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FANNY KNIGHT’S DIARIES:
JANE AUSTEN THROUGH HER NIECE’S EYES

by Deirdre Le Faye

When the first Lord Brabourne published those of Jane Austen’s letters that had
been in the possession of his mother Lady Knatchbull (née Fanny Knight of
Godmersham), he made several references to the additional information relating
to Jane that he had gained from Fanny’s diaries, which she had kept ever since
childhood.! It seems that these diaries have never been subsequently studied by
any other biographer, not even by the Austen-Leighs in their definitive work, as
they only refer to or repeat Lord Brabourne’s statements without in any way
adding to them.? In 1962 the diaries were deposited in the Kent Archives Office,
and from them the writer has been able to extract a great deal of fresh information
regarding Jane’s life and that of her immediate family during the period 1804-1817.
The Archives Office also holds another group of documents, not mentioned at all
by Lord Brabourne, consisting of letters from Fanny Knight to her ex-governess
Miss Dorothy Chapman. These too yield new information on Jane Austen, some-
times expanding entries in the diaries and sometimes providing further details.?

The diaries run from 1804, when Fanny was eleven, until 1872, when she
became too frail to continue writing.* They are all kept in The Ladies Complete
Pocket Book, little leather-bound volumes with pages approximately 3”7 x 412"
These open to give a week at a spread; the left-hand page is divided into seven
sections and the right-hand page has a cash ruling. Sometimes Fanny writes
straight across both pages of the spread from left to right ignoring the cash
columns, and sometimes she crams as many as seven lines of tiny writing into the
daily section alone. Her ink is usually thick and black and shows through to blur
the verso of the page - this, combined with crabbed writing and close-packed
lines, makes the diaries fairly difficult to decipher. In addition, she uses so many
abbreviations, both of names and common words, that her entries even when
transcribed look more like mathematical formulae than continuous text. For ease
of comprehension, therefore, all quotations from the diaries given in this article
will be fully expanded.

At first Fanny does not always make daily entries, but it quickly becomes a habit
with her to fill in something every day, even if only a few words. As is to be
expected, her first few months dwell much on lessons, childish games and
birthday treats, but she matures rapidly and her diary soon settles into a pattern
that never changes. She notes the weather conditions, letters written and received,
visits paid, visitors entertained and Kentish social events, but never gives any
introspective musings. There are some references to contemporary events of the
Napoleonic wars, but fewer than might be expected. She uses the page headed
Memorable Events for a summary at the end of each year, and here occasionally
makes some personal comments on the griefs or pleasures of the recent past.

The letters to Miss Chapman the ex-governess run from 1803 to 1857, when
the lady’s nephew wrote to say his aunt was moribund and unable to respond
further. Miss Chapman had evidently cherished all Fanny’s letters (over 150 in
number) and it was presumably the nephew who returned them after his aunt’s
death. They are mostly written on two leaves of quarto, but a few are hasty notes
on smaller sheets. Fanny usually gives only the day and month by way of dating;
another hand, probably Miss Chapman’s, has sometimes added in the year either
on the recto of the first page or as an endorsement on the verso of the second. The
letters are written at irregular intervals, and Fanny several times apologizes for her
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long silences and untidy handwriting. Their content is very similar to that of the
diaries - a factual record of family events and the development of Fanny's younger
brothers and sisters - but in them Fanny does express her opinions and pref-
erences, which enlarge the brief notes in the diaries. In later years the letters
become fewer and shorter and deal mostly with illnesses and deaths amongst the
Knatchbull family.

To comprehend fully the information given in the diaries and letters, one needs
some knowledge of Fanny’s family circle, and of the pattern that emerges as the
years pass. Jane Austen’s third brother Edward (1767-1852) had been adopted in
his teens by his childless cousins the Knights of Godmersham, and in 1791 had
married Elizabeth Bridges of Goodnestone (1773-1808). Fanny was their first
child, born in January 1793, and ten more followed her within a few years.
Elizabeth Bridges was herself one of a large family, most of whom married and
produced large families of their own, so that Fanny is surrounded not only by her
siblings but also by numerous aunts and uncles and innumerable cousins of all
ages. Her closest contemporaries and correspondents among the latter are Sophia,
Isabella and Mary Deedes, and Sophia and Fanny Cage. The two last are orphans,
living with the Dowager Lady Bridges at Goodnestone, where Fanny is always
delighted to call and to stay. Most of these maternal relations live in Kent and
contact with them is close and frequent, as the diaries show. Her father’s adoptive
mother, the widowed Mrs. Knight, had retired to Canterbury after handing over the
Godmersham estate to him, so visits to her are often noted.

Contact with the Hampshire Austens is intermittent, and varies very noticeably
according to the family member in question. The two young sailors, Frank and
Charles, always rush to Godmersham whenever their naval duties permit, and in
1806 Frank spends his honeymoon there. The two spinster aunts, Cassandra and
Jane, are welcomed for long visits, either together or separately, and sometimes
old Mrs. Austen comes with them. Henry is in the habit of visiting at regular
intervals every year - early January for Twelfth Night entertainments, spring,
summer, and then autumn shooting parties - but his wife Eliza de Feuillide rarely
accompanies him. Likewise, James Austen and his wife Mary Lloyd visit Kent only
twice in ten years - ca. 1798 and again in 1808 - facts which Fanny notes without
comment. Fanny’s only contemporary cousin on the Austen side is Anna, James’s
daughter, who is sometimes allowed to visit Godmersham on her own.

Once Edward Austen inherits the Chawton estate in 1812 - at which time he
changes his name to Knight - he develops the custom of taking his family to
Hampshire for some months every year, and contact with the Austen brothers and
sisters becomes closer, as he enjoys entertaining them all together at the Great
House. Also, as Fanny’s brothers grow up, they go one by one from a prep school
at Eltham to Winchester and so on to Oxford; at first the boys travel from Kent to
Winchester via Henry Austen in London and the James Austen family in Steventon,
but as soon as the Austen ladies settle in Chawton Cottage in 1809, this becomes
their staging post and letters and parcels are exchanged by their hands at the
beginning and end of every term. Cassandra acts as scribe for the Cottage, and she
and Fanny write to each other about every three weeks with general domestic
news. It is only in her late teens that Fanny writes privately to her aunt Jane for
advice on the problems of first love, after confidences have been given during the
Godmersham family’s visits to Chawton.

When the letters to Miss Chapman begin in 1803, Fanny is just ten years old. Her
next three brothers - Edward (1794), George (1795) and Henry (1797) - are away
at school; William (1798), Lizzy (1800) and Marianne (1801) are the “little ones”
in the nursery under the care of Sackree the head nursemaid (known affectionately
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as “Caky”), and Charles is the latest new baby, born in March, 1803. Miss Chapman
has evidently left Godmersham only quite recently and no new governess has yet
arrived to succeed her, so Fanny’s schoolroom tasks are considerably relaxed and
she spends a lot of time playing with the toddlers while her mother nurses
Charles. In September she tells Miss Chapman that “we expect Grandpapa and
Grandmama [Austen], Saturday, & from that time our House will be full. . . .3
There is no suggestion that Jane was also of the house-party, but if Sir Egerton
Brydges was correct in remembering that he last saw her in Ramsgate in 1803, it is
hardly likely that she would not have visited Godmersham as well during such a
trip into Kent.

In 1804 Fanny’s mother gives her the first of her pocket books, and in mid-
January the new governess appears: “I am happy to tell you that Miss Sharpe is
come at last I say happy and mean so . .. I find [her] even more good-natured
than 1 expected; . . . I think Miss Sharpe pretty but not strikingly so; she is in
mourning & 1 think it becomes her.”” Fanny continues to enjoy Miss Sharpe’s
tuition and company, and is too absorbed in her schoolroom world to note in her
diary that her grandmother falls sick in the spring. In mid-March, however, she is
able to tell Miss Chapman: “Grandmama Bridges is perfectly well & so is Grand-
mama Austen now, but she has been very ill.”8 It must have been upon her
recovery from this illness that Mrs. Austen wrote the verses in praise of Dr.
Bowen’s skill, to which no date has been affixed but which refer to the Austens’
residence at No. 4 Sydney Place, Bath, an address they left in the summer of 1804.°

Later in 1804 Fanny is delighted when her three Austen uncles Henry, Frank and
Charles all stay at Godmersham together during September and October for the
shooting. Frank’s fiancée Mary Gibson comes from Ramsgate to be welcomed into
the family circle, and Fanny duly notes that she and Frank “rode out together” or
“walked about together all day,” until on 10th October “Uncle Frank went away
early viz at 4 o’clock in the morning. Mary was very low all day.” The very next day
“Uncle Charles was sent for by the horrible abominable beastly Admiralty and was
away at half past 2.” After this, the next happy event is the birth of another little
sister, Louisa, on 13th November, and “Uncle Francis & Aunt Jane Austen, with
Miss Gibson, are to be the Sponsors™? - presumably by proxy, as none of them was
staying at Godmersham at the time.

Eighteen hundred and five opens with Henry paying his usual New Year visit to
Godmersham, but on 23rd January the news of Revd. George Austen’s death in
Bath is received, and Henry leaves at once; on 27th January the family goes into
“deeper mourning for Grandpapa Austen.”

In mid-June comes the first appearance of Aunt Jane in the diary, when she, Mrs.
Austen and Cassandra arrive at Godmersham bringing young Anna with them. The
children have a whole holiday for the occasion, and on 26th June even more
amusement follows: “Aunts and Grandmama played at school with us. Aunt .
Cassandra was Mrs. Teachum the Governess Aunt Jane, Miss Popham the Teacher
Aunt Harriet, Sally the Housemaid, Miss Sharpe, the Dancing master the Apothecary
and the Serjeant, Grandmama Betty Jones the Pie woman, and Mama the Bathing
woman. They dressed in Character and we had a most delightful day - After dessert
we acted a Play called ‘Virtue Rewarded.” Anna was Duchess St. Albans, I was the
Fairy Serena and Fanny Cage a Sheperdess ‘Mona.” We had a Bowl of Syllabub in
the evening.” Unfortunately Fanny is unwell during early July and is too taken up
recording the state of her own small stomach and consequent inability to do her
usual lessons to comment on the activities of her aunts and grandmother. When
she recovers, however, she writes a long letter to Miss Chapman: “We have had
my Grandmama Austen, & two Aunts here for the last six weeks, & my cousin
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Anng, she has just got another little Sister, who, determined not to be outdone by
her in names, has likewise 3, they are Caroline, Mary, Craven! Miss Gibson who I
believe you have heard me speak of is likewise here, but goes very soon;
Grandmama and Anna, go on Wednesday, but my Aunts will stay some time
longer. [P.S.] Aunt Jane desires her compliments to you.”'! The postscript shows
that Jane had met Miss Chapman at some time prior to 1803, but no other
reference is available to fix the date. The Miss Chapman she mentions in 1813 is
obviously not the same person.’2. There is another happy day for the children on
30th July: “Aunt Cassandra and Jane, Anna, Edward, George Henry William and
myself acted ‘The spoilt child’ and ‘Innocence Rewarded, afterwards we danced
and had a most delightful evening.” Mrs. Austen and Anna leave Godmersham the
next day; Anna presumably returns to Steventon but Mrs. Austen goes to Worthing
where she is joined by Martha Lloyd.?® Cassandra and Jane stay on at Godmersham,
dining out frequently and going to the balls in Canterbury during the mid-August
Race Week Henry pays a flying visit to join in these latter festivities. Later in August
Cassandra goes for a few days to Goodnestone, and Jane writes to her there on
24th August. The domestic events mentioned are confirmed by Fanny’s diary
entries, and the references to Henry’s picture of Rowling, which rather puzzled Dr.
Chapman,® is borne out by Fanny’s entry for 27th May 1805, that Aunt Harriet
Bridges comes to Godmersham to take drawing lessons from Uncle Henry Austen.
As planned, Cassandra and Jane change places at Goodnestone on 26th August,'¢
and Edward brings Jane back on 3rd September. Fanny records also on that day
that “Aunt Cassandra took my likeness.” This is no doubt the sketch of Fanny,
absorbed with her paintbox, which was presented to the Jane Austen Society by
Lady Knatchbull-Hugessen in recent years.'”

On 7th September Cassandra and Jane go to stay with the Deedes family at
Sandling for a week, while the elder members of the Godmersham family go to
London. The three boys are left at the Eltham boarding school, and Fanny and her
parents spend a few days shopping, sight-seeing, theatre-going and dining with
Henry and Eliza in their house at Brompton. By mid-September the group is
assembled again at Godmersham, and on 17th September the four adults, plus
Fanny and Miss Sharpe, set off for Worthing, arriving the next day after travelling
via Battle, Horsebridge and Brighton. Mrs. Austen and Martha Lloyd are already in
lodgings there, and on 19th September Fanny goes “with Grandmama in the
morning to buy fish on the Beach and afterwards with Mama and Miss Sharpe to
Bathe where 1 had a most delicious dip. . . . We dined at 4 and went to a Raffle in
the evening, where Aunt Jane won and it amounted to 17s.” Fanny and her parents
return to Kent on 23rd September, but Miss Sharpe, who has been much troubled
by bad eyesight, stays on a little longer, presumably in company with the Austen
ladies. Fanny does not record when her grandmother and aunts leave Worthing,
but probably Henry meets them there to escort them back to Bath.’® Jane’s
acquaintance this year with Miss Sharpe begins a friendship that continues until
the former’s death, and her name occurs often in Jane’s letters from now on.?®

There is little news of the Austen ladies during 1806, as they are no doubt too
busy leaving Bath, visiting Clifton, Adlestrop, Stoneleigh and Hamstal Ridware and
seeking lodgings in Southampton, to include a visit to Kent as well.220 On 13th April
Fanny writes to Aunt Jane, and notes receiving letters from her on 5th June, 24th
- and 29th July. Henry visits at New Year, midsummer and autumn; word comes on
26th April of Charles’s engagement to Fanny Palmer in the West Indies; and
following Frank’s marriage to Mary Gibson in Ramsgate on 24th July the young
couple come to Godmersham for a prolonged honeymoon. During the year Fanny
writes several times to Miss Chapman, passing on news that she knows will have a
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professional interest for her. Miss Sharpe’s trip to Worthing the previous year has
not improved her headaches and bad eyes, and she feels unable to continue
teaching, so leaves Godmersham at the end of January. A tall, pretty Scots girl, Miss
Wilhelmina Charlotte Maitland, is engaged in February as Fanny’s next governess,
but unfortunately proves to know too little French herself to be able to teach it,
and so has to be dismissed within a few weeks. Her successor is the better-
qualified Mrs. Morris, a short, fat, fair, cheerful widow, who settles down well with
the Godmersham family. Miss Sharpe, after some time under medical care, takes a
post with a Mrs. Raikes where she has only one little girl to teach; but even this is
too much for her strength, and she volunteers instead to be companion to Mrs.
Raikes’s crippled sister, Miss Bailey, in Leicestershire, which will give her eyes a
complete rest.2! On 16th November Fanny’s youngest sister Cassandra Jane is born,
and just before Christmas: “Aunt Cassandra comes down with the boys, on
Monday next, which will be very comfortable, as she has not been staying here by
herself for some time.”2

Cassandra stays on at Godmersham until mid-March 1807, visiting Mrs. Knight in
Canterbury for Twelfth Night, and on Fanny’s fourteenth birthday gives her “a pair
of Agate bracelets in imitation of white Cornelian.”2 Henry does not pay his usual
New Year visit, which may mean he was otherwise occupied in helping his mother
and Jane settle into the Southampton lodgings shared with Frank and his now
pregnant Mary. He comes to Godmersham early in March: “Aunt Cassandra . . .
leaves us tomorrow, together with Uncle Henry (who came last Sunday), which is
very disagreeable as we shall miss her amazingly”2¢ - and takes his sister back via
London to the house in Castle Square, Southampton, which has been got ready in
her absence by the other members of the family.?

In mid-April Edward goes to Chawton to inspect the Great House, now vacated
by the latest tenant, and decides to take his family there later in the year.26 On 27th
April Frank’s wife gives birth in Southampton to her first child, Mary Jane, con-
ceived during the Godmersham honeymoon the previous year, and is “most
alarmingly ill” for several days, but recovers rapidly thereafter and travels to
Ramsgate later in the summer.?” Charles gets married in Bermuda on 18th May,
and on 13th August Fanny is pleased to note she has a new aunt for whom to make
presents.

On June 9th Edward leaves “at %2 past 6 in the morning to London from whence
he will go to Portsmouth to see Uncle Frank and to Chawton, and bring the dear
boys home at his return.” He returns ten days later, bringing Fanny “a packet from
Southampton containing a letter from Aunt Cassandra and a note and long strip of
beautiful work as a present from Aunt Jane”; but this trip has shown some reason
for delay in the expedition to Chawton.? There is time for Mary Gibson and her
baby to pay a short visit to Godmersham in the first half of August before the
family move to Hampshire begins. The menservants are sent off ahead on 23rd
August; Mrs. Morris stays behind with the younger children; and on 24th August
Fanny and her parents and the four elder boys set off for London. George and
Henry are left at Eltham en route; William, who has some eye-trouble, and Edward,
who has now left prep school, continue with their parents to meet Uncle Henry
and dine with him in Jermyn Street. The next day is spent in the usual London
business of shopping and playgoing, with a call on Eliza de Feuillide in Brompton,
and on 26th August they depart for Chawton, as Fanny tells Miss Chapman: “At 10
the next morning we left London, & arrived after a pleasant journey, at Chawton,
where being tired & hungry, we were not sorry to eat, & go to bed. This is a fine
large old house, built long before Queen Elizabeth I believe, & here are such a
number of old irregular passages &c &c that it is very entertaining to explore
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them, & often when I think myself miles away from one part of the house I find a
passage or entrance close to it, & I don’t know when I shall be quite mistress of all
the intricate, & different ways. It is very curious to trace the genealogy of the
Knights & all the old families that have possessed this estate, from the pictures of
which there are quantities, & some descriptions of them have been routed out, so
that we are not at a loss for amusement. There are quantities of Trees about the
house (especially Beech) which always makes a place pretty, I think.”?

Edward now arranges a family reunion - the Austen ladies come from Southamp-
ton, and James Austen brings Mary Lloyd, James-Edward and Caroline from
Steventon. For ten days the family call on neighbours, shop in Alton, and explore
the house and estate, and young Edward is taken to Winchester to start his first
term. The day after Mrs. Austen and her daughters return to Southampton, Edward
and Elizabeth follow them there, taking Fanny and little William as well, and stay
with them for a week before returning to Chawton. Henry pays another of his
flying visits to join in the sightseeing, which includes trips to Hythe and Netley
Abbey and a drive in the New Forest.3° The Godmersham family stay at Chawton
till the end of September, still accompanied by Henry, and return to Kent early in
October via London, where as usual they dine with Eliza de Feuillide.

In the spring of 1808 all the children succumb to measles. Mrs. Morris leaves in
April to go as governess with Sir James Gambier’s family to America, a job so
well-paid she cannot refuse, and Fanny, now fifteen, ceases most of her lessons
and helps her mother - once again pregnant - to teach the younger children.’!

In mid-June the James Austens come to stay “for the first time these 10 years,”
bringing Jane with them, and Fanny’s daily entries confirm the information on
Godmersham doings that Jane sends home to Cassandra.?? Henry of course
manages to drop in for the first week of July to join the gathering. James takes his
family back to Steventon on 7th July, and the following day Edward escorts Jane
back to Southampton.3?

Elizabeth’s baby is due at the end of September, and Fanny antici-
pates: “Aunt Cassandra I am happy to say is coming to stay here some time, it will
be a great comfort to me to have her assistance in the lessons during Mama’s
confinement, as well as her company.”4 Cassandra duly arrives on 28th Sep-
tember, just a few hours too late to be present at the actual birth of Brook John,
and at first Elizabeth seems to be making a normal recovery,® - until on 10th
October: “Oh! the miserable events of this day! My mother, my beloved mother
torn from us! After eating a hearty dinner, she was taken violently ill and expired
(my God have mercy upon us) in 2 an hour!!!!”

The affectionate Henry comes at once for a week to join in the mourning, and
Cassandra stays on until the spring of 1809 to help Fanny shoulder the responsi-
bilities so suddenly thrust upon her: “Aunt Cassandra, who you most likely know
to have been with us, ever since the day poor little John was born, has been the
greatest comfort to us all in this time of affliction & will not leave us yet I
hope. . . .”* During these sad months Edward forms the plan of settling his
mother and sisters at Chawton, and of spending more time there himself in the
future ¥

By January 1809 Cassandra is beginning to think of returning to Hampshire in
order to help wind up the Castle Square house, as Mrs. Austen plans to leave
Southampton for good on 3rd April and come to Godmersham while the Chawton
cottage is being prepared for them.? Lizzy and Marianne are sent to a boarding
school at Wanstead on 30th January,*® which leaves only the four youngest
children at home under the care of Fanny and Sackree, so Edward takes Cassandra
back to Southampton on 13th February and returns from there three weeks later.
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