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Is s London Workhouse, In Hér 0Old
Age, She Tolls of Her Too Early Masr-
risge. Her Husband's Abuse, Her Deser-
tion of Him and Her Adoption of h—j
culine Garments the Betisr to m‘
From Him-—-Not la m.ﬂm!-ll‘
Was Hor Sex Baspectad—EKnown sa the
“Geatloman Falnter,™

New York, Nov.11l.—Catherine Coombs.
Iz entitled to the unique distinction of
being @ woman who has for forty-three
years success’ully masqueraded in ml!‘
attire, and undsr tha nama of “Charley
Wilson" worked with men in the mas-
cuilne trade of a painter. Through an
accident her sex was discovered, and
she is now in the West Ham Union,
London, where she was recently Inter-
viewed by the London Telegraph, which
prints her sirange story: |

Dreszed in the simple unlform of the
West aHm Unilon of blue linen, with
white apron and cap vpon her ehrort
iron gray fhair, Mra. Coombs entered
briskly and alertly, and certainly would
ot hive heen met down as more tban}
filty years of aze, though she is over
sixty-three years old. She is by no‘
means tall, and masculine garb musi
have appeared short and slight. Her
volee eounded unusually desp for a wo-
man, but, as she explained in subsequent
conversation, she had cultivated its low-
est registers till she had come 10 use
them habitually; and she also sxpresses
herself with tersness and vigor not quite
characteristically feminine. She was
not disposed at first to speak fully of her
life, saying modestly, that to some it
might not seem a very edifying ons; bot
By degrees, and with the help of a lead- '
ing question or two she unfolded her ex-
traordinary history, and as she talked it
became evident that ehe had enjoyved
congiderable educatiomal advantages.
To her possesaion, in fact, of these is
due to the urhappy beginning of her
life,

As she explained, she was born at
Axbridgs, In Somersetshire, of comfort-
ably circumstanced parents, who sent
her to Cheltenham Ladies’ College,
which half a century ego held, as it
does today, a leading place among girl's
schools, and while there she was far bet-
ter taught than were the majority of
girls at that time, It has been stated
that her husband was a carate, but that
12 not the case, He was a schoolmaster
and a cousin of her own, considerably
her senior. Thinking that her knowl-
edgs would be of assistance to him in
teaching, he pressed for a very early
marriage, which proved a disastrously
unbappy one, until his efforts to live
upon her parents and his personal vio-
lence to her eompelied her not only to
leave him, but to {ake steps to prevent
his ever finding her again.

Then It was that the problem of ex-
Istence. There were not the *“openings
for women" five and forty years ago
that there are today, end to put it in
her own words, she eaw that the dhoice
lay between a man's attire and labor
and destitution. She elected the former
ant but for the accident would prdbably
have carried the secret to her deathbed.
She succeeded in affecting an outward
transformation in humble lodgings at
a Birmingham ooffee house, Her next
staep was to find work, and she started
as a learner in the house palnting trade
ai four shillings a week. Her aptitude
eoon showed Itsell, and after three weeks
this modest remuneration was raleed,
uniil in a fow months she was able to
earn o “living wage.” In the earlier
days of her career she worked a great
deai In Yorkshire, and bore her part in
the Internal decorations of many of the
finest mansions of the land and titled
peaple there,

I interrupted her narrative to ask if
¢ha had npever fell afraid In these times
of some gesture or Inadvertant speech
that would betray her to her mates, and
her answer showed how well she turned
the power of ohservation to accaunt.

“l knew that 1 must never lapse into
carejessness.” she said, "and how little
it would taks to give me away, {fgrom a
small episode. We had our luncheon
whiia we were decorating a fine house,
and the gardner, thinking to give us a
treai, brough & basket of apples. He
was In a hurry, however, and to those
4t the farther end of the hall he threw
the applea, and a young boy sitting down
who, I suppose, hnd been in the habit
of wearing an apron at his work, extend-
ed his knees apart to maks a lap #n
which to cateh the fruit. Thars was an
0il Yorkshire foreman closa beside him,
who at once laughed at the Doy, and
said, ‘Yon lad's tearmnt how t' -wenches
play.® 1 had played crickst =0 knew how
to catch mine, but I did not forget the
lesson.™

“Charley Wilson want twice 10 Paris
on special jobs for his employers, and
had an exceedingly good offer oa one
occasion to go o America.

Perhaps the most remarkable faot of
this woman's business capabilities was
ner employment for over thirteen yeéars
by the Peninsular and Oriental Com-

sae mentions that, with the exception of
Is not n vemsel in that stately fleet which

large share In the decoratisn of the sa-
on of the Rome, after the big aliera-
tions that were mads in her holl for her
improvement, The ormmamentation of the
music salxon® of the Victoria, the Oesan

elaborate and rich, was almost entirely
carried out by her in enam , and
this, it shouid bde added, is rather a
distinst branch of the painter's crafi, for
as sy says, YA ship's p £ may paint
a Houss, but & house painter can't paint
a ship" During her engagemen: by the
firm who did this work for the company,
and subsquentiy abhen the Peninsular
and Ortental Company 314 its own paint.
ing. she enjoyel a particularly good
character for her punctunality in arriv- |
ing at ber work in the morning.

“Bat how 41d you briag yourscl® to
talk a2 men talk when they are alons?™
1 asked. |

*Well, you see.” shs answersd, "ﬂ:
never mixed with them. From the firet |
1 saw my safety woald lie in maintain- :
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"

mg 2 vather proad, rathsr ‘stand-off" de-
meanor. My wock, I might say with-|
out vanity, was ® pood that that was :
my clalm to my master's motice. 'l'h!l,
men wondersd a littde who I conld be |
that chose 1o k=ep 50 much to mymel, :
and s> they dubbed me the “gentieoan |
painter.” ™ I
As Mre Coombs tilksd i1 was easy to,
=ae that she Beid strongly religious apd
levou: opinions, though without any oe- |
ientation of tendency to obtrode them,
and in this way, too, s3e could save her-
2l! from offecse. “T have often,” she

|
L
1
b
L
i
1
L
1




age for lodgings?" TIen quired.

“Now that I look back,” she answered,
“3t does seem remarkable that I never
once foumd it inevitable to sleep In ths

for, though I have never been a teeto-
taler, theaccomodation of the village inn
is very often objectionable. One time
when I #as on som= work in South Ken-
sington, I met a man I had known, and
be sald, ‘Charley, old chap, there's a first
rate thing some of us are guing dogn
to. It's near West Grinstead—the whole
of Sir William Burreil's mansion to be
decoratgd- and there's a vacancy nill."

|

I hesitatad a littls, but it seemed a good
thing, o I offered myself and weni
We all got down there and while we
were sitting round thir lunch I sirofled
out, saw a nlce old fellow smoking over
@ gate, and sald: ‘Know where I could
get a room? I'm here for the painting
of tha big houss' ‘Don’t know as we
couldn't aceomodate you ourssives,’ and
he took me in end showed me a clean
and comfortable room which I immed-
iately engaged, and fearing any of my
companions would want to share it, I
sald T would have ‘my wife’ downm, also
my neice; and I had as comfortabie
and heaithy a sommer in the country
as you could have wished."

Working at Kingsion In the summer,
she fell from a scaffolding and frac-|
tured some ribe. She made a good re-
covery, but no suspiclon even then was
raised as to her sex by the doctor who |
set them and attendad her, any maore
than It had been when she fell down a
ship’s hatch and fractured her kneecap.
On this oscasion, however, the doctor
had sald one day, *What curiously small
hands you have for a man, 1‘&"il|-\-1:1“'4
Looking too, at them, well formed and |
even white, 1t Is aimos: & wonder these |
never did raise any inquiry. But her |
savings were soon exhausted, and, for
the last two weeks, work was unobtain- '
pble, For two days and two nights this
brave hearted woman tramped the
streets with no more than a half penny |
roll to eat, and at {ast she wae fain to |
eeek the shelter of the workhousa She
clung 1o the hope that somenow soe |
might evade the compulsory sirpping
but it was impossible, and feminie maod- |
esty revolted even to yielding up the
seorat mhe had kept =0 long.

“Bat I have hope that I shall not have
to stay here long,"” she plteously said |
“My eyesight is not as good as It was, |
end I fear I shall not be able to work |
again, but I could sct as carctaker. 1
could keep a dodge and should be very
thankful if I could hear of any position
of trust, I am doing my best while [ am
hers, and the matron s very kind t-'li
me, glving me only some stockings to
darn and shesis to hem, instead of send-
ing me to scrub and wash. And 1 feel
very uncomfortable in these clothes,
though you would not find me wearing
any half-and-half *bloomers’ If 1 can't
have my oid coat and trousers."”

|
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