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Part One
THE TENANT12 OF WILDFELL HALL

1

Mrs Graham

My name is Gilbert Markham and my story begins in 
October 1827, when I was twenty-four years old. I was

living with my mother and my nineteen-year-old sister, Rose.
Our home was Linden-Car, a farm in the north of England.
My father was dead. He had been a farmer, and I am a farmer too.

One evening, I returned home after working in the fields
all day. I took off my dirty boots, put on clean shoes, and
went into the sitting-room. Rose and my mother were sitting
by the fire. When I came into the room, my mother smiled.
Then she told Rose to make some tea.

‘Sit down, Gilbert. I’ve something to tell you,’ Rose said.
‘I visited the Wilsons’ house today. Eliza Millward was there.’

I smiled. ‘What’s the latest gossip13?’ I asked. ‘Jane Wilson
and Eliza Millward always know the gossip first.’

‘There’s a tenant at Wildfell Hall – a young woman,’ Rose
replied. ‘She’s been there for a week and no one knew!’

‘Wildfell Hall has been empty for years,’ my mother said.
‘The house needs to be repaired. No one can live there.’

‘Well, someone is living there now,’ Rose answered. ‘The
tenant’s name is Mrs Graham. Jane Wilson and her mother
visited Mrs Graham yesterday. She’s about twenty-five years
old and she wears black clothes. She has one servant and
they’re living in two or three rooms.’

‘If the young woman is wearing black clothes, she may be
a widow,’ my mother said. ‘She’ll be lonely if her husband is
dead. We’ll visit her tomorrow, Rose.’

I laughed. ‘I’m too busy to go with you,’ I said. ‘I’ll wait a
little longer to see the tenant of Wildfell Hall. But you’ll
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find out her secret – if she has one. I’m sure of that!’
On Sunday, we went to church and I saw Mrs Graham for

the first time. She was a tall woman, with black hair and a
pale, proud face. It was an unusual face, but not a happy
one. When I smiled at her, she looked at me with a cold
expression14.

Two days later, I was hunting birds on the moors. My
black and white dog, Sancho, was with me and I was carrying
my gun. I decided to climb up the hill above Wildfell Hall.

The old house, which was built of grey stone, was
gloomy15. Its gardens were surrounded by a stone wall.

I walked down the hill to see the house more clearly. No
one had lived in Wildfell Hall for many years. Many of its
windows were broken, but a few had recently been repaired.

Suddenly, I heard a noise on the other side of the wall.
Then I saw one little hand on the top of the wall and then
another little hand. A few moments later, a small, blue-eyed
boy was looking down at me. He saw my dog and smiled. But
when the boy tried to get over the top of the wall, he fell. As
the boy fell, his clothes caught in the branches of a tree. He
began to scream. I ran up and caught the boy in my arms.

‘Don’t cry, you’re quite safe,’ I said. ‘Look, here’s my dog,
Sancho. You can touch him. He won’t hurt you.’

The little boy stopped crying. He smiled and put his hand
on the dog’s head. At that moment, a gate in the wall opened
and a young woman in black clothes ran towards me.

‘Give me the child!’ Mrs Graham cried.
‘He’s not hurt, madam,’ I said. ‘He fell off the wall and I

caught him.’
‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the woman said. ‘I thought ...’
‘You thought that I was taking your son away,’ I said.
‘Perhaps I did, Mr Markham,’ Mrs Graham replied. ‘I

saw you in church on Sunday, didn’t I? You look like your
sister Rose.’
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But when I smiled, Mrs Graham looked at me with a cold
expression on her face.

‘Goodbye, Mr Markham,’ she said suddenly. ‘Come with
me, Arthur,’ she said to the boy.

A moment later, they had gone.
Later that day, I went to the vicarage. I wanted to visit the

vicar’s daughters, Mary and Eliza Millward. I liked Eliza. The
pretty girl soon made me forget Mrs Graham’s coldness. I
returned home feeling very happy.

Mrs Graham visited our house two days later. Her little
son, Arthur, was with her.

‘We’re surprised that you’ve come, Mrs Graham,’ Rose
told our visitor. ‘We didn’t think that you were visiting
anyone. You’ve not visited the Wilsons or the Millwards.’

‘The walk to their homes is too far for Arthur,’ Mrs
Graham replied. ‘I only leave him with my servant when I go
to church.’

‘Why? Is he a naughty boy?’ my mother asked.
‘No,’ Mrs Graham said. ‘Arthur is a very good child. But

he’s very dear to me. I am his only friend. We don’t like to be
separated16.’

‘But that is foolish, Mrs Graham,’ my mother said. ‘You’re
spoiling17 the child. It’s not good for him if you are always
with him. He must learn to be independent.’

‘You’re wrong.’ Mrs Graham said quietly. ‘My son needs
me. I show him how to behave well. And he is safe with me.
He knows this and he trusts me.’

I smiled. Not many people told my mother that she was
wrong. Little Arthur was looking at Sancho, who was lying
beside me. I smiled and the little boy came nearer. He put his
arms around the dog’s neck.

‘I am reading a book about farming. Would you like to see
it, Arthur?’ I asked. ‘It has some pictures of animals in it.
Come and look at them.’
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‘No, Arthur,’ his mother said. ‘Mr Markham wants to
read.’

‘He’s no trouble,’ I said. ‘Let him stay.’
‘Yes, please, Mama18,’ Arthur said. ‘I’ll be good.’
‘We’re having a small party here on Monday evening,’ my

mother said to Mrs Graham. ‘I hope that you’ll come. You’ll
meet your neighbours19. Mr Lawrence, your landlord, will be
here. Bring your little boy.’

‘Thank you, but I never go to parties,’ Mrs Graham
replied. ‘And the evenings are too cold and dark for Arthur
now. Perhaps we will visit you again in the spring.’

Rose offered our guests cake and wine. Mrs Graham took
some cake for Arthur and herself, but she would not drink
any wine. Arthur turned away and began to cry.

‘Arthur hates the taste and smell of wine,’ Mrs Graham
explained. ‘I give him wine when he is ill, so now he hates it.
I am teaching my son an important lesson. Wine and spirits20

can be very harmful. Alcohol can destroy people. I want my
son to hate strong drink all his life.’

‘Then other men will laugh at him,’ I said.
Mrs Graham stood up and held her son’s hand. ‘You’ll

never change my mind21 about this, Mr Markham,’ she
replied.

‘Women who don’t listen never change their minds,’ I said.
Mrs Graham smiled coldly and walked towards the door.
‘Mama, you haven’t shaken hands with Mr Markham,’

Arthur said quietly. Mrs Graham laughed, held out her hand
towards me and said goodbye.

Mrs Graham did not come to our evening party. My mother
told our guests about the young woman’s hatred of wine.

They all laughed except Mr Lawrence, the owner of
Wildfell Hall. He was sitting beside Jane Wilson. They had
been talking to each other all evening.
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