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Eirlys Penn uncovers the story of Sarah Fielding, sister to novelist Henry, author of what is almost certainly
the first boarding school bestseller, paving the way for Mallory Towers, Greyfriars and Hogwarts 

A GEORGIAN JK ROWLING

T
ucked away in an idyllic
corner of Widcombe stands
the home of an 18th century
female writer who penned
the very first children’s

bestseller set in a boarding school.
Visitors to the Telegraph Bath Children’s
Literature Festival next month might be
surprised to learn how indebted today’s
children’s authors are to this Georgian
JK Rowling. Because she basically
invented children’s literature as we
know it, and got there almost 250 years
before Harry first caught the express to
Hogwarts.

THE MOTHER OF CHILDREN’S
LITERATURE
A century-old bronze plaque above the
honeyed Bath stone gateway to
Widcombe Lodge (formerly Yew
Cottage) in Church Street states that
Henry Fielding and his sister Sarah both
lived there in the mid-1700s. 
You’ve probably heard of Henry

(1707-1754) – one of the celebrated
fathers of the English novel – but Sarah
(1710-1768) is an altogether more
shadowy figure. We don’t even know
what she looked like as there is no
confirmed portrait. Which is a pity
because besides writing her own
successful novels, she contributed
significant sections to her brother’s
books, wrote biography, translated the
odd major classical work (another
passion she shares with JK), and was
also a pioneer of children’s literature. 
Sarah Fielding wrote the first

sustained narrative in English aimed
squarely at children – girls in particular
– and the first children’s book set in a
boarding school. The Governess was
published in 1749 (the same year as her
brother’s Tom Jones). It was hugely
popular, remaining in print continuously
for the next 55 years and inspiring a

slew of imitators. The book might read
a little sternly to us today, but it was
slated at the time as ‘frivolous’ and must
have come as a complete breath of fresh
air to the average girl.

SPARE THE ROD
Before Sarah, the 18th century attitude
to children’s literature could be summed
up as ‘Why include fun when you can
have straight moralising?’.
Moral correction was up front and

central with no attempt to sugarcoat:
think cautionary tale but heavy on the
caution and absent the tale. And it was
considered downright dangerous to
stimulate a child’s imagination with
storytelling. All manner of corruption
might ensue. 

SUBVERSIVE STORYTELLER
What Sarah Fielding did differently was
to include those dodgy fables and fairy
stories, and set them within a broader
novel-type structure. All to make her
points the more persuasively because, as
she understood well, more is achieved
with honey than vinegar.

The Governess; or, Little Female
Academy follows nine girls and their
governess, Mrs Teachum, through nine
days at boarding school. Each girl tells a
story revealing a particular human
failing. Discussions between the girls
after each tale, led by their governess,
drive the moral lesson home. 
Superficially, Sarah Fielding was

inspiring traditional female virtues –

such as obedience – within a more
appetising package than was normal.
But she also laced in some subtle
subversion of the status quo. She was
encouraging girls to learn to think for
themselves and apply their own insights.
They might then choose to be obedient
of their own volition, if it was
appropriate. Fundamentally, she was a
proto-feminist, challenging the
prevailing conditions that denied women
the most basic choices in education,
employment and marriage. 
Simply being a female writer was an

audacious act in the 18th century and
carried the faint whiff of scandal, a
status reflected in the coy title page of
The Governess which doesn’t even give
the author’s name. 

BECOMING SARAH
Sarah Fielding wasn’t a mother and
didn’t teach. But The Governess grew
from her own direct experience. Her
mother had died when she was just
seven, so Sarah and her two sisters were
packed off to Mary Rookes’s boarding
school in Salisbury, while Henry went to
Eton. Sarah seems to have been a
capable scholar and loved the Classics,
being much better at Greek than her

ON SARAH’S TRAIL:
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in the 1920s and today

Inset, the 1,000 year
old St Mary’s Church at
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is said to be interred
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elaborate grave such as the one that
celebrates her brother’s life. Not even a
simple marker. By the time Sir Arthur
Conan Doyle unveiled that bronze
plaque in Widcombe in 1906, she had
disappeared into obscurity – though The
Governess had been reprinted in a
collection of stories as late as 1870. It’s
almost as if she’d donned some kind of
literary invisibility cloak. 
It’s hard to believe that Sarah Fielding

– who paved the way for children’s
literature as we know it, who enjoyed
huge popularity in her own time, who
was part of the great Georgian tradition
of independent, freethinking, female
educators standing up to challenge a
very unequal world – has been almost
completely effaced. 

SAVING SARAH
Pay your respects to the woman who
paved the way for children’s books as
we know them today. Trace Sarah
Fielding’s trail by looking out for:
1 Widcombe Lodge – where Sarah
Fielding lived for many years, though it
would have been more modest in her
day. Stroll up Widcombe Hill and look
out for the plaque above the gateway. 
2 St Mary’s Church, Charlcombe – the
tiny 1,000-year-old church where Sarah
Fielding was buried, though there is no
marker. Coincidentally, this is also
where her brother married Charlotte
Craddock after their 1734 elopement. 

3 Bath Abbey – a memorial plaque to
Sarah Fielding is rumoured to exist in
the west porch, but despite searching we
have been unable to find it.
4 Sharpham Park, near Glastonbury –
home of Sarah Fielding’s maternal
grandparents and where Sarah lived for
a while as a child. Now owned by Roger
Saul, former Kingswood schoolboy and
famous for both his Mulberry handbags
and spelt flour.  n

WOMAN OF MYSTERY:
above, novelist Henry
Fielding was Sarah
Fielding’s brother –
but no portrait
remains of her

Right, the frontispiece
of her schooldays tale,
without revealing that
it has been written by
a woman

more expensively educated brother.
There was no chance of university for
women, the default being marriage,
childrearing and all things domestic.
But a reckless father (who eventually
died in debtor’s prison) meant no
dowry and no realistic prospect of
getting married. So the Fielding sisters
were forced to live by their wits –
while Henry went off to Leiden to
study Classics and Law.
Sarah moved to London, remaining

dependent on the hospitality of friends
and family. She began carving out a
literary career for herself while
housekeeping for her brother, helped by
friends such as the novelist Richardson
(her brother’s literary rival) and Ralph
Allen (who probably lent her the
Widcombe cottage when she moved to
Bath around 1751, and eventually left
her an annual legacy) and Elizabeth
Montagu, Bluestockings Society
founder. Though she basically supported
herself through her writing, it was
always a struggle to make ends meet.
How ironic when you consider that her
writings were so popular, possibly even
outselling those of her brother.

GROWING INVISIBILITY
Sarah ended up somewhere in Walcot
where she died in 1768. She was
apparently buried in the ancient little
church of St Mary’s, Charlcombe. But
there is no grand memorial, no
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