place above and behind the business front of the property. The second stage, 

reserved for the wealthier middle class, was the building or renting of a suburban house 

“physically, financially, and socially removed from the enterprise.”52 This allowed for a 

strict boundary between private and public spheres and the consequent demarcation by 

gender of spheres of influence; men ruled in the public sphere while women shaped life 

at home. Sarah’s family never achieved the second stage of middle class housing because 

they never had the money to do so. Whether they would have wanted to, if they had the 

financial wherewithal, is an open question.  What is known is that in their home the 

boundary between private and public was not as strictly defined as it was for the upper 

echelons of the middle-class.  

Sarah was born and raised in the wider context of the family business, located in 

the heart of the community. As an 1832 map of Wellington shows53 the physical location 

of the business/household gave Sarah exposure to other businesses, the almshouses, the 

town hotel, workhouse, churches—all within walking distance. And, since Sarah often 

notes in her logbooks54 walking to and in the Wrekin area (a renowned geological 

formation two miles outside of Wellington) walking around the community would have 

                                                 
51 Ibid., 359. 
52 Ibid., 359. 
53 Frost, The Life of Hesba Stretton, 6. 
54 Log Books. Sarah’s comment on April 29 1861 shows her love of the countryside and her sarcasm. It is 
interesting that a walk on her own to the “shrine” of the Ercall is how she chose to spend a Christian holy 
day.  “Good Friday. Went to the Ercall, found it a desecrated shrine invaded by marauding people worse 
than Goths, who perhaps did not throw orange peel about the ruined temples of Italy.” (Material by 
permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 6001/5556/2) 
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been no issue at all. All of what she observed in the town of Wellington made its way 

into her novels.  

Benjamin and Ann Smith, Sarah’s parents, were of hard-working Methodist 

stock. Her father Benjamin was born in 1793 near Wellington. His father, also named 

Benjamin, was a Methodist preacher who died in an accident when Ben was fifteen. Ben 

needed to support himself and was able to obtain work with a Wellington business 

enterprise; he worked with Frances Houlston & Son, a printing and bookselling firm, 

through which he learned the printing trade.55 In 1821 Benjamin opened his own business 

“as a bookseller, publisher and jobbing printer in New Street.”56 The premises were not 

owned by Benjamin but rather by his brother James from whom Benjamin rented them.57 

In 1827 Benjamin became the town Postmaster, incorporating the post office into his 

premises; his shop on New Street, less than one hundred yards from the Bull’s Head 

Hotel which was the staging area for the Royal Mail coaches, made it an ideal location.58 

The addition of the post office made Benjamin’s businesses a focal point in the 

community and a hub of activity. 

By the time he became Wellington Postmaster, Benjamin Smith had already 

married Ann Bakewell. Like Benjamin she was a devout Methodist who, according to 

Sarah, raised her children in “habits of austerity, sobriety and strict economy.”59 The 

habits Sarah attributed to her mother were disciplines of the Methodists, a branch of 

                                                 
55 Frost, The Life of Hesba Stretton, 11. Houlston & Son continued in Wellington until 1840 although it 
moved the bulk of its business to Paternoster Row in London in 1826. The Religious Tract Society, which 
published the majority of Hesba Stretton’s works, was also located on Paternoster Row.  
56 Ibid., 13. 
57 Ibid., 13. Even after James’ death in 1855, Benjamin Smith continued to rent rather than own his shop. 
James left the property to a servant Mary Price and she allowed the Smith family to maintain their business 
by renting from her.  
58 Ibid., 13. 
59 Ibid., 17. 
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Christianity that emerged in eighteenth century England through the efforts of clergymen 

John and Charles Wesley. In The Church in the Long Eighteenth Century, author David 

Hempton writes of the Evangelicals and Methodists who were profoundly influential in 

eighteenth and nineteenth century Britain. Like Sarah’s family itself, Methodists were 

strongly influenced by women. While the majority of the visible leadership, aside from 

some Methodist women preachers, was male, “the majority of the rank-and-file were 

female.”60 Moreover, as in the instance of Susannah Wesley, the mother of founders John 

and Charles, “one does not have to burrow very deeply into the archives of Evangelical 

awakenings to detect the ubiquitous influence of ‘pious women’ over siblings, husbands, 

children, parents and friends. Female piety was the lubricant of revival.”61 This influence 

is seen in the authors of the Religious Tract Society, of whom Sarah became one; many 

were women whose writings, woven into the fabric of home, school and church, 

displayed the values and practices of the Methodist community.62  

At the heart of Methodist spirituality, writes Hempton, was the trinity of “birth, 

life and death, or, to Methodize these natural processes, conversion, sanctification, and 

holy dying.”63 Popular conversion narratives were the birth stories of Methodism. They 

“stressed the drama of the second birth as a means of escaping a world of sin and 

                                                 
60 David Hempton, The Church in the Long Eighteenth Century (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd., 2011), 
149. 
61 Ibid., 149. 
62 Ibid., 155. Hempton notes that the Methodist societies in Great Britain grew from a membership of 
around 100,000 members at the end of the eighteenth century to over half a million fifty years later. The 
growth of Methodism and the Evangelical movement parallels the growth of the Religious Tract Society. 
From its beginnings in 1799, it grew throughout the nineteenth century with a stable of authors who 
provided “suitable reading” for families and schools. Many of the copies of Hesba Stretton’s novels which I 
obtained in the course of my research show themselves by the written inscriptions to be gifts within 
families or given as church awards to faithful young members. Several were also within circulating 
libraries. For more on the Religious Tract Society, see From the Dairyman’s Daughter to Worrals of the 
WAAF: The Religious Tract Society, Lutterworth Press and Children’s Literature, edited by Dennis Butts 
and Pat Garrett.  
63 Ibid., 157. 
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licentiousness and of entering a world of faith and godly discipline.”64 Born again 

believers were encouraged to see their lives as a continual struggle to be faithful to the 

insights of their relationship with God and to take responsibility for their salvation. Death 

was the culmination of a lifetime of faithful living, a final test and witness which, like 

conversion, was written into Methodist literature: 

The deathbed scenes of the Methodist faithful popularized through  
print were melodramatic, ritualistic and paradigmatic. Above all they  
were meant to show to the immediate family, the wider Methodist  
community and thousands of readers that the faith of the Methodists  
worked unto death itself. Here were stories of earthly renunciation  
and heavenly anticipation in which lives well spent in disciplined  
holiness were given the ultimate reward of triumphant glory.65  
 

Methodists were not passive consumers of spirituality but rather emphasized a 

“responsible grace” that motivated them to seek holiness for themselves and their 

societies. The restless spiritual energy of Methodism and the continual seeking for 

improvement within oneself and one’s community, what Hempton names “a desire to 

become a useful instrument of God’s grace in the world”,66 propelled adherents forward 

socially and provided momentum for many reform-minded associations. The influence of 

Methodist spirituality can clearly be seen in Sarah’s writings. The arc of the conversion 

narrative is woven into storylines as protagonists find God, faith in themselves and a 

better life in society. One can also see the influence of “holy death” as characters young 

and old experience deaths that gives them a glimpse of glory and witness to those around 

them of the importance of faith. The Methodist understanding of life permeated Sarah’s 

home, her church, and many of the books and periodicals that she read from the stock of 

her father’s business.  

                                                 
64 Ibid., 157.    
65 Ibid., 158. 
66 Ibid., 157. 
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Ben and Ann’s first child, a son named after James—Benjamin’s brother and 

patron—was born in 1826. He was followed by seven more children (Hannah, Elizabeth, 

Sarah, Benjamin, Ann, William and Charles), eight within fourteen years. Unfortunately, 

most of the boys did not survive childhood; James died in 1833 and William and Charles 

died in 1842. Sarah’s mother died after a protracted illness in 1842 as well. Sarah, not yet 

ten, had experienced the death of three brothers and a mother. While she never wrote 

directly about the loss of her mother many of her novels feature motherless children, 

often about the age of ten. She eventually created her pseudonym, Hesba, from the 

initials of the surviving children.  

Life changed for the Smith children without their mother. With the help of a 

servant, older sister Hannah, fourteen at the time of her mother’s death, took on the role 

of caretaker—one she continued throughout her life, living with and caring for her father 

until his death in 1878. Benjamin appears to have incorporated the raising of the children 

into the work about the family shop. From Sarah’s own imaginative reworking of her 

experience in A Provincial Post Office it would seem that it was not substantially 

different from the arrangements before her mother’s death; even then the children were 

part and parcel of the daily workings of the post office: 

Postal arrangements in the country in 1827 were of the most  
primitive order, and it was considered sufficiently official and  
convenient enough for the public, if the Postmaster provided in 
any ordinary sitting-room a counter on which to sort and stamp  
the letters, a letter box, with a slide opening into the street, and a  
wooden pane in his window, with a door in it through which  
enquiries could be made. Gazing through this little door upon the  
marvellous panorama and procession of the outside world, sitting  
half-frightened upon the counter while my nurse stamped my arms  
and forehead with talismatic impressions on the name of my  
native town to secure me from gypsies and other baby-stealers  
who were the terror of our infancy, threats when I was troublesome  
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of being tied and sealed up in the London bag and delivered over  
to the mercy of the Clerks there…These are the most vivid recol- 
lections of my first years.67 
 

From infancy on the Smith children were part of the fabric of the town’s daily routine as 

men and women came to the Wellington shops to claim their mail, purchase a magazine 

or book and meet. It was a good place from which to observe life. 

Childhood in a publishing enterprise and bookshop was one surrounded by 

reading material. In an interview later in her life Sarah spoke of growing up surrounded 

by books and vigorous discussion. She characterized her father as “a real bookworm”68 

who allowed his children to read books of all kinds and listen to adult discussions in the 

print shop on “every possible religious and political question.”69 Because of delicate 

health her schooling in Wellington’s Old Hall School was intermittent70 but her informal 

and wide-ranging education on all manner of topics was not. She exhibited an interest in 

what was happening in her country and the world; in an article in The Times, written two 

years before her death in 1911, she states that “she has been a diligent reader [of The 

Times] for more than 60 years”, a comment that would indicate that she began reading it 

in her teens.71 This exposure to a variety of reading material, combined with the freedom 

to pursue her intellectual interests, gave Sarah a childhood less restrictive than many 

middle-class girls of her day and far freer than many in the working class. 

                                                 
67 Hesba Stretton, “A Provincial Post Office”, All the Year Round, 13.8.1864. Note the reference to the 
“ragged” class of society in the mention of “gypsies and other baby-stealers” with which the child was 
threatened. 
68 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 18. 
69 ‘A Talk with Hesba Stretton’, Sunday Hours 1, 7 (1896) as noted in Elaine Lomax, “Telling the Other 
Side: Hesba Stretton’s ‘Outcast’ Stories” in Popular Children’s Literature in Britain, ed. Julia Briggs, 
Dennis Butts and M.O. Grenby, 125 (Aldershot, Hampshire, UK, 2008.) 
70 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 18.  
71 The Times, “Miss Hesba Stretton”, January 23, 1909, 13. 
http://infotrac.galegroup.com.libproxy.uregina.ca   
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 The freedom that Sarah experienced in her childhood to read as she wished and 

to ramble through the Shropshire countryside with her siblings may have been 

unwittingly facilitated by the tragedy of her mother’s death. While Sarah’s mother Ann 

was “acknowledged to be an important influence on her religious understanding and her 

compassion for humanity,”72 her death when Sarah was nine left the children in an 

interesting situation.  Even with the assistance of a servant and the caregiving of young 

Hannah, her father was then responsible for the five surviving children, the print/book 

shop and the post office. His care for the children was mediated through his work. The 

Smith household, without a mother and with a preoccupied father,73 did not mirror the 

image of the ideal family life revered by middle class evangelicals in the early nineteenth 

century. The children spent a considerable amount of time on the business premises and, 

in their younger years, had the additional freedom to engage in imaginative play 

outdoors.74 The children formed a very close bond, indicated by Sarah’s reference in her 

logbooks to them as “the Crew”75, a bond that they maintained throughout their lives. 

After their schooling was completed the Smith children began to venture out. By 

1858, when Sarah begins her logbooks, her younger brother Ben, then in his twenties, had 

already emigrated to Canada. Ann, the youngest of the surviving children and five years 

younger than Sarah, had married and moved to the town of All Stretton. The remaining 

                                                 
72 Elaine Lomax, “Telling the Other Side: Hesba Stretton’s ‘Outcast’ Stories” in Popular Children’s 
Literature in Britain, ed. Julia Briggs, Dennis Butts and M.O. Grenby, 125 (Aldershot, England: Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd, 2008).  
73 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 18. In the Sunday Hours interview of 1896 Sarah says her father 
was “by no means a good man of business.”  
74 Ibid., 20. In an interview later in life, Hesba Stretton talks of the Smith children visiting an old barn near 
the mining slag heaps where the children created “our Mont Blanc and our Atlantic Ocean”.  
75 Stretton, Logbooks. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 6001/5556 #2) At the 
beginning of her logbook in 1860, Sarah lists the crew as B. Smith, H. Smith, E.L. Smith, S. Smith, S. 
Heighway. B. Smith could either be her father or her then-emigrated brother Ben; S. Heighway refers to 
Sarah Heighway who was then employed as a Post Office Assistant. 
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girls, now women in their late twenties and early thirties, had become employees of the 

family business. The 1861 census lists Hannah, Elizabeth and Sarah as Post Office 

Assistants.76 Their home, their livelihood and their place in the community revolved 

around the family business.  

Sarah Smith grew to adulthood during the time of great change: enclosure of 

pasture land and technological innovation accelerated the rapid industrialization of the 

textile industries and drove large numbers of working poor to the cities to find 

employment; the increased influence of the Evangelical and Methodist churches shaped 

the mores and ideals of the expanding middle class; and the growing political power of 

the middle-class resulted in the right to vote being extended to men owning property of 

£10 or more. The ideal of a literate, religious, and serious-minded middle-class, from 

which she would benefit, was being formulated. Where did the Smith family fit within 

the changing ethos of the early nineteenth century? 

Whether the Smith children, as offspring of a skilled artisan, would have been 

considered members of the educated working class or of the lower middle class is a 

question. J. S. Bratton notes that that “the Smith’s social circle—of Nonconformist 

ministers, tradesmen, farmers and businessmen from the nearby iron-works and mines—

was within its limits a literate community.”77 Yet, as Elaine Lomax notes, Sarah’s log 

books, begun in her late twenties, indicate they were not financially secure.78 She 

contends that “the near working-class status of Stretton’s family placed them to some 

                                                 
76 Frost, 15. 
77 J. S. Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism.” Victorian Periodicals Review, Vol. 12, No. 2 (Summer 
1979), 60. Accessed 04/12/2009 http://www.jstor.org. 
78 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton: Reclaiming the Outcast, 23. 
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extent on the edge of society.”79 A glimpse into Sarah’s understanding of the tension 

between classes and social circles in Wellington is seen in her logbooks. She writes about 

a proposed night school for poor children, “a joint Church-Chapel venture in which Sarah 

and Lizzie had volunteered to teach.”80 Sarah’s description of a meeting to discuss the 

Girl’s Night School shows her perspective on those at the meeting and her barely 

contained sense of absurdity:  

Very wooden women; the opposition, i.e. Church Party, headed by  
a powerful woman, named Mrs. Jones. Mr. Dewey present in a bad  
temper; said he knew nothing about girls; Lizzie whispered “Now  
I’m sure he is a returned convict”; almost upset Sara. Miss Whitfield,  
towards the middle of the proceedings, appeared at the door in a  
crimson & black silk dress, a black turban hat, with a white veil  
festooned around it; she inquired in a high Dutch tone of condes- 
cension “Is there a meeting here?” Sara & Lizzie quite upset;  
thought they should scream out & disgrace their family.81 
 

Sarah and Lizzie’s thought their attempt to help out at the school was met with suspicion 

by the teachers82 and they eventually withdrew from the project. At the same time, Sarah 

was equally critical of the crowds attracted by the revivalists that came through 

Wellington. While she and her sisters attended several of the meetings, Sarah found their 

appeal mysterious:  

 Went to tea at [friend] Mary York’s; afterwards to a revival meeting at 
 the Town Hall, very powerful smell from a dense crowd, & only one  
 window open; obliged to escape before the conclusion. Cannot under- 

stand the secret of these meetings.83 
 
Went to hear the evangelist; very coarse…ranting, soaring address  
delivered in a stentorian voice… One statement that a Christian  
marrying an unbeliever was ever the means of converting the latter;  

                                                 
79 Ibid., 39.  
80 Margaret Nancy Cutt. Ministering Angels (Wormley, England: Five Owls Press Ltd.), 122.  
81 Hesba Stretton, Logbook, November 12, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 
6001/5556 #3)  
82 Stretton, Logbook, November 28, 1861. Sarah notes they “were entirely put down by the two teachers”. 
(Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 6001/5556 #3)  
83 Stretton, Logbook, October 2, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 6001/5556 #3)  
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too positive and unfounded.84 
 

If, as it would seem, Sarah grew up on the border between the working and middle 

classes, one would imagine that it facilitated her critical understanding of both. Spending 

considerable amounts of time in the print shop and post-office, as the Smith children did, 

would also have given her access to a greater range of people than children in more 

established middle class homes would have had. Certainly her early novels, which will be 

discussed later, show both a sympathetic depiction of the working poor and residuum as 

well as a somewhat critical portrayal of the respectable middle class. They reflect, as 

Lomax states, “cross-class sympathies, [which] accentuates the precariousness of 

boundaries between different social or financial spheres.”85 They both reinforce and resist 

middle-class life as normative, perhaps in itself a product of a childhood that both aspired 

to and fell short of the nineteenth century middle class ideal.  

In Reinventing Womanhood Carolyn Heilbrun, the first woman to be tenured at 

Columbia University, discusses how being an outsider can contribute to a woman’s life. 

Heilbrun states “an outsider is identified by exclusion from the cultural patterns of 

bonding at the heart of society, at its centers of power.”86 Heilbrun further contends that 

being an outsider because of race, class, ethnicity, etc. is the critical factor that enables a 

woman to realize that she is also an outsider because of gender. Without the awareness of 

oneself as an outsider, Heilbrun claims, a woman identifies herself as part of the existing 

masculine hegemony and, if she is successful within that power structure, sees herself 

                                                 
84 Stretton, Logbook, October 25, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Ref. 6001/5556 
#3)  
85 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 59.  
86 Carolyn G. Heilbrun. Reinventing Womanhood. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1979), 37-38. 
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“not as an outsider, but rather as an insider among men.”87 Women such as herself who 

achieve success in a male-dominated sphere of work will always struggle with becoming 

tokens; what punctures the insularity of such tokenism is the awareness that one is 

already ‘other’ in the eyes of those in power. Citing herself as an example, Heilbrun 

writes:  

Being an outsider as a Jew made me somehow better able to bear, or to  
accept as inevitable, my status as outsider because I was female. …It  
was as a secret outsider that I operated, as Jew, as female. I pretended  
to be a part of two worlds, the gentile, the male, to neither of which I  
belonged.88 
 

Sarah Smith grew up as someone outside the corridors of power, motherless in a church  

that revered mothers89; financially and socially on the edge of middle-class respectability. 

Yet she would become an author whose works, frequently featuring motherless, 

abandoned or neglected children, were marketed in large part to a middle-class audience. 

Did she carry an awareness of herself as an outsider to her novels? Did she negotiate her 

authorial identity with publishers and her public, as Heilbrun did for many years, as “a 

secret outsider”, pretending to be part of world from which she felt displaced? In a 

subsequent section of this chapter Smith’s initial published writings, particularly her first 

two novels, will be explored for clues as to how she portrayed (or failed to portray) the 

outsider’s understandings of class and gender that her particular upbringing might have 

given her.  

 

 

                                                 
87 Ibid., 39. 
88 Ibid., 61. 
89 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 114. “Dependence was at the core of the evangelical Christian view 
of womanhood, and the new female subject, constructed in real religious terms, was the godly wife and 
mother.” 
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Setting the Stage: shaping the market for Hesba Stretton 

As Sarah Smith was growing to adulthood in Shropshire several factors in society 

were shaping the success she would eventually have as author Hesba Stretton. First, the 

growing number of children in the formal and informal educational systems of the day 

created a demand for literature that would be geared to them. As literacy grew so did the 

awareness that a literate population could effect change. As J. S. Bratton notes:  

 In the first half of the nineteenth century the most important educational  
changes to bear in mind were in the teaching of children under the age of  
eleven or twelve, and particularly in the elementary education of those  
who might previously have had little or no tuition outside their families  
or their work. The revolution in consciousness of the child took place  
alongside industrial and social revolutions which also focused on his  
potential as an instrument of change; a sudden urgency, therefore, came  
to the consideration of education. Around the turn of the nineteenth cen- 
tury many different people felt an unprecedented concern for children,  
especially those of the poor. A huge and rapidly growing army of new  
citizens who would shape the nation’s future were suddenly brought to  
everyone’s notice.90 

 
If the child was to be an instrument of change, the question then became what kind of 

change would be effected. How children were educated and what they were taught 

became a driving concern of the nineteenth century. The Sunday School movement as an 

educational and evangelical venture gradually gave way as the century progressed to a 

developing public school system. Both weekday and Sunday educational enterprises, 

however, utilized rewards as a way of encouraging students. While initially Bibles and 

prayers books were given (and, within school boards, fancy certificates and even cash)91 

these were superseded by the prize book, “that compendious symbol of the purpose and 

satisfactory achievement of learning, reminding the scholar of his teaching and 

                                                 
90 J. S. Bratton. The Impact of Victorian Children’s Fiction. (London: Barnes & Noble Books, 1981), 14-
15.  
91 Ibid., 18. 
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continuing that teacher’s work of influencing him.”92 The reward book reinforced both 

literacy and the lessons Sunday and public schools taught. A particular market for 

children’s literature was being created. 

Secondly, publishing houses were established which catered to evangelical 

sensibilities in relation to the poor and newly literate. One such enterprise was the 

Religious Tract Society, founded in 1799 by a group of men representing “a cross-section 

of Evangelical society.”93 The founders of the RTS formed it as a correction to the Cheap 

Repository Tract movement; “their tales, by ladies like Hannah More, were largely 

intended to teach social subordination.”94 In contrast the fledgling RTS wanted to 

produce material suitable for a variety of audiences but with the express purpose of 

highlighting “the way of a sinner’s salvation, that is, of the central evangelical message of 

conversion.”95 The RTS quickly established itself as a pioneer in both the religious and 

children’s publishing markets. In 1814 it set up the first series of books catering 

specifically to the young and by the 1840s had an entire catalogue devoted to children’s 

books suitable for families, Sunday schools and school boards. The RTS was not alone in 

pursuing the rapidly growing children’s market. Other religious firms large (such as the 

Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge or SPCK) and small (F. Houlston 

and Son, initially a Shropshire business) ventured into the ever expanding market of 

children’s publications. This in turn created a market for new writers.  

Thirdly, the authors best suited to the children’s reward book field were those 

who could understand and write to that sensibility. The purpose of the reward book was 

                                                 
92 Ibid., 18. 
93 Ibid., 32.  
94 Ibid., 33.  
95 Ibid., 33.  
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didactic; it was intended to teach certain moral and social beliefs which, in the case of the 

RTS, was to teach a specific understanding of conversion and salvation. As Bratton 

states, “the story may have several other layers worth exploring, but its surface is more or 

less entirely covered by the author’s moral and educational plan.”96 Moreover the reward 

book is in itself a subset of a particular genre of literature. Following Northrop Frye, 

Bratton characterizes these stories as romance, the oldest form of literature; “its shape is 

that of a journey or passage or quest, in which the protagonist moves from one level of 

existence to another and either returns, or passes through, to find a further, final resting-

place.”97 More precisely, reward books are Christian romances. What moves the plot, the 

providence of romance, is characterized as Christian Providence and the quest plot is 

used didactically “to indoctrinate the reader with the values of the serious mythology of 

his society, whether social or religious.”98 In addition, contends Bratton/Frye, the 

particularity of the Christian romance plot was framed, consciously or otherwise, within 

“the dominant mid-century theory of the novel, which held that an idealized realism was 

a necessary prerequisite for fiction if it was to carry conviction.”99 To be a successful 

author within the niche market of nineteenth century evangelical reward fiction required 

an understanding of non-conformist theology of conversion, an ability to write with 

realism and conviction, and a love of romance, at least of the literary kind. An 

opportunity for Sarah Smith to become Hesba Stretton was being created. 

That opportunity was gender specific. This is not to say that men could not be 

writers of reward fiction. They could and were. But it is to say that reward fiction opened 

                                                 
96 Ibid., 24.  
97 Ibid., 28.  
98 Ibid., 28.  
99 Ibid., 26. Here Bratton footnotes Northrop Frye’s The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of 
Romance. 
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a space for women in the public sphere that they might not otherwise have had. The 

majority of writers who specialized in reward fiction were, as Bratton notes: 

women, often spinsters, and for them writing children’s moral tales  
offered a respectable, even feminine occupation less tedious and  
cramping than the limited round of female occupations, and it 
satisfied the pressing need felt by very many to be of use in the  
world, in a social and charitable sense; it also brought in a little  
money, it that were needed.100 
 

The opportunity it afforded a woman to exercise her talents and earn money was 

mitigated by the restrictive opportunities that made writing such fiction attractive in the 

first place. Most women who wrote were, like Sarah, either more educated or more 

widely read than average but, unlike their male counterparts, they did not have the 

classical schooling that would have afforded them other writing possibilities. Nor did 

their society provide many avenues for creative and educated women, particularly those 

of Sarah’s class. If she did not want to be a governess, like her sister Lizzie, or to 

choose/be chosen for marriage, like her sister Ann, or to be the family care-giver, like her 

sister Hannah, her options were limited. Within the constrictions of her life, Sarah had 

few gender-specific options. At the age of twenty-six she was also facing some particular 

realities: she was unmarried with a dislike of domesticity, wanting a channel for her 

creative energies, and in need of money. It was time to create an opportunity for herself 

to live differently. She began to write fiction.  

Carolyn Heilbrun writes of the creative challenge faced by women, such as Sarah, 

seeking to live autonomous lives. When they looked around them at the options given to 

women in their society they saw a limited range of possibilities. When they looked to 

fictional characters they saw even fewer. Fiction, as an exercise in imagination, has failed 
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Sarah Smith, budding author 
Book in hand, Sarah looks 
neither at the book nor the 
audience. Of what her dreams?

to provide them additional possibilities of how to live as women. Heilbrun calls this a 

failure of imagination because “remarkably, her search for identity has been even less 

successful within the world of fiction than outside it…leaving the heroines to find their 

role in subservience, or change of name, or both.”101 What disturbs Heilbrun even more is 

that women authors, should they achieve the interesting and autonomous lives they crave, 

continue to perpetuate fictionally a paucity of choices for their female characters and 

therefore for their audience. In so doing they misrepresent women’s reality and represent 

instead the constrictions a masculine hegemony demands of women. A question to 

consider as we examine Sarah Smith’s early writings in light of Heilbrun’s contention is 

whether, and if so when, her imagination failed in this way.   

       

Seeking a Script: early writings 

 In October 1858 Sarah Smith and her sister Lizzie 

began a journal—“a notebook which contains the record of 

Sara Smith’s writings, their dispatch, return, purchase and 

publication.”102 The fact that initially the notebook was 

written together—at times in Elizabeth’s hand and at times 

in Sarah’s—indicates the closeness of their relationship and 

a sense that Sarah’s writing was considered a joint 

enterprise. The book records the next four and a half years 

during which time Sarah Smith began to establish herself 

as an author and adopted the pseudonym Hesba Stretton. In 

                                                 
101 Heilbrun, Reinventing Womanhood, 72.  
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the beginning the activity in which she was engaged was not that unusual in their social 

circle; “at the Post Office magazine day, the second of the month, was an important 

event, and several of her friends and neighbours were not only readers but 

contributors.”103 Writing stories and seeking to have them published was both a social 

and a competitive pursuit. As a member of a retailing family, Sarah was aware of which 

periodicals might publish her material and sent off a variety of stories and pieces of 

reportage to many of them. Those periodicals which consistently rejected her or which 

proved unreliable in dealing with her were crossed off her list. According to Bratton, it 

was a period of trial and error in which she worked to develop a talent and find a market 

for her fledgling work. Her first published piece, a story entitled “The Lucky Leg”, had 

been rejected by another magazine before it was accepted by Household Words, a weekly 

magazine edited by Charles Dickens, in March 1859. It was a fortuitous beginning as 

Dickens, through his sub-editor William Henry Wells, nurtured her talent and encouraged 

her career over the next several years. 

It was a talent, Bratton contends, that needed editorial guidance. Sarah, as a 

developing writer, wrote in a variety of styles with an inconsistency of approach. For 

example, “The Lucky Leg” opens with the meeting of a small Dorcas group104 in the 

local Chapel (a setting not unfamiliar to Sarah) and tells a humorously ironic story of a 

man who wanted to marry a woman with a wooden leg. The beginning of the story sets 

the scene with insight and wit:  

What unaccountable things people do in the way of marrying!” I said  
to four or five of the ladies belonging to our chapel, who had met at the  

                                                 
103 Ibid., 60. 
104 Dorcas was a women’s group named in reference to the biblical character of Dorcas. “Now in Joppa 
there was a disciple whose name was Tabitha, which in Greek is Dorcas. She was devoted to good works 
and acts of charity.” Acts 9:36, New Revised Standard Version.  
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minister’s house, to form a sort of supplementary Dorcas meeting; and,  
as there were so few of us, we considered it unnecessary to attend to  
the rules for appointing a reader, and forbidding gossip; a rule which  
considerably lessened the interest and popularity of our meetings.105 
 

However, subsequent stories such as “The Shy Widow” and “Mrs. Kidger’s Chickens”, 

far more sensational and romantic in style, were rejected by Dickens.  By the end of that 

first year of being a published writer she had a story again accepted by Dickens—“The 

Ghost in the Clock Room”, a story of a young woman who was forced to seek marriage 

as a way out of financial difficulties. She is tutored on how to secure a man by her half-

sister Barbara whose goal is to see all her sisters married: 

Besides your very open and indiscriminate flirtations—which young  
men regard only as an amusing pastime—you have a way with you  
of rallying and laughing at any one who begins to look really serious.  
Now your opportunity rests upon the moment when they begin to be  
earnest in their manner. …Mortify a man’s self-love, Stella, and you  
can never heal the wound.106 
 

Barbara’s advice echoes humorous notations in Sarah’s logbooks.107 Despite its romantic 

ending, the story takes a somewhat satirical tone in outlining Stella’s campaign to find a 

husband. Through her “rather complicated financial, tutelary and even personal 

relationship” 108 with editors Dickens and Wells, Bratton contends, Sarah was discovering 

her voice and finding her market. 

                                                 
105 Hesba Stretton, “The Lucky Leg”, Household Words, 19.3.1859, 374-80. Sarah’s logbooks show that 
she and her sisters attended Dorcas meetings although with apparent ambivalence. On December 13, 1860 
Sarah wrote “Preparations for Dorcas; strong wishes entertained that Dorcas had never lived.” This was 
followed the next day by “Dorcas is dead for another year.” (Material by permission of Shropshire 
Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/2) 
106 Hesba Stretton, ”The Ghost in the Clockroom’ in “The Haunted House” All the Year Round, 34 
(London: Chapman and Hall,1859). Digitized by Google Books. Accessed December 2012.  
107 Stretton, Logbook, July 8, 1860. Noting a woman’s beautiful dress, she wrote: “S.S. decided to fix her 
affections on an individual who has a quantity of clothes in readiness for her.” (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/2) 
108 Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism,” 64. 
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Developing her style as a writer was complicated by several factors. One, 

according to Bratton, was Sarah’s competition with Charles Pearce, a neighbouring 

mining agent and eligible bachelor who was a close friend and writing rival. Sarah’s 

logbook shows her as apprehensive when he tells her that he had an article published in 

Temple Bar magazine because she “did not feel quite as exalted in talent.”109 Bratton 

points out that Sarah often wrote directly in competition with him, submitting articles and 

stories to the same magazines and finding herself downcast when he was successful.110 

Sarah shows this in her logbook notation, “C.M.P. article very good; great depression of 

spirits in Sara.”111 A second factor was letting the market guide her as she learned what 

was accepted by magazine editors and what was not. Her romantic melodramas sold. So 

too did her reporting pieces, such as “Manchester Free Libraries”112, and stories that drew 

on her knowledge of the Shropshire area and village life. Sarah had a talent for writing. 

What she did not have was direction and a clear purpose for her writing. 

However, several things happened to change that. Chief among them was the shift 

that came to the Smith family business in 1862—a final change that was the culmination 

of several incidents. In March 1861 Benjamin Smith was “appointed the examiner of a 

                                                 
109 Stretton, Logbook, August 12-13, 1861. The day after Charles informed her of the article Sara borrowed 
Temple Bar and read it. Her comment was that it was “a very lively one, unlike his conversation.” (Material 
by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) 
110 Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism”, 62. 
111 Stretton, Logbook, November 8, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/3)  In her logbooks, Sarah will refer to herself in the third person and spell her name variously 
as Sara and Sarah.  
112 Hesba Stretton, “Manchester Free Libraries”, Chamber’s Journal, 2.6.1860, 340-42. In this article Sarah 
shows a knowledge of the City of Manchester and argues for the benefit of libraries in communities much 
smaller than Manchester. She concludes the article by stating: “The revised Libraries’ Act of 1855 provides 
that all municipal boroughs, districts with a board of improvement commissioners, parishes, or two or more 
parishes conjointly, possessing a population of 5000 persons, shall have the option of establishing such a 
library, by levying a penny in the pound upon the rates of the district.” According to her logbook, Sarah 
received £2.10.0 for the article.  



40 
 

candidate for a clerkship in Shrewsbury”;113 it was a move that was viewed as “a piece of 

malice” by Sarah.114 Relations with the General Post Office were further strained because 

of a complaint made against Sarah as the result of an incident in May 1861. While she 

initially noted in her logbook that “a man at the office window very troublesome,”115 the 

complaint lodged against her by him was of “insolence.”116 Her father wrote to defend 

her and “denied the charge indignantly asserting that she ‘is of a retiring disposition & 

shrinks from any altercation with any one.’”117 In her logbook entry Sarah thought the 

letter would furnish entertainment at the General Office. It may instead have provided the 

GPO with grounds to suspect that the female employees were not well suited to the 

business. In October 1861 the GMO wrote to say that the Post Office needed to be 

enlarged—a letter that was met with “tears from Hannah, resignation from Lizzie.”118 Her 

father, realizing that change was coming and that he would not be able to enlarge the 

office in the building he rented, considered giving up the post office entirely.119 On 

January 23, 1862, at the age of sixty-nine, her father was granted a pension from “the 

Lords of the Treasury”120 and retired from his position as postmaster. Within days the 

Post Office sent a clerk, Mr. Hyde, to take his place; the Smith women were not 

considered suitable to head the post office. After a new postmaster, Mr. Greene, was 

appointed on May 31, 1862, the situation changed again. Mr. Greene began to look for 

                                                 
113 Stretton, Logbook, March 19, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/3) 
114 Ibid, March 19, 1861.  
115 Ibid, May 6, 1861.  
116 Ibid, July 26, 1861. 
117 Ibid, July 26, 1861. Given that Sarah noted immediately following this the “plaintiff is only a bare 
mechanic; defendant quite a literary character!!” one might consider that her father overestimated her mild 
and unassuming character. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) 
118 Ibid, October 11, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) 
119 Ibid. October 16, 1861. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) 
120 Stretton, Logbook, January 23, 1862.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/4) 
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another location for the Post Office and by mid-July it was removed from the Smith 

business premises. Benjamin received only a small pension and, without the Post Office, 

Hannah, Elizabeth and Sarah lost their positions as postal employees. Moreover, 

dependent as the business was upon the Post Office to generate traffic for the bookshop 

and printers, their other enterprises suffered. As Bratton states, “the family standard of 

living fell.”121 The income from the printing and book shop could not sustain a family of 

four adults. How they were to proceed in their lives became a pressing concern for the 

Smith women.  

Carolyn Heilbrun is helpful in understanding how critical the financial situation 

was for the trajectory of the Smith sisters’ lives. She states that for women to resist the 

conventional marriage or erotic plot, particularly in times where that is the primary life 

plot allowed, something must happen to catapult them outside the conventional gender-

prescribed narrative: “for women who wish to live a quest plot…some event must be 

invented to transform their lives, all unconsciously, apparently ‘accidentally,’ from a 

conventional to an eccentric one.”122 For women prior to the second wave of feminism, 

Heilbrun believes this was accomplished most easily by “committing a social, usually a 

sexual, sin.”123 Was that happening in Sarah’s or Lizzie’s life? While it cannot be ruled 

out there is little evidence in the logbooks to suggest that possibility. Rather, the 

catapulting event for the sisters could simply have been the financial constraint they 

experienced after their father’s retirement and the loss of their employment with the post 

office. Their social standing and financial survival in Wellington was in jeopardy and 

changes needed to be made.  

                                                 
121 Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism”, 69. 
122 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 48. 
123 Ibid., 49.  
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What were their options? All three had experience in their father’s retail 

businesses and the Post Office; all had some schooling. None had lived elsewhere or 

worked for any length of time for anyone but their father. None had any marriage 

prospects—a fact noted from time to time in the Sarah’s logbooks.124 Even if a marriage 

proposal were a possibility, Sarah showed decided ambivalence about marriage. On 

December 30, 1861—in the midst of the Post Office changes—she wrote: 

Went to tea with Mary York, all of us: Mary with considerable  
emphasis said, ‘I think—no, I hope, no I’ll say I believe, as Dr.  
Cranage says, that there will be a wedding this year!” Sara offered  
a journal worth £5/- to either Hannah or Lizzie if they get married.125 

 
Sarah often commented in her logbooks on married couples she met, seldom favourably. 

When she had time to observe the new Postmaster Mr. Greene and his hard-working wife 

sufficiently, she commented, “Mr. Greene continues an idle humbug & is killing Mrs. G 

by inches.”126 Marriage, while occasionally discussed as a possibility, did not seem 

imminent or particularly desirable. Despite the occasional rejection of her stories, it was 

writing that offered Sarah a way of making money. She began to pursue her writing and 

the money that came from it more vigorously.127 

For Lizzie and Hannah the choices were different. Hannah settled into the role of 

helping her father run what remained of his business while Lizzie ventured beyond 

Wellington. In September of 1862 Sarah’s sister and confidante Lizzie left home to 

                                                 
124 Stretton, Logbook, July 9, 1860. “Mrs Williams & the crew [the women of the Smith household] 
discussed the matrimonial question which becomes of piercing importance.” (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/2) 
125 Ibid., December 30, 1861.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/3) 
126 Ibid, July 17, 1862.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/4) 
127 Ibid, July 24, 1862 through to August 6, 1862 Sara records her efforts to be paid for her story 
“Winifred’s Troubles.” She employed a lawyer to persuade the publisher Mr. McSwale to pay her what he 
had promised. On August 6th, she notes “Mr. McSwale finished with, we have paid for the writ & he for the 
letters; received 2/-/6 for Winifred.” (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/4) 
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become a residential governess in Bolton, a mill town on the outskirts of Manchester. 

Perhaps, as her logbook entry indicates, Sarah felt her life was adrift. 128 Her notes in the 

logbook speak of domestic life—a new grate for the back kitchen, a high wind blowing 

down the shop’s shutters—and the comings and goings of her circle in Wellington. Sarah 

was continuing to write but what else was happening is obscured—pages from the 

logbook for late fall have been removed.129 Perhaps the two stories Sarah was writing at 

that time can give us some clues. In January 1863 her story entitled “Felicia Crompton” 

was published; it was a melodramatic tale of an impoverished family with an opium-

using father who has lost his employment as a headmaster, an older sister (Felicia) who 

bears an illegitimate child, a brother who has emigrated to farm in Canada and a younger 

naïve sister who returns from a church boarding school to discover the true state of her 

family’s affairs. In February of the same year, “A Provincial Post Office” was published; 

it was “a collection of anecdotes, reminiscences, facts and figures about work in the Post 

Office”130 drawn from her childhood and her current life in Wellington. Bratton’s 

comment on “Felicia Crompton” is that it “reads like a lurid exaggeration of the Smith 

family’s own woes, produced either in a fit of black depression, or as a response to some 

notion of fashionably sensational story-telling.”131 I read Sarah’s short story “Felicia 

Crompton” as a metaphor for her family’s own transition from a conventional to a more 

                                                 
128 Ibid., September 18, 1862. Sarah writes of her feelings about Lizzie’s departure using an analogy to the 
Biblical story of the Flood: “Lizzie gone & the deluge begun; profound silence & stagnation; a weary waste 
without any object on the horizon; & monotony within the ark.  (Material by permission of Shropshire 
Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/4) 
129Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism”, 66. There is a gap between November 7, 1862 and January 2, 
1863. 
130 Ibid., 66. 
131 Ibid., 66. 
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unusual life, and her speculation about where this transition might take them.132 The story 

with its depiction of poverty-driven daily tension was much less appealing than the more 

nostalgic “A Provincial Post Office”. Whether written in a state of depression or as an 

attempt to market her style of sensation writing, “Felicia Crompton” is a reflection of the 

turmoil in Sarah’s (and perhaps Lizzie’s) life that was caused by reasons not yet fully 

clear.133 Felicia is a character whose ‘sexual sin’ does what Heilbrun says is needed for a 

woman to live an unconventional life—it catapults her to independence in a new land. 

Perhaps in the character of Felicia Sarah was expressing her own longing for a new life, a 

new place. 

Certainly Sarah found life tedious without her sister and the activity of the Post 

Office; on January 29, 1863, after the Christmas holidays were over and Lizzie had 

returned to Bolton, Sarah wrote: “Have not had the heart to enter anything in the log 

before. … Lizzie’s holidays ended on 19th…Since then profound silence & stillness in 

our lives; a darker deluge than before, without a break for five months to come.”134 

Despite her loneliness, or perhaps aided by it, Sarah continued to write. She started a new 

venture—her first novel which she entitled “Fern’s Hollow.”135 Then suddenly, within 

three weeks in the fall of 1863, her life changed radically. On September 21st she 

received a letter from her sister Lizzie saying she “had accepted a position as daily 

                                                 
132 Hesba Stretton, “Felicia Crompton” in All the Year Round, 10.1.1863, 425-32. In “Felicia Crompton” 
the father and older sister eventually migrate to Canada where a small inheritance from her deceased lover 
will make Felicia “an independent woman.” (Stretton, “Felicia Crompton”, AYR, 431.) 
133 Bratton, “Hesba Stretton’s Journalism”, 66. 
134 Stretton, Logbook, January 29, 1863.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/4) 
135 Ibid, August 24, 1863. Her log-book notes “Went to tea at Mary York’s to read Fern’s Hollow.” Sarah 
made a practice of reading her manuscripts to friends, often in installments over tea. (Material by 
permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/4) 
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governess in Manchester,”136 a move that meant Lizzie was no longer required to live in 

the family’s home. Five days later Sarah noted “Letter from Sam Manning [of the 

Religious Tract Society]; will give thirty guineas for Fern’s Hollow.”137 It was the first 

real indication that she might be able to support herself through her writing. If change 

was going to happen in her living situation, now was the time. She prepared to join her 

sister in Manchester and by mid-October wrote “Sara started to Manchester; henceforth 

the Log Book will record chiefly the events in the lives of Lizzie & Sara, with such 

notices of home as will be gathered from Hannah’s letters.”138 It was a new beginning—

her own bid for independence in a new land. 

 

A Novel Life: imagining a future  

Carolyn Heilbrun states that in fiction women’s lives are often more constricted 

than they are in reality. The conventions of women as characters keep them in the 

romance plot of marriage rather than the romance plot of quest. Taking Frye’s 

understanding of the romance genre, this would mean that female characters find their 

destiny and travel from one place of existence to another through a relationship with a 

man and marriage. Seldom do female characters, she says, get written as those who travel 

through adventure in quest of something and emerge as those who have found their 

destiny or purpose exclusive of marriage. This is true even when the women creating 

these characters are themselves living out a romance/quest rather than romance/marriage 

narrative in their own lives. Women authors, Heilbrun posits, may create characters that 

articulate their pain but they do not usually create female characters that move beyond 

                                                 
136 Ibid, September 21, 1863.  
137 Ibid, September 26, 1863. Fern’s Hollow was published by The Religious Tract Society in 1864.  
138 Ibid, October 13, 1863.  
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that pain, even if the authors themselves have.139 Moreover, “women writers, when they 

wished to create an individual filling more than a symbiotic role, projected their ideal of 

autonomy onto a male character, leaving the heroine to find their role in subservience, or 

change of name, or both.”140 Heilbrun wrote these comments in the late 1970s and 

women’s writing has changed since then. However, her comments are helpful in looking 

at Hesba Stretton’s first novels, written as she was beginning to live a life beyond her 

father’s home and in quest of her dream. 

Fern’s Hollow, her first published novel, was being prepared for publishing as 

Sarah prepared to move to Manchester. It was suitable for young or newly literate readers 

and was set in the beautiful hill country of southwest Shropshire. It was an area familiar 

to Sarah because her Uncle James owned a colliery there near Church Stretton.141 The 

novel revolves around the Fern family who live in a turf and stone squatter’s hut in the 

hollow of the hills. As the novel begins, young Stephen Fern is returning home from his 

work in the Botfield lime and coal works to a family on the edge of disaster. His father is 

dying and he will be left an orphan as his mother died several years prior to the story’s 

beginning. Stephen will be left to provide for his senile grandfather (a former convict 

returned from transportation to Australia), his older sister, Martha, and his much younger 

                                                 
139 Heilbrun, Reinventing Womanhood, 72. 
140 Ibid., 73. 
141 Bratton, The Impact of Victorian Children’s Fiction, 82. Michael W. Flinn in The History of the British 
Coal Industry, Volume 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984) writes of coalmining in Shropshire on page 17. 
The Clee Hills stretch over fifteen miles in Shropshire. They were part of the Shropshire coal mining area 
which ran from Wellington in the north to Clee Hills in the south.  Flinn states that in the early nineteenth 
century, as the Shropshire iron industry failed to maintain its market share of iron production, the 
Shropshire coal industry began to lose ground. The despair of out of work coal miners is depicted in 
Stretton’s third novel The Children of Cloverley, a sequel to Fern’s Hollow. Interestingly, the “Botfield 
lime and coal works” may be Stretton’s reference to the collieries at Clee Hill owned by Thomas Botfield 
& Co., “a Shropshire coal and iron company through and beyond the Industrial Revolution.” (From the 
Botfield papers of The John Rylands University Library; accessed December 17, 2009; 
http:rylibweb.man.ac.uk/specialcollections/collections/guide/atoz/botfield)  
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sister, Nan. Stephen is acutely aware of the restrictions this responsibility will place upon 

his life:  

 There would be no more play-time for him; no bird’s-nesting among  
the gorse-bushes; no rabbit-hunting with Snip, the little white terrier  
that was sharing his supper. If little Nan and his grandfather were to  
be provided for, he must be a man, with a man’s thoughtfulness, doing  
man’s work. There seemed enough work for him to do in the field and  
garden alone, without his twelve-hour’s toil in the coal-pit; but his  
weekly wages would now be more necessary than ever. He must get up  
early, and go to bed late, and labour without a moment’s rest, doing his  
utmost from one day to another, with no one to help him, or stand for a  
little while in his place. For a few minutes his brave spirit sank within  
him, and all the landscape swam before his eyes.142 

 
The story of Fern’s Hollow is that of how Stephen deals with the responsibility of adult 

life thrust upon him when his father dies. He is not without resources nor friends nor the 

help of God—but he must learn how to rely on all of them. 

The resources at Stephen’s disposal are the result of his father’s teaching. In the 

few short months before his death, James tries to teach his son how to read, a task he had 

neglected as a parent. His text is the Bible, specifically one chapter, Matthew chapter 

five. Throughout the novel Stephen takes the lessons he has learned from continually 

reading this chapter—lessons about how to treat one’s enemies and forgiveness—and  

applies them to his life. The second resource his father gives him is the history of their 

family. Stephen learns that his grandfather was a former convict and that, during the time 

of his transportation, Stephen’s grandmother settled in the hollow with her young son. In 

doing so she encroached upon the commons. However, because no one broke down her 

enclosure nor demanded rent from her over the subsequent twenty years, she won the 

legal right to the land. It is Stephen’s history and heritage to be protected at all costs. The 

third resource given him by his father is the name of an ally, the Rev. Mr. Lockwood, a 
                                                 
142 Hesba Stretton, Fern’s Hollow, (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1864), 18.  
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parson in Danesford who has proof that Stephen’s grandmother enjoyed legal right to the 

land.  

The friends Stephen develops come from two different worlds. The first is Tim 

Cole, another colliery boy like Stephen, known for “his love of mischief and his 

insatiable desire for fighting.”143 In a dispute with Tim about who must carry a sack of 

coal a mile down the road, Stephen employs the wisdom learned from his bible chapter 

and offers to carry it an extra mile for Tim. This changes the dynamic between them and, 

disarmed by Stephen’s unusual behavior, Tim becomes his friend. The second friend is 

Miss Anne, a devout young Christian woman living with her miserly uncle James, owner 

of Botfield works and agent for the lord of the manor. Anne offers to help Stephen and 

his sisters learn to read by teaching them the Scriptures in an ad hoc Sunday School set 

up in the red gravel pit. Anne becomes Stephen’s mentor in the faith and an ally in his 

struggle to meet the challenges of his life with integrity. 

Stephen’s faith becomes more and more important to him as the novel progresses. 

He faces many trials because of his enemies—no quest story is complete without villains 

to thwart the hero. In Fern’s Hollow the villains are brothers James and Thomas Wyley. 

James (Anne’s uncle) wants Stephen’s small farm and will stop at nothing to get it. In 

this he is aided by his brother Thomas, “the relieving officer of the large union to which 

Botfield belonged; and, in consequence, all poor persons who had grown too old, or were 

in any way unable to work, were compelled to apply to him for the help which the laws 

of our country provide for such cases.”144 To achieve their end, the Wyley brothers 

fraudulently purchase the farm from Stephen’s senile grandfather and then have the 

                                                 
143 Ibid., 24. 
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family evicted. The eviction leads to a series of other calamities; Nan dies as a result of a 

fall into an abandoned mine shaft and Stephen becomes critically ill. Throughout all the 

turmoil Stephen endeavours to treat his enemies kindly, to resist being revengeful, and to 

witness to his new-found faith in God. In this he is like the biblical character Stephen 

who is characterized as suffering for his faith and yet maintaining his integrity to the end.  

At the end of the novel Stephen has triumphed over his enemies. Anne’s Uncle 

James has died in a fire accidently set by miners trying to rob the old miser; she has 

become the new owner of the coal mine. Not only has Stephen regained a rebuilt Fern’s 

Hollow, he is offered a new opportunity by Miss Anne. At Anne’s instigation he is to be 

formally educated so that he can, in a few years, become her trusted agent for the 

business. His resources and his friends have stood him in good stead. At the end of the 

novel his faith is still developing. The final struggle for Stephen, like that of his biblical 

namesake, is whether or not he can truly forgive those who harmed him and see them 

with the love God has for them all. The quest of the Christian life continues.  

Fern’s Hollow was accepted for publication by The Religious Tract Society. 

Sarah had a cousin, Samuel Manning, working there and that may have been a factor in 

her taking the novel there. Nevertheless, the editorial board definitely liked what they 

saw and Sarah liked the pay of thirty guineas145 for her manuscript. In writing about 

people and places familiar to her, Sarah was discovering a formula that would work for 

her and for The Religious Tract Society.  

Within a few months, Sarah was at work on her second novel for them. Enoch 

Roden’s Training, like Fern’s Hollow, employs a setting about which Sarah was 
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knowledgeable; this time the novel is set in a printing shop in the village of Shawbury, 

immediately north of Shrewsbury, Shropshire. The protagonist, Enoch, is a fourteen year 

old lad who longs to become a student and eventually a missionary. This is an unlikely 

dream for lads of his social standing, however, and his more realistic hope is to become 

an apprentice in a print shop. He is apprenticed to Mr. Drury’s shop, a business in 

financial trouble due to its owner’s neglect. Mr. Drury trusts in the Lord too much and in 

hard work too little. The burden of the day is instead carried by the older of his two 

daughters, Esther, who sells off the family silverware piece by piece to keep the 

enterprise going. As the passage below shows, the contrast between father and daughter 

is quickly set in the novel. Mr. Drury has taken Enoch on as an apprentice for no charge 

and thereby missed out on another paying apprentice:  

Well, I’m glad for Enoch to come,’ she said; ‘but you know, father,  
Mrs. Meredith offered a good premium with her son, and I was de- 
pending upon that for the rent. It is Lady-day on Wednesday; and 
however it is to be paid without it, I cannot tell. I’ve been looking  
through the ledger, and I don’t see any debts we can get in before  
then.’  
   ‘My dear child,’ said Mr. Drury reproachfully, ‘you fret yourself  
in vain. Have I not told you, again and again, how the money often  
comes at the very last moment? The Lord knows how to provide for  
us. Do not let us trouble about next Wednesday; we may not be living  
then.’  
   ‘But I hope we shall,’ answered Esther rather sharply; ‘and I don’t  
expect God will let us die just to get out of a trouble we ought to have 
foreseen.’146 
 

While Esther is able to avert the initial crisis of the book, within short order the business 

is bankrupt and Mr. Drury dies in shame and remorse. Enoch loses his apprenticeship and 

is forced to earn a little money peddling a rival newspaper on the streets. Esther becomes 

a residential governess and her younger sister Lucy is taken into Enoch’s home by his 

                                                 
146 Hesba Stretton, Enoch Roden’s Training, (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1865), 21.  
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sensible Christian mother and grandmother. Enoch’s younger brother, Titus, runs away to 

sea in protest over the change in his home when young Lucy moves in. As poverty grinds 

the Roden family down, the struggle to survive becomes more intense. Injury to Enoch’s 

mother Susan prevents her from taking in laundry to earn money and soon her mother-in-

law, old Mrs. Roden, takes herself to the workhouse to ease the strain on the family. Her 

death there adds to Enoch’s sense of being abandoned by God. Abandoned he is not, 

however, and the story concludes with a romantically improbable ending. Titus “together 

with a piece of plate providentially sent from Shrewsbury to Melbourne as a wedding 

gift, [is responsible] for the discovery of a previously unheard-of rich uncle [to Esther 

and Lucy], who returns to England and rescues all.”147 Rescue takes the form of 

immigration to Australia for both families. The novel ends with Enoch, having received 

his longed for education, taking the pulpit to preach for the first time. There to hear him 

are his mother Susan, still alive and well; Mr. Tracy, the benefactor who paid for his 

education; Titus, seaman and fellow believer; Lucy, his young friend and confidante now 

grown to adulthood; and Esther, happily married. All ends well—the romance is 

complete.  

The training of Enoch Roden is not, as the opening chapters would suggest, about 

his training to be a printer. Rather the training is in how to trust in God in the midst of or 

despite the hardships of life. The romantically providential ending is, as mentioned 

earlier, the Christian approach to the providence of romance—Providence is working all 

things for good and those who are faithful will eventually see that good and God will 

prevail. The interesting thing about the novel, however, is not the overt theology 
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espoused but the arguments both Enoch and Esther put forward as evidence that the 

standard theology is flawed—God has abandoned them. Their arguments are very 

convincing and would connect with any reader who had experienced difficulty in 

maintaining faith when undergoing adversity. Sarah Smith managed to put the financial 

and faith struggle of her family to good use in creating realistic characters in the midst of 

an unrealistic narrative. As Sarah continued to write her way to her 1867 breakout novel, 

Jessica’s First Prayer, she was employing lessons well learned—realistic settings, true to 

life characters, and economic and moral struggles overcome—that would eventually 

make the name of Hesba Stretton known nationally.  

But what do her characters say about class and gender and quest? In Sarah’s first 

novel elements of class are both reinforced and contested. Greed and corruption mark the 

Wyley brothers in Fern’s Hollow while Tim and Stephen are working class boys who act 

with moral strength. Similarly, in Enoch Roden’s Training, it is Susan Roden who 

exhibits grace and courage in adopting Lucy into her family when Mr. Drury dies. They 

are working poor and valued in Sarah’s novels for their faith and fortitude. In this way 

they work against the ‘otherness’ of the poor in much nineteenth century thought. On the 

other hand, Miss Anne in Fern’s Hollow and Mr. Tracey in Enoch Roden’s Training are 

wealthy, educated benefactors who bestow knowledge of the Christian faith, in Anne’s 

case, and untold possibilities through future education, in the case of Anne and Mr. 

Tracey both. In this Sarah is reinforcing a class power and knowledge differential already 

operative in her society. Both Stephen and Enoch receive educations and become, as 

property agent and minister, men of the middle class. A coalition of faith transformation 

and class transformation is implied. Sarah’s early writings, therefore, show the concern 
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for and admiration of the working poor, especially children, that was to mark her life but 

do not strongly undermine the dominant class structure through which her readers 

interpreted the world.  

Her first two novels, as Heilbrun predicted, do not have female characters as 

protagonists. Instead the heroes are young teenage boys, not yet men. In Fern’s Hollow 

the struggle and turmoil is all Stephen’s. Male characters, from fighting friend Tim to 

miserly Uncle James, have some definition to them while the female characters of saintly 

Miss Anne, industrious older sister Martha and innocent young Nan are of a stock, one-

dimensional nature. Enoch Roden’s Training is an improvement on this. Although the 

protagonist is male, Enoch is not the only character to go through struggle and turmoil to 

learn the lessons of life. Esther the governess is a more realized character whose struggles 

parallel Enoch’s throughout the book. In the end, however, Enoch has become a minister, 

as he had dreamed of, while Esther is a happily married woman. Is this meant to indicate 

that her struggles have been rewarded as well with a dream come true? Sarah Smith has 

not yet developed female characters that will live for a purpose other than marriage 

and/or service to others. She is, as Heilbrun would say, writing well within the 

romance/marriage narrative for women even while beginning to step out of that narrative 

in her own life.  

What do these novels say about the author’s own quest narrative? Here are a few 

tentative conclusions. In Stephen’s struggle to provide a livelihood for his family in the 

face of disaster and in Esther’s determination to keep the family business going despite 

her father’s inattentiveness we see echoes of Sarah’s struggle to keep her family and 

herself afloat financially. The sixty-five guineas that she earned for her first two novels 
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stunned and delighted her family.148 Sarah’s ability to earn substantial amounts of money 

was a surprise to them all. In Stephen’s learning a new craft—free from the confines of 

the mine—there are possible parallels to Sarah’s life moving from more to less confined 

as she achieved the initial success that occasioned her move to Manchester. Enoch and 

Esther’s doubt and despair draws from a turbulent period in Sarah’s own life. Esther, as 

Heilbrun argues, reflects the tendency of women writers to express the pain of women’s 

life without giving their characters a way of overcoming them other than the illusion of a 

solution in marriage. Enoch, however, finds a way to express his vocation. This, I 

suggest, was what Sarah was trying to do. 

Bratton questions why Sarah took the religious direction she did in her novels for 

RTS. “Whether the resort to explicit exploration of moral growth from a Christian point 

of view was a reflection of personal change, or a relaxation into familiar areas of thought 

which as a novice in writing for the press she had felt she must suppress, the result is to 

strengthen her work with an access of seriousness in the best Victorian sense.”149 I 

consider the former possibility more likely for this reason: if Sarah Smith had wanted to 

pursue a writer’s life without being explicitly faith-based she was well on her way to 

doing so through her association with Dickens and his subeditor Wells. Moving her 

manuscripts to the Religious Tract Society was, I believe, due to more than expediency. It 

suggests an internal shift in Sarah’s life that pushed her to write about the difference 

between professing and living one’s faith, a theme that is found in her first novels and 

continued to run through much of her work. Enoch’s desire to be a student and a 

missionary is a metaphor for Sarah learning to ‘preach the gospel’ through her writing. 

                                                 
148 Ibid., 62. Bratton reports Sarah rejoicing in what she termed “capital pay.” 
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Her sermons were not delivered in the pulpit but through a book in the hand of her 

readers. Through her writing she began to explore questions of who had power and who 

was disenfranchised; who had money and who lived in rags; who had freedom and who 

was bound; and what was enlivening faith rather than superficial piety. In her early 

thirties at the time of writing these novels, Sarah was discovering her purpose and 

passion in life. 

Snapshot: At the age of five I moved with my parents and younger brother from the 

embrace of an extended farming family in Manitoba to the mining camps of northern 

Ontario. We packed all our possessions in the car and drove there on the promise of a job 

my father had waiting for him with one of the mines. We bought a used trailer and, like 

many families in a mining boom, created a home on the gravel-covered trailer parks 

attached to the mine sites. I played with children from across the country (and beyond) 

whose families had moved there for work. For the first two years I attended a one-room 

mine site schoolhouse to which we all walked. In grade three, however, we moved to 

another mine site and I was bused to school in town. It was then that I discovered that not 

all the people at the mine site resided in trailers—some lived in houses! Some children 

boarded the bus, not by the trailer park, but outside their houses on a mine site street 

nearby. They were the last to be picked up and the first to be dropped off at the end of the 

day. When I asked my father who lived in the houses he told me they were the homes of 

the mine managers. It dawned on me that we did not live in trailers because we lived at 

the mine, which is what I had previously thought, but because my dad was a mineworker 

and we did not have enough money for a house. It helped me understand why ‘the kids 

from the houses’ had nicer clothes and better lunches than I did. They did not have to eat 



56 
 

mustard sandwiches the week before payday; their families still had meat or peanut butter 

for their lunches. It was an introduction to class and the power of money that I never 

forgot. Even though there were more children living in trailers than in houses on the mine 

site, my parents’ attitude told me that the managers had something we did not—the 

security of money in the bank and the privileges that came with it.  

Like Heilbrun reflecting on what being Jewish taught her, for me that life lesson 

about the economics of trailer park life was illuminating. I realized that some people did 

not count as much as others—how else to explain a longer bus ride for the children who 

lived in trailers—and that people do not have to be a numerical minority to feel like 

outsiders. When I excelled at school and ‘got better marks’ than the managers’ children, I 

realized that my teachers were surprised; kids from the trailer parks were not expected to 

do that well. My teachers’ mild astonishment surprised me because my mother, who had 

taught in a one-room Manitoba schoolhouse for a year before marrying my father at the 

age of eighteen, always spoke as though good grades and an university education were a 

given for my future. I believed in the future she saw for me and acted accordingly. In 

school I was an outsider acting like an insider and I learned that I needed to exceed 

expectations to have an equal opportunity. It was a lesson I carried with me when I went 

to university—the first of my family to do so—and had some people, including 

professors, treat me as an oddity because I came from lower middle or working class 

folks. I took the outsider/insider perspective into discussions in the 1970s about women’s 

roles in society and reminded myself that fifty plus percent of the population could still 

be outside the power structure and changes needed to be made. I counted on exceeding 

expectations to help me overcome the resistance to women in ordained ministry when I 
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was first ordained thirty years ago. Sarah Smith may have come to adulthood over a 

century before I did—and in a very different cultural and social context—but I read in her 

life reflections of my own. She demonstrates in her early work the perspective of an 

outsider who is exceeding expectations, the perseverance of someone who needs to find a 

way to financial security and the contained outrage of someone who thinks a child—any 

child—should never be made to feel like they do not deserve food on the table, shelter for 

the night or a book to excite their imagination just because of who they are or where they 

live. 
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Chapter Two: Taking Center Stage  

On Stage: character and author 

With the move to Manchester in October of 1863, Sarah and her sister Lizzie began a 

new chapter in their lives. They needed to find a place to live and the means to pay their 

rent. Lizzie’s work as a daily governess for the Butterworth family gave them a modest 

but predictable income.150 Sarah’s writing brought money in a less predictable manner; 

however, it was no less needed and for that reason she found herself submitting writing 

even when she was not pleased with the result. On October 22nd she wrote in her 

logbook—“Sara busy with a Christmas story which will not do”151—and then a few 

weeks later of the results of her efforts:   

Proof of Xmas story sent; & a cheque from the Tract Society for “A  
Summer’s Day on the Wrekin”; also thirty guineas for the child’s story.152 
 

The Christmas story was for Charles Dicken’s All the Year Round but, as she noted in her 

logbook, it did not make it into the Christmas edition.153 Disappointed she wrote to Mr. 

Wills, the editor, to discover that her letter (and presumably her manuscript) had been 

misdirected by the Post Office. Sarah’s story, “The Real Murderer”, was instead 

published in January and she received £21 from All the Year Round for it.154 The 

logbooks demonstrate Sarah’s persistent efforts throughout her first year in Manchester to 

write both short stories and novels and to find publishers for them.  

                                                 
150 Stretton, Logbook, August 17, 1864. Sarah records the results of Lizzie asking “her master” for a raise 
after working for the Butterworths for a year. “Lizzie’s people agree to give her £10 a year more; good 
news.” (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/5)  
151 Ibid., October 22, 1863.  
152 Ibid., November 16, 1863. “The child’s story” to which she refers is Fern’s Hollow. The story for the 
Religious Tract Society was for their magazine The Leisure Hour and was published in Volume 13 of 1864. 
153 Ibid, December 3, 1863. Sarah wrote “Story not in Christmas No.”  
154 Ibid., December 12, 1863.  
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It is here, as she begins a new life in Manchester, that the negotiation of identities 

between Sarah Smith and her pseudonym Hesba Stretton can be seen. Sarah first took on 

the name Hesba Stretton in Wellington when she began sending out stories and reportage 

articles as part of the activities in which she engaged with her social circle. Unlike 

Charles Pearce, friend and rival, Sarah did not submit manuscripts in her own name but 

under a pseudonym. Having a pseudonym was quite common for writers in the nineteenth 

century and particularly so for women. Unlike George Eliot or George Sand, however, 

Sarah chose a woman’s name, albeit one she created. Hesba is an acronym for the names 

of the surviving Smith children (Hannah, Elizabeth, Sarah, Benjamin and Anne). Stretton 

is drawn from a place name in Shropshire—Church Stretton, approximately twenty 

miles southwest of Wellington; the family, through her Uncle James, owned property 

there at which the Smith children often vacationed.  Sarah Smith’s pseudonym was 

created from people and places dear to her and represented her connectedness to them. It 

may also have indicated that it was a disguised version of herself writing rather than a 

more distant or exotic alter ego. 

Pseudonyms are used by men and women and for a variety of purposes. In writing 

of their use by women and citing examples of women in the nineteenth century, Heilbrun 

notes that creating an authorial name gives women both power and privacy—power to 

create “an alter ego as she writes, another possibility of female destiny”155 and privacy to 

separate one’s public life from one’s personal one. Sarah may have first taken the name 

Hesba Stretton as a way of venturing into the writing world while distancing herself from 

whatever public acceptance or rejection came her way. She was creating a character—an 

author—while she was creating her stories. The first mention of her pseudonym in her 
                                                 
155 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 110.  
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logbook reads as if of a person; “Hesba arrived at Stretton. Great excitement.”156 It is not 

clear what is meant by this entry; it cannot be when her pseudonym was created for by 

mid-1860 Sarah had already had some pieces published and at least one of them, “The 

Ghost in the Clockroom”, had her pseudonym attached to it when it came out in All the 

Year Round. It may have been on the occasion of receiving a notice of a manuscript’s 

acceptance or of a cheque for her writing. Like other entries in her logbook, this cryptic 

reference remains a bit of a mystery—suitably since, as Heilbrun notes, pseudonyms 

provide secrecy and “secrecy is power.”157  

Her pseudonym provided Sarah with more than one kind of power. In the 

beginning, as she wrote about opium dens and other situations foreign to her, the 

pseudonym grounded her in the familiar and gave her the power of anonymity to create 

situations beyond her experience. Later, when she wrote about situations much closer to 

home (as in Fern’s Hollow), her pseudonym created distance between the familiar 

subjects about which she wrote and her personal life. At the same time it was one that 

attached her to family and place when she moved away.  Sarah Smith’s pseudonym 

served many functions.  

Although she did have some articles and stories published under her pseudonym, 

most of her early work—including some in All the Year Round—was anonymous. Hesba 

Stretton was not a name well known to the public but rather the name by which she 

became known to publishers. When she wrote to editors at Chamber’s Journal, Temple 

Bar, and All the Year Round, all of which had published her by 1863, she submitted 

manuscripts under the name Hesba Stretton. As the author Hesba Stretton she was not 

                                                 
156 Stretton, Logbook, August 21, 1860.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/2)  
157 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 116.  
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reluctant to take editors to task—even to the point of beginning legal action—if an article 

was not compensated for as agreed.158 She was persistent in submitting stories and 

following up on their possible publication. She corresponded with publishers about any 

changes to her manuscripts, trying to maintain her work’s integrity. For example, The 

Children of Cloverley was accepted by the Religious Tract Society in September 1865 

and Sarah shortly thereafter received a letter from the editor Mr. Cross: 

to say they must tone down the ‘Children of Cloverly’; very tricky;  
answered that I must see the alterations before selling the copy-right.159 
 

The Children of Cloverley opens on the shores of Lake Huron during the American Civil 

War, a war which had only just ended, and Sarah made it clear in her opening chapter 

that: 

 The great cause of this war was the question whether the people  
living in the southern and warmer states, where cotton, and tobacco,  
and sugar were cultivated, should buy and sell negroes to do their  
work, or should be compelled by the people dwelling in the northern  
states to set their slaves free.160 

 
One can only assume that the RTS had some concerns about the political content. Within 

two days, Sarah had received another letter from Mr. Cross with a cheque for £44 and 

transfer papers. She wrote in her logbook: “I felt obliged to sign them; he promises to 

                                                 
158 Stretton, Logbook. July 24, 1862. Sarah Smith engaged the services of a lawyer to insure payment for a 
story: “Called upon Mr. Hiatt to write a letter to Mr. McSwale for 8/8/- for Winifred’s Troubles.” She was 
successful in getting what she was owed.  (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/4) 
159 Ibid., October 2, 1865. 
160 Hesba Stretton, The Children of Cloverley. (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1865), 5. An 
American edition, titled The Children of Lake Huron, was published by Phillips & Hunt of New York 
around 1890; it omits entirely any mention of slavery and says only: “About the time our story begins a 
terrible war had been raging for nearly three years in the United States. Both in the North and South great 
armies were raised to fight their battles.” Of interest is the fact that Sarah names the children in the story 
after family members. Ben and Annie, named for her brother and sister, are the children in America while 
Dora, Gilbert and Daisy, the English cousins with whom they come to live, are named for her nieces and 
nephew, her sister Annie’s children. 
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make very few alterations.”161 Sarah needed the money and had relatively little power 

with which to negotiate. As far as the public was concerned, she was still anonymous. 

When The Children of Cloverley was published, the RTS indicated it was “by the Author 

of ‘Enoch Roden’s Training,’ ‘Fern’s Hollow,’ Etc.”162 without any author’s name 

attached. It was only after the subsequent publication of Jessica’s First Prayer and the 

success it engendered that Sarah Smith as Hesba Stretton gained some measure of 

celebrity and with it some bargaining power.  

 Was the character of author Hesba Stretton much different from that of the person 

Sarah Smith? In her logbooks, two characteristics are consistently seen in both 

personages—assertiveness and patience. Hesba was willing to assert herself in her 

dealings with publishers and editors, particularly if she thought she was being short-

changed or slighted; witness her engagement of a lawyer to obtain a promised fee for 

“Winifred’s Troubles” even though doing so might have irrevocably damaged her 

relationship with magazine editor Mr. McSwale. Sarah, if she thought herself diminished 

by others, also let her thoughts be known. In 1864, relatively new in Manchester, Sarah 

became the acquaintance of a Miss Hadfield. Over the course of a year Miss Hadfield 

asked Sarah to substitute teach in her women’s Bible class, came by to tea and invited 

Sarah and Lizzie to her home—“a grand house & large garden.”163 It seemed a promising 

friendship until Miss Hadfield offered to give them some things she no longer needed, an 

                                                 
161 Stretton, Logbook, October 4, 1865. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/5) 
162 The edition from which I am quoting is mine and published no later than 1870 since the personal 
inscription inside indicates it was a Christmas gift of that year. Unless the RTS changed the printing plates 
for The Children of Cloverley after Sarah’s breakout novel, Jessica’s First Prayer, this was how she was 
listed as author in 1865 when it was first printed.  
163 Stretton, Logbook. August 6, 1864. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/5) 
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offer about which they felt “very much embarrassed & perplexed but she evidently did 

not mean to vex us.”164 Three days later, however:  

Miss Hadfield sent a paper parcel containing a dirty old bonnet, a  
gown likewise dirty & torn; a few old collars, an old bow or two,  
& a green & blue belt; not a thing that we would have given away  
ourselves, or that could by any possibility be of any use to us; we  
are utterly amazed & think she is out of her mind.165 
 

The next day Sarah wrote “a difficult letter”166 to Miss Hadfield which so offended her 

that the potential friendship ended. There were some things Sarah would not tolerate—

being treated unfairly or condescendingly seemed to be among them.  

 At the same time, Sarah and Lizzie exercised patience as they built their new life 

in Manchester. The logbooks show them in their first few years in Manchester struggling 

to find suitable rooms in which to live (and thereby moving several times), trying to make 

themselves known among the Christian community (and therefore attending several 

churches), and slowly developing a social circle. They initially saw themselves as 

outsiders, particularly in relation to the parishioners at Union Chapel, the multi-

denominational church they ultimately chose to attend. A notation in the logbook for 

October 1864 states:  

For the first time a member of Mr. McLaren’s church spoke to us;  
Mrs. Alison, a deacon’s wife; said Sara might sit in their pew till  
we got a sitting; we have attended the chapel regularly for twelve  
months, & no one has ever noticed us before.167 
 

To become known in the congregation Sarah participated in adult Bible Class, led by the 

minister Mr. McLaren, and responded positively to any requests that she participate in 

teas, lectures or other organized events. She and Lizzie attended worship once or twice on 

                                                 
164 Ibid., August 20, 1864.   
165 Ibid., August 23, 1864.  
166 Ibid., August 24, 1864.   
167 Ibid., October 30, 1864.  
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Sunday, sitting in the free seats as they had no sitting of their own. Worship was 

especially important for Sarah, who greatly admired Mr. McLaren, and made frequent 

comments in her logbooks about his sermons.168 For the most part they were patient with 

the Union Chapel congregation as they waited to be welcomed into its inner workings. 

Eventually they made the acquaintance of the McLaren family. Sarah, for a short while, 

looked after the McLaren girls half-days169 and came to consider both Mr. and Mrs. 

McLaren friends, albeit ones she never referred to by first name.170 No doubt their 

acquaintanceship with the McLarens helped the Smith sisters find a place at Union 

Chapel. The patience Sarah exercised in becoming part of Union Chapel is similar to the 

patience used by her as author Hesba, learning her craft, finding her market and 

developing relationships with her editors through regular correspondence and occasional 

visits to meet them.171 

 In 1866 Sarah and Lizzie made a change that would again alter their lives. 

Lizzie’s governess position was terminated and, unable to find another ‘situation’, the 

                                                 
168 Ibid., September 11, 1864. Sara writes “Mr. McLaren preached like himself for there is no one to 
compare with him.” Alexander McLaren, a Scottish Baptist, became the minister at Union Chapel in 1858 
and remained there until his retirement in 1903. His expository style of preaching was well received by 
many. Sermons from his first year were published in 1859 because, as he wrote, “Such as they are, these 
Sermons are offered to the Church and Congregation of Union Chapel, as a memorial of a year which to the 
preacher has been made bright by their affection. It was their kindly over-estimate of them when preached, 
that led their being, somewhat reluctantly, issued from the press.” Alexander McLaren, Sermons Preached 
at Union Chapel 1859, (Manchester: Dunnill, Palmer and Co, 1859), 4. Mr. McLaren subsequently 
published several other books and was president of the Baptist Union in 1875 and 1901.  
169 Ibid. October 17, 1865. The McLarens had hoped that Lizzie would become their children’s governess 
but instead, for several months, Sarah cared for them until other arrangements could be made. (Material by 
permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/5) 
170 Ibid., November 30, 1865. Sarah wrote she “Had a long & charming conversation alone with Mr. 
McLaren, who was exceedingly friendly & lent me four books.”   
171 Sarah not only kept up a lively correspondence with editors but she also made a point of meeting them. 
In July 1862 “Lizzie & Sara went to London and had a week of great excitement; saw Mr. Wills [editor for 
Charles Dicken’s All the Year Round] & Edmund Gates for the first time; had no particular adventures; 
came home half dead.” In March 1866, after having several novels published by The Religious Tract 
Society, Sarah journeyed to London to meet her sister Annie and her husband “Artie” there; she introduced 
“Artie” (John Halphead Smith), an artist and aspiring illustrator, to editors at RTS. She also used the 
occasion to visit Mr. Wills again, this time with her sister Annie. (Material by permission of Shropshire 
Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/4 and 5) 
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sisters elected to spend the winter in France, purportedly to improve Lizzie’s French,172 

and thereby her employability. While there Sarah engaged herself in details of publishing 

two earlier adult novels, The Clives of Burcot and Paul’s Courtship, and wrote her first 

two waif novels, Pilgrim Street and Jessica’s First Prayer. Both children’s novels drew 

on her experience in the urban centers and, as with Enoch Roden’s Training, were a way 

for her to distil her experience of a newly-left home.173  

Pilgrim Street is set in Manchester and begins with a scene in the Assizes, the 

courts that Sarah had attended frequently while living there.174 It is the story of two 

motherless young brothers, Tom and Phil Haslam, who, with their father in prison, are 

left to fend for themselves. Tom is falsely accused of theft but with the help of his 

enterprising brother Phil, a compassionate lawyer Mr. Hope, a stern police officer Mr. 

Banner, and a kindly bill-sticker, Nat Pendlebury, and Nat’s children, Tom is able to find 

an honest way of earning his living. At the same time his brother Phil is given a place in a 

Ragged School in order to develop his ability. When the boys’ new life is jeopardized by 

their father’s release from prison and his schemes of revenge upon those who sent him 

there, Tom struggles to come to a new understanding of God as a Father far more 

merciful than his own. His father’s misdeeds cause a fire at the mill and Tom’s attempt to 

                                                 
172 Margaret Nancy Cutt, Ministering Angels. (Wormley: Five Owls Press, 1979), 125. Sarah’s logbook, 
however, indicates that Lizzie thought she would be working there. On September 28, 1866 she wrote 
“Lizzie has heard of a situation in a school in Calais.” However, on November 8, 1866, shortly after they 
arrived at their destination in France, the logbook states, “We find everything exactly opposite to what we 
had been told, or what we had expected. Can scarcely tell yet how we shall get along.” The sisters 
eventually relocated for the rest of their sojourn in France. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, 
Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/6) 
173 Stretton, Logbook. December 31, 1866.  Sarah wrote, “I have finished “Pilgrim St.” & am going to send 
it to London by Mr. Norton. We finish this year 1866 in a foreign land.”  (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/6) 
174 Ibid., Mar 17, 1866. “Went to the Assizes & saw Ernest Jones thrown up a corner when the prisoners 
were standing at the bar for trial.” Sarah seemed to like the drama of the courtroom, often taking family or 
friends who visited the sisters in Manchester to view the trials. 
 



66 
 

rescue his father leads to his own death. It is then that the true conversion of the novel 

happens. After Tom’s death, the police officer Banner, who had helped Tom primarily 

out of a sense of duty and had tried to instill in him the fear of God, realizes that his 

approach both to faith and to the poor has been wrong:  

He had been influenced, hitherto, chiefly or wholly by the dread of  
standing at the bar of God, and all his religion had been darkened by  
the dread of Him as a Judge. …But Tom’s words had pierced through  
all the hardness which had gathered round him, and had placed God  
before him in a new light. Yes, God was our Father; not only Creator,  
King, and Judge, but above all and beyond these our Heavenly Father 
... Each one of the wretched and degraded creatures who looked  
askance at Banner as he passed by, or slunk away out of sight down  
back streets and narrow slums, might, through the grace of Christ,  
become a child of God. With what different eyes did he regard them,  
and how pityingly he began to think of their condition!175 
 

Banner’s conversion results in his reorienting his life. He uses his carefully saved money 

to purchase homes for himself and the Pendlebury family near Tom’s grave “in one of the 

pleasant suburbs of Manchester, about two miles from the busy and noisy heart of the 

city.”176 

 Jessica’s First Prayer is also a story of conversion. Much shorter than Pilgrim 

Street, it was first published in serialized form in the Leisure Hour magazine, a 

publication of the Religious Tract Society.177 Jessica is set in the city of London where 

Jessica, the neglected and abused child of a frequently absent and gin-drinking mother, 

encounters Daniel Standring at his morning coffee-stall. Daniel, an enterprising and 

parsimonious man given to hard work and a solitary life, takes pity on her and half-

                                                 
175 Hesba Stretton, Pilgrim Street. (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1867), 184-85.  
176 Ibid., 185. Sarah might well have been describing the area of Fallowfield where she and Lizzie had 
settled.  
177 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 72. Unlike her other children’s stories which were published in 
book form, Jessica’s First Prayer was first serialized in magazine format. It was published as a book in 
response to reader demand. 
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heartedly gives her the dregs of the morning’s coffee and a slice of stale bread. With his 

permission, Jessica returns weekly for this treat and soon wins his begrudging respect. 

One evening “after a violent outbreak of her drunken mother,”178 Jessica wanders far 

from home and sees a well-dressed Daniel enter a large building. Following him inside, 

she sees him lighting the gaslights of the building’s interior, revealing its “striking 

grandeur.”179 She does not know where she is or that, in addition to his work at the 

coffee-stall, Daniel earns money as a Chapel-keeper. She only knows that he is dismayed 

at finding her there and tells her: 

 Come now, you must take yourself out of this. This isn’t any place  
for such as you. It’s for ladies and gentleman; so you must run away  
sharp before anybody comes. …They’ll be coming in a minute, and  
they’d be shocked to see a ragged little heathen like you.180 

 
Jessica, however, is unable to resist the warmth and beauty of the church and secrets 

herself away in a corner that night and many other Sunday nights to follow, enjoying the 

music and avoiding Daniel’s detection.  

One night, however, she is spotted by the minister’s two daughters as she enters 

the building. They find both her hiding spot and themselves in a dilemma. When Jessica 

says, “I’d like to go inside just for once, and see what you do,”181 they realize: 

The little outcast was plainly too dirty and neglected for them to  
invite her to sit side by side with them in their crimson-lined pew,  
and no poor people attended the chapel with whom she could have  
a seat.182  
 

Not knowing what to do with her, they take her to their father who Jessica engages in a 

conversation about what a minister is. When he answers her question by saying he is “a 

                                                 
178 Hesba Stretton, Jessica’s First Prayer. (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1867), 27. 
179 Ibid., 28.  
180 Ibid., 29 and 32.  
181 Ibid., 42.  
182 Ibid., 43.  
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servant” his daughters are shocked and Jessica is amused. He is not like any servant they 

know. “The servant of God and of man” responds by telling Jessica “I am your 

servant.”183 The minister meets Jessica’s request by having her sit with his daughters in 

their pew. Yet when he subsequently visits her home, he is met by his own helplessness 

in knowing how to serve her. His offer to have Jessica attend a school outside the city is 

turned aside by her as something her mother would never allow. Moreover, she advises 

him, “If you was to give me fine clothes like your little girls, mother ‘ud only pawn them 

for gin. You can’t do anything more for me.”184 Unable to change her circumstances the 

minister gives her a shilling every Sunday so that she can buy coffee and a penny bun 

from Daniel each morning of the following week for breakfast. This pattern continues 

until one Sunday Jessica fails to show up for church. A worried Daniel seeks her out. He 

finds her sick with fever, abandoned by her mother and praying that God would “send 

somebody to me.”185 Her heartfelt prayer is Daniel’s undoing. He realizes that “I loved a 

little bit of dirty money better than a poor, friendless, helpless child, whom He had sent to 

me to see if I would do her a little good for His sake.”186 Daniel’s conversion frees him 

from his loneliness and his parsimoniousness. He brings the abandoned Jessica into his 

home and his life, changing her circumstances and his as together they manage the coffee 

stall where he first encountered her.  

 Sarah’s stories were at the beginning of the genre known as waif novels.187 It is 

the term given to stories that centered on the predicament of street children in Britain’s 

                                                 
183 Ibid., 49. 
184 Ibid., 66.  
185 Ibid., 78.  
186 Ibid., 80.  
187 Anna Davin, “Waif Stories in Late Nineteenth-Century England,” History Workshop Journal, No. 52 
(Autumn 2001), 92. http://www.jstor.org. Davin notes “Most waif novels were written after reformers had 
already set going various rescue organizations and institutions, when the passage of the 1870 Education Act 
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overcrowded cities. They discussed in fictional form issues that were being debated in the 

newspapers and seats of government. Anna Davin sets the context: 

 In the 1850s and ‘60s street children, the victims of rapid urbanization 
and the effects of irregular employment, early adult death-rates and  
acute poverty, were numerous and highly visible in London and the  
other cities. Some children were orphaned, others had run away from  
intolerable home conditions, especially parents and step-parents who  
were alcoholic or abusive. Such independent children, sometimes  
living rough but often in some sort of household, earned a precarious  
living through service, entertainment, trade, foraging, begging and  
theft. … Reports of such children and the slums in which they lived  
proliferated at mid-century, from campaigners and rescue workers  
(especially following the foundation of the Ragged School Union  
in 1844), medical men, city missionaries and journalists.188 

 
While portraying the realism of urban life, writers such as Stretton also drew on a 

romantic sensibility about children. Characters such as Tom, Phil and Jessica are:  

innocent and saintly correctives to the fallen adults around them,  
converting them from some of the weaknesses of adulthood— 
worldliness, greed, self-consciousness and rigidity—to a childish  
acceptance of God’s love.189 
 

Sarah utilized the format of the evangelical conversion narrative that she had been 

reading since childhood and cleverly appropriated it as a vehicle to convey her 

understanding of both society’s and the church’s ills. In both Pilgrim Street and Jessica’s 

First Prayer, Stretton displays the style that was to be her trademark—the ability to 

convey in narrative form the difficulties experienced by children and other vulnerable 

members of society because of issues such as poverty and addiction, inadequate housing 

                                                                                                                                                 
and later measures meant that more and more children were being gathered into school, and when rising 
living standards had reduced the proportion of the population living truly beyond the margins.” 
188 Davin, “Waif Stories in Late Nineteenth-Century England,” 71.  
189 Lynne Vallone, “Ideas of difference in children’s literature” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Children’s Literature, ed. M. O. Grenby and Andrea Immel, 178  (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009).  
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and medical care, and lack of education or legal protection.190 She places responsibility 

squarely on the shoulders of adults who fail them because of their own selfishness or 

indifference. The parents in her first two waif novels are unable or unwilling to care 

adequately for their children, ground down as they are by their own poverty, anger or 

despair. Knowing her audience, Sarah draws the reader into the dilemmas of the plot by 

creating characters like her readers to encounter the children. The reader can see him or 

herself in the well-intentioned Minister, the law-upholding Police Officer Banner, or the 

industrious Chapel-keeper Daniel; their bewilderment about how to deal with complex 

issues, their lack of understanding and their self-concern inadvertently contribute to the 

problems they encounter. It is the well-off, well-intentioned or self-satisfied adults who 

are the ones needing conversion in Stretton’s waif novels. It is when they change that a 

different life for the waifs is possible.  

 Sarah was writing first for the evangelically-oriented editors of the Religious 

Tract Society from whom she needed approval for her manuscript. She was writing for 

the RTS readership of working and middle-class women and men191 aware of problems in 

their environs caused by industrialization and urbanization. She was writing for a range 

of ages and Christian pieties.192 Her attention to the overlapping of interests and 

                                                 
190 Davin, “Waif Stories in Late Nineteenth-Century England,” 92.  Davin states that “In most other waif 
novels [exempting Stretton], poverty and squalor are not seen as having larger causes: everything is down 
to individual faith and moral determination.” 
191 Aileen Fyfe, “Periodicals and Book Series: Complementary Aspects of a Publisher’s Mission” in 
Culture and Science in the Nineteenth Century Media, ed. Louise Henson, Georffrey Cantor, Gowan 
Dawson, Richard Noakes, Sally Shuttleworth and Jonathan Topham, 81. (Aldershot, England: Ashgate 
Publishing Limited, 2004). Fyfe discusses the publishing mission of the Religious Tract Society and argues 
that the Leisure Hour was established in 1852 with the goal of providing a magazine of wide-ranging 
interest for a price point that would attract working class readers who might never enter a book shop to 
purchase a book. “In families dependent on a weekly wage of shillings rather than an annual salary of 
pounds, saving even a penny a week for reading matter was difficult enough. …The Leisure Hour was 
clearly affordable to more people.” 
192 Davin, “Waif Stories in Late Nineteenth-Century England,” 72-73.  Davin writes that the family 
background of the readers of waif novels “was often low church or dissenting” but that “the children’s 
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audiences can be seen in the mix of conservative and progressive messages within the 

romantic realism of the tales she tells. Elaine Lomax contends:  

 A factor generally underestimated, and present even within the early  
Stretton texts, is the sometimes contradictory nature of the messages  
transmitted, with didactic efforts complicated by divergences between  
the views of author and publisher, or by authorial ambivalence.  
Stretton’s extended use of multiple viewpoints serves to challenge  
judgements, often raising questions rather than dictating solutions.193 

  
In Jessica’s First Prayer, for example, the reader sees ‘the church’ through the eyes of 

Jessica admiring its warmth and beauty; Daniel attentive to the ‘respectability’ of its 

adherents; the minister’s children aware of discrepancies between the church’s message 

and the attitudes of its members; and the minister’s desire to serve Jessica while not 

knowing what would actually help her. These multiple glimpses of the church raise 

questions for the reader about their own beliefs and their local congregation’s attitude to 

the poor. 

 Even writing for a religious publisher, Sarah wrote for more than one audience. 

To those who were not part of the Christian church, she presented a message of God as a 

loving parent who cared deeply about all of society’s children. To those who adhered to 

the values of capitalist society and a theology of success as God’s blessing, she 

challenged the idea that progress and abundance could be measured by money in the bank 

rather than the well-being of the most vulnerable. (Here Sarah, with her concern about 

each shilling she earned, may also have been preaching to herself.) To those within the 

church, she engaged in then-current theological debate as she critiqued a rigid or 

judgmental approach to belief. In this she was influenced by Rev. Alexander McLaren, 

                                                                                                                                                 
market was less specialized by gender in the 1870s than by the 1900s…they [waif stories] do not seem to 
be aimed specifically at girls.”  
193 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 64.  
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her much-admired minister at Union Chapel in Manchester. In Pilgrim Street, for 

example, Sarah’s portrayal of the God-fearing Banner’s reflects McLaren’s 

representation of misguided Christian belief: 

There are plenty of people amongst us who call themselves  
Christian, and fancy they are so, whose whole religion is this 
—deprecating the wrath of a God that they dimly know to be  
angry with them, and who, their consciences tell them, has the  
right to be so! Is that your Christianity? fear which issues in  
slavish obedience; fear which issues in a conception of a law  
of duty, …fear which covers the face of heaven and your own  
hearts with a dark veil, and drapes the Father of all goodness  
in the garb of a tyrant and a harsh Sovereign?194 
 

Sarah put in narrative form what she had heard in McLaren’s sermons—not because she 

had adopted from him a theology she herself lacked but because his sermons helped her 

develop and articulate religious convictions she already held. Sarah, no lover of most 

sermons,195 liked McLaren’s immensely and incorporated their messages in her religious 

narratives.    

 

Center Stage: life in London 

While Sarah may have drawn on her understanding of her readers in writing her 

first waif novels, she was still surprised by the response they engendered. Upon returning 

from France in 1867 she settled with her sister Lizzie in a suburb of London and soon 

discovered that Jessica’s First Prayer had made her the author of a best-selling work.196 

It had brought her writing to the attention of some notable personages such as Lord 

                                                 
194 McLaren, Sermons Preached in Union Chapel, Manchester (1859), 225. 
195 Stretton, Logbooks. Sarah wrote on Jan 28,1866: “Went to hear Dr. McKerrow & Mr. Tindale; did not 
care much for either.” Mr. McLaren did not escape critique either; on March 11, 1866 she noted there were 
“Two uncomfortable sermons about David, of whom I am rather tired.”  (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/6) 
196 Cutts, Ministering Angels, 141. 
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Shaftesbury.197 However, because it was the practice of the Tract Society to pay an author 

one flat fee for the manuscript and the copyright, her financial compensation was not 

commensurate with the sales. While Sarah did receive some immediate ‘bonus’ money 

from RTS in recognition of its success,198 her runaway best-seller was not profiting her as 

much as it was the Tract Society.199 Moreover, when the RTS published Jessica in book 

form they did not name her as the author but simply listed it as “By the Author of ‘Fern’s 

Hollow” Etc.”200 The money, the decisions and the publicity were in the hands of the 

Tract Society. That would soon change.  

Sarah, aware that Hesba Stretton was now an author published by more than one 

firm201 and with favourable reviews of some of her works,202 decided to negotiate for 

better terms with her next “child story”. Once the manuscript for Little Meg’s Children 

was written, she went into action. On March 28, 1868 she wrote “Went up to London; 

saw Mr. Stevens, C.W. Wood, Mr. Seeley, Houston & Wright; resolved upon asking so 

much a thousand for “Little Meg.”203 Sarah used her increasing name-recognition and 

                                                 
197 Stretton, Logbooks. On December 5, 1867, Sarah wrote “Mr. Stephens [publisher of RTS’s Leisure 
Hour] called to show us a letter of Lord Shaftebury’s about Jessica in the Record.” Shaftesbury was a 
preeminent evangelical politician and social reformer. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, 
Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/6) 
198Cutts, Ministering Angels, 141. Within four months Sarah received additional payments of £5 and £10 
which she noted in her journal. The £5 was paid in September 1867 and was, according to Lomax, a 
payment for adopting the serialized story to book form. (Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 73.) 
199 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 54. Lomax writes that “The sixty-thousandth Jessica appeared 
within about two years, the hundred-thousandth by approximately 1871, with numbers approaching four 
hundred thousand by the mid 1880s.” 
200 This is an observation made of my personal copy which is thought to be 1867. It is also true of the copy 
in the Osborne Collection of Early Children’s Books, Toronto, where I did research in 2008.  
201 The Clives of Burcott was published by Tinsley and Paul’s Courtship was published by Wood.  
202 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 70. For example, The Clives of Burcott was favourably 
reviewed in the Pall Mall Gazette “which also carried a Notice for Stretton’s ‘Maurice Craven’s Madness’, 
forthcoming in Temple Bar.” Paul’s Courtship, was reviewed by Athenaeum and London Review, with 
mixed results.  
203 Stretton, Logbooks. March 28, 1868. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/5) 
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Hesba Stretton, author of Jessica’s 
First Prayer  
The subject of the photo seems 
amused—perhaps at herself for 
agreeing to be photographed despite 
her reluctance to do so. 

phenomenal sales record to good effect as she played one publisher off against another. 

She prevailed and, as Cutts states:   

after two months of hawking Little Meg around Paternoster Row,  
she settled with the Tract Society for £6. 5. per thousand. The story  
was a great success; within the year, she got a cheque for £131, and, 
presumably established a precedent for her other tales.204  
 

Sarah now had the power as author Hesba Stretton that she had lacked just a few short 

years previously. Hesba Stretton was becoming a power of her own making.   

 The increased financial security brought about 

by the success of Jessica’s First Prayer was one of 

many changes Sarah experienced. Her professional 

and social life became more closely entwined as she 

and her sister both worked and socialized with people 

in the writing and publishing world. Lizzie became 

governess for the Stevens family (Mr. Stevens 

published The Leisure Hour for RTS) while Sarah had 

stories published in the magazine. Sarah’s logbooks 

show social interaction with RTS editor and writer 

Sam Manning and his family; publisher Charles Wood 

as well as his mother and author Ellen (Mrs. Henry) 

Wood; Mr. and Mrs. Wells of All the Year Round, Mrs. Charles Dickens and others. In 

addition, as her waif novels gained in popularity Sarah began to gain some celebrity 

status; there were requests for autographs and photographs from both those who admired 

                                                 
204 Cutts, Ministering Angels, 142.  
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her work and from print media.205 There are indications she did not find the transition 

easy. She was reluctant to be interviewed, contentious with her publishers, disparaging of 

some of her acquaintances and unsettled in terms of church and community. By May of 

1871 she wrote: 

 Our dislike to London ways, London religion and London society  
has been steadily increasing…I have had another and I think my  
last disturbance with the Tract Society. Mrs. Manning is turning  
the cold shoulder upon us. Mr. Lynch is dead and we have no  
preacher we care much about.206 

 
Within a few months, she stopped writing in her logbook and, with the exception of 

travel journals on the sisters’ trips to Switzerland, abandoned them for many years. All 

her writing energy went into her novels. In the decade following the publication of 

Pilgrim Street and Jessica’s First Prayer she wrote twenty-three novels published by 

various firms. She became one of the RTS’s most prolific and successful authors; by 

1869 the works of Hesba Stretton “represented over one-third of new books, and 

approximately one-fifth of their circulation.”207  Cutt contends that “within the next 

decade [i.e. the 1870s], Sarah Smith was gradually submerged in “Hesba Stretton” and 

the woman of the legend took shape.”208   

Cutt argues that Sarah Smith—“tough-minded, determined, at once sardonic and 

sentimental”209—became the revered legend of Hesba Stretton, a person who did “much 

                                                 
205 Stretton, Logbooks. On February 24 and 26, 1868 Sarah remarked that “Hume & Hartshorn wrote a 
second time for my photograph to publish in the Lady’s Own Paper” as well as the advice she received on 
the matter. “Mr. Stevens advises us not to have my portrait published.” (Material by permission of 
Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/6) 
206 Ibid. May 27, 1871. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/7) 
207 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 72. 
208 Cutt, Ministering Angels, 128.  
209 Ibid., 116.  
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that is good, in the best sense of the word.”210 She argues that Stretton allowed the legend 

of a “so truly good and strong and womanly a woman”211 to grow by maintaining a 

distance from the media and the public. While I agree with Cutt that Sarah Smith was 

eclipsed by the persona of Hesba Stretton in the public’s perception, I do not think it was 

something that she allowed but rather something that she intended—a deliberate tactic by 

Sarah both to maintain her privacy and to market her writing. Having created “Hesba 

Stretton, author” she lived that role when in the public eye. As her name became attached 

to her books and public awareness of her grew she became the character of Hesba 

Stretton as far as most people were concerned. Being an author who wrote so that “much 

that is good” could be served was in keeping with the content of her work more so than 

being an author who wrote to utilize her talent in the earning of her living. She would not 

have wanted the public to know her shrewd negotiations with her publishers as they 

showed she had more in common with hard-working, money-hoarding characters like 

Jessica’s Daniel Standring than she would have liked. This is not to say that Sarah Smith 

was unlike the character of Hesba Stretton; she did care deeply about the issues in her 

novels and wanted change in the conditions with which many children lived. But she was 

more complicated that the legend allowed and she preferred to keep those complications 

known only to her family and small circle of friends.212  Her persona fit the Victorian 

idealization of selfless womanhood and helped advance her career.  

                                                 
210 Ibid., 117. Here Cutt quotes from an article by Hulda Friedrichs entitled “Hesba Stretton at Home” in 
The Young Woman (July 1894).  
211 Ibid., 116.  
212 In her logbooks, handwritten notes by Ronald Webb Stretton refer to her as “my great-aunt Sara Smith”, 
a reminder that to family she remained Sara—without an ‘h’. (Material by permission of Shropshire 
Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/1) 
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The rise of Hesba Stretton may be one reason she stopped writing in her 

logbooks—a further act of Sarah drawing inward while Hesba took the stage. Heilbrun 

says that a pseudonym allows a woman to create an alternative life. But what happens 

when the alternative life becomes the dominant one?  That is what began to happen with 

Sarah. Hesba Stretton became how she was known and Sarah Smith became in a sense 

her pseudonym, her alternative and private identity. It was one that she only reluctantly 

shared on occasion with interviewers and even then she did so with an eye to protecting 

her privacy as Sarah and cultivating her character as Hesba. 

In the 1870s Hesba Stretton was financially comfortable, writing prolifically and 

travelling with her sister to parts of Europe.  It was the life for which she had hoped when 

dealing with ‘stagnation’ and financial insecurity in Wellington. As stated previously, 

Heilbrun contends that when women authors find a less conventional life for themselves 

they fail to present it as a possibility to women who might read their work. What 

possibilities did Stretton portray for women in her novels? To explore this question two 

adult novels, written for two different publishers during a prolific period of Stretton’s 

writing career, are considered. The Doctor’s Dilemma, published in 1872 by H. S. King 

of London, and Brought Home, published in 1875 by the Scottish Temperance League 

are examined to see how women’s lives are represented in them.  

The Doctor’s Dilemma was a three volume novel written, not for a specifically 

religious audience, but for the general public. When reviewed in the Athenaeum in 1873 

the critic praised it saying “he detected ‘a certain imitation of the manner of Mr. Wilkie 

Collins’”213 thereby placing it in the genre of what was termed then (and now) as a 

                                                 
213 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 75. The reviewer might also have compared Stretton to Ellen 
(Mrs. Henry) Wood, writer of sensation novels for women, and to whom Sarah had appealed for help in 
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sensation novel. In her book on this ‘torn from the headlines’ nineteenth-century genre, 

Lyn Pykett states: 

The sensation novel drew on a range of crimes, from illegal incar- 
ceration (usually of a young woman), fraud, forgery (often of a  
will), blackmail and bigamy, to murder or attempted murder.  
Formally sensation fiction was less a genre than a generic hybrid.  
The typical sensation novel was a catholic mixture of modes and  
forms, combining realism and melodrama, the journalistic and the  
fantastic, the domestic and the romantic or exotic.214  
 

The Doctor’s Dilemma exhibits the characteristics of a sensation novel in its intricate plot 

and its use of issues drawn from the newspapers and courts.215 It also draws, perhaps 

unknowingly, on the approach of Mary Wollstonecraft in writing a novel to address 

injustice to women and deficiencies of the legal system in curbing a husband’s power 

within marriage.216 Taking a cue from sensation novelist Wilkie Collins217, Stretton’s 

novel has two narrators—one male and one female. Olivia is a young Australian woman, 

orphaned when her father died and left her in the power of an emotionally abusive 

stepmother. She marries a seemingly delightful man to escape her unhappy home but 

discovers his charm is a façade which quickly disappears. He takes her away to Europe 

                                                                                                                                                 
getting her first adult novel The Clives of Burcot published. Ellen Wood offered to have her son Charles 
read it and Charles, who later became a frequent visitor of Sarah’s in London, arranged for it to be 
published by Tinsley in 1867.  
214 Lyn Pykett. The Nineteenth-Century Sensation Novel (Second Edition), (Tavistock, UK: Northcote 
House Publishing Ltd, 2011), 5.  
215 Rebecca Gill, “The Imperial Anxieties of a Ninetenth-Century Bigamy Case,” History Workshop 
Journal, No. 57 (Spring 2004), 74, http://www.jstor.org. Gill shows how the Yelverton case involving 
Major William Yelverton, Irish Protestant member of the upper class, and Maria Theresa Longworth, 
English Catholic daughter of a Manchester manufacturer,  received extensive newspaper coverage over 
several years in the early 1860s and fanned anxiety about monogamy, marriage laws, property and legal 
heirs. It help spark a review of marriage laws in Ireland, Scotland and England and insured that marriage 
ceremonies would be public, registered with the government and “celebrated by a practising clergyman of 
any church, who would be duly certified and ‘under the control and surveillance of the state.’” As a 
wedding officiant, I found the history of current regulations quite interesting. 
216 Mary Wollstonecraft, Maria or The Wrongs of Woman (1798) (London: W.W. Norton & Company, 
1975), 21. In her preface Wollstonecraft states, “My main object [is] the desire of exhibiting the misery and 
oppression, peculiar to women, that arise out of the partial laws and customs of society.” 
217 Pykett, 5. “Collins, for example, developed the split or shared narrative which used a variety of first-
person narrators, none of whom was in possession of the whole story.” 
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and she finds herself emotionally coerced and physically confined by him and his 

mistress as they wait for her to reach the age of majority and receive the remains of her 

inheritance.218 Olivia seizes an opportunity to escape and makes her way to the Channel 

Island of Sark. There she meets the second narrator of the novel, Dr. Martin Dobrée of 

Guernsey Island who, not knowing she is married, falls in love with her and breaks off 

his engagement to his cousin Julia in order to pursue Olivia. The complicated plot 

involves a forged death certificate and bigamy, flight to France, fraudulent employers, an 

orphaned English girl, pursuit by Olivia’s husband Richard Foster and his bigamous 

second wife, mysterious and fatal illnesses, a wise and kindly Catholic priest and a 

typhoid epidemic before the story resolves itself with wrongs righted, Olivia and Martin 

married and a better future for all who deserve one.219  

Pykett contends that “the plots and central preoccupations of sensation novels 

embodied and, to some extent, explored the hopes and fears of Victorian middle 

classes.”220 Key issues in Stretton’s novel are those of women’s property rights and the 

moral grounds for legal separation and divorce. The Matrimonial Causes (Divorce) Act 

of 1857 established a civil court for divorce and changed the grounds for obtaining one. 

A man could divorce his wife because of adultery while a woman needed to prove “that 

her husband had committed adultery and either desertion for two years, sodomy, rape, 
                                                 
218 While the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 gave women the right to wages and property earned 
through their own work and to maintain control of property inherited after their marriage, it maintained that 
any property (money, stocks, etc.) a woman had prior to her marriage became her husband’s once they 
were married. This was subsequently changed in the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882. Combs, “A 
Measure of Legal Independence” The Journal of Economic History, Vol. 65, No. 4 (Dec. 2005): 1033.   
219 Hesba Stretton, The Doctor’s Dilemma (London: H. S. King, 1872), 516. The French village in which 
Olivia took refuge with orphaned Minima was subject to typhoid. Olivia thanks the kindly residents with a 
better drainage and water system. “Now I am rich I shall have it drained precisely like the best English 
town; and there shall be a fountain in the middle of the village, where all the people can go to draw good 
water.” In writing the novel, Sarah drew heavily on her 1866-67 sojourn in France with her sister Lizzie. 
Some incidents from her logbooks, such as the misrepresentation of the school to which they first went, are 
duplicated by the fraudulent employers in the novel.  
220 Pykett, The Nineteenth-Century Sensation Novel (Second Edition), 13. 
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incest or bigamy.”221 The heroine Olivia realizes that her husband has carefully avoided 

legal grounds for separation or divorce:  

I can see how subtle he was. Though my life was a daily torture,  
there was positively nothing I could put into words against him— 
nothing that would have authorized me to seek a legal separation.  
I did not know anything of the laws, how should I? Except the fact  
which he dinned into my ears that he could compel me to live with  
him. But I know now that the best friends in the world could not  
have saved me from him, in any other way than the one I took. He  
kept within the letter of the law. He forfeited no atom of his claim 
upon me. Then God took me by the hand, and led me into a peaceful  
and untroubled refuge, until I had gathered strength again.222  
 

Stretton puts Olivia’s dilemma in the hands of the reader. “Now, judge me. Tell me what 

I was bound to do.”223 The three choices Olivia presents to the readers are the opinions on 

separation and divorce that they would have heard debated in their homes, churches and 

communities: 

You had no right to break that [marital] vow. … 
You should have gathered up every scrap of evidence you could find  
against them, that might have freed you in a court of law. … 
It was right for you, for the health of your soul, and the deliverance  
of your whole self from intolerable bondage, to break the ignorantly- 
taken vow, and take refuge in flight. No soul can be bound irrevocably  
to another for its own hurt and ruin.224 
 

Stretton presents Olivia as making the morally responsible choice of fleeing an abusive 

marriage and as being guided by God to those who would help her establish a new life. In 

depicting Olivia’s courageous decision to defy convention and leave an abusive husband, 

Stretton lays before her readers the need for the laws on marriage to change. She argues 

for an expansion of the grounds for legal separation and lays the groundwork for an 

                                                 
221 W. D. Rubinstein, Britain’s Century, 140.  
222 Stretton, The Doctor’s Dilemma, 381. The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1878 allowed women victims of 
violence in marriage to obtain separation orders. Olivia would still have been hard pressed to prove her 
case since her husband avoided physical violence and subjected her instead to emotional abuse.  
223 Ibid., 379.  
224 Ibid., 379-80. 
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acceptance of divorce on the grounds of mental cruelty. In doing so Stretton shows her 

engagement in an issue critical for women and her willingness to push her readers to 

critical reflection on society’s norms.  

The second novel, Brought Home, is one of three novels Stretton wrote for the 

Scottish Temperance League in the 1870s.225 The Scottish Temperance League, begun in 

October 1829, was the first to form in the United Kingdom226 at the beginning of a 

temperance movement which emerged in the 1830s out of “anxieties already present in 

middle-class minds about working-class drinking habits”227 and the aftermath of changes 

within the beer and liquor trade.228 By mid-century the movement was divided between 

those who followed the original “anti-spirits” temperance approach of education to 

prevent “the formation of habits of intemperate drinking”229 and the subsequent 

“teetotal”230 approach of abstinence from all alcohol which emerged from it. Roberts 

argues that there were cultural, regional and class differences between the two 

approaches:  

While moderate ‘half-way’ temperance endorsed behavioral  
standard-setting in order to cement ties of hierarchical social  
respect, teetotalism involved a process of cultural levelling.  
Commitment was measured by the degree of empathy shown  
with the plight of the intemperate, not just in taking of a com- 

                                                 
225 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 219-20. For reasons unstated, Lomax does not discuss 
Stretton’s temperance novels aside from noting that one of them, Nelly’s Dark Days, “examines the 
consequences of a father’s dependence on drink.” Ibid., 140.  
226 Brian Harrison, Drink and the Victorians (Keele, UK: Keele University Press, 1994), 100.  
227 M. T. D. Roberts, Making English Morals (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 116.  
228 Ibid., 117. Roberts contends that the debate about the 1830 Beer Act, which opened the beer trade to 
greater competition, “had its effect in raising educated public awareness of alcohol consumption, as did the 
concurrent investment of spirit retailers in a glamorous venue for product marketing—the gin palace.”  
229 Ibid., 150. Anti-spirits campaigners allowed for the consumption of wine and beer but opposed the 
drinking of spirits or hard liquor.  
230 Norman Longmate, The Waterdrinkers (London: Hamish Hamilton Ltd, 1968), 46. Longmate credits the 
name to Dicky Turner, former drunkard, who had been won over to temperance in 1832 and at a meeting in 
1833 is thought to have said, “I’ll have nowt to do wi’ this moderation, botheration pledge; I’ll be reet 
down and out tee-tee-total for ever and ever.” Organizer Joseph Livesey then proclaimed ‘tee total’ to be 
the name of new abstinence movement.  
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mon pledge of abstention to avoid giving temptation but also  
in a willingness to give mutual support in everyday living.231  
 

Throughout the nineteenth-century temperance movement both approaches continued to 

have voice, albeit with somewhat different constituencies.232 In addition to political 

lobbying, the various temperance societies published tracts, pamphlets and books to 

persuade people about the perils of intemperate drinking. When Hesba Stretton wrote her 

temperance novels she was again following in the footsteps of sensation novelist Ellen 

(Mrs. Henry) Wood whose first novel, Danebury House, “won a prize of £100 offered by 

the Scottish Temperance League in 1860.”233  

In writing for the Temperance League Hesba Stretton joined many other women 

who wrote temperance material. In her article on women in the Victorian era temperance 

movement, Lilian Shiman argues that: 

many temperance books, tracts, pamphlets and articles were  
penned by women, who found their work fully accepted by  
temperance readers, male and female alike, perhaps because  
what they wrote was supportive of existing social patterns.234  
 

Women were involved in the British temperance movement from its early days. Initially 

women’s branches of temperance organizations did not engage in making policy or 

speaking publicly; they helped raise funds and visited working class families to promote 

the cause with wives and mothers. In the 1860s this began to change. Organizations like 

the National Temperance League began sponsoring national women’s temperance 

                                                 
231 Ibid., 151.  
232 Ibid., 151. Roberts characterizes the teetotal movement as more attractive to those who were northern, 
urban, self-made or Dissenters rather than those who were southern, rural, conventionally educated or 
Established Church.  
233 Longmate, The Waterdrinkers, 195. Danesbury House, according to Longmate, was a very popular 
novel and still in print at the end of the century.  
234 Lilian Lewis Shiman, “‘Changes Are Dangerous’: Women and Temperance in Victorian England” in 
Religion in the Lives of English Women, 1760-1930, ed. Gail Malmgreen, 197 (London: Croom Helm Ltd., 
1986).  
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conventions, laying the groundwork for women to organize themselves on more than one 

issue. At the same time American imports such as the Independent Order of Good 

Templars brought alternative organizational models to British women: “Women members 

could hold offices and positions of importance on an equal basis with men and were 

encouraged …to be active in all phases of the Order’s work, public and private.”235 Some 

of the many women’s temperance organizations remained supportive of the traditional 

social structure but others like the National British Women’s Temperance Association 

became influential supporters of women’s suffrage.236 Women participated in temperance 

work out of a desire for reform, a desire that Kristin Doern argues “provided an initial 

step towards what would become the women’s movement of the latter nineteenth 

century.”237 Women used the temperance movement to create space for themselves in 

public life but their attraction to the temperance cause was because they realized—some 

more clearly than others—“that the issues surrounding temperance and social reform 

[poverty, violence, unemployment, family disintegration] were gendered issues.”238 

These are the issues Stretton illustrates in her temperance novels. 

 Harrison points out that “Victorians often failed to distinguish between 

alcoholism, drinking and drunkenness.”239 Because of that, debates in the 1870s occurred 

in both temperance circles and the public on whether alcohol abuse was a problem just of 

the lower classes; what role liberal access to beer and liquor (‘gin palaces’) played in 

                                                 
235 Ibid., 202.  
236 Ibid., 209.  
237 Kristin G. Doern, “Equal Questions: the ‘Woman Question’ and the ‘Drink Question’ in the Writings of 
Clara Lucas Balfour, 1808-78” in Women, Religion and Feminism in Britain, 1750-1900, ed. Sue Morgan, 
159 (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002).  
238 Ibid., 160.  
239 Harrison, Drink and the Victorians, 23. 
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public drunkenness; 240 whether prohibition should be legislated by the government; 

whether a person could moderate their problem drinking or needed to abstain from 

alcohol completely; whether drunkenness was a sin, a moral failing or a disease241; and 

what was needed in order for a person to change habitual drinking. As with The Doctor’s 

Dilemma, Stretton articulates various sides of the contested issue through her characters 

and plot line.  

In Brought Home the main characters are David Chantrey, an Anglican clergyman 

in a suburb of London, and his wife Sophy. They have one living child, Charlie, and 

another who is buried in the churchyard cemetery. When David’s poor health requires 

him to go to Madeira for eighteen months, Mrs. Bolton, his domineering aunt and widow 

of the previous rector, arranges for Charlie to attend boarding school while Sophy lives 

with her. Without the necessity of caring for her husband and child Sophy is left with 

nothing to do; she feels alienated in Mrs. Bolton’s home. In her grief she falls into 

depression and the doctor orders “a little port” to bring her spirits around. Instead, she 

slowly becomes addicted to the narcotic which dulls her senses and relieves her anguish. 

And, just as slowly, this becomes known in the town.  

Help for Sophy comes from three directions: Ann Holland who manages a family 

saddler shop while caring for her alcoholic brother befriends Sophy when she comes 

across her, inebriated and half-asleep, on the grave of her child; Mrs. Bolton who realizes 

what is happening and tells the curate in charge of the parish; and Mr. Warden, the curate 

                                                 
240 Brought Home is the second of Stretton’s temperance novels. The first one, Nelly’s Dark Days, centres 
on a working class man who brings himself and his family to ruin by his drinking and the lure of the warm 
and well-lit “gin palaces” open to him every day until midnight.  
241 Harrison, Drink and the Victorians, 23. Harrison notes the word alcoholism appeared only about 1860 
and it was “not till the 1860s and 1870s did American experiments convince Englishmen that habitual 
drunkards required voluntary or compulsory asylum treatment.” 
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and a friend of David’s. Mr. Warden realizes the seriousness of the situation and asks 

Mrs. Bolton to remove all alcohol from the household to keep Sophy’s drinking from 

getting worse. Mrs. Bolton refuses, citing her standing in the community and 

unwillingness to appear fanatical: 

Have no wine in my house? You forget my station and its duties,  
Mr. Warden. I must give dinner parties occasionally; I must allow  
beer to my servants. It is absurd. Nobody could expect me to take  
such a step as that.242 
 

So Sophy gets worse and, more importantly for her state of mind, she is ashamed because 

she cannot stop herself. Months go by and no one tells David lest he return home early 

and jeopardize his health, a sad comment on the priority of David’s health over Sophy’s. 

 Sophy’s struggle with alcohol and the effect on her family and community are the 

heart of the novel. Stretton places the varying understandings of Sophy’s drinking in the 

mouths of her characters: 

David: He, David Chantrey, the rector of Upton, whom all men  
looked up and esteemed, had a wife, who was whispered about  
among them all as a victim of a vile and degrading sin. A strong  
shock of revulsion ran through his veins.243  
Charlie: My mother is ill, very ill. …Couldn’t anything be done  
to make her well? Isn’t there any doctor clever enough to cure her?244 
Ann: She was so ill, and low, and miserable; and the doctors kept  
on ordering her wine, and things like that; and it was the only thing  
that comforted her, and kept her up; and she got to depend upon it  
to save her from loneliness and wretchedness, and now she can’t 
break herself of taking it—of taking too much.245 
Mrs. Bolton: I cannot believe it possible that my nephew’s wife, 
a clergyman’s wife, could become a drunkard, like a woman of  
the lowest classes! …I am afraid it is the development of an  
hereditary taste in your wife, David, and nothing will cure it.246 

                                                 
242 Hesba Stretton, Brought Home (Glasgow: Scottish Temperance League, 1875), 45. Here Stretton uses 
Mrs. Bolton to show the limitations of the “anti-spirits” temperance position. 
243 Ibid., 95-96. 
244 Ibid., 126.  
245 Ibid., 94-95. 
246 Ibid., 46, 111. 
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Sophy: I cannot bear it. The house is so dreary, and there is nothing  
for me to think of; and then I begin to go down, down into such a  
misery you do not know anything of. I think I should go mad  
without it; and after I have taken it, I feel mad with shame.247 

  
Although a brief respite comes with her husband’s return, Sophy cannot sustain 

abstinence and sinks further into addiction. David responds by campaigning against all 

alcohol use and thereby alienates his parishioners and his friends.248 Desperate and 

depressed, he takes the opportunity to leave his parish and move with his family (and 

Ann Holland) to New Zealand. The journey there on the ship of Captain Scott, “himself a 

water-drinker,”249 is an opportunity for Sophy to dry out. However, the long voyage 

weakens David’s health and he becomes ill; the only remedy is brandy. Sophy is given 

some to administer to him and struggles whether to take it herself or give it to her 

husband. In her anguish she realizes God “really knew her extremity in this dire 

temptation; was ready with His help, if she would have it.”250 When the night ends both 

her struggle and that of her husband are over.  

 Eight years in the paradise of New Zealand last but a few pages in the novel—but 

with a key point from Stretton. Freed from a past everyone knew and from “the customs 

and conventionalities of English life”251 Sophy’s new life no longer just revolves around 

her husband and her son. She is involved in the life of the community and “the old want 

of something to do could never revisit her.”252 The novel ends with the family’s 

migration back to David’s old parish in England. Yet even Sophy’s anxiety about facing 

                                                 
247 Ibid., 66. 
248 Here Stretton illustrates the drawbacks of the teetotal or abstinence approach.  
249 Ibid., 172. 
250 Ibid., 206.  
251 Ibid., 213. 
252 Ibid., 213.  
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the parishioners who knew her as a drunk could not dislodge her new-found sense of self 

and her return is triumphant.  

 Stretton’s novel for the Scottish Temperance League is illustrative of elements of 

the debate surrounding alcohol use in the 1870s. By creating the main character as a 

middle-class Christian wife and mother, caring of her husband and son, Stretton is 

contesting middle-class assumptions that intemperance is a lower-class problem or a 

matter of poor moral character. The greatest understanding of and support for Sophy 

comes from the working-class character Ann who embodies the teetotaller’s willingness 

to support a struggling drinker in their efforts to achieve sobriety. In having Sophy’s 

addiction begin with port prescribed for her depression Stretton challenges the belief that 

alcohol is medicinal. Yet in having David’s illness alleviated by the life-giving properties 

of brandy she argues against David’s fanaticism that would refuse drink at the cost of his 

own life. While aligning herself with the goal of temperance, she also pushes her 

temperance audience to look at the complexity of the issue and the underlying causes for 

alcohol abuse. In this approach, as with her waif novels for RTS, she attempts to engage 

her audience while educating them about the multi-faceted nature of the social issues in 

the narratives.    

Heilbrun contends that women novelists of Stretton’s era, even if they lived an 

unconventional life themselves, failed to show that possibility to their readers; Stretton’s 

work in these two novels seems to support that argument. In The Doctor’s Dilemma the 

characters, both male and female, are caught in domestic drama and, with Olivia’s 

marriage to Martin, no one willingly steps out of the conventional marriage option. 

Indeed, the end of the novel points to a wedding yet to come for Minima, thereby 
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defining the future for the seemingly self-reliant orphan in conventional terms. 

Nevertheless, Stretton’s depiction of Olivia’s cruel marital relationship and the portrayal 

of her decision to leave her abusive husband as heroic contests the Victorian 

understanding of marriage as the ideal state for women and the foundation of society. 

Framing the issue of separation and divorce as a matter of what is life-giving or soul-

destroying challenged church teaching on the inviolability of marriage on theological 

grounds. Established social conventions and church doctrine, Stretton seems to argue, do 

not serve women well. In Brought Home the less than conventional life of Sophy is made 

deliberately unappealing to Stretton’s readers. Drinking, Sophy is an outsider, the object 

of others’ care, judgment or pity. Sober, she is a contributing member of her community, 

a loving wife and mother. In portraying Sophy as she does it would seem Stretton 

exemplifies Heilbrun’s contention. And yet, in her rehabilitation Sophy comes to 

understand that she needs to be a person in her own right and not dependent on the 

presence of her husband and child to feel fulfilled. In so doing Stretton contests the 

conventional Victorian understanding that a woman’s ultimate fulfillment was found in 

being a wife and mother. If it was not enough for Sophy, perhaps it was not enough for 

those who read her story.  Where Stretton fails, as Heilbrun has noted of other female 

novelists, is in not moving beyond critique and depictions of the pain of women’s lives to 

show her readers how women might live differently. No one in these Stretton novels was 

living as independently and creatively as Sarah Smith was when she wrote them.  

 

Snapshot: Pseudonyms come in many forms and suit many purposes. For women who 

change their names when marrying, as I have, their new name becomes in some ways a 
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pseudonym, a name by which they become known and through which they live the 

acquired role of spouse. I have lived with three surnames at this point in my life: my birth 

name (Still), my first married name acquired at the age of twenty-three (Kristolaitis) and 

my current married name (Toth) acquired at the age of fifty-two. Changing my surname 

has always involved struggle—sometimes with my spouse, sometimes with my parents, 

sometimes with myself—but in the end I made the decision to live by another name. I 

somewhat romantically consider my three names to represent the goddess phases of my 

life as maiden, mother and crone.253 My family name, that is my father’s surname of Still, 

is the one by which I was known until I married, began working professionally and had 

children; it represents my Scottish-English heritage and Canadian settler roots; it is also a 

name I share with aboriginal cousins and reminds me of my family’s and nation’s 

complicated history. Added to that heritage was the knowledge of my mother’s birth 

name (Phillips) and my maternal and paternal grandmothers’ names (Reid and Hickman 

respectively) that my mother ensured I knew by occasional quizzes on family names and 

history. It was important to both my parents that I know something of my ancestry; it was 

particularly important to my mother that I know the full family names of the women in 

the generations that preceded mine. It left me with the impression that she believed one’s 

name both revealed who one was and concealed it at the same time. My mother was Elsie 

                                                 
253 Barbara G. Walker, The Crone: Women of Wisdom, Age and Power (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 
1985), 64. Barbara Walker points out that the Goddess of Maid, Mother and Crone, in her varying 
manifestations, underlie much of European and British society and her ways are still practiced in folk 
tradition. Among many examples Walker provides is that of Celtic St. Brigit who “was said to have taught 
men the same arts originally attributed to the Goddess Brigit: midwifery, medicine, smith craft.” Brigit is 
Mother Goddess while her Crone form is the Celtic figure of Cerridwen who, like Brigit, represents the 
female sage adored by poets. However Cerridwen, like a true crone, also represents death. 
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Still and (silently) Elsie Phillips. One had to know the stories behind a woman’s name to 

fully appreciate her history.   

My first married name of Kristolaitis is the surname of my children and reminds 

me of the delight, even in a difficult marriage, that they brought and continue to bring to 

me; it was also my professional name for over twenty-five years and one which 

distinguished me as unusual, perhaps even an outsider, in an intensively Anglo church. 

My current name of Toth was acquired in my early fifties, post-menopause and without 

children living with me; it was also taken at a time when I moved from working primarily 

in the Anglican church to my current position in the Lutheran church; in a sense it is a 

name that symbolizes my immigration to a new city, a new locus for ministry and a new 

possibility of married life. Judith Butler argues that gender is performed: 

Actors are always already on the stage, within the terms of the 
performance. Just as the script may be enacted in various ways,  
and just as the play requires both text and interpretation, so the  
gendered body acts its part in a culturally restricted corporeal  
space and enacts interpretations within the confines of already  
existing directives.254 
 

Using Butler’s metaphor, my stage names of Still, Kristolaitis and Toth are part of a 

continually evolving gendered role. Living internally with three names gives me an 

appreciation of Sarah Smith’s dual identity as she negotiated life as Wellington’s postal 

assistant and writer of short stories Sarah Smith, Manchester’s newly published though 

unnamed novelist and part-time governess Miss Sarah Smith and London’s, nay 

England’s, renowned author Hesba Stretton. 

                                                 
254 Judith Butler, “Peformative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist 
Theory” in in Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives, ed. Carole R. McCann and Seung-
kyung Kim, (New York: Routledge, 2010), 425. 
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Chapter Three: Revisions 

Writing Oneself into the Story: author as character 

In Writing a Woman’s Life Carolyn Heilbrun states: 

Women are well beyond youth when they begin, often unconsciously,  
to create another story. Not even then do they recognize it as another  
story. Usually they believe that the obvious reasons for what they are  
doing are the only ones; only in hindsight, or through a biographer’s  
imaginative eyes, can the concealed story be surmised.255 

 
Heilbrun argues that the age of fifty is a turning point in a woman’s life because it is a 

time when a woman can awaken to new possibilities in middle age. What Heilbrun does 

not state is that the age of fifty is a menopausal marker, an age by which many women 

are reaching or have reached menopause; it is a time of change. For Heilbrun the change 

of fifty is not biological but psychological; it is “the acceptance of a new challenge in 

middle or old age marks the end of fantasy, and the substitution…of work. It marks also 

the end of the dream of closure.”256  In Heilbrun’s terminology a dream of closure is the 

illusion of “the possibility of something being over, settled, sweeping clear the way for 

contentment. This is the delusion of a passive life.”257 Letting go of the illusion of 

contentment and embracing the possibility of adventure brings a freedom previously 

unknown in a woman’s life. What that adventure or challenge is cannot be predicted but 

only discovered by each woman in her time.  

The Victorian era was Hesba Stretton’s time and it had its own social construction 

of what aging as a woman meant. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century several strands 

                                                 
255 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 109.  
256 Ibid., 130. Note that Heilbrun describes the challenge in middle or old age; the description may indicate 
not just variability in when this challenge is experienced but a recognition that the same age—fifty—may 
be considered middle or old age for a women depending upon society, class, life expectation or cultural 
interpretations of aging and gender. 
257 Ibid., 130. 
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came together to create the grandmother as the preeminent way for older women to find a 

place in society. Economically the capitalist order removed the workplace from the home 

to factories and business offices. Younger and older workers were gradually legislated 

out of employment as education became mandatory for children and old age became 

regulated under a series of “poor laws” which made young and old alike dependent on 

their families or the state.258 Older people were thus linked to children as dependent upon 

the middle-aged adults who governed society. Teresa Mangum writes that: 

The designation of childhood as a social and cultural space belonging  
to a clearly demarcated life stage prompted a corresponding social  
and cultural space of old age. This is not to say that before the  
nineteenth century, one could not speak of a child or an old person.  
The Victorians, however, came to imagine “childhood” and “old  
age” as abstract realms with material consequences.259 
 

The young and the old were expected to behave in appropriate ways that showed their  

dependence upon and deference to authority represented by the fathers of the household. 

In addition nineteenth-century Christian evangelical and revival movements 

accentuated the spiritual aspect of being human and downplayed the sexual. From being 

seen as predominantly a sexual being, women were now viewed as a spiritual and moral 

influence in heart, hearth and homeland. This spiritual emphasis helped romantic love to 

become a key factor in choosing a marital partner and with that came an emphasis on 

youth and beauty.260 There was also an increased emphasis on women’s childbearing and 

maternal capacity; good mothers, like their children, were pure and as such did not really 

                                                 
258 Teresa Mangum, “Little Women: the Aging Female Character in Nineteenth Century British Literature” 
in Figuring Age: Women, Bodies, Generations, ed. Kathleen Woodward, (Indianapolis: Indiana University 
Press, 1999), 62. The character in the first Stretton novel I read, Under the Old Roof, is Abigail Medlicott,  
an older woman whose widowed state and malicious stepson bring her from independent penury to 
dependency on the care of a workhouse.  
259 Ibid., 62.  
260 Lois W. Banner, In Full Flower (New York: Knopf, 1992), 244. 
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want or enjoy sex. In the patriarchal ideal of that time, women married young and 

virginal, had several children and then supported their husband emotionally and nurtured 

their children lovingly. Older women continued that expression of maternal femininity 

when they complied with the prevailing conventions for “grandmothers”. Lois Banner 

sees three variations on the grandmother theme in the popular fictional and advice 

literature of the time:  

First there was the grandmother as cipher, the woman who doted  
on her grandchildren and existed in a haze of handiwork and  
sentimentality, sitting in her rocking chair, a piece of furniture  
designed, like a baby’s cradle, to soothe. This grandmother was  
associated with innocence, with a lack of sexuality. …A second  
grandmother figure was enmeshed in domesticity. She was the  
bustling homemaker, often caring for grandchildren. In her person  
she showed the strength of aging; she expended her considerable  
energy on the personal needs of others. A third grandmother  
figure was socially active, even involved in reform. …Assuredly  
asexual, this grandmother figure was a potent actor behind that  
ideology of reform domesticity.261 

 
The Victorian ideal older woman was a grandmother. Like younger women of the time, 

her body at forty-plus was expected to be ‘fat and fair’ showing fulfillment and giving an 

allusion of pregnancy. If she had lived her younger years morally and well, she was 

expected to pass through menopause easily and age beautifully; if not, her moral 

downfalls would catch up with her in menopause and she would be revealed as ugly 

outwardly as she was inwardly.262 This image of the older woman reinforced the 

nurturing and moral qualities expected of all women. 

                                                 
261 Ibid., 2. 
262 Joy Webster Barbre, “Meno-Boomers and Moral Guardians” in The Politics of Women’s Bodies: 
Sexuality, Appearance and Behaviour, ed. Rose Weitz, 248 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
Among others, Barbre quotes Charles Meigs in 1848 as saying, “a badly passed youth will show in a 
disastrous menopause.” 
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But what of older unmarried women like Hesba Stretton and her sisters Hannah 

and Lizzie? Aging unmarried women were generally viewed negatively. ‘Old maids’ and 

‘spinsters’ were described in literature with “features formerly pertaining to witches, 

including long noses and pointed chins”263 Spinsters were considered eccentric with 

associations of witchcraft of old. But witches, like women generally, were domesticated 

and so, instead of malevolent witch, an old woman became an asexual “crony.” She lived 

on her own with cats for company264 and gossip for entertainment. Like the card game 

“Old Maid” single old women were considered odd, unpaired, and unwanted.  

For Sarah Smith, or Hesba Stretton as she was known to the public, aging would 

be a time of revision. The challenge which Heilbrun characterizes as a gift of middle age 

for women—the opportunity provided by aging—was realized by Stretton in the work of 

advocacy and activism for those with little power or voice—mistreated children at home 

in England and a mistreated religious minority abroad in Russia. Perhaps, within the 

range of Victorian construction of aging women, she saw herself as a reforming 

grandmother (albeit one without children) who took her passion for the welfare of 

children to a different level. Perhaps she saw herself as someone whose single state and 

financial independence afforded her a freedom many other women did not have and that 

included the freedom to be eccentric—reclusive if she wished to be, outspoken as needed, 

champion of odd causes. However she chose to negotiate aging, the career of Hesba 

Stretton began to change when Sarah Smith entered her fifties.  

                                                 
263 Banner, 247. The cover illustration of my copy of Stretton’s Under the Old Roof has such an illustration 
for widowed Abigail Medlicott.  
264 Ibid., 248. Banner follows the transition of the word “tabitha”, formerly associated with witches and 
witchcraft, to a term for spinsters and then aging cats as a way of showing this domestication.  
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Signs of this impending transition in her life can be seen in the novel Cobwebs 

and Cables. published by the Religious Tract Society when Stretton was almost fifty.265 

Written for an adult readership over the course of her late forties, it is a melodramatic 

tragedy266 with a complicated plot involving bank embezzlement and false identity, a 

faked death and a fraudulent widowhood. Theologically its theme is the lifelong 

consequences of sin and the possibility of redress and redemption.267 The three main 

characters are Roland Sefton (alias Jean Merle), his wife/widow Felicita and family 

friend Phebe Marlowe. In order to support his gentried wife in style Roland embezzles 

money from the bank at which he is a partner. When discovery becomes imminent he 

flees to his mother’s home country of Switzerland268 to avoid prosecution. His wife 

Felicita, a newly published author, must now support herself and her two children 

through her writing. Phebe, out of love for the family, colludes with Felicita in 

minimizing any knowledge of Roland’s guilt and the family thus avoids public scandal. 

In Switzerland Roland’s compassion leads him to care for a dying man, Jean Merle. 

Merle’s death comes just as Felicita travels to Switzerland to find her husband; with 

Felicita’s approval and insistence, Roland has himself declared dead in Merle’s place. 

Roland starts a new life in Switzerland as labourer and guide Jean Merle and Felicita 

moves to London to become a successful and well-known author. The couple’s deception 

                                                 
265 After breaking with the RTS for almost ten years, Hesba began publishing with them again in the early 
1880s. This did not mean, however, that her relationship with them was smooth. In April 1888 she wrote: 
“Objections made by Low Church people to my Papers on the Parables, now coming out in the Sunday at 
Home. Found them [Mr. Stevens and Dr. Green] very frightened. Gave them leave to discontinue the 
papers. Idiots!” (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
266 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 207. “However 
thickly strewn a tragedy may be with ghosts, portents, witches, or oracles, we know that the tragic hero 
cannot simply rub a lamp and summon a genie to get him out of his trouble.” 
267 The title page quotes the saying “Sins are at first like cobwebs, at last like cables.” No source is given 
but it may be adaptation of the Spanish proverb “Habits are at first cobwebs, then cables.” 
268 Switzerland was one of Stretton’s favourite places to holiday and her eighth logbook documents in detail 
her second journey there is 1875. Her familiarity with the landscape comes through in the novel.  
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is successful but the cost of maintaining a lie is high. Roland is separated from his 

children as they grow into adults and Felicita distances herself from others in pursuit of 

her writing career. The novel ends with Felicita dying in Switzerland while attempting to 

find out if her husband is still alive, her adult children emigrating to the antipodes “for 

the good of unborn generations who shall create a second England under other skies”269  

and Phebe marrying Jean Merle to join him in a simple life in Switzerland. Phebe’s 

accepting love of Roland/Jean “in spite of all, was to him a sure token of the love of 

God.”270 Stretton uses many of her familiar plot devices—death of a repentant, the 

paradisiacal pull of emigration and the benefit of simple country life—to come to a tidy 

ending. Yet her forced conclusion about the redemptive nature of God’s love is in tension 

with the sadness of protagonists who ultimately isolate and alienate themselves from 

wider society. In the end no one is happy and all of the characters have left England.  

The portrayal of Felicita as an author draws on Stretton’s own experience. This in 

itself is not unusual as Stretton frequently brings elements of her life into her works of 

fiction. In part this was due to her journalistic habit of personally researching subjects 

and issues before writing about them.  In part it was due to her lifelong practice, seen in 

her logbooks, of using her observations and experiences as fodder for her writing. For 

example, Felicita receives £50 for her first novel, an amount she realizes: 

looked small enough—too small—as the result of many weeks 
of labour, by which she and her children were to be fed. If her  
work was worth no more than that, she must write at least six  

                                                 
269 Hesba Stretton, Cobwebs and Cables (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1881), 423. The country to 
which they are emigrating is not identified specifically. Stretton was a long-time supporter of emigration, in 
part stemming from her brother’s positive experience. What in earlier novels was emigration as a means to 
greater opportunity (The Children of Cloverley and Enoch Roden’s Training) or restorative health (Brought 
Home) has by the time this novel is published in 1881also become a means of promoting Empire building 
and English civilization. 
270 Ibid., 443.  
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such books in a year, and every year!271 
 

Just as Stretton did with Little Meg’s Children, Felicita takes her manuscript to publishers 

to “offer it as so much merchandise from house to house, selling it to the best bidder.”272 

Later in the novel, when success has been achieved, it brings her no satisfaction. Her 

writing had “lost the charm of novelty to her, and though circumstances had compelled 

her to write…her writing had become tedious to her.”273 Moreover:  

as she read more she discovered that what she had fondly 
imagined were ideas originated by her own intellect, was, in  
reality, the echo only of thought long since given to mankind  
by other minds, in other words, often better than her own. Her  
own silent claim to genius was greatly modified; she was hum- 
bler than she had been. But she knew painfully that her name  
was now a hundredfold better known than it had been while she  
was yet only the wife of a Riversborough banker. All her work  
for the last fourteen years had placed it more and more promi- 
nently before the public.274 
 

Although Felicita has financial security and the renown for which she longed, the future 

stretches before her as “grey and flat and cold, a desolate monotony of years, till death 

comes.”275 Now Felicita’s fame confines her just as surely as her husband’s false identity 

confines him; both are imprisoned by their attempt to avoid public scrutiny lest their 

deception be discovered.  

While Felicita may not be a direct representation of Hesba, Stretton’s choice to 

create a character who was an author tired of writing, less than confident in the originality 

of her ideas, imprisoned by her reputation and seeing no possibility of a different future is 

an interesting one. Was she giving voice to her own restlessness and longing for a 
                                                 
271 Ibid., 158.  
272 Ibid., 158.  
273 Ibid., 331. 
274 Ibid., 333. Interestingly, Felicita worked hard for fourteen years before reflecting on the limitations her 
success brought her and Stretton published this novel fourteen years after her breakout best-seller, Jessica’s 
First Prayer.  
275 Ibid., 329.  
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challenge beyond writing? I believe she was and the logbooks she began again in 1884 

give glimpses of this.276 While Felicita’s dilemma ended with her death, Hesba’s was 

resolved by embracing the power of her fame and using it to create a more interesting 

future for herself. For Hesba it meant stepping into the public eye in a way she had not 

done before.  

  

A Public Stage: issues of family and nation 

Throughout the nineteenth century a debate about the nature of childhood was 

being played out through policy and legislation affecting children’s lives. Harry Hendrick 

frames the debate as between those who saw children as victims and those who saw them 

as threat: 

Despite the advantages accruing from the ostensibly protective Acts  
the victims were rarely allowed to reap the benefits of sympathy… 
The child victim was nearly always seen as harbouring the possibility  
of another condition, one thought to be threatening: to moral fibre,  
sexual propriety, the sanctity of the family, the preservation of the  
race, law and order, and the wider concept of citizenship.277  
 

For example, reformers like Lord Shaftesbury, president of the Ragged School Union in 

the 1840’s, believed the schools could be effective in slowing the physical and moral 

decline of the “wild and lawless race”278 while other social commentators like Thomas 

Mayhew saw no point in ragged schools because such children were “unreformable” and 

would only corrupt those with whom they came in contact.279 The debate, Hendrick 

contends, was particularly among the middle-class and about the working-class. These 

                                                 
276 Stretton, Logbook. On October 14, 1886 she wrote “Began a new story.” By year end all she said was “I 
have done no more writing.” (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
277 Harry Hendrick, Child Welfare England 1872-1989 (London: Routledge, 1994/Taylor & Francis e-
Library, 2005), 8. 
278 Himmelfarb, The Idea of Poverty: England in the Early Industrial Age, 376. 
279 Ibid., 376. 
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varying viewpoints are given voice in Stretton’s waif novels in such characters as police 

officer Banner who thinks Tom needs to be threatened into overcoming his lawless nature 

and Jessica’s minister who sees her as a victim he does not know how to effectively help. 

Stretton’s novels primarily portray children as victims of adult ignorance, avarice and 

neglect; however, Hendrick’s contention holds true in that Stretton’s concern for the child 

victim is always in tension in her novels with the spectre of what he or she will become if 

they are not rescued from the situation in which they find themselves. 

 Rescue and reformation were at the heart of much early legislation. A succession 

of Factory and Education Acts in the 1840s through to 1880 greatly changed the lives of 

children, particularly those of the working class, by limiting the hours they could work in 

employment and expanding the amount of time they were to spend in school. “The 1880 

Education Act now expressly made full-time education compulsory to a minimum age of 

ten and allowed school authorities to frame their own regulations for full or part-time 

schooling or total exemption to 13.”280 By the time of the Education Act of 1870, it was 

estimated that “somewhere between two thirds and three quarters of school-age children 

were at school”281 and many more came to the attention of teachers and truant officers in 

the 1880s. Slowly but surely the ‘ragged class’ were being removed from workplace and 

street and entering school. Their arrival precipitated or coincided with a shift in 

understanding childhood itself.  

A number of forces came together to bring both the condition and importance of 

children to the forefront.  In the 1880s compulsory schooling brought all the nation’s 
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children into the educational system282 while a recession raised concerns about the 

nation’s economic viability. General Gordon’s defeat in Khartoum in 1885 provoked 

anxiety about the Empire’s strength283 while continuing debate about the implications of 

Darwin’s work raised the spectre of a devolving British race. The Bitter Cry of Outcast 

London (1883) and The Maiden Tribute (1885), published in the Pall Mall Gazette,284 

added fuel to the fear that the poor and the impure would drag the nation down. These are 

but a few of the issues in the early 1880s that provided a context for a shift in 

understanding how children were to be valued. As Harry Hendrick states in his book on 

childhood in this period:  

Recent work identifies a shift, beginning around the 1870’s, from 
a simple concern with child reformation and rescue, usually by  
placing children in either philanthropic or Poor Law institutional  
care, to a far more complex notion and practice of welfare. The  
latter pursued the national interest in the broadest sense and, there- 
fore, looked to the children’s physical and mental development, to  
their education, to their protection from uncivilized and neglectful  
behavior, and to their instruction in matters of hygiene, personal  
responsibility and ‘citizenship’. In line with anxieties about poverty,  
the effects of slum life, foreign competition and ‘national efficiency’,  
these children were given a new social and political identity.285 
 

In the late Victorian and Edwardian periods children gradually shifted from being 

children of a particular family or a particular class or a particular city to being children of 

                                                 
282 Rose, 109. Rose states that “it was not made clear until the 1880 Education Act that in any discrepancies 
over minimum ages of employment between the education and factory laws, the former would prevail.” 
283 Rubinstein, Britain’s Century, 200-201. General Charles George Gordon, “the epitome of the Victorian 
soldier-Evangelical”, had considerable success defending Britain’s interests in China and the Sudan. 
During a Sudanese revolt against Egypt, General Gordon was sent to secure the British base at Suakim on 
the Red Sea. He led his troops in pursuit of the Mahdi (a messianic rebel leader), was isolated in Khartoum, 
and was killed by the Mahdi two days before reinforcements arrived. Gordon’s defeat created public 
anxiety about whether Britain could defend its honour and interests abroad. 
284 Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 27, 81. Walkowitz details the campaign against child 
prostitution and the sensationalized journalism by W. T. Stead in the Pall Mall Gazette that drew public 
attention to it.  
285 Harry Hendrick, Children, childhood and English society, 1880-1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 41.  
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the nation. Hesba Stretton became part of that shift through the challenge she took on in 

her fifties—the establishment of a society to prevent cruelty to children.  

The Liverpool Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children was formed in 

spring of 1883, the result of several key organizers working together in a city ripe for 

reform. Liverpool (after London) was the second largest city in England but it had the 

highest population density and the highest mortality rate in the country.286 Moreover, 

Liverpool had a substantial Irish population and “the poorest neighbourhoods were 

heavily Irish”287 feeding “stereotypes of the Celt as a subhuman species, addicted to drink 

and bloodshed.”288 In the perceptions of the ‘respectable’ working and middle-class the 

poor of Liverpool “had become a social and economic menace.”289 In this configuration 

of substantial urban poverty and fear of the ‘other’ some citizens began to organize to 

defend and protect the young.  

In 1882 Liverpool merchant and banker, Thomas Agnew, returned from a 

business trip to America. There he had encountered the New York SPCC and brought 

back to Liverpool the idea for a child protection society.290 Realizing there was a desire 

for such a society in Liverpool he joined forces with Samuel Smith, known as the “Arab” 

Liberal MP for Liverpool for his longstanding concern for “arabs” or street children in his 

district.291 In one of his writings Smith stated that in Liverpool:  

probably 10,000 or more of these children are neither properly fed,  
clothed, nor housed, and are surrounded by such evil associations at  
home, that there is small chance of their leading afterwards a useful  
life, and we can predict, with certainty, that many of them will enter  
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our prisons, penitentiaries, and workhouses.292 
 

Smith’s concern with the social burden of mistreated children combined with Agnew’s 

new organizational awareness to found the Liverpool Society for the Protection of 

Cruelty to Children on April 19, 1883. It was an organization they hoped would be 

duplicated elsewhere in the nation. To that end Smith published his article in the 

Nineteenth Century and announced that new social reform was needed to provide through 

legislation for a: 

more strict enforcement of parental obligations. We have far too long  
considered that children were the property of their parents, who were  
free to abuse, starve, or corrupt them, as they thought proper. We have  
forgotten that the State, which bears the consequences, should have a 
voice in the matter.293 
 

The debate was moving from Liverpool to the national stage. 
 
 
Author as Activist: letters in The Times  

Samuel Smith’s push for legislative change made its way into public discussion 

through a series of letters, written by women, that appeared in The Times. The first one 

afforded Smith “important backing from Angela Burdett-Coutts, next to Lord 

Shaftesbury England’s premier philanthropist.”294 Initially influenced by her friendship 

with Charles Dickens295 and her deep faith, Burdett-Coutts had used her considerable 

                                                 
292 Samuel Smith, Social Reform (Reprinted from the Nineteenth Century 13, 1883. Obtained through 
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fortune and influence to endow churches at home and abroad, found homes for women 

and children, support and establish charity and industrial schools, and be a considerable 

patron of the arts. It was probably her consistent work for children through the Ragged 

School Union combined with her involvement in the Society for the Prevention of 

Cruelty to Animals that drew her to the issue of children and cruelty. Whatever the initial 

impetus for her involvement, Burdett-Coutts wrote a letter on December 7, 1883 asking 

for the help of the Home Secretary on issues of cruelty to children. The reprinting of the 

full text of her letter in The Times on December 8, 1883 proved instrumental in 

generating public interest in the topic—as Burdett-Coutts had intended in “publicly 

addressing” him through the letter.296 

In her letter Burdett-Coutts claims to speak “in conjunction with a small society 

with whom I am working for the defence and protection of children”297 and asks for the 

assistance of the Home Secretary in both drawing attention to the extent of child abuse in 

the nation and in insuring that those children who have been injured are not returned to 

abusive parents once the parents are released from prison. In speaking of the extent of 

“child abuse and cruelty” in the country, Burdett-Coutts refers to it as a “holocaust of 

infant life” that must be addressed because “these children are our children.” She draws 

on concerns about the strength of the Empire by saying “the commonwealth cannot 

afford to neglect its infant life. It is its pith and marrow, and in their frail cradles lie its 

future men and women.” And, while acknowledging that “debased and brutal” treatment 

may be found in “rich and poor”, she explicitly calls attention to the “recurrence of 
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tortures to which infants of humble birth are exposed.”298 Thus Burdett-Coutts draws into 

her circle of concern those who are worried about the threat of the poor and dangerous 

classes, the suffering of children and the future of the nation and the empire.  

On December 17, 1883 a second letter was published in The Times. It was in 

direct response to Lady Burdett-Coutt’s letter and written by Florence Davenport-Hill, 

author of the influential Children of the State and long-time reformer “in the treatment of 

pauper children, especially pauper orphans”.299 The letter supported Burdett-Coutts’ 

concerns “for the class of children she described”300 and pointed out the limitations of the 

Poor Law in dealing with endangered children. Children whose parents were jailed for 

neglect or other cruelty were often placed in workhouses during their parents’ prison 

term; however, once their parents were released they were usually returned to them 

because “in neither case [neglect or cruelty] does the law require any guarantee for the 

better care or even safety of the children.”301 Little could be done, she wrote, because 

although Poor Law Guardians might, in extreme cases, retain children under their 

protection “it is contrary to the purpose and spirit of the Poor Law so to act.”302 Different 

legislation was needed, Davenport-Hill claimed, so that “parents legally convicted of 

cruelty should thereby be deprived of authority over their children until they can produce 
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a satisfactory guarantee of good conduct towards them in the future.”303 Davenport-Hill’s 

letter built on the concerns raised by Burdett-Coutts but focused her comments 

exclusively on the poor thus leaving the reader with the impression that this was an issue 

in which the moral values of family life were being undermined by the residuum of 

society. 

Several weeks later, on January 8, 1884, a third letter appeared in The Times. It 

was written by Hesba Stretton, the first letter of hers ever to be published in that 

newspaper. It would appear from her letter that she had struggled with herself somewhat 

before writing it. “I have been looking anxiously but in vain, for some other influential 

persons to take up this important subject,”304 she writes thus indicating her reluctance to 

publicly voice her concern. She then identifies herself as someone who “for the last 20 

years [has interested herself] deeply in the condition of the children of the poor”305 and 

for that reason asks that her letter be published. Stretton does not describe herself as an 

author but rather as someone concerned with the needs of poor children; yet in signing 

her letter as Hesba Stretton she counts on the public’s recognition of her as the author of 

numerous waif novels to give her letter its authority. Linking Burdett-Coutts and 

Davenport-Hill’s letters together as her topic, Stretton points out that a Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children has been established in Liverpool and then asks for a 

national society to be founded to deal with “the cruel neglect, towards children, among 

our degraded and criminal classes.”306 With this and similar language throughout the 

letter, Stretton depicts children as both victims and threats in the way she frames the 
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problem. Stretton states that of the welfare of the nation is being affected by brutality and 

violence and calls on “philanthropic and influential readers [to create a society to] deliver 

us as a nation from the curse and crime, the shame and sin of neglected and oppressed 

childhood.”307 Her use of phrases such as ‘degraded classes’ and ‘deliver us as a nation’ 

in her argument shows her long-established ability to read her audience and communicate 

to them in terms they appreciate. Strettton’s goal is clear—she wants a national society 

established—but at the end of the letter she asks that readers “with the gift of 

organization may plan out and set on foot such a society.”308 She is appealing for 

activists, not planning to be one.  

It was some months before Stretton’s second letter appeared in The Times. In her 

letter of May 26, 1884 she speaks of a visit to Liverpool to see the shelter for abused and 

neglected children opened by the SPCC there. She writes of “acts of aggravated 

cruelty…frequently committed by step-parents or by dissolute men and women with 

whom the parents have formed immoral connexions.”309 Stretton posits that there is 

probably “scarcely a parish in England where some case of cruel neglect would not be 

brought to light if there was a national society for the prevention of cruelty to 

children.”310 But, if a national society seems too unreachable a goal, she asks “why 

cannot we at least have one for London?”311 Her question would soon be answered. 

Just five weeks later, on June 30, 1884, a third letter by Hesba Stretton was 

published which invited “philanthropists of all creeds and opinions” to a meeting on July 

8th the purpose of which was “to form a new society for the prevention of cruelty to 
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children in this already society-ridden London.”312 Much appears to have happened in the 

intervening weeks for, through this letter, “Baroness Burdett-Coutts, Miss J. Davenport-

Hill, and myself [Stretton]”313 issued the invitation for the new society together. In an 

essay published in 1893, Stretton recalls that in early summer of 1884 Thomas Agnew of 

the Liverpool SPCC “came to London and conferred with me on the founding of a 

society there.”314 Through Rev. Dr. Charles Billing315 Stretton and her cause were 

introduced “to a small committee of ladies, meeting at the house of Baroness Burdett-

Coutts.”316 The commitment, energy and resources of the committee must have been 

prodigious because, by early July, they and their associates had solicited the support of 

Lord Shaftesbury, Samuel Smith, Lord Aberdeen and Dr. Barnardo317 as well as 

prominent representatives of the Roman Catholic, Anglican, Non-conformist and Jewish 

faith communities. They also apparently sought the cooperation of “the honest and 

benevolent poor themselves”318 for in her letter Stretton writes that “the poor love 

children as much as the rich do”319 and asks for the support of the respectable poor in 
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dealing with “the idle beggar and the besotted drunkard…who mistreat them 

[children].”320 The report of the founding meeting, written for The Times on July 9, 1884, 

states that the petition presented to the Lord Mayor asking him to officially call the 

meeting was “18 feet in length”.321 Broad support for this venture had obviously been 

garnered. 

The London [National] Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children322 was 

founded by two motions at its public meeting. The first, moved by Lord Shaftesbury and 

seconded by Samuel Smith, formed the Society for the purposes of preventing cruelty to 

children. The second, moved by Lord Aberdeen and seconded by Dr. Barnardo, 

nominated “a large number of ladies and gentleman to form a council to manage the 

affairs of the society”323 with Lord Shaftesbury being the chair; Stretton was a member of 

that council. The SPCC quickly drafted a charter which stated:  

the object of the Society is the prevention of cruel treatment,  
wrongful neglect, or improper employment of children; also all  
conduct by which life, limb or health, is wrongfully endangered  
or sacrificed, or by which morals are imperiled or depraved.  
Such objects are pursued by (a) remonstrance and moral suasion; 
(b) enforcement of the existing laws; (c) promotion of any  
amendment of the law that may prove to be necessary or desirable.324 
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It also appointed two honorary secretaries—Rev. Benjamin Waugh, a Congregational 

minister and reformer long interested in neglected and ill-treated children325 and Edward 

de Montjoie Rudolf, an Anglican layman working with homeless and impoverished 

children.326 In its initial organization and breadth of officers, the London SPCC seemed 

determined to bridge religious and gender differences in the interest of redress and 

reform. 

In his book on child abuse and reform, George 

Behlmer addresses the question of what kind of person 

became involved in the London SPCC in its beginnings. 

A high proportion of those who became involved in the 

first year had previously been involved in issues of 

animal welfare. A large number were also involved in 

child rescue work or education while a smaller number 

were linked to the temperance movement or sexual 

purity campaign. He writes, “It seems, therefore, that 

the first members of the London SPCC were 

humanitarians, some of whom had gained through prior 
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Hesba Stretton, founding member 
of the Society for Prevention of 
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As always, Hesba averts her gaze 
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charitable work direct knowledge about the misuse of the young.”327 Behlmer also notes 

that all the officers of the SPCC did share one important characteristic—“they tended to 

be from the middle or upper classes.”328 

It would also seem that concerns about the state of the nation and particularly the 

negative influence of the residuum also contributed to its getting the popular support (i.e. 

eighteen feet of signatures within six weeks) that it needed to begin. One would expect, 

therefore, the Society to turn its attention first and foremost to the ‘holocaust of infant 

life’ among the ‘class of children’ born to the ‘depraved and criminal classes’ mentioned 

in the letters of Burdett-Coutts, Davenport-Hill and Stretton. To the surprise of the public, 

and perhaps to themselves, that was not to be the case. 

To truly address the goals of the Society and position itself as an advocate for 

mistreated children everywhere, the Society would need to signal to the general public 

that it was willing to tackle the endangerment of children wherever and whenever it was 

found. Given their experience with and opinions of the poor and outcast, as witnessed by 

the letters of Burdett-Coutts, Davenport-Hill and Stretton, the SPCC officers might have 

anticipated finding abuse primarily in the slums of London. However, such abuse was not 

‘news’ and seldom made the pages of The Times. Moreover, the fledgling society had 

only one inspector in its first year and, while it dealt with 95 cases,329 none of its cases 

were reported in The Times as ‘news’ of the London SPCC.330 Therefore, to generate 

awareness and to advocate for legislative changes they thought necessary it would appear 
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that the SPCC and its officers employed the tactic of commenting on news that was 

already being reported in the newspaper—even if the incidents were not ones with which 

they were directly involved. 

One of the easily accessible ways to garner information about what might be 

newsworthy in the area of child abuse or endangerment was to read the police and court 

reports in the papers. In the first year of the London SPCC’s existence, Hesba Stretton, 

avid and longtime reader of The Times and lover of courtroom drama, made use of this 

information to speak to the public on an issue of child mistreatment. On January 5, 1885 

The Times reported a case that had appeared before the magistrates in Bristol.331 It 

involved an Anglican Sister of Mercy,332 Miss Catherine Jones, connected with an 

orphanage in Frampton Cottrell; Miss Jones was charged with assaulting two female 

‘inmates’ of the orphanage, aged 11 and 14, who had admittedly lied and stolen while 

within the orphanage’s care. The assault with which Miss Jones was charged was due to 

the excessive violence of the punishment she imposed for the girls’ offences. The police 

superintendent who testified described “the appearance of the side of one of the children 

as being like ‘putrid liver’.333 Defence witnesses pointed out that the orphanage gave kind 

treatment to the children in its care. However, the magistrate concluded that, “though 
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believing that the home was doing a good work, [he] thought there had been undue 

severity.”334 Miss Jones was found guilty and fined 10s. and costs in both cases.  

The case raised two issues of concern to the Society—legislative loopholes 

enjoyed by voluntary orphanages and homes and the elastic legal interpretations of 

appropriate discipline. Stretton quickly responded to the newspaper report by raising both 

concerns in her fourth letter to The Times published January 8, 1885. Identifying herself 

as a member of the SPCC, she drew attention to the case and noted that “it is nearly 40 

years since the flogging of girls for any fault was prohibited in workhouses.”335She then 

asks “Are our orphan homes and houses of rest, maintained by contributions, to be worse 

than workhouses?”336  In asking the question Stretton points to the first issue and one 

critical to the SPCC: the lack of legislation protecting children within a wide range of 

voluntary organizations and institutions. Varying Acts of Parliament from 1802 through 

to 1880 governed the conditions under which children who were apprentices, servants, 

labourers or factory workers, workhouse inmates or industrial school students were to be 

treated;337 through the Poor Laws children of the poor were also protected from willful 

parental neglect that caused serious injury.338 Children in other circumstances or with 

injuries other than neglect were governed by the 1861 Offences against the Person Act. 

This lack of legal precision left a wide range of situations to be interpreted by the local 

magistrates who dealt with the complaints. The magistrate in the assault by Jones judged 

it sufficiently severe to be considered ‘aggravated’ or ‘inflicting bodily injury’ and thus 
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liable under the Act.339 It was to the lack of particular legislation governing those 

working in voluntary childcare organizations that Stretton’s letter pointed.  

The second issue raised by Stretton’s letter was that of the range of behavior that 

could be interpreted as appropriate discipline. She writes: 

If a trained and cultivated woman calling herself a sister of charity  
can so yield to cruel and passionate impulses as to cane helpless  
girls entrusted to her care by benevolent people, what can we  
expect from poverty-stricken, drunken and degraded men and  
women whose children are a burden and a hindrance to them?”340  
 

Here Stretton manages at the same time both to invoke the requirement of a higher 

standard of care for those in childcare organizations and the spectre of poor and drunken 

parents beating their children—two scenarios designed to appeal to middle-class moral 

sensibility. Yet in so doing she struck a nerve in the reading public and engendered a 

two-week debate in the pages of The Times. 

Within two days a response was published from a reader identifying him or 

herself as ‘Common Sense’ that raised the question of “personal chastisement” in “the 

proper training of children.”341 Pointing to the offenses perpetrated by the girls in the 

orphanage, Common Sense stated: “When it becomes generally known among such bad 

little girls in large institutions that certain ladies are always at their backs to raise public 

indignation if they are touched, rebellion and disorder will have received distinct 
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encouragement.”342 The author of the letter interpreted Stretton’s concern about abusive 

punishment as a call for no corporal punishment at all and, to counter it, raised the spectre 

of recalcitrant and institutionalized children spreading rebellion throughout the nation. 

While both letter-writers were dealing in hyperbole, they were raising points about an 

issue of the day; to what extent was corporal punishment necessary in institutions dealing 

with children? This issue, while not restricted to them, was of particular concern to 

teachers343 and a matter of debate within the members of the SPCC itself,344 many of 

whom had links to education. 

Stretton responded quickly and this time with the additional aid of one of the 

London SPCC’s honorary secretaries. Edward de M. Rudolf’s letter was published above 

Stretton’s fifth letter on January 13, 1885. He reported that the Council of the SPCC had 

discussed the Frampton-Cottrell case and passed two motions in relation to it; the first 

was to ascertain full facts on the case to determine if further protective action was needed 

and the second was to seek legal advice “for an opinion as to whether it would be legally 

possible to exercise a similar prohibition or control [on corporal punishment in voluntary 

orphanages and homes], as is now done in the case of workhouses, reformatories, and 

industrial schools.”345 What is significant is that this letter was written by Rudolf and that 

it noted that the motion to investigate was made by Rev. R. Billing. Both men were 

Anglicans; both men were known to be reform-minded and Rudolph himself was head of 

a voluntary childcare organization, the Church of England Central Home for Waifs and 
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Strays in London, similar to the one run by the Anglican Sisters of Mercy in Frampton-

Cottrell. With Rudolf’s and Billing’s names attached to the SPCC’s investigation there 

could be no question of religious bias against the Sisters. Moreover, it strengthened the 

perception that the Society was willing to investigate any child abuse, even among like-

minded co-religionists. Stretton’s letter of the same merely reminded ‘Common Sense’ 

that flogging had been outlawed in workhouses for nearly forty years and suggested that 

“if the sister could not maintain discipline without using canes and straps there was 

something else she could have done”346 such as sending them to a workhouse or a 

reformatory where presumably they would have received better treatment! Again, this 

pointed to the SPCC’s desire for consistent legislative regulations for organizations 

dealing with children and their willingness to engage the public on the topic. 

The London SPCC soon received additional support for its position from William 

Belfield, JP, “nearest magistrate to the institution in question.”347 In his letter to The 

Times on January 16th, Belfield states that he believes the Sisters have learned a lesson 

about appropriate punishment. More importantly, he writes: “My chief object in writing 

is to say that the sooner such institutions are placed under proper surveillance, the better 

it will be for all parties. Englishmen, as a rule like things open and above board, and the 

want of this causes suspicion and distrust.”348 It would seem that at least one of the 

magistrates before whom such cases came also hoped for legislative consistency. This 

was a particularly important point to hear from a member of the legal system since it was 

before the magistrates that most cases of child mistreatment, whether institutional or 

familial, were heard. As Greg T. Smith notes in an article on eighteenth and nineteenth 
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century domestic violence, understandings of discipline were gradually changing during 

that time period. While conduct literature in the eighteenth century clearly assumed 

“physical force in the correction and discipline of children…the unprovoked or habitual 

ill treatment of children struck many in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as a 

cruel and unacceptable use of power.”349 The dilemma earlier, as it was in 1885, was that 

the interpretation of appropriate discipline versus assaultive behaviour was left to the 

magistrates and that, as Belfield’s letter indicated, “it is far from clear that there were 

universal, normative standards by which violence in the domestic sphere could be 

judged.”350 

On the vexing issue of appropriate discipline, a second letter from ‘Common 

Sense’ appeared on the same day. Responding to what the author considered Stretton’s 

“warped judgment”351 he/she argued that, in cases where corporal punishment in schools 

had been forbidden, it had had to be reinstated because of the need for “self-defence” on 

the part of teachers. Moreover, a falsely kind treatment that prohibits corporal 

punishment, Common Sense argued, added to “the ranks of juvenile prostitution” and the 

“degradation” of prostitution, to the author’s mind, “is ten thousand times greater to us all 

than the punishment of a baby in a way nature has prescribed in all ages.”352 Here the 

author shows some of the middle-class indignation about prostitution that fueled the 

social purity movement and the furor about “The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” 
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that erupted later that year.353 Did that degradation justify the ‘preventive’ punishment of 

children and babies? The Times’ readers quickly responded. 

The next day’s edition of The Times had a lengthy letter from Edwin Chadwick, 

well-known social reformer and retired civil servant354 on the vexing question of school 

discipline. Drawing on lessons learned from the proper and considerate treatment of 

animals and the experience of various prominent educators, Chadwick advocated the 

dropping of all corporal punishment. He concluded by saying that “the rule of terror will 

have to be abandoned for the more efficient rule of kindness in the treatment of children 

in every stage of school life.”355  

It was time for the editors of the paper to respond. That same day The Times 

published an editorial referring to the letters of Stretton, Common Sense and Chadwick 

over the previous two weeks. While decrying brutality in any case, the editorial weighed 

in on the question of corporal punishment in schools and institutions. Kindness may be 
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better than severity, they argued, but only when the threat of corporal punishment is there 

to back it up. Like rogue animals that need the feel of the whip to be disciplined, there are 

children who need a caning to understand the limitations of their behaviour. The editors 

betray their class bias in their conclusion when they state, “The outcry against corporal 

punishment has been raised chiefly on behalf of the class who are least capable of getting 

on well without it.”356 And, with that Olympian judgment from the editorial gods, the 

debate in The Times ended.  

The London SPCC, through the letters of its member, Hesba Stretton, and its 

honorary secretary, Edward de M. Rudolph, had managed to raise important legislative 

questions in the pages of The Times. They had highlighted their intent to take instances of 

child abuse seriously in all cases—even when they involved organizations of well-

intentioned and like-minded people. They let the public know that excessive corporal 

punishment was under the watchful eye, not only of magistrates who saw the cases, but 

of the Society who had made one of its goals to change public opinion about what was 

acceptable from those in authority. Through the Frampton-Cottrell case the SPCC took 

on childcare organizations. Next would be the family. 

In the intervening years between the set of letters just discussed and the one about 

to be introduced several key moves were made by the London SPCC. In light of the “The 

Maiden Tribute” debate, the Society became involved in lobbying for legislative change 

to the law concerning the age of consent and the testimony of child victims. Opting not to 

wage a public battle, as W. T. Stead was doing, they chose “to wage a narrow campaign 

for legal reform.”357 In the summer of 1885, under the auspices of Samuel Smith, a 
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Memorial from the Council of the SPCC on the topic was presented to Home Secretary 

R. A. Cross. Although Cross rejected their proposals, they continued to work for reform. 

The Criminal Law Amendment Bill, which among other things proposed raising the age 

of consent for girls to sixteen, was working its way through Parliament. Smith proposed 

an amendment that would not require girl victims of sexual assault to take an oath (since 

they were sometimes too young to understand them). After some heated debate and hard 

lobbying by Benjamin Waugh, the amendment was accepted. A second amendment 

proposing that a child victim’s statements before magistrates be accepted as evidence was 

not. Nevertheless, when the Criminal Law Amendment Bill passed in August 1885, the 

SPCC was delighted. “Waugh and his associates regarded this concession as the thin edge 

of the wedge in their effort to give legislative reform to the concept of children’s 

rights.”358 In addition, because Waugh in a public speech celebrating the Bill’s passage, 

expressly cast the victory “not as a question of morality, but [as a question] of protecting 

the weak and little children”359 the Society was able to distance itself somewhat from the 

sexual purity movement and position itself as the children’s guardian.  

A second strategic move was the publishing of The Child of the English 

Savage.360 Written by Cardinal Manning and Benjamin Waugh and utilizing the language 

of empire and nation, the book declared at the outset that “the Christianity and the 

civilization of a people may both be measured by their treatment of childhood.”361 By co-

authoring the book, Manning and Waugh attempted to reach across religious divides to 
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speak to the English nation, a nation worried about its diminishing role in the world and 

the weakening of the English race. They play with the images of race and empire 

throughout the book; Manning and Waugh picture mistreated children as innocents, set 

upon by savage parents, who beat, starve and sexually molest them. Yet, despite the 

racially charged and pietistic language of the book which marks it as a distinct product of 

its era, the authors make several points about child abuse still considered viable today. 

Waugh and Manning drew on the experience of the first-plus year of the London SPCC 

to claim that the cases of child abuse encountered by the Society were, in part, the 

product of behaviour learned over many generations of the violent abuse of parental 

rights: “My father did it to me, and nothing was done to him.”362 Secondly, they pointed 

out that, while the public may associate cruelty to offspring with “great poverty, squalor, 

and social misfortune” they have learned that class is no indicator of abusive behaviour. 

Indeed they suggest that the “true English savage” is not the “blustering and noisy man” 

of the poor or working class “who makes a stir when he gets home but his children know 

that there is no real danger from him.”363 It is rather the man who “is often quiet and is 

generally the earner of good wages.”364 Thirdly, they show the beginnings of an analysis 

of child abuse that has more to do with the psychology of power than with morality when 

they speak of it as “a cowardice which limits its gratification to unresisting and helpless 

things.”365 Manning and Waugh declare that it is not in the character of the child but that 

of the abuser that the problem emerges for “men become addicted to cruelty as they 
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become addicted to drink and gambling”366 and, although drink and other provocations 

may aggravate it, “these things are not its real cause.”367 Finally, in order to deal with 

child abuse effectively, they suggest that legislative change is needed. The law was not 

straightforward in balancing parental rights to discipline versus a child’s rights to be 

secure. “If Parliament is wise, it will take knowledge of the fact, and enact unambiguous 

laws which a happier state of things rendered unnecessary.”368 Within their discussion of 

needed changes the authors laid out the course that the SPCC was to pursue over the 

subsequent years.  

Finally, the London SPCC began a process of expansion that was to lead to a 

broadening of their support. Through the development of provincial aid committees in 

various cities of the nation, the hiring of more inspectors, and the development of a 

communication magazine called the Child’s Guardian, the London SPCC prepared for 

the future when it would become national.369 It planned a “three-pronged campaign of 

legislative analysis, wrenching propaganda, and organizational growth”370 that would 

help it achieve its goal of an Act for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in 1889.   

For those who read The Child of the English Savage or attended a provincial aid 

committee meeting, the SPCC’s understanding of child abuse as classless was becoming 

clear. But to reach a wider public, once again they resorted to commentary on a case 

being reported on in the papers—this time one in which the SPCC, and Hesba Stretton 

specifically, was directly involved.  
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On January 6, 1887 The Times published a report of a case tried before a jury in 

Shropshire. Dr. Henry Williams and his wife Mary had been charged with assaulting their 

young daughter Gladys with a riding whip with a force sufficient to cause excessive and 

wide-spread bruising. Both parents were found guilty of common assault under the 

Offences against a Person Act and “fined £25 each and costs.”371 While The Times report 

said nothing about the SPCC, it soon became clear that it had been an actor in the 

courtroom drama. 

The involvement of the London SPCC in the case in Shrewsbury was made 

evident the following day through a brief letter from Benjamin Waugh that was published 

by The Times. Waugh declared that the Society provided the prosecuting counsel for the 

child in the case and that “my society still regards itself as responsible for her future 

lot.”372 He then went on to instruct The Times readership about the widespread nature of 

child abuse. Barbarous as the case was, Waugh said, “it was not nearly so shocking as 

have been some of the 292 cases of a similar kind which we have had in our hands in the 

two years and a half of our existence.”373 Through his letter Waugh publicized both the 

need for the Society’s work and the extent to which the Society would go to bring 

abusive parents to justice. Waugh’s argument for the work of the SPCC was augmented 

by another letter on the case that appeared the same day. The author, identified only as 

‘An Old Etonian’, asked two questions: “whether there are any means of rescuing this 

unfortunate little child [and] if these things are done among well-to-do people, where 

governesses are kept to educate the children, what [may] we expect among mill-hands 
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and miners.”374 Despite the obvious class bias, ‘Old Etonian’ inadvertently strengthened 

the SPCC’s claim to be “the child’s guardian”375 since the Society had both a shelter for 

“rescued” children and an increasing number of inspectors who could intervene among 

mill-hands, miners and many other families. Support for the SPCC work may have been 

the intention of The Times’ editors because it was through their intervention that Waugh’s 

letter appeared in the first place. Behlmer reports that when the newspaper received the 

letter from ‘Old Etonian’, they “immediately notified Waugh, permitting the Secretary to 

publish an explanatory note beside the original letter.”376 

That might have been the end of the matter were it not for a letter from the 

defendants’ lawyer the following week. Theo. Jones, solicitor, wrote a lengthy letter to 

The Times outlining particulars of the case in detail and defending his clients’ good 

character. While acknowledging that “they did more than they should have done in the 

way of correction to a child so young”377 Jones argued that the child was of an obstinate 

and defiant disposition about which her parents were justifiably concerned; in their 

actions they “honestly believed they were acting from a sense of duty”378 as parents. 

Moreover, he implied that the conviction was the result of strained employer-employee 

relations as the main witness in the case was a servant, the child’s governess. She had 

already given notice to leave her position before the complaint was lodged because of 

continued complaints from the mother, Mary Williams, who believed that she was 
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“systematically weaning the child’s affections from its mother.”379 Furthermore, he 

contended that the Society had turned “a prosecution of this nature into a persecution”380 

by interfering in the case through obtaining legal counsel for the child at considerable 

expense to the Society’s voluntary contributors. Jones ended his letter by questioning the 

rightful existence of “such a society…in its present form of possible irresponsibility, 

unsurrounded by safeguards to the public liberty.”381 Jones presented a picture in his 

letter of good, well-meaning parents who were themselves victims of a disgruntled 

servant under notice and a self-righteous and over-zealous society seeking a way to 

advertise itself in order to increase its subscription list. The defence lawyer had become 

prosecutor—it was a damning letter that could not go unanswered. 

It did not. On January 20, 1887 Waugh responded—not, he said, because Jones 

had defended the child’s parents “his [Jones’] friends, Dr. and Mrs. Williams” but 

because he had questioned whether the SPCC was “a danger to public welfare.”382 For 

that reason, Waugh implied, he was prepared to give details of the case that he had not in 

his previous letter. The public was now told that Gladys, the child in question, was just 

three-years-old and that “one whole week after the punishment had been inflicted, [her] 

back, legs, back and front of them, and knuckles, as if hit while holding up the hand to 

protect the head, and eye and ear were still bruised and black.”383 He declared that it was 

not the obstinate disposition of the child that was the issue but rather the “habitual 

bearing of the mother to her child.”384 Waugh contended that this was not the only 
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instance of abuse since “had it been the desire of the prosecution to press the more 

serious count in the indictment, those same witnesses would have sworn that they had 

often seen Mrs. Williams do things of another kind to the child.”385 Moreover, the main 

witnesses in the case were not servants under notice but the medical officer of the police 

able to detail the damage left on Gladys’ body by the riding whip of “thick, supple, 

whalebone stock”386 that was used in her punishment. To the charge of interfering in the 

case, Waugh assured the readership that the Society had “acted throughout in conjunction 

with the ‘lawfully constituted machinery’—the chief constable, police solicitor, and 

medical officer of the country of Shrewsbury.”387 Finally, in response to Jones’ 

contention that the Society misused its subscribers’ money in obtaining expensive legal 

counsel for the child, Waugh replied that “having placed at the service of the child a 

counsel as able as her father would employ the society is not likely to have forfeited 

public confidence” since “fair play” was close to “the hearts of the English people.”388 

The defence rested.  

But there were two more voices to be heard. On January 21, 1887 two final letters 

appeared in The Times. The first was from Hesba Stretton, as a member of the SPCC, 

which revealed that she was both “extremely reluctant to enter into the painful 

controversy on this case [and] the first person to call the attention of our secretary to this 

special case.”389 She gave further details of the case to the public through her letter, 
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reporting that Gladys’ punishment that day was for failing to correctly spell the word 

‘fox’ and that this was not the first time the riding whip had been used on her. Moreover, 

she contended that between the first inspection of the child by a policeman and the 

second by a surgeon two days later additional bruises to her left eye, ear and hand were 

found—implying that Gladys had been hit again after police involvement. The detailing 

of the child’s injuries may have been to justify the Society’s interference in what some 

must have felt was ‘a private family matter.’ But Stretton went further to place the case in 

the context of many others. She wrote:  

The London Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, which  
has already prosecuted 38 cases of cruelty among poor and uneducated  
people, could not in honour pass over such a crime when committed by  
wealthy and presumably cultivated people. It makes no distinction  
between class and class. The child of a rich man is as penniless as the  
child of a beggar, and we place our funds and our services at the dis- 
posal of the child. Every cruelly-used child is our client, and we seek  
to become its protector.390 
 

It would seem that Stretton’s understanding of child abuse had been stretched since her 

first letter to The Times on the subject four years earlier. What had once been seen as 

behaviour “among our degraded and criminal classes” was now to be found and 

prosecuted even in middle-class families. Once again, Stretton had used a letter to reach 

out to the public and educate them about the work of the London SPCC and the principles 

on which it was based.  

In doing so, Stretton placed herself on the record as the person who involved the 

SPCC in the case even while acknowledging in her letter that she was reluctant to do so 

publicly. Her reluctance was understandable given the controversial nature of the case 

and its location in her home county. Stretton continued to visit old friends and family in 
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Shropshire391 and might not want to have drawn attention to herself on the matter. This 

was one of the moments when Sarah Smith’s life as a Shropshire native collided with her 

life as Hesba Stretton and she did not seem to relish the meeting of the two. 

The final letter on the Shrewsbury case raised a question important to the SPCC 

and the public. Asking  “What can be done for these suffering little ones?”392 it was 

written by Harriet T. M’Ilquham, a well-known suffragette and Poor Law Guardian.393 

M’Ilquham proposed that legislative changes were needed to allow children of parents 

convicted of cruelty to be given into the custody of “suitable persons making application 

for the custody thereof” and that parents of such children should be legally compelled “to 

contribute to the maintenance of such child.”394 In addition, she suggested that there 

needed to be found “some happy means which will secure undoubted protection to 

children and yet be free from any temptation that might induce unprincipled parents to 

shake off their parental responsibility.”395 Since legislative change was one of the 

SPCC’s goals, no doubt they were pleased to see another ally commit her views to print. 

The series of letters about the Shrewsbury Case, as it came to be known, raised 

several important questions. The first was the question, raised by ‘Old Etonian’ and 

Harriet M’Ilquham, as to what happened to the children of abusive parents. The Society 

had a shelter in which children of poor parents could be temporarily placed while their 
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394 Harriet T. M’Ilquham, The Times, January 21, 1887. 
395 Ibid. 
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parents were in prison. However, no legislation prevented them (or the children of richer 

parents who simply paid their fines and served no time) from being returned to the 

parents who had mistreated them. The children had no consistent protection under the 

law. The second was who was prosecuted for child assault and why. Under the Offences 

against the Person Act in use at the time, complaints had to be lodged by the authorities 

(which was infrequently done in child abuse cases) or by the victim or someone acting on 

their behalf. As the Shrewsbury incident shows, the child victim needed to have its case 

presented to the court—hence the SPCC’s legal counsel on its behalf. Stretton’s letter 

showed that this was not the first time the Society had done that. The standards for proof 

of assault were high and the criteria for determining what was considered ‘aggravated’ 

assault rested with the judge or jury. Moreover, a child—even if old enough—could not 

be a witness against his or her parents. Therefore, during the first five years of its 

existence while the Society lobbied for legislative change, its legal committee carefully 

selected which cases to prosecute. “Of the 1,521 cases investigated by the society during 

its first five years, only 246, or 16 percent, resulted in prosecution; and these appear to 

have been selected as much on the basis of probable success as the gravity of the 

offense.”396 The strategic use of the media as well as selected prosecutions were both part 

of the London SPCC’s plan to get its message out to the public that child abuse was 

intolerable and that legislative change was needed to give young citizens of the nation 

protection under its law. 

The movement to legislative reform was gaining momentum. “By the spring of 

1888, a rapidly expanding London SPCC, along with independent anticruelty agencies in 

Liverpool, Hull, and Birmingham, had transformed child protection into a major social 
                                                 
396 Behlmer, Child Abuse and Moral Reform in England, 84.  
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issue.”397 The question of children’s rights had broader public support and more 

traditional philanthropists were coming on side of their push for new child protection 

legislation. The first push for legislation in 1888 was more conservative than the London 

SPCC wanted; while it provided greater protection to children, it maintained a substantial 

portion of the existing law. Yet even it was too radical for many. The bill met 

considerable opposition in the House and was withdrawn just as the Parliamentary 

session ended.398  

The London SPCC tried again. Working with MPs Samuel Smith and A. J. 

Mundella, the SPCC negotiated some of the more controversial aspects of their hoped-for 

legislative changes. They conceded on an issue dear to their temperance supporters and 

dropped a clause penalizing publicans who sold alcohol to children under ten; they also 

ultimately failed to prohibit children younger than ten working in theatre.399 Public and 

private lobbying by the Society included sending letters and copies of their publication 

“Street Children” to every corporation in England; obtaining public petitions containing 

more than 150,000 signatures in support of the bill; and writing a detailed letter to each 

MP including case studies illustrating how each clause of the bill could be applied. It was 

during this time period that the London SPCC did something to claim even greater 

authority in the area of child advocacy—it reconstituted itself as the National Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Children on May 14, 1889. Now it could truly speak for the 

children of the nation or, as Burdett-Coutts called them, the “infant citizens” and “Empire 

                                                 
397 Ibid., 97. 
398 Ibid., 100. 
399 Ibid., 104-06. The issue of child theatre workers was dear to the heart of Lord Shaftesbury who died 
while the bill was being drafted. The clause made it through the House of Commons but was amended by 
the House of Lords to allow children between seven and ten to work with a magistrate’s approval.  
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within an Empire.”400 Their intensive efforts paid off. On August 26, 1889 the Act for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children, popularly known as the Children’s Charter, received 

Royal Assent.401 In just over five years, the NSPCC had increased public awareness, 

generated a high level of support and brought in the legislative reform they sought.  

Hesba Stretton was a key figure in those five years. Her letters to The Times 

helped generate initial interest in forming the SPCC; highlighted cases that advanced the 

Society’s intention to raise awareness about child abuse and its occurrence among all 

class and belief systems; and engaged the public in debate about questions of physical 

discipline and its relation to abuse. Her public involvement, seen through her letters in 

The Times, was paralleled by her work within the organization. Because much of her 

work was behind the scenes, Stretton is an example of what many members of the 

Society did anonymously in their efforts to raise awareness and advocate for change. At 

the same time her decision to use her voice publicly also exemplifies what can occur 

when a woman uses whatever power she has to make a difference in matters that are 

important to her. Stretton as a successful and popular author employed the considerable 

power she had to bring about reform to which she was passionately committed. 

 

Unexpected Adventure 

 Hesba Stretton was involved with the London [National] Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Children from in its initial meeting in 1884 until she resigned 

                                                 
400 Ibid., 99. This Lady Burdett-Coutts wrote in a letter to The Times supporting the first but abortive bill. 
401 Ibid., 108. Behlmer declares the bill to be “England’s first attempt to deal comprehensively with the 
domestic relationship between parent and child.”  
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from the organization over concerns of financial impropriety in 1894.402 Those ten years 

of working to make a difference on an issue important to her changed her life. Her 

logbook, resumed again after the formation of the SPCC, shows her participating in 

meetings of the Council and various committees, observing court proceedings on cruelty 

cases, organizing gatherings of supporters, and attending debates on the Children’s Bill in 

Parliament. Her work with NSPCC gave her a taste for activism and organizational 

experience that she took with her to her next intriguing endeavour. In the 1890s Stretton 

collaborated with Russian revolutionist Sergei Stepniak on a novel entitled Highway of 

Sorrow; it was about Stundists, a persecuted religious minority in Russia.403 She was also 

active in the Society of Friends of Russian Freedom and publicly advocated for relief 

funds to help those affected by the famine in Russia.404 Her reluctance to speak out 

publicly, seen in her initial 1884 letter to The Times, grew into an unabashed willingness 

to stand with the outsiders about whom she wrote.  

Just as important as what she learned through the NSPCC about advocating for 

change was the friendship she found there. Heilbrun writes that “the sign of female 

friendship is not whether friends are homosexual or heterosexual, lovers or not, but 

whether they share the wonderful energy of work in the public sphere.”405 Stretton found 

                                                 
402 Stretton, Logbook, November 13, 1894. Increasing concern about the use of funds and the activities of 
Benjamin Waugh and his assistant Miss Bolton caused Stretton to resign. “We had besides much vexation 
about the N.S.P.C.C. Lady Burdett-Coutts, the treasurer, H.S.S. & myself sent in our resignations.” 
(Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
403 Hesba Stretton, Highway of Sorrow (London: Cassell, 1894), iii.  Stretton writes in her introduction that 
Stundists are “primitive Christians …suffering persecution for conscience sake, as flagrant and unrelenting 
as that which in the same country is pursuing the Jews.”  
404 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 203-213. Lomax details Stretton’s association with Russian 
“atheists and nihilists” such as Sergei Stepniak and Peter Kropotkin. In addition to writing the novel 
Stretton publicly campaigned for funds to help those affected by the famine in Russia. Stretton writes in her 
logbook that Stepniak removed his name from the collaborative enterprise of The Highway of Sorrow prior 
to publication because “our story was so religious he could not have his name put to it.” June 4, 1894. 
(Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
405 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 108. 
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this sort in her friendship with Henrietta S. Synnot who worked with her on the Council 

of the NSPCC. In 1884 Stretton’s logbooks speaks of a visit to “Miss Synnot” which 

soon evolved in 1885 to references to Henrietta or H.S.S. The shared energy of which 

Heilbrun writes can be seen in Hesba’s logbook entries. For example, she writes about a 

visit to Henrietta before embarking on a trip to Europe with her sister Lizzie: “Went to 

Henrietta’s about five days waiting for fine weather. Spent our time in sitting by the fire 

and talking incessantly.”406 Frequent visits to one another’s homes, shared holidays (with 

sister Lizzie), long conversations and literary collaborations407 fueled a valuable lifelong 

friendship. 

The character of Felicita in Cobwebs and Cables may have given us a glimpse of 

what Hesba Stretton anticipated for the remainder of her life. However, the adventure 

upon which she embarked with the NSPCC and the Friends of Russian Freedom, as well 

as the friendships she found there, changed the trajectory of her life, much to her surprise 

and delight. On her sixtieth birthday, she reflected on the past decade in her logbook:  

I have lived ten years longer than I fixed for myself when I was  
young, & thought life would not be worth living after fifty. The  
last ten years have been more interesting, more peaceful, & I  
think more useful than any other ten years.408 
 

As Heilbrun would say, Stretton wrote another life for herself in her fifties—a life more 

adventuresome and rewarding that she previously thought possible. She used the fame 

and recognition garnered by her successful career to advocate for those on the margins of 

‘respectable society’ and in so doing she changed her life. Sarah Smith, postal assistant 
                                                 
406 Stretton, Logbook, February 23, 1885. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/9)  
407 Good Words from the Apocrypha, published in 1903 by Skeffington, was a collaborative venture 
between H. Stretton and H. Synnot. It was Stretton’s second collaboration, following The Highway of 
Sorrow, and this time her co-writer allowed her name to be published. 
408 Stretton, Logbook, July 27, 1892. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 
6001/5556/9)  
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and aspiring author in Wellington, wrote a life greater than she had imagined when she 

created a persona for herself as Hesba Stretton, author. Hesba Stretton, successful and 

prolific author in London, revised the plot and changed her character when she wrote to 

The Times and declared herself Hesba Stretton, author and activist.    

 

Snapshot: Throughout the writing of this thesis I have been confronted with my own life 

as I write that of another woman’s. Like Hesba Stretton at sixty, I can look back at my 

fifties and wonder at the changes they produced. I have taken on a new position, moved 

across the country, divorced and remarried in the past decade. Have I written another life 

for myself, as Heilbrun contends a woman past fifty might do, or have I written the same 

life in another location? I do not yet know.  

It is not easy to change one’s life and to relinquish the dream of closure of which 

Heilbrun wrote. I watched my mother struggle to redefine herself in her fifties and sixties. 

With her children grown she had more time to pursue her own interests in music and 

literature. She talked of going to events at the library or joining a book club. But she did 

not have a partner in my father who shared those interests—he was a lover of country 

music and a fan of Zane Grey—and he did not relish her leaving his side and him out of 

the conversation.  She was reluctant to live with the marital tension pursuing these 

interests on her own would produce. So she minimized her need for them, reading only 

when the work was done and listening to classical music quietly in the kitchen.  Instead 

she found other outlets on which she and my father could agree. She gave considerable 

energy to her clients as an exceptional Red Cross Homemaker and experienced profound 

joy in her role as grandmother. To me she seemed happy—or at least content. Yet, when 
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my father died and her role as caregiver was complete, she soon began to travel across 

Canada to see far-flung family. She played her music loudly, filling the house with the 

voices of tenors Luciano Pavarotti and Plácido Domingo. Even in the last weeks of her 

life, living with terminal cancer, she made it a point to attend a live simulcast of the New 

York Metropolitan Opera. Her incredible joy after the performance gave me a glimpse of 

her as a passionate lover of the arts and I felt as though I was seeing her in a new way. I 

wondered, not for the first time, how much she had given up to maintain her marriage and 

a dream of contentment. 

In considering how I engage with the adventure of aging I ponder what parallels 

there may be between my mother’s life and my own. I listen for both her anger and her 

wisdom in remembered—or reconstructed—conversations. I read the affirmations of life 

she left behind on notes tucked into her books; what do I want to affirm at this point in 

my life and how?  I reconsider Hesba’s career and note the way she took her ongoing 

interest in social reform from one arena to another; what are the key passions in my life 

that I can continue in new ways? I also take Heilbrun’s commentary on the challenge of 

aging seriously. Aging can be a time for a woman to come more fully into herself if she is 

willing:  

to realize that she has little to lose, little any longer to risk, that age  
above all, both for those with children and those without them, is the  
time when there is very little ‘they’ can do for you, very little reason  
to fear, or hide, or not attempt brave and important things.409  
 

May I, like Hesba, attempt brave and important things with courage and commitment. 

 

 

                                                 
409 Heilbrun, Writing a Woman’s Life, 123.  
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Epilogue and Conclusion: Hidden in Plain Sight 

Retiring 

The last book Hesba Stretton wrote was one with very few of her own words. 

Published in 1906 by the Religious Tract Society, Thoughts on Old Age was “a collection 

built up over time and embracing the philosophies of writers, poets and thinkers from 

Confucius, Plato and Cicero through to the authors of her day.”410 In her preface to the 

book, Stretton claims the genesis of the book to have been her curiosity, occasioned on 

her seventy-third birthday, about what other people thought about old age. The result of 

pursuing that curiosity is a compendium of passages from various authors on the topic of 

aging, a compendium she offers to the reader. Of her own attitude about being in her 

seventies, she says: “There seems to me great peace and tranquility in having finished 

one’s work of youth and middle age, and having no more to do save wait for the last 

conflict, if it be one.”411 It is a rare glimpse into Stretton’s thoughts as she ages. Her 

logbooks stop again in 1895 and she wrote only a handful of books after that. Perhaps it 

was decreasing energy or increasing trouble with her eyes,412 perhaps the acknowledged 

decline in the popularity of her books,413 perhaps, as with Felicita, a sense that others had 

said previously and better what she wanted to say; whatever the reasons, Stretton in large 

measure removed herself from the publishing world and the public eye.  

                                                 
410 Lomax, The Writings of Hesba Stretton, 47.  
411 Hesba Stretton, Thoughts on Old Age (London: The Religious Tract Society, 1906), 4. As indicated in 
the previous chapter, Victorian sensibility about aging thought of it more as a state a person achieved rather 
than a process one experienced. Stretton’s title reflects that; it is “Old Age” not “Aging”.  
412 Stretton, Logbook, October 3, 1884. Stretton wrote in her logbook of consulting Mr. Andrew, an oculist 
in Shrewsbury, about her eyes. “He did me no good.” Thoughts on Old Age is a large print book. (Material 
by permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
413Stretton, Logbook, January 1888. Stretton, realizing her popularity was declining, made an astute 
financial arrangement with the Religious Tract Society. Of it she wrote “Made an agreement with the 
R.T.S. to have a yearly payment in the place of my royalties, which were falling off badly.” (Material by 
permission of Shropshire Archives, Logbook Ref. 6001/5556/9)  
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 The thoughts Stretton collected for her final book do not give just one perspective 

on aging but a variety. Yet in her preface she writes, “In almost all there is some touch 

with which I find myself in harmony.”414 Quotations are sometimes placed side by side to 

reinforce one another and at other times to offer contrasting perspectives. For example, 

 Just sixty-two? Then trim thy light, 
  And get thy jewels all re-set;  
 ‘Tis past meridian, but bright, 
  And lacks one hour to sunset yet. 
  At sixty-two be strong and true. 
 Clear off thy rust, and shine anew. 
 ‘Tis yet high time; thy staff resume; 
  And fight fresh battles for the truth; 
 For what is age but youth’s full bloom, 
  A riper, more transcendent youth? 
  A wedge of gold is never old; 
 Streams broader grow as downward rolled.415 
 
is followed immediately by: 
 
 I am no longer eager, strong, and bold, 
  All that is past; 
 I am ready not to do— 
  At last—at last. 
 My long day’s work is done, 
  And this is all my part— 
 I give a patient God 
  My patient heart.416  
 
The two pieces above show the tension between anticipating a vigorous old age in which 

one strives to right wrongs and the one in which the lessening of energy makes one ready 

to be rather than do. What is intriguing to me is that these poems are two of four passages 

in Stretton’s book that are attributed to “anonymous”; the book itself has over ninety 

selections from sixty different sources. While the first two anonymous selections speak to 

the vigour in aging and a growing contentment, the third and fourth pieces point to some 

                                                 
414 Stretton, Thoughts on Old Age, 4.  
415 Ibid., 34. 
416 Ibid., 35. 
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of the harsher aspects of aging. The third passage personifies Time as a chain who “binds 

us so fast…he little thinks how hard that chain will press at last.”417 The fourth one asks 

“Is Death as sad as Life?”—an interesting question in itself—before implying that death 

is a release for those “who die, and going from us, smile as they go.”418 All four of the 

anonymous quotes are poems, similar in style. I cannot know but I suspect that they are 

Stretton’s own words. In part I think this because Stretton concludes her preface by 

quoting from the second anonymous poem, “I give a patient God my patient heart.”419 

Choosing an “Anonymous” pseudonym would have allowed Stretton to offer thoughts 

closer to that which appeared in her logbooks, musings about hopelessness and 

“stagnation”420 that she seldom revealed in her novels and short stories. Even in the 

preface to Thoughts on Old Age, when Stretton comments on aging’s greatest sorrow as 

the solitude that comes when friends and family have died, she tempers what she 

acknowledges is a “very heavy” burden by implying that the solitude is lessened by the 

“consciousness of a divine, unseen Friend.”421 Writing as “Anonymous” would have been 

a way to write as she thought without having to reveal the person behind the legend that 

had grown up around her. It would have been a pseudonym for Hesba Stretton in the 

same way Hesba Stretton functioned for Sarah Smith.  

 The last two quotations of the book are not anonymous but they do resonate with 

Stretton’s concerns and theology. Second to last is one by Robert Southey that begins 

“my hopes are with the dead”; he looks to an eternal future with those who have died “yet 

                                                 
417 Ibid., 60. 
418 Ibid., 121.  
419 Ibid., 6.  
420 In her early logbooks Sarah frequently referred to “stagnation” when events were few and she had little 
to occupy her mind or her day.  
421 Ibid., 5. 



138 
 

leaving here a name, I trust, that will not perish in the dust.”422 The final word goes to 

Christina Rossetti whose poem about the final journey of life ends with “Will there be 

beds for me, and all who seek? Yes, beds for all who come.”423 Stretton, having lived into 

the twentieth century and seeing her popularity fade, may have wondered if her name 

would perish. Certainly, as I indicated in the preface to this thesis, I wondered the same 

of my mother’s life424 when I began my grief-fueled quest to learn about Hesba Stretton; 

I did not want the names and work and worth of those who have died to disappear or, like 

the first Stretton book I found, to be relegated to the dusty corners of garage sales. Like 

Rossetti, Stretton hoped she would find at the end the sum of her labour.425 Stretton 

wanted her name and her work to continue. What she did not want to perish was her 

belief, evidenced in her work, that God (the implied inn-keeper of Rossetti’s poem) 

welcomed all who came—waif or wayfarer, reprobate or repentant. In Stretton’s world no 

one was refused entry. No one was an outsider. 

 Hesba Stretton died on 8 October 1911, seven months after the death of her older 

sister and companion Lizzie. At her request her funeral in London was quiet with “only 

the relatives and a few of the deceased’s friends attending.”426 Her obituary in The Times 

names her as “Miss Sarah Smith, better known as ‘Hesba Stretton’”427 and talks about the 

origin of the Stretton part of her pseudonym. Curiously, Lizzie’s obituary earlier the same 

                                                 
422 Ibid., 123.  
423 Ibid., 124. 
424 My mother died in 2008 but her name continues; my son named his first child, born 11 September 2013,  
Mila Elsie in honour of his grandmother. Despite the fact that she thought the name Elsie old-fashioned I 
know my mother would have been delighted—as am I. 
425  Stretton, Thoughts on Old Age, 124. Another line in the poem “Up-Hill” by Christina Rossetti is “Shall 
I find comfort, travel-sore and weak? Of labour you shall find the sum.” Stretton’s book has the poem in its 
entirety.  
426 Frost, The Life of Hesba Stretton, 40. Frost quotes from the Richmond and Twickenham Times of 14th 
October 1911.  
427 The Times, “Hesba Stretton”, October 10, 1911, 9. http://infotrac.galegroup.com.libproxy.uregina.ca 
Curiously, Lizzie’s obituary names her only as Miss Elizabeth Stretton, sister of Hesba Stretton. 
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year names her only as “Miss Elizabeth Stretton”428 with no indication of her birth name; 

Lizzie’s obituary refers to her as “elder sister of the well-known writer, Miss Hesba 

Stretton”429 and comments primarily on her assistance and encouragement of her sister’s 

writing career. I attribute this discrepancy to the fact that Hesba was still maintaining 

control over her public name and legend at the time of her sister’s death, a control she 

could not exercise after her own.  Hesba’s obituary noted the phenomenal success of 

Jessica’s First Prayer430 and names some of her other novels for children. The writer 

opines that “apart from literature her interests were few”431 before commenting on 

Stretton’s substantial contributions to the work of the National Society for the Prevention 

of Cruelty to Children and relief for famine victims in Russia.432 Her will, obtained 

through the Shropshire Archives, begins: “This is the last and only will of me Hesba 

Stretton formerly Sarah Smith” [italics added]433 and details gifts of her estate to nieces 

and nephews, many of whom had Hesba or Stretton incorporated in their names.434 In the 

end Sarah Smith remained essentially hidden and it was Hesba Stretton who exited life’s 

stage.   

The life of Sarah Smith was a private one. Her logbooks give glimpses into her 

character—tenacious and hard-working, sardonic and critical, careful with money, a 

                                                 
428 The Times, “Miss Elizabeth Stretton”, February 16, 1911, 11. 
.http://infotrac.galegroup.com.libproxy.uregina.ca 
429 Ibid. The obituary notes that Lizzie’s death “is a severe blow to Miss Hesba Stretton.” 
430 The Times, “Hesba Stretton”, October 10, 1911, 9. http://infotrac.galegroup.com.libproxy.uregina.ca The 
article states that the circulation of Jessica’s First Prayer as “mounting to 1,500,000 copies.” 
431 Ibid.  
432 Ibid. The obituary also notes that Alexander II ordered Jessica’s First Prayer (Russian translation) be 
placed in “every school in the Russian Empire, but his successor revoked that order and directed that every 
copy of the work should be burnt.” Cutt attributes Stretton’s involvement with the Friends of Russian 
Freedom (which included famine relief efforts) and her “assistance…to nihilists and revolutionaries” 
through The Highway of Sorrow (1894) and In the Hollow of His Hand (1897) as the reason for the banning 
of Jessica’s First Prayer. (Cutt, Ministering Angels, 130.) 
433 Hesba Stretton, Will. (Material by permission of Shropshire Archives, Document BS 91 v.f.) 
434 For example, two nieces are referred to as Hesba Dora Webb and Hesba Delia Webb; in addition there 
are nephews Ronald Stretton Webb and Gilbert Bakewell Stretton among others.  



140 
 

sentimentalist in matters of family, a romantic in relation to nature, fiercely independent 

and cautious with others. Although she professed a strong faith as a Christian she 

remained critical of the institutional church and never settled comfortably with any one 

denomination. While she was interested in helping those in need she was also critical of 

potential allies and this limited her early endeavours. The work she found in writing gave 

her a means to support herself and her sister but if that had been her sole goal she would 

have continued writing the somewhat whimsical and humorous short stories with which 

she first found success. She wanted a greater impact and achieved that with her waif 

novels. Her stories provided a platform for her to articulate an inclusive, non-

denominational theology that at its heart equated love of God with love of neighbour and 

believed the experience of God’s love gave one the will to care for neighbour. The waif 

novels gave her a way to comment on current issues, to be critical of people and 

institutions in a socially constructive manner and to achieve public acclaim in a way her 

adult novels never did.  

The persona of Hesba Stretton was a character Sarah Smith created—caring, 

concerned about others, seeking the common good, striving to alleviate social wrong, a 

lover of children, nation and God—and one she maintained publicly throughout her life. 

While it did resonate with Sarah’s personality, Hesba Stretton was a distilled version of 

Sarah Smith. Because she avoided interviews, allowed herself to be photographed seldom 

and reluctantly and deliberately maintained a distance from her reading public, Sarah was 

able to a large extent to separate her personal life from her celebrity as author. Where 

Smith and Stretton merged was in a love of children and nature, a keen interest in current 

affairs, and little tolerance for those who misused their authority or abused their power.  
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Her decision in her fifties to publicly step into an arena of activism and personally 

engage with others to organize the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children was a 

major departure for Sarah and one she made reluctantly. Doing so meant that she was 

directly letting her opinion—hers, not a character’s—be known. When she wrote to The 

Times and rebutted those with whom she disagreed the acerbic Sarah Smith could be seen 

through the veil of the soft-hearted Hesba Stretton. She was willing to engage with the 

public on cruelty to children as Stretton because it gave her cause the moral authority of 

her novels and her lifelong interest in children’s well-being. It also afforded her some 

safety because she remained in role as crusading author. It was a way for her to continue 

her interest in children’s welfare at a time when her desire or ability to write was waning. 

Unexpectedly for Sarah, the activism of Hesba Stretton enlarged her social circle and 

created new friendships for her. It enriched her life and freed Hesba Stretton to be a little 

more like Sarah Smith, republican in sentiment and publicly supportive of Russian 

anarchists. That she did so by writing two religious novels about the Russian émigrés 

(some of whom were decidedly non-religious) and by publicly gathering funds for those 

starving in Russia was a successful merger of Sarah Smith’s private interests and Hesba 

Stretton’s public persona.  

Even when she privately negotiated for better payment from publishers or 

publicly took institutions and individuals to task for their cruelty to children, Sarah Smith 

was always careful not to displace Hesba Stretton’s image as an exemplar of the 

Victorian “feminine” virtue of selfless care for others. In doing so she embodied some of 

the contradictions of middle-class Victorian society which valued self-assertion while 



142 
 

expecting women to put others first.435 Sarah Smith never married or had children but 

Hesba Stretton made society’s children her own. Hesba Stretton was a creation of Sarah 

Smith’s and, like all her work, one she wanted remembered. I do not think Sarah Smith 

wanted to be known by any name other than Hesba Stretton. Hesba was the persona she 

had created and the name by which her work was known. In the end that was what 

mattered most. In the end, through her will and by her will, that was how she named 

herself.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
435 Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes, 451 “Women also faced contradictions…Their class applauded 
self-assertion yet the feminine ideal was selflessness.”  
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