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CHAPTER 1  
Goodbye to Miss Pinkerton

A fashionable carriage stopped outside Miss Pinkerton’s 
School for Young Ladies. Inside, Miss Pinkerton was 
writing the final report for one of her best pupils, Miss 
Amelia Sedley. Miss Sedley was returning to her parents’ 
home in Russell Square after six years of music, dancing 
and French. 

Amelia was a dear little thing. Everyone at Miss 
Pinkerton’s loved her. Her face was fresh and pretty. Her 
eyes shone, specially when they filled with tears, which 
really was too often. She would cry over a dead flower, the 
end of a novel or an unkind word. 

Miss Pinkerton spoke sharply to Miss Jemima, her 
nervous younger sister. 

‘Get me a dictionary for Miss Sedley, Miss Jemima,’ said 
Miss Pinkerton. All of Miss Pinkerton’s pupils received a 
dictionary on their last day at the school. 

Miss Jemima brought two dictionaries.
‘Here is a dictionary for Miss Sedley, and one for Miss 

Sharp,’ she said. ‘Miss Sharp is leaving too.’
‘MISS JEMIMA!’ cried Miss Pinkerton. ‘I have done 

enough for Miss Sharp. I don’t need to give her a 
dictionary!’ 

�
The two young ladies prepared to leave. 
Miss Sharp said goodbye to Miss Pinkerton in perfect 

French. Miss Pinkerton did not understand French, but 
she was too proud to say so. 

‘Good morning, Miss Sharp,’ she said icily. Then she 
turned to Amelia. She made a boring goodbye speech. 
Everyone cried and wanted to kiss their darling Amelia. 

9

As the carriage was leaving, Miss Jemima ran up to the 
window. 

‘Miss Sharp,’ she said, ‘here’s a dictionary for you too. 
Goodbye.’ 

The carriage moved off. Miss Sharp looked out of the 
window and threw the dictionary into the garden.

Miss Jemima nearly died of shock and the girls set off 
into the world. �

Becky Sharp was small and thin. Her hair was light red 
and her large eyes were very attractive. One look from 
those eyes could kill a man across a room. Becky was 
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Young men in  
  Regency* England 

* ‘Regency’ is the time 
between 1811 and 1820. 

Regency England is named after 

the Prince Regent, who became 

King George IV. He lived a wild 

life, and many young men copied 

him. He ate and 

drank too much, 

loved gambling 

and spent a lot 

of money. 

Becoming a gentleman
Boys from rich families studied Latin and 
Greek before going to a top school, such 
as Eton or Harrow. Families with a little 
less money sent their sons to schools like 
Dr Swishtail’s School in Vanity Fair. They 
were taught writing, maths and French. 
Riding a horse, fighting with a sword and 
racing in a carriage were all important 
skills for a young gentleman.

Studying … and having fun
Oxford and Cambridge were the only 
universities in England at this time. Young 

“ Rawdon  
was excellent  
at gambling,  
horse-riding  
and  
drinking. ”

83

What do these words mean? You can use a dictionary.
sword      manage      Parliament       inherit      title      promotion 

men there studied Latin and Greek, the 
law or prepared for the church. Like 
Rawdon Crawley, and William Thackeray 
himself, many students cared more about 
horses, carriages, clothes and drinking 
than studying.  

Working life: army, church or a 
rich wife?
What did a young gentleman do all day 
long? Older sons of lords and ladies, 
like Pitt Crawley, managed their country 
estates and went into Parliament. 
Younger sons were less lucky. Like 
Rawdon Crawley, they often inherited 
very little. They either had to work or 
find a rich wife. Young gentlemen with a 
title (for example, Lord, Lady, Sir) and no 
money often married young 
ladies with plenty of 
money but no title. 

If a gentleman had 
money but no title, 
he could buy a good 
place in the army. 
George Osborne 
begins this story as 
Lieutenant Osborne. 

Britain 
was always at war 

at this time. There were no 
policemen, and fighting was 

an important skill for boys and 
young men to learn.  

Think of three times in Vanity 
Fair where men  

fight.

His father then buys him 
a promotion, and he 

becomes Captain 
Osborne. He could go 
into the church or 
the law, or become a 
banker. A gentleman 

could go abroad. Jos 
Sedley becomes rich as  

a tax collector in India.
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