THE ACCRINGTON POETESS: THE LIFE AND WORK
OF MISS JANIE WHITTAKER (1877-1933)

A. B. Cottle and M. . Crossley Evans

One of the many forgotten muses of late Victorian and early
Edwardian England was Miss Janie Whittaker, who was
popularly known as ‘the Accrington poetess’. For eight years,
between May 1897 and December 1905, her poems were
published in a number of northern papers such as the Accrington
Observer and Times, the Southport Visiter, the West Kirby News and
Advertiser, and the Welsh Coast Pioneer. Her readers numbered
many thousands in the north-west from all strata of society, but
she never published any of her work in book form, even
privately, and the sole record of her poems is to be found in the
ageing bound volumes of the newspapers for which she wrote.
Always frail and in poor health, she gave up writing in 1905,
and when she died almost thirty years later, the Accrington
Observer and Times for 19 August 1933 recorded that she was
‘little  known amongst the present generation of
Accringtonians’. This article is an attempt to record something
of her life and work.

She was born on 20 August 1877 at 137 Burnley Road, Old
Accrington, as Jane, the second and younger daughter of Mr
Thomas Whittaker, a local ironfounder, and his third wife
Margaret, daughter of William Catterall, provision dealer of
Lathom and Croston in Lancashire.! Thomas Whittaker was
one of Accrington’s leading citizens, who ‘had raised himself
from a very humble position to occupy a foremost place in the
town’.2 In 1854, when aged twenty-one, he invented a machine
for washing calico in the various processes of printing, dyeing,
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and finishing, which allowed all three processes to be executed
continuously. The calico pieces were sewn together, fed into the
machinery, and detached at the end of the process.> An added
advantage to the machinery was that it was suitable for calico
printed with madder and other strong dyes. The process saved
labour and time, and like one of his previous inventions was
viewed with dislike by those workmen who were displaced by
the new processes. The invention was popular with many local
calico printers and cotton-mill owners, having the added
attraction of not being immediately protected by patent. Later
in the year Thomas went into partnership with his eldest
brother Christopher and with Joseph Duxbury to form
Christopher Whittaker and Company. Initially the firm
specialized in the manufacture of textile machinery. As the
commercial traveller of the venture, Thomas Whittaker
strengthened and widened the new company’s relationships
with the local calico printers and cotton manufacturers. From
1878-9 onwards the firm also had an active interest in brick-
making machinery, much of which was also invented by
Thomas Whittaker. That interest had begun in 1872 by the
acquisition of Matthew’s patent. By 1884-5, when Joseph
Duxbury retired from the partnership, the firm of Christopher
Whittaker and Company was not only highly successful
financially, but a leading firm in the town.*

Thomas Whittaker married firstly Mary Ann Eastwood at
Haslingden in 1857. She bore him three sons, James,
Christopher Joseph, and Thomas, and one daughter, Alice
Ann, before dying in 1866 at the age of thirty-two. Thomas
remarried shortly afterwards Elizabeth Dobson of Ormskirk,
who died in January 1872 from the effects of childbirth, leaving
him with a further two young children, Laurence and
Elizabeth.>

It is not certain how Thomas Whittaker, then a widower in
his early forties with six children, met Margaret Catterall, a
spinster of thirty-two, but it is probable that they became
acquainted whilst on holiday in Southport. They were married
on 3 July 1875 at the Wesleyan Methodist chapel in
Mornington Road, Southport,® and after a short honeymoon
the new Mrs Thomas Whittaker returned to take charge of her
husband’s family in Accrington. We do not know what her
relations were like with her elder stepchildren, then aged
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seventeen, fifteen, fourteen, and eleven, but she brought up the
two youngest, Laurence (six) and Elizabeth (three) as her own.
The surviving evidence indicates that relations between
Laurence and Elizabeth and their step-mother were cordial.
Elizabeth drew up a will in September 1912 (not proved until
1947) and left her step-mother £1,000.” When Margaret
Whittaker drew up her will in July 1922 she appointed
Laurence as one of her two executors and bequeathed £100 to
Elizabeth, the only one of her step-children to be so
remembered.?

Margaret Whittaker bore her husband two daughters, Gracie
Ellen, known as Grace, who was born on 2 June 1876 and Jane,
the ‘Accrington poetess’, who was affectionately known in the
family as Janie. A charming photograph dating from about
1890 is preserved in Accrington Library, showing Margaret,
surrounded by Jane, Elizabeth, and Grace in a pose which
recalls the popular contemporary carte de visite of Alexandra,
princess of Wales, surrounded by her three daughters.?

By the time of Jane’s birth her three eldest half-brothers had
joined the family firm. They were joined in turn by Laurence in
1883. In 1890 the second of her half-brothers, Christopher
Joseph Whittaker, ‘Chris’, entered the chemical industry in
partnership with his brother-in-law at the Globe Chemical
Works, Church. It later merged with the United Indigo and
Chemical Company, of which he became chairman. !0

Throughout the nineteenth century Accrington grew in size
and importance, from a population of 8,719 in 1841, to 31,435
in 1881, when some 6,000 people were involved in cotton
manufacturing, and by 1901 the population had risen to
43,122. The town was at the junction of three important
railway lines, was one of the country’s main cotton towns and
the home of calico printing, turkey red dye works, iron
foundries, and chemical works. Between 1853 and 1878 the
town was governed by a local board. In the latter year the town
gained a charter constituting it a borough, covering Old and
New Accrington and most of Baxenden. Thereafter the town
was governed by twenty-four councillors and eight aldermen,
including the mayor.!!

Thomas Whittaker began his public career shortly after the
town was incorporated. He was elected a councillor for the
north-west ward in November 1878. Re-elected in 1882, he was
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elevated to the aldermanic bench in 1886, became chairman of
the general works committee in 1888, and served as mayor
between 1890 and 1893. He was appointed a magistrate in
August 1892, and was conscientious in the execution of his
duties in the police court. During his term as mayor the
borough purchased Oak Hill Park, and Mr Alderman
Whittaker presented the park with two cannon purchased from
the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich. His former partner Joseph
Duxbury presented the bandstand and the gates to the park,
which were first opened to the public in 1893.

Mr Alderman Whittaker was a Liberal in national politics,
but supported the Conservatives in matters of local importance.
He had wide sympathies, supported the move towards the
provision of old age pensions and generously supplied them out
of his pocket to a number of local men. He was secretary to the
Union Street Wesleyan Sabbath School for sixteen years until
the death of his first wife, and then taught the male monitors’
class for several years. He was president of the local branch of
the St John’s Ambulance Association, encouraged the
foundation of and provision for Sabbath schools, and was
interested in the work of the National Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Children. He left £5,000 in his will to be applied
by his trustees to charitable work.!2

The four decades which span 1878 to 1918 mark the high
point of the influence of the family in the borough. Christopher
Joseph Whittaker (1859-1918) served on the town council
between 1891 and 1900 and was chairman of the joint
sewerage board. He was involved in the bacterial treatment of
sewage and in 1898-9 formed the Patent Automatic Sewage
Distributers Ltd to manufacture and market his sewage
treatment machinery. On his father’s death he succeeded as
chairman of C. Whittaker and Co. Ltd, and his brothers
Thomas and Laurence served as managing directors of the
company.!3

C. Whittaker and Company took over Messrs Furnevall and
Company, together with their Union Foundry at Haslingden, in
the mid 1890s. They expanded textile machinery manufacture
until the early 1900s, when the manufacture of patent brick-
making machinery and the engines to drive it became the most
important part of the family business. American patents were
obtained for their machinery in 1884, 1890, 1896, and 1902.
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The company was involved in manufacturing the machinery for
making the successful patent Acme sanitary pipe. In the 1900s
C. Whittaker and Co. Ltd was exporting machinery to
Johannesburg, Natal, Borneo, Genoa, Vladivostock, and
Montereau (France), and developed overseas agencies in places
such as New Zealand and South Africa.'*

Little is known of Janie Whittaker’s upbringing and
childhood. It is not known where she was educated. Her
brothers were given only an elementary education by their
father, as he believed that it ‘was sufficient scholastic equipment
with which to take the field and fight the battle of life’.1
Thomas Whittaker’s father was unable to read and write, and
Thomas, the very embodiment of the practice of Samuel
Smiles’s theories of self-help, certainly believed in ensuring that
his eldest children were able to look after themselves should the
family experience a reversal of fortune. In 1881, when he was
already a councillor of three years’ standing, and the partner in
a works employing thirty-two men and eleven boys, Thomas’s
eldest daughter, Annie, then a girl of sixteen and a half, was
earning her living as a dressmaker. Her three eldest brothers,
aged twenty-three, twenty-one, and twenty were then machine
fitter, mechanical draughtsman, and pattern maker respectively,
and in two cases had completed apprenticeships, with the
youngest still indentured.

In 1881 the family consisted of ten persons. Their home,
Sunnyside House, 141 Burnley Road, was large, yet thrift
dictated that there was only one resident general servant, as
there was a decade later.!® Annie as the eldest daughter must
have had many duties in the home, helping her step-mother
and the maid in the domestic chores of running a household as
well as dressmaking and looking after her half-brother and
three half-sisters. We do not know if the regime was relaxed for
the younger daughters in the 1880s and 1890s when the family
were enjoying further prosperity through the successes of
C. Whittaker and Company.

Janie’s health may not have allowed her to have any formal
education at all. From the only piece of her needlework known
to survive she would not have been able to earn her bread by
the industry of her fingers. She had some modest skills in
penmanship, drew romantic designs in the fashionable art
nouveau style to illustrate her book of press clippings, and wrote
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in a surprisingly vigorous and masculine hand. She certainly
studied French and grew to love poetry. Echoes of some of the
verses read and studied by her, either at home or at school, are
to be found in her printed poems. Where she expressed
religious thoughts they appear to be sincerely felt, and although
without fervour, they are not cold and formal garnishing for
middle-class proprieties and sentiments. Her plea for
vengeance, inspired by the false intelligence that the foreign
legation in Peking had fallen to the Boxer rebels in 1900, was
penned with the vigour of one inspired by the blood and
righteous anger of the Old Testament rather than with the
meekness and forbearance of a follower of ‘the One who taught
a higher way’.

Her poems show something of the interests and concerns of a
young girl from a sheltered, industrious, and closely-knit family,
a girl who had little experience of life outside the narrow streets
of Accrington and the broad boulevardes of Southport, and
none whatever of the Boer War, the Boxer Rebellion, and the
death of Queen Victoria, which captured the popular
imagination and inspired her to write and publish
commemorative verses. Like contemporary songs and musical
ballads, her verses captured something of popular concerns, but
unlike many of them they were also more personal and reveal
something of their authoress. Janie also wrote about love and
nature, and although her knowledge of the former can have
been no more than the wistful daydreams of a romantically
inclined young woman, her affection for nature and the
countryside was based on personal experience. That affection
never left her, and is reflected in her work. Family concerns are
also associated with her poems, and must have shaped and
influenced her thought. Her father’s interest in the welfare of
the old encouraged her to write poems to commemorate the
annual old folks’ Christmas treat. Her brothers James and Chris
both successfully bred champion Airedales, and Chris also bred
homing pigeons, with which he won a number of prizes.!” As
her brothers lived at home until their marriages, Janie was
brought up with animals, and in a household noted for its love
of animals it is no surprise that Janie should share her family’s
enthusiasm.

Accrington library has a photograph of Janie Whittaker in
the mid 1890s (figure 10). It emphasizes her fragile constitution
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Figure 10 Janie Whttaker with her parents, c. 1895. Reproduced by
kind permission of Lancashire Libraries

and poor health, and shows her as an attractive girl of about
sixteen, with a pretty elfin face, sitting in a bath chair placed at
the bottom of the steps of the family home, Sunnyside House,
141 Burnley Road. She is draped in a fringed shawl and wears a
mop cap. Her long skirt, pillow, and blanket offer extra comfort
and protection from cold weather. In her hand she clutches a
light walking cane. Alderman and Mrs Whittaker stand
protectively by her side.'8 Unfortunately we do not know the
nature of her illness, either then or on the other occasions when
she was severely disabled by poor health. At the time that her
poems were written Janie was aged between nineteen and
twenty-eight. She favoured the fashionable clothes of the period,
ostrich feathers, lace, bows, and high collars which heightened
her appearance of delicate femininity. Her refined face, pretty
and sad, was fringed with curls, two of which in the form of kiss
curls hung over her forehead in a stylistic individual preference.
Her attractive romantic style of dressing is in keeping with what
she tells us of herself in her poems. (figure 11).

Mr Alderman Whittaker contracted a chill after the
Christmas festivities in 1901. Always afflicted with bronchitis,
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Figure 11 Janie Whittaker at the age of 20, in 1897
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and suffering from the effects of dropsy, he developed
complications and died on 22 April 1902, just short of his sixty-
ninth birthday. His estate was valued at the huge sum of
£84,218 1s. 5'%d., and under the terms of his will Janie, Grace,
Elizabeth, and Laurence, together with their mother, were to
continue to reside at Sunnyside House until the marriage of his
last child. The house on Manchester Road, like its predecessor
called after the Sunnyside Works associated with the alderman’s
youth, was purchased in the 1890s, and the buildings, the
extensive grounds, and the attached close of land had been the
object of much loving care and attention in successive years.
Now a nursing home, the house has been renamed Hill Top.
Shortly after the death of her father, Grace married Frank
Wadsworth, a solicitor, of Highfield House, Macclesfield,
leaving Janie, Elizabeth, and Laurence as their mother’s
companions.

In 1904 Janie’s health broke down, and after a prolonged
recuperative visit to Smedley’s Hydropathic Establishment at
Birkdale Park, she went with her mother to spend Christmas at
Colwyn Bay. A photograph survives from that holiday. It shows
a woman of twenty-seven in an invalid carriage harnessed to a
donkey which patiently awaits the words of command. In her
hands she holds the reins and clasps a small whip. Her face
looks pinched and drawn with pain. Her careworn expression
and the large fringed bonnet make her look both older and also
unlike her other surviving photographs. Janie’s mother stands
on the pavement watchfully by the side of the donkey.!? There
was no improvement in her health, and visits to the south coast
and to the continent during the course of 1905 did little to
improve her well-being. Her last poem was printed in
December 1905, and there is no evidence that she took up her
pen to write poetry thereafter. In 1906 she settled with her
mother in Paris and returned home to Accrington only about
the year 1908. Thereafter they divided their time between
Sunnyside House and Southport, and holidays on the Welsh
coast, and at Hoylake and West Kirby on the Wirral peninsula.

The Great War ended a way of life and a civilization. Its
effects were felt in every parish in the country, and it signalled
the end of Janie and her mother’s long association with
Accrington. The year 1915 saw the heavy allied losses at Ypres
and Gallipoli, the first poisonous chlorine gas attacks by the
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Germans, and the sinking of the R.M.S. Lusitania. The heavy
casualties suffered by the Accrington Regiment, the ‘Pals’, had
brought bereavement and suffering to almost every family in
the borough. The Whittaker family were scattered. Laurence
Whittaker was commissioned firstly as a lieutenant, and later as
a captain and served as the quartermaster of Tidworth military
hospital on Salisbury Plain. Christopher Joseph Whittaker had
been living away from Accrington for some years. He was in his
mid fifties and in poor health, but when the government asked
for motor volunteers he enrolled, having owned the first motor
car in Accrington, a Benz, and been chairman of the
Deschamps Motor Company. Both of his sons by his first
marriage, Norman and Hugh Allen Whittaker, were on active
service and received captains’ commissions in the army.
Without any close support from the family, Janie and her
mother decided to move to Southport to be amongst their
many friends, and left Accrington early in 1915.2

Mrs Whittaker, Janie, and Elizabeth settled at 6 Hesketh Park
Mansions, Queen’s Road, Southport, and it was from there that
Janie devoted all her strength to the war effort and to making
provision for the comforts of the men who were on active
service at home and abroad.?! She gained many ideas from the
similar work in which she had been engaged in Accrington
during the Boer War. She provided valuable assistance, and her
obituary recorded that her war work in Southport ‘was always a
source of much satisfaction to her’. She did not return to
Accrington in 1918. Mrs Whittaker was older and more infirm.
Captain Laurence Whittaker decided not to return to the
family business but settled with his unmarried sister Elizabeth at
Selwood Lodge, Frome, in Somerset. Christopher Whittaker
died in July 1918, and shortly afterwards Thomas Whittaker
junior left the family firm and set up in business on his own
account with his two sons, infringing the family patents; he was
finally made bankrupt in the ensuing protracted legal battle and
was thereafter estranged from the family.22 When Mrs Thomas
Whittaker died on 6 May 1923, at the age of seventy-nine, Janie
was left alone, a spinster in her forty-sixth year.

Her financial position was already sound. In 1897, upon
Christopher Whittaker and Company’s becoming a limited
company, Mr Alderman Whittaker allocated shares in the new
company to his children. In 1902 Janie was bequeathed an
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eighth of her father’s estate, which was invested and
administered on her behalf by her brother Laurence.??

During her many years of residence in Southport, both
occasional and permanent, Janie Whittaker came to know
Harry Augustus Hatch (1874-1944), three years her senior, a
bachelor and a solicitor with a modest practice in Southport.
Harry Hatch came from a respected Southport family. His
father John Hatch had founded the town’s principal firm of
auctioneers, John Hatch and Sons, later Hatch and Fielding, in
1864. John Hatch and Sons were also involved in valuations,
compiling inventories, rent collecting, insurance, and house
agency, and had fine premises at Albany Chambers, 341 Lord
Street. After the death of John Hatch the business was carried
on by his sons Horace Whitehead Hatch and Richard William
Thornton Hatch.?* Before the Great War Harry Hatch lived
with his brother Horace at Yarrow House, 12 Park Street.
Shortly after the death of her mother, Harry proposed marriage
to Janie, and was accepted. Janie had purchased Bella Vista, in
Albert Drive, Deganwy, Caernarvonshire, and it was from there
on 8 October 1924 that she travelled to Conway parish church
to be married. Janie’s family approved of the match, and her
brother, Captain Laurence Whittaker, gave her away and her
niece, Grace Dugdale, was her bridesmaid. Both signed the
wedding certificate. Harry Hatch retired from practice as a
solicitor and settled with his wife into domestic life, dividing
their time between Deganwy and his wife’s flat at Sandringham
House, 54 Lord Street, Southport.

The marriage was not a success. Her husband was financially
reckless, improvident, and may well have been a gambler.
When she made her will a little over two years after her
marriage, she took the unusual step of setting up a protective
trust which in the event of her death prevented her husband
from touching her capital, or receiving anything other than the
interest of the money for his life. His life interest was conditional
upon his behaviour, and she ensured that the money remained
in her family by nominating as her beneficiaries, following the
death of her husband, the children of her nephew, Thomas
Hepton Whittaker, who had been cut off from the family by his
father’s infringement of the family patents. In addition to his
financial instability Harry Hatch had a further drawback; he
drank heavily, and eventually died from the effects of a
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perforated gastric ulcer and from advanced cirrhosis of the liver.
How they lived together during those years we can only guess,
but her days must have been a far cry from those she had
imagined as a young girl.

Janie’s brief married life was also marred by a return of poor
health. Although her life was restricted, those who came to know
her during those years found her a kindly woman with wide
sympathies for many charitable causes. She was an active
supporter of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals and gave them generous financial support. Her animal
pets were her constant companions and her consolation. She left
financial provision in her will for them and for her tortoise.2>

She died at Bella Vista, Deganwy, on 15 August 1933
principally from the effects of carcinoma of the liver, five days
short of her fifty-sixth birthday. Although her family were
Wesleyan Methodists they were not ‘narrowly sectarian’, and
her father had been buried in the churchyard of St John’s parish
church, Baxenden. Janie was interred in the same vault on
Friday 18 August 1933, choosing in death to return to her
family in Accrington which held so many happy memories of
her childhood in both houses called Sunnyside House.26

Although her marriage was childless, through her poetry she
left behind her a permanent memorial to her life which reflects
much of the popular sentiment of the age in which she wrote.
Janie Whittaker kept copies of her poetry from 1897 to 1905 in
a little volume of varicoloured sheets, its binding now covered
with sepia velvet bearing a silken J* of a cream or faded colour.
The quality of the verse is in general pedestrian: no worse than
that of the little goodly poems in the Girls’ Own Paper or the
Quaver or Cassell’s Magazine, though not so suave as the slightly
franker outbursts of Ella Wheeler Wilcox in the United States.
After 1870, poems of those easy sentiments were read in the
state primary schools, and old ladies in recent years could
remember inculcating a taste for them as teachers from the
1890s onwards; not, of course, for the more depressing type of

Janie’s saddest hours, and not for the girlish ones of her little
stolen kisses and coy banter, but for the decent, reserved,
occasionally arch but not smotheringly pious pronouncements
on Nature and Life. Janie treated the passing of the seasons, the
love of friends, the Boer War, the Boxers, pretty flowers and
pretty birdsongs and pretty little girls, Christmas joy and Easter
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hope, the death of Queen Victoria, the mysteries and paradoxes
of life, one remarkable excursion into feminism, and—
unfortunately for her art—the yearly Old Folks’ Treat at
Accrington, which was adorned with a poem of welcome, a new
one every year. The volume is not a manuscript anthology: a
succession of newspapers, chiefly in Accrington and Southport,
faithfully printed all her contributions, and these she cut out
and pasted down, adorning their borders with careless ‘fancy’
letters and vignettes in ink in her own very unfeminine hand;
one or two of her pictures are more careful and promising, but
her scribbled headings are not the best examples of her art.
Although religious sentiments are slow to appear in the
anthology, the measures are hymn-like, and cast mostly in
iambic feet: the ‘Common Measure’ (or Ballad Metre) of the
hymnals, rhyming abch or abab with stresses 4343, or the ‘Long
Measure’ abch, abab, or even aabb, with stresses 4444 (‘Short
Measure’ 3343 does not occur); lines in general thump to an
‘end-stopt’ close, and alliteration—occasionally effective—
occurs when she can manage it. The languor and depression of
so much of her verse would have been conveyed in Middle
English by a dependence on the alliteration of liquid
consonants, especially /, w, and y, but she shows no ear for it.
The merits or otherwise of the diction will be pointed out in our
commentary, but its worst feature is the archaisms, awkwardly
mingled with ‘normal’ passages; there are few—but a few—
imaginative phrases, and little sun-bursts in a lively metre
(trochees, and even cretics and amphibrachs). Much that we
should expect of her is missing: no mention at all of her worthy
aldermanic father, no regard in verse for the mother who
presumably cosseted her and died not long before her own
death. Was she spoilt, and did she turn into a self-centred
hypochondriac? The flattering attitude of various newspaper
editors to ‘our Accrington poetess’ must have given her a high
opinion of her powers, and the two little portrait photographs
in her book, with their staring dark-rimmed eyes, their tiddly
hat, their flounces and plumes, and their two carefully trained
kiss-curls over the left eye, do not confront us with a poetess.
Her first dated poem is called The Seasons (Accrington Advertiser,
1 May 1897), and has four quatrains of trochaic lines rhyming
abch, though the second quatrain (once the third line has been
reprinted) rhymes abab, a richness impaired because the first a
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repeats a non-rhyming ¢ in the first quatrain. In each stanza,
the rhyming words are stressed monosyllables and the non-
rhyming are trochees, save for the rhyming ‘gladness’ and (read
‘sadness’) ‘gladness’ in the second stanza. Each first and third
line is in Longfellow’s Hiawatha measure, which may well seem
inappropriate for Miss Whittaker’s kind of musing; but it, and
its neighbouring line, have figured in many singable hymns like
Bowring’s ‘In the cross of Christ I glory; Towering o’er the
wrecks of time’, which has a strong trochaic surge.

The thesis of her poem is pretty trite: spring the herald,
‘unfading’ joy of summer, yet charms ‘fading quickly’ in
autumn, the threat of death, the winter snows, and the
approach of death, with the succession of the seasons. No
musical effects are attempted save some alliteration: line 2,
‘ground/green’ (really, an ugly clash in adjacent syllables);
line 4, ‘dawn/day’; lines 56, ‘sky/smiling/sing/sadness’;
line 9, ‘footsteps/follows’; line 10, ‘leaves/lie’; then the
idiom disappointingly fades from the last six lines. Some
lines are overweighted with stressed words (‘“Through the
ground gréen blades make way’, where the adjective ‘green’
and the verb ‘make’ should not be exposed to slurring), some
are weak with inoperative words needing artificial stress
(‘Evérything must séme time die). The second line of the
poem has no logical dependence on the first. The haphazard
punctuation of ‘and Winter, Covers all the hills with snow’
can be laid at the printer’s door, or called reader’s pointing,
but the staccato dropping of one observation after another
must not be flattered with terms like ‘impressionism’. The
hymn-measure is not to blame; Emily Dickinson planned all
her poetry on such metres and with them conveyed piety,
doubt, wit, poignancy, and ruthless honesty. But Janie’s
diction is merely the adequate statement of obvious
incidents, and the one archaism here, ‘O’er’, is a hapless
anomaly.

Spring, five quatrains of iambic pentameters abch, came out
in the Advertiser for 15 May 1897. Its meagre rhymes on longer
lines than The Seasons produce a sparse music, eked out with
the poeticisms ‘maid(en)’, ‘hue’, ‘tripping’, ‘o’er’ (but ‘over’,
six lines before), ‘nigh’, ‘forth’, and ‘mid’, but returning to
normal for the last third of the poem. The syntax, too, is
wrenched (or plugged with fillers like ‘do’), along with
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vagaries of punctuation: “To coldly chide (split infinitive) the
rough, and boisterous wind’; ‘When Spring and sunshine do
at last unite’; “The daisy’s star like head will soon be seen’;
and, as so often with poetasters, “The tender flowers’ can be /x
or / at will. The richest thing here is when winter ‘hides his
hoary head’, since the aesthetic effect of ‘little lambs’ and ‘love
and light’ is not noticeable until you check the incidence of
alliteration.

In The Song of the Waves (21 August 1897), she reckons in four
stanzas of 4343 abcbh trochaics that the wavelets and waves and,
again, wavelets variously splash the sand ‘softly’, come inshore
mighty and roaring, angry and wild with fury, with mystic swell,
kisses, and ‘undying passion’. But nothing is observed steadily,
and the danger of a rhetorical question such as ‘Are they telling
of the pleasures Long ago in Fairy land?’ is a chilling reply. Her
use of the spelling ‘thro” is futile, since the word is a
monosyllable whatever the spelling.

On 25 September 1897, ‘when it was misprinted’ (but
corrected on 2 October), she reappeared with some of her
‘charming poetry’ after being impressed by a song the previous
Saturday. She handles a disciplined metre here in A Song: heroic
couplets, correctly rhymed but with a new misprint that makes
line 9 meaningless and leaves lines 9-10 as sort-of dactylic
tetrameters, prancing through the traces of the demure
couplets. A ‘maiden’, unimaginably beautiful, was the soloist
(apparently a contralto) in a choir, with a ‘plaintive lay’, like a
prayer, about death. Her face, set off by ‘raven’ hair, suddenly
grew pale as if a male angel had stopped to pray and had given
her a surreptitious kiss. The soloist’s ‘rich, deep tones’ are now
‘accents’ that ‘softly . . . fall as drops of dew’ on a parched
flower, and bring balm to the poetess’s ‘weary mind, and
thirsting soul’; casual meetings in the street with Janie, and the
exchange of pleasantries and bulletins, must have been
embarrassing. She concludes that the ‘sweet refrain’ will stay
with her for ever and could affect ‘some heart’ perhaps
permanently (which is repetitious).

The Borderland (5 October 1897), using Longfellow’s hint of
the ‘reluctant feet’ of a girl at the fork where the brook of
childhood and the river of maturity meet, has a pretty stanza of
three short couplets:
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The summer flow’rs are fading now,
The leaves are falling from the bough;
And o’er the barren land we hear
The sobbing of the wind and weir;
Ah, in the border land we lie,

"Twixt Summer tint, and Autumn sky!

But the two remaining stanzas, in addition to being grim and
inconsolable, have the usual trinkets of auxiliary ‘does’, the
archaic ‘awhile, ever’ (= always), and ‘be it’ (= if it is), yet that
imaginative, alliterative line of “The sobbing of the wind and
weir’ caught a genuine moment of real feeling. In the same
week (on 12 October) she looked back touchingly to Summer
Flowers in simple words that draw on few tricks beyond ‘fain’,
‘bowers’, and ‘hue’ (all of which are legitimate words grown
only a little stale) and the subtle alliteration of ‘Linger . . . last’.
The unstudied melancholy would lift, as witnessed later by
some coy and official verses, but these little dimeters sound
sincere: “The summer flowers/Drench’d by the showers/Linger
and fain would last;/But ah! too soon/They reach their
noon,/And wither in the blast!/And childish hours/Amid life’s
bowers/Are pleasant while they stay;/But bright in hue,/Like
flowers, they too/Wither and fade away.’

Dewdrops (23 November 1897), on nourishing and cherishing
others with gentle words and deeds, has the gooey vocabulary
of ‘but’ (for only), ‘fain’, “twas’, ‘cloudlets’, ‘that’ (for so that), and
the Frenchified stress of ‘perfumes’; yet it was accepted by the
Revd Dr Downes for insertion in his Great Thoughts, though with
two added misprints to the Advertiser edition.?”

By 7 January 1898 the Advertiser was giving notice of Miss
Whittaker’s new poem to be recited at the ninth annual Old
Folks® Treat next day; they printed it on the 11th, with the note
that it was ‘eloquently recited’ by Miss Louisa Cove, ‘the
leading actress at the Prince’s Theatre (Accrington), who was
tastefully dressed’.28 The Concert suffers from variations in the
rhyme-scheme, which throw the ear out: stanza 1, abab; stanzas
2-7, abcb; stanza 8, abab; stanza 9, abch. For its purpose and its
homely audience, it can be easily listened to; but she spoils the
simplicity with stale phrases like ‘weary way’ and ‘days of yore’,
so that the inappropriate idiom ‘what can beat the richness of
old age’ is positively refreshing. Despite the ‘jest’ and ‘cheer’
and ‘merry’ vow, this is a sad reminder of one nice big meal a
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year for the aged poor, to move wild laughter in the throat of
death.

Winter in Spring (11 February 1898) shows her typical literary
melancholy: asked to write a poem or ‘fancy set in rhyme’,
because the croci and snowdrops are out, she sadly replies that
she must ‘wait the vernal time’, because winter in her heart still
‘reigns complete’.

On the same page is a piece of a month later, Friday 18
March 1898, and also in the Advertiser, with an unaccented
French title L’Esperance; its five-stress lines, all rhyming correctly
(couplet and triplet, couplet and quadruplet, four couplets)
impose a slightly greater discipline than does the four-stress
Jjogtrot. But there are artificial variations in pronunciation: ‘tear’
as a dissyllable at the end of the first stanza, ‘tears’ as a
monosyllable at the end of the second; ‘ye bring’ is shown up by
‘you go’ later, but otherwise only ‘nought’, ‘ever’ (for always),
‘ere’, and ‘whatever ill befall’, impair what she here calls her
‘simple song’. It is only when we see Miss Whittaker’s scribbled
errata note that we realize that a whole line was omitted in
print, and that her rhyme-scheme is even more demanding
than it appeared.

From the same day, La Nuit Se Fuit, where the title has a
curious reflexive construction in Accrington French, is in fact a
healthier and more optimistic poem than most of her euure,
countering a voice that crept insidiously to her heart and said,
‘All things that are must mingle with the dead’; with her
assurance goes a firm verse-scheme of three heroic couplets to
each of three stanzas. Only ‘show’r’ is a little affected, since no
one would have read it as a monosyllable.

Next comes A Sonnet (6 May 1898); it isn’t one: forty lines for
fourteen, in four-stress quatrains abcb, save the last (abab), and in
theme it is an epicene love-poem hiding its ardour behind the
figures of Venus and Phoebe, but planning to stay out all night
with the beloved. The wording is much more idiomatic, apart
from ‘yon . . . streamlet’ and “tis’; it looks as if Janie was
learning about diction as well as about versification. But by
27 May, The Stages is a dismal lament, in an irregular and
unenjoyable rhyme-scheme, on the passing of the seasons, of
human life, and of mortal beauty, with the clichés ‘a tale that’s
told’, ‘silver threads . . . among the gold’, ‘bowers’, ‘garb’, ‘o’er’,
‘nought’, and ‘raven tresses’. This, of course, was poetry as the
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public expected it, and on 15 July the Advertiser printed Dawn,
where dawn comes to rouse her love the morn, having raised the
‘sable curtains of the night’. The dissolute five-line stanzas
invite disarray, with long hanging unrhymed lines as in the weak
scheme of the last stanza abcbd, the last word should rhyme with
‘flush’: ‘love’ doesn’t. A week later, A Summer Night suggests to us
that she might have slept better if she had said her prayers
instead of speculating on elves dancing among the mushrooms;
indeed, her lack of religious expression is surprising for the
period and may suggest to some (though not to us) that she had
an independent mind, but her art is still a slave to the
vocabulary of ‘ope’, ‘bow’r’, ‘oft’, ‘mark’ (for observe), ‘athwart’,
and saying good-night to Queen Phoebe.

‘Fine’, some unknown commentator has scribbled below 4
Twilight Dream (30 August 1898), seventeen tinkling quatrains
abeb, fatally easy to compose, on a tragic subject deserving
dignity, the death of a beautiful girl whom Janie loved and
misses greatly; oddly, she recalls seeing her in the morning, in
linsey-woolsey, cotton shawl, and clogs ‘clattering slowly down
towards the mill’. Did Alderman Whittaker’s delicate daughter
really have this idyllic friendship with an Accrington mill-
girl>—who, in heaven, is ‘praying God, to shield’ Janie’s life
‘from 1ll’.

Her French rears its ugly head again in an earlier poem of
1897, Friendship: A Mon Ami—Mrs Clapperton, addressed at
Sunnyside House. It is in the blankest of blank verse, with
grotesque enjambement, “Thus’ for That in line 2, split infinitive
“Too strong to e’er be broken’, archaism like ‘Doth” and ‘loved’,
and the downright bad grammar of ‘like two cherries growing
on one stem Become alike’ in an impudent borrowing from
Midsummer Night’s Dream; ‘trials’ as a trochaic disyllable is a nasty
metrical quirk. This effusion is printed properly on card: was
Mrs Clapperton related to Hugh Clapperton the explorer?

The Death of August (6 September 1898) is pretend grief again;
she admits that September is just as nice. Though her heroic
couplets are properly rhymed, there is the obvious inconsistency
of ‘cometh’ along with ‘chimes’, ‘bursts’, ‘droops’, and ‘has’. To
a Maiden (4 September) is in what art students used to call the
kiss-mammy style of seven-syllable couplets; the maiden is asked
to accept this ‘Poor and feeble’ song: a fair description,
including the grammar of ‘Roses blooming on the tree/Are not






