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Jane Atkinson Aldridge: A Biography 
 

On the 19th day of the 4th month 1868, prominent Lancaster Quakers George and 
Sarah Aldridge welcomed their first child. Six days later, George attended the 
registry office some 500 yards away from their large Georgian townhouse on 
Church Street, Lancaster. There he registered his daughter with the first name 
Jane after her maternal grandmother, and with her mother’s maiden name of 
Atkinson as a middle name.1 Jane was accompanied by a sister Lilias three years 
later,2 and the girls were joined at regular intervals by five younger brothers - 
George, Reginald, Percival, Harold and Arnold.Error! Bookmark not defined. 
3  
 
A few years before Jane was born, her father had been appointed headmaster of 
the Lancaster Friends’ School, which is said to have thrived under his guidance.4 
Jane will have had a comfortable upbringing; their home at 91 Church Street had 
a well-stocked library and fine oak, walnut and mahogany furniture.5 The family 
had a cook and a housemaid in 1871,Error! Bookmark not defined. as well as 
a kitchen girl, and a nurse for the growing family in 1881.Error! Bookmark not 



defined. Their home could also accommodate up to 28 pupils from the Friends’ 
School, and the family often had boarders aged 10-16 living with them. 5 6  
In the 1881 census, 12-year-old Jane and her younger sister 9-year-old Lilias were 
entered as scholars. However, there was no Friends’ School equivalent in 
Lancaster for girls, and there was no governess living in their home. As Quakers, 
it’s not likely that their parents sent the girls to the National School in which their 
daughters would have been taught according to the Church of England. Jane and 
Lilias may have been privately educated at home, or attended one of the private 
schools for girls in the area, such as Miss 
Hodgson’s ladies boarding and day school 
a few minutes’ walk away. 
In 1883, 15-year-old Jane and the rest of 
Aldridge family were embroiled in a 
public scandal when Jane’s father could 
not find enough money to pay his 
creditors. The full extent of George’s debt 
was uncovered at a meeting at the Law 
Society’s Rooms in Lancaster, who 
totalled up the family’s debts and assets. 
While the family’s assets and belongings 
were worth a little over £1200, George’s 
debts totalled over £2700.6 George 
admitted that he had never kept accounts, 
and that he must have been living beyond 
his means.7 
 
For any middle-class family, this public 
display of bankruptcy might have been 
shameful enough. However, as Quakers, 
bankruptcy could earn the Aldridge family 
disownment from Quakerism.8 It was 
arranged that George would go into 
liquidation, and the Lancaster Gazette 
publicly listed the family’s possessions 
which were to be sold at auction. There 
were no holds barred; as well as their 

(1) Lancaster Gazette, Saturday 10th November 1883. 
Public domain. 



furniture and household linen, the 
auction included their books, 
carriage, canaries and two Scottish 
Terriers.6  
 
As a result of his bankruptcy, George 
lost his position at the Friends 
School. Instead, he rapidly established 
his own school in a house on Castle Hill, and it was probably testament to his 
reputation that he managed to persuade many of his former pupils to join.7 
 
As the daughter of a schoolmaster, it’s 
entirely possible that Jane was always 
destined for a career in teaching. However, if she hadn’t initially had plans to 
teach, then her father’s bankruptcy probably necessitated this. A role as a 
governess was one of the only appropriate career options available for a girl from 
a middle-class family, and most were thought to have been from families who 
found themselves in reduced financial circumstances. 
 
The summer of 1887 marked the 
beginning of Jane’s career, when, 
at the age of 19, she applied, and 
was admitted to the Mount 
School in York for teacher 
training.9 With modern facilities 
such as hot water and flushing 
toilets, the Mount School was 
considered fairly luxurious for 
the time, and instead of busy 
dormitories, girls were 
bedroomed in groups of just four or five.”10  
 
After two years of teacher training complete,11 22-year-old Jane was not at her 
family’s new home at 15 West Place for the 1891 census.12  Nor was she located 
elsewhere. It’s likely that she was putting into practice her new teacher training, 
and working as a governess teaching the daughters of a wealthy family. As a 

(3) The Mount School, York - © Gordon Hatton via Geograph 

(2) Lancaster Gazette, Saturday 12th January 1884. 
Public domain. 



governess, Jane will have found herself in an awkward position in a household’s 
social hierarchy – considered above that of a servant, but below that of the family 
themselves. With no social equals in a household, a governess often found herself 
eating alone, which must have been a stark contrast from Jane’s home life. 
 
The second half of the 1890s brought double tragedy for the family. Firstly, the 
family lost Jane’s father George in the eighth month of 1896. He was buried in 
the burial ground of the Society of Friends.13 The family were then struck by 
another loss in 1899. On a Friday morning towards the end of the school holidays, 
Jane’s 13-year-old brother Arnold was invited to go shooting wild birds on the 
River Lune with a friend who had borrowed his father’s shotgun.  
 
The friend got distracted, and accidentally fired the trigger, lodging the contents 
of the gun into Arnold’s left thigh. Arnold was taken to the Royal Infirmary where 
he was prepped for amputation, but an hour and fifteen minutes after the accident, 
he died from shock and loss of blood. Given the nature of his death, Jane and her 
family had to undergo an inquest, which deemed his death as accidental. The 
family buried Arnold alongside his father George at the Friends’ Meeting 
House.14 
 
By 1901, Jane, her mother and brothers had moved to 26 Beechfield Terrace, 
Milking Stile Lane, where Jane would remain for the rest of her life. Number 26 
was an end stone terraced house, and typical Lancaster housing stock.15 She 
worked as a governess until at least 1911.15 16 It might have been her mother’s 
death in 1921 that necessitated Jane gave up her work, and instead keep house for 
her unmarried brother George, a surveyors clerk and by now in his forties.17 The 
value of Jane’s mother’s estate after her death in 1921 demonstrates the reduction 
in the family’s circumstances; in contrast to household belongings worth about 
£700 upon her father’s bankruptcy, Jane’s mother Sarah left effects worth £135.18 
 
Given the lack of public records post-1921, little is known about Jane’s life after 
this point. Given the large value of her estate upon her death, it is likely that she 
worked and saved, which then afforded her some kind of retirement. By 1939, 
after several years working as a lady’s companion, Jane’s sister Lilias joined her 



at 26 Milking Stile Lane. Jane and Lilias, aged 71 and 68 respectively, also had a 
31-year-old schoolteacher lodging with them.19  

 

Perhaps due to the brewing tensions in 
Europe, or as a practical 
acknowledgement of her own 
mortality, Jane made her last will and 
testament on the 26th day of the 5th 
month 1939, witnessed by two 
cashiers at the Lancaster District 
Bank.20  
 
After over 45 years at 26 Milking Stile Lane, it was here where Jane died at age 
of 78.21 She was buried at Scotforth Cemetery, and her headstone gave her date 
of death in the Quaker style – the 11th day of the 3rd month 1947. 22 Jane left 
everything she owned to the value of £481 to her younger sister Lilias,20 who was 
buried alongside her a few years later. Photographs of her gravestone can be found 
on Find A Grave www.findagrave.com.22  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(4) Jane’s will, written in 1939 
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