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Jane Austen’s Soldier Brother:
The Military Career of
Captain Henry Thomas Austen of the
Oxfordshire Regiment of Militia, 1793-1801

CLIVE CAPLAN
Islip Terrace, New York

It was February 1793. For just one week Britain had been at war with
France. The country was mobilizing; militia regiments were hasten-
ing to their posts. This is the story of the Oxfordshire Regiment, and
one of its officers—Henry Thomas Austen.

On Thursday last the Oxfordshire Regiment of Militia, lately embodied
here, marched from hence on their route to Newbery [sic], Berks. Their
Military Deportment, and Alacrity for Service, did honour to the County.
The whole Regiment manifested an Ardour for opposing and subduing
the Enemies of this Country, internal or external. Opposite Christ Church
they made a halt, whilst they struck up “God save the King,” joined by
some thousands of spectators, and accompanied by the Band of the
Regiment; after which they resumed their March amidst the Shouts and
Acclamations of a vast Concourse of People. (JOJ, 9Feb1793)

At this moment Henry Austen was not yet a soldier, but a Fellow at
Oxford University. He was to become a soldier and then an army
agent, a banker and then a bankrupt, and at last, a clergyman. He
would escort his sister Jane on her travels, become her literary agent,
and after her death be her first biographer. In this biography his
statement that Jane’s life “was not by any means a life of event”
(NP&P 3) received much attention from critics and unduly influ-
enced much later Austenian commentary. This article illustrates how
the military career of Henry, Jane Austen’s Soldier Brother, relates to
his sister’s life and art. It also restores a balance between the army
and navy. Jane Austen’s naval connections have been often noted.
This is because of the book Jane Austen’s Sailor Brothers by
J. H. and Edith C. Hubback (1906) about the two youngest Austen
brothers, Francis and Charles, who both became Admirals, and
because of the prominence of naval characters in Jane’s books
Mansfield Park and Persuasion. Her soldier brother Henry’s military
experiences have hitherto been neglected.

Henry was born at Steventon on June 8, 1771. He was privately
educated by his father, the Rev. George Austen, who ran a school in
his Rectory for a few boys of good family. When Henry was fifteen
his cousin, Eliza de Feuillide, wrote of him that “it is most prob-
able that he will soon be obliged to reside at Oxford” (AP 122,
9Apr1787). His father had been sixteen at matriculating, and his
eldest brother James only fourteen. The Austen men entered St.
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John’s College on a “Founder’s Kin” scholarship, and there could
only be six holders at any one time. A prospective entrant had to wait
for one of those six incumbents to graduate, marry, or die—a
situation known as “waiting for Dead Man’s Shoes.” Henry’s Fel-
lowship was delayed until July 1, 1788. He proceeded uneventfully
to his BA in June 1792, after the standard four years, and was
rewarded by the dedication of Jane’s Lesley Castle (MW 109). He
was twenty-one years old, and his profession was to be the church.

Henry set about the next stage of his university career in the most
exemplary way. His College awarded him a scholarship with a small
stipend; he also became an Assistant Logic Reader, and was em-
ployed teaching undergraduates. Three more years of residence
would be required to obtain an MA, for university degrees then were
not awarded by examination or thesis, but simply by continued
residence. He could expect to be successively ordained deacon, and
then clergyman, and then to look for a curacy. These cosy expecta-
tions were upset by the outbreak of war in February 1793. The King
had already called out the militia in the previous December, and
among those regiments mobilized was the Oxfordshire. Patriotic
enthusiasm in Oxford was intense. Jane Austen had already noted in
her History of England that “the inhabitants of Oxford . . . were
always loyal to their King, & faithful to his interests” (MW 143).
Now Thomas Paine was burned in effigy, and the town corporation
voted that “kingly power, wisely limited, was the surest safeguard of
the nation.”

The Austen family in its home county of Hampshire was equally
patriotic. The county faced France across the English Channel,
and was the home of two strategic seaports— Portsmouth and South-
ampton. The immediate military priority, noted by the Oxford Jour-
nal (JOJ, 16Feb1793), was to guard against invasion: “The Militia
from the Inland Counties are ordered down to the Sea Coasts, to
relieve such of the Regulars as are destined for other services.” The
Oxfordshire Regiment, on the move towards the south coast, made
its first halt at Newbury, Berkshire and stayed for two weeks. On
February 21 it went on to Whitchurch and Overton, where it was
almost in Jane Austen’s back yard. Overton was where she did her
shopping, where her oldest brother James was curate, and was only
three miles from her home at the Steventon Rectory. Although the
Regiment then moved on, through Winchester, to its post at South-
ampton, this “recent arrival of a militia regiment in the neighbour-
hood” (PP 28) might have been the stimulus for Jane to first think of
a novel of the militia.

The Oxfordshires’ appearance in Hampshire might also have
played a part in Henry Austen’s decision to abandon his clerical
career and become a soldier. These two careers often conflict in
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Jane Austen’s later fiction. Edward Ferrars preferred the church, but
his family recommended the army (SS 102). Wickham, who was
originally meant for the church, says “A military life is not what
I was intended for, but circumstances have now made it eligible”
(PP 79). The anti-clerical Mary Crawford would have supported
Henry Austen’s choice, and says: “The profession, either navy or
army, is its own jurisdiction. It has every thing in its favour; heroism,
danger, bustle, fashion. Soldiers and sailors are always acceptable
in society. Nobody can wonder that men are soldiers and sailors”
(MP 109). Some of Henry’s own words, written in 1816 to the
Bishop of Winchester, briefly provide a rationale for his decision:

Soon after taking my degree of A.B., I, not being old enough for
ordination, and the political circumstances of the times 1793 calling on
everyone not otherwise employd [sic] to offer his services in the general
defence of the Country, I accepted a Commission in the Oxfordshire
Militia. (Hampshire RO, 21M65 E1/4/2601)

His description of “not being old enough for ordination” was not
quite the whole truth. Officially, one would be ordained deacon at 23
and priest at 24, but exceptions could be made, and both his father
and his older brother James had become deacons at 22 and priests at
24. Henry would have been 22 in June of 1793, just two months
away, but he did not wait.

The Oxfordshire Regiment of Militia, like the other county mili-
tias, was essentially a private army. It was raised by the Lord
Lieutenant of the county, who nominated all the officers and recom-
mended all the promotions. Henry Austen at Oxford University was
not like Mr. Collins (PP 70) who “had merely kept the necessary
terms, without forming any useful acquaintance.” If becoming a
militia officer required patronage, Henry would go out and get
patronage. Throughout his life he sought out and cultivated those
who might help him to get on in the world: a necessary trait in those
days for a younger son with no independent fortune. The Lord
Lieutenant of Oxfordshire was George, 4th Duke of Marlborough;
the Colonel of the Oxfordshire Regiment of Militia was the Duke’s
younger brother, Lord Charles Spencer. Jane Austen’s character
Colonel Fitzwilliam follows in Colonel Spencer’s footsteps as a
sprig of a noble family—he was the younger son of an Earl
(PP 183). The officers of the Oxford Regiment represented many of
the county’s landowning and aristocratic families. Even so, there was
usually some difficulty in filling the junior officer posts of lieutenant
and ensign, especially immediately after embodiment. Although the
authorities tried to compensate by providing generous leave, it was a
hardship to leave one’s native county for the uncertain duration of the
war, and pay and conditions were not ideal. In addition, militia
officers needed a property qualification for their commission. A
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lieutenant had to hold land of the value of £50 per annum, half of
which had to be in the county of his commission. Because of the
difficulty in finding good officers this qualification rule was often
circumvented, especially for the junior subalterns, and presumably
was waived for the profligate Wickham. At any event, by a combina-
tion of character, ability, and connection, Henry Austen received his
commission as a Lieutenant in the Oxfordshire Regiment of Militia
on April 8, 1793, and joined his unit in Southampton.

Southampton was a small town of about eight thousand people.
Henry would have been able to introduce his fellow officers to an
Austen cousin, John Butler Harrison II, who was to be mayor of the
town in the following year. The groundwork may also have been laid
for the visit of Jane and her sister Cassandra to the Harrisons in
December, when Jane celebrated her eighteenth birthday and be-
came godmother to one of their children. One Harrison child had
already been named after Henry himself—Henry Austen Harrison,
born in 1791 (Letters 532). It is also likely that Henry at this
time met George Henry Rose, who was to be elected to Parliament
for Southampton in the following year. (More than twenty years
later, when Henry really needed help after his ordination, it was Rose
who invited him to become chaplain to his new embassy in Berlin.)
Little was expected of the Oxfordshire on this first assignment. The
spring and early summer were spent in garrison, and small parties of
thirty men and an officer were sent to Portsmouth for training in
artillery. The Regiment was then assigned to a summer camp to learn
real soldiering. Departure was delayed for ten days by the Re-
giment’s first big job—escorting a thousand French prisoners of war
landed in Southampton, to Salisbury, on their road to Stapleton
Prison, near Bristol. Four companies of the Regiment each escorted
four successive parties of 250 prisoners. It was early in the war for
such a large number of prisoners, but the British fleet had been active.
Most prisoners were sailors, and hence the responsibility of the
Admiralty, but guarding prisoners was a common assignment for the
militia.

The Oxfords were at Waterdown Camp in July, and in August
were assigned to the camp at Brighton. Summer camps for militia
were distributed all along the southern and eastern coasts of England,
for training, and to discourage invasion. Several militia regiments
were encamped with one or two units of regulars. In Pride and
Prejudice Jane Austen makes the Brighton Camp notorious as the
place where Lieutenant Wickham built up intolerable gambling
debts, and was attached by Lydia Bennet. Lydia had seen “with the
creative eye of fancy . . . the streets of that gay bathing place covered
with officers . . . all the glories of the camps; its tents stretched forth in
beauteous uniformity of lines, crowded with the young and the gay,
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and dazzling with scarlet” (PP 232). We don’t know if Jane Austen
visited Brighton to call on Henry; her whereabouts are unclear for
most of 1793. From an author who rarely wrote descriptive passages
this sounds like an eyewitness account, but the scene is set only in
Lydia’s imagination and we cannot be sure. The Regiment stayed for
three months at Brighton, and then on November 14 moved to its
winter quarters in western Sussex: at Petworth (headquarters), Mid-
hurst, and Arundel. The camps were not substantial enough for the
winter, so alternative accommodation was required from November
to May. At the outbreak of war there had been but few barracks, and
these were intended only for the regulars. The usual system of winter
quartering had the militiamen packed into public houses, inns, livery
stables, barns and other outbuildings. This was hardly a satisfactory
arrangement, and under the tremendous wartime expansion in mili-
tary manpower the system collapsed. In Pride and Prejudice the —
shires wintered in Meryton but this was the last gasp of the old
quartering system, for the government embarked on a crash program
of barrack building.

For Henry Austen this winter posting to western Sussex was ideal.
He was within easy reach of home, and he and Cassandra were
recorded as attending a ball at Basingstoke, seven miles from Stev-
enton on January 16, 1794. On February 17 all officers and men on
leave were ordered to report to their regiments due to one of the many
invasion scares of the long war: “The French have declared their
intention to invade this Country towards the end of the present month
. . . if the French are mad enough to come, we shall not be tame
enough to suffer any of them to return” (JOJ, 22Feb1794). Henry
was not deterred from later taking a month’s leave, from March 20.
While he was away the Regiment received an augmentation of 63
volunteers and expanded from eight companies of men to nine. This
was part of a general militia expansion, the authorities offering
enlistment bounties after having realized that the present number of
men under arms was totally inadequate. The military defence of
England was in the hands of the thirty thousand men of the county
militia regiments, four thousand Guards, and some cavalry.

The Oxfords were now more capable, and more was expected of
them. Marching orders came, and they proceeded on May 16 to
Portsmouth, home port of the Channel Fleet. Unfortunately, they had
to stay at the Hilsea Barracks, which were notoriously unhealthy,
being situated on low lying swampy ground. The British war effort
had so far been a complete disaster but the Navy now came to the
rescue. Admiral Lord Howe defeated the French fleet out in the
Atlantic on “The Glorious First of June” and sailed into Portsmouth
harbour on June 13 with six French ships as prizes. Hungry for any
success, the whole country went wild. For the first and only time in
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British history a reigning monarch, with the Royal Family, travelled
to greet and reward the returning commander. King George III
arrived in Portsmouth on the 20th, to a rapturous reception. Doubt-
less the Oxfords were busy with guard duties and with crowd control,
and they gladly moved out of the Hilsea Barracks to make room for
the new French prisoners. The Regiment encamped at Portsea for the
next two months. There was an incident on August 24, when one of
the prizes, the Impetueux, caught fire, and went adrift. The prisoners
danced about and sang the Marseillaise, but were disappointed in
their hopes that the fire would spread. Henry would have been able to
spend time with his fifteen-year-old brother Charles, who was finish-
ing his three years of study at the Portsmouth Naval Academy and
who left to go to sea in September. He was also granted two leaves of
absence by Sir William Pitt, the commander of the garrison, from
July 3 for three weeks, and from August 30 for 10 days, probably to
accompany Cassandra and Jane to visit their elder brother Edward in
Kent (Letters 125), and to get in some September partridge shooting.
In September the Regiment moved to the neighbouring Portchester
Castle, then the largest prisoner of war camp in the country, for more
guard duty. As Colonel Spencer later related: “During the whole of
the summer the Oxfordshire Regiment was encamped for the pur-
pose of doing duty over near five thousand French Prisoners at Hilsea
and Portchester, which duty they performed with perfect credit to
themselves” (WO 17/170). On September 16 the Regiment per-
formed splendidly in its only recorded Review. The Oxford Journal
carries a rapturous report by an anonymous old soldier:
The Dress and Deportment of the Regt, with their Uniformity and
Neatness surprized me. The Regularity of the Ranks, with their good
Appointments and Military Appearance, surpassed what I had ever seen,
though an old Soldier. I expected to have found what we call a Band Box
Regiment; but my Surprize was greatly increased when I witnessed their
Performances, which were at least equal to their Appearance. The Firings
of the Regt by Division, from Flank to Centre and Centre to Flank, by
Wings and Battalions, accompanied by two field pieces, were performed
in a very superior style. After this commenced the Manoevres, which
were performed with such Conformity to the King’s Orders, that I am
well convinced few Regiments can equal, and none surpass them.—
Generals Pitt and Cuyler desired the Colonel to thank the Officers and
Men for their Appearance and Performance. . . . (JOJ, 27Sep1794)

Major General Cornelius Cuyler was Deputy Commander of the
Garrison. In 1793-1794 he had been Colonel of one of several new
raised regiments of regulars—the 86th Regiment of Foot. Henry
may have discussed with him at this time a topic which comes up
later in Jane Austen’s correspondence—the prospects for enlisting
in the 86th. Even so, he still had some interest in a clerical career, for
in October he and his brother Edward unsuccessfully tried to buy the
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future living of Chawton in Hampshire. Edward’s benefactor and
adoptive father, Thomas Knight, had just died, and the inheritance
included an estate at Chawton.

As the year grew late the Oxfords moved on to spend two weeks at
Netley Camp, near Southampton. On November 14 they went into
winter quarters even closer to Steventon than the year before. They
were in eastern Hampshire: at Petersfield (4 companies and head-
quarters), Alton (3 companies), and Alresford (2 companies). A few
days before, on the 8th, the Derbyshire Regiment of Militia had
moved into the neighbourhood of Hertford and Ware in Hertford-
shire, thereby unwittingly gaining immortality by becoming Jane
Austen’s model for the regiment in Pride and Prejudice (Breihan and
Caplan, 1992). Henry began a three-week leave on November 28,
and on December 3 at Harpsden in Oxfordshire became godfather to
Edward-Phillip, eldest son of his Cooper cousins (Letters 510).
Quartered near home, he would have been able to visit his family
frequently, and regale them with stories of his Regiment, rather
as Midshipman William Price in Mansfield Park told tales of his
adventures to his sister Fanny. Henry could have been at home on
December 16, Jane’s nineteenth birthday, when her father gave her
a writing desk. It was soon put to good use, Jane beginning an
early version of Sense and Sensibility. The story was set in South
Devon, presumably because Jane had come to know the officers
of the South Devon Regiment of Militia which had been quartered
in her own Basingstoke-Whitchurch neighbourhood for the past
two winters. Henry’s abilities were now recognized, for Colonel
Spencer appointed him acting Paymaster, a post which he was to
hold until the end of his military service in 1801. It was a position
of great responsibility. All the money business of the Regiment
passed through his hands, and he supervised the annual payroll, then
£15,000 per annum. Henry must have demonstrated true compe-
tence, a virtue hard to find in regiments where the officers were
chosen largely because of their status in society and their political
reliability.

As 1795 opened, the Oxfords were living in quarters for the last
time. Henceforth, they would know only the life of the camp or the
barrack. The old way of billeting troops on towns and villages was
ending, just as Jane Austen preserved a record of it for posterity in
Pride and Prejudice. On January 20 the men marched off to their
next posting—the newly constructed barracks of East Blatchington,
on the south coast of Sussex, about ten miles east of Brighton.
Colonel Spencer later described what they found there: “They ar-
rived at the very worst time of the very severe season of the winter—
the Barracks quite unfinished, and few conveniences or comforts,
either for officers or men. Scarcely any cooking houses, neither
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guardroom nor hospital, snow and rain beating through the roof, the
men half way up their legs in mud, and very severe illness among
them” (PRO, WO 71/170). Fortunately for Henry Austen he was not
with his Regiment: to earn his Master of Arts degree he had needed to
resume his academic life. On January 15 he began a generous period
of leave of absence granted by Colonel Spencer: two solid months,
and another month in April—the period of the Lent and Easter terms
at Oxford. In being thus absent from his unit he avoided any direct
involvement in the disastrous event which was now to occur, and
which so blackened the next page in the Oxfordshire Regiment’s
history: The Riot!

All that spring there was unrest in the whole country about food
prices. Bad weather, poor harvests, and wartime conditions had
produced a 25% rise in the basic price of bread and meat. The men of
the militia were not exempt from the general distress, for they had to
purchase their own food supplies with a portion of their pay. The
Oxfordshires took the law into their own hands. On Friday, April 17,
about four hundred of the men marched to the neighbouring towns of
Seaford and Newhaven and took over. They commandeered all
stocks of meat and flour and sold them off at reduced prices. Ale
flowed freely. The officers, of whom less than half were present in
Blatchington, were unable to get the men to return to their duty. The
disturbance lasted for two days before it was put down by a charge of
the Lancashire Regiment of Fencible Light Dragoons and by the
guns of the Royal Horse Artillery. The incident was widely reported
in the press (e.g. Times, 21Apr1795). The Duke of Richmond con-
sidered disbanding the Regiment, and drafting the men into the
Navy, or else sending them all to the West Indies, which would have
been the equivalent of a death sentence (HO50/4,277-83). The Duke
of York reported that the King wished merely to remove them to the
North East district (ibid., 285-88)—a fate which actually did befall
Wickham and Lydia in Pride and Prejudice. The final decision was
to make an example only of the ringleaders. Two men were sen-
tenced by court martial to be shot, one to be transported to Australia,
and six to be flogged. The executions were carried out on June 13 by
a firing squad of pardoned mutineers, in front of the entire ten-
thousand-man Brighton garrison: the Royal Artillery with 12 loaded
twelve-pounders, five regiments of militia, three of fencibles, and the
Prince of Wales Light Dragoons (Times, 16Jun1795). The arms of
the Regiment had been removed, but were restored at the earnest
entreaty of Colonel Spencer. On the same day at Lewes two more
men from the Regiment were hanged after a civil trial at the Assizes.
Colonel Spencer concluded that the cause of the riot was that “the
men were treated with more indulgences and more kindness than it
was their nature to bear” (W0O71/170).



