The Green & Cowper Connection…

Sometimes you need a little luck to unlock the secrets of our ancestors. The line of research on Harriet Matkin (nee Green), wife of Charles Matkin (1852-1924) needed it in bucket loads! One of my first tasks on setting out on this genealogical journey was to gather all the family stories which had been circulating around the ether for eons – the hope being these stories could be put to bed once and for all or hopefully some substance could be found and the official version be properly documented. My brother Ian, reminded me of one that I’d almost completely forgotten about. He sent me an email reminding me that “weren’t we related to Jane Austen?” It was a line of enquiry I couldn’t resist – already our ancestors seemed much more interesting than the “Agricultural Labourer” which fills so many of other family’s histories. Surely we couldn’t be related to Jane Austen?
But where to start, I hadn’t come across any Austen’s in my research so it wasn’t going to be easy. Then quite by chance my mother rang and gave me the key to unlock the puzzle. She read from an old newspaper clipping:
“For those lovers of poetry and prose of William Cowper, would be interested to know that Horatio Green and Ann Carter, of this town (Bedford), are the niece and nephew of Lady Austen”.
I knew that Harriet Matkin’s father was Horatio Green and that her father had a sister Ann, but didn’t know she was married. I immediately thought that the “Lady Austen” mentioned in the clipping was the Jane Austen I was looking for. Time has a knack of twisting and contorting the truth. Hours spent tracing the already well documented ancestry and descendants of the author Jane Austen yielded nothing which I could connect with anything I knew of the Green’s. I’d almost given up when I looked on the internet. Typing “Cowper” and “Austen” in the search fields led me to the website of the William Cowper and John Newton Museum in Olney, Buckinghamshire. The Lady Austen I was searching for wasn’t the famous Jane Austen but Lady Ann Austen – at first I was disappointed. I knew nothing of William Cowper but then I wasn’t an avid churchgoer nor was I particularly well versed in 19th Century English poetry. Time was spent looking through the details of Cowper’s life – well documented on many websites. It was then that I realised we should be as equally proud of Ann Austen’s literary achievements as that of perhaps the more famous Jane. I have no intention of detailing the relationship between Cowper and Lady Austen, suffice to say that she is credited for being the catalysts of much of Cowper’s work – without her there is doubt that Cowper would have achieved what he has. 
The end of the story is a little melancholy. Ann obviously was in love with Cowper, although Cowper was already engaged at the time. The three of them seemed to have lived in some form of harmony until in 1784 when Ann left Olney for Bath – she had evidently given up hope of  a fulfilling life with Cowper. 
So how are we related? A detailed breakdown of the kinship formation is given in the family history site (search for Anne RICHARDSON) but in summary, and for those of you reading who can’t wait…

Harriet Matkin’s father was Horatio William Green. His father and Harriet’s grandfather was Richard Green, Richard’s father and Harriet’s great, great grandfather was (another) Richard Green who was married to Martha Richardson. Martha Richardson was Lady Ann Austen (nee Richardson’s) sister. 
Ann and Martha probably led a privileged 18th century lifestyle. Their father was John Richardson. Both the marriages of Martha and Ann were announced in “Gentleman’s Magazine” a 18th Century cross between “Horse and Hound” and “Hello”. Both the girls lived at an address in Downing Street, London, before they were married. Ann and Martha’s was obviously very wealthy as an abstract from his will shows that he bequeathed well over £4000 to various beneficiaries – an extraordinary amount of money for the 1700’s!

It is plain to see that to be able to find such a link to Ann’s living ancestors is to say the least, most fortunate and has undoubtedly involved a large helping of luck. The icing on the cake in this story has to be the finding of a lovely pencil sketch of Ann probably drawn in the 1760’s for which I am most grateful to the Princeton University, New Jersey, USA who are currently in ownership of the original.
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