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INTRODUCTION

Marie Bethell Beauclerc 1845 – 1897

Documents held at various British institutions credit Marie Bethell 
Beauclerc with :-

1) Being the first woman reporter in England

2) Being the first woman teacher in an English boys' public 
school (Rugby)

3) Introducing typewriting to Birmingham (England)
 

4) Pioneering  in  the  teaching  of  shorthand and  typing in 
Birmingham (England)
 

5) Being the first shorthand teacher at the Birmingham and 
Midland   Institute  and   other  institutes,  colleges   and 
schools in and around Birmingham (England)

6) Reporting, collating and editing the lectures, prayers and 
sermons of  preacher and academic George Dawson  and 
preachers Christopher Street and Robert Collyer

  Maria Bethell, later Marie Beauclerc was born in London in 1845 
and died in Birmingham in 1897. For the first time, this biography 
unifies the many documents relating to her life of ground breaking 
achievement, with the added twist of a tantalising mystery regarding 
her French name. The book weaves  an intriguing and remarkable 
web of facts about Marie Beauclerc into a backdrop of Victorian life.
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   Documents used to write Marie Beauclerc's complete biography, 
include two biographical sketches entitled Marie Bethell Beauclerc.  
The  first is  contained  in  the  Our  Portrait  Gallery  segment  of 
Pitman's Phonetic Journal, 19th September 1891, and the second  is 
found  in  the  journal  Birmingham  Faces  and  Places,  September 
1892. These biographies although scant, commence in London with 
Marie's  birth and cover her early childhood after she left school in 
Bath  at  age  nine.  They  both  outline  her  trail  blazing  career  in 
Birmingham. 

   As  well  as  the  biographical  sketch  Marie  Bethell  Beauclerc,  
contained in the Phonetic Journal September 1891, many articles in 
other  publications  of  the Phonetic  Journal, are  written  by Marie 
Beauclerc or refer to her. For example, she is frequently mentioned 
in the Phonetic Journals of 1887, the year she delivered a paper at 
the  First  International  Shorthand  Congress  and   Phonographic 
Jubilee  held  in  London.  During  the  same  year,  she  officially 
introduced typewriting to Birmingham and established a Shorthand 
Writers'  Association  in  conjunction  with  her  classes  at  the 
Birmingham  and  Midland  Institute.  During  1888,  many  more 
references to Marie Beauclerc and articles written by her appear in 
the Phonetic Journal, for it was during this year she was appointed 
as the first  female teacher in an English boys'  public school.  The 
school  was  Rugby,   renowned  in  its  own right  as  well  as  being 
famous in regard to the book Tom Brown's School Days by Thomas 
Hughes.

   Numerous  newspaper  stories  and  advertisements,  particularly 
those  in  the  Birmingham  Daily  Post, report  Marie  Beauclerc's 
achievements, and enhance the biographies in the Phonetic Journal 
and  the Birmingham Faces and Places journal. A paper written and 
read  by  Marie  Beauclerc  at  the  First  International  Shorthand 
Congress in London in 1887, entitled Phonography in Birmingham,  
provides a personal account of her outstanding pioneering efforts in 
the  dissemination  of  shorthand.  The  paper  reveals  a  fascinating 
insight  into  her  strong  minded  personality  and  her  passion  for 
realising the benefits of shorthand, not only to Birmingham but to 
mankind. 
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Shorthand, invented by Timothy Bright in 1587, is speed writing 
which uses symbols and abbreviations to replace words. Over the 
centuries,  many  shorthand  systems  were  designed,  but  it  was 
Pitman's  19th century  phonetic  system  or  sound  writing,  that 
eventually  laid  the  foundations  for  the  20th century  stenographic 
revolution.  Pitman's  shorthand  method  widely  known  as 
phonography, was innovative and exceptionally fast because it was a 
system based on sound. Symbols in the form of dots,  dashes and 
other  lines were used to form consonants  and vowel sounds,  and 
later even the vowel sounds became optional. 

Marie  Beauclerc's  achievements  in  the  field  of  shorthand  are 
particularly  deserving  of  recognition  because  of  the  variety  of 
personal and other barriers she needed to conquer.  Firstly, she was a 
woman  living  in  the  gender  and  class  prejudiced  Victorian  era. 
Secondly, when Pitman's Shorthand was introduced in 1837, it met 
with  immense  opposition.  Teachers  especially  objected  because 
Pitman's  Shorthand  was  a  phonetic  writing  system which  had no 
relation to traditional spelling. Many shorthand enthusiasts proposed 
that traditional spelling be replaced by phonetic spelling in every day 
long hand use.

In 1857 or 1858 when Marie Beauclerc was aged about twelve, 
she  accidentally   found  a  copy  of  the  Phonographic  Teacher  by
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Isaac  Pitman  amongst  some  waste  paper.  She  had  not  long  left 
school  at  age  nine  to  work  and  to  help  provide  for  herself.  Her 
fascination  with  the  shorthand  symbols  was  intense  and  with 
extraordinary  foresight  and  determination  for  one  so  young,  she 
taught herself the new phonetic system which enabled speech to be 
recorded quickly and transcribed accurately.
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From the Phonographic Teacher – Isaac Pitman 1857
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From the Phonographic Teacher – Isaac Pitman 1857
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From the Phonographic Teacher – Isaac Pitman 1857
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   With foresight that her family and friends couldn't  understand, 
Marie  Beauclerc  set  herself  the task of  convincing educators  that 
shorthand could benefit the cultural, business and legal community 
of the expanding industrial city of Birmingham. Her success in this 
pursuit  resulted  in  her  teaching  thousands  of  students  in  many 
Birmingham colleges and schools including Rugby, one of England's 
elite boys' public schools.  

   Marie Beauclerc officially introduced typewriting to Birmingham 
in 1887 and established typing classes in connection with her many 
shorthand  classes.  The  first  mechanical  practical  typewriter  was 
invented in 1867 by Americans Christopher Scholes, Carlos Gliddon 
and Samuel Soule.  They licensed the patent to Remington and in 
1874, the first model was placed on the market.  The first electronic 
typewriter  with  electronic  memory  which  could  store  the  text 
appeared in 1978. It  was developed independently by the Olivetti 
Company in Italy and the Conia Company in Japan.

When the letters on the keyboard were struck on pre electronic 
type writers, they hit an inked ribbon which stamped the letters onto 
a  page.  Letters  could  now  be  dictated  to  shorthand  proficient 
stenographers who then typed the transcriptions in a fraction of the 
time the process would have taken to write by longhand. Not only 
did the innovations of shorthand and typing benefit industry,  they 

Scholes Glidden
Typewriter 1874
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also became invaluable in the recording of courtroom proceedings. It 
is interesting that  the  computers and word processors which have 
since  superseded  typewriters,  still  use  the  same  'QWERTY' 
keyboard.  This  arrangement  of  letters  was  the  same  one  that 
appeared on Marie Beauclerc's Remington typewriter in 1888, when 
she  demonstrated  typewriting  and  officially  introduced  the  art  to 
Birmingham.

   Through her reporting and teaching, and through the discussion 
she  generated   about  shorthand and typewriting,  Marie  Beauclerc 
played a major role in paving the way for the explosion of female 
stenography in the twentieth century. This biography describes the 
lead up to this revolution and the part Marie Beauclerc played in 
breaking  down  a  variety  of  prejudices  and  obstacles  deeply 
entrenched in the Victorian period.

   Although shorthand has largely been overtaken by the Dictaphone 
and a variety of electronic recording devices, it is still taught today 
and used in some instances. For example, shorthand is used where 
conditions  for  voice  recording  are  not  adequate  or  where  it  is 
difficult to distinguish between voices. It is an essential requirement 
for the qualification of journalism in the UK, it assists some students 
with note taking during lectures and it is still  sometimes used for 
quick  note  taking  at  meetings.  Pitman's  shorthand  is  still  taught, 
however, a simpler method than that of the original version  is used. 
An  even  more  basic  shorthand  method  called  'Teeline'  is  widely 
offered in journalism courses in the UK.
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Sir Isaac Pitman

Sir Isaac Pitman,  inventor  of  phonetic  shorthand and advocate of 
spelling reform based purely on the sound of words, was born in 
Trowbridge,  Wiltshire,  England   on  4th January  1813.  He  was 
knighted by Queen Victoria in 1894 and died in Bath on 22nd January 
1897.  His  first  wife  died  in  1857 and his  second wife  whom he 
married in 1861 survived him.

Between  1839  and  1843  Pitman  was  headmaster  of  his  own 
private school in Bath and he was also a founding member of the 
local New Church. He was a vegetarian and a teetotaller.

Having  always  believed  in  the  benefits  of  shorthand,  Pitman 
compiled a manual on Samuel Taylor's shorthand system. Although 
Samuel Bagster, the publisher, did not accept the work he  suggested
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that  Pitman  invent  his  own  shorthand  system.  As  a  result 
Stenographic Soundhand was published in 1837. 

In 1841, Pitman established a Phonetic Institute in Bath and also 
the Phonetic Journal for the purpose of teaching and propagating his 
new phonographic system.  He made good use of  the Penny Post 
established  in  1840,  whereby his  lessons  and  exercises  could  be 
safely exchanged through the mail by way of England's first prepaid 
postage stamp called the Penny Black. Isaac Pitman is thus credited 
with establishing the first correspondence courses.

In  1844,  Pitman  published  a  major  work  on  spelling  reform 
entitled  Phonotypy  and  by 1852  the  Phonetic  Journal  was being 
published weekly instead of fortnightly. A second Phonetic Institute 
was established in Bath in 1851. Between 1852 and 1853, Pitman's 
publication  the  Phonographic  Instructor,  which had  become  the 
Phonographic Teacher,  sold 15000 copies. 

Pitman devoted his life to his sound system of shorthand known as 
phonography.  He  and  his  followers  lectured  throughout  England 
unflaggingly striving to combat strong opposition particularly from 
teachers  and  academics.  Benn Pitman,  Isaac's   brother,  settled  in 
America in 1852, where he introduced phonography and established 
the Phonographic Institute of Cincinnati.

A third Phonetic Institute was established in Bath in 1855 and a 
fourth in 1874. Finally Pitman's phonographic system came to be in 
reach of all who wished to learn, and by 1886 the first million copies 
of the Phonographic Teacher  had been sold. During the same year, 
Pitman  and  his  sons  Alfred  and  Ernest  went  into  a  publishing 
partnership called Isaac Pitman and Sons.

In 1887 the First  International Shorthand Congress was held in 
London, and in 1888 phonography became an examinable subject 
for secondary schools with the Oxford Local Examining Board. In 
1892  the  Pitman's  Shorthand  Weekly was  established,  and  three 
years later the publishing business was taken over by Pitman's son 
Alfred.  After  being  knighted  in  1894,  Sir  Isaac  Pitman retired  in 
1895 and he passed away in 1897.
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During  the  lifetime  of  Sir  Isaac  Pitman,  his  phonographic 
shorthand system revolutionised journalism and business practice all 
over  Britain  and  the  colonies.  After  his  death  in  1897,  a  further 
stenographic  revolution  occurred  when  shorthand  began  to  work 
hand  in  hand  with  the  typewriter.  During  the  twentieth  century, 
women proved their suitability to the work particularly during and 
after the First and Second World Wars. They continued to  dominate 
stenographic employment until computers changed communication 
and record keeping towards the latter part of the century.  
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CHAPTER 1

Maria Bethell - later Marie Beauclerc

Nine years old Maria  loved to  read and write  and had shown an 
aptitude for learning at an early age. Beauclerc, her French  surname 
which means fine scholar, suited her well. One cannot imagine the 
shock and disappointment the little girl felt when she was told she 
must leave her boarding school at Weston near Bath in Somerset. 
After  the  death  of  Maria's  father,  the  family's  finances   rapidly 
deteriorated  and  the  little  scholar  was  required  to  work  in  her 
mother's small  business. Maria was only nine years old when her 
schooling abruptly finished and her working life began. 

Maria and her older twin sister and brother  were born  in London 
during the eighteen forties to Richard and Elizabeth Bethell. Baby 
Maria arrived at 24 Crescent Street Somers Town St. Pancras, on 10th 

October 1845. Queen Victoria had recently come to the throne in 
1837,  so Maria  was destined  to  live through the Victorian  era of 
social, political and religious reform. So many different artistic and 
literary  styles  and  new  scientific  ideas  emerged,  that  the  era  is 
sometimes referred to as the Second English Renaissance.

By 1845, with new ideas dawning and the Industrial Revolution in 
its second stage, there was great prosperity for some. The working 
classes, however, which made up the majority of the population still 
lived  in  poverty.  Women  overall  fared  particularly  badly  with 
widows  living  in  dire  circumstances.  Child  labour  in  appalling 
conditions persisted throughout the entire country.
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Just prior to Maria's birth, Richard and Elizabeth Bethell survived 
Britain's worst depression so far. Maria's twin brother and sister, also 
named Richard and Elizabeth Bethell, were born in 1843 towards the 
close  of  the  depression.  During  this  downturn  which  lasted  from 
1837 to  1844,  more  than  a  million  paupers  starved  from lack  of 
employment.  The  already  unsanitary,  tyrannical  and  overcrowded 
workhouses  where  the  poor  were  given  barely  enough  food  to 
survive, could not house the number of desperate souls who found 
themselves in tragic circumstances. Many businesses failed putting 
both  employers  and  employees  into  crisis,  but  Richard  Bethell  a 
London merchant, managed to save his family from the widespread 
poverty and distress that surrounded them.

Although the depression had eased by 1845,  conditions  for the 
majority in Britain remained harsh including the Bethell family who 
may have been described as middle class. Maria's mother Elizabeth, 
may have had a nurse or a servant to assist in keeping her twins aged 
two  and  her  new  baby  healthy  and  clean.  Their  London  house 
probably had no clean running water and the neighbourhood would 
have  stunk  of  sewage  and  animal  excrement.  Sometimes  middle 
class  homes  had  water  tanks,  but  because  they  were  usually 
uncovered they were still subject to pollution. Where people did not 
have a tank, water for cooking and washing clothes and themselves 
was carried to the house from contaminated wells. Thus cholera and 
other fatal diseases were rife.

The Bethell family survived all the outbreaks of cholera, even the 
serious  outbreak  of  1849  which  caused  over  14,000  deaths  in 
London. The family also escaped 'The Irish Fever' (possibly typhus) 
and the fierce flu  outbreak of 1847/1848 which took the lives of 
many young children. Consumption or TB was the cause of death of 
1500  people  in  London  every  year  and  no  class  was  spared. 
Although  vaccination  for  smallpox  was  available,  there  were 
recurrent epidemics of the disease which continued to cause death or 
blindness and disfigurement for many.

Maria's  birthplace,  Somers  Town,  was  originally  designed  and 
built  by  Frenchman  Jacob  Leroux  during  and  after  the  French 
Revolution towards the end of the eighteenth century.  The suburb 
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was situated on farmland just beyond Bloomsbury which at that time 
was on the outskirts  of London.  Leroux leased the land from the 
Somers family for the purpose of creating a new fashionable London 
suburb but his innovative idea  failed. Instead, the area  including his 
Polygon,  a  15  sided  building  containing  32  houses,  appealed  to 
French Revolution  émigrés who flocked to Somers Town in their 
hundreds. Later a lesser number of Spanish escapees fleeing from a 
despotic monarchic regime, was also attracted to the new suburb.

  During  the  nineteenth  century  Somers  Town  expanded,  but  it 
deteriorated into slums as more farmland was developed into cheap 
housing to cater for the influx of people coming to work in London. 
Some  French  escapees  returned  to  France,  but  those  who  feared 
being arrested in their homeland remained settled in Somers Town. 

By  the  time  Maria  Bethell  was  born  in  1845,  the  Industrial 
Revolution was in full swing and railways were being constructed 
near Somers Town. More farmland was being developed and more 
cheap  housing  built.  Leroux's  fashionable  suburb  including  his 
masterpiece the Polygon, and the area which had attracted so many 
French  émigrés,  had  unfortunately  deteriorated  into  unsanitary 
overcrowded slums. 

Until the mid 1840s, Crescent Street Somers Town, where Maria 
and her family lived, had been part of a dairy farm. Number 24 was 
erected as  part of an affordable housing estate, and being new  was 
preferable to the nearby older  slum dwellings.  Although Crescent 
Street Somers Town St. Pancras still exists, number 24 where Maria 
was born, was bombed during the Second World War. It remained a 
bomb site until recently when houses in the area were renumbered 
and rebuilt in their original architectural style.

An intriguing mystery surrounds Maria's  father  Richard Bethell 
and why at a very young age his three children took the French name 
Beauclerc.  This  is  Maria's  story,  and speculation  regarding  the 
Bethell/Beauclerc relationship to French Revolution escapees will be 
left  to  the  reader  at  the  close  of  Marie  Beauclerc's  story of trail 
blazing achievement.  
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In 1845, Maria's parents could not have contemplated that their 
new  baby girl would eventually play a prominent role in affecting a 
significant  change  to  Victorian  society  in  the  Midland  City  of 
Birmingham. The status of women at this time was such that they 
would  not  have  imagined  that  their  little  daughter  would  help 
revolutionise  the  business  and  cultural  community  of  the  second 
largest city in England. It was inconceivable that anyone would have 
dreamed  that  the  effects  of  baby  Maria's  future  ground  breaking 
efforts would continue into the distant twentieth century. 

About  1849, when Maria  was aged four and her  older  siblings 
were  aged  six,  their  parents  Richard  and  Elizabeth  Bethell 
'compelled themselves to go abroad.' 1 The destination and reason for 
their journey taken immediately following the uprisings of 1848 in 
Europe are  unknown.  In reference  to  France,  this  period  is  often 
referred  to  as  the  Second  French  Revolution  when  hundreds  of 
refugees once again looked for safety in London and various parts of 
England.  These  refugees  left  France  for  different  reasons  and 
belonged to various groups, some  continuing to be vocal about the 
reasons for the turbulent situation in their  homeland. While many 
Englishmen sympathised and helped them, others were fearful that 
they may spread unrest  in  England.  The most  exuberant  refugees 
held  rousing  gatherings  and  following  the  success  of  the  Second 
Revolution, they celebrated victory at their well attended rallies.

In  1849,  Richard  and  Elizabeth  Bethell  entrusted  a  nurse  to 
accompany their three young children from their London home to 
the historic Roman City of Bath in Somerset. A costly Bath boarding 
school was chosen for the children so that Elizabeth and Richard 
Bethell could rest assured that their three children were well cared 
for while they were abroad. The children would also have relatives 
nearby because Elizabeth's caring  brother Edmund Sayer, and her 
unmarried sister Ann Sayer lived in Bath.  

In 1849, it would have been a difficult responsibility for the nurse 
caring for three young children on the 120 mile steam train journey 
from London to Bath. It was uncomfortable and depending on delays 
could take between three and four hours or more. Train accidents 
incurring injuries and fatalities were commonplace and were often 
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due to lurching carriages bumping into each other when the engine 
braked. If the group had travelled by horse and carriage, the journey 
would have taken two full days and been even more challenging than 
the steam train.

The Great Western Railway steam train was the most likely choice 
of travel for the nurse and the three children because the railway line 
to Bath had been operating since 1841. It is possible, but unlikely 
that the group would have travelled first class on the train which was 
the most comfortable and expensive section. Third class passengers 
were required to sit on hard seats in carriages similar to cattle trucks 
which were only enclosed from the waist down and therefore open to 
smoke, grime, weather and noise. While trains were delayed, some 
passengers  waited  for  hours  at  a  time  with  no  protection  from 
inclement  weather  which could include wind, rain and sometimes 
snow. The nurse, Maria and her brother and sister would probably 
have  been  second  class  travellers  who  made  up  the  majority  of 
passengers.  Although they had to  contend with lurching carriages 
and  hard  uncomfortable  seating,  second  class  carriages  were 
enclosed, and passengers had the choice of opening or closing the 
window for 'fresh'  air.  This air  was in fact filled with smoke and 
cinders  from the engine and there was also engine  noise.  If  they 
closed  the  window,  the  air  was  thick  from  internal  smoke  from 
tobacco pipes and cigars.

When Maria and her siblings left London, it had a population of 
two and a half  million in the inner city alone, whereas Bath was a 
market town and destination for many affluent holiday makers. Bath 
had been one of the largest cities outside London, but during the 
nineteenth  century  when  the  Industrial  Revolution  caused  other 
towns and cities to expand, it still had a population of only 65,000 at 
the end of the century. Maria, Richard and Elizabeth not only found 
themselves in a different geographical environment, they also found 
themselves  enrolled  in  a  school  by  the  name  of  Mr.  Browning's 
Boarding School at Weston just outside Bath.

Because  the  three  children  were  very  young,  they  would  have 
been puzzled by the long steam train journey without their parents 
and also by their placement in boarding school. Another adjustment 
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for the children was that their surname was changed from Bethell to 
the unusual French name, Beauclerc. On the other hand, having lived 
their lives so far in Somers Town among the French  émigrés who 
remained  in  the  area,  perhaps  the  name  Beauclerc  did  not  seem 
unusual to Maria, Elizabeth and Richard.
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CHAPTER 2

Maria Beauclerc - later Marie Beauclerc

In Victorian times, children accepted what they were told and were 
not  encouraged  to  ask  questions.   If  at  first  Maria,  Richard  and 
Elizabeth did wonder a little about their new French surname, they 
would have accepted the account they were told about their father's 
escape from the French Revolution of 1789. The story describes how 
when he was a very young infant, his governess escaped with him to 
England  and  his  parents  were  later  killed  during  the  Revolution. 
Maria  may have  been too  young to  be  concerned about  her  new 
name, but records show that much later in her life, she may have 
looked for answers to questions about her father's background. In the 
meantime, although she was a young child with many adjustments to 
make and questions to ask, Maria had the resilience and ability to 
cope that she so often demonstrated later in her life. Maria was the 
child who quickly proved to be worthy of the name  Beauclerc (good 
scholar).

One can imagine how during their mother's absence, the children 
looked  forward  to  their  Uncle  Edmund's  visits.  This  would  have 
been the case especially when they were given the traumatic news 
that  their  father  had  suddenly died.  Maria  was five  and her  twin 
siblings only seven when their father, Richard Bethell, unexpectedly 
passed  away.  Until  their  mother  was able  to  move to  Bath,  their 
uncle  and aunt  were stable  influences  in  the children's  lives.  The 
widower Edmund Sayer was a grocer and younger by three years 
than his sister Elizabeth Bethell. He had a son also named Edmund 
who  was about  four years  older than  Maria.  As well  as raising his
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son alone,   Edmund Sayer  always  appeared to  be devoted to  his 
sister and her three children. Records show that even after his sister 
arrived in Bath, he was known to visit his nephew and two nieces in 
their boarding school. 

The three Bethell children now named Beauclerc, were fortunate 
to  be  in  a  quality  school  environment.   Being  girls,  Maria  and 
Elizabeth  were  particularly  privileged  to  receive  any  form  of 
education at all. The Education Act which provided free compulsory 
education for children between five and twelve, did not come into 
force  until  1870.  This  was  almost  twenty  years  after  Maria  left 
school and even with this act in force, not all children received an 
education. Schools were established by local authorities on a vote of 
the constituents, and it was the local authority which had the power 
to enforce the compulsory aspect of the act. In 1851, when six years 
old Maria was fortunate enough to be at school, 45% of brides could 
not write their name and  so they marked the marriage register with a 
cross. After the 1870 Education Act, there were many parents who 
opposed  compulsory  education  for  their  girls  preferring  them  to 
work.  Domestic subjects were emphasised in the girls'  curriculum 
and English universities did not accept women.  It was not until 1877 
that examining bodies would award degrees to women.

Mr. Browning's Boarding School, 'was primarily for boarders and 
enjoyed  a  good  reputation.'  2 Albert  Browning  and  his  brother 
George  had  originally  established  a  Commercial  School  in  the 
terrace  houses  of  'The  Batch'  in  Batheaston,  but  by  1851,  when 
Maria Richard and Elizabeth were boarding, George was the School 
Master and his wife Mary was the School Mistress. Their two sons, 
George aged nineteen and Albert aged seventeen, were teachers. The 
school  had  grown  to  have  ten  teachers  and  approximately  one 
hundred  and  forty  pupils  and  was  known  as  'Mr.  Browning's 
Boarding School.' 3  

As Mr. Browning's Boarding School expanded during the 1850s, it 
took various names,  including Mr. Browning's School, Mr. and Mrs. 
Browning's  School  for  Young  Ladies  and  Gentlemen,  Weston 
Boarding schools and later Browning and Son's Weston Academy. 
By 1860,  Mr. and Mrs. Browning had entrusted their school to their 
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sons George and Albert while they opened another school for 'Young 
Ladies.'  George  and  Albert  worked  well  together  as  heads  of  a 
flourishing  school  named  Weston  School  with  the  students  being 
successful in, for example,  medicine, law, science and art. Little did 
Mr. and Mrs. Browning and their sons George and Albert know, that 
their good scholar little Maria Beauclerc who had to leave them at 
age nine, would become one of their most successful ex students. 
Little did they know that Maria Beauclerc, against a variety of odds 
would forge more than one historical mark in history.

In 1851, Maria and her siblings were not listed as pupils in Mr. 
Browning's main school. It is thought that when they arrived in Bath, 
their  boarding school  residence,  Springfield  House in  Batheaston, 
may have been one of the terrace houses where very young children 
of  the  school  may  have  been  housed.  Four  decades  later,  Marie 
Beauclerc was quoted in the Phonetic Journal,  September 1891, as 
saying that she went to 'Mr. Browning's School at Weston near Bath.' 
Perhaps she and her siblings were placed in the larger establishment 
later on in their schooling. 

Although the cost of fees at Mr. Brownings's School between 1851 
and 1854 when Maria was boarding is not known, an advertisement 
in the 1857 edition of the Bath Post Office Directory, reveals that at 
this time fees per student were twenty pounds per annum. In 1851 
the  annual  income  for  police  officers  was  fifty  three  pounds, 
building  trades  -  sixty  six  pounds,  printing  trades  -  seventy four 
pounds,   teachers  -  eighty  one  pounds,  surgeons  -   two hundred 
pounds,  clergymen - two hundred and sixty seven pounds, engineers 
and surveyors - four hundred and seventy nine pounds and  solicitors 
and barristers - one thousand eight hundred and thirty seven pounds. 
Richard Bethell, occupation merchant was able to pay approximately 
sixty pounds per annum for his three children's boarding fees as well 
as travel abroad.
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After  the  death  of  the  children's  father,  their  mother  Elizabeth 
arrived in Bath, 'unprovided for.'3 The news that there was now to be 
no income other than that which she earned herself was a devastating 
blow for Elizabeth. She lived with her younger unmarried sister, Ann 
Sayer and made the intriguing decision of relinquishing her surname 
Bethell. She did not, however, take the French surname of her three 
children, that of Beauclerc. Instead she reverted to her maiden name 
of  Sayer  and  was  to  remain  Elizabeth  Sayer  for  the  rest  of  her 
widowed life. 

It is little wonder that in her adult life Maria sought information 
about her father's French background. Her mother had said he was a 
merchant,  and throughout  his  life  Maria's  brother  Richard always 
referred to his father as a broker and called him Richard Beauclerc, 
not Richard Bethell. The type of merchandise Richard Bethell traded 
is  inconclusive  and  the  exact  time,  cause  and  place  of  his  death 
remain a mystery. It can be speculated that initially Richard Bethell 
left  Elizabeth  enough  money  to  keep  at  least  Maria  at  Mr. 
Browning's  Boarding School  until  she was nine.  It  could  also be 
speculated  that  Elizabeth  was  able  to  pay  expensive  school  fees 
because  her  brother  Edmund  supplemented  her  income.  It  is, 
however, unlikely that Edmund would have been able to contribute 
very much. He was a grocer with his own son to provide for when 
his sister Elizabeth first arrived in Bath.  
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In the 1850s, Elizabeth was not unusual as regards becoming a 
widow with young children because about 20% of marriages did not 
reach ten years. Although there were cases of desertion and divorce, 
in most cases it was the death of her husband that left a Victorian 
woman with the difficult task of raising her children alone. In the 
latter half of the nineteenth century one in twelve widows was aged 
thirty five to forty four.  Elizabeth was a typical example, being aged 
forty when she unexpectedly found herself a widow. 

Three quarters of Victorian women belonged to the working class 
and were uneducated. They were employed in domestic service, in 
trades  for  example  millinery and embroidery,  in  factory work,  in 
farm labouring and street selling. Between one third and one half of 
all  English  working  women  were  domestic  servants.  Around  the 
middle of the century, when Maria's father died, it had become even 
more difficult to find hand sewing work because the sewing machine 
had  started  to  become  more  widely  used.   Regardless  of  their 
occupations,  women's  wages  were low and widows with children 
were sometimes so desperate they turned to prostitution. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, declared that those who 
were  physically  capable  of  work  should  support  themselves. 
'Undeserving' widows and their children were placed in overcrowded 
unsanitary  workhouses  which  were  notorious  for  starving  them. 
Widows with  children  made up the  largest  group of  paupers  and 
when  they had  no choice  but  to  enter  the  workhouse,  they were 
callously separated from their children. Employers often exploited 
widows who feared the  tyrannical workhouse or who were terrified 
that their children may be taken from them and put into workhouses. 
Like so many others, Elizabeth would have grieved the passing of 
her husband, and at the same time she would have wondered how 
she would support her three young children.

Some widows without any special skills, but who could read and 
write, established  small retail businesses. Elizabeth Sayer fitted this 
category  and  described  herself  as  an  'artist  in  hair'4  which  was 
similar to what is known today as a hairdresser. From the time she 
was required to provide for herself and her children, Elizabeth strove 
to  be  self  employed.  Without  family  assistance  from her  brother 
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Edmund  and  her  sister  Ann,  Elizabeth  would  have  feared  the 
workhouse and having her children mercilessly taken from her. 

While living at 2 Belvedere Street and later 23 Daniel Street Bath, 
Elizabeth  worked  tirelessly  to  support  and  educate  her  three 
children.  Maria said that after her father's death,  her mother 'with 
brave trustful heart and indomitable industry set herself to face the 
lot thence forward to be hers.'1 For approximately four years after 
her  father's  death,  Maria  remained  at  Mr.  Browning's  Boarding 
School, always proving to be a fine scholar. Unfortunately, the time 
eventually came when Elizabeth could no longer financially keep her 
clever nine years old girl Maria at school. Elizabeth had no choice 
but to tell her daughter that she must leave the lessons she loved so 
much, and that her help was needed in running the 'artist in hair'4 

business.
 
Although Maria must have been bitterly disappointed and in shock 

about leaving school at this time, she understood her mother's plight. 
She also knew she was fortunate to have been educated, albeit only 
for a  short  time,  at  Mr.  Browning's  Boarding School.  When very 
young she had 'learned to speak and write  grammatically, and to 
spell  correctly.'3  Leaving school  at  nine years  of  age,  and being 
required to work to make ends meet, proved to be no deterrent to 
Maria's enquiring mind and scholarly pursuits. From the age of eight 
she especially loved to write stories for children. Even after leaving 
school, she continued to write and her tales were read to visitors. The 
little author's efforts were praised or laughed at as her family saw fit. 

  Although  not  documented,  it  can  be  speculated  that  the  twins 
Elizabeth and Richard may have left school even earlier than when 
Maria was required to help her mother in her business as an 'artist in 
hair.'4 It is unlikely that Elizabeth Sayer, even with help from her 
brother  could  afford to  keep all  three  children  at  Mr.  Browning's 
Boarding School for very long. The twins were  two years older than 
Maria, and were fortunate to have received the advantage of some 
education at Mr. Browning's Boarding School.

Around  the  age  of  twelve,  while  sorting  through  some  waste 
paper,  Maria  stumbled  across  an  old  copy  of  the Phonographic 
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Teacher. Her inquisitive mind led her to put it aside, with the aim of 
investigating further the sloping lines and dots that were the subjects 
of  the  unusual  publication.  Maria  eventually  learned  that   the 
Phonographic  Teacher was  an  instruction  manual  for  shorthand 
students. It was written by Isaac Pitman, the inventor of  phonetic 
shorthand. 

Isaac Pitman lived in Bath where he had established a Phonetic 
Institute for the teaching of his new speed writing system. He had 
first introduced his phonetic writing system in 1837 in a pamphlet 
entitled  Soundhand. The words were represented by symbols and 
were written as they were spoken, not as they were spelled. Pitman's 
phonetic writing system which so fascinated Maria, used thick and 
thin sloping lines and dots and dashes to replace traditionally spelled 
words.  This  new  method  of  speed  writing  met  with  enormous 
opposition  from  most  teachers  and  academics  of  the  time  who 
refused to tolerate any form of tampering with spelling. Their closed 
mindedness blinded them to the many benefits the new method of 
shorthand could bring to oral and written communication.

Opponents  to  Pitman's  shorthand denied  the  value  of  a  system 
which could, for example, allow business managers to dictate letters 
which could be recorded phonetically as they spoke, and later  be 
transcribed  by secretaries  into  correctly  spelled  documents.  They 
were unable to envisage the potential of a system whereby shorthand 
reporters  could  accurately  and  rapidly  record  lectures,  speeches, 
newspaper  articles,  court  and parliamentary proceedings  and later 
transcribe their reports into longhand for others to read.

Most of the opposition to  Pitman's  shorthand was scathing and 
predicted that the new system had little or no hope of success. A few 
academics took a more light  hearted standpoint  even though they 
were adamant critics of Pitman's sound writing system. For example, 
the poet Bernard Barton (1784 -1849) wrote an amusing poem when 
Pitman visited Ipswich in 1845, the year of Maria's birth. The poem 
was entitled,  An Epistle to a Phonetic Friend; or A Few Words on  
Phonography : 
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  Appreciating  the  humour,  Pitman  and  some  of  his  followers 
followed suit. John Dallenger was one proud and eager advocate of 
shorthand who replied in verse :

The new system saves much time indeed!
Must we then //Tite, read spell by rail road speed?
'Tis bad enough, whenever we go abroad,
That fire and smoke must urge us on our road,
And, for the music of the birds and spheres,
To have that horrid whistle din in our ears;
Must we not ride, alone, as if we flew.
But the same haste in all we do
“More haste worse speed,” _The proverb still stands true!

I wish that Pitman, Reed, and all that crew,
Or better taste, or better manners knew;
To one accustomed to the olden lore
Their boasted System is a dreadful bore.
Though trumpeted, with empty acclamation,
A Reading, Writing, Printing reformation!
Misses and Masters in six lessons taught-
What a life's labour to our fathers brought;
Can write in shorthand, or like parrots speak.
Chaldee or Coptic, Sanscrit, Hebrew, Greek;
But the sum total of this parrot lore,
Appeals to sight and sound, and little more.

I wish Phonographers may soon subdue
All snarling critics, and the satirist crew;
When vulgar prejudice shall vote no more
A perfect system as a dreadful bore;
But Poets hail, with joyous acclamation,
This truly splendid Reformation;
And future ages shall, in truth, be brought
To estimate the system Pitman taught;
Write in its praise, and of its beauties speak,
In Sterling English – not in Poet's Greek;
For Poet's cite the tongues, to show their lore,
And know as much as parrots – little more.
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It  was twelve years after  these poems were written,  that young 
Maria found the shorthand manual called the Phonographic Teacher 
in the waste paper, and yet opposition to all shorthand types was still 
widespread.  Pitman's  innovation  which  incorporated  phonetic 
spelling, met the most brutal opposition.

Pitman's  dots,  dashes  and  sloping  lines  that  twelve  years  old 
Maria  Beauclerc  accidentally  found in  the Phonographic  Teacher 
intrigued her  to  such an extent,  she persevered in trying to teach 
herself phonetic shorthand from the manual. It was a difficult task 
with nobody to help explain the curious symbols, but young Maria 
ensured that the manual remained in  her safe-keeping. Undaunted 
by her ambitious aspiration to learn shorthand, Maria never gave up 
on the idea that one day she would master the art.

It  is extraordinary that one so young as Maria Beauclerc had a 
vision that most educated adults either could not or would not even 
try to comprehend. What Maria didn't know and what Isaac Pitman 
himself didn't know at this time, was that Pitman's shorthand would 
not  only succeed,  it  would supersede other  shorthand methods.  It 
would  also  revolutionise  communication  throughout  the  world 
wherever  the  spoken  word  needed  to  be  recorded  quickly  and 
accurately. Isaac Pitman was eventually knighted in 1894 because of 
the success of his shorthand method and the various ways he sought 
to teach it. In 1857, at age twelve Maria Beauclerc didn't know that 
she was to become one of the  most staunch disciples of the future 
Sir Isaac Pitman.
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CHAPTER 3

A New Home In Birmingham

 

In spite of her hard work and her daughter Maria's help, Elizabeth 
Sayer's business ventures in Bath continued to fail. Elizabeth moved 
from shop  to  shop,  until  finally  it  was decided  that  it  would  be 
advantageous  for  she  and  Maria  to  open  a  business  in  a  more 
populous  location.  Elizabeth  had  previously  experienced  moving 
from  Bath to London, but rather than returning to the capital, she 
now looked to Birmingham which was currently the fastest growing 
city in England. 

By  1850,  Europe  was  in  the  second  stage  of  the  Industrial 
Revolution and England was commonly referred to as 'the workshop 
of the world.' In the same way hundreds of country folk had sought 
better  employment  opportunities  in  London,  workers  now  also 
secured  employment  and  set  up  businesses  in  the  thriving 
manufacturing sectors of Birmingham and Manchester.  By 1858 the 
twins were fifteen years old, and with assistance from their uncle, 
Edmund Sayer,  and their  aunt,  Ann Sayer,  they could provide for 
themselves in Bath. 

In  1801,  71,000 people  lived in  Birmingham and by 1841 this 
figure had doubled. In 1861 just after Elizabeth chose to migrate to 
this city there were 296,000 residents in Birmingham all requiring 
goods  and  services.  Elizabeth  did  not  consider  factory  work  or 
domestic  service as an option for herself  and her  young daughter 
Maria,  but instead  hoped  to open a grocer's shop. Here  her capable
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young Maria could assist with both physical work and book keeping. 
Although Edmund, a grocer in Bath, would have been able to give 
advice  to  his  sister,  it  was  still  a  brave  venture  for  Elizabeth  to 
undertake.  It  was  on  her  daughter  Maria  Beauclerc's  thirteenth 
birthday that Elizabeth Sayer left Bath optimistic of finding a more 
prosperous life in Birmingham. 

It wasn't unusual for Victorian women to move from the country 
into the city and they outnumbered men in such moves. The majority 
of those who did so sought jobs as servants and were younger than 
Elizabeth. Others went with their husbands who were seeking work 
in the factories because mechanisation on farms had taken many of 
their jobs. It was common for wives to supplement the income of 
their farm labourer husbands, but now factories had also eliminated 
some of their jobs such as basket weaving, hand lace-making and 
spinning.

Elizabeth Sayer's courageous decision to take herself and Maria 
away from their family by relocating to Birmingham was significant 
for Maria in two ways. Firstly, she was parting from close family 
particularly Uncle Edmund who had sometimes cared for her as a 
father. Secondly, the prospect of learning shorthand appeared to be 
slipping further away from her. Although Birmingham was a rapidly 
growing industrial city, there were just a couple of private shorthand 
classes and no classes yet existed in any of the Birmingham teaching 
institutions.  Paying  for  one  of  the  few  private  classes  available 
would  be  out  of  reach  for  Maria  because  her  mother  would  be 
battling financially as she tried to make her shop viable. Elizabeth 
also continued to show no understanding of her daughter's passion 
for learning shorthand. 

The town of Bath had been fortunate in being Isaac Pitman's home 
because consequently phonetic shorthand had been operating there 
for almost two decades. Maria's fascination with the sloping lines 
and dots had kindled a desire in her to join Pitman's classes at the 
Phonetic Institute in Bath, but at the same time the intelligent young 
girl understood her mother's predicament. She realised there was no 
choice other than to assist her mother in providing for themselves in 
Birmingham. Although at this time, learning shorthand seemed an 
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unlikely prospect for Maria, she never lost hope of her dream. It was 
her thirteenth birthday and as she and her mother moved away from 
the rest of their family in Bath, Marie held tight to her old copy of 
the Phonetic Teacher.

In 1859 Maria and her family grieved the death of sixteen years 
old Elizabeth, Richard's twin and Maria's older sister. Prior to her 
illness, Elizabeth was a grocer's assistant and may have worked in 
her Uncle Edmund's grocer's shop in Bath. She died from splenitis 
and what was described as a deposit on the brain  (possibly a brain 
tumour). The illness had paralysed her for three days and  it was 
Uncle  Edmund  who  was  with  her  as  she  passed  away  at  his 
residence  at  15  Walcott  Buildings  Bath.  On  her  death  certificate 
Edmund Sayer  gave his niece's  name as  Elizabeth Beauclerc,  not 
Elizabeth Bethell.  It could be speculated that Elizabeth Sayer was 
not the informant at the death of her daughter because she and Maria 
were already living in Birmingham.

In the Phonetic Journal, 1891 and Birmingham Faces and Places,  
1892, Marie Beauclerc said that she left Bath for Birmingham on her 
thirteenth  birthday (10th October).  Although  we  know  it  was  her 
thirteenth birthday, it has not yet been proven whether they moved 
from Bath in 1858 or 1859. This is because although Maria Bethell's 
birth  certificate  states  that  she  was  born  in  1845,  the  Phonetic  
Journal, 1891, and the journal Birmingham Faces and Places, 1892, 
give her birth date as 1846. The 1891 and 1892 biographies in both 
journals may have reported the date of 1846 because of  the number 
five possibly being mistaken for  the number six.  This may have 
been  due  to  ink  smudging  on  the  supplied  information  on  hand 
written notes, or the running of ink due to early model typewriters. 
On the other hand, Maria may have been told she was born in 1846 
when her name was changed from Bethell to Beauclerc. Perhaps this 
is the reason she may have given the birth date of 1846 to the two 
journals.  It  is  more likely that  the date  1846 is  an error,  because 
Marie  Beauclerc  said  in  both  journals  that  she  was  two  years 
younger than her twin brother and sister. Elizabeth and Richard's age 
records throughout their lives are always consistent with their birth 
certificates' date of 1842. 
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If the birth certificate birth date of 1845 is accepted, then Maria 
and  her  mother  left  Bath  in  1858,  one  year  before  the  death  of 
Maria's  sister  Elizabeth,  who died on 11th September 1859. If  the 
1891 and 1892 publications which say that Marie was born in 1846, 
are taken as being correct, then Maria and her mother  left Bath in 
1859, just one month after Elizabeth's death. Whether they left in 
1858 or 1859, the loss of Elizabeth was another unexpected hardship 
Elizabeth Sayer and Maria Beauclerc had no choice but to bear as 
they strove  to make ends meet in Birmingham. 

Thirteen years old Maria  and her mother now aged fifty,  made 
their  new  home  at  213  New  John  Street  in  West  Birmingham. 
Elizabeth   successfully  opened  her  grocer's  shop  where  she  and 
Maria  worked tirelessly to establish themselves. If it was October 
1858 when they left  Birmingham, the news of their  daughter and 
sister's illness and subsequent death must have been heartbreaking. If 
they  had  made  plans  to  leave  in  October  1859,  one  month  after 
Elizabeth's  passing,  the  departure  would  have  been  equally 
distressing.  Whichever  the time frame was,  Elizabeth and Maria's 
only choice was to  recover as best they could from the loss of their 
loved one and courageously cope with their  challenging situation in 
Birmingham. 

It was a test of mental and physical strength for two females living 
far  away  from  the  rest  of  their  family  while  they  grieved  and 
worked  together  in  an  unfamiliar  city  environment.  Squalor  and 
disease  existed  in  Bath,  but  not  on  the  scale  that  they  found  in 
Birmingham, a developing city where crime and vice were also more 
prevalent. Fortunately, Queen's Hospital built in 1847 was operating 
and a network of sewers had recently been dug under the streets. It 
wasn't,  however,  until  a by-law was passed in 1861, that all  new 
houses  were  required  to  be  connected  to  the  sewer  and  many 
contaminated wells were filled in. Elizabeth was acquainted with the 
town of Bath but in Birmingham she needed to learn where the safer 
and cleaner areas were situated. The period of her life she spent  in 
Somers Town St. Pancras, provided Elizabeth with some experience 
of  coping in  a  slum and  disease  ridden  city,  but  now she  was  a 
widow in a different urban environment. She needed  to keep her 
daughter and herself  safe and healthy so that they could work and 
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adequately  provide  for  themselves.  Trade  directories  show  that 
Elizabeth went by the name of Mrs. Elizabeth Sayer.

During their early days of settling in and working in their grocer's 
shop,  Maria  didn't  lose her  fascination with shorthand.  Whenever 
time permitted, she pondered over the sloping lines and dots trying 
to  make  sense  of  them.  There  were  also  periods  when  it  was 
impossible,  and she was forced  to  temporarily put  her  tantalising 
puzzle aside. Undaunted by her circumstances, she never lost hope 
of  one  day learning the  new phonetic  language and putting  it  to 
productive use.

At the time of Marie and her mother's arrival in Birmingham there 
were no shorthand classes operating in any of the city's schools and 
teaching institutes. There were a few private classes available and 
these  were  occasionally  advertised  in  newspapers.  One  such 
advertisement  which  appeared  in  the  Birmingham  Daily  Post  on 
Monday  21st April  1862,  referred  to  the  'Old-established 
Robertsonian system.' 5Another advertisement in the same paper for 
the same method of shorthand sought, 'Pupils to learn Short - Hand 
Simplified,  to  enable  them to  take  down  Lectures  Speeches  and 
Sermons  verbatim, and read their Notes with the facility of Long-
Hand.' These advertisements  which  taught  an  older  method  of 
shorthand would not have interested Maria. She remained absorbed 
in  the  dots  and  sloping  lines  of  Pitman's  phonetic  shorthand 
otherwise known as phonography.

A  rare  advertisement  headed  'Phonetic  Shorthand'  in  the 
Birmingham Daily Post on Wednesday 29th August 1860, may have 
caught young Maria's eye but she would have been aware that there 
was no possibility of her attending the classes. Although the fee for 
the  tuition  was  not  included,  Maria  knew  her  mother's  financial 
circumstances. She also knew that her opinion that shorthand was a 
waste of time was adamant. The advertisement offered 'Instruction 
given Privately or  through the  Post,  by Mr.  James  R.  Bennett,  4 
Bennett's Hill Birmingham.' It also included a recommendation from 
Isaac Pitman, 'If I may judge by the neatness and accuracy of your 
writing, I think your Pupils could not have a more finished Teacher.' 
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According  to  the  Phonetic  Journal, September  1891,  and 
Birmingham Faces and Places,  September 1892, Maria returned to 
Bath from Birmingham for a fortnight's stay.  It  can be speculated 
that she may have attended her sister's funeral in Bath at this time. 
Another possible reason for her visit is that she attended her cousin 
Edmund's wedding in Bath in 1860.  It is reported in both the above 
journals that while on her visit, Maria took the opportunity to seek 
the help of a cousin who was studying Pitman's shorthand. Maria's 
perseverance  and  passion  to  learn  was  so  strong,  a  sympathetic 
member  of  the  Phonetic  Society  in  Bath  agreed  to  correct  her 
exercises through the post. 

Isaac Pitman is credited with  inventing correspondence courses in 
England because he believed in, 'educating anyone from any class 
from anywhere who could read and had the desire to learn.'6  The first 
courses were sent to students from Pitman's Phonetic Institute for the 
cost of the postage (one  penny). Pitman also established the  Pitman 
Correspondence  College  which  still  exists  today.  Marie  Bethell 
Beauclerc's biography in the Phonetic Journal September 1891, does 
not,  however,  describe  the  help  she  received  through the  post  as 
being one of the correspondence courses. The article rather reads as 
if  someone from the  Phonetic  Society,  not  the  Phonetic  Institute, 
must have been impressed by her passion to learn shorthand, and so 
helped her in the only way possible.  It  is likely that Maria didn't 
have the necessary pennies.

Upon her return to Birmingham, Maria continued to work hard to 
help her mother in the grocer's shop. This time, she rested a little 
easier knowing that all was not lost in regard to her learning how to 
decipher and write the dots and dashes and sloping lines of Pitman's 
shorthand. It was not to be an easy task and Maria knew that she 
must have patience as well as tenacity if she were to succeed.

While  Maria  eagerly  but  patiently  waited  for  her  shorthand 
exercises to  arrive through the post,  Elizabeth Sayer  continued to 
give  her  daughter  no  encouragement.   She  didn't  want  Maria  to 
suffer the disappointment of an unsatisfactory outcome, and she also 
thought  she  could  use  her  time  more  productively.  Nevertheless, 
Maria's  keen  mind  and  determined  disposition  would  not  let 
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anything or anyone prevent her from persevering with her studies. 
Despite  the  difficulties  confronting  her,  Maria  continued to  make 
significant progress.

In 1860,  after  his  marriage  to  Elizabeth  Ivins,  Edmund Sayer's 
son, also named Edmund Sayer moved to Birmingham with his new 
wife. He found employment as a 'shopman.'7 Birmingham was now 
the fastest growing city in England and had become widely known 
as the 'city of a thousand trades.' By 1851 only one person in four 
had been born in cities like Manchester and Birmingham, with the 
rest  being  immigrants  to  the  cities.  Meanwhile,  Maria's  brother 
Richard had fallen in love with his sister in law Jane Ivins. He also 
moved to Birmingham and secured a job as an office clerk. Richard 
and Jane's wedding took place in Aston Birmingham in 1864, with 
Maria and her cousin Edmund being witnesses. Richard soon took 
his new wife Jane to Oxford, where he worked as a railway clerk. 
There was now a railway link between Birmingham and Oxford so 
that family visits were not so difficult.

There  still  were  not  many  large  factories  in  Birmingham  but 
various  kinds  of  employment  opportunities  were  available. 
Businesses  such  as  tool,  cutlery,  button,  screw,  jewellery  and 
ornament making were providing adequate incomes for employers 
and their workers. Not only were people like Elizabeth and Maria 
and  her  family  continuing  to  move  from  smaller  towns  to 
Birmingham  for  employment,  there  had  also  been  an  influx  of 
immigrants from Ireland due to the potato famine from 1845-1849. 
Desperate  Irish immigrants  had  joined the  workforce  with  some 
setting up their own small manufacturing businesses.  The railway 
system which  now linked Birmingham with London, Manchester, 
Liverpool  and  Oxford,  facilitated  trade  and  also  provided 
employment. 

Maria's uncle, Edmund Sayer and her unmarried aunt, Ann Sayer 
were now the only members of the family living in Bath, so they too 
relocated to Birmingham. While living with Maria and her mother, 
Edmund set himself up as a tailor and Ann supplemented the family 
income by working as a family dressmaker.  With her family as a 
whole still continuing to refer to her study of shorthand as a ' useless 
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pursuit'1 Maria's belief in shorthand remained steadfast. Undeterred 
by  everyone  in  her  household,  she strengthened  her  resolve  to 
continue  her studies.

Each Sunday, young Maria looked forward to faithfully making 
her way to the Church of the Saviour. Here the charismatic George 
Dawson and his independent church appealed to, and stimulated her 
intelligent mind.  Dawson had been a minister of Mount Zion Baptist 
Chapel in Birmingham where his congregations were huge, but he 
left  the  Baptist  Church  because  he  was  opposed  to  its  bigotry. 
Supporters of his sermons and inspiring lectures built the Church of 
the Saviour for him and he remained a minister of this church for 
nearly  thirty  years,  always  drawing  large , loyal  and  enthusiastic 
congregations.

As  well  as  a  successful  minister,  George  Dawson  was  a  well 
known Birmingham dignitary who had a vision for Birmingham. He 
conducted many public lectures on a variety of social and political 
issues and on subjects including history, philosophy, and literature 
especially Shakespeare. His impassioned lectures and sermons were 
often controversial as were his essays and articles. Although just a 
young girl, Maria identified with his sense of social justice and his 
fight  for  free  compulsory  national   education,  an  issue  no  doubt 
close to her heart. She looked up to the man who was president of 
the  Birmingham  Shakespeare  Club,  the  group  which  in  1864 
founded  the  Shakespeare  Memorial  Library.  The  gifted  young 
Maria's  schooling  had  been  cut  short,  but  she  knew that  George 
Dawson's  lectures  and  sermons  could  satisfy  her  hunger  for 
knowledge.

What an impact the preacher and lecturer of celebrity status would 
have had on thirteen years old Maria when she first set eyes on him 
and experienced one of his impassioned sermons. A reporter from 
the  Liverpool Mercury newspaper described such an experience on 
Friday 16th October 1851:

the music swells out, and you see enter by a side -door under 
the gallery, and trip lightly up the platform stair, a figure  about 
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Maria grew to love the impressive Church of the Saviour :

In order to practise her shorthand skills, and because she was so 
eager to absorb George Dawson's knowledge, Maria started to record 

a large handsome building, of an oblong form, capable of 
containing some 2000 people. You enter by a roomy vestibule 
at one end. As you walk down the gently sloping floor you 
observe the neat, well-fashioned, open pews: these, with the 
dim subdued light, admitted only from the roof, remind you of 
some of those fine old mediaeval churches whose very 
atmosphere seems charged with solemn thoughts, if not 
religious awe. Here, however, the resemblance ends. Once 
seated, you begin to look round the spacious hall. In front of 
you, and away at an almost dizzy height, is the organ gallery, 
filled with a numerous choir, chanting a slow, measured almost 
mournful air, in harmony with the rich rolling notes of a very 
fine and powerful organ. Under it a few feet, and immediately 
in front, is a platform with a flat table and massive oaken chair 
of antique form in the centre. On the table stands a glass of 
water, destined to play no mean part in the coming service. 
This you conclude, and rightly so is the preacher's station.11

middle size, and rather under middle age, a dark sallow 
complexion, a long black beard, and waving coal-black hair. But 
for the absence of everything approaching to official costume, 
you would for a  moment fancy, as he darts that fiery glance all 
round the congregated multitude, that one of his own wild 
prophets (whom he so often alludes to) had started from his 
tomb in some Petra of the desert, and issued upon the living 
world charged with a message of wrath to a tyrannous prince 
and a godless people. Immediately, however, you know that this 
is no other but George Dawson. You have seen that face and 
figure a thousand times. It is in the window of every print shop; 
it is on the show-board of every photographer. You have seen it 
in steel engraving mezzotinted;8  you know every line of that 
countenance done in daguerreotype;9  you recognise  that 
medallion in basso relievo10  shown you last night; you feel that 
the man himself is now before you, and has you at his mercy for 
the next hour or two. 
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the  learned  man's  sermons  and  lectures.  She  took  her  notes  as 
unobtrusively as possible, but in the 1860s almost half of the female 
population was still  illiterate.  While the educated members of the 
progressive congregation were aware of Pitman's shorthand, Maria 
thoroughly  mystified  others.  Curious  church  members  wondered 
what all the sloping lines, dots and squiggles that seemed to make no 
sense could be. Who was this girl with a southern English accent and 
a French name? It did not take long for George Dawson himself to 
spot the industrious girl diligently recording his every word. He was 
swift to make her acquaintance. By this time Maria had also acquired 
copies  of  the  Pitman  publications  called  the  Teacher and  the 
Reporter to which she was applying herself 'with unabated energy.' 1

Dawson's inaugural address on Friday 26th  October 1866 at the 
opening of the Birmingham Free Reference Library would have been 
a treat for Maria Beauclerc :

When Maria took her little note pad along to church, she did not 
anticipate that the prominent preacher and lecturer had knowledge of 
Pitman's shorthand, or that he would eventually play a role in the 
early stages of a ground breaking career that even she could not have 
dreamed about. Little did Maria know that one day the notes she was 
recording would be published  and 'preserved for all time.'1

The great consulting room of a wise man is a library. When I am 
in perplexity about life, I have but to come here, and, without fee 
or reward, I commune with the wisest souls that God has blest the 
world with. If I want a discourse on immortality, Plato comes to 
my help. If I want to know the human heart, Shakespeare opens all 
it chambers. Whatever be my perplexity or doubt, I know exactly 
the great man to call to me, and he comes in the kindest way; he 
listens to my doubts and tells me his convictions. So that a library 
may be regarded as the solemn chamber in which a man can take 
counsel with all that have been wise and great and good and 
glorious amongst the men that have gone before him.
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CHAPTER 4

Miss Marie Beauclerc

Although frustrating  for  Maria, it  was  reasonable  that  her  family 
thought she was wasting her time with shorthand studies through the 
mail. In addition to disbelief in the merits of phonetic shorthand, the 
reasons  would  have  been  that  most  women  worked  in  shops, 
factories or domestic service.  Maria had demonstrated her literary 
skills from the   time she was a  young child, but her family knew 
that  it  was  difficult  and  often  impossible  for  women  to  acquire 
clerical  positions.   Shorthand employment  in  Birmingham was at 
best  rare,  even  for  men.  In  London,  shorthand  was  still  a  male 
dominated area, with  some classes still being closed to women and 
few women attending the classes where they were accepted. It was 
clear, however, that Maria possessed  foresight as well as  curiosity 
way beyond her age. Her determined pioneering spirit was emerging 
as she firmly set her sights on utilising the shorthand skills she had 
mastered so well in just a few years. She was determined to succeed, 
regardless of her gender and circumstances and the attitudes of those 
close to her, and regardless of the  customs of the rigid prejudiced 
Victorian society in which she was living.

In contrast to Maria's family and friends, George Dawson was not 
only a preacher and academic he was a visionary.  As far back as 
1847, when he was a young graduate of only twenty six years of age, 
he  was  one  of  the  very  few  academics  who  praised  Pitman's 
shorthand system. Maria was two years old when Dawson publicly 
made a memorable reference to phonetic shorthand writing. Thomas 
Allen Reed, Isaac Pitman's closest supporter and advocate, described 
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how  on  24th August,  1847,  George  Dawson  presided  at  a 
phonographic meeting in Birmingham. During his address, Dawson 
mentioned that his chief secretary, Mrs. Dawson, wrote a different 
system of shorthand to the one he preferred. Reed then described 
how Dawson  and his  wife  agreed  to  discard  the  two systems  of 
shorthand they were using in favour of Pitman's sound system, also 
known as phonography. George Dawson's belief in phonography was 
passionate :

By 1854  little  progress  had  been  made  in  spreading  shorthand 
usage  in  Birmingham.  Nevertheless,  George  Dawson  who  had 
remained  an  advocate  of  the  new system,  became president  of  a 
small Phonetic Society which was eager to increase its numbers.

Almost a decade later, the small phonographic group had still not 
achieved its goals of spreading the awareness of shorthand and must 
have been surprised as well as delighted to find that Maria Beauclerc 
had more than an interest  in the subject.  She was passionate and 
determined!  Maria  Beauclerc's  ambition  and  ability  to  write 
shorthand so impressed George Dawson, that he encouraged her by 
giving her permission to conduct shorthand classes in the vestry of 
his church. This was Maria's first experience in teaching. Along with 
giving a clever young girl a rare opportunity, George Dawson was, 
albeit  in  a  small  way,  also  helping  to  spread  the  knowledge  of 
shorthand in Birmingham.

Another fortunate turn of events for Maria was that throughout the 
latter half of the nineteenth century, there was a friendly association 
between  phrenology and phonography. George Dawson was one of 
the many intellectuals throughout England who were interested in 
both  subjects.  Phrenology is  the  science  of  reading what  kind  of 
mind and character a person has by examining the shape of the skull. 
Today, although there are some who still believe in the study, it is 
generally  considered  to  be  a  pseudo  science.  Maria's  unusual 
academic achievement of having taught herself shorthand at such a 

Phonography being first undeniably good in itself, and then its 
advantage being based on the highest principle man knows - 
duty – it will succeed.12
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young age,  was becoming well  known amongst  George Dawson's 
academic associates. Maria was only eighteen years of age when a 
Mr.  A.  Hagarty,  later  known  as  Professor  Hagarty,  visited 
Birmingham and engaged her as his shorthand reporter.

Professor Hagarty  was a  'Celebrated Canadian Phrenologist and 
Delineator  of  Character.'13 On his  lecture tours  in  England,  as  he 
travelled  from  city  to  city  and  town  to  town,  local  newspapers 
praised him and publicised his 'Course of Popular Expositions'14 and 
his lectures on 'Phrenology And The Laws Of  Life.' 13  The lectures 
will 'be beautifully illustrated by a Large Gallery of Paintings and 
Diagrams. Admission 1s. 6d.' 13

The following article was typical of the favourable reports  that 
followed Professor Hagarty on his lecture tours throughout England : 

Self  taught  Maria,  still  only eighteen  years  of  age  and already 
teaching shorthand, had now successfully put her skills to the test 
with Professor Hagarty. These were extraordinary achievements for 
a young person, and especially for a  young woman in the Victorian 
era. Reporting for Professor Hagarty was a demanding task, even for 
gifted Maria, because she needed to mentally translate an unfamiliar 
Canadian  accent  and intonation  into  the  phonetic  sounds she  had 
studied.  At  the  same  time  she  had  to  absorb  the  content  of  the

The course of Lectures by Professor A Hagarty on the above 
subjects, now concluding, have been the most successful as 
well as the ablest that have ever been delivered in this town. 
And from the close attention which has been paid to them night 
after night by crowded audiences, and the great accuracy of his 
delineations of character, which certainly appeared to be 
faultless, the various characters being described to the life, we 
think  his visit  will  not  only  be   productive  of  great amount 
of good, in reforming dietetic errors and stimulating numbers 
to search more into the mysteries of human existence, but it 
will establish the science of phrenology on a firm foundation in 
the minds of all who heard him.16
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professor's words, many of which were medical terms and phrases 
she would not have come across before. Maria possessed the quick 
mind and necessary powers of concentration to report the lectures 
with accuracy, so that after the lectures she could transcribe her notes 
into  intelligent  text.  This  kind  of  shorthand  reporting  was 
challenging  for  accomplished  phonographers  let  alone  a  young 
eighteen year old with no prior practical experience. Maria was as 
usual undaunted, and the success she achieved with her engagement 
with Professor Hagarty acted as a springboard to other challenging 
appointments.
 

With Maria by his side accurately reporting his evening lectures, 
Professor  Hagarty  stayed  in  Birmingham  for  two  months  before 
continuing his lecturing tour of England. By day when Maria  was 
not  teaching  her  shorthand  classes,  she  continued  to  assist  her 
mother in her shop. Professor Hagarty's phrenological lectures and 
courses were so successful he returned to England several times over 
several decades :

With the assistance of George Dawson, Maria the good scholar 
had found a rare niche which was  satisfying and stimulating for her 
enquiring  mind  and  literary  giftedness.  She  found  Professor 
Hagarty's  lectures absorbing and entertaining,  but not so much so 
that she failed to pay attention to the task in hand. Reporting the 
lectures  of  a  foreign  celebrity,  reporting  Dawson's  lectures  and 
sermons, along with teaching her beloved shorthand were aspects of 
a life she had not anticipated when she left Bath. The niche Maria 
had found compensated her for being forced from Mr. Browning's 
School at nine years of age, and it further kindled her aspirations to 
pursue a career using Pitman's Shorthand. 

Let none of our readers suppose these excellent lectures to be 
dry. They are sound in principle, rich in anecdote and flow of 
language, calculated to inspire man with a higher sense of his 
being, both morally, intellectually, and physically, and not even 
the most fastidious listeners need fear aught which might come 
in contact with their sense of good taste. 15
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When  Maria's  assignment  with  Professor  Hagarty  concluded, 
some of the phrenologist's followers formed an association for the 
study  of  'Phrenology,  Physiology,  Psychology  and  other  kindred 
subjects.'3 Maria's  ability  and  enthusiasm  had  so  impressed  the 
learned  group,  they  offered  her  the  position  of  secretary  of  their 
association.  Maria must have been honoured as well as overjoyed 
that she had been given another opportunity to use and practise her 
shorthand skills. Once again, her inquisitive nature and her thirst for 
knowledge were being satisfied in an unexpected manner. Maria had 
proved to herself and to others that if a woman was good enough at 
shorthand,  and  if  she  was  passionate  about  it,  she  could  break 
through the  gender  barriers  that  Victorian women endured.  Maria 
was  now using  her  shorthand  skills  in  a  variety  of  ways  and  in 
addition to George Dawson, she was now known to several other 
Birmingham intellectuals.  She  remained  undaunted,   focused  and 
motivated,  hoping that  one day her family would admit  that  they 
were mistaken in saying  that she was 'wasting her time on a useless 
pursuit.'3

Although  it  was  an  outstanding  achievement,  Maria  was 
determined that her career as a shorthand writer would not stop at 
her secretarial position with the Association of Related Subjects. Her 
new  position  further  nourished  her  passion  for  succeeding  in  a 
teaching  career,  which  would  in  turn  spread  shorthand  use  in 
Birmingham.  Her  unwavering  enthusiasm  led  her  to  establish  a 
successful  shorthand  class  in  connection  with  the  Association  of 
Related Subjects. It could be said that Maria Beauclerc's secretarial 
work with this association, together with her new shorthand class, 
comprised the dawn of her long illustrious teaching and reporting 
career.  Still  only eighteen  years  of  age  and a  woman,  Maria  had 
already become  a pioneer in the reporting of shorthand and in the 
teaching of the subject in Birmingham.

Relocating to Birmingham was beginning to look as if it had been 
a  positive  decision  for  Elizabeth  and  a  pivotal  one  for  Maria. 
Elizabeth  had  progressed  from  her  grocer's  shop  to  running  a 
stationery and newspaper business and when Maria was not involved 
with her shorthand commitments, she continued to assist her mother. 
Edmund and Ann Sayer,  when not occupied with their tailoring and 
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dressmaking did likewise, and thus the family living at 4 Victoria 
Terrace Hunter's Lane Hockley,  managed to provide a satisfactory 
standard of living.

 
Maria's  shorthand  appointment  with  Professor  Hagarty was  the 

first  of other shorthand engagements and proved that her family's 
concerns  and  disbelief  in  shorthand  had  been  unfounded. 
Nevertheless,  no  member  of  her  family  group  was  prepared  to 
concede at this stage. Gradually, as Maria came to know the older 
George Dawson not just  as her preacher, but also as a friend and 
mentor,  the influential  academic continued to positively affect her 
life.  With  the  seamless  blend  of  his  influence  and  her  ability, 
ambition and dedication, Maria Beauclerc's  reputation steadily grew 
and  she  became  known  professionally  as  Miss  Marie  Beauclerc. 
Perhaps Marie was more French sounding than Maria? Over time 
even members of her family began to refer to Maria as Marie.  
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CHAPTER 5

First Female Reporter in England

The success of her engagement as a shorthand writer for Professor 
Hagarty,  and her secretarial  position at the Association of Related 
Subjects,  proved  to  be  substantial  stepping  stones  for  Marie 
Beauclerc. Between 1871 and 1873, she made history for the second 
time through her appointment as a reporter for George Dawson, who 
at  this  time  was  the  editor  of  The Birmingham  Morning  News. 
Marie's  position  at  the  popular,  and  often  described  as  radical 
newspaper, was a revolutionary achievement for a woman living in 
the 1870s. This was a time when not only was shorthand still a male 
dominated  expertise,  it  was  also  a  period  when  women  were 
confined to low paid, mundane, non clerical duties at newspaper and 
other offices. 

What  a  rare  treasure  George  Dawson had  discovered  in  Marie 
Beauclerc! She was now twenty six years old, an accomplished and 
experienced  shorthand  writer  and  totally  committed  to  Pitman's 
phonetic  shorthand.  Dawson  overlooked  the  fact  that  Marie  was 
female when he took the historic step of employing her in a position 
previously not held by any woman anywhere in England.  He knew 
the extent of Marie's ability and he was confident that her desire and 
determination to conquer difficult ground breaking challenges would 
not  disappoint  him.  Marie's  unprecedented  record  of  shorthand 
achievements  had  shown George  Dawson that  his  gifted  reporter 
although a woman, was unafraid to tread where no woman had been 
invited or had possessed the courage to intrude before.
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Both  the  Birmingham  journal  Birmingham  Faces  and  Places,  
1892, and the Phonetic Journal 1891, accredit Marie Beauclerc with 
being 'the first lady reporter in England.' An article in the Pall Mall  
Gazette,  Tuesday,  22nd September 1891, with the heading  George 
Dawson And His Lady Reporter,  also briefly describes Marie's work 
as  a  reporter  at  The Birmingham Morning News.  In addition,  the 
above articles refer  to  her  reporting skills  in  connection  with  the 
Church  of  the  Saviour  and  the  reporting  of  George  Dawson's 
sermons and prayers. A much  later newspaper article in the Evening 
Dispatch, 27th May, 1949, bears the title First Woman Reporter, and 
it  too  recognises  Marie  Beauclerc  as  the  first  female  reporter  in 
England. 

While  working  at  The  Birmingham  Morning  News,  Marie 
Beauclerc  reported  many  lectures  and  public  meetings.  These 
included Dawson's 'weekly  lectures at the Perry Barr Institute and 
the proceedings of seven important conferences, one at Nottingham 
and the others at Birmingham.'3 While reporting lectures for George 
Dawson at  the Perry Barr Institute,  Marie was also holding some 
shorthand classes at the same institution.

Marie's  employment  at  the  newspaper  was  during  an  era  of 
particular  interest  to  her.  In  1867,  Joseph  Chamberlain,  a 
Birmingham  activist,  together  with  Jesse  Collins  and  George 
Dawson and others, formed the Birmingham Education League. This 
body expanded into the National Education League and through its 
efforts,  the  1870  Education  Act  was  passed.  This  Act  was  a 
compromise which gave municipalities the power through by-law, to 
require the attendance at school of children between five and twelve. 
It was the first step in acquiring compulsory free education for all 
children.  At the close of 1870, Dawson and Chamberlain became 
members of the Birmingham School Board and continued to press 
for further free, secular and compulsory educational reform.

Joseph Chamberlain became popular as a credible reformer and 
with radical  policies for Birmingham's future in hand, he set  his 
sights on local  government.  The Birmingham Morning News  with 
George Dawson as editor, supported him in his quest for Mayor, and 
he won a decisive victory in 1873.  George Dawson worked closely 
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with Joseph Chamberlain on the Birmingham Council to enlarge the 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery,  and to construct municipal 
swimming pools and schools.

Marie  Beauclerc,  who was  forced  from school  at  an  early age 
would have been pleased with the passing of the 1870 Education 
Act. There was, however, still much to be done if more reforms in 
education were to occur. Until his death, George Dawson continued 
to  passionately deliver lectures and speeches on the topic of free, 
secular  and  compulsory  education.  One  such  lecture  by  George 
Dawson on the subject, is contained in the volume Shakespeare and 
other Lectures, edited by George St. Clair in 1888.  Marie Beauclerc 
is credited in the preface of this volume for her reporting accuracy. 
How Marie Beauclerc, the once clever little scholar named Maria 
who left school at nine years of age, must have relished reporting the 
subjects of free compulsory education and the equality of women in 
the words of George Dawson :

I insist upon secular education, and I insist upon compulsory 
education – the one hanging on the other. I hold that the clergy 
have nothing to do with secular education. They have no more to 
do with teaching geography than with teaching farriery; and the 
sooner they give up meddling with what doesn't concern them, 
the sooner they will be able to apply themselves to their own 
proper duties.

I am sick of hearing people talk of education as a means of 
making men better tinkers, or putting them in the way of earning 
more money at brass cutting. We want to educate them that they 
live better. We want to give every man a large field. Don't fear 
the result.

You don't wish to educate women, or they will cease to be 
women? Let them try. You say they will get almost like men? 
Oh, not quite: nature is strong: God is great! If they are educated 
they will still mark Valentine's Day – they will still “cleave to 
their husbands,” and the husbands will still “love their wives.” 
Let us leave these things alone; let us deal with women as beings 
bound up with us in the same bundle of life and death, and let us 
try to overcome the miserable poverty and the brutal ignorance 
which exist. Let all men walk through life with a fair chance. 22
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As  a  consequence  of  her  employment  at  The Birmingham 
Morning  News,  Marie's  knowledge  of  local  and  national  current 
affairs widened. This was an era of immense social reform especially 
in Birmingham. Through her reporting as well as 'the preparation of 
MS49 and the correction of proofs,'1 Marie would have become more 
aware that   Chamberlain's programs were frequently referred to as 
radical. This was because after decades of structural decay, he was 
starting from scratch.  He was deeply concerned about the death rate 
in the city from contagious diseases. For example, between 1871-72 
and again in 1874, there were significant epidemics of small pox in 
Birmingham.  With  no  previous  programs  to  accommodate, 
Chamberlain  cleared  a  large  part  of  the  city's  worst  slums  and 
rehoused the  occupants  in  the  suburbs.  He stood by his  word  to 
improve  the  city's  water  and  gas  supply  and to  promote  cultural 
improvement.

In 1872, George Dawson's editorship of the newspaper facilitated 
positive reports on the movements and opinions of the Birmingham 
Society for Women's Suffrage of which his wife was an executive 
member.  Marie  now  not  only  read  about  significant  events  and 
prominent identities, she was at  the  coal face of the newspaper's 
production. How interesting for young Marie Beauclerc to report the 
meetings and speeches of Birmingham's leaders during this historic 
period  of  reform.  In  1876,  Chamberlain  moved  on  to  national 
politics. His son Arthur Neville Chamberlain who was  little more 
than  a  toddler  at  the  time  Marie  Beauclerc  worked  at  The 
Birmingham Morning News,  was later elected to the office of Lord 
Mayor  of  Birmingham  in  1915.  He  eventually  became  Prime 
Minister of England and held office from 1937 – 1940.

Unfortunately for Marie Beauclerc and George Dawson and their 
faithful readers,  The Birmingham Morning News  only survived for 
three years.  Although it  was short  lived,  many regarded it  as the 
most  important  new  journalistic  venture  of  its  time.  It  was 
considered that the reliable grounds on which it was founded should 
have led to its permanent success : 
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After three years of running at a loss,  The Birmingham Morning 
News  started to become profitable, but the proprietor still closed it 
down.  Many  highly  experienced  and  reputable  newspaper  men 
believed that if it had been permitted to continue for another year, 
there would have been a successful outcome. All the necessary but 
costly groundwork had been completed, and the quality  newspaper 
was ready to reap its  rewards.  To the bitter  disappointment of its 
keen supporters and the frustration of George Dawson and Marie 
Beauclerc, The Birmingham Morning News became another statistic 
to add to the growing list of local newspaper failures :

Readers outside Birmingham also appreciated  The  Birmingham 
Morning  News. On  Saturday  2nd   December  1876,  the  Worcester 
Chronicle,  paid tribute to George Dawson and his editorship of the 
widely read newspaper. It reported that, 'George Dawson's editorship 
of The Birmingham Morning News from 1871 to 1873 is fresh in the 
memories of all.'

The Birmingham Morning News  was not the only high standard 
Birmingham  newspaper  that  disappointed  the  idealist  George 
Dawson. He invested substantially in the Birmingham Daily Press  
where he was committed  to editing and maintaining a high quality 
content, rather than being involved in the financial running of the 
business. This paper was highly regarded and read extensively, but 
poor management led to its downfall.

Mr. Dawson whose name it was thought would be a tower of 
strength took an active part in its editorial work. It had an 
excellent staff, and, in a journalistic sense and as a newspaper 
production, it was a credit to itself and to the town.17

In the grave of The Birmingham Morning News  were buried 
many hopes. The proprietor hoped to make a fortune, Mr. 
Dawson hoped to make an income and secure a still wider 
influence through its medium. Its rivals hoped it would not 
succeed, and by its death  and burial their hopes were realised.17
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Marie  Beauclerc  was  decades  ahead  of  her  time  in  studying 
shorthand and in acquiring two shorthand reporting positions during 
the 1860s and 1870s. As late as 1887, discussion and papers read at 
the  First  London  International  Shorthand  Congress,  reflected 
negative attitudes towards women shorthand writers. It was common 
for  male  phonographers  to  believe  that  women  were  unsuited  to 
shorthand  reporting,  but  surprisingly  some  prominent  female 
shorthand writers agreed. These women held strong views about the 
suitability of their own sex to the study and practice of the subject. 

One women's advocate who was spurred on by the fact that the 
majority of shorthand positions in England were still held by men, 
was  a  shorthand  enthusiast  by  the  name  of  Miss  Kensit. 
Nevertheless, although she encouraged girls to learn shorthand, she 
did not think that women could concentrate. She believed that there 
were  some workplaces  where  they  should  never  be  employed  as 
shorthand writers. She adamantly expressed her views in her paper 
entitled  Shorthand for Women,  which she read at the 1887 London 
International Shorthand Congress :

In response to Miss Kensit, a Miss Ellis who attended the 1887 
Congress added her opinion of the ability of women as a whole, as 
well as in regard to mastering shorthand :

Concentration is not among the natural gifts of women.

There is no need for women to enter the criminal law courts, the 
inquest room, or, as I have actually heard of, to be live-stock 
reporters; they can take their choice, can seek the seclusion of 
private secretaryships, the interest of the lecture hall, or the 
excitement of political debate; and in none of these occupations 
will they lose caste or bring ridicule on their sex.18

A lady who follows it should be of strong constitution; it will 
not suit those who are delicate. …............ A word on the subject 
of concentration. This is one of the most essential points, and 
one with regard to which I find lady pupils frequently fail.19
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Following the contributions of Miss Kensit and Miss Ellis at the 
International Conference, further discussion on shorthand for women 
ensued. At this time, Marie had been working as a shorthand reporter 
and as a shorthand teacher for 24 years! She had been employed as a 
shorthand writer from the time she was just eighteen years of age.

A  Mr. Croxton  (Manchester)  who attended the  1887  Congress 
responded to Miss Kensit and Miss Ellis : 

  

  

Marie Beauclerc, in deliberate contrast to the gender prejudiced 
views of Miss Kensit, Miss Ellis and Mr. Croxton, referred to Queen 
Elizabeth 1st  in her paper entitled Phonography in Birmingham. She 
said, 'I am but a weak and feeble woman yet I have the heart of a 
king.'21 Although not in its entirety, Marie used the quote of Queen 
Elizabeth 1 in reference to the Shorthand Writers' Association she 
had  recently  established.  She  spoke  proudly  of  her  pioneering 
achievements, making it clear that she was a lady focused on her 
goals. She was not intimidated, but proud  to speak publicly of being 
a strong-minded woman who was undeterred by the opinions of her 
family, the community at large or shorthand writers of her own sex.

With the exception of Marie Beauclerc, George Dawson had also 
sometimes been known to hold the literacy skills of many women in 
low  regard.  He  made  this  apparent  in  his  lecture  on  National  
Education : 

Ladies' spelling is always pretty feeble. It has never been a 
strong point with women. Even out of 100 educated women 99 
will spell independent with 'a' dant.22

I think on the whole a woman's constitution cannot stand the 
wear and tear of a reporter's life. Of course American ladies are 
very strong-minded, and are supposed to stand anything; but I 
think the value of Shorthand to ladies in England will be more 
in private life than in anything else.20
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Nevertheless Dawson had trusted a very young Marie Beauclerc to 
hold classes in the vestry of his church, to report for him when he 
was  editor  of  The Birmingham Morning News,  and  to  accurately 
report and transcribe his many lectures, prayers and sermons. Given 
the prominent positions George Dawson held in Birmingham, and 
given her respect for the man she referred to as 'the great teacher,'1 

one  can  appreciate  the  honour  Marie  Beauclerc  felt  that  George 
Dawson trusted her with reporting his work.

In  fairness  to  George  Dawson,  although  he  believed  that  the 
spelling  of  educated women was 'pretty feeble,'22 he  remained an 
advocate for women's education, believing that there should be equal 
educational opportunities for men and women. He encouraged his 
wife's involvement in the women's suffrage movement, especially in 
1872 when he supported her in her position of executive member of 
the Birmingham Society for Women's Suffrage.

As  late  as  1887,  many  opinions  held  by  prominent  shorthand 
writers appear to be outrageous, but it must be remembered that even 
at  the  end  of  the  century  working  conditions  for  women  were 
atrocious.  Offices  were  poorly  ventilated  and  dirty,  and  women 
could work for twelve hours without adequate toilet facilities. They 
worked for less pay than their male counterparts and as a general 
rule,  regardless  of  their  ability,  were  given the  most  lowly tasks. 
Often  when  women  were  involved  with  unions  to  improve 
conditions  for  all  workers,  they were   unjustly  accused  of  being 
divisive and interested only in women's conditions. By the 1880s, 
women  enjoyed  the  benefits  of  schooling  and  new  areas  of 
employment  were  opening  up  for  them,  but  even  amongst 
themselves, due to those like Miss Ellis and Miss Kensit there were 
still gender and class barriers to overcome : 

Middle-class activists expended more energy in attempting to 
mould working class women into acceptable feminine roles than 
in enabling them to think and act for themselves. These women 
did not breach the class gap, instead they papered it over with a 
rhetoric of gender unity, a unity that was constantly under 
pressure and often cracked. Sisterhood was permeated by 
inequality.23
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Marie Beauclerc had successfully reported for well known local 
and foreign identities, she had been named the first woman reporter 
in  England,  and her  teaching had rewarded her  with prominence. 
Regardless of such achievements, Marie's biography in the journal 
Birmingham Faces  and  Places,  1892,  is  typical  of  many articles 
saying  she  regarded  'that  portion  of  her  work  with  more  tender 
affection than any other which was devoted to the reporting of Mr. 
George Dawson's Sermons and Prayers at the Church of the Savior.'

Fifteen years after  working at  The Birmingham Morning News,  
and having further widened her shorthand experience,  Marie took 
the opportunity to publicly speak about her reporting at the Church 
of the Saviour in her paper, Phonography in Birmingham, 1887 :

The Phonetic Journal, 31st March 1888, quoted  the London
Figaro's, 17th March 1888 newspaper's article :  

Another way in which, by the aid of Phonography, I have been 
able to do some lasting service, has been in recording the 
eloquent utterances of one of the world's most gifted teachers – 
George Dawson MA; of the Church of the Saviour Birmingham.
For many years I reported, from week to week, those high 
discourses, and those tender, impassioned, soul-inspiring 
prayers, which  touched the hearts of all who heard them , and 
which, but for Phonography, would have been entirely lost to 
the world. But, by my knowledge and practice of this glorious 
art, I was able to record those precious utterances as they fell 
from his lips, 

She has taught Phonography at the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute for some years, and it is to her ability and industry that 
Birmingham - and England – is entirely indebted for the 
preservation in a permanent form of the prayers and discourses 
of George Dawson. I well remember seeing her at the Church of 
the Saviour take down Mr. Dawson's sermons, but probably 
neither she herself, nor those who watched her with curiosity, 
imagined that she was then paving the way to fame and fortune.
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Although  Marie  always  spoke  fondly  about  her  reporting  for 
George  Dawson,  Thomas  Allen  Reed  a  prominent  pioneer  of 
Pitman's  shorthand,  and  later  Joint  Chairman  of  the  International 
Congress, thought otherwise. In praise of Marie's work, he spoke of 
the difficulty he had encountered in reporting for George Dawson 
but he did not specify what the difficulty was.

Marie's inquisitive nature, literary ability and keen mind had stood 
her in good stead as a shorthand reporter. Even though the range of 
academic,  philosophical  and  political  topics  on  which  George 
Dawson and others spoke was extensive, she always succeeded in 
meeting the challenge. Her reporting was intelligent and reliable and 
her accuracy considered to be worthy of publication. 

Various  newspapers,  journals  and  book  prefaces  acknowledge 
Marie  Beauclerc's  reporting  for  George  Dawson and  describe  his 
work as 'having been caught up and preserved for all time by the 
pencil of Miss Beauclerc. Nine large volumes of his work are the 
result of her labour of love.' 1  These volumes of Dawson's sermons, 
prayers  and lectures  were published after  his  death  in  1876.  The 
Phonetic Journal, September 1891, paid tribute to Marie Beauclerc's 
contribution to making this possible through her reporting notes. The 
article  describes  how  George  Dawson's  followers  were  greatly 
indebted to her :

The nine published works by Dawson include : 

The prayers and sermons were printed directly from transcriptions 
of short hand reports taken down by Miss Beauclerc as Mr. 
Dawson uttered them, requiring little to be done except to read 
them through and arrange them according to subject and in order 
of sequence.

1) Prayers (first series), 2) Prayers (second series), 3) Disputed 
Points and Special Occasions, 4) Daily Life and Duty, 5) The 
Authentic Gospel, 6) Three Books of God, 7) Everyday Counsels, 
8) Biographical Lectures, 9) Shakespeare and other Lectures.
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Around 1877, shortly after the death of her husband in 1876, and 
just prior to her own death in 1878, Mrs. Dawson edited the first 
volume  of  Dawson's  prayers  and  two  volumes  of  his  sermons. 
George St. Clair assisted by Marie Beauclerc, edited the rest of the 
large volumes after the deaths of George Dawson and his wife.

In the preface of  Everyday Counsels,  London 1888, George St. 
Clair acknowledged  Marie Beauclerc's shorthand reports by saying, 
'The  discourses  are  mainly  from  the  shorthand  reports  of  Miss 
Beauclerc.'   In  the  preface  of  Shakespeare  and  other  Lectures, 
London  1888,  George  St.  Clair  elaborated  on  Marie  Beauclerc's 
contribution :

When a lecture is reported by Miss Beauclerc – as is the case 
with the one on the  Shadow of  Death -  we have a near approach 
to fullness and accuracy..... I have had, as before the invaluable 
help of Miss Beauclerc in collating and transcribing.

George Dawson
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Shakespeare and other Lectures
London 1888

Another acknowledgement written by George St. Clair, appears in 
the preface of  Prayers With A Discourse on Payer,  Second Series,  
London, 1883 – 'It is right to mention, in addition, that the whole of 
the contents of the present volume are from the excellent shorthand 
reports of Miss Beauclerc.'

George St Clair had been George Dawson's assistant at the Church 
of the Saviour until Dawson died in 1876. He then became Dawson's 
successor as minister until his retirement at the close of 1885. At this 
time, an illuminated  'address'24 beautifully bound in morocco and 
ivory satin was presented to him. It was signed by Marie Beauclerc 
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and other  prominent  citizens and church members.  The 'address'24 

was  presented  to  George  St.  Clair  in  gratitude  for  his  work  as 
minister, and for his work with Marie Beauclerc in 'preserving the 
reports of Mr. Dawson's Prayers Sermons Lectures and Speeches so 
that being dead, he yet speaketh.'25

Marie Beauclerc must be commended not only for the quality of 
her work in collaboration with George St. Clair, but also because the 
books Shakespeare and other Lectures and Everyday Counsels were 
published in 1888. During this year, Marie held the first meetings of 
her  Shorthand Writers'  Association,  as  well  as  teaching at  Rugby 
School and several other colleges and institutes. Although Marie's 
schedule was full, she let none of her commitments prevent her from 
preserving the work of George Dawson. The previous year, 1887, 
during which perhaps much of the editing was done, Marie was busy 
teaching shorthand,  setting up the Shorthand Writers'  Association, 
and  attending  the  London  Phonographic  Congress  where  she 
presented her paper  Phonography in Birmingham. During the same 
year  she  also  became  proficient  in  typewriting,  she  introduced 
typewriting to Birmingham and she set up new classes in the subject. 
On the other hand, George St. Clair was in retirement after 1885, 
apart for some work as a lecturer for the Palestine Exploration Fund.

Marie  Beauclerc's  biography in  Birmingham Faces  and  Places  
1892, described her work in collaboration with George St. Clair :

The prayers and sermons were printed directly from transcriptions 
of shorthand reports taken down by Miss Beauclerc as Mr. Dawson 
uttered them, requiring little to be done except to read them 
through and arrange them according to subject and in order of 
sequence.
Mr. St Clair, speaking of them at a public meeting, said that 
'editing' might mean much or little, in this case it meant very little 
indeed. He had seen much reporting and many reports - these 
reports were better than the best.
As regarded the lectures, Mr. St. Clair's work was far more 
difficult, and Miss Beauclerc's incalculably more so – but she loved 
to take the necessary trouble, her one desire being to make the 
completed work for Mr. Dawson's sake as perfect as possible.
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In  1883,  following  another  severe  scarlet  fever  and  small  pox 
epidemic, Robert Collyer (1823-1912) of the Church of the Messiah 
in  New  York,  visited  Birmingham.  This  Unitarian  clergyman, 
lecturer and author, engaged Marie Beauclerc to report and edit his 
lectures,  sermons and  prayers  which  were delivered  at  Newhall 
Church Birmingham, on September 2nd 1883. 

The  'brawny,  tall,  powerfully-built'26 Reverend  Robert  Collyer, 
originally  a  blacksmith  from Yorkshire,  rose  to  be  second  in  the 
hierarchy of the Unitarian Clergy in the United States. Reporting for 
this clergyman  would not have been an easy task for most shorthand 
reporters, given the speaker's unusual accent, his intonation and his 
very rapid delivery. Despite such difficulties, during the same year, 
1883, a book entitled Two Sermons With Accompanying Prayers was 
published  and  printed  by  Frederick  Grew.  Marie  Beauclerc  was 
credited in the book  for her reporting and editing contribution.

Although popular and influential in the United States as an author 
as well as a preacher, and although he drew large crowds in England, 
there were many English folk who did not relate to  Robert Collyer's 
style of preaching, or to his American style delivery and accent. On a 
later visit to England in 1886, an article appeared in the  Liverpool  
Mercury, Monday 13th September :

 

Nearly two decades had passed since Marie reported the lectures 
of  the  Canadian  phrenologist  Professor  Hagarty.  Now,  in  the 

although nature has endowed him with a rich and powerful 
voice, he is evidently so enamoured of the style he has adopted 
that he gives the finer tones of his voice little or no freedom of 
expression - in fact, he seems to have imported into the pulpit the 
more objectionable mannerisms of Henry Irving's worst 
intonation. In almost every instance, the natural rhythm and 
emphasis which involuntarily follow the thoughts in a sentence 
are entirely spoiled by a disagreeable choppy delivery, in which 
the emphasis is invariably placed on the wrong words, and to this 
is added a rapidity of utterance which adversely taxes the most 
attentive listener.
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eighteen  eighties,  it  was  for  a  variety  of  reasons  that  young 
phonographers or those not sufficiently proficient in shorthand, were 
advised not  to attempt to report  sermons.  This was especially  in 
regard to those delivered by clergymen with different accents and 
unusual  delivery  styles.  Marie  Beauclerc's  exceptional  skills  and 
experience  in  shorthand , enabled  her  to adapt  with  ease  to  the 
Reverend Collyer's unfamiliar intonation and accent, when she was 
recording his words which were 'rattled off with great rapidity.'26  

Marie  Beauclerc is  also  credited in  the  prefaces  of  volumes of 
work by author and preacher, James Christopher Street (1855-1931) 
who became Minister of the Church of the Saviour in 1891. After 
Marie had retired in August 1892, an article under the heading 'Just  
Published' appeared  in  the  Birmingham Daily  Post,  Saturday 17th 

December 1892 :

The same book,  Sunday Evening Lectures  - From the Shorthand  
Notes of Marie Beauclerc, was  advertised in the Birmingham Daily 
Post, Wednesday  22nd February 1893, for the price 2s. 6d. 

Mr. Street is the present minister of Mr. Dawson's former 
congregation at the Church of the Saviour, and these evening 
discourses were delivered by him extempore, and were reported 
by Marie Beauclerc, who reported so many of Mr. Dawson's 
sermons and devotional exercises. The range of the lectures is 
extensive – theological, philosophical, critical, and social 
including special discourses in commemoration of Mr. Dawson. 

Two of them, “Life in our Villages” and “Life in Large Towns,” 
contain graphic and informing summaries of social conditions 
which constitute some of the most difficult problems of to-day. 
All the lectures are brightly and graphically put; they are mostly 
very earnest in tone; and the religious and ecclesiastical views 
presented in them are broad and generous. The little book is well 
worth reading.
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Mention was again made of Marie's reporting of George Dawson's 
prayers in the Birmingham Daily Post article of Monday 13th 
November 1893 :

In 1912 another book of lectures by James Christopher Street was 
published from the shorthand reports of Marie Beauclerc. This book 
entitled, Communings with the Father was edited by the author's son 
Christopher James Street and was published after Marie Beauclerc's 
death.

A Book of Simple Prayers. Collected and arranged by E. W. 
( Reading : Langley.) This graceful quarto of 100 pages from the 
Chiswick Press has all the value which good type and paper can 
add to a remarkable collection of Private Prayers for family use.
It is very notable, and will be interesting to local readers, that the 
sixty three prayers include eighteen 'of the beautiful prayers 
written by Mr. George Dawson,'  although the error that they 
were written should be corrected, as the prayers were always 
extempore, and have only been preserved by Miss Beauclerc and 
Mr. G. St. Clair in the volume issued by Messers. Kegan Paul 
and Co.
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Marie Beauclerc's earliest experiences of teaching shorthand were in 
the vestry of the Church of the Saviour and at her home. Gradually 
she introduced classes at  the Birmingham Provident Institution,  at 
the North Western Railway Company's office at Stourbridge and at 
other  schools  and  colleges  in  and  around  Birmingham.  Some  of 
these schools were Queen's College in Birmingham, Middle  Class 
School at  Sparkbrook, Commercial School in Handsworth and Mr. 
Bradley's School in Handsworth.

While Marie was working at The Birmingham Morning News and 
teaching  shorthand  classes  in  the  evenings,  her  brother  Richard 
Beauclerc  and his  wife Jane  moved to Birmingham.  Richard  had 
been working in Oxford as a railway clerk.  All members of Marie's 
family were once again living in close proximity,  but  sadly 1873 
proved  to  be  a  difficult  year  for  all  of  them.  The  Birmingham 
Morning News fell by the wayside, and Richard's wife Jane took ill 
from what was described as a 'diseased brain.' 27 At the age of thirty 
three she passed away with her husband Richard by her side. Young 
Edmund  Sayer's  wife  Elizabeth  had  lost  her  sister,  and  Richard 
Beauclerc was now a widower after nine years of marriage.

Her newspaper reporting  position had been  financially beneficial 
to Marie and her family,  as well as it  having been a trail blazing 
triumph for  women as  a  whole.  Now, while  the family including 
Marie grieved over the death of their family member, it was essential 
that Marie replaced her earnings from her shorthand reporting at The 
Birmingham Morning News. During the period of her employment at 
the  newspaper, there  had  been  favourable  work  opportunities  for 
most people in Birmingham. 1874, however, brought change in the 
form of a serious depression in the city,  where the decline in the 
mining industry played a principal role. Having also put the small 
pox epidemics of 1871 and 1872 behind them, 1874 brought another 
outbreak of the disease to  Birmingham's population.
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Shorthand and Dancing Academy and Ladies' School

When  the  newspaper  on  the  brink  of  success  was  discontinued, 
Marie was determined to use her phonographic ability whenever and 
wherever  possible.  As  well  as  a  dreamer,  Marie  was  also  a 
pragmatist and reality told her that in the meantime she must look to 
her other skills as a means of income. She continued to help her 
mother  in  the stationer's  shop, and she also returned to  being 'an 
artist in hair'3  which was  an occupation she had learned when she 
first left school at age nine. To supplement her income even further, 
she opened a private academy where she taught dancing in 'large and 
lofty  Rooms'28  at  Soho  Hill,  Handsworth,  Birmingham.  She  gave 
private  shorthand  classes  as  well  as  instruction  in  dance  at  her 
academy. Miss Beauclerc taught 'every New and Fashionable Dance, 
a Special Class being held for the study and practice of the Waltz, in 
its various forms.'28

Queen Victoria and Prince Albert had popularised the waltz, but 
by 1870,  although it  was  still  popular  at  balls,  new dances  were 
coming into vogue. A variety of modern steps was being introduced 
by English dance masters and Marie made sure she was familiar with 
them. She taught groups of adult and juvenile students and she also 
took students for  private lessons by appointment.  Believing in the 
health  benefits  of  exercise,  Marie  held  calisthenics29 classes  in 
conjunction with her dancing academy. Her dance classes became so 
popular, that  even  into  the  eighteen  eighties  when  her  shorthand 
commitments were prolific and she didn't need to supplement her 
income,  she continued to  offer  tuition.  Marie  Beauclerc  could  be 
described as a holistic teacher who advocated physical exercise and 
social  enjoyment  as  well  as  dedication  to  academic  studies.  As 
always  her  love  of  shorthand  continued  to shine  through, as 
illustrated  by  her  advertisement  for  her  private  academy  which 
described shorthand as 'this important Art.'28
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Another advertisement in 1883 for  'The School Of Shorthand And 
Dancing  Academy,  THE  BEECHES,  178,  SOHO  HILL, 
Handsworth' reads as follows :

In 1884, Marie is also listed in  Kelly's Directory of Birmingham 
and  Suburbs  (Directory  Commercial)  as  'Beauclerc  Marie  (Miss) 
ladies'  school,  178 Soho Hill.'   Perhaps  it  can be speculated  that 
Marie was incorporating classes in social graces into her dancing, 
calisthenics and shorthand academy. 

MISS BEAUCLERC, Teacher at the Midland Institute, &c. begs 
to announce that her PRIVATE ACADEMY will RE-OPEN 
THIS DAY (Saturday October 6).
Select DANCING CLASSES  for ADULTS (Instruction and 
Practice) on Tuesday and Saturday Evenings.
JUVENILE CLASSES for CALISTHENICS  and  DANCING, 
on SATURDAY AFTERNOONS.
PRIVATE LESSONS in the WALTZ and every 
FASHIONABLE DANCE by Appointment. SHORTHAND 
CLASS on Friday Evenings. Private Lessons by Appointment.30
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 The Perry Barr Institute

In 1874 following the demise of  The Birmingham Morning News, 
George Dawson and his wife Susan left England. They were away 
for several months on a lecture tour of the United States. At this time 
they were still grieving the death of their only child Annie Rachel, 
who had suffered a mental illness from her early teenage years. They 
had employed a companion for Annie to constantly watch over her 
and  to  assist  her  and  themselves  cope  with  the  illness,  but  their 
efforts  proved  to  be  of  no  avail.  In  1873,  the  same  year  The 
Birmingham Morning News collapsed,  Annie  died.  She  was aged 
twenty five, only three years younger than Marie. 

Distressed by the death of Annie and also missing her friend and 
mentor  George  Dawson,  Marie  once  again  proved  her  ability  to 
navigate her life through stormy times. It was only two months after 
Dawson's departure, that Marie embarked on a shorthand teaching 
post  at  the  Perry  Barr  Institute.  Marie  now  twenty  nine, 
enthusiastically organised her classes at the new  facility which was 
modelled on the Birmingham and Midland Institute.  This was the 
first suburban institute of its kind and she was to hold her position 
there for fourteen years.

The Birmingham Daily Post 21st October 1874, depicted in detail 
the 'Inaugural Soirée'31 of The Perry Barr Institute which took place 
on 20th October 1874. It also described the high standard of some of 
the lecturers :

lectures and scientific entertainments will be given, and classes 
of an educational character will be opened: and the high class 
description of the lectures may be seen from the announcement 
that the first course is to be delivered by Professor Henry 
Morley, Mr. J. A Skortchley, F. H. E. S (the celebrated African 
explorer), the Rev Canon Northcote and Mr. George Macdonald, 
L. L. D. 
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With deeper economic depression looming and yet to become a 
well known Birmingham identity, Marie Beauclerc would have been 
relieved as  well  as  delighted  to  have won acceptance at  the new 
Perry Barr teaching facility. At only twenty nine years of age, she 
was now to teach amongst eminent male professionals at a quality 
equipped institute.   As well  as class  rooms,  library,  large reading 
room and news room, the modern building boasted a  lecture hall 
capable of seating three hundred and fifty people. Samuel Timmins, 
(Shakespearean scholar and antiquarian, who with George Dawson 
was  founder  of  the  Shakespearean  Library  situated  in  the 
Birmingham Library) delivered the inaugural address. He said that 
he 'believed the example which they had set would be followed in 
other  suburban districts  of  their  great  town.'32 Marie  Beauclerc,  a 
woman who had left school at age nine, would have been proud to be 
present at the evening which closed with a vocal and instrumental 
concert. 

In  1876,  after  a  productive  year  of  teaching  at  the  Perry Barr 
Institute, Marie was  also welcomed at the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute  where  ninety  pupils  enrolled  for  her  first  session  of 
instruction. A steadily increasing demand for more classes at the two 
most  prominent  institutes  in  Birmingham  ensued,  while  other 
schools and colleges also sought her expertise. At only thirty years of 
age,  Marie  Beauclerc's  name became synonymous with shorthand 
teaching in Birmingham.
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Marie Beauclerc and George Dawson

In contrast to the emotional and financial upheavals of 1873, and in 
spite of the economic depression surrounding her, 1874 and 1875 
proved to be good years for Marie Beauclerc. 

   Teaching at the two most prominent institutes in Birmingham, and 
at the same time being approached by other colleges and schools to 
open  classes,  ensured  that  Marie's  future  career  as  a  shorthand 
teacher was now firmly established.

George Dawson's return to England meant that Marie once again 
had the interest and support of her learned friend and mentor. The 
accounts  of  his  experiences  in  the  United  States  fascinated  and 
informed Marie and his large following wherever he lectured.

There  was  better  news  for  Marie  on  her  home  front.  On   6th 

September,  1875,  her  brother  Richard  married  Lydia  Kirby,  a 
jewellers daughter. Hockley where Maria and her family were living 
had become the centre of Birmingham's jewellery industry and even 
to this day is famously known as the Jewellery Quarter. During the 
eighteen  seventies,  over  5,000  families  were  dependent  on 
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Birmingham's jewellery trade which had evolved from the button, 
pin,  buckle  and  toy  trades.  It  is  interesting  that  at  his  wedding 
Richard gave his father's name as Richard Beauclerc, broker, with no 
mention of the name Richard Bethell.

  1876 also started well for Marie and her family, especially when 
Jane Elizabeth was born to her brother Richard and his wife Lydia. 
This child was to be the first of six nieces and one nephew for Marie. 
It appears to have been a warm gesture on the part of Lydia to name 
their first daughter Jane, after Richard's deceased wife. The couple 
also chose Elizabeth,  the name of Richard's  mother and deceased 
sister,  for  the  second name of  their  first  born daughter.  Although 
Marie  was  clearly  career  driven  and  devoted  to  the  teaching  of 
shorthand, she believed in close family ties. Throughout her life she 
followed her Uncle Edmund's example and always stayed close to 
her brother and his wife and their children. 

The close of 1876 was not in keeping with its commencement. It 
brought a permanent and shocking loss to society as well as a great 
personal void to all those who adored and respected George Dawson. 
It  is  unimaginable  how Marie  must  have  felt  when  the  man  she 
revered suddenly passed away from an aneurysm in December of 
1876.  Not  only the Birmingham community,  but also the rest  of 
England and many further afield publicly mourned him.  Dozens of 
newspaper  articles  from  outside  Birmingham  paid  tributes 
overflowing with fond sentiments. One such example appeared on 
Friday 1st December 1876, in the Daily Gazette for Middlesbrough :

George Dawson is no more!.............Everywhere the intelligence 
will be received with sorrow, and nowhere perhaps, with keener 
regret than in this district.

He shone in friendly converse. His strong human sympathies, 
penetrating and sparkling repartee, and comprehensive 
intelligence gave to his conversation an irresistible charm.
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Another tribute outside the city of Birmingham appeared in the 
Worcester Chronicle Saturday December 2nd 1876 :

One who knew George Dawson well was young Marie Beauclerc. 
Initially she had met him as her preacher, after which he became a 
friend who helped her set up shorthand classes in the vestry of his 
church.  Dawson's  trust  in  Marie  was further  demonstrated by his 
employment of her at  The Birmingham Morning News  where she 
continued to meet his high expectations. Marie's love and respect for 
George Dawson was shared by his large following at the Church of 
the Saviour, but in Marie's case there was another dimension to her 
admiration of the man. Unlike others close to her, he had recognised 
and encouraged her intellectual giftedness. He had understood the 
value  of  shorthand,  and  because  he  was  impressed  by  Marie's 
determination to succeed in the field, he assisted her in putting her 
shorthand skills into practice. Marie's grief would have been deep 
and no easy task from which to recover. History reveals that George 
Dawson always remained dear to Marie Beauclerc's heart.

  George Dawson was born in the parish of St. Pancras in London 
twenty four years before Marie was born in St Pancras.  He lived 
there until as a youth he moved to Glasgow to study at university. 
His home at Hunter Street Brunswick Square St Pancras, was not far 
from Somers  Town,  Maria  Bethell's  birth  place.  Dawson's  father 
influenced  his  son's  love  of  literature  and  oratory,  and  also  his 
interest  in  politics  and  sense  of  social  justice.  He  would  have 
remembered the French refugees who sought safety in Somers  Town 
after fleeing the French Revolution of 1789. George Dawson was 
well informed on the subject of this French Revolution and later in 
his own era, he actively  sympathised with refugees from the Second 
Revolution  of  1848.  When considering  the  following two quotes, 
one can speculate whether George Dawson may have felt  another 

His death will leave a hopeless blank in many a home, and only 
those who knew him well can fully appreciate  the nobleness and 
gentleness of his nature, the hearty geniality of his private life, or 
fully realise the loss they  have sustained by his untimely death. 
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connection to the young Marie  Beauclerc :

In addition to recognising her passion for phonography and her 
intellectual  giftedness,  perhaps  there  was  yet  another  reason  that 
George Dawson had warmed towards the determined young Marie. 
There is justification in speculating that because Marie had not had a 
father from the age of five, and George Dawson's daughter had been 
constantly unwell and died at age twenty five, there may have been a 
father  daughter  relationship  between  clever  young  Marie  and  the 
older learned George Dawson. 

Many references to George Dawson made by Marie throughout 
her life, clearly indicate her enormous affection and respect for 'the 
great teacher.'1  She also made a financial contribution to the Church 
of  the  Saviour.  The  interest  from  her  investment  continued  to 
contribute to the 'George Dawson Commemoration'34  held each year 
on Dawson's birthday, 24th February.  

An article reporting on the fifth commemoration of the birth  of 
George Dawson and Marie Beauclerc's contribution to it appeared in 
the Birmingham Daily Post on 28th February, 1882 :

1) In the years 1846 and 1847, the two years of calm preceding 
the European revolutions of 1848, Mr. Dawson was one of the 
foremost men who showed an intelligent appreciation of foreign 
politics.33 

2) His warmest sympathy and hearty help were ever at the 
command of the exiles from all lands. In the troubles of 1848, 
when English shores were crowded with refugees, his house was 
a home for many, and his purse was at the service of all. 33

In accordance with what has now become an annual custom, Mr. 
Dawson's birthday (February 24) was commemorated at The 
Church of The Saviour by a tea and a musical service , given to 
aged men and women. 224 old folk sat down to an ample tea, and 
were waited upon by members of the benevolence committee. 
Mr.  G.  St. Clair,  Mr. J.  S.  Manton,  and  Mr.  William  Johnson 
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In 1876, at  thirty one years of  age,  the sorrow and loss  Marie 
Beauclerc felt as they laid her 'great teacher'1 to rest in Birmingham's 
General  Cemetery  (now  known  as  Key  Hill  Cemetery)   did  not 
dampen  her  passion  and  ambition.  Instead  it  seemed  to  further 
inspire her to persevere with shorthand. This field, so close to her 
own  heart  had  also  been  an  innovation  that  George  Dawson 
fervently believed would make a positive difference to mankind. 

The opportunities George Dawson had afforded Marie Beauclerc 
and which she had passionately embraced, equipped her well in her 
quest to continue spreading the use of phonography in Birmingham. 
There was also the reality that with her mother Elizabeth and her 
Uncle Edmund ageing, Marie was soon to be relied upon as the sole 
breadwinner  of the household.  Marie  could remember her  mother 
working tirelessly under harsh circumstances after the death of her 
father. She hadn't forgotten her Uncle Edmund's reliability in times 
of  need  when  she  was  a  child.  With  belief  in  herself  and  with 
commitment to benefiting society through shorthand, and with the 
forthcoming responsibility of  caring  for  her  ageing family,  Marie 
Beauclerc now focused on establishing shorthand classes wherever 
there was a possibility.  As well as opening her dance academy at 
Soho  Hill  in  Handsworth,  where  she  also  conducted  private 
shorthand  lessons,  she  set  her  mind  on  searching  for  as  many 
teaching positions at as many educational institutions as possible.

Those  who believed  in  the  value  of  phonography continued  to 
hold  meetings  throughout  the  country.  They  worked  tirelessly  to 
discredit  the  criticism  of  many  still  determined  to  see  Pitman's 
system fail. These devoted advocates of shorthand persisted in trying 
to  persuade  the  closed  minded  to  listen  to  how  the  phonetic 

afterwards gave suitable addresses, and the organist and choir of 
the church performed a selection of music from Handel, 
Mendelssohn, and Spohr.................................................... Before 
leaving every poor person received a half – pound packet of tea.
The expenses of the meeting were entirely met by voluntary 
subscriptions, including  £1. 10s. 10d; the interest of Miss 
Beauclerc's investment.
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innovation  could  speed  up  communication,  and  therefore  benefit 
society.  Many believed  Pitman's  followers  were  zealous  idealists, 
especially when they referred to themselves as a brotherhood. Little 
by  little  the  efforts  of  Pitman's  supporters  who  included  his  two 
younger  brothers  succeeded.  Pitman's  shorthand  was  gradually 
introduced into schools and colleges around the country with Marie 
Beauclerc bearing the responsibility in Birmingham.

As well as travelling the land, Thomas Allen Reed who had been a 
committed follower of Isaac Pitman since the age of sixteen, wrote 
several books on shorthand. These books, along with his lectures on 
the  subject,  gradually enlightened  many educators  and  employers 
who were in the thick of the Industrial Revolution and who had a 
vision for the future. Reed had visited Birmingham in 1843 but he 
didn't  return  until  1888.  His  visit  at  this  time  was  for  the  sole 
purpose  of  opening  the  inaugural  meeting  of  Marie  Beauclerc's 
Shorthand Writers' Association. It wasn't until Marie  humbly started 
her shorthand classes in the church vestry and at  home, and later 
introduced  classes  to  prominent  institutions,  colleges  and  schools 
that the skill came to be widely taught and used in Birmingham.

71TEACHER EXTRAORDINAIRE



  The Birmingham and Midland Institute
and other Institutes

After Marie Beauclerc introduced shorthand classes at the Perry Barr 
Institute in 1874, and the Birmingham and Midland Institute in 1876, 
similar institutes began to spring up in other districts and suburbs 
around Birmingham. Some of these were at Harborne, Edgbaston, 
Moseley, Balsall Heath and Sutton Coldfield. Marie, who remained 
committed to spreading the use of Pitman's shorthand, accepted as 
many  teaching  posts  as  her  already  overloaded  schedule  would 
permit. 

Marie  Beauclerc's  shorthand classes  became more  popular  than 
any  others  at  the  Birmingham  and  Midland  Institute.  This  long 
established  teaching  facility,  often  referred  to  as  the  BMI,  was 
founded by an Act of Parliament in 1854. This was five years before 
young Maria Beauclerc and Elizabeth Sayer arrived in Birmingham. 
Nearly 160 years after its founding, the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute still operates under its original creed and exists for :

Charles Dickens had proposed a toast at the January 1853 banquet 
of  the  Birmingham Society  of  Artists.  He  supported  the  idea  of 

the Diffusion and advancement of Science, Literature and Art 
amongst all Classes of Persons resident in Birmingham and the 
Midland Counties.35
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creating a new institute that would encourage both men and women 
of  all  classes  to  study literature and science.  Dickens  returned to 
Birmingham at the end of the year for a series of public readings 
with the proceeds going to  the  new institution.  No other  cultural 
institution  had  previously  received  such  support  from  a  national 
literary  hero,  and  this  enticed  other  public  figures  to  add  their 
support.  Initially  the  focus  had  been  centred  on  mechanical  and 
industrial  expertise,  but  now  the  benefits  of  culture  were 
emphasised.  It  was  hoped  this  change  of  direction  would  help 
overcome the sense of regional inferiority that unfortunately existed 
in Birmingham.

The first classes at the BMI  in 1854 were in physics, chemistry 
and psychology and were limited to males over fifteen years of age. 
In 1855 classes in English literature and history were added. Some 
subjects were coeducational and rather than being paid for by the 
term,  they  cost  a  penny  for  each  attendance.  Charles  Dickens 
regarded  the  coeducational  Penny Classes  as  remarkable.  George 
Dawson  who  was  heavily  involved  in  the  advancement  of  the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute, also commented favourably on 
the coeducational classes :

Despite the enthusiasm of its founders over the next fifteen years, 
the institution's goals failed. It was thought at the time, that this was 
due to both the poor economic conditions and the lack of elementary 
education of Birmingham's working population. The institution was 
clearly not attracting the working class which it set out to reach. This 
was  one  of  many  factors  that  prompted  a  group  of  long  term 
education activists, led by Joseph Chamberlain and Jesse Collins, to 
found  the   Birmingham  Education  League.  The  progressive 
Birmingham group which included George Dawson, fought for  free 
secular compulsory education and  gradually gained support outside 
the city. The group evolved into the National Education League with 

my experience in the English Literature class shows me no evils 
arising from the indiscriminate admission or the mingling on our 
class of the two sexes.36
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more than one hundred branches. After overcoming many obstacles 
and much opposition, and finally achieving a compromise, the work 
of this body culminated in the 1870 Education Act. This was the first 
step in acquiring free compulsory education for all children.

From its inception in 1854, it had taken nearly two decades for the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute to achieve its aim of attracting 
tradesmen  to  classes  other  than  industrial.  It  was  also  only  after 
about 1870, that classes to women outside the Industrial Department 
were  seriously  introduced.  Previously,  apart  from  a  few 
coeducational classes, sisters and cousins of members could sing or 
take  part  in  a  modest  play.  Sometimes  women  were  specifically 
targeted,  for  example,  when  an  essay  on  Lady  Jane  Grey  was 
delivered. 

The severe economic depression of the mid 1870s started out as a 
setback for the Birmingham and Midland Institute, but this downturn 
rekindled  a  sense  of  charity  and  public  assistance.  The  institute 
survived and gradually began to reap the fruits of the Education Act 
of  1870.  More  of  Birmingham's  youth  were  now literate,  and an 
increased  proportion  applied  for  membership.  Sadly  there  was  a 
twenty percent attrition rate amongst students in most classes. Marie 
Beauclerc's shorthand classes were the exception and they steadily 
increased in number and size and achieved good results.

In 1879, a fire due to an extension destroyed the library, but it did 
not  affect  Marie  Beauclerc's  classes.  By  1881  the  building  was 
completed, and students in the Shorthand Department continued to 
increase,  with the  attrition  rate  remaining small  in  comparison to 
other  courses.  Marie  Beauclerc,  now  head  of  the  Shorthand 
Department,  became  Birmingham's  respected  authority  and 
spokesperson for phonography. This was a remarkable achievement 
during such a class and gender prejudiced society where the same 
prejudices persisted within the ranks of phonographers themselves. 

By  1887  at  the  Birmingham  and  Midland  Institute  alone,  two 
thousand students had successfully learned  shorthand under Marie 
Beauclerc. Increasing numbers enrolled each year so that Marie was 
teaching  over  three  hundred  predominately  male  students  at  one 
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time. Most  moved on to various kinds of shorthand careers, and thus 
Marie's ambitious goal of spreading the practical use of  shorthand in 
Birmingham had been substantially realised.

   Marie commented that, 'it has been my good fortune to assist in the 
promulgation  of  this  valuable  system,'21  but in  reality  it  was  her 
enthusiasm and perseverance,  as  well  as  her  gift  of  teaching that 
delivered exceptional results. By 1887, Marie  was presiding over a 
variety of different classes and welcoming both men and women :

Birmingham Councillor, R. F. Martineau accorded the highest of 
praise to Marie in the  Phonetic Journal, September 1891, when he 
referred to her classes as being the best attended at the Birmingham 
and Midland Institute :

An Elementary Class for beginners, is held on Tuesday evenings 
from 7 till 8: an Intermediate Class, for the study of the “Manual,” 
is held on Thursday evenings from 7 till 8: Advanced and 
Reporting Classes, for the explanation of the rules of the 
“Reporter,” and for Reporting Practice at various rates of speed, 
are held on Tuesday and Thursday evenings from 8.15 till 9.45. 
Ample facilities are thus provided for “getting up speed,” those in 
the higher classes being invited to attend for Reporting Practice an 
hour-and-a- half at a time, on two evenings a week, without any 
extra fee. An Instruction Class, for ladies and gentlemen, in all 
stages of advancement up to the reporting stage, conducted on the 
principle of individual tuition, is held on Tuesday afternoons from 
3 till 4. Reporting practice from 4 till 5. The classes are always 
open to the reception of new students.21

The shorthand and typewriting department over which Miss 
Beauclerc presides is by far the largest and most successful 
branch of the Institute School of Commerce. Thousands of pupils 
have passed through the hands of Miss Beauclerc, in connection 
with this institution alone; and many young men in Birmingham 
owe their start in life to the knowledge they have thus gained.
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What an honour for Marie to be publicly recognised in print by 
Councillor  Martineau  who  was  a  member  of  one  of  the  most 
influential political dynasties in England. As well as being a town 
councillor from 1884 to 1887, he was Secretary of the Birmingham 
and  Midland  Institute  and  Chairman  of  the  Technical  School 
Committee.  He was also trustee to Mason Science College and a 
member  of  the  University  of  Birmingham when  it  evolved  from 
Mason College.  His family was of Huguenot ancestry which may 
have interested Marie  Beauclerc,  as  would the publications of his 
intellectually  recognised  sister,  Harriet  Martineau.  She  was  a 
sociologist who wrote thirty five books and numerous articles, and 
was  most  concerned  about  women's  rights,  including equal 
educational opportunities  for women.

Marie  Beauclerc's  demanding  schedule  at  the  Birmingham and 
Midland  Institute,  Perry  Barr  Institute  and  other  educational 
facilities, did not deter her from accepting another post at the new 
Institute at  West Bromwich.  Here 140  students  enrolled for  her 
first class.
 

Elizabeth Sayer continued to run her stationer's shop, while her 
brother Edmund Sayer worked as a tailor and her sister Ann worked 
as a dressmaker. By 1880, Elizabeth was aged seventy one and had 
retired, Ann had passed away and Edmund now sixty eight was soon 
to retire. Richard Beauclerc was the father of three children and had 
opened a fruit shop. Marie's classes at the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute and other suburban institutes continued to grow extensively. 
She also persisted with her private shorthand classes in conjunction 
with her dance academy in Soho Hill Handsworth for at least five 
years.  When  the  demand  for  her  teaching  expertise  in  various 
colleges  and institutes,  and requests  for  her  reporting  and editing 
skills  became  far  too  great,  Marie  closed  her  dancing  and 
calisthenics classes. Nevertheless, she continued to teach shorthand 
and typewriting at her Soho Hill Academy. 

In 1892 it  was principally her  Uncle  Edmund and her  mother 
Elizabeth, and possibly her brother Richard, to whom Marie referred 
when she said that she had received no encouragement and was told 
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she was wasting her time on 'a useless pursuit.'1  Marie was reported 
to have said, ' Little did my kind friends think that they themselves 
would be entirely dependent on my earnings in this direction.'1

The direction to which Marie referred, when speaking of her 'kind 
friends'1 was  undoubtedly  her  unwavering  passion  for  learning 
shorthand and her aspiration to utilise it for the benefit of all. By the 
1880s, Marie had instigated so many shorthand courses in various 
institutes  in  and  around  Birmingham,  that  even  her  dedicated 
determined spirit  couldn't  squeeze any more classes into her tight 
schedule.  The  concern  Elizabeth  and  Edmund  and  others  had 
previously felt for young Marie was no longer justified. Marie had 
proved to them once and for all that her efforts  and ambitious goals 
had not been 'wasted on a useless pursuit.'1 

In  1885,  one  week  before  Marie's  birthday,  Elizabeth  became 
seriously ill. With her brother Edmund by her side, she passed away 
from  a  bowel  obstruction  at  her  home  at  1  Hamstead  Road 
Handsworth at the age of seventy six.  Marie must have felt satisfied 
that she had been able to financially provide for her aging and ailing 
mother who had striven unflaggingly to provide for herself from the 
age of forty.

The Original Building
 Paradise Street

The Birmingham and Midland Institute
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Rugby

By the time Marie was forty one, she had not only become the first 
woman reporter in England and a respected pioneer in the teaching 
of shorthand, she had also become the first woman to teach in an 
English boys' public school. The School was Rugby, one of seven 
elite boys' boarding schools in England.  A short notice was sent by 
Marie to The Phonetic Journal 11th February 1888 :

   

Another report was recorded in the  Phonetic journal  28th April 
1888 :

 

Birmingham. From Miss Beauclerc, 1 Hampstead road - I have 
been appointed as Teacher of Phonography at Rugby School. The 
head master had heard of my great success at the Midland 
Institute and elsewhere, and I am to commence with a class of a 
hundred boys.

From Miss Beauclerc. - The shorthand class under my instruction at 
Rugby School is a complete success. As the class did not commence 
until February 4th, and the lessons are given weekly, there was only 
time for eight lessons during the term. The boys have got as far as 
the 20th  page of  the 'Phonographic Teacher,' working out all the 
exercises thoroughly and well, and so far as they have gone, are now 
able to write with tolerable facility. After only six lessons, one 
gentleman, Master Ed. M. Beloe, handed me the draft of a letter 
which he had written in Phonography to a friend at home. I send it 
for your inspection, just as he gave it to  me.

78 A REMARKABLE VICTORIAN WOMAN



A brief account of Marie Beauclerc's teaching at Rugby School is 
reported in her biography in the Phonetic Journal September 1891 : 

You will see that the writing is exceedingly good, and that there 
is scarcely a single mistake, except such as were unavoidable 
through his not having yet learned the abbreviated forms of 
some of the words. I have also had the pleasure of receiving a 
letter written in Phonography by another of the young 
gentlemen, Master F. M. Guedalla, which I read off at once 
without the slightest difficulty. This will give you some idea of 
the progress the boys are making. The summer term will 
commence on Saturday, 5th  May and continue until July . This 
will complete the elementary course. (Master Beloe's letter is 
very accurately written, and with well-formed characters, so that 
one could “read it like print.” Master Guedalla's letter is not so 
correct, but is very easily read. Both letters do the teacher, the 
pupils, and the system (for its simplicity) great credit.-Ed.)

The London Figaro for 17th  March 1888, contains a portrait of 
Miss Beauclerc, the recently appointed teacher of Phonography 
at Rugby. 'The result of the experiment' says the writer in the 
Figaro  'has  already justified Dr. Percival's choice. The boys at 
Rugby – the class consists of a hundred - like being taught by a 
lady, and are, I hear, very earnest and attentive. They enjoy the 
lessons, and are delighted with the explanation of the natural 
arrangement of sound and sign, and the new sequence of letters 
in the alphabet of Phonography. They are making rapid 
progress, and the subject seems likely to become one of the 
most popular in the school. There can be little doubt that the 
example set by Rugby will before long be followed by Eton, 
Harrow, and other public schools. Miss Beauclerc was well 
known in the Midlands as an instructor in shorthand and an 
efficient reporter before she received the appointment at 
Rugby.'37

Miss Beauclerc was as successful with the Rugby boys as with 
her other pupils elsewhere. The subject became very popular, and 
Miss Beauclerc had 100 of the boys in her class. Dr. Percival, the 
headmaster, expressed  his  satisfaction  at  the  excellence  of  the 
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  Rugby School  is  often  associated  with  the  invention  of  Rugby 
football in 1823, and also the classic book Tom Brown's School Days 
which was published in 1857. The author,  Thomas Hughes was a 
boarder at Rugby during the eighteen thirties, and Dr Arnold  the 
headmaster in the book, was headmaster of Rugby between 1828 and 
1844. During his headmastership, Dr. Arnold strove to improve the 
poor moral culture of Rugby.  He tried to implement changes that 
would portray the English public school as one by which graduates 
could  activate  the  ideals  of  early  nineteenth  century  liberal-
conservative  reformers.  Dr.  Arnold  also  pioneered   some modern 
practices  of  education  by  offering  non  classical  studies  such  as 
mathematics,  history  and  modern  languages.  After  his  death, 
although some reforms had been implemented at Rugby, the living 
conditions in  this  school and in  all  elite public  schools were still 
considered by many to be barbaric.  The behaviour the boys were 
subjected to, for example, excessive bullying, was still  in need of 
reform. 

The Public Schools Act, which was passed in 1868 as a result of 
the  Clarendon  Commission,  aimed  to  reform  public  schools. 
Unfortunately it  was  mainly concerned with class.  It  deduced for 
example, that science was not a desirable subject for public schools. 
One of the reasons given was that it would lead to cramming and 
overwork, and it would cut into the time needed for games. Public 
schools  gave  games  a  high  priority  but  by  1888,  when  Marie 
Beauclerc  accepted  her  teaching position,  Rugby was leading the 
way towards establishing an ethos in keeping with the next century.

teaching and the progress made by the pupils. As time advanced, 
it was found necessary that there should be greater elasticity as to 
the times at which the lessons could be given, and that the class 
should be divided into several sections. Miss Beauclerc's other 
engagements prevented her from attending  the school more than 
once a week and she therefore relinquished the appointment. But 
the work she had begun so successfully in the great school was 
continued. A resident teacher was appointed, and fresh 
arrangements made for conducting the classes.
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Although  Rugby,  in  some  respects  was  considered  to  be 
progressive, one may still wonder how a woman in Victorian times 
came to hold a teaching position at the elite English  boys' public 
school. This extraordinary appointment was brought into effect by 
Dr. John Percival, headmaster of Rugby between 1887 and 1895. It 
defied not only English public  school  gender   prejudice,  but also 
gender and class prejudice throughout England.

Gender  and  other  discriminatory  practices  were  rife  in  the 
Victorian  era  but  they  had  no  place  in  Dr.  Percival's  mind.  The 
appointment of a woman teacher at Rugby, was firstly the result of 
this  headmaster's  recognition  of  Marie  Beauclerc's  knowledge  of 
shorthand. Secondly, it was his confidence in her courage and ability 
to  take  on  the  challenge  of  teaching  a  new  subject  in  a  male 
environment.  Dr.  Percival's  forward  thinking  belief  that  such  a 
venture  could  succeed,  and  Marie  Beauclerc's  passion  to  teach 
shorthand  for  the  benefit  of  society  anywhere  she  could,  further 
publicised the value of Pitman's shorthand in England. 

Marie  Beauclerc's  appointment  at  Rugby  in  1888,  meant  that 
another  small  chink  had  been  established  in  the  entrenched 

Marie Beauclerc Dr . John Percival
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prejudices  in  elite  English  public  schools.  Dr  Percival  was  a 
visionary regarding education. He had been headmaster of Rugby for 
only a year when he made the historic decision to  add a new subject 
to the Rugby curriculum and to employ a woman to teach it. This is 
not  to  say that  he  did  it  lightly  or  on  a  whim.  By 1888,  Marie 
Beauclerc  was  widely  known  in  England.  Dr. Percival was  well 
informed about  her successful teaching of enormous classes at the 
Birmingham  and  Midland  Institute  and  at  other  institutes  and 
colleges.  She had already proved she was capable of teaching male 
students in male dominated educational facilities. 

Almost  as  radical  as  choosing  to  employ a  woman  in  a  boys' 
public  school,  Dr.  Percival  also  recognised  the  value  of  Pitman's 
phonography to  the  future  careers  of  many of  his  pupils.  Before 
Marie Beauclerc accepted her position as shorthand teacher at Rugby 
School, shorthand had not previously been taught in any of the seven 
elite  English boys'  public  boarding schools.   Alfred Baker,  in  his 
book, The Life of Sir Isaac Pitman (Inventor of Phonography) 1919, 
said that shorthand 'was introduced at Rugby School, its value being 
appreciated by the Head Master, Dr. Percival (afterwards Bishop of 
Hereford.)'

The City of London School had offered a shorthand course before 
Dr. Percival introduced the subject at Rugby in 1888. By this time 
the class had been running for nearly a decade at the highly regarded 
boys  London  School,  but  it  was  small  and  operated  only  as  an 
optional extra after school. In 1887, there were still just 42 out of 
780 senior school aged boys in the extra curricular class. During the 
same year the Lord Mayor of London, Reginald Hanson, mentioned 
the benefits of learning shorthand at the school's annual prize giving 
in July. He encouraged all boys to join the course. During the prior 
few months  Hanson had visited eleven other  independent  schools 
including Eton. He spoke of the value of shorthand at every school 
he attended, but Dr. Percival of Rugby was the first headmaster to 
substantially act. One hundred boys attended Rugby's first shorthand 
class in school hours under the instruction of  Miss Marie Beauclerc.

Four  years after  her appointment at  Rugby School, the  journal 
Birmingham Faces and Places September 1892, referred to Marie's 
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historic venture : 

In 1888 Miss Beauclerc was accorded the high honour of the 
appointment of Teacher of shorthand at Rugby School, becoming 
we believe the first lady teacher of any such school. This 
appointment she held for two sessions to the entire satisfaction of 
Dr. Percival, the head master, and was only compelled to 
relinquish it by its very success, and pressure of other 
engagements nearer home, which would not allow her attendance 
at Rugby more than once a week.

Rugby School Building
From The Close
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The Birmingham Blue Coat School

In February 1888, the news that Dr. Percival had taken the historic 
step of employing Marie Beauclerc at Rugby quickly spread to the 
headmasters of other schools : 

The Birmingham Blue Coat School was situated at the east end of 
St. Philip's churchyard on Colmore Row. It was one of many charity 
Blue  Coat  Schools  in  England  which  were  administered  by  the 
church. Parishioners established and maintained the schools by way 
of  voluntary  contributions  for  the  benefit  of  poor  and  orphaned 
children who were educated,  fed and clothed for very little or no 
charge. Marie's teaching of shorthand would have been for a very 
small fee. 'There are many boys in the class, and as one hour per 
week is the only time allowed for the boys to study the subject, Miss 
Beauclerc's success with them has been creditable.'1

Marie's  education at  Mr.  Browning's  Boarding School  from the 
time  she  was  not  much  more  than  a  toddler  continued  to  prove 
beneficial  to  the  adult  Marie.  The  school  where  boys  had  vastly 
outnumbered  girls,  had  not  only  taught  her  to  'speak  and  write 
grammatically, and to spell correctly,'3 it may to a small degree have 
prepared her for teaching in a male boarding school environment. 
Nevertheless, Marie needed to be impervious to a variety of criticism 
and  prejudice  if  she  were  to be  successful. Her  appointments at 
Rugby and the Birmingham Blue Coat School, meant that she was 
simultaneously taking on two teaching roles  traditionally  held  by 
men. As always, Marie proved she possessed the required courage 
and ability to realise the results she set out to achieve.

Within a few days of the announcement that Pitman's system of 
phonographic shorthand had been introduced into the 
curriculum at Rugby, the governors of the Blue Coat School at 
Birmingham decided to make it a part of the instruction at that 
school and appointed Miss Beauclerc teacher.37
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Marie Beauclerc's Official Introduction

of

Typewriting to Birmingham

Another string to Marie Beauclerc's bow of instruction skills was her 
qualification to teach typewriting.  Somehow and somewhere in her 
busy schedule of teaching and assisting George St. Clair edit  George 
Dawson's  lectures,  as  well  as  preparing  for  the  Phonographic 
Conference  and  establishing  her  Shorthand  Writers'  Association, 
Marie became accomplished in the skill of typewriting. This meant 
learning how to correctly operate the latest model typewriters as well 
as typing at high speed. Helping her in this pursuit was, ' Her long 
experience in the preparation of MS.49 for the press, the correction of 
proofs, etc;'1 at The Birmingham Morning News.  In 1887, just prior 
to  the  London  International  Congress  Marie  Beauclerc  officially 
introduced typewriting to Birmingham :

The  following  year  shortly  after  the  commencement  of  the 
1888/1889 academic year,  Marie gave a lecture on shorthand and 
typewriting  in  the  large  lecture  theatre  of  the  Birmingham  and 
Midland  Institute.  The  second  part  of  the  lecture  dealt  with 
typewriting :

Miss Beauclerc officially introduced the art of typewriting to 
Birmingham, and has since conducted large and successful 
classes for the practical study of that eminently useful 
accomplishment.3

Miss Beauclerc said type-writing was a subject of intense 
interest in the present day, owing on the one hand, to the great 
amount of time saved by business and professional gentlemen in 
the employment of type writing clercs, and on the other hand, to 
the   immense  field   of   remunerative   employment   for   great  
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After describing the prolific use of the typewriter throughout the 
world, particularly in the colonies, Marie went on to say that it was 
after the London International Congress and Jubilee of Phonography 
in 1887, that   there was a  greater  awareness of  the typewriter  in 
England :

How did Marie Beauclerc physically accomplish so much in her 
life?  How  did  she  travel  to  so  many  shorthand  and  typewriting 
appointments  and  return  home  in  the  evenings  by  the  public 
transport of the day? Initially she would have used a system of horse 
drawn buses until the Birmingham and District Tramways Co. Ltd. 
opened the first double decked horse drawn tramway in 1872. There 
were  twelve  cars  in  the  tram  which  worked  a  single  line  from 
Handsworth to West Bromwich. In 1873 a line was built to meet the 
Birmingham  and District  line at  Hockley Brook. Women wore hats,

when the Type-writer was brought into public notice, as the 
proper handmaid of Phonography, there had been a great 
awakening in England, to the value of the apparatus, and it was 
now employed to a great extent, in many of our public offices, 
banks and large business houses.38

Miss  Beauclerc then explained to the audience the mechanism 
of the Remington Machine, and afterwards instead of giving 
some extraordinary and rare exhibition of what was possible to 
be done by an expert, some of  her pupils came forward to show 
the quality of their work, and the neatness and expedition with 
which they could accomplish it, after only a few lessons.38

numbers of people of both sexes, which a knowledge of Type-
writing, especially in connection with shorthand opened up. The 
Type-writer  met a real  and long-felt  want, and deserved to take 
its place, along with Pitman's phonography, in the front rank of 
the great inventions of the age, for expediting, and that with 
astonishing ease and simplicity, the work and business of the 
world.37 
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long dresses sometimes with bustles,  long coats and long sleeved 
blouses,  all  of  which  restricted  their  movement  when  using  the 
trams. Cold weather and rain would have also complicated Marie's 
travel from one appointment to another. 

In 1882, transport for Marie sped up a little when the Birmingham 
and Aston Tramways  Co.  Ltd;  introduced steam trams which  ran 
from Aston Street  northwards  to  Witton.  By 1884,  another  steam 
tram  line  was  serving  Perry  Barr,  Saltley  Road,  Lozells  and 
Sparkbrook  Square.  Marie  taught  classes  situated  at  several 
institutions  in  Handsworth,  West  Bromwich,  Perry  Barr  and 
Sparkbrook,  so  it  is  likely that  she  made  good use  of  the  steam 
trams.  It  is  not  surprising  that  she  had  no  other  choice  but  to 
relinquish her position at Rugby. This was not only because of the 
proposed increase in her classes there, but also because even with the 
improvement in transport, this school was more complicated to reach 
than the other institutes and colleges. Birmingham received its first 
electricity supply in 1882, and by 1890 the first electric trams came 
into  operation  making Marie's  travel  time  around the  city a  little 
more speedy and comfortable.

As well as fitting in travel time to her full schedule Marie needed 
to cook, shop and wash. Laundry chores which were possibly the 
most  arduous  may  have  been  in  Marie's  case  less  problematic. 
Laundry  women  were  still  readily  available  for  a  reasonable  fee 
given the laborious job it was. Mechanised steam laundries were also 
starting to be used more widely so Marie had some choices when it 
came to washing. Before the 1880s, cooking was done on open fires 
and kitchen ranges which were fuelled by coal. Cooking was time 
consuming and it was difficult to control the temperature, but by the 
time Marie's mother Elizabeth had died in 1885, gas cooking was 
becoming  popular.  This  allowed better  temperature  control  and  a 
clean fire, although it sometimes added an unpleasant taste to the 
food.  Open  fires  were  still  used  for  heating.  Tinned  goods  were 
available and occasionally people bought ready made food such as 
pies and cooked fish to save time and to ease the burden of cooking.

  The 1891 census shows that Marie's niece Rose Beauclerc aged 
twelve came to  live with  her. She was joined  by another young girl

87TEACHER EXTRAORDINAIRE



aged sixteen and a woman aged thirty two. Richard Beauclerc had 
recently abandoned his fruit shop and was working as a time keeper. 
He and Lydia now had six children. Edmund Sayer who was seventy 
eight and possibly needing care, was also still residing with Marie. 
Perhaps  the  other  women  in  Marie's  household  at  23  Villa  Road 
Handsworth,  helped with  cooking and cleaning  and assisted  with 
caring  for  Uncle  Edmund.  Rose  Beauclerc,  as  one  would  expect 
learned shorthand and typing while living with her renowned aunt. 

Marie  Beauclerc  was  conversant  with  a  variety  of  models  and 
brands  of  typewriters.  She  was  known  to  teach  and  demonstrate 
various Remington models and she owned a Yost Double Keyboard 
typewriter. The  keyboard was divided into upper and  lower case 
characters.

Yost Double Keyboard Typewriter 
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CHAPTER 7

First International Shorthand Congress
and

Phonographic Jubilee

London September 26th to October 1st 1887

In reference to the London International Shorthand Congress and 
Phonographic Jubilee, Thomas A. Reed, joint chairman wrote :

As well as the London Congress being an exciting time of formal 
discussion,  it  was  also  a  social  celebration.  Participants  mixed 
privately at various dinners to further discuss topics and enjoy the 
company of  like  minded shorthand enthusiasts.  The function  was 
held at the Geological Museum in Jermyn Street. An exhibition of 
objects,  for  example,  books  written  in  shorthand  and  about 
shorthand, and also items of 'stenographic curiosities'12 was held in 
conjunction with the Congress.

the celebration is intended to commemorate an event of 
paramount importance in the history of shorthand – its origination 
by Dr. Timothy Bright in 1587, the 300th year happily co-inciding 
with the Jubilee of Phonography. A Congress will be held in 
London at which papers will be read and discussed dealing with 
the history, development, and literature of shorthand from Bright's 
days to Pitman's; also with matters of a more practical nature 
bearing upon the present and future uses of shorthand, and the 
prospects of the art generally.12
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When Marie first discovered Pitman's shorthand manual called the 
Phonographic Teacher, she had simply hoped to learn the subject 
herself. Over time, it was her vision for the future that drove her to 
not  only  benefit  her  own  life,  but  to  also  contribute  to  society 
through the art of phonography. By 1887, Marie Beauclerc was a 
well known authority on shorthand and the International Congress 
gave her the opportunity to speak about her contribution to the art, 
and to express her heartfelt optimistic views about its future. 

The opening of Marie Beauclerc's paper entitled Phonography in 
Birmingham, which  she  delivered  on  Wednesday  28th September, 
1887, reflected  her  delight  and  pride  in  being  invited  to  the 
International Congress :

Shades of the beliefs of her late friend, teacher and mentor George 
Dawson, showed through in Marie's paper : 

Further  on  in  her  address,  Marie  described  the  difficulties, 
opposition and prejudices pioneers of the system had faced :

I think myself happy in being privileged to be present at so great 
a gathering of ladies and gentlemen, from all parts of the globe, 
who have met together for the purpose of celebrating, in an 
appropriate manner, the Tercentenary of modern Shorthand and 
the fiftieth anniversary of the world-renowned system of 
Phonography, invented by our reverend and honoured friend, Mr. 
Isaac Pitman, of Bath – a system which has done much for the 
human race, in every department of life, and which, together with 
phonetic spelling, is destined to accomplish a good in the world at 
present undreamed of.21

truth is mighty, and will prevail. I trust that Mr. Pitman may long 
live to continue his labors, and to reap the high reward which, 
even in this life, is accorded to all those who unselfishly strive to 
benefit mankind.21

from those who objected to the phonetic basis of Phonography; 
but its inherent truth, as well as its remarkable adaptability to 
business purposes, has eventually overpowered these objections.21
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An interesting insight into Marie's personality was revealed when 
she explained in her paper how the idea of introducing a Shorthand 
Writers' Association in connection with the shorthand classes at the 
Midland Institute, had come to her. Although not  in its entirety, she 
quoted Queen Elizabeth 1st when she said,  'I  am but a  weak and 
feeble woman, yet I have the heart of a king.' Marie knew she was 
determined and mentally strong and she was proud of being so.

Marie was characteristically undaunted about the huge amount of 
work involved, and she was passionate about the benefits such an 
association would bring to Birmingham and England. Once more she 
was determined that she would not allow any obstacle, particularly 
the  obstacle  of  being  a  woman,  prevent  her  from achieving  her 
ambitious goals.

The  International  Shorthand  Congress  of  1887,  was  a  golden 
opportunity  for  Marie  to  elaborate  on  the  number  and  type  of 
shorthand  classes  currently  operating  under  her  instruction  in 
Birmingham. She informed the gathering that she conducted a class 
entitled 'Instruction Class, for ladies and gentlemen.'21 By specifying 
that  her  shorthand classes  were for  'ladies'  as  well  as  'gentlemen' 
Marie hoped to emphasise that shorthand was suitable for women. 
When asked how many women were  in  her  classes  at  this  time, 
Marie  replied  that  so  far  they  only  made  up  two  percent  of  her 
pupils. 

In 1888, the year following the International Congress, Thomas 
Allen Reed wrote an article in the Phonetic Journal  praising Marie's 
address :

Miss Beauclerc who has been so successful a teacher of 
Phonography in Birmingham and the District, and has lately 
extended the sphere of her labours to the Rugby school, read the 
next paper entitled, 'On Phonography in Birmingham.' Miss 
Beauclerc, in addition to her teaching work, has done good 
service  to her country  in preserving many of the addresses of the 
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Although Reed didn't specify what his difficulties were when he 
referred  to  his  own  reporting  of  George  Dawson's  lectures  and 
sermons, he had no doubt struggled with the passionate delivery and 
the  fact  that  Dawson's  oratory  was  off  the  cuff.  There  were  few 
pauses for shorthand writers to catch up, nor were there any notes for 
them to refer to later when transcribing.

It  was  now a  decade  after  George  Dawson's  death  yet  Marie's 
respect for her mentor had not waned nor wavered. The Congress 
gave her the opportunity to express her lasting admiration for him :

Marie's address at the Congress was passionately optimistic about 
the  future  of  Pitman's  shorthand,  and  when  referring  to  George 
Dawson she was charged with emotion. This was clearly the case 
when she recited the words, 'he went forth whither he knew not.'21 In 
speaking  these  particular  words  she  was  remembering  the  poem 

another way in which, by the aid of Phonography, I have been 
able to do some lasting service, has been in recording the 
eloquent utterances of one of the world's most gifted teachers- 
George Dawson, M.A; of the Church of the Saviour, 
Birmingham. For many years I reported, from week to week, 
those high discourses and those tender, impassioned, soul 
inspiring prayers, which touched the hearts of all who heard 
them,          and which, but for phonography, would have been entirely 
lost to the world. But, by my knowledge and practice of this 
glorious art, I was able to record those precious utterances as they 
fell from his lips, which records have since been published, and 
may now be found in thousands of homes, serving in large 
measure,' to comfort those whom here he confronted, until, like 
Abraham, he went forth whither he knew not,' nevertheless 
without fear, to serve his God elsewhere.21

late George Dawson whose ministry she attended. These have 
been published, and have no doubt found their way to a large 
circle of readers. Mr. Dawson was by no means an easy speaker 
to report, as I can testify from experience; and Miss Beauclerc, 
therefore deserves great credit for her shorthand skill and 
dexterity.39
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Dawson had written in reference to the loss of his daughter Annie. 
He had recited this  poem at  his  last  sermon before his  death.  To 
some  degree,  Marie  had  provided  a  positive  outlet  for  George 
Dawson's  grief  regarding  his  young  daughter's  illness  and 
consequent death.  He had opened some life changing doors for the 
intellectually gifted Marie who was about the same age as his loved 
one.  Marie  Beauclerc,  who  always  lived  up  to  her  name,  which 
meant good scholar, went through those doors of opportunity where 
no woman had ever passed. With passion and vision she succeeded 
with every venture she attempted.  Her dedication to her career in 
shorthand and her prominence at the International Conference would 
have made George Dawson proud. 

Poem written and recited by George Dawson during his last sermon.

                                          Where?

Gazing at the sunset
Lost in despair,
I long to pass the death-gate
And go I know not where.

I pine for one lost darling,
Gone I know not where,
Heart-sick with waiting, hoping,
To go to her there.

I turn towards my earth rest,
Full well I know where,
There still are heart and treasure,
I will hasten there.

There where the quiet evening,
Brings the hour of prayer,
My soul gives up her longing,
To go I know not where.

I cry to Tell, Thou dear God,
This patient prayer,
Take me, but in Thine own time,
Thou knowest where.40
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  Birmingham in  the  eighteen  eighties,  arguably would  not  have 
enjoyed such widespread high quality shorthand instruction if  the 
child Maria Beauclerc hadn't passionately made it  her business to 
privately study phonography.  She  then  strove  against  the  odds to 
utilise  each  opportunity  given  to  her  by  George  Dawson,  a 
passionate  believer  in  the  merits  of  phonetic  shorthand.  After 
Dawson's  death,  she  continued  to  introduce  as  many  shorthand 
classes to as many schools and colleges as her time would permit. 
George Dawson would have been well pleased with the outcome of 
Marie's courage and diligence. She established the foundation for a 
sound  future  for  shorthand  in  Birmingham.  He  would  have  been 
delighted with the recognition and prominence his young scholarly 
friend  had  earned,   not  only in  Birmingham but  also  throughout 
England.  He may have even been a little surprised by the fact that 
her pioneering efforts were also recognised abroad, through articles 
written by her and about  her  in  the globally distributed  Phonetic  
Journals.
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CHAPTER 8

Marie Beauclerc's Shorthand Writers' 
Association

When  Marie  Beauclerc  read  her  paper,  Phonography  in  
Birmingham,21 at the first International Shorthand Congress in 1887, 
she  was   excited  and  optimistic  about  the  establishment  of  her 
Shorthand  Writers'  Association.  She  said  she  had  created  it  in 
connection  with  her  shorthand  classes  at  the  Birmingham  and 
Midland  Institute.  It  was  to  be  separate  and  have  ambitious  and 
different  goals  from the  existing  Birmingham  Shorthand  Writers' 
Association :

Marie  described  her  project  as  a  'giant  undertaking'21  but  with 
characteristic  passion  she  was  determined  that  it  would  succeed. 
Marie  returned  to  Birmingham  from  the  London  International 
Shorthand  Congress  highly  motivated  and  delighted  that  Thomas 

it would be a means of establishing the classes at the Institute on a 
firm basis, and that the students might make the Institute their 
phonographic home long after they ceased to be mere learners. On 
laying the matter before the Council of the Institute they received 
it favourably, and have cooperated most heartily with me, and the 
Association is now actually formed, and will, I doubt not, before 
long become one of the most powerful, most useful, and most 
important Associations in the United Kingdom.21
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Allen  Reed  was  to  give  the  opening  lecture  on  Tuesday,  11th 
October 1887. This was only ten days after the conclusion of the 
Phonographic  Congress  in  London  and  one  day  after  her  forty 
second birthday. 
 

Over one thousand people attended to hear the opening address by 
Thomas Allen Reed, one of the most prominent early advocates of 
shorthand,  the  author  of  many  books  on  the  subject  and  Joint 
Chairman of the International Phonographic Congress.

Reed had been in the forefront of  Pitman's phonographic world 
since  the  earliest  pioneers  set  out  on  their  first  lecture  tour  of 
England over four decades earlier. During his address in 1887, Reed 
said that the last time he visited Birmingham was in 1843, and that 
'Birmingham  was  one  of  the  first  towns  to  give  a  welcome  to 
Phonography.'41  At this  time George Dawson, preacher, academic 
and  popular  identity,  was  a  supporter of  phonetic  shorthand. He 
along with Thomas Barkas, a phonographer who was visiting from 
Newcastle, were part of the reason that Reed and his friends met less 
opposition  in  Birmingham  than  in  most  other  towns  and  cities. 
Another shorthand advocate was George Withers, who proved to be 
'not sufficiently practical to make the teaching of Phonography yield 
more than a scant and precarious living.'42 Despite Dawson's interest 
in phonography after Reed and his touring group left in 1843, almost 
no progress was made in the teaching of shorthand in Birmingham 
until young self taught Marie Beauclerc made it her business to alter 
the  status  quo.  It  was  due  to  Marie  Beauclerc,  that  by 1887  the 
teaching  of  phonetic  shorthand  thrived  in  numerous  new  and 
established teaching institutes and colleges in and around the city.

Thomas  Reed  submitted  an  article  for  the  Phonetic  Journal  in 
May  1888.  It  was  in  regard  to  his  opening  lecture  of  Marie 
Beauclerc's  Shorthand  Writers'  Association  and  his  return  to 
Birmingham after forty four years : 

Miss Beauclerc mentioned that I had promised to deliver the 
opening lecture in October, when she expected a large audience. I 
duly   fulfilled   my   engagement,    and   had   the  satisfaction  of 
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Marie Beauclerc's commitment to, and passion for, the spread of 
shorthand in Birmingham were reflected in the success of her huge 
classes in various institutes and schools throughout the city. Perhaps 
therefore, it  can be deduced that the current and future success of 
phonography in Birmingham was  always  considered  to  be  in  her 
capable hands. It was another prestigious feather in Marie's cap that 
it  was  Thomas  Allen  Reed  who  officially  opened  her  Shorthand 
Association. By 1892 Reed had been working  closely with Pitman 
for fifty years and a Phonographic Jubilee was declared by Pitman 
himself, to celebrate the efforts and results of his staunch disciple. 

Following the opening address for her Shorthand Association, by 
Thomas  Allen  Reed  in  October  1887,  Marie  wasted  no  time  in 
scheduling a debate at the Midland Institute in connection with her 
newly formed Association.  It was held on November 21st and she 
wrote of its success in the Phonetic Journal 10th  December 1887 :

Pitman, and met there two other early laborers in the same cause, 
the late George Withers, and my old friend Ald. Barkas, both of 
them young men, but some years older than myself. One or two 
of our old Birmingham friends were present to greet me and 
renew an ancient acquaintance. I could hardly realise that so 
many years had passed since we first met; but our grey hairs 
would not let us forget the fact. 

Birmingham and Midland Institute S.W.A. From Miss Marie  
Beauclerc, teacher and joint hon.sec. - An animated debate was 
conducted at the Midland institute on Monday evening, Nov 21st, 
by the members of this Association. The resolution spoken to 
was as follows;- "That, in the opinion of this meeting, Town Life 
is preferable to Country Life.”. Mr. W.W. Crump opened on the 
affirmative, and Mr. T.S. Smith took the negative side, each 
striving to set forth the rosy view of his own position, and the 
prosy aspect  of  that of  his  opponent. It  being  found  that  very 

addressing a large and intelligent company of a thousand persons 
in the large theatre of the Institute. The event was a very 
interesting one to myself, as it took me back more than forty 
years, to the time when as a youth I joined the phonographic 
crusade  at  Birmingham  in  connection  with  Joseph  and  Benn 
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In the same edition of the Phonetic Journal, 10th December 1887, 
sitting just above Marie's account of the debate, was a more lengthy 
submission  by  the  existing  Birmingham  Shorthand  Writers' 
Association. This Association continued to operate separately from 
Marie's  Birmingham  and  Midland  Institute  Shorthand  Writers' 
Association. Part of the article written by the Honorary Secretary, 
Benjamin Swain,  dealt  with the recent International Phonographic 
Conference. Swain's report,  however, made no mention of Marie's 
paper  Phonography  in  Birmingham, which  she  presented  at  the 
Conference. Although women were encouraged to join the classes 
attached to the Birmingham Shorthand Writers' Association, there is 
no reference to female teachers in any of the articles submitted to the 
Phonetic Journals by Benjamin Swain throughout 1887 and 1888. 

The Birmingham Shorthand Writers Association article regretted 
that the lecture held on November 17th at the Gower Street Schools 
was not well attended. The article did not mention that this lecture 
was  held  four  days  prior  to  Marie  Beauclerc's  Birmingham  and 
Midland Association's well attended lively debate on November 21st. 
The  article  did  explain  that  'if  it  had been generally known how 
instructive and interesting a lecture would be given, the gathering 
would have been very different.'43

Because the Birmingham and Midland Institute Shorthand Writers' 
Association led by Marie was proving popular, another lecture took 
place on November 28th . The speaker, the Reverend N. M. Hennessy 
highly praised Marie's dedication to shorthand and her enthusiasm 
for teaching :

much could be said on both sides, a long discussion ensued, in 
which Messrs. E. H. London, L. J. Gabriel, B. F. Stych, H. J. 
Rushton, and E. Hopkins took part. On the votes being taken, it 
was found that the meeting was equally divided on the question, 
and the chairman gave the casting vote for the negative.

Miss Beauclerc was an enthusiast, and he thought it was well for 
Birmingham   that  she  was  an   enthusiast   on  such  a   subject   as
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On Monday 12th December  1887,  a  Luke Jesson Sharp gave  a 
lecture for Marie's Shorthand Association at the Midland Institute. 
He spoke about his travels to the Mediterranean, Egypt and Turkey. 
The Chairman, C. A. Harrison, was one of the vice presidents of the 
Institute and he congratulated the Association and Marie Beauclerc :

Marie  Beauclerc  had  long  been  regarded  by  the  Birmingham 
community as the city's authority on phonography. She also came to 
be professionally  recognised by the shorthand fraternity throughout 
England as well as abroad. Since reading her paper Phonography in 
Birmingham,  establishing  her  Shorthand  Writers'  Association, 
introducing typewriting to Birmingham and being appointed the first 
female teacher at Rugby School, news of her capabilities and ground 
breaking achievements spread beyond the phonographic fraternity. 
For example, the  London Figaro  17th March 1888, outlined Marie 
Beauclerc's  successful  career.  The article  concluded aptly when it 
reported  that, 'She  thoroughly  deserves  the  unique  success which 
she has achieved in her profession.'

shorthand. The members of her classes who had observed most 
closely could not fail to recognise how earnestly she studies their 
interests, and was ever ready to waylay any person who could 
serve them or help forward in any way the cause she had at heart. 
It might be supposed that he knew something about shorthand 
classes elsewhere; but whatsoever knowledge, scanty or large, he 
had of them, he knew none so well organised and likely to be so 
extremely useful to their members as the shorthand classes  at  the 
Midland Institute; he certainly knew of none which were helped 
and presided over by anyone with so much efficiency, enthusiasm
and earnestness as their teacher and general honorary secretary, 
Miss Beauclerc.43

as a member of the Institute Council, he was glad to have the 
opportunity of congratulating the Association, now established in 
connection with the Institute Shorthand Classes, upon its 
vigorous condition, and also upon the indefatigable industry, tact 
and pertinacity of their esteemed friend and valuable teacher, 
Miss Beauclerc; 43
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By May 1888,  in  addition  to  conducting  her  regular  classes  at 
various  institutes,  Rugby School  and  the  Birmingham Blue  Coat 
School, Marie had held twenty four meetings of the Birmingham and 
Midland  Shorthand  Writers'  Association.  Every  lecture,  essay 
reading, debate and the like continued to be well attended. She also 
created a good library, which contained shorthand books and eight 
volumes of discourses by the late George Dawson, which had been 
published from her shorthand reports. Marie also made sure that all 
the principal shorthand magazines including the Phonetic Journal,  
appeared in the library month by month as soon as they were issued.

In 1889, the year Birmingham was officially declared a city, Marie 
and her Shorthand Writers' Association received the highest honour. 
Isaac Pitman opened the session of lectures and the  hall was filled to 
capacity. At this time it was proposed that the title 'Association' be 
abandoned, and for the Society to be treated as part of the Shorthand 
and Typewriting Department of the Midland Institute.

Four years after Marie founded the Midland  Institute Shorthand 
Writers'  Association an article  appeared in  the Birmingham  Daily  
Post, Tuesday September 22nd  1891. It reported the benefits of the 
lectures  initiated  by  Marie Beauclerc  and  the  shorthand  and 
typewriting classes at the Birmingham and Midland Institute:

The same article went on to say that there was a large attendance 
with Miss Marie Beauclerc being present : 

A new departure in the history of the shorthand and type-writing 
department of the Birmingham and Midland Institute last evening, 
when the session was inaugurated by the first of a series of public 
lectures for the special benefit of the students attending the 
shorthand and type - writing classes.

The Chairman, in introducing the lecturer – the Rev. J.C. Street - 
spoke of the high qualities of Miss Beauclerc as a teacher of 
shorthand, of the success which had attended her efforts not  only 
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  The Birmingham Daily Post, Wednesday, 10th  August 1892, was 
still  paying tribute to Marie Beauclerc in regard to her Shorthand 
Writers' Association when it reported that, ' The Association was the 
result of Miss  Beauclerc's efforts and from its  conception  she has 
been the life and soul of the movement'. Although it was proposed in 
1889 that the title 'Association'  be replaced by 'Society'  it appears 
that the original title was frequently used.
                      

at the Institute, but in many other places besides, and of the 
splendid opportunities for the study offered at her classes. It was 
almost unnecessary for him to dilate upon the importance of 
shorthand writing to all young men who were destined for a 
commercial or literary career it was indispensable to have 
knowledge of shorthand, and he invited all young men and 
women who had not yet joined the shorthand and type-writing 
classes to do so without further delay.
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CHAPTER 9

Retirement and Farewell

1891 was an eventful year charged with mixed emotions for Marie 
Beauclerc :
 

Marie Beauclerc's biography and portrait were featured in the Our 
Portrait Gallery section of the Phonetic Journal on September 19th 

1891,  under  the  title  Marie  Bethell  Beauclerc. On  Tuesday  22nd 

September 1891, the Birmingham Daily Post reported :

Fourteen  biographies  of  outstanding  identities  in  various 
capacities were featured in the  Phonetic Journal  during its Jubilee 

The beginning of 1891 witnessed another Jubilee, that of the 
Phonetic Journal, which this year compiled its 50th  volume. 
During that long period, with only a brief interregnum, Isaac 
Pitman had been its editor. He had moved with the times, and had 
both reduced its price and enlarged its size. The Jubilee year was 
marked by a further extension in the number of its pages, and 
with an increasing circulation its usefulness was greatly 
extended.44

The current issue of the Phonetic Journal contains an interesting 
biographical sketch of Miss Marie Beauclerc well known as a 
teacher of shorthand and typewriting at the Midland Institute, and 
other educational institutions of the Midlands, where she has 
almost invariably organised large and successful classes.
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Year  of  1891.  Only  two  were  about  women.  Janet  Kerr's  short 
biography appeared on 23rd May :

Janet  Kerr  was  aged  twenty  four  and  her  biographical  sketch 
described  her  diligent study  habits while learning  shorthand  from 
the Teacher, the Manual and the Reporter. It also gave an example of 
her shorthand notes. Marie Beauclerc's biographical sketch was more 
comprehensive than the much younger Miss Kerr's, and related to 
her pioneering, reporting and teaching achievements, rather than to 
her own phonographic and typing speeds. 

Some of  the other biographies chosen to feature in the  Phonetic  
Journal during 1891, included Mr. C. Latham Scholes, the inventor 
of  the  typewriting  machine  known  as  the  Remington  Standard 
Typewriter, Thomas Allen Reed whose jubilee for his contribution to 
phonography  was  being  planned,  Henry  Pitman  who  was  Isaac 
Pitman's youngest brother, James Crabb Watt a barrister (and author 
of many books and papers,  including  Legal Shorthand Writing in  
Scotland and a volume of biographies entitled Great Novelists)  and 
Mr.  E.  S.  Gunn  Principal  of  the  London  Metropolitan  School  of 
Shorthand.

Throughout  her  biography,  Marie  is  always referred to  as Miss 
Beauclerc or Marie Beauclerc, even though the article bears the title 
Marie  Bethell  Beauclerc.  This  article  was  the  first  of  only  two 
occasions when Marie made mention of her birth name Bethell. The 
second and last time Marie used her full name, was in the title of 
another  biographical  sketch  which  outlined  her  life  story,  and 
appeared in the journal  Birmingham Faces and Places, September, 
1892.

Miss Janet Kerr, of Liberton, near Edinburgh, is a young lady who 
has succeeded, after only nine months' study, in learning 
Phonography and acquiring a rate of speed of 150 words a minute, 
and also winning the Pitman silver medal in the competition 
recently held by the Scottish Phonographic Association (the 
Edinburgh S.W.A.) 
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The reason Marie decided to include Bethell in both biographies 
after  so many years  is  unknown. Perhaps it  indicates that  for the 
purposes of her life stories she had sought more information about 
the origin of her French name. It  could be speculated that at  this 
time, she questioned Edmund  Sayer for more detail  regarding her 
father's French background during the French Revolution of 1789. 
The frail Edmund Sayer was now aged seventy nine and suffering 
from bronchitis. Perhaps realising that he was in his last months of 
life, he may have finally revealed to Marie that at birth her surname 
was Bethell. Another speculation is that Marie remembered that at 
age four,  her  name had been Bethell.  Knowing how strongly she 
believed, 'But truth is mighty and will prevail,'21  perhaps she made 
sure that her correct surname at birth was included in the title of both 
of her biographies.

It is likely that Marie would have been interviewed at least a week 
or  so  prior  to  her  biographical  sketch  appearing  in  the  Phonetic  
Journal, 19th September 1891. During this period on 13th September 
1891, she also wrote her last will.  Edmund Sayer had now become 
too ill to be cared for at home at Villa Road Handsworth, and Marie 
knew that her own health was deteriorating. Marie Beauclerc, while 
choosing to omit Bethell from her name, made her last will at Pine 
Place Harborne Birmingham :

This is the last will and testament of me, Marie Beauclerc, of Pine 
Place Harborne, Birmingham. I hereby give and bequeath to the 
Rev J C Street of Shewsbury, the Rev Geo St. Clair of Cardiff, Dr. 
F R Lee Strathy of Harborne and W J Clarke of Birmingham the 
whole of my property including all and everything I may die 
possessed of. In trust to pay to Richard Beauclerc one third of 
whatever my estimate may realise and as to the  residue to 
distribute the same in such manner as my trustees shall on their 
uncontrolled discretion see fit and I hereby appoint the said Dr. F 
R Lee Strathy and W J Clarke, executors of my will. In witness 
whereof I have hereunto set my hand this 13th day of Sept 1891 – 
Marie Beauclerc.      ............................................................
Signed by her in the presence of each other and all being present 
at the same time have hereunto set our names as attending 
witnesses. Susan Mowbray, William Buggins, coachman.
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Even though she was palpably losing the battle with her health, 
Marie  was  determined  to  continue  teaching  and  conducting  the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute Shorthand Writers' Association. 
Just prior to writing her will, the annual meeting of the association, 
of  which  Marie  was  secretary,  was  held  at  the  Institute  on 
Wednesday, 1st July 1891. A report was submitted to the Phonetic  
Journal and appeared in the 19th  September 1891 edition, along with 
her biography entitled  Marie Bethell Beauclerc  :

     A Phonetic Journal article in February 1891, suggested that many 
lectures of Shorthand Writers' Associations were not well attended 
because they were not interesting to shorthand writers. The article 
also advised that those who drew up the programs, should pay more 
attention to the subjects of their debates. The annual report of the 
Birmingham  and  Midland  Shorthand  Writers'  Association,  which 
Marie  Beauclerc  later  submitted  to  the Phonetic  Journal,  
emphatically  proved  that  all  the  lectures  held  by this  association 
were successful and well attended. Her message was clear :

In the absence of the librarian and treasurer, it was resolved that 
the balance in hand (£5 10s.) should be handed over to Miss 
Beauclerc for the purpose of maintaining the library; that the 
books be transferred to the students' room, and be placed under 
Miss Beauclerc's care, for the free use of her students.

A  free introductory lecture was given in the large lecture theatre 
on the 8th  Sept., by Howard S. Pearson esq., on “John Locke : 
how he thought and what he taught.” H. Gilzein Reid, esq., 
presided. This lecture proved particularly attractive, and there 
was a large and appreciative audience. Four other lectures were 
given during the session, in the shorthand classroom :- on the 4th 
Nov., an “ Exposition of the Play of Macbeth,” by the Rev. W. J. 
Clarke, Councillor R. F. Martineau presiding., on the 2nd Dec., a 
lecture on “Mark Twain” with illustrative readings, was given by  
the Rev. J. Hennessy, and on this occasion the chair was 
occupied, by the Rev. J. Nicholas Knight; on the 3rd  Feb., Mr. E. 
Hopkins  addressed  the  students  on the   subject of  “Spelling 
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 Although struggling with sickness, Marie Beauclerc continued to 
ignore  the  negative  comments  about  the  lectures  of  Shorthand 
Writers' Associations from those writing for the  Phonetic Journal.  
With characteristic tenacity, on Tuesday 7th October 1891, she again 
bravely  took  the  chair  for  the  second  of  a  series  of  lectures  in 
connection with the Shorthand Department at the Midland Institute. 
Fifty of her shorthand and typewriting students attended and keenly 
reported  the  lecture  on  The  King's  Highway  in  the  14th Century. 
Prizes were awarded for the best report of the series of  lectures.

On the 17th October 1891, only ten days after Marie had taken the 
chair for the second lecture in the series, Edmund Sayer died from 
bronchitis at the Union Workhouse in West Bromwich. 

Workhouse  infirmaries  were  the  only  hospitals  which  gave 
treatment  free  of  charge  and  they  were  situated  alongside 
workhouses.  A new separate infirmary had been built  at  the West 
Bromwich  Workhouse  in  1884,  however,  to   enter  the  hospital 
patients  were  still  required  to  pass  through  the  gates  of  the 
workhouse.  Improvements continued to be made to this particular 
infirmary which eventually became Hallam Hospital in 1925.  

As well as attached infirmaries, workhouses also owned their own 
infirmaries. There were frequent conflicts over workhouse medical 
officers sending patients to the separate facilities with mild illnesses, 

Reform,” C. A. Harrison occupying the chair., and on the 3rd 
March, a lecture was delivered on “The Life of William 
Shakespeare” the “Warwickshire Poet”, by Professor Arbor (of 
Mason College), under the presidency of Leonard Brierly, esq., 
senior vice president of the Institute. These lectures had all been 
well attended, and had created a very considerable amount of 
interest and enthusiasm on the part of the students and friends 
who had the privilege of hearing them. It had been arranged to 
abandon the title “Association” in future, and to continue these 
periodical lectures as part of the work of the shorthand and 
typewriting department of the Institute's School of Commerce. 
The chairman, in proposing the adoption of the report, 
congratulated Miss Beauclerc on the success of the past session. 
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bronchitis  being  classed  as  such  an  illness.  On  the  other  hand, 
medical  officers  from  the  attached  infirmaries  were  accused  of 
transferring patients with complicated illnesses to the workhouse to 
be  treated.  Some  death  records  specify  the  place  of  death  as 
'Workhouse  Infirmary'  while  others  give  the  place  of  death  as 
'Workhouse.' The place of death recorded on Edmund Sayer's death 
certificate is 'Union Workhouse West Bromwich.' Therefore, it is not 
clear  whether  or  not  he  died  in  the  attached  infirmary  or  in  the 
workhouse  itself.  It  is  also  not  known  exactly  how  long  after 
Edmund  was  admitted,  that  his  death  from  bronchitis  occurred. 
Marie Beauclerc, niece, is recorded as the informant. Edmund Sayer 
was laid to rest in Key Hill Cemetery, Hockley in the same grave as 
his sister Elizabeth Sayer (1 1961). 

Less than a year after Edmund Sayer died, it must have been with 
sadness  and unimaginable  disappointment  that  for  health  reasons, 
Marie was forced to announce her retirement from the vocation she 
loved, and on which she had exerted an outstanding and indelible 
influence. Marie Beauclerc had not quite reached her 47th birthday 
when  on  Wednesday  10th August  1892,  her  retirement  from  the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute was reported in the Birmingham 
Daily Post :  

Retirement of Miss Beauclerc – The many friends of Miss Marie 
Bethell Beauclerc will hear with sincere regret that she has been 
compelled, by indisposition, to resign her post as teacher of 
shorthand and typewriting at the Birmingham and Midland 
Institute. The teaching of phonography has been carried on by 
Miss Beauclerc for many years past, and she has held 
appointments in most of our local institutes. Her connection with 
the Midland Institute dates from 1876, when a shorthand class 
was first established at that institution. The pupils then 
numbered about 90, but have since increased nearly four-fold. 
The Shorthand Writers' Association was the result of Miss 
Beauclerc's efforts, and from its conception she has been the life 
and soul of the movement. Five years ago she took up the 
teaching of typewriting, and her activity in this direction has no 
doubt been a principal cause  of the very extensive adoption of 
the typewriter in our local professional and commercial offices. 
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On Thursday 1st  September 1892, an article in reference to Marie 
Beauclerc's  replacement  at  the Birmingham and Midland Institute 
appeared  in  the  Birmingham Daily  Post.  Two new teachers  were 
required to handle the workload with which Marie had successfully 
dealt for so many years. The fact that the new typing teacher was a 
woman,  was  testament  to  Marie  Beauclerc's  exemplary record.  It 
also proved that  women teachers although a small  minority,  were 
highly regarded by the Birmingham and Midland Institute  Board. 
On  17th September  1892,  an  identical  article  to  that  of  the 
Birmingham Daily Post appeared in the Phonetic Journal :

The  first  shorthand  teachers'  examinations  conducted  by  the 
National  Phonographic  Society  were  held  at  various  centres 
throughout  England on 18th July 1891.  At  this  time  141 teachers 
from a total of 793, who taught around 47,000 students, sat for the 

Miss Beauclerc in early life devoted herself to the study of 
phonography, but her exceptional skill as a shorthand writer is 
due in a considerable degree to the constant practice she 
obtained as amanuensis to Mr. Dawson, whose sermons &c, as 
reported by her, were published in nine large   volumes. Her 
success as a teacher was further shown by the fact that, after 
being appointed to a shorthand class at Rugby School, she so 
popularised the art that the class became too large for a visiting 
teacher, and a resident master had to be appointed by the   
college authorities.

The teaching of shorthand and typewriting at the Midland 
Institute, Birmingham (till recently conducted by Miss Marie 
Beauclerc, who resigned her position owing to ill health,) has 
been divided by Mr. David Lumley, of Varma  road, Edgbaston, 
and Miss Laura A. Percy, of Akerman road, London. Mr. Lumley 
will teach the evening classes in short-hand, while Miss Percy 
will teach typewriting and give individual instruction in 
shorthand. Although Miss Beauclerc's illness is such as to 
preclude all possibility of her again engaging in public work, her 
many friends will be glad to hear that there is a slight 
improvement in her condition. 
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examinations. 100 men, including Mr. Lumley, the newly appointed 
shorthand  teacher  at  the  Birmingham and Midland  Institute  were 
successful.  It  is  unlikely that  Marie  Beauclerc,  soon to retire  and 
who had taught shorthand for three decades at prominent institutes, 
as well as privately, would have attended the examinations. It is also 
not known whether or not Miss Percy,  the other newly appointed 
shorthand  and  typewriting  teacher  at  the  BMI  sat  for  the 
examinations. 

It  was  on  Marie's  retirement  that  a  second biographical  sketch 
appeared in the journal  Birmingham Faces and Places,  September, 
1892. It gave an account of her life from the time she was a small 
child being taken from London to Mr Browning's Boarding School 
near Bath. It depicts how she accidentally discovered a copy of the 
Phonographic Teacher after being forced to leave school at age nine, 
and how she moved to Birmingham with her mother at age thirteen. 
The  account  of  her  trail  blazing  achievements  in  teaching  and 
reporting is impressive. It emphasises that she regarded the reporting 
of George Dawson's sermons and prayers as the part of her work that 
she held 'with more tender affection than any other'.1 This story, like 
the biography in the  Phonetic Journal,  September 1891, is headed 
Marie Bethell Beauclerc. Also like the Phonetic Journal September 
1891 article, the text  consistently refers to Marie as Miss Beauclerc. 
The  September  1892  Birmingham  Faces  and  Places  biography 
closes  with  the  news  that  although  Marie  was  retired,  she  was 
working on a book of lectures by the Reverend Street :

Kelly's Directory of Birmingham and Suburbs 1892,  listed Marie 
Beauclerc as 'professor and teacher of shorthand and type writing, 23 

Before her illness Miss Beauclerc had nearly completed the 
preparation of a small volume of Sunday evening lectures on 
popular subjects by the Rev. James C. Street. During her short 
intervals of ease she is even now engaged in completing it, and the 
little work is expected to be ready in October.
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Villa road Handsworth.'  This indicates that even though Marie had 
written her will at Pine Place Harborne, she continued to conduct 
shorthand  classes at her previous address. 

Following  her  premature  retirement  from the  Birmingham and 
Midland  Institute, there was  special  joy for  Marie  in  June  1893, 
when another daughter was born to Richard and Lydia Beauclerc. 
They named her Marie! 

By the time the book of James Christopher Street's lectures was 
completed,  further  deterioration  in  Marie  Beauclerc's  health  had 
occurred,  but  as  always  Marie  chose  to  teach.  She  placed  an 
advertisement in the wanted column of the Birmingham Daily Post  
on 29th July 1893, seeking 'two good unfurnished rooms; garden; at 
Islington Row or near Five ways.' She remained living at her home 
in Pine Place Harborne Birmingham continuing to teach shorthand at 
various private venues until only months before her death.

Tragedy struck Marie and her family in January 1894, when baby 
Marie Edith Beauclerc who was only six months old died. Although 
it could not be said to compensate for this loss, there was also some 
light in Marie's life as she grieved and continued to battle with  her 
sickness.  When  Isaac  Pitman  was  knighted  in  1894  by  Queen 
Victoria, the news was received with joy by Marie and the rest of his 
faithful  following.  Pitman  had  retired  in  1894  having  personally 
edited the  Phonetic Journal for fifty two years. The  Phonographic  
Teacher, an old copy of which little Maria Beauclerc found in some 
waste paper in 1857 when she was twelve years old, was still being 
published and read by new students of shorthand all over the world. 
By 1894 two million copies of this publication had been sold. 

Now in her retirement, with time to reflect on her achievements, 
Marie Beauclerc could feel well satisfied that she had played a major 
role  in  the  dissemination  and  success  of  phonography  and 
typewriting  in  Birmingham.  It  had  only been  four  years  prior  to 
Pitman's knighthood that Marie had given a lecture praising Pitman's 
shorthand and how it had become so widely used :
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Miss Beauclerc said that there was, perhaps no station in life in 
which a knowledge of shorthand was not serviceable, and that its 
use was not by any means confined to the reporting profession. 
Thanks to the admirable adaptability of Mr. Pitman's system of 
Phonography, even an elementary acquaintance with the art was a 
most valuable accomplishment, in facilitating study, keeping 
private memoranda and accounts, conducting correspondence, etc; 
while to those who would go further, it offered, in its second stage 
of advancement, immense advantages in expediting business; and 
its third and last stage, it was so brief as to afford the diligent and 
faithful student the means of recording the words of the most 
rapid speaker. For the acceleration of the vast business 
correspondence which was daily carried on in a town like 
Birmingham, the demand for efficient shorthand writers was 
constantly increasing. To an audience like the present, consisting 
as it did, in large measure of actual students of Mr. Pitman's 
system of Phonography, the lecturer need say but little as to the 
superiority of that system over every other system of shorthand 
which had appeared since the days of Timothy Bright, 300 years 
ago. But to those who had not yet turned their attention to the 
acquisition of this valuable art of shorthand-writing, and who 
naturally felt somewhat bewildered amidst the multitude of 
'systems' which were now more than ever being constantly thrust 
upon public attention, a few words of friendly warning and advice 
might be of good service. In times  when shorthand  was  but  little 
used, it was a matter of small consequence which system was 
adopted, but now that almost everybody learned shorthand, and a 
knowledge of the art had become a matter of necessity in all our 
large business houses - now that so large a correspondence was 
being conducted in shorthand all over the country – thousands of 
letters - written in shorthand passing through the post in a single 
week - it was of the most importance that one system should be 
generally taught, and it became a  matter of consequence whether 
a person learned some obscure system, or one of world-wide 
reputation like Pitman's Phonography. In illustration of the value 
of this system for practical work, Miss  Beauclerc gave some 
account of her own personal experience in its use, and the success 
which had attended her teaching of the art, both in schools and to 
large classes of adults of both sexes..38
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Shortly  after  Marie  retired,  Pitman's  shorthand  faced  a  serious 
threat from a new phonetic system invented by John Robert Gregg, 
born  in  Ireland  in  1867.  Shorthand  writers  in  Britain,  including 
Marie  had  been  aware  of  the  new  method  since  1888  when 
pamphlets on the subject were first published. Although she didn't 
mention it  by name, Marie's concern regarding Gregg's method is 
reflected  in  the  above  quote.  It  wasn't,  however,  until  Gregg 
emigrated  to  the  United  States  in  1893,  and  published  Gregg's  
Shorthand  that  his  sound  method  flourished  and  cornered  the 
American market. It was successfully promoted in America as being 
user  friendly  particularly  for  ladies,  but  Britain  and  its  colonies 
continued to use Pitman's shorthand well into the twentieth century. 

The determination to succeed against all odds never left Marie as 
demonstrated  by  Kelly's  Directory  of  Birmingham  and  Suburbs 
(1896) which had a listing for 'Beauclerc, Marie (Miss) teacher of 
shorthand, 41 Balsall Heath road, Edgbaston.' Marie was still living 
at  Pine  Place  Harborne  and  despite  her  debilitated  state  she 
continued to teach.

On January 12th 1897,  Marie  now seriously weak, received the 
news that Sir Isaac Pitman aged eighty four, had died. Along with 
George  Dawson,  he  was  another  great  mind  she  had   staunchly 
revered.  Although  Marie  Beauclerc  was  a  leader  in  the  field  of 
shorthand in her own right, she would have considered herself little 
more than one of Pitman's followers. She did in fact share many of 
Pitman and his brothers' pioneering attributes :

Marie  Beauclerc  could  justifiably  regard  herself  as  one  of  the 
'great  pioneers  of  the  Industrial  Revolution.'6 Her  task  was  made 
exceptionally arduous because she was a woman living in a gender 
prejudiced era. At the same time, especially during the early days of 
her career, shorthand continually battled fierce opposition. 

The defining characteristics of Isaac Pitman and indeed his 
brothers were very similar to those of other great pioneers of the 
Industrial revolution largely self-taught, highly motivated, hard 
working, very  innovative and creative.6 
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Marie Beauclerc had first excelled as a shorthand reporter for Mr. 
Hagarty.  She had been teaching shorthand for  over  twenty  years 
before the London Shorthand Congress in 1887, where men vastly 
outnumbered  women.  Her  appointment  as  a  reporter  at  The 
Birmingham  Morning  News was fifteen  years  before  the  1887 
Congress, where female speakers announced that women were less 
skilled  than men,  and that  they were were physically unsuited  to 
newspaper  and  other  types  of  reporting.  Marie's  appointment  at 
Rugby School by Dr. Percival in 1888, defied not only opinions at 
the Congress, but also the entrenched gender and class prejudice in 
English boys' public schools.

Not  quite  fifty  two  years  of  age,  and  desperately  striving  to 
continue with the work she adored, finally Marie Beauclerc's body 
let her down. On 19th September 1897, at Pine Place Northfield Road 
Harborne Birmingham, Marie Bethell Beauclerc passed away from 
'uterine fibroid exhaustion'.45 Lydia Beauclerc, her brother Richard's 
wife was by her side. It is interesting to note that Lydia ( correct 
name  Clara  )  gave  the  name  Maria  Bethel  (spelt  with  one  'l') 
Beauclerc, to be recorded on her sister in law's death certificate. On 
September 23rd 1897, Marie Bethell Beauclerc was laid to rest in the 
same grave (1 1961) as her mother Elizabeth Sayer and her uncle 
Edmund  Sayer,  in   Key Hill  Cemetery  situated  in  Birmingham's 
Jewellery Quarter.

Lydia Beauclerc Richard Beauclerc
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Marie Beauclerc's life was short. She did not live as long as her 
mother Elizabeth who died in 1885 at the age of seventy seven, nor 
as long as her brother Richard who was to pass away in 1915 aged 
seventy three, nor as long as her uncle Edmund who died in 1891 
when   he  was  seventy  nine.  Nevertheless,  Marie's  brief  lifetime 
was  one  of quiet  ambition and  passion, and  she   embraced   every 
opportunity offered to her. She was honest and true to herself and to 
the art of shorthand which had fascinated her from the age of twelve. 
She  was  wholeheartedly  committed  to  Pitman's  Shorthand,  not 
simply for reasons of financial prosperity, but because of the benefits 
she knew it could bring to Birmingham and England and the rest of 
the world. She worked tirelessly to spread the use of shorthand and 
typewriting in her corner of the world and she succeeded. 

Marie  Beauclerc  chose  not  to  marry,  preferring  to  remain 
independent and career driven in order to make a positive difference 
to the community and its future. This did not mean that her tight 
schedules  and  ambitious  goals  distanced  her  from  her  family, 
particularly her nieces and nephew who called her 'Auntie Pollie'. 
Although  she  had  five  living  nieces  and  one  nephew,  she  paid 
attention to each one individually. This is illustrated by a Christmas 
card to her niece Annie, aged ten, which is now owned by one of her 
brother  Richard's  great  grandchildren,  Helen  Blain.  It  bears  the 
words 'To Annie with Auntie Pollie's love, Christmas 1894.'
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Marie's niece Rose, born in 1878, lived with her Auntie Pollie for 
an unknown number of years from around the age of twelve, the age 
of Marie when she discovered Pitman's shorthand. It is not surprising 
that her illustrious aunt taught Rose shorthand and typewriting. Rose 
Beauclerc,  was nineteen years  old when her  Auntie  Pollie  passed 
away.

Marie  Beauclerc  was  born  in  1845  eight  years  after  Queen 
Victoria ascended the throne, and she died in 1897 four years before 
the  Queen  died  in  1901.  During  Victoria's  reign,  and  Marie 
Beauclerc's  lifetime,  Birmingham evolved  into  the  second  largest 
city in England. It could lay claim to many citizens who were either 
born there, had lived there or were buried there and had striven to 
make a difference to their community. Some of these were Joseph 
and Neville  Chamberlain,  George Dawson, Harriet  Martineau and 
Constance  Naden,  writers  such  as  Sir  Arthur  Conan  Doyle  and 
businessmen such as Richard Cadbury.

b. 1876
Rose Beauclerc
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Marie  Beauclerc  saw  The  Birmingham  Society   for    Women's 
Suffrage battle relentlessly alongside their British sisters. This was 
especially so when she was reporting for  George Dawson at  The 
Birmingham Morning News, at which time Mrs. Susan Dawson held 
a prominent position within the society.  These women, passionate 
about  their   cause  and  part  of  the  British  suffragette  movement, 
witnessed the women of Wyoming in the United States acquire the 
vote in 1869, their colonial sisters in New Zealand in 1893 and in 
Australia in 1894. Although British women fought equally as hard 
for  their  right  to  vote,  many who had  been  imprisoned  for  their 
beliefs  didn't  live  long  enough  to  reap  the  rewards  of  their 
unflagging  efforts.  When  Marie  Beauclerc  died  in  1897,  gender 
prejudice was still deeply entrenched in Birmingham and the rest of 
Britain.  It  was  not  until  1918  that  British  women  over  thirty 
achieved suffrage. Even then property qualifications applied. Finally 
in 1928 all women in Britain were granted the right to vote. 

During  her  lifetime  in  Birmingham  Marie  experienced  the 
introduction  of  steam  powered  transport,  electricity  and  electric 
powered vehicles, the telephone of the 1880s and later in 1890, the 
first trunk circuit operating between Birmingham and London.

Outside Birmingham, the Victorian era of change produced writers 
such as,  Thomas Hardy,  Robert  Browning,  Alfred Lord Tennyson 
and Oscar Wilde. Charles Dickens wrote  Great Expectations, Little  
Dorrit  and  Our Mutual  Friend,  and Charles  Darwin  declared  his 
controversial  theory  of  evolution  in  The  Origin  of  the  Species.  
Lister's  breakthrough  with  antiseptics  helped  curb  some  diseases, 
while outside Britain, Pasteur's experiments with bacteria led to the 
discovery of immunisation and pasteurisation.

Marie Beauclerc was a fearless woman who made her mark on the 
city of Birmingham and forged a place in English history with her 
trail blazing achievements in teaching and reporting. She was part of 
the  dawn of  what  she  had  envisaged  in  regard  to  shorthand  and 
typewriting. Sadly her early death prevented her from witnessing the 
female  stenographic  revolution  which  exploded  in  the  twentieth 
century. Marie Beauclerc had been a woman shorthand reporter and 
a  pioneer  in  the  teaching  of  shorthand  five  decades  before  the 
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stenographic revolution took a firm hold after the First World War. 
With more work to do it was unfortunate for mankind that on 9 th 

October, 1897, the Phonetic Journal printed her obituary :

OBITUARY
Miss Marie Bethell Beauclerc.

Even though George Dawson had been dead for twenty one years, 
the congregation at the Church of the Saviour was still acutely aware 
of the special relationship Marie had shared with him earlier in her 
life, and of her labour of love in preserving his work after his death. 

Phonographer's will read with much regret the following notice 
which appeared recently in the obituary notices of the 
Birmingham newspapers: “ On the 19th September, at Northfield 
road, Harborne, in her 53rd year, Marie Beauclerc for many years 
closely associated with the Church of the Savior, and with the 
teaching staff of the Midland Institute.” Up to the last five years, 
when illness obliged her to relinquish her work as a teacher of 
shorthand and typewriting, Miss Beauclerc was one of the most 
active and successful teachers in the Midlands, and at the 
International Shorthand Congress in 1887 she read an interesting 
paper on shorthand teaching in Birmingham. A portrait and 
biographical sketch of Miss Beauclerc appeared in this Journal 
on 19th  September 1891. The Birmingham Daily Post says: 
“Miss Beauclerc died after a painful and lingering illness. It was 
from the deceased lady's shorthand reports that the volumes of 
the late George Dawson's sermons and prayers were prepared. 
She acted as Mr. Dawson's secretary during his editorship of the 
Birmingham Morning News. For many years Miss Beauclerc was 
a member of the teaching staff of the Midland Institute, where 
for some time she taught the largest shorthand classes ever held 
at that institution. Similar classes were conducted by her in 
connection with several suburban institutes, and in 1888 she was 
appointed teacher of shorthand at Rugby School, this being, it is 
thought, the first introduction of shorthand into the curriculum of 
English public schools.
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Grateful  church  members erected  a  headstone  on  Marie  Bethell 
Beauclerc's  grave  in  Key Hill  Cemetery,  the  resting  place  of  her 
mentor  whom  she  regarded  as  'one  of  the world's  most gifted 
teachers'.21

The headstone reads :

 ( Note - Unfortunately Marie's age on her headstone should read 51 
years.)

In loving memory of Marie Bethell Beauclerc who died 
September 19, 1897, aged 53 years. This stone was erected by 
the members of the Church of the Saviour, Birmingham. In 
grateful recognition of her services, by which many of the 
prayers sermons and lectures of the late George Dawson, MA 
have been preserved, not only for the edification and 
consolation of the members of his church but of Christians the 
world over.
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On the 3rd day of November 1897, probate of Marie Beauclerc's 
will  dated 13th  September 1891,  and written  at  her  address  Pine 
Place Harborne Birmingham, was granted at Birmingham to Fred. 
Ralph Lee Strathy, one of the executors.

                                  Key Hill Cemetery

Key Hill  Cemetery  was  established  in  1836  and  was  the  first 
public cemetery in Birmingham. It was initially called the General 
Cemetery and together with Warstone Lane Cemetery, was built as a 
result of the shortage of burial space in Birmingham's churches. The 
shortage had occurred because of  the huge influx of people who 
came to work in Birmingham's work-shops and factories. A group of 
non-conformist  businessmen  had  been  concerned  that  free-church 
ministers were prevented from officiating at burial ceremonies in the 
Church of England churches. The cemetery which became important 
to non-conformists across the region, was laid out in the outskirts of 
the city on gently sloping ground which was still being used as a 
sand  quarry.  Charles  Edge  a  prominent  Birmingham  architect, 
designed  the  entrance  gates  and  railings  and  a  mortuary  chapel. 
Catacombs were cut into the face of the sandstone cliff which was 
arranged with walks and vantage points for visitors' use.

The  Friends  of  Key  Hill  and  Warstone  Lane  Cemeteries  
http://www.fkwc.org is a group dedicated to raising money for the 
restoration  and  future  upkeep  of  the  cemeteries  which  are  now 
closed  for  the  purchase  of  new graves.  The  Friends  of  Key  Hill  
Cemetery joined together in 2004 :

They were concerned at the visible deterioration of the 
cemetery and alarmed at the potential loss of an important 
part of Birmingham's heritage.46 
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The gates piers and boundary wall of Key Hill Cemetery are now 
listed Grade 11 and the cemetery is  also on the English Heritage 
register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest at Grade 
11.

The Friends of Key Hill Cemetery expanded in 2009 to ensure that 
Warstone Lane Cemetery was also properly protected. The  group 
now works closely with Birmingham City Council and its various 
departments, as well as other agencies such as The Jewellery Quarter 
Regeneration  Partnership,  The  Jewellery  Quarter  Association, 
English Heritage and with local community groups and schools. As 
well as carrying out maintenance and research and other projects, 
The Friends  of  Key  Hill  and Warstone  Lane  Cemeteries conduct 
tours through the cemeteries on which guides give an outline of the 
lives of notable figures buried there.

In  addition  to  George  Dawson  and  Marie  Beauclerc,  a  small 
sample of prominent identities buried at Key Hill Cemetery include: 
1) Joseph Chamberlain (1836 -1914) Lord Mayor of Birmingham 
(1873-1876)  national  politician,  father  of  Prime  Minister  Neville 
Chamberlain;  2)  Harriet  Martineau   (1802  -  1876)  author  and 
sociologist;  3)  Robert  Martineau  (1798  -  1870)  Mayor  of 
Birmingham  (1846-1847);  4)  Robert  Francis  Martineau  (1802  - 
1876) Secretary of the Birmingham and Midland Institute, council 
member of Mason College and then University of Birmingham; 5) 
Sir Thomas Martineau (1828 -1893) Mayor of Birmingham (1884 – 
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1887);  6)  A.  Follett  Osler  (1808  -  1903)  glass  manufacturer, 
developer  of  time-pieces;  Robert  William  Dale  (1829  -  1895) 
preacher.

The Jewellery Quarter Research Group, ('Researching the history 
and  times  of  people  and  places  in  and  around  Birmingham's 
Jewellery Quarter')47 has undertaken the historically valuable task of 
ensuring  that  as  many  cemetery  records  are  preserved  for  future 
generations  as  possible  by  recording  the  inscriptions  on  the 
remaining memorials and making the information available publicly. 
Information  about  Marie  Bethell  Beauclerc,  George  Dawson  and 
others can be found on their website http://www.jqrg.org/  'Here you 
can  join  the  free  JQRG  mailing  list  and  receive  regular  articles, 
information  and  updates   related  to  our  ongoing  program  of 
research.' 47   The JQRG has various goals :

 
The Jewellery Quarter Research Group consists of a number of 
academics and researchers who have an interest in the people, 
institutions and agencies in and around Birmingham's unique 
Jewellery Quarter. The group's principal field of activity has thus 
far, been the recording of existing memorial inscriptions in both 
Key Hill & Warstone Lane Cemeteries, but this is now being 
expanded into work on associated people and institutions. 
Specialist work is currently being undertaken on tracing 
developing trends and styles in funerary monuments. By 
comparing the two cemeteries it is intended to assess what 
impact the beliefs and practices of the various religious groups 
represented  there had upon individual choice of memorials. 
Trade references to the monumental masons identified are also 
being catalogued.

Both Cemeteries have strong religious associations. Key Hill 
was important to non-conformists across the region and 
Warstone Lane was specifically developed by the established 
church partly as a response to Key Hill. Church based 
Institutions were hugely important in the development of 
educational and other social services in the city and it is intended 
to investigate this by reference, initially to memorials in the 
cemeteries. A new project seeks to identify through trade 
directories  and  similar  sources the commercial  development of 
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  Marie Beauclerc, buried in Key Hill  Cemetery in Birmingham's 
Jewellery Quarter, is receiving positive consideration for the award 
of a Blue Plaque48 in 2020, on the 175th anniversary of her birth. 
Throughout her entire life, during which she made an outstanding 
contribution  to  Birmingham, she  was  'a  standing  witness  to  the 
power  of  perseverance  and  hard  work.'   ( Phonetic Journal 19th 

September, 1891).

the Jewellery Quarter and how professional services and support 
networks grew up to service it. Associated with this will be an 
examination of the development of transport links, particularly the 
railway – but also of the canal network, and how these were 
actually integrated with local commercial interests. This is 
expected to  lead to work on the development of suburban 
residential areas and the associated migration from the inner- city- 
initially of tradesmen and the expanding middle class. The group 
has thus far established links with researchers working both in 
America and Denmark. It is intended to build on such contacts with 
a view, possibly, of undertaking comparative work overseas into 
areas with similar special characteristics to those of the Jewellery 
Quarter. 47
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CONCLUSION

Marie  Beauclerc  broke  through  the  entrenched  gender  and  class 
barriers  of the Victorian era becoming the first  woman shorthand 
reporter in England and the first female teacher in a British boys' 
public  school.  She  established  Pitman's  shorthand  and  typing  in 
Birmingham at a time when teaching and employment in these areas 
were predominately occupied by men.

Around the time of Marie Beauclerc's death, just prior to the turn 
of the century, business started to reap the rewards of the typewriter 
which  worked  hand  in  hand  with  shorthand.  The  competency  of 
women in operating this machine was recognised, and this led to the 
female  twentieth  century  stenographic  revolution.  Thousands  of 
females worldwide joined the work force as high speed typists and 
shorthand secretaries. 

Women were desperately needed in the workplace during the First 
World War and their proficiency in shorthand and typing proved to 
be indispensable. By the end of the Second World War, women were 
well  established  as  stenographers  and  could  choose  from a  wide 
spectrum of employment. Depending on their ability and aspirations, 
there were places for them in typing pools and as executive private 
secretaries. They could also choose to be courtroom, parliamentary 
or  newspaper  reporters.  Shorthand and  typing were  still  popular 
subjects at school for girls until at least the nineteen eighties.  Some 
went on to full time business colleges where as well as shorthand 
and  typing,  they  learned  book  keeping,  business  practice, 
commercial letter writing and the operation of new devices like the 
adding machine and later on calculators. Others completed shorter 
courses in shorthand and typing at evening colleges.
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In the twenty first century, the glory days of shorthand and typing 
for  women  have  passed  due  to  the  computer  revolution  which 
accelerated during the latter two decades of the prior century. Now 
women and men work alongside each other in various information 
technology  roles.  Men  and  women  in  every  occupation  use 
computers  to  communicate  and  store  records  and  the  word 
stenographer  is  almost  obsolete.  Shorthand  is  not  dead,  however, 
with pen shorthand still being used in some workplaces throughout 
the world, as well as for note-taking  and  even as  a hobby.  In Great 
Britain, journalists must pass examinations in shorthand to acquire 
their degrees. In most other countries court reporting relies on the 
shorthand machine which allows the rapid reporting of speech, plus 
the added advantage of computer-aided transcription.
 

Society  in  the  twenty  first  century  almost  runs  on  computer 
software which connects people from all over the world and makes 
information simple to obtain and store. There has been a continual 
transition  from the  huge computers  of  the  1950s which  were  for 
military  and  scientific  purposes,  to  office  computers  and  word 
processors  of  the  1970s,  to  personal  computers  of  the  1980s and 
finally to today's tiny hand held computers. Computers which started 
out in the workplace have now changed the way we handle every 
day life and almost everyone owns multiple computers. 

In  brief,  Pitman's  shorthand  which  first  appeared  in  1837,  and 
Gregg's Shorthand released in 1888, both improved communication 
and record keeping. Marie Beauclerc was a prominent pioneer in the 
dissemination  of  Pitman's  shorthand  and  typing  in  Birmingham, 
England. Both systems of shorthand and the use of the typewriter 
spread rapidly during the late 1800s and increased their momentum 
after the First World War.  Shorthand continued to work side by side 
with the typewriter well into the twentieth century until the computer 
revolution  changed  communication  and  the  way  information  is 
stored.  This  revolution  has  not  subsided,  and  many  computer 
specialists in the twenty first century believe that the most efficient 
and exciting computer innovations are yet to come.
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  Who Was Marie Bethell Beauclerc's Father ?

To date there is no conclusive evidence as to the identity of Marie 
Bethell  Beauclerc's  father.  Readers  may  wish  to  consider  the 
following  tantalising  web  of  facts  relating  to  Marie  Bethell 
Beauclerc's intriguing family background.

Maria Bethell (later Marie Beauclerc) was born on 10th October 
1845.  On  her  birth  certificate,  Maria's  mother  is  recorded  as 
Elizabeth Bethell  and her father as Richard Bethell  (merchant).  A 
marriage certificate for Richard Bethell and Elizabeth Bethell (née 
Sayer) has not been found.

Maria Bethell had two siblings who were twins named Richard 
and Elizabeth Bethell born in 1843. The parents' names recorded on 
their  birth  certificates  were  also  Elizabeth  Bethell  (mother)  and 
Richard Bethell (merchant) father.

The birth  place  of  Maria  Bethell  (later  Beauclerc)  was Somers 
Town St.  Pancras,  London.  Hundreds  of  French  émigrés  escaped 
there during the French Revolution of 1789. Descendants of Richard 
Beauclerc,  brother of Marie Beauclerc,  have had the story passed 
down to  them that  a  governess  smuggled  Richard,  Elizabeth  and 
Marie Beauclerc's father from France when he was a tiny infant. His 
parents supposedly died in France during the French Revolution of 
1789.
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Many refugees fled France and settled in London and elsewhere in 
England during the Second Revolution of 1848. In 1849 when Maria 
Bethell, later Marie Beauclerc was four, her parents Elizabeth and 
Richard Bethell 'compelled themselves to go abroad.'1 This implies 
that they had no choice but to go abroad, and one wonders why. Did 
they go to France? When their parents went abroad, the three Bethell 
children, Maria Elizabeth and Richard were taken by a nurse from 
their home in London to a boarding school at Weston near Bath.

Have the two French Revolutions of 1789 and 1848 been confused 
as  the  escape  story  with  a  governess/nurse  was  passed  down  to 
generations of the  Beauclerc family?  

When the three Bethell children were enrolled in Mr. Browning's 
Boarding School in Bath, their birth place was recorded as Farnham 
Surrey, rather than their correct birthplace London. They were also 
given the French surname Beauclerc, with no mention of Bethell. 

In 1850, when Maria was five and boarding at  Mr. Browning's 
School, her father died suddenly. Maria's mother, Elizabeth Bethell 
was now 'unprovided for.'3 She arrived in Bath where she lived with 
her younger sister Ann Sayer. She no longer went by the surname 
Bethell, nor did she take the name Beauclerc. Instead she reverted to 
her  maiden  name of  Sayer.  On census  night  in  1851,  it  was  not 
Elizabeth Bethell, now Sayer who visited the three children in their 
boarding school. It was their uncle, Edmund Sayer.

The children's mother continued to use the name Sayer until her 
death in 1885, and she is recorded in trade directories as Mrs. Sayer. 
Census  records  give  her  name  as  Elizabeth  Sayer,  unmarried  or 
widow. On her death certificate Elizabeth Sayer's name is recorded 
by her brother Edmund as Sayer, formerly Wilcox, with no mention 
of Bethell or Beauclerc.

Until Maria Beauclerc's career became prominent and she became 
Marie  Beauclerc,  she  and  her  brother  and  sister  were  known  as 
Maria, Richard and Elizabeth Beauclerc.
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Marie Beauclerc became a well known identity in Birmingham as 
a result of being named the first woman reporter in England, and for 
her achievements in teaching shorthand at major teaching institutes 
and colleges. In 1888, she was appointed as the first female teacher 
in an English boys' public boarding school. The school was Rugby. 
She officially introduced typewriting to Birmingham in 1887, and 
her  Shorthand  and  Typing   Department  at  the  Birmingham  and 
Midland Institute was larger and more popular than any other. She 
became known professionally as Marie Beauclerc, rather than Maria 
Beauclerc, and could well be described as the 'Mother of Shorthand 
in Birmingham.'

The  name  Bethell  was  not  used  by  any  of  Marie  Beauclerc's 
family for over thirty years until Marie added it to her name twice. 
The  first  time  was  for  the  purpose  of  the  title  of  her  biography, 
Marie Bethell Beauclerc in the Phonetic Journal, September 1891. A 
second  biography  in  the  Birmingham  Faces  and  Places journal, 
September 1892, also bore the title Marie Bethell  Beauclerc.  The 
texts of both biographical sketches refer to Marie as Miss Beauclerc 
with no mention of Bethell.

Marie's sister who died at the age of sixteen, always went by the 
name Elizabeth Beauclerc. Her death certificate gives her name as 
Elizabeth   Beauclerc.  Marie's  brother,  Richard  Beauclerc,  always 
referred to his father  (for example on his wedding certificate) as 
Richard Beauclerc (broker). He never added Bethell to his name, and 
his death certificate records his name as Richard Beauclerc. Marie 
Beauclerc's will written on 13th September 1891, six days before the 
publication of her biography in the Phonetic Journal,   September 
1891, is signed Marie Beauclerc.  Her 1897 death certificate, with 
her sister in law (Richard Beauclerc's wife) present at death, records 
her name as Marie Bethel (note one 'l' ) Beauclerc .

In the  Phonetic Journal  September  1891, Marie Beauclerc said 
her father died 'when she was but five years old'.  In the Birmingham 
Faces and Places article,  1892, Marie said that she was taken to 
Bath when she was little more than four years old and she also says 
that  she  was  five  years  old  when  her  father  died.  Even  though 
Marie's birth certificate states 1845, the Phonetic Journal 1891, and 

127MARIE BEAUCLERC'S FATHER



the Birmingham Faces and Places article, 1892,  have her birth date 
recorded as 1846. If the birth certificate is understood to be correct, 
which  is  the  most  likely  scenario,  then  the  death  of  Marie 
Beauclerc's father Richard Bethell would have taken place in 1850. 
If the  birth date,  1846 is  considered  to be correct then Marie's 
father died in 1851. 

Available  death  records  reveal  that  three  men  with  the  name 
Richard Bethell died in England in 1849/50. Of the two men  who 
died in 1849, the first was a Covent Garden fruit seller who died on 
11th  September 1849.  This  was one month before  Marie's  fourth 
birthday,  not  her  fifth  birthday.  The  second  was  a  most  unlikely 
house steward living in Berkhamstead, Hertfordshire, who died in 
December 1849. This was two months after Marie's fourth birthday, 
not  her  fifth  birthday.   Neither  of  these  1849  dates  of  death  is 
compatible  with  the  Phonetic  Journal  1891  and  the  Birmingham 
Faces and Places  1892 articles. Both of these articles say that the 
death of Marie's father occurred when she was 'but five years old'. 
According to Marie's birth certificate date of 1845, the death of her 
father when she was five years old would have occurred in 1850. In 
1849,  the  time  the  above  two  men  named  Richard  Bethell  died, 
Marie and her siblings had just been taken to their Bath boarding 
school while their  parents went abroad. The third Richard Bethell 
died in 1850 when Marie was five years old, but is unlikely to have 
been her father, since he died in Wolverhampton Staffordshire. 

Richard Bethell, Covent Garden fruit salesman was born in 1805 
at 2 Martlett Court, Covent Garden. He married Mary Ann Turner at 
St. James Westminster.  Mary Ann Bethell  had seven children,  the 
first being named Richard. Edwin was born in 1843, the same year 
as the twins Richard and Elizabeth Bethell, later Beauclerc. Letitia 
Bethell  was  born  in  1845,  the  same year  as  Maria  Bethell,  later 
Beauclerc. Was this Covent Garden fruit salesman with two children 
named after himself (Richard Bethell) the father of Maria Bethell, 
later to become Marie Beauclerc? If he was, he was leading a double 
life.

Richard  Bethell  Covent  Garden  fruit  salesman,  died  from 
rheumatism and pneumonia on 11th  September 1849, at his home at 2 
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Martlett Court, Longacre, St. Martin in the Fields London. He was 
aged forty four years. Present at death was Elizabeth Bethell of 11 
Fitzroy Square. It has been speculated that this Elizabeth Bethell was 
the fruit salesman's mother, not Elizabeth Bethell mother of Maria, 
Richard and Elizabeth Bethell, later Beauclerc. 

No appropriate birth, marriage or death records can be located  for 
a Richard Beauclerc, father of Marie Bethell Beauclerc. 
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APPENDICES

                          

TRANSACTIONS

                                                OF THE

                                    FIRST INTERNATIONAL 

                 SHORTHAND  CONGRESS,

                            HELD IN LONDON :

                           From September  26th  to  October  1st

                                                                                    1887

                  PHONOGRAPHY  IN  BIRMINGHAM

                                 By  Miss  Marie  Beauclerc 

'I think myself happy in being privileged to be present at so great a 
gathering of ladies and gentlemen, from all parts of the globe, who 
have met together for the purpose of celebrating, in an appropriate 
manner,  the  Tercentenary  of  modern  Shorthand  and  the  fiftieth 
anniversary of the world-renowned system of Phonography, invented 
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by our revered and honoured friend, Mr. Isaac Pitman, of Bath – a 
system  which  has  done  so  much  for  the  human  race,  in  every 
department  of  life,  and which,  together  with phonetic  spelling,  is 
destined to accomplish a good in the world at present undreamed of. 
But truth is mighty, and will prevail. I trust that Mr. Pitman may long 
live to continue his labors, and to reap the high reward which, even 
in this life, is accorded to all those who unselfishly strive to benefit 
mankind.

The pioneers of this system had many difficulties to contend with, 
and much opposition and prejudice from those who objected to the 
phonetic basis of Phonography : but its inherent truth, as well as its 
remarkable  adaptability  to  business  purposes,  has  eventually 
overpowered these objections,  and the system is  now known and 
used  by  many  thousands  of  persons  all  over  the  world.  Many 
teachers have arisen, and the art of Phonetic Shorthand is now taught 
in  many of our schools,  and in  almost  every educational institute 
throughout the land.

It has been my good fortune to assist in the promulgation of this 
valuable  system,  and  I  have  had  the  honour  of  conducting  large 
classes at the various institutes, schools, and colleges in and around 
Birmingham among which may be mentioned the Birmingham and 
Midland  Institute,  Perry  Barr  Institute,  Harborne  Institute,  West 
Bromwich  Institute,  Queen's  College, Birmingham,  Middle-Class 
School,  Sparkbrook;  Commercial  School,  Handsworth;  and  Mr. 
Bradley's School, Heathfield Road, Handsworth. I have, besides, met 
with much success in private teaching at my own residence, both in 
class  and  individually.  Since  I  commenced this  work  of  teaching 
Phonography,  I  have  had under  my instruction  upwards  of  4,000 
persons.  The  new  Institute  of  West  Bromwich  opened  last year  
with a  class  of  140  students. Twelve  years  ago I commenced at 
the Birmingham and Midland Institute with an elementary class of 
90 students, who, term after term, advanced to higher and still higher 
grades, and as new students constantly presented themselves, it was 
found necessary to divide the class into four sections – Elementary, 
Intermediate, Advanced, and Reporting. Our numbers increased year 
by year until, in eight years, there were as many as 236 students in 
my Shorthand classes at the Midland Institute, and during the twelve 
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years there cannot be less than 2,000 persons who have attended the 
classes at that Institute alone, many of whom have become proficient 
writers  of  the  system,  and  have  obtained  important  and  useful 
positions in life through their knowledge of Phonography obtained at 
the  Institute  and  some  of  them  have,  in  their  turn,  themselves 
become teachers.   Taking  these  facts  into  consideration,  the  idea 
suggested itself to me of forming a Shorthand Writers' Association in 
connection with the Shorthand classes at the Midland Institute. This 
was a giant undertaking ; but though as Queen Elizabeth said in her 
famous speech, 'I am but a weak and feeble woman,' yet I have 'the 
heart  of  a  king,'  and  was  determined  to  carry  this  project   to  a 
successful  issue,  feeling,  as  I  did,  that  it  would  be  the  means  of 
establishing the classes at the Institute on a firm basis, and that the 
students might make the Institute their phonographic home long after 
they had ceased to be mere learners. On laying the matter before the 
Council  of  the  Institute  they  received  it  favorably,  and  have  co-
operated most heartily with me, and the Association is now actually 
formed, and will, I doubt not, before long become one of the most 
powerful,  most  useful,  and  most  important  Associations  in  the 
United Kingdom.

  The  Shorthand  classes  at  the  Midland  Institute  for  the  present 
session opened last week, with about 250 students, most of whom, it 
is  expected,  will  become  members  of  the  Association  now 
established  in  connection  therewith.  The  classes  have  now  been 
entirely re-arranged. An Elementary Class, for Beginners, is held on 
Tuesday evenings from 7 till 8: an Intermediate Class, for the study 
of  the  'Manual,'  is  held  on  Thursday  evenings  from  7  till  8; 
Advanced and Reporting Classes, for the explanation of the rules of 
the 'Reporter,' and for Reporting Practice at various rates of speed, 
are  held  on  Tuesday and  Thursday evenings  from 8.15  till  9.45. 
Ample facilities are thus provided for 'getting up speed,' those in the 
higher classes being invited to attend for Reporting Practice an hour-
and-a-half at a time, on two evenings a week, without any extra fee. 
An  Instruction  Class,  for  ladies,  and  gentlemen,  in  all  stages  of 
advancement up to the reporting stage, conducted on the principle of 
individual  tuition,  is  held  on  Tuesday  afternoons  from  3  to  4. 
Reporting practice from 4 to 5. The classes are always open to the 
reception of new students. Our esteemed friend, Mr. Thomas Allen 
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Reed,  of  London,  Hon.  President  of  the  Association,  has  kindly 
promised to give a public lecture in the large Lecture Theatre of the 
Institute, on Tuesday evening, October 11th, on 'Shorthand as a study, 
an Occupation, and a Pastime,' at which meeting we hope and expect 
to get an audience of more than 1,000. The Association meetings, for 
additional  reporting  practice,  mutual  improvement  and  recreation, 
are  held  at  the  Institute  on  Monday  evenings,  and  on  Saturday 
evenings  a  series  of  lectures  are  arranged  to  be  given  by  local 
gentlemen, among whom may be mentioned Rev. N. Hennessy, Rev. 
W.   J.  Clarke,  C.  E.  Martineau,  Esq.,  John  Bragg,  Esq.,  Robert 
Harper, Esq., and Spencer Yapp, Esq., who have already promised.

Another way in which, by the aid of Phonography, I have been 
enabled  to  do  some  lasting  service,  has  been  in  recording  the 
eloquent  utterances  of  one  of  the  world's  most  gifted  teachers  – 
George Dawson, M.A., of the Church of the Saviour, Birmingham. 
For  many  years  I  reported,  from  week  to  week,  those  high 
discourses,  and  those  tender,  impassioned,  soul-inspiring  prayers, 
which touched the hearts of all who heard them, and which, but for 
Phonography, would have been entirely lost to the world. But by my 
knowledge and practice  of  this  glorious  art,  I  was  able  to  record 
those precious utterances as they fell from his lips, which records 
have since been published, and may now be found in thousands of 
homes, serving, in large measure, 'to comfort those whom here he 
comforted,' until, like Abraham, he 'went forth whither he knew not,' 
nevertheless,  without  fear,  to  serve  his  God  elsewhere.'  Three  of 
these volumes of Prayers and Sermons were edited by Mrs. Dawson, 
and three by Mr. George St. Clair, F.G.S. A volume of Biographical 
Lectures by Mr. Dawson has also been published, and another on 
'Shakespeare and other Lectures' - on Literature, Art, Music, Poetry, 
the Drama, &c, is now in the press. These also have been edited by 
Mr.  George  St.  Clair.  A few  of  these  lectures  were  reported  by 
myself; but, for the most part, I have collated them from the various 
towns where Mr. Dawson lectured, and in the preparation of which I 
have been much assisted by my knowledge of Phonography.  

Thus  I  have  given  you  a  short  sketch,  from my own personal 
experience,  of  the  growth  and  progress  of  Phonography  in 
Birmingham.'   
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 Phonetic Journal 19th September 1891

Our Portrait Gallery.
Miss Marie Bethell Beauclerc

'Miss Beauclerc who is well known as a teacher of shorthand and 
typewriting  in  Birmingham was  born  in  London  on 10th October 
1846. When quite a young child  she was sent with her brother and 
sister, her elders by two years, to Mr. Browning's school at Weston, 
near Bath. Her father died when she was but five years old, leaving 
his widow unprovided for. Miss Beauclerc was kept at school till her 
ninth year, when she was summoned home to assist her mother in a 
business  which  the  latter  was  then  carrying  on.  Although  her 
schooling was thus scanty, the future phonographer had learned to 
speak and write grammatically,  and to spell correctly.  Her literary 
faculty showed itself at  an early age,  for when she was but eight 
years old, she was already given to writing short stories for children, 
and when company came, these productions were brought out and 
read.

Miss Beauclerc made her first acquaintance with Phonography at 
the age of twelve. One day when she was sorting some waste paper 
she  came  upon  an  old  copy  of  the  'Phonographic  Teacher.'  The 
peculiarity  of  the  characters  attracted  her  attention  and  she 
determined to study the book. She set about her self-imposed task 
with diligence, but found after a time that there were several things 
in it which she could not understand without a little explanation, and 
she therefore discontinued the study for a time. On her thirteenth 
birthday  she  removed  with  her  mother  to  Birmingham.  In  the 
following year  the  subject  of  Phonography came again under  her 
notice.  While  on  a  short  visit  to  some  relatives  at  Bath,  she 
discovered  that  one  of  her  cousins  was  learning  the  system.  He 
offered to assist her  in studying it,  and she availed herself of his 
help during her holiday. 

On  her  return  to  Birmingham  she  continued  the  study  with 
unabated  energy,  although  at  this  time  there  seemed  to  be  no 
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prospect of its becoming of use to her. Apart from the aid received 
from  her  cousin  during  her  fortnight's  stay  at  Bath,  the  only 
assistance that she had in prosecuting her studies was that rendered 
by a member of the Phonetic Society, who corrected her exercises 
through the post.

Miss Beauclerc learned to such a purpose that in her eighteenth 
year  when  Mr.  A.  Hagarty,  a  phrenological  lecturer,  visited 
Birmingham, he engaged her as his amanuensis during his stay in 
that town, which extended over a period of about two months. This 
was her first engagement as a shorthand writer. When Mr. Hagarty 
left, a number of his disciples formed themselves into an association 
for the study of phrenology, physiology, and kindred subjects; and 
Miss Beauclerc was at once appointed secretary.

The intense interest that she felt in Phonography prompted her to 
endeavour to start in connection with this association, a class for the 
study of shorthand.  In this  she was successful.  This  was her first 
experiment as a teacher.

At this time she was attending the Church of the Saviour of which 
the well-known Mr George Dawson was minister; and she was in the 
habit  of  taking  down his  eloquent  prayers  and sermons.  She  got 
permission to start a shorthand class in the vestry of the church; she 
also started classes at her home, at the  Provident Institution, at the 
North  Western  Railway Company's  Office,  at  Stourbridge,  and at 
various  schools  and  colleges  in  Birmingham  and  the  adjacent 
districts. On the opening of the Perry Barr Institute – the first of the 
suburban  institutes  around  the  great  Midland  town  –  she  was 
appointed teacher of Phonography. This post she held for fourteen 
years as long in fact as the institute was in existence. Meanwhile, 
other  institutes  of  a  like  character  had  sprung  up  in  the  various 
districts  and  suburbs  of  Birmingham –  Harborne  and  Edgbaston, 
Moseley and Balsall  Heath,  Sutton Coldfield, West Bromwich, etc.  
and  in  each  instance  the  post  of  teacher  was  offered  to  Miss 
Beauclerc. She accepted as many of them as her engagements would 
permit.

Fifteen years ago, it was decided to introduce Phonography at the 
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well known Birmingham and Midland Institute – one of the leading 
institutes  of  its  kind  in  the  kingdom –  and  Miss  Beauclerc  was 
successful in obtaining the appointment of teacher there. During the 
autumn term of the first session, ninety pupils presented themselves 
for instruction. The numbers have steadily increased year by year, 
until now upwards of 300 pupils attend Miss Beauclerc's classes at 
the  Midland  Institute  alone,  during  the  autumn  term.  Indeed  her 
classes are among the best attended in the institution. Councillor R. 
F.  Martineau  says  that  the  shorthand  and  typewriting  department 
over which Miss Beauclerc presides is 'by far the largest and most 
successful branch of the Institute School of Commerce.' Thousands 
of  pupils  have  passed  through  the  hands  of  Miss  Beauclerc,  in 
connection  with  this  institution  alone;  and  many  young  men  in 
Birmingham owe their start in life to the knowledge they have thus 
gained.

In 1887, Miss Beauclerc started a Shorthand Writers' Association 
at the Institute. The inaugural meeting was attended by upwards of 
one  thousand persons,  assembled to  hear  Mr.  T.  A.  Reed address 
them.  The  Association  has  had  a  successful  career;  the  annual 
opening meetings, at which the lectures have been given by eminent 
men, having proved particularly attractive.  In 1889, when Mr. Isaac 
Pitman opened the session, the hall was crowded in every part. It is 
proposed  now to  abandon  the  title  'Association,'  and  to  treat  the 
Society as part of the shorthand and typewriting department of the 
Institute.

In 1888, Miss Beauclerc was appointed teacher of shorthand at 
Rugby  School.  This  was  the  first  introduction  of  shorthand  into 
English  public  schools,  and  also  the  first  appointment  of  a  lady 
teacher in any such school. Miss Beauclerc was as successful with 
the  Rugby boys  as  with  her  other  pupils  elsewhere.  The  subject 
became very popular, and Miss Beauclerc had 100 of the boys in her 
class. Dr. Percival, the headmaster, expressed his satisfaction at the 
excellence of the teaching and the progress made by the pupils. As 
time advanced, it was found necessary that there should be greater 
elasticity as to the times at which the lessons could be given, and 
that  the  class  should  be  divided  into  several  sections.  Miss 
Beauclerc's  other  engagements  prevented  her  from  attending  the 
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School more than once a week, and she therefore relinquished  the 
appointment.  But  the  work  she  had begun so  successfully  in  the 
great School, was continued. A resident teacher was appointed, and 
fresh arrangements made for conducting the classes. For some years, 
Miss Beauclerc has been engaged as instructor in Phonography, of 
the elder boys at the Birmingham Blue Coat School. There are many 
boys in the class, and as one hour per week is the only time allowed 
for the boys to study the subject, Miss Beauclerc's success with them 
has been creditable.

In  1887,  Miss  Beauclerc  gave  a  lecture  on  'Shorthand  and 
Typewriting,' this being the first official introduction of typewriting 
into Birmingham. Encouraged by the great interest displayed in the 
subject, she started classes, and has since instructed large numbers of 
pupils.  She  has  also  been  largely  employed  in  all  kinds  of 
typewriting work.

Miss  Beauclerc is  probably entitled to  be  termed the first  lady 
reporter in this country. When Mr. George Dawson became editor of 
the  Birmingham Morning News,  he engaged Miss Beauclerc as his 
shorthand amanuensis. She was subsequently engaged to report the 
weekly lectures  at  the Perry Barr  Institute.  She  has  also reported 
many other lectures, public meetings, etc. including the proceedings 
of  seven important  conferences,  one at  Nottingham, the others  at 
Birmingham. Her great work as a reporter was in connection with 
the Church of the Saviour at Birmingham. Nine large volumes have 
been published of Mr. Dawson's sermons and prayers; and for these 
the many admirers of Mr. Dawson owe a deep debt of gratitude to 
Miss Beauclerc, for it was chiefly from her notes that these volumes 
have been compiled. The titles of the nine volumes are 'Prayers (first 
and second series), 'Disputed Points and Special Occasions,' 'Daily 
Life  and  Duty,'  'The  Authentic  Gospel,'  'Three  Books  of  God,' 
'Everyday Counsels,' 'Biographical Lectures,' 'Shakespeare and other 
Lectures.'

Miss  Beauclerc  takes  a  clear  note,  and  writes  excellent 
Phonography. She has been a pioneer of shorthand in Birmingham, 
and  at  the  International  Shorthand  Congress  and  Phonographic 
Jubilee  held  in  London in  1887 she  read  an  interesting  paper  on 
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shorthand in that town. The paper is printed in the 'Transactions of 
the Congress.' In addition to her work in connection with shorthand, 
she has been a successful teacher of other subjects, and is a standing 
witness to the power of perseverance and hard work. We wish her 
every success in the future.'

Photograph contained in Marie Bethell 
Beauclerc's biography in the Phonetic 

Journal, 19th September, 1891.
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Birmingham Faces and Places September 1892

Miss Marie Bethell Beauclerc

'The many friends of Miss Marie Bethell Beauclerc who have heard 
with sincere regret of her recent retirement, owing to illness, from 
her post as teacher of shorthand and typewriting at the Birmingham 
and  Midland  Institute,  will  doubtless  welcome the  appearance  in 
Faces and Places of a brief account of her useful career.

Miss Beauclerc was born in London on October 10th, 1846. Her 
parents left  her when very young in the charge of a nurse,  being 
compelled themselves to go abroad. She well remembers, when only 
little more than four years, being taken together with a sister and 
brother,  from London to  Bath,  and afterwards  going to  school  at 
Weston near that city. When she was five years old her father died 
suddenly,  leaving  his  wife  and  family  unprovided  for.  Mrs. 
Beauclerc,  to  quote  her  daughter's  words  'with  brave  and trustful 
heart  and indomitable  industry set  herself  to  face  the  lot  thence-
forward to be hers.'  Marie,  with the other children,  was sent to a 
small school, which she left when nine years of age in order to assist 
her mother, who struggled hard to maintain herself and the children 
with  but  indifferent  success.  Shop  after  shop  was  taken,  but  the 
family could make no headway. Our subject's literary faculty first 
showed itself when she was but eight years old, at which age she 
well  remembers  writing  little  stories  for  children.  These  were 
brought out when company came, and laughed at or praised as the 
case might be.

When  about  twelve  years  of  age,  Miss  Beauclerc  discovered 
accidentally an old copy of the Phonographic Teacher, when sorting 
a heap of waste paper, and was much interested in its contents, but 
was compelled to set it aside for a time having no one at hand to 
explain the difficulties necessarily apparent to so young a student. 
On her thirteenth birthday she came with her mother to Birmingham, 
where the family eventually settled. Soon afterwards she returned to 
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Bath for a fortnight's stay, and received from a cousin in that city 
some  assistance  in  what  had  then  became  her  favourite  study. 
Returning  to  Birmingham,  she  continued  to  apply  herself  with 
unabated energy to the Teacher and the Reporter, in the intervals of 
business, her mother at that time keeping a stationer's and newspaper 
shop.

It is worthy of record that she had no word of encouragement from 
anyone in her self-imposed studies, on the contrary, it was thought 
she 'was wasting her time' over a useless pursuit, but (to quote her 
own words) 'little  did my kind friends think that  they themselves 
would  one  day  be  entirely  dependent  on  my  earnings  in  this 
direction,' and we next hear of her sending exercises to a member of 
the Phonetic Society for correction.

Miss Beauclerc appears to have made such speedy progress in the 
study of Phonography that, when eighteen years of age, she obtained 
her  first  reporting  engagement.  This  was  with  Mr.  A.  Hagarty,  a 
Phrenological  lecturer  who  visited  Birmingham  for  some  two 
months,  during  which  time  he  employed  our  lady subject  as  his 
amanuensis. And when Mr. Hagarty left, a number of his disciples 
formed themselves into an association for the study of Phrenology, 
Physiology,  Psychology,  and other  kindred subjects,  of which she 
became  the  secretary,  starting  a  successful  shorthand  class  in 
connection therewith.

Miss  Beauclerc  next  obtained permission  to  carry on  a  similar 
class in the vestry of the Church of the Saviour. She also held other 
classes at her own home, at the Birmingham Provident Institution, at 
the  North  Western  Railway  Company's  office,  Curzon  Street:  at 
Stourbridge, and at several schools and colleges in this district. On 
the opening of the Perry Barr Institute – the first of the suburban 
Institutes  around Birmingham – she  was  appointed  its  teacher  of 
phonography,  and  held  the  appointment  there  for  fourteen  years. 
Meanwhile  she was offered similar  appointments  at  the Harborne 
and Edgbaston, Moseley and Balsall Heath,  Sutton Coldfield,  West 
Bromwich,   and  other   Institutes  and  educational  establishments,   
of  which she accepted as many as her engagements would permit.
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Sixteen years ago she commenced her long connection with the 
Birmingham and Midland Institute, to which she was appointed by 
the Council teacher of phonography. During the first session ninety 
pupils presented themselves for instruction in the autumn term, the 
numbers  steadily increasing  year  by year  until  they grew to  over 
three hundred at one time. 

In 1887 Miss Beauclerc started a shorthand writers' association at 
the Institute, which has become, under an altered title, a feature of 
the undertaking, addresses having been delivered before its members 
from time to time by Mr. T.  A. Reed, of London: the Rev. A. R. 
Vardy,  Mr.  Isaac  Pitman,  of  Bath  (the  venerable  founder  of 
phonography):  Mr.  H .S.  Pearson, the Rev. J.  C. Street  and other 
gentlemen.

In  1888  Miss  Beauclerc  was  accorded  the  high  honour  of  the 
appointment of Teacher of shorthand at Rugby School, becoming we 
believe the first lady teacher of any such school. This appointment 
she held for two sessions to the entire satisfaction of Dr. Percival, the 
head master,  and was only compelled  to  relinquish it  by its  very 
success,  and  pressure  of  other  engagements  nearer  home,  which 
would not allow her attendance at Rugby more than once a week. 
Miss Beauclerc has also acted as phonographic instructress of the 
elder  boys  at  the  Birmingham  Blue  Coat  school  with  marked 
success.

In  October  1887,  Miss  Beauclerc  was  the  first  to  officially 
introduce typewriting to Birmingham, and has since conducted large 
and successful classes for the practical study of that eminently useful 
accomplishment. Her long experience in the preparation of MS. for 
the press, the correction of proofs, etc., giving her a peculiar aptness 
in  the  teaching  of  type  writing  and  the  proper  and  tasteful 
arrangement of all kinds of work. At first she used the Remington 
machine only, but others coming to the front she has adopted all or 
any of them as occasion arose.

Miss  Beauclerc  is  probably  entitled  to  the  proud  position  of 
having been the first lady reporter in England having been engaged 
by the late Mr. George Dawson as shorthand amanuensis during his 
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editorship of the  Birmingham Morning News. But she regards that 
portion of her work with more tender affection than any other which 
was devoted to the reporting of Mr. Dawson's Sermons and Prayers 
at  the Church of the Saviour. The Sabbath utterances of the great 
teacher, as they fell from his lips, have been caught up and preserved 
for all time by the pencil of Miss Beauclerc. Nine large volumes of 
the sermons and prayers are the lasting result of her labour of love. 
They are  entitled,  'Prayers'  (first  series);  'Prayers'  (second series). 
Sermons - 'Disputed Points and Special Occasions,' 'Daily Life and 
Duty,'  'The  Authentic  Gospel,'  'Three  Books  of  God,'  'Everyday 
Counsels.'  Lectures  -  'Biographical  Lectures,'  'Shakespeare,  and 
other lectures.' The first volume of prayers and two of sermons were 
edited  by Mrs.  Dawson,  the  second volume of  prayers  and three 
volumes of sermons were edited by Mr. George St. Clair, F. G. S. 
The prayers and sermons were printed directly from transcriptions of 
shorthand reports  taken down by Miss  Beauclerc  as  Mr.  Dawson 
uttered them, requiring little to be done except to read them through 
and arrange them according to subject and in order of sequence.

Mr.  St.  Clair,  speaking  of  them at  a  public  meeting  said  that 
'editing might mean much or little, in this case it meant very little 
indeed. He had seen much of reporting and many reports  – these 
reports were better than the best.'

As  regarded  the  lectures,  Mr.  St.  Clair's  work  was  far  more 
difficult, and Miss Beauclerc's incalculably more so – but she loved 
to  take  the  necessary  trouble,  her  one  desire  being  to  make the 
completed work for Mr. Dawson's sake, as perfect as possible. The 
lectures were chiefly collected from newspaper reports made in the 
various towns where Mr. Dawson lectured.

In 1887 Miss Beauclerc read an interesting paper on 'Shorthand in 
Birmingham,'  at  the  International  Shorthand  Congress  and 
Phonographic  Jubilee,  held  in  London,  which  is  printed  in  the 
'Transactions  of  the  Congress.'  She  has  also  made  a  practice  of 
reporting  many  lectures  and  public  utterances,  including  the 
proceedings of seven important conferences, one of which was held 
at Nottingham and the other in Birmingham.
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Before  her  illness  Miss  Beauclerc  had  nearly  completed  the 
preparation  of  a  small  volume  of  Sunday  Evening  Lectures  on 
popular  subjects  by  the  Rev.  James  C.  Street.  During  her  short 
intervals of ease she is even now engaged in completing it, and the 
little work is expected to be ready in October.'
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NOTES

1.  Birmingham  Faces  and  Places,  September  1892  :  J.G. 
Hammond, Birmingham. This journal was a 19th century publication 
that identified the 'great' and the 'good' in Birmingham.

2. Hargood-Ash, Joan, November 2001 : Two Thousand Years in 
the Life of a Somerset Village Weston, Bath, Weston Local History 
Society, United Kingdom.

3. Phonetic Journal, 19th September 1891 : London, Isaac Pitman 
& Sons,  1  Amen  Corner,  Paternoster  Row, E.  C. Bath,  Phonetic 
Institute. This journal was established by Isaac Pitman in 1841 to 
help disseminate the use of his method of shorthand based on sound.

4. Census, 1851 : Elizabeth Sayer, head, unmarried, 42, artist in 
hair, Devizes. 

5. Robertsonian : Early shorthand non phonetic shorthand system 
based on abbreviation.
 

6.  The Pitman Dynasty.  ISAAC, BENN, JACOB AND JAMES 
PITMAN.  Http://www.technicaleducationmatters.org/node/146
 

7.  Census, 1861  : Edmund Sayer, 21 shopman, born Bath. 

8.  Mezzotinted  :  an  engraving  on  copper  or  steel  made  by 
polishing and scraping away parts of a roughened surface so as to 
produce the effect of light and shade. 

9.  Daguerreotype : an early method of photography. 
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Marie  Beauclerc's  trail  blazing  life  of  achievement  and  her 
mysterious  background  has  fascinated  Helen  Blain  for  over  ten 
years. Helen is a retired librarian, born in 1945 in Sydney Australia. 
She  graduated  to  Sydney  University  from  Meriden  Church  of 
England Grammar School for Girls. This Sydney school, established 
in 1897, was named after the town of Meriden (centre of England) 
situated in Warwickshire, not far from Birmingham, the setting of 
this book. 

Helen  studied  for  the  Library  Association  of  Australia 
Examinations,  gaining  a  special  qualification  in  the  subject  of 

Helen Blain (author ) with husband John
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Children's  Libraries  and  Literature.  She  received  her  practical 
training at the City of Sydney Public Library and  Parramatta City 
Public Library where she was promoted to senior positions. After 
spending a year, sailing to England via the Suez Canal and travelling 
throughout  Europe,  Ireland  and  Scandinavia,  she  returned  to 
Australia via the Panama Canal and the West Coast of the United 
States and Canada. She rejoined Parramatta City Library, and when 
Baulkham Hills  Council  built  its  first  library in  conjunction  with 
Parramatta City Library, Helen was appointed as the first librarian in 
charge of the state of the art facility. 

After  relocating  to  Coffs  Harbour,  on  the  beautiful  Mid  North 
Coast of New South Wales with her husband John and two children, 
Helen worked part  time as an assistant  at  a  country library.  Here 
professional library practice and organisation were unheard of,  but 
deeply treasured friendships were made.

Now  in  retirement,  Helen  and  John  pursue  their  variety  of 
hobbies,  one  of  their  favourites  being  writing.  John  M  Blain,  a 
retired engineer,  is  the author of  The Complete  Guide to Blender  
Graphics and Animation,  published by Taylor and Francis in 2012. 
Helen  and  John  have  two  children,  Peter  and  Cathie  and  two 
grandchildren Lexi and Nisha. 

Helen  hopes her book does some justice to the outstanding life of 
Marie  Bethell  Beauclerc  whose  remarkable  efforts  have  not 
previously  been  combined  into  a  detailed  biography.  She  hopes 
readers will be inspired by Marie's extraordinary determination as 
she strove to achieve her goals during the Victorian era of gender 
and class prejudice. Helen hopes the book brings special pleasure to 
Peter, Cathie, Lexi, Nisha, Sue Beauclerc, Yvonne and Alan Kossatz 
and   many other descendants of Richard and Lydia Beauclerc.

Helen  Blain  is  the  great  granddaughter  of  Marie  Beauclerc's 
brother,  Richard Beauclerc.
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