JANE AUSTEN SPEECH (28 June 2025)
I am delighted to be here today, deputising for the Lord Lieutenant, for this very special occasion.
As we mark the 250th anniversary of Jane Austen’s birth with this plaque, it is a fitting moment to reflect on the life and legacy of a writer whose works continue to inspire readers around the world.
Jane Austen began writing in earnest shortly after attending the Reading Ladies’ Boarding School, located right here at the Reading Abbey Gateway (between 1785 and 1786), when she was just 9 years old. Though her time here was brief—about 18 months only—it was a formative chapter in her life. While few records remain, it’s clear that her experience left a lasting impression.
The daughter of a clergyman, Jane grew up in a large family with modest means. Her childhood was genteelly impoverished but her parents valued education both as a foundation for life and a means of securing a livelihood. Reading Ladies’ Boarding School was selected for Jane and her sister Cassandra for its strong academic reputation, especially among families of the clergy. Jane’s father, however, supplemented his income by farming and unfortunately, financial constraints as the result of an exceptionally harsh winter, late frosts and then blight forced an early end to their schooling here in Reading.
It was shortly after returning home from this school (now aged 11) that Jane began writing with the wit, originality, and insight that would define her work. Many believe her schooldays here inspired Mrs. Goddard’s School in her novel Emma—described as “a real, honest, old-fashioned boarding school… where girls might be sent to be out of the way, and scramble themselves into a little education, without any danger of coming back prodigies.”
During her time at this school, she also had access to the ruins of Reading Abbey—perhaps sparking the imagination that later gave us Northanger Abbey, where ruined abbeys loom large in the narrative.
Jane’s work remains powerfully relevant today. Pride and Prejudice alone has sold over 20 million copies, and her novels have been translated into around 40 languages. Film and television adaptations continue to captivate audiences. Her six major novels—witty, sharp, and psychologically astute—offer enduring commentary on the society she knew: the rural clergy, the landed gentry, and the world of dance floors and drawing rooms, particularly through the lens of women’s experiences and expectations.
And yet, in her lifetime, Jane remained largely anonymous, publishing her novels simply “By a Lady.” Only after her death in 1817 (aged 41) did her brother reveal her identity to the world.
Jane was also a prolific letter-writer. Though it’s believed she wrote thousands of letters, only 160 survive—many destroyed by her sister Cassandra, likely in an effort to protect Jane’s privacy and legacy. One surviving letter from 1796 offers a glimpse into her schooldays.  Responding to a letter from her sister, she wrote: “I could die of laughter at it, as they used to say at school.” This is a rare, vivid moment connecting us directly to her time here in Reading.
While Jane lived most of her life in Hampshire—where she was born, she lived, she wrote, she died, and is buried—today we honour Berkshire’s small but meaningful role in her story. For those 18 months, Reading was her home, her school, her world. And perhaps it was here, in these very surroundings, that the spark of a great writer was first kindled—where a young girl began to observe, imagine, and write, setting in motion a literary legacy that would enchant generations.
It is therefore with great pride that we unveil this commemorative plaque to one of the greatest writers in the English language: Jane Austen.

