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 From Austen to the Brontёs: 

A Literary Tour of England 

 
Margaux Warne 

 

Jane Austen and the Brontёs have long been my favourite writers; I have read and studied their 

works, re-watched BBC and film adaptations of their novels and I consider Elizabeth Bennet 

and Jane Eyre two of my top literary heroines.  

While living in England, I visited a number of eighteenth and nineteenth-century English writers’ 

homes and explored the landscapes and towns that inspired these writers’ work. The properties 

are open to the public as house museums and are administered by the National Trust or private 

organisations. Although many of them charge an admission fee, they are popular destinations 

and accessible by public transport. Stepping inside the homes was a special experience and one 

which enhanced my understanding and appreciation of these writers’ lives and literary 

achievements.  

One of the most important writer’s house museums in London is the Charles Dickens Museum 
in Bloomsbury. The Georgian terrace townhouse was Dickens’s home from 1837 – 1839 and it’s 
where he wrote Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby. The museum holds an extensive collection of 
Dickens items including the desk where he wrote Great Expectations, a preserved rose that was 
placed on his grave and a lock of his hair. While in London, Dickens enthusiasts can also visit his 
grave at Poets’ Corner in Westminster Abbey.  

London’s other literary attractions include Thomas Carlyle’s House in Chelsea, Dr. Samuel 
Johnson’s House in the City of London and Horace Walpole’s Medieval-inspired Strawberry Hill 
in Twickenham. A personal favourite is Keats House in Hampstead where John Keats lived 
from 1818 – 1820. There he wrote Ode to a Nightingale and fell in love with neighbour Fanny 
Brawne. The engagement ring Keats presented to Brawne is on display, as are a number of her 
other possessions.  

Also of interest is Highgate Cemetery which contains the graves of George Eliot and poet 
Christina Rossetti, while St. Pancras Old Churchyard features Mary Wollstonecraft’s gravestone 
and the intriguing ‘Thomas Hardy Tree’. The National Portrait Gallery holds an impressive 
collection of portraits of Dickens, Keats, Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley and Lord Byron and rare 
portraits of Austen and the Brontёs. 

Jane Austen’s House Museum in Chawton, Hampshire, has been on my bucket list since I first 
studied Pride and Prejudice at secondary school and became obsessed with the 1995 BBC mini-
series. A delightful village characterised by pretty cottages and gardens, Chawton is within easy 
walking distance from Alton, a town with plenty of accommodation options and only a ninety 
minute journey from London Waterloo.  
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The house dates from the seventeenth century and Austen lived there from 1809 – 1817. She 
revised Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice and Northanger Abbey and wrote Mansfield Park, Emma 
and Persuasion while there. On display are her little wooden writing table, jewellery and a quilt 
sewn by Austen and her mother and sister. It was a poignant experience to view items worn, 
touched and treasured by Austen and one of the most extraordinary items on display is a 
mourning brooch containing her hair.  

 

 

Jane Austen’s House Museum, Chawton, Hampshire 

 

 

Jane Austen’s writing table, Jane Austen’s House Museum, Chawton, Hampshire 
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Nearby is the wonderful Chawton House, an Elizabethan manor which was owned by Austen’s 
brother Edward. Dedicated to English women’s writing from 1600 – 1830, the library features an 
outstanding book collection and reading rooms. The surrounding woodlands and gardens are 
charming and the graves of Jane’s mother and sister are at St. Nicholas’s churchyard nearby.  

 

 

St. Nicholas Church, Chawton, Hampshire 

 

 

Chawton House, Chawton, Hampshire 
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For the ultimate ‘Janeite’, Winchester is also worth visiting. A regular bus service operates 
between Alton and Winchester and the Hampshire countryside can be enjoyed along the way. 
Austen died at 8 College Street in 1817 and although now a private residence, the building 
features a plaque acknowledging her death. Nearby is the splendid Winchester Cathedral where 
Austen is buried below the north aisle.  

Before moving to Chawton, Austen lived in Bath, Somerset. A direct journey from London’s 
Paddington station, Bath is renowned for its Georgian architecture and Abbey and it provided 
the setting for Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. The Jane Austen Centre is dedicated to Austen’s 
time in Bath and features displays, a waxwork of Austen and a short film on her life. Bath has a 
number of other Austen landmarks including 4 Sydney Place which is the only house there to 
have a plaque acknowledging her residency. 

Thomas Hardy spent most of his life in Dorchester, Dorset, and his two homes are owned by 
the National Trust. Dorchester is a two and a half hour journey from London Waterloo and it’s 
possible to visit both properties in one day. Although the houses contain few Hardy items, as 
most were sold at auction, they have retained their original nineteenth-century charm and 
contain strong links to his novels. 

Hardy’s Cottage is located in the hamlet of Bockhampton, a one hour walk from Dorchester. 
The walking track is quintessentially English and representative of the landscapes portrayed in 
Hardy’s writing with meadows, hedgerows, streams and rolling hills. Dating from 1800, the 
cottage was constructed from cob, brick and thatch and it was where Hardy was born and wrote 
Far from the Madding Crowd. Today the home is surrounded by woodland, gardens and fruit trees. 

 

 

Thomas Hardy’s Cottage, Higher Bockhampton, Dorset 

 

Max Gate, a red brick villa in Dorchester, is where Hardy moved to in 1885. He designed the 
house, wrote Tess of the d’Urbervilles and established himself as a poet there. Dorchester also has a 
statue of Hardy in the township. 
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Max Gate, Dorchester, Dorset 

 

Alongside the week I spent in Hampshire and Bath pursuing Austen, my pilgrimage to the 
Brontё Parsonage Museum in Haworth, west Yorkshire, was the highlight of my literary travels. 
Haworth is accessible from Leeds and Manchester and its cobbled main street features an 
eclectic mix of pubs, tearooms and Brontё-themed gift shops. 

Charlotte, Emily and Anne Brontё moved to Haworth parsonage with their family in 1820 and it 
was there the sisters wrote Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. The 
parsonage has been well-preserved and holds the world’s largest collection of Brontё items, 
including letters, the dining table where the sisters wrote and Charlotte’s small portable writing 
desk. Also on display are her tiny shoes, striped silk dress and wedding bonnet. Charlotte’s 
portraits of Anne and delicate botanic studies, as well as Emily’s remarkable watercolours of 
animals, are also owned by the museum. The remains of all the family, except Anne, are held in a 
vault inside St. Michael and All Angels’ Church nearby. 

 

 

Brontё Parsonage Museum, Haworth, Yorkshire 
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Top Withens, Haworth, Yorkshire 

 

On the moorland behind the museum is the Penistone Hill Country Park which is characterised 
by high grasses, purple heather, gently sloping hills and a howling wind. Located at the top of the 
moor is Top Withens, a ruined and mysterious farmhouse. The Brontёs ventured here regularly 
and it was thought to be the inspiration behind the Earnshaw home in Wuthering Heights. The 
atmosphere up here is eerie and dramatic, aided by the feeling of isolation and the ever-changing 
weather conditions; one almost expects to see a windswept Cathy or Heathcliff traipsing across 
the moor in the distance. Other highlights in the area are the Brontё waterfalls and bridge.  

The Lake District’s literary homes include William Wordsworth’s Dove Cottage and Rydal 
Mount, and Beatrix Potter’s Hill Top. My only regret is that I bypassed Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
Manchester house on the way. Never mind, maybe next time! 
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