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IT IS not yet 100 working days since the Evening  
Standard launched our initiative to tackle youth 
unemployment but for more than 100 young people 
the search for a job is over.

A total of 103 young adults have started apprentice-
ships since we began our ground-breaking Ladder for 
London campaign in September — a steady rate of more 
than one new apprentice per day.

City Gateway, our campaign partner, has placed  
the apprentices in 69 companies that range across  
all sectors of the economy — from banks to univer- 
sities, restaurants to law firms and orchestras to opera

David Cohen Campaigns Editor
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from these 
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‘We need to 
junk talk of 
austerity …  
and boost 
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fOr a 
triple 
slump
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LONDON faces a final flurry of snow 
tonight — and then heavy rain will hit 
the capital as the big thaw sets in.

The city and the South-East have 
been issued with a yellow “be 
prepared” warning by the Met Office 
with up to 5cm of snow expected to 
fall overnight in Essex, Hertfordshire 

and Bedfordshire, potentially causing 
problems at Stansted and Luton 
airports. Forecasters said central 
London was also likely to see a light 
covering of snow. Temperatures could 
reach 7C by tomorrow afternoon  and 
9C on Sunday but the weekend will 
feel colder because of stiff breezes.

one more snow flurry then it’s heavy rain

ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
reads the Standard 
on the Tube to 
coincide with 
today’s release of 
the film Lincoln. 
Illinois tourism 
chiefs sent an 
actor to promote 
the state where 
the president set 
up home in 1831. 

Abe to B 
on Tube 

Waitrose removes 
burgers from sale 
in horsemeat scare
WAITROSE has become the latest 
retailer to pull beefburgers from its 
shelves in the horsemeat scare.

The company today said it had taken 
frozen burgers made by Dalepak, one 
of the firms at the centre of the 
horsemeat contamination 
investigation, off sale “as a precaution” 
when it had its accreditation 
suspended. Ten million burgers have 
been taken off supermarket shelves 
across Ireland and the UK as a result of 
the scandal when it was revealed some 
lines sold by Tesco, Aldi, Lidl and 
Iceland were discovered to have 
contained traces of horsemeat.

In a statement, Waitrose said: “The 
ingredients in our burgers are simple 
with all meat traceable back to British 
farms that we know. Our products 
were produced separately from other 
companies’ products (ours are 
produced at 6am before other any 
other burgers).”

review	Pages 28&29

Mayor supports 
Stansted hub as 
‘easiest’ solution
Pippa	Crerar		
City Hall Editor

STANSTED airport emerged as Boris 
Johnson’s favoured option for a new 
international hub for the South-East 
today. 

Sources close to the Mayor admitted 
he accepted expanding the Essex air-
port would be “the easiest” way to 
increase aviation capacity.

It comes after a major report claimed 
yesterday his proposal for an airport 
in the Thames Estuary was not “com-
mercially viable”.

Today Mr Johnson criticised the 
“panda-like pace” at which the Govern-
ment was coming up with a solution and 
again rejected Heathrow expansion.  

He said: “I urge leaders of UK busi-
ness now to look at the extraordinary 
potential of the alternatives either at 
Stansted or at the two estuary sites 
that, with sufficient political will, could 
be delivered on roughly the same 
timescale as the third runway at Hea-
throw and would be very largely 
financed by some of the international 
investors at Davos today.”

However, City Hall sources acknowl-
edged that Stansted increasingly 
looked like the front runner to get the 
Mayor’s backing. He has been creeping 
slowly closer towards supporting 
expansion of the Essex airport since he 
first raised the prospect in a major 
aviation speech last autumn. 

Speaking in Davos, Mr Johnson 
added: “We need a new 24-hour hub 
airport with four runways so that we 
can properly compete with our conti-
nental rivals and let me assure you that 
the expansion of Heathrow is a delu-
sion and a disaster. We cannot under-
stand the panda-like pace with which 

the Government is addressing the 
problem. See you in London — when 
you get clearance to land.”

A report by the Commons Transport 
committee highlighted the risks of the 
Mayor’s Thames Estuary airport idea 
to private sector investors as the 
project would rely on higher passenger 
numbers or heftier charges. 

But it concluded that building a hub 
airport instead of expanding Heathrow 
could still offer “good value for money” 
if it led to significant economic benefits 
for Britain. 

It comes as a leading architect said 
the solution to the South-East’s aviation 
crisis lay in creating a “hub-city” rather 
than a “super-hub” airport. Eden 
Project designer Grimshaw is the latest 
firm to throw its hat into the ring with 
a scheme to expand capacity. Unlike 
most of the other projects on the table, 
chief executive Jolyon Brewis has sug-
gested splitting capacity between a 
number of existing airports. At the 
same time, he proposes encouraging 
transfer passengers to spend their time 
between flights travelling around the 
city on an Oyster-type card. 

Firms’ delight

houses. Some of the young people 
were unemployed for three years 
and had applied for thousands of 
jobs without success.

Employers where apprentices 
have started include Goldman 
Sachs, Royal Bank of Scotland, 
Standard Chartered, Ambassador 
Theatre Group, Kingfisher, 
University of East London, 
MasterCard Worldwide and 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers.

Our campaign also passed 
another milestone by smashing 
through the 600 mark, with  
627 apprenticeships pledged by 
231 firms.

New takers include High  
Speed 2 (four apprentices), Roast 

restaurant (three) and PR agency 
Brunswick (two), plus Historic 
Royal Palaces, University College 
London and Pentonville Prison. 

Richard Holmes, CEO of Standard 
Chartered Europe, said: “We are 
delighted to be taking on our first 
10 City Gateway apprentices, of 
whom four have already started.”

Ian Cheshire, group chief 
executive of Kingfisher, said: 
“Ladder for London does great 
work, which we are thrilled to 
support, and we welcomed our 
new apprentice to our property 
team this week.”

Martin Gilbert, chief executive  
of Aberdeen Asset Management, 
said: “Four apprentices are joining 
our London office as part of the 
campaign. I encourage other firms 
to support this great initiative.”

Evening Standard editor Sarah 
Sands said: “I am thrilled that so 
many companies have stepped up 
to make a life-changing difference 
to these young Londoners.”

“Potential”: Stansted airport

Continued	from Page 1

editorial	Comment Page 14
Have your say:	
standard.co.uk/stansted	

aPPrentiCes shine  
at GoLdman’s
PaGEs 8 & 9

Mayor	wants	more	spending Page 5  
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LiGhts air QuaLity

Cloudy with 
some snow 
flurries. Breezy. 
Max 2C, min -1C

Mainly dry with 
sunny spells. A 
cold day. Max 
6C, min 2C

tOMOrrOW

Rain clearing to 
sunny spells. 
Very windy. Max 
10C, min 2C

sunday

Dry to start. 
Turning cloudy 
and wet. Max 
10C, min 5C

MOnday

Outbreaks of 
rain, heavy at 
times. Max 13C, 
min 8C

tuesday

Rain easing to 
showers. Drier 
later. Max 12C, 
min 7C

Wednesday

tOnigHt

Sunset & lighting-up: 4.38pm, rises 
7.47am
Moon rise: 3.20pm, sets 6.20am
High water: London Bridge 12.32am 
(6.3m), 12.51pm (6.5m). Dover 
10.05am (6.0m), 10.26pm (6.2m). 

Alicante 17 s
Athens 15 sh
Bangkok 32 f
Barbados 28 f
Barcelona 13 s
Berlin -4 c
Buenos Aires 24 s
Cape Town 23 s
Corfu 13 r
Delhi 19 s
Dubai 25 s
Dublin 8 r
Faro 17 r
Geneva 2 f

Helsinki -5 c
Hong Kong 19 f
Ibiza 14 s
Istanbul 14 f
Jerusalem 18 f
Kuala Lumpur 32 th
Los Angeles 20 sh
Luxor 29 f
Majorca 13 s
Malaga 16 dr
Mexico City 21 s
Moscow -10 c
Mumbai 29 s
New York -3 sn

Nicosia 19 s
Paris -2 f
Prague -8 c
Reykjavik 1 sn
Rio de Janeiro 34 f
Rome 11 s
San Francisco 16 c
Singapore 30 f
St Petersburg -5 c
Stockholm -8 f
Sydney 28 f
Tel Aviv 22 f
Tokyo 12 s
Vancouver 8 c

Alpe d’Huez -9 16 161 300 Excellent Tracked Sun
Aspen -1 30 51 94 Good Patchy Cloud
Banff -7 19 110 150 Good Tracked Sun/cloud
Jackson Hole -4 25 114 142 Packed Packed Cloud
Kitzbuhel -7 19 40 140 Excellent Varied Sun
Klosters -8 18 52 124 Excellent Varied Sun
La Plagne -7 19 130 210 Excellent Tracked Sun
Les Arcs -8 18 100 197 Excellent Fresh Sun
Mayrhofen -7 19 15 115 Excellent Powder Sun/cloud
Meribel -8 18 108 160 Good Varied Sun
Soldeu -7 19 80 140 Fresh Powder Snow
Val d’Isere -9 16 125 280 Excellent Varied Sun
Verbier -9 16 80 220 Excellent Tracked Sun/cloud
Zermatt -9 16 65 190 Excellent Tracked Sun
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Nitrogen Dioxide: Yesterday: 109 ppb. 
Forecast: Low. (Calculated on parts per 
billion. Less than 150 = Low; 150-299 
= Moderate; 300+ = High)
Air Pollution: Yesterday: 4. 
Forecast: Moderate. (1-3 = Low; 4-6 = 

Moderate; 7-9 = High; 10 = Very High)
Fine Particles: Yesterday: 50ug/m3. 
Forecast: Moderate. (Calculated on 
micrograms per cubic metre. Less than 
50 = Low; 50-74 = Moderate; 75+ = 
High)
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ladder
for london
Evening Standard Campaign

A
t 9am on any given thurs-
day, Sana Babar would 
typically be fast asleep. the 
19-year-old from tower 
Hamlets would eventually 

emerge at about 11am and spend the 
day grinding out job applications. “I 
had nothing to look forward to, so why 
get up early and make the day longer?” 
After 3,000 applications, she felt “de-
moralised, depressed, powerless”.

But life has changed dramatically for 

Ms Babar, as it has for scores of other 
jobless people from the East End. In 85 
working days since we launched our 
Ladder for London initiative, more 
than 100 unemployed young adults 
trained by our campaign partner City 

We can bank on you, Goldman’s      tells its blossoming apprentices

Gateway have begun their apprentice-
ships. Another 524 are set to start in 
companies across the capital in the 
coming months. 

For 10 of these young adults — includ-
ing Ms Babar — who started their 
apprenticeship at investment bank 
Goldman Sachs three months ago, 9am 
on a thursday is a regular date they 
wouldn’t dare miss.

Making sure to be bang on time, they 
head to the firm’s 10th-floor dining 
room where Michelle Pinggera, Chief 
of Staff Europe at Goldman Sachs, is 
waiting, ready to grill them, over Dan-
ish pastries, about latest developments 
in their jobs and world news. “Every 
week I hold this breakfast,” said Ms 
Pinggera, inviting the Standard in to 
see how the apprentices are getting 
along. “First, does anyone know what 
Goldman’s share price is?” she asked. 
“It’s $145.56,” replied Ricky Sadiq 
instantly. “It went up 0.4 cents yester-
day,” added Jack Saunders. the group 
moved on to discuss the pros and cons 
of David Cameron’s position on the 
EU. 

“In the beginning,” recalled Ms Ping-
gera, “if I asked them about a main 
news item, I would get 10 blank faces 
staring back at me. When I asked them 
the Goldman’s share price, guesses 
ranged from $8 to $500. Nobody had 
a clue. I said that if they worked in a 
chocolate store, they’d better know 
what chocolate the company made. I 

was shocked by their lack of confidence 
and lack of interest in the world around 
them. 

“Did I worry in those early weeks that 
perhaps we had made, not a mistake, 
but that we weren’t going to achieve 
what we hoped? Our aim has always 
been that this should work both for 
Goldman’s and the apprentices, and at 
that moment I wasn’t sure how we 
would make it happen. they had to 
learn that 9am meant 9am and not 
9.10am; to carry notebooks to record 
what they learned; and to behave and 
look like professionals.

“Just before Christmas, about six 
weeks in, there was a tipping point. 
take young Jack Saunders sitting on 
my right here. In our early meetings, 
he tried to make himself invisible, 
avoiding eye contact, and terrified that 
I might ask him something. Suddenly 
there came a lightbulb moment and 
Jack started to seek me out, asking me 
questions and becoming more confi-
dent. Ricky Sadiq, Danny Antoine and 
Jubbed Ahmed were others who also 
started to blossom. Suddenly, one by 
one, each of these 10 began to 
transform into competent, focused, 
poised young people. And I began to 
hear from their line managers that they 
were adding value to our company.” 

Sitting around the table, the 10 immac-
ulately dressed apprentices look com-
pletely different from the people  
I interviewed before they started at 
Goldman’s some three months ago.

T
HIS ethnically diverse cohort 
of  s ix males and four 
females were our first  
Ladder for London appren-
t i c e s  a n d  h av e  b e e n 

deployed in entry-level back-office 
positions across the bank, from human 
resources to corporate services to tech-
nology. How, I wondered, had their life 
changed? 

“For me,” said Ms Babar, “my entire 
world was tower Hamlets and that was 
it. I never read newspapers because 
what was the point? Coming to Gold-
man Sachs was huge, but I was sur-
prised at how quickly I adapted to my 
new routine: up at 6am, here at 
8.30am, not a problem. And every day 

Stuck on the dole, their confidence was gone. But David Cohen hears 
how the lives of 10 young people have been transformed after they were 
taken on by a City giant as part of the Evening Standard’s campaign

‘I found the expectations so 
high. Then I found my stride. 
It’s great to be a productive 
member of society’

Ismael Chand, 18
Goldman’s apprentice

leadIng london                    How our campaIGn Has Gone from sTrenGTH To sTrenGTH
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how to take on 
an apprentice

taking on apprentices is simple. 
You will:

Be provided with a shortlist of 
suitable candidates to interview.

Take on each apprentice for one 
year (if you can only manage part 
of a year, City Gateway will “buddy 
you up” with another employer).

Have them work for you for at 
least 30 hours a week. 

release them for one day a week 
to complete their nVQ 
intermediate or advanced training.

Be provided with ongoing 
support by City Gateway.
is there a sweetener?
The Government may give you a 
£1,500 grant, provided that you 
have 1,000 employees or fewer and 
have not taken on an apprentice in 
the last year. City Gateway will do 
all the paperwork to make it easy. 
What will it cost you?
you are required to pay the 
national apprentice wage of £2.65 
an hour, although we encourage 
the London living wage of £8.30 or 
the national minimum wage of 
£6.19. you can employ an 
apprentice directly from City 
Gateway, or City Gateway can pay 
the apprentice and invoice you. 
The annual pre-tax cost per 
apprentice, if you are eligible for 
the £1,500 grant, is approximately: 
£2,630 at pay of £2.65/hr; £8,150 
at pay of £6.19/hr; £11,450 at pay 
of £8.30/hr.

■

■

■

■

■

Where  
to find  
out more
Website:  
standard. 
co.uk/ladder 
forlondon
Email: 
ladderfor 
london@ 
standard. 
co.uk

We can bank on you, Goldman’s      tells its blossoming apprentices

I seek out newspapers now because I 
am interested to know what’s going on 
in the wider world.” Ismael Chand, 18, 
admitted: “I was one of those who had 
problems arriving on time, but not any 
more!

“For me, the biggest challenge was 
buying into Goldman’s culture. 
Although I had great desire to be here, 
I found the expectations so high — how 
hard everybody worked, having to be 
proactive, not waiting to be told what 
to do. Then I found my stride and 
things started to click into place.

“The other day, I was shopping in 
Canary Wharf with Danny Anto-
ine and I said, “Don’t you feel 
like a proper, normal mem-
ber of society? Just doing a 
day’s work, being paid, 
paying our taxes, feeling 
like we have a purpose. It’s 
great to feel like a produc-
tive member of society.” 

Mr Antoine, 20, smiled and added: “My 
life before was like a permanent boring 
long weekend, but now I have a bal-
ance.”

His challenge, he said, had been 
adapting to a professional environ-
ment. “Nobody in my family ever 
worked, so I had nothing to draw on. 
I’ve had to learn to pay attention  
to detail and that texting friends at 
work is out.”

To help the apprentices, Goldman’s 
have assigned a mentor to each one. 
Joe Levin, 47, who heads the bank’s 
10th-floor hospitality, described the 
progress made by Jack Saunders in 

his corporate services team. 
“This young man who sits here 

today is totally different from 
the one who walked into my 
office three months ago,” he 

said. “Jack couldn’t look you in 
the eye, he was withdrawn, he 

lacked confidence. But after a 

while, he found his feet and started to 
impress. He is a serious young man and 
very diligent.” 

M
r Levin added: “One 
notoriously hard-to-
please manager came to 
me and said, I’ve been 
observing Jack and I 

have to say I’d give him a job tomorrow. 
One of our suppliers, Johnson Controls, 
was so impressed by him that they are 
enquiring about getting some Ladder 
for London apprentices. Jack was a lost 
talent. It’s been lovely to find it.”

Mr Saunders, 18, remembers those 
first weeks as exhausting. “I’d collapse 
and just go to sleep after work,” he said. 
“In the beginning, there was so much 
information to take in and it felt quite 
overwhelming. But the training courses 
helped and I started to feel more con-
fident. I am thrilled with how it is 
going.” For Jubbed Ahmed, 20, 

New life: Sana 
Babar, 19, at 
Goldman’s, 
below, and on 
our front page, 
above left

Breakfast of 
champions: 
Goldman Sachs 
chief Michelle 
Pinggera, far 
left, holds her 
weekly meeting 
with the 
apprentices

lEading london                    How our campaign Has gone from strengtH to strengtH
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deployed in the bank’s data centre team 
after years of unemployment, it has 
been a steep learning curve. “When I 
started, I didn’t have a clue what a data 
centre was. Then they took me to their 
facility near Gatwick and showed me 
— it’s as big as seven football pitches and 
full of equipment that keeps the infra-
structure of Goldman’s going.

“recently I went to Paris on business. 
It was my first time leaving England. I 
was nervous I’d be late and got up at 
4am — I was an hour early to meet my 
colleagues. I am learning so much.”

Sarah Harper, 34, who runs the bank’s 
in-house training programmes, said the 
biggest change she had noticed in the 
apprentices was their intellectual curi-
osity. “They have a much more inquis-
itive mindset and with it their 
confidence has taken off.” One of the 
stars of the scheme, ricky Sadiq — 
whose sister is also a Ladder for London 
apprentice — said: “I am proud to say I 
have become a small bolt in a big wheel. 
At first you are just trying to take it all 
in, but the moment you start to add 
value and give back is a great feeling.” 

From Goldman’s point of view,  
reflected Ms Pinggera, it couldn’t be 
going better. “I can say without a 
moment’s hesitation that all 10 will 
emerge from the year eminently 
employable. Many companies think 
about taking on apprentices but back 
out because they get nervous. If our 
experience is anything to go by, they 
should go for it. It has been a revelation. 
Give these kids a chance and they’ll 
deliver. Of that, I have no doubt.” 

editorial Comment Page 14
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TODAY’S growth figures which show the economy shrank 
slightly in the last three months of 2012, by 0.3 per cent, 
are neither very dramatic nor wholly unexpected. They 
do, however, cast a pall over the economic outlook.

We know already that unhelpful growth figures are not 
going to change the Chancellor’s austerity drive. As he says, 
“the credibility we have is very hard won and easily lost”.

Yet within that insistence there is scope for cautious 
activism. As Nick Clegg, the Deputy Prime Minister, 
observed, the Coalition erred in its first year in cutting 
capital spending too much. It has reversed that approach 
since, especially in respect of transport infrastructure, 
and indeed construction was the one sector in the quarter 
that showed modest growth. Spending on infrastructure 
is ultimately productive. As the Mayor has observed, also 
in Davos, the best stimulus for the economy is a vigorous 
programme of capital investment. It’s worth observing 
that repairs and maintenance are as useful for job 
creation as starting big projects from scratch, so any 
disincentives to this within the tax system such as hefty 
VAT on repairs should be dealt with.

But while the economic situation is too febrile to sustain 
much optimism we shouldn’t overdo the pessimism, 
either. The Mayor has advised the Government to “junk 
talk of austerity”. That could make ministers seem remote 
from reality; however, talking the economy down does 
make us more cautious in spending and businesses more 
chary of recruiting and investing, even those with cash 
reserves. Lack of confidence is now itself a problem.

In the circumstances, the most useful thing the 
Government can do is to keep inflation low, because one 
reason why people are spending less is that rising costs 
are eating into their pay, and economic policy stable. And 
it should be vigilant about safeguarding the interests of 
the financial sector — job cuts in the City suggest that it 
cannot be taken for granted. There are some grounds for 
hope in the figures — if output is falling, jobs losses aren’t 
increasing correspondingly — and the London economy 
remains more resilient than elsewhere, which is just as 
well, given the small share we are getting in jobs grants. A 
steady-as-she-goes approach to the economy might not 
sound exciting but there is really little alternative.

Kerry’s challenges
JOHN Kerry, as everyone expected, sailed through the 
hearing to confirm his appointment as US Secretary of 
State. But before he even gets his feet under the desk, the 
problems are mounting. As he observed, the prospect of 
Israel abandoning a two-state solution to the Palestinian 
issue would be disastrous; he could add, so would be an 
aggressive stance towards Iran by the new government.

Meanwhile, the problem of North Korea has worsened; its 
government, after announcing its third nuclear test, has 
threatened South Korea with “physical counter-measures” 
if it should join UN sanctions. As for the Middle East, the 
situation in Mali and Algeria has obvious repercussions for 
US interests; it may yet cautiously reassess its positive view 
of the Arab Spring. Mr Kerry is a politician of immense 
experience but he will need all of it, and a steady nerve, to 
face the issues in his growing in-tray.

Apprentices on a roll
IN less than 100 days, more than 100 young people have 
been recruited by employers as a result of our Ladder for 
London campaign to encourage apprenticeships. Getting 
work has transformed their lives — and we are confident 
their employers benefit too. Let’s hope others follow suit.

Hard times ahead  
— but don’t give up
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We love Pride and 
Prejudice but could 
not live in its world 
Jane Austen’s novel remains a favourite 200 years on — 
but women should be glad those times are long gone

O
N Monday it’s the 200th 
anniversary of the publica-
tion of Pride and Prejudice 
so we’re in for a flurry of 
bonnets  and Grecian 

gowns, commemorative stamps, confer-
ences and a special BBC Netherfield Ball, 
the one where Elizabeth Bennet’s entire 
family conspired to embarrass her. 
There are several new studies of Jane 
Austen and her age, and any amount of 
punditry; writers and academics want 
their mite from the Pride and Prejudice 
industry, though the author herself only 
got £110 for it. Given the fuss about the 
novel, God knows what we’ll make of 
the bicentenary of her premature death, 
in four years’ time.

Yet it is worth making a noise about 
Pride and Prejudice — and it heads any 
list of national best-loved novels, just 
as it was Austen’s own favourite. Her 
mother used to read it out loud, while 
the Austen family fell about laughing. 
It has in spades the chief characteristics 
of her work, what literary critic David 
Cecil called “its gay astringent buoy-
ancy, its silvery commonsense”. After 
the very first page, we know Mr and 
Mrs Bennet. Mr Collins is one of the 
great sycophants of literature. It’s a 
comedy of English provincial life — Lon-
don is a sideshow — but the problems 
of human conduct feel real and true. 
As for the business of the plot, marriage 
and money, why, we’re talking matters 
of eternal interest here.

But the truth is that however much 
we enjoy Pride and Prejudice and how-
ever much we identify with its charac-
ters and their predicaments — is there 
anyone who has never been mortified 
by her family? — we can never re-enter 
that world. There will never be another 
Elizabeth Bennet. Not really. Because 
although the themes remain true to 
life, the structures of society are unrec-
ognisably different. 

Marriage simply cannot loom as 
large in the lives of women now as it 
did then, and not just because women 
who settle down to start a family often 
don’t dignify the business with a 
church blessing. Marriage is no longer 
the rationale of female life because we 
have other ways to earn our living, our 
place in the world. Because that’s so, 
the business of getting married loses 
its critical economic character and 
quite a lot of its dramatic and literary 
significance.

One of the most interesting people in 
the novel is Charlotte Lucas, 27 years 
old, Elizabeth’s best friend and a 
shrewd social observer. But to Eliza-
beth’s frank amazement, she cold-
bloodedly decides to marry Mr Collins 
days after Elizabeth rejected him, even 
though she knows perfectly well that 
he’s a world-class toady. The descrip-
tion of why she did is Jane Austen at her 
most unsparing: “Without thinking 
highly either of men or of matrimony, 
marriage had always been her object; 
it was the only honourable provision 
for well-educated young women of 
small fortune, and however uncertain 
of giving happiness, must be their 
pleasantest preservative from want.”

Naturally Austen and her heroine 
disapprove of this sacrifice of principle 
for the sake of economic security. But 
there was excellent reason for it. If poor 
Charlotte Lucas hadn’t married, we 
learn that she would have had to be 
provided for by her brothers, who were 
relieved that she was off their hands.

It’s very questionable whether the girls 
of Pride and Prejudice think about men 
any more than girls do now — on a 
human level, our preoccupations are 
identical — but the crucial difference is 

that girls now are economically self- 
sufficient. It changes the dynamic 
between the sexes beyond recognition.

 The sensible elder Bennet girls take a 
dim view of their mother’s shameless 
matchmaking — “the business of her life 
was to get her daughters married; its 
solace was visiting and news”. But silly 
Mrs B had a point: once her husband 
died, she and her daughters would find 
themselves homeless because their 
home was entailed on a male heir. The 
most important thing about the Bennets 
was that they had five girls.

Given all this, women who chose a 
single life rather than to marry for posi-
tion and security were rather admirable. 
Austen remarked once that “single 
women have a dreadful propensity to be 
poor”. And she knew it. She had had 
several admirers in her youth but her 
great love was a young man we don’t 
know much about whom she met in 
Sidmouth — probably a clergyman — who 
died shortly afterwards. (Her sister Cas-
sandra had a similar misfortune.) 

Jane Austen later turned down a very 
good offer of marriage, quite possibly 
because she couldn’t forget that great 

love. The upshot was that when her 
father, a clergyman, died, she, her sister 
and her mother were squarely at the 
mercy of her brothers. They were very 
good about it and had a whip-round 
between the four of them — £50 a year 
here, a hundred there — but it still left the 
women short of money. It’s worth reflect-
ing that, despite all this, Jane Austen 
never shows any sign that she resented 
the position of her sex — it’s perhaps the 
aspect of her we find hardest to accept.

That was the fate of the single woman 
then and however disagreeable a young 
female Brit may still find the prospect 
of never settling down — remember 
Bridget Jones’s nightmare about dying 
alone and being eaten by Alsatians? — 
they’ll never be dependent on their 
brothers; not like that. We’ll always 
have the same crush on Mr Darcy, 
whose attraction, I may say, does have 
something to do with him being a bit 
older and much richer than the heroine 
— and if you think we’ve grown out of 
that, consider the hideous dynamic of 
Fifty Shades of Grey (as I  understand 
it) — but we can earn our keep without 
him. Some women will always marry 
for money, the minxes, but they don’t 
have to.

Forget the hype: the best way of keep-
ing the bicentenary of Pride and Preju-
dice is to read the book. And at the 
close of it, women should count their 
blessings.

We’ll always 
have the 
same crush 
on Mr Darcy 
but we can 
earn our 
keep 
without him

Eternal themes: Matthew Macfadyen and Keira Knightley in the 2005 film of Pride and Prejudice
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