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rosy-red mouth. The nose is very recognizable from a much
later photograph of her sister Emma Austen-Leigh (wife of
Jane Austen’s nephew, James-Edward).

Fanny’s parents – though unrelated – both bore the last
name Smith; a fact that probably precipitated the several
genealogical charts found among the Austen-Leigh Papers at
the Hampshire Record Office in Winchester. The Smiths
married on 29 March 1798, and the following February
brought their first child, a daughter they name Augusta. A
little namesake Charles showed up the next May. September
1801 witnessed the appearance of Emma. Then came another
daughter, Frances – our ‘Fanny’ – born 28 October 1803.
Spencer arrived in March 1806, and was quickly replaced in
the nursery by Eliza in November 1807. Charlotte took her
time, appearing at the very end of November 1809. Then fi-
nally the two ‘babies’ of the family: Drummond in April 1812
and Maria born on 13 May 1814 – four days after the death
of 57-year-old Papa Smith. His obituary reveals he suc-
cumbed to a ‘lingering & painful illness’.

Having nursed her ailing husband, Mrs Smith is now
left a 42-year-old widow with nine children, the youngest a
newborn; the eldest son just coming up on his 14th birthday.
She never remarries. She brings up the children at Suttons, her
husband’s country estate located near Romford, Essex. The
family resides when in London in her townhouse at No. 6
Portland Place, a sought-after area just south of the newly-
designed Regent’s Park. The country seats the Smiths fre-
quent most belong to two of Mrs Smith’s sisters: Castle
Ashby in Northamptonshire, the Marchioness of
Northampton’s lordly residence; and The Vyne in
Hampshire, an estate inherited by Eliza Chute’s husband
William, a Member of Parliament who preferred his pack
hounds to London society. With Fanny’s eldest brother
Charles living in the household of a Mr Boudier of
Warwickshire by 1815, the Smiths of Suttons undertook ex-
cursions into Warwickshire. In September 1817, Fanny’s
sister Emma specifies in her diary that Mr Boudier accom-
panied them to St Mary’s Church, and that she, Mamma,
Augusta, Fanny, Charles and cousin Elizabeth toured
Warwick Castle (which the girls draw), then proceeded on to
Grey’s Cliff and Kenilworth Castle. The author of
Kenilworth, Sir Walter Scott, later attributed interest in the
ruins to his novel; the Smiths’ exploration proves it a tourist
attraction predating Scott’s publication. Every trip – includ-
ing one lengthy Continental tour, every journey to a relative’s
home, every ‘seasonal’ relocation back to London turned into
a learning experience for the sisters, who, unlike their three
brothers, would never attend a formal school of any kind.

Life for the young Smith girls revolves around lessons.
Drawing lessons are given by noted artists; music lessons

On 30 October 1834, the Reverend Richard Seymour
(1806-1880), rector of Kinwarton and Great Alne, married
Frances Smith (1803-1871), third daughter of Augusta Smith
and the late Charles Smith of Suttons. The pair would reside
in Kinwarton the rest of their marital lives. But who was
Fanny Smith before she became Fanny Seymour? By re-
viewing family correspondence and diaries, glimpses of her
flicker brightly: A young Fanny bent over an artist’s easel in
the nave of Wells cathedral, in the drawing room discussing
a French novel with her brother Spencer, at the carriage door
lending her mother a muff for a cold February carriage ride.
An assured horse-woman, she marshals a borrowed pony
through undergrowth out onto an Essex lane. She’s dancing at
a ball; sitting on the sidelines playing cards; or stringing a
‘pretty blue bead necklace’ as a handsome handmade birth-
day gift.

These actions prove young Fanny an enthusiastic
artist, a willing pupil, a trusted confidante, a beloved sister
and thoughtful daughter, a person humble and gentle. The
world she inhabits is a world dominated – not surprisingly –
by women. Four aunts, five sisters, neighbourhood girl-
friends, one sisterly cousin, a long-serving governess, a
revered mother.

Two sketches depicting Fanny Smith survive.
Attributed to her eldest sister Augusta, one is a ‘vignette’ best
described by its caption, ‘Fanny Smith curling her cousin’s
(Lady Elizabeth Compton’s) hair after the latter had been ill.’
Lady Elizabeth’s likeness is on view while Fanny’s is hidden
behind an array of curls framing a bun perched high on the
head. Mention of cousin Elizabeth’s ‘short crop’ is found in
a letter dated March 1825, and the similarity of Fanny’s
hairstyle in the vignette to that of the second drawing, a
head-and-shoulders portrait, may indicate that both sketches
originated during this period. If so, then Fanny is about 21
years old.

The portrait presents a fashionable Fanny, dressed in
a frock with a wide-scoop neck that hugs her bare shoulders.
The absence of jewellry presumes an every-day dress as op-
posed to evening wear. Other than a discrete draping of
gathered fabric at the neckline, decoration comes only from
frills capping the upper sleeves. A wide waistband sits just
below the bust, accentuating a slim torso. This costume is
faintly sketched so that her head – finished and awash with
colour – stands out. It is a pleasant countenance, although her
perfectionist sister claims in the written caption, ‘the face is
too long.’ Fanny’s rich, dark brown hair is coiled on the back
of her head, and delicate pin-curls frame her features. Brown
eyes gaze, attentive yet not attending, indicating a model
conscious of posing. A true peaches-and-cream complexion
contrasts with dark brows thin and arching, and a small

Before She Became Fanny Seymour, Parson’s Wife...
Kelly M. McDonald



Local Past, June 2008

Page 4

conducted by practicing musicians; schooling – in the form of
language study (English, French and Italian), geography, al-
gebra, history and ‘sacred texts’ – comes at the hands of a
skilled governess, as well as older siblings. Jane Austen sets
forth the ‘accomplishments’ a young woman of breeding was
expected to have thoroughly mastered during this period of
the nineteenth century in chapter two of Mansfield Park
(published in 1814). Fanny Price’s deficiencies are derided
through the accomplishments of the Bertram daughters, her
wealthy cousins, who have been taught ‘the chronological
order of the kings of England, with the dates of their acces-
sion, and most of the principal events of their reigns’; ‘Roman
emperors as low as Severus; besides a great deal of the
Heathen Mythology, and all the Metals, Semi-Metals,
Planets, and distinguished philosophers.’ How the Bertram
sisters gasp when they discover their poor cousin has no ink-
ling of the ‘difference between water-colours and crayons!’
In chapter eight of Pride and Prejudice (1813) snooty Miss
Bingley builds an accomplished female from the ground up:
‘A woman must have a thorough knowledge of music,
singing, drawing, dancing, and the modern languages, to de-
serve the word; and besides all this, she must possess a certain
something in her air and manner of walking, the tone of her

voice, her address and expressions, or the word will be but
half deserved.’ Miss Bingley’s advocate Darcy then instructs,
‘and to all this she must yet add something more substantial,
in the improvement of her mind by extensive reading.’ This
prompts Elizabeth Bennet’s brutal retort, aimed at Darcy: ‘I
am no longer surprised at your knowing only six accom-
plished women. I rather wonder now at your knowing any.’

The Smith girls not only were set on the path pre-
scribed by Miss Bingley, they also added that extra element
of being well read. Evidence indicates that the Smiths and
their circle were voracious readers, reading some works out
loud to the group while enjoying others privately for pleasure.
Their names exist on published subscription lists to works by
such authors as Joanna Baillie and Maria Edgeworth; and
owing to the July 1815 marriage of Lord Compton, the
Marquess of Northampton’s only son, to the poetess Margaret
Maclean Clephane, the Smiths formed a connection with the
eminent author Walter Scott, Miss Clephane’s guardian. An
anecdote privately published by Emma Austen-Leigh’s
daughter in 1911 relates that after Walter Scott called upon
his ward’s future aunt and cousins, it was Fanny who desig-
nated his vacated chair a hallowed spot. This visitation would
have impressed the Smiths beyond anything their Aunt Chute
could have experienced in hosting members of her local
vicar’s family; Rev. James Austen dined at The Vyne, but
knowledge of his younger sister’s authorship, at her own re-
quest, was very slow to leak out.

The one type of lesson the Smith girls seem not to have
been given was in acting – though they learned from the best
by observing from the audience. In this era of Edmund Keen,
Charles Kemble, and Mrs Siddons, both elders and young-
sters thoroughly discerned what would make their own ama-
teur theatricals spring to life. They also appreciated good
material, and performed seasoned hits like The Rivals and She
Stoops to Conquer. The family possessed funds enough to
skilfully produce costumes, manufacture sets, and improvise
a stage in The Vyne’s theatrically-named Star Parlour, the
company dining room ‘painted then white, with gold stars
over it’.

Caroline Wiggett, Mrs Chute’s adopted daughter, re-
minisced late in life about activity at The Vyne during a
period of rehearsals and production: ‘the stage up to the fire-
place, the Chapel parlour [serving as] the green room, the
Audience at the other end. It was the greatest amusement
getting up those theatricals, as we managed them entirely
ourselves.... [O]ur last performance, Blue Beard when we
wore Turkish dresses & admitted a few neighbours ... really
was got up beautifully, nice singing, magnificent dresses, &
beautiful scenery .... [W]e had a grand supper after in the
drawingroom, finishing with a dance in our dresses, repres-
enting a fancy ball.’ Fanny was there, that night of 8 October
1821, as the star of the show – as Blue Beard himself! We
glimpse her among the dancers dressed in a ‘fur cloak  red
shawl turban  Blue worsted beard & whiskers.’

Kinwarton church in the early spring of 2008. 
Photo & Copyright C. J. Johnson
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In her gentle life as parson’s wife here in Kinwarton,
where her London-based mother once commented ‘it is a long
journey to take for one visit & two quiet people at the end of
it’ – did Fanny Seymour ever regale her children with the
delights of her forays before homemade footlights? Quiet she
may have been, but full of life and full of memories, Fanny
Seymour, with dark eyes shining bright in the lamplight, un-
doubtedly would have passed on to her girls and boys tales of
a time then not so very long ago.

***
So how did the father and mother of these children, these ‘two
quiet people’ meet? Although evidence yet uncovered may
point to some anonymous but decisive moment, an outline of
facts yet known can be supplied. Richard Seymour’s own
diaries – on microfilm at the Warwickshire Record Office –
tell us that on 30 October 1832 he was invited for the first
time to Tring Park, the Hertfordshire estate Mrs Smith was
then renting. This visit became significant enough for Richard
to mark it at the front of his diary, thereby creating an index
to the volume:
1832 Easter – Left Havant– 

May 6 – Blendworth Curacy for 3 months.
Sep 2. Northchurch for 3 months.
Oct 30 Tring Park

The entry for this date reads, ‘Went with Frances to Tring
Park – dined & slept two nights much pleased with our visit.
Much wealth & comfort & even luxury, but at the same time
much good sense & kind feeling sanctified by the sweet &
holy influence of pure religion. Oh that the fear of God was
as conspicuous in the houses of all, whom God has
blessed….’ Richard’s companion was his slightly younger
sister, Frances Anne; she would marry Fanny’s brother
Spencer in 1835. As this stay predates his curacy at All
Soul’s, Langham Place – the church just down the street from
No. 6 Portland Place, London was not the basis of their
introduction.

The solution may lie in the families of each – with
Rev. John Seymour and Rev. Edward Austen.

Richard’s mother and siblings resided near
Portsmouth; his father Michael and elder brother Michael
were both naval officers. Eldest brother John, another cler-
gyman, held the living at Northchurch, where Richard stayed
for three months, following his stint at Havant and prior to his
visit to Tring, as seen in the index to his 1832 diary. Havant
and Blendworth lie within miles of Portsmouth; Northchurch
and Tring neighbour each other. The ‘Mr Seymour,’ a
preacher with whom the Austens dined in August 1831, was
probably Mr John Seymour.

James-Edward Austen, only son of Rev. James
Austen, had married Fanny’s sister Emma in December 1828.
He and John Seymour had both attended Exeter College,
Oxford; Edward entered in October 1816 (B.A. in 1820, M.A.
in 1826), and John entered in December 1817 (B.A. in 1821,
M.A. in 1824). Edward was the elder by sixteen months.

In 1826, according to his daughter, Edward ‘Rode to
Blendworth to look at the living which had been advertised.’
Blendworth House, situated near Horndean, Hants., had been
purchased by Sir Michael Seymour, Richard’s father, in 1819.
Sir Michael’s ‘nephew, the Reverend C.G. Boyles, was at the
time Curate of Blendworth Parish, in which he resided with
his mother Mrs. Boyles [Sir Michael’s sister, Mary]: this cir-
cumstance had made him acquainted with the place, and also
gave it an additional attraction to himself and Lady Seymour.’
Though not lords of the manor, the Seymours and their rela-
tives owned a significant portion of the parish. It is incon-
ceivable that Edward would not have made use of his ac-
quaintance with such an influential family in his search for a
permanent position, especially as John Seymour steadily
went from strength to strength: rector of Horley and Hornton
(Oxon.), 1824; prebendary of Lincoln, 1827; chaplain in or-
dinary to the Queen, 1827; canon of Gloucester, 1829; rector
of Northchurch, 1830.

That unassuming Fanny Smith had captured Richard’s
heart from the start is evident throughout his diaries, as in this
passage some months prior to their marriage: ‘a week has now
elapsed since I came here [to Tring] – passed principally in
the Society of my dearest Fanny whom I love & prize in
proportion as I see more of her – and every day makes me feel
how blest I am in the enjoyment of her love–’. Among our
blessings must be counted the existence of letters, journals,
drawings and memoirs that emanated from the family of this
pair, which tell a history of the period in which they lived, as
well as a history of their own every-day lives.

Author's Note :
This article derives from a talk entitled Becoming Fanny Seymour
given in Great Alne on 13 July 2007. 
Quotations are courtesy of Hampshire Record Office (Caroline
Wiggett Workman’s Reminiscences catalogued as 31M57/1070;
Emma Austen-Leigh’s diaries, 23M93/87/1; Mrs Smith’s letter
(dated 13 Sept 1836), item 55 in 23M93/87/3) and Warwickshire
Record Office (Richard Seymour’s diaries, MI296). Books cited:
Mary-Augusta Austen-Leigh, James-Edward Austen-Leigh: A
Memoir (private circulation, 1911); Richard Seymour, Memoir of
Rear-Admiral Sir Michael Seymour, Bart., K.C.B. (private circula-
tion, 1878). Alumni Oxonienses: the Members of the University of
Oxford, 1715-1886, arranged, revised, annotated by Joseph Foster,
vol. I and IV-later series (1891).
A collaboration with Alan Godfrey to produce a booklet about the
Seymours of Kinwarton, proceeds to benefit St Mary’s Church,
Kinwarton, is planned. Correspondence may be addressed to:
kellymcdonald5000@hotmail.com 


