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This book is dedicated to Dorothy’s grandchildren so that, on reading this book, they may be as proud of her as their grandfather predicted.




These are historic days, which your children’s children will remember with pride & inspiration.


(Charlie Buxton to Dorothy Buxton, 28 June 1919)
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Introduction


Dorothy Buxton led an unusual and intense life. After an upbringing untypical for a girl in rural Victorian England, she found her voice and her vocation during the First World War, insisting people should be able to read a variety of voices on the conflict engulfing Europe. After the war ended, when hunger and deprivation were widespread in many countries, she blazed a trial as a campaigner for the underprivileged. She was the instigator of the Save the Children Fund in 1919 and became a tireless campaigner for refugees and the oppressed wherever she saw them during the following decades.


Her life was led during times of social and political upheaval. After the relative calm of the late Victorian and Edwardian periods, she lived through two world wars and the economic depression between them; the rise of communism, fascism and Nazism; the attack on the class divisions in British society; and the change in the status and rights of women. In these momentous times, Dorothy was a radical voice, refusing to be silenced when she saw injustice. Married to a politician, she at first saw her role in the world of Westminster politics, but as she grew in confidence she became a vociferous and effective campaigner in her own right in a wider social sense.


Hers is an exciting story. The archive of her life is rich and varied, although not complete, as at various times material has been destroyed, both by her own decision towards the end of her life and by the decision of family members after her death. Yet a sufficient number of letters and papers have survived so that her story can be told partly using her own words. This biography relates the story of a woman’s journey, her family and personal life. Yet it is also a paradigm of the journey many of her contemporaries took.


We see in her story how those fighting for better conditions for the poor moved from Victorian paternalism to socialism, from charity to legislation.


We also see how Dorothy, and her husband Charlie, lost confidence in the power of individual action as a way of achieving change. As it was for many others in the ruling class, that belief melted away as institutional and group violence began to dominate European politics in the twentieth century, made possible by the frightening developments in weaponry.


In matters of faith, Dorothy’s spiritual beliefs changed and her path represented that of many contemporaries who side-lined dogmatic religion, embracing psychology and individual belief to enlighten their spiritual development. Dorothy’s view of God changed over the decades, although her faith never disappeared, but instead transmuted into a variety of expressions.


She would not consciously have called herself a feminist, but in how she led her life she was one of those who forged a space in public life for the voice of women in the twentieth century.


Of all her achievements, Dorothy’s most lasting legacy has been Save the Children, of which she was the instigator in April/May 1919. Her sister, Eglantyne Jebb, became a co-founder and in the early 1920s emerged as the charity’s public face and several books have been written about her contribution. For reasons explored in this book, however, Dorothy’s crucial part in launching Save the Children has been neglected and so in the time of Save the Children’s centenary, it needs to be rediscovered and acknowledged.


Dorothy was a complex and compelling character, somewhat of an enigma even to her family. Her son, David, who I was privileged to call a friend in his last years, once wistfully in conversation wondered aloud if anyone could ‘explain’ his mother to him. Sadly, he is no longer with us to read this book, but my hope is that many others will find answers here to the questions he asked.




 



Jebb family tree (selected)


[image: image]


 



Buxton family tree (selected)


[image: image]





Chapter 1



Jebb family life


Dorothy Frances Jebb was born on 3 March 1881 in a house called The Lyth, located in 100 acres of land, near the small town of Ellesmere in Shropshire. By the time that Dorothy was born, the Jebb family had lived at The Lyth for over forty years, Dorothy’s grandfather having bought the property in 1838. Richard George Jebb came from a line of Shropshire yeoman farmers, with his mother providing Welsh ancestry and the family’s second home, a farmhouse called Tydraw1, just across the border in Denbighshire, Wales. Dorothy never knew her grandfather, Richard, as he had died in 1878, with her grandmother having long predeceased him. At her birth, the owner of The Lyth was her father, Arthur Trevor Jebb, who had been born in the year after the family purchased the house.2


Arthur had been educated at Harrow school and Balliol College, Oxford, but had not distinguished himself academically nor does he seem to have been ambitious. He loved reading and debate, but as an interest rather than a profession. He enjoyed local history and folklore, but he did not pursue them seriously in a literary way and his daughter Emily noted that he never managed to write the books he said he wanted to write.3 He had trained as a barrister, but seems never to have practised.4 After his marriage, the arrival of children pushed him to take employment as a civil servant in London to provide more income. Yet, as someone who loved home life, he missed his family and they missed him, and after a few years he gave it up to return to The Lyth to manage the estate for his ageing father. Serving his family, the estate and the larger ‘family’ of Shropshire locals seemed to give him enough to do.


Although Arthur was a Liberal in politics, he was not a radical, and by instinct was conservative and wary of change. He was also a religious man who took seriously the call to be attentive to the welfare of one’s neighbours. He believed in the moral responsibility of those with land and position to be philanthropic with those who were less fortunate. The obligations of class and position were as sacrosanct to him as its privileges and he could not follow those who took a selfish and acquisitive approach to social relations. He was active in charitable causes in Ellesmere, such as the establishment of a local hospital, and he cared for his family’s retired servants, as well as those still employed. He did not raise his tenants’ rents for his own comfort if they could not afford to pay. He provided his children with a model of self-respect, and showed them how to preserve the inheritance with which they had been blessed, whilst striving to help those who had fewer advantages. Dorothy must have been influenced by her father’s outlook as we see it reflected in her life-long struggle to work for the poor and deprived wherever she found them.
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Arthur Trevor Jebb


Arthur’s instincts for philanthropy, however, faced boundaries based on the availability of resources. He could not be generous unless he had accumulated a cushion of wealth to sustain the obligations he felt were his. The prosperity of the Jebbs was not consistently assured or stable as much of the family wealth lay in their land and property holdings, which both provided and absorbed income. There were a dozen servants who worked in the house and on the land who had to be maintained. Agricultural income was unpredictable, with good harvests and bad, that experienced times of both depressed prices and buoyant markets. Inheriting the family estate in 1878, Arthur set out assiduously to save money, going without extras he might have wished to enjoy in order to build up the family’s capital. He wanted future generations of Jebbs to feel more secure, as his older son Richard recalled many years later when he noted how the introduction of death duties had hit his father hard. It meant some of what he had so painstakingly saved up would be lost at his death.5


The Jebbs were not without income, but the upkeep of the estate and the necessities of local philanthropy dictated by their moral sense of being leaders in their local community meant that they were far less cash-rich than they might have appeared to a casual outsider. Therefore, in recording that Dorothy came from a comfortable background, it must be remembered that, whilst she had many privileges and a given position in local society, hers was not a childhood of untold luxury or opulence. Her later traits of economic and careful budgeting can be traced to the path her family trod of maintaining the essentials of a prosperous life whilst diligently managing expenditure.


Dorothy’s mother was also a Jebb, but hailed from the Irish family of that name. Eglantyne Louisa Jebb, always known in the family as ‘Tye’, was born in 1845 in the Kilkenny area near Dublin. Her ancestors included Irish clerics, barristers and MPs and her father was a judge. They were not a rich family, yet it was said Tye’s mother was adept at making others think her household had more money than it actually did. Tye’s father and Arthur’s father were friends from school days and sharing a surname, they were convinced that they were distant relations, even if noone ever established the precise genealogical connexion. Having known each other from teenage years, Tye and Arthur married in Dublin in 1871 and Tye moved to Shropshire to her husband’s family home. She was not ‘the lady of the house’ at first, as her father-in-law was still alive and the household was run efficiently by his unmarried daughter, Louisa. Arthur and Tye had a happy marriage, producing six children in their first decade together: Emily (Emm) in 1872, Louisa (Lill) in 1873 and Richard (Dick) in 1874 were the first three; they were followed by Eglantyne in 1876, Gamul in 1879 and Dorothy in 1881. Although Arthur had been based in London for a couple of years, he had been long-established back at The Lyth by the time Dorothy was born. Her parents were both interested in, and affectionate to, their offspring. Tye in particular loved being a mother and she maintained a strong bond with all her children to the end of her life.


One of the qualities that attracted Arthur most about Tye was her intelligence and he ensured she understood how The Lyth and its estate ran. He may have retained the dominant authority as the male in the marriage, but Arthur did regard his wife as a partner and not simply as an ornament or a mere vehicle to fatherhood. Even after Arthur inherited the estate in 1878, Tye’s sister-in-law continued to run The Lyth. Tye seems not to have minded this as it allowed her to concentrate on her children, and the two women had an amicable, supportive and understanding relationship. Without the encumbrance of the detailed management of the household, Tye was free to develop other interests and this gave an opportunity for her life to take an unexpected turn.


Tye’s own education had included art classes at the Royal Dublin Society’s School of Art and she passed on to her children her appreciation of drawing and painting, as well as poetry and literature. She saw the creativity of art in its widest sense as a source of happiness. The early 1880s were a time when, inspired by William Morris and John Ruskin, the idea took hold that the working-class – both urban and rural – could improve their lives by learning handicrafts. For Tye, the idea of helping working-class children experience a more fulfilling life was based on the belief that learning craft skills was not only important, but could also provide an avenue to earning extra income.


In 1882, she founded a charity, which later was named the Home Arts and Industries Association (HAIA), the initial purpose of which was to teach local children crafts. The servant’s hall at The Lyth became a classroom, where woodcarving, spinning and weaving, chair-caning and painting were taught. This was not just a practical pursuit for Tye, but a religious one too. It was her way of serving God and living out her Christian faith: to help others to help themselves, to improve their economic circumstances, as well as their self-worth. It sprang from a similar moral imperative that guided her husband’s philanthropy. The Association soon spread as other volunteers set up similar schemes, first in Shropshire and then in other counties. Tye wrote articles and began to travel to give talks as she appeared to have found her purpose in a more public domain. By 1887, the Association had become a national one, gaining the support of William Morris6 and other artists, and it held annual exhibitions in London of work produced in tens of HAIA branches.


However, by that year Tye was no longer at its helm. In the public domain, there is no escaping politics and she over-stepped a boundary when she decided to concentrate on her native Ireland for her own contributions to the cause. She was a supporter of Home Rule for Ireland, a controversial opinion for someone in her position and one not shared by her husband, and her initiative in her native land soon attracted attention from some Irish republicans, with whom she was in touch. This alarmed her closest male relatives. Her brother Richard7 was a professor of Greek at the University of Cambridge (and later a Conservative MP for the same) and made his unhappiness with the situation known. Tye’s husband, Arthur, who initially had been supportive of her HAIA work, was equally concerned. He parted company with the Liberal leader, William Gladstone,8 on the issue of Irish Home Rule and his own political stance locally was compromised by his wife’s public opposition of his view. He began to pressure Tye and in 1884, just two years after she had begun the charity, she stepped back from serious involvement. She still took some local classes, but otherwise withdrew from the cause.


The official reason given for her withdrawal was poor health. Although she was still young, in her late thirties, in the following years she suffered from weight loss, nausea and dizziness. There is no evidence of any physical malady afflicting her, however it may well be that her symptoms were stress-related or perhaps signs of depression and for the rest of her life she remained ‘frail’. She was active in the sense of walking and travelling, and she lived to be eighty years old; yet, she was never ‘well enough’ again to take on responsibilities or duties beyond a limited personal sphere. Whether conscious or unconscious, her reaction to criticism had been absolute and irrevocable. Even after her husband’s death, she did not resume the activity that he had not approved in life. She had surrendered her ‘purpose’ to appease her husband’s anxieties, mainly because she loved him so much. Dorothy herself was only three when her mother’s public work ceased so she had no direct personal memory of these events. However, the mother she grew up with was the Tye who was thin and delicate and not very well. Emily noted that Tye needed ‘constant attention’ and Dorothy never knew her mother except in this condition. As we shall see, the retreat to safety behind a call of ill-health would be something that would have similar echoes in Dorothy’s life. Tye’s setting aside her public cause meant her focus shifted even more onto her children. Later in life, she told her daughter Emily that she had prayed for many, many years that her daughters would all find happiness by having a sense of purpose. Clearly, she did not want them to experience the frustrations of being thwarted that had been her lot and to foster this sense of purpose, Tye knew they needed a broad education.


Whilst the two boys went away to school once old enough, the girls were tutored at home. Everyone had to be up and downstairs by 7.30a.m. for family prayers and breakfast. Both took place in the library and lessons began straight afterwards. There was, Emily related, ‘no evasion’ of the schoolroom routine. In the evening, after dinner and family prayers, all were in bed by 10.00p.m. at the latest. All year round, this scholarly regime was maintained. It started while the girls were young. Dorothy was very keen to keep up with her older siblings and, at aged three, insisted on doing lessons when the five-year old Gamul began them. A week later she was ‘learning her ABCD’.9 There was no shortage of intellectual stimulation and Dorothy’s lively mind thrived on it as there were books everywhere, not just in the library. When mixing with other children from the neighbourhood in summer classes, Dorothy came top of her group.10


Emily wrote that outside the home the girls were taken to the local Literary Society in Ellesmere, where debates would be attended by solicitors, farmers, the Anglican parson and the congregational minister, along with the stationmaster, clerks, basket-makers, workmen on the rail line, the ‘man from the boot shop’, and an array of other locals. The subjects on which the discussions were held ranged from state socialism, agriculture and commerce, to the trade in alcohol and Home Rule for Ireland. Emily noted that the ‘children kept quiet and listened’,11 yet there was much to stimulate them when thinking about politics. On one occasion, when the family took along their then German governess, the somewhat narrow and self-congratulatory nature of the local society was on show, with one woman delivering, without notes, a ‘most fluent & remarkable address on “England’s greatness”’. To the enquiry as to the qualities that made British people superior, the witty governess quipped ‘conceit’!12 However quiet they were expected to be, this local debating society must have been a window for the Jebb siblings to view the political issues of the day. It was certainly an early stimulus for Dorothy’s future interest and pursuit of political causes.


Trips out were not only to intellectual gatherings. Emily related that they all attended dances, once of an age to do so, which lasted until midnight, with quadrilles, lancers, waltzes and polkas sprinkled in with old country dances in which the oldest to the youngest could take part. Dorothy was too serious to find these exciting, but she went along with what was expected. She recalled one occasion with a tone of resigned amusement, ‘There was a fancy dress dance at the Chapmans the other day . . . . An ancient dress of some ancestress was rigged up for me & my hair puffed out in a great erection over my head, with the result that even Mrs Tower did not recognize me for some time!’13


Back at home, Tye led the girls in drawing and art, and her sister-in-law grounded them in grammar. They had governesses from Europe to teach them other subjects and languages, the most influential being Heddie Kastler from Alsace-Lorraine, with whom Dorothy corresponded for the rest of their lives.14 Dorothy was less keen on her than Eglantyne was, remembering her as ‘the terror of my life’, who was ‘full of temper and strictness’.15 The replacement was a German woman, who proved less terrifying, the young Dorothy declaring, ‘It is so nice doing lessons with Fraulein, she never gets cross!’16 The girls’ education was not a matter purely of formal lessons, but also a general encouragement to read and write and paint. It was a matter of arousing curiosity about ideas and seeking knowledge. Dorothy would maintain this enthusiasm to the end of her days.


Tye’s role was to infuse her daughters with her artistic and intellectual interests and, just as significantly, a religious sensibility. She and her husband were both Anglicans and brought up their children accordingly and Dorothy was confirmed by the Bishop of Lichfield on 26 February 1896 just before her fifteenth birthday, after instruction with the local curate.17 Religion was not a matter purely of outward conformity to the Jebbs. It was about living out values and having a relationship with God. Daily prayers at the beginning and end of the day were compulsory for all the children and they were brought up to know the Bible. Tye had all the children learn by heart I Corinthians 13, the passage about the nature of love.18 Arthur’s religion remained conventional low-church evangelical, but his wife, whilst adhering to the same path, added a touch of exoticism and for a while, Tye explored the Catholic Apostolic Church. This had begun as an eclectic group in London in the 1830s who combined evangelical fervour with prophecy – members were led by a set of ‘apostles’ and some spoke in tongues. By the late nineteenth-century, it had developed an elaborate and rich liturgy and built a grand cathedral in Gordon Square in London.19 Dorothy remembered her mother taking her to one of the services when she was about ten and she herself heard some of the congregation speak in tongues.20 Tye certainly became convinced for a while that the advent of the new apostles predicated the ‘end of the world’, perhaps within her lifetime. Tye joined the CAC in the mid-1890s21 and, although this attachment did not last long, it illustrates her adventurous nature in exploring religion. She never abandoned the basic tenets or practices of her Anglican faith, but she did explore other avenues of expression. Tye was not a spiritualist, but she became increasingly convinced of her connexion with the ‘next world’. Religion for her was not just about right-living, duty or ritual, but about using the imagination to penetrate another realm. All this would influence Dorothy in her spiritual journey as an adult.


For Tye, this religious awakening was another aspect of her determination to educate her daughters to do something useful with their lives and contribute to society. Yet, for all her encouragement and all her love and attention and maternal concern, Tye was nevertheless also somewhat passive, cheering from the side-lines the girls’ explorations rather than being at the centre of the action. Her ‘delicate’ health meant she was more a model for sitting on the sofa dreaming of achievement, reading and thinking about it, rather than an example of vigour and engagement.


For Dorothy and her sisters there was, however, an alternative and perhaps even more influential female role-model. Their father’s sister, Louisa, known by them all as Aunt Bun, was the most powerful personality at The Lyth. As already noted, she ran the household for her father and then for her brother and sister-in-law. No one questioned her doing this as she was clearly the best-suited and most adept at fulfilling the role. She was called ‘masculine’ by her niece Emily; not for Bun the delicacies and sensitivities of the archetypal Victorian woman. She would never be ‘dependent’ or ‘clingy’. In dress, she had no time for frills and bows. Whatever she did, Bun wore the same clothes: a man’s linen collar and tie with a long dark jacket. Her only nods to traditional feminine dress were the long dark skirt, instead of trousers, and an occasional brooch. She wore her hair in a shorter style.


Intellectually she was educated and articulate, and was a strong proponent of access to higher education for women, having been one of the pioneers at Newnham College, Cambridge. She played an equal role with Tye in teaching the girls their lessons at home. When the time came, she paid for their tertiary education out of her own income, even when it meant opposing the inclinations of their father who thought that his daughters should stay at home until they married. Bun might have followed an educational career herself had it not been for the draw of country life at The Lyth. Also, her religious and political views were not sympathetic with those of most educational institutions for women. An adherent of the theory of evolution, she was also an agnostic in religion and a radical liberal in politics (although she was far from being a socialist). She was a supporter of female suffrage and had no reason to think of women as in any way a weaker or lesser sex.
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Louisa Jebb, ‘Aunt Bun’


She believed strongly in every woman being free to do things for herself and she showed her nieces that a woman did not have to wait for a man to do them for her. She had a workroom in a disused back bedroom at The Lyth and showed the girls how to carve and engrave, how to weave baskets and work in leather or metal. She also taught them domestic skills: when she took them to the family’s Welsh home, Tydraw, they went without servants and the children made their own beds, cooked food, cleared the table and washed up for themselves – with the help of the governess and Aunt Bun.22 According to Emily, Bun taught her nieces how to use boomerangs, kites, popguns, bows and arrows, toboggans, stilts, fishing nets and anything else that caught their eye. She took them on long walks, taught them about nature, how to fish and to ride, and then took them further afield to see castles and Roman ruins. In the family letters that survive from the 1890s, we find Dorothy learning to swim, row and punt aged eleven – indeed she could punt all alone in every direction at this age.23 She tried skating.24 She could also ride a tricycle25 and a horse,26 and was adventurous in exploring the outside world. Much of this zest came from Bun, who was practical and resourceful and, above all, unafraid. From Bun, Dorothy learned to be intrepid and to take risks, not to believe anything was forbidden her because of her sex and never to fear thinking for herself.
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The Lyth, about 1900


The family were not the only influence on the young Dorothy. There were also her surroundings. The Lyth was a large house with some grand entertaining rooms, set amidst acres of farm land. The original owner of the house, a man called Mathews, had made money in the West Indies and built The Lyth in 1819 in Caribbean style. He had clearly meant the unusual house to impress – the entertaining rooms on the ground floor at least. The morning room was decorated with Dufour27 wallpaper from Paris, portraying classical scenes, full of young women in floaty costumes and noble Romans in helmets. Eighteenth-century tapestries by John Vanderbank28 hung in the dining room.29 He commissioned a lofty castiron verandah around three sides, and deep windows to the floor in the rooms bordering on the garden. When the Jebbs took over, it is of note that the new owners implemented no grand schemes to re-model the house, or indulge in plush re-decorating in the latest fashion, a sign of both conservatism and a lack of means. Consequently, the house’s main ground-floor rooms remain today much as they were when Dorothy was a child.


Yet it was not a luxurious residence. It was cold in winter, with the household all washing in a morning from basins containing ice. Although they ‘dressed’ for dinner, the evening meals were usually ‘meagre’ according to Dorothy’s older sister Emily. The large tapestried dining-room – which Emily wrote of as ‘romantic’ – was little used except at Christmas and for significant social gatherings. Most family meals were taken in the smaller library, which was easier to keep warm. So, whilst outwardly comfortably off and a part of the rural land-owning class, the Jebbs only maintained their position by careful use of the funds they had.


The Lyth was an exceptional house not just in its interior appearance, but in its gardens too. The long windows beneath the verandah let in much light to the ground-floor rooms whilst opening out so simply into the garden: one was the continuation of the other. Emily wrote of the trellis ‘festooned by clematis and roses’. Japonica, jasmine and magnolia mingled in covering exterior walls. The climax of the colour and glamour of the garden came in June with tree peonies, rhododendrons, azaleas and white broom all combining to create an inspiring display. The whole scene invited Dorothy and her siblings out into the garden, an exciting contrast to the hours with their noses in books. They not only had flowers and leaves to draw, but butterflies and birds. Gamul became fascinated by natural history and Dorothy followed. They spent the late summer of 1892 ‘continually going about armed with butterfly nets’.30 They also collected beetles, lichens and mosses.31 Dorothy grew up half living outside, a passion that never left her, and was always frustrated when she had to stay indoors because of the weather.32 Many early letters mention her gardening.33 She fell in love with it and it became a significant means of relaxation for her throughout her life. At fourteen, she was knowledgeable about pruning in the kitchen garden, so much so that she taught two of her older siblings the art of currant and gooseberry bushes, before going on to apple and pear trees.34 She came so to love the outdoors that she revelled in later life in sleeping under the stars whenever the chance came.


Then there were the creatures both wild and domestic that inspired her. She loved to watch birds and took a telescope around with her to see them closer.35 She became attached to birdsong and wrote of the sensation that came over her when she heard the first thrushes and chaffinches of the year. She called it a ‘bit of the glory’, ‘the dream’. She added, ‘But you people who have not got a very particular pal in every sparrow, might not understand that.’36 It was as if Dorothy, even at this young age, related to nature in a somewhat mystical or spiritual way and that tendency manifested itself in the beliefs she would espouse later in life. The life she observed in nature was a comfort to her: she wrote in 1897 of how whenever she felt lonely and needy, ‘there are usually a few trees & sparrows & there are enough’ to give her solace.37Louisa kept poultry and it was Dorothy who took charge of them when her big sister was away – and she took the duty seriously, reading a book on the subject to ensure she did it properly.38 She took on feeding two lambs that had lost their mother.39 In the summer of 1896, aged fifteen, Dorothy also learned how to look after a dog. A friend of the family had bought a puppy and left it temporarily at The Lyth. Dorothy wrote excitedly to an aunt, ‘I have just got a new animal, a lovely animal, such as I have always longed for, i.e. a dear, big, ungainly mastiff puppy, who is to be under my care for six weeks.’40 The dog was named Lion. Within two days of its arrival, Emily wrote that it ‘absorbed a great deal’ of her youngest sister’s ‘intellect’.41 Eglantyne later wrote, ‘Outside lessons Dorothy is now rarely to be seen without Lion as an appendage: the dog grows bigger & bigger every day, he is now a huge thing. I don’t know whether Dorothy will break her heart when he goes away.’42 In mid-October, Lion did have to leave, much to Dorothy’s sorrow.43 The episode with the dog was another characteristic example of Dorothy being totally absorbed and committed to the task in hand. With all the animals that she cared for, she read and learned about the task before her and then expedited it with complete dedication. Even as a teenager, she could not engage in anything half-heartedly, especially when caring for another life.


We can see the stirrings of another of Dorothy’s adult interests that began in her childhood. To curiosity aroused from books and from nature was added the awakening that came from travel, something that helped counter any tendency there might have been to rural isolation. The children regularly took trips to Tydraw in Wales, to her Aunt Noney and Uncle James at Hallam, near Marlborough, and also, after 1893, to Aunt Bun’s new holiday home, called Rocaburn, near Bridgwater in Somerset. In 1896, when she was fifteen, came Dorothy’s first trip to Ireland, accompanied by her oldest sister, Emily. This proved a very exciting experience for the teenager. During the sea crossing, she became enchanted by the captain, who taught her various nautical phrases, introduced her to the machinery and let her see the boat’s ‘big paddle’. They stayed for an enjoyable week in Dublin, where they saw ‘a great deal’44 and where Dorothy announced very early in the sojourn that ‘seeing the world was very nice indeed’. Emily wondered if she would ever be able to get her sister home again!45 They spent some time travelling to friends in other parts of the south of Ireland, before returning home. This trip wetted her appetite for travel and Dorothy would later write in a letter to Eglantyne, ‘How I do long to travel; I never read about a place but I am dieing [sic] to go there straight away’.46


Dorothy’s companions in all these doings were her siblings. To them she was ‘Dora’, the little sister they protected, petted and entertained. Emily remembered that all six got on well and were not known to have fallen out. There was too much space and too much to explore for them to get in each other’s way. Eglantyne was the nearest sister in age to Dorothy, just five years older, and they formed a special bond. Eglantyne took Dorothy and also Gamul (Dorothy’s senior by two years) under her wing, inventing stories that she either told or they re-enacted, some of which would go on for weeks, some related in a family magazine they produced: The Brierland Recorder. She was their leader, creating,


wonderful games of soldiers, of kings, robbers, of desert islands & discovery; – the old trees in the garden turned into our ‘castles’. Indoor games, too, of endless variety and excitement, notably the charades which were always a feature of our Xmas time. She always inspired and composed these.47


They were thrilled by their sister’s stories. Their habit as they listened of hanging on each of Eglantyne’s arms led to a striking image. ‘One of father’s sporting friends looked back at them in a gig as they drove back from Tydraw. He said they were like a “covey of partridges” as Gamul and Dorothy each clung to one of Eglantyne’s arms as she told them one of her yarns’.48 Dorothy was adept at using her imagination independently too, however, and from a young age copied Eglantyne in inventing narratives. When Dorothy was twelve, Eglantyne wrote: ‘The little Towers came over here to tea last Wednesday, & Dorothy amused them by an exciting game of highwaymen, her invention, amongst the bushes on the terrace. Climbing the yews is of course a great attraction, especially in their Sunday dresses.’49
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Eglantyne, Gamul & Dorothy with their Aunt Noney, 1889


In some ways, all her older siblings could be numbered among Dorothy’s educators. When Dick was home from school he took her fishing,50 whilst her sisters were on hand in her youngest days to help her with lessons. Emily helped her particularly with naming plants, German and drawing, and encouraged her with poetry and reading. Louisa (Lill) was more scientific and encouraged her to study nature more systematically. Dorothy joined in with this big sister in studying vegetation under a microscope, and learned as much as she could about the instrument, not just from Lill, but also from a visiting clergyman family friend, for whom the microscope was a serious pastime.51


Gamul influenced Dorothy by her following whatever interested him. She began to collect beetles52 and butterflies and mosses, at first because she was copying his enthusiasms, though later making them her own. Beetles remained a life-long fascination and she was not squeamish about having to search for the special types only found in a decaying animal carcass. Years later she wrote,


I can remember as a child myself pursuing this search under much larger bodies than that of a hedgehog, when the obstacles of smell etc were really rather formidable. I have often thought since then that those experiences helped me to acquire a certain scientific outlook (if that is not too much to claim!) as regards the many things in life before which one’s first impulse is to avert one’s eyes & to hold one’s nose. No, no! let us dig into them & examine them in a detached & observant spirit, searching if there are not by-products of great beauty, like those marvellous beetles, & also many ultimate consequences indispensable to the cycle of glorious life.53


Dorothy had learned lessons from Lill’s approach and applied them to subjects sparked by Gamul’s passion – and the consequence lasted her whole life. So much of her early development then was wrapped up in these relationships with her siblings.


As the years went by in her childhood, these siblings began to leave home and she had to learn to be without their constant presence. Emily studied portraiture in Dresden, Germany; Lill went to Newnham College, Cambridge, to study for an agricultural diploma; Richard, after being away at school, went off to study at the University of Oxford. Eglantyne followed him to the same university in 1894 when Dorothy was thirteen. Gamul went to school at Marlborough where one of the housemasters was his uncle, James Gilmore (husband to his father’s sister Emily, or Aunt Noney as she was nicknamed). For Dorothy, this scattering of her siblings was a general withdrawal of companionship for which copious letter-writing could not compensate. A cousin, Kitty Jebb (known as Milly) came to keep her company for a while and share both her lessons and her adventures, but the distancing of the family unit fell hardest on her.


Dorothy’s well-being, however, was disturbed by far harder partings than these. First, in December 1894, her father, Arthur, took ill from an infection that turned to pneumonia. He died quickly and unexpectedly aged fifty-five. His youngest child was only thirteen. Many Victorian fathers were distant and quite intimidating to their children, but Arthur had been ever-present, interested in his children and their doings. He read them stories and gave them attention. He was a father who was loved and of whom his children were proud. This was a huge loss to young Dorothy.
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Dorothy aged thirteen


Yet more tragedy was to come. At sixteen, her brother Gamul was all set to be a doctor. He was the subject of long debates between his widowed mother and his Aunt Bun as to whether he should read medicine at Oxford or at Cambridge.54 He was doing outstandingly well at school and was expected to have a brilliant career ahead of him. The teenager, with his dark brown hair and chestnut eyes, was already showing the signs of growing into a handsome and charming man. On 3 March 1896, Dorothy celebrated her fifteenth birthday, writing to her Aunt Noney, ‘it is really dreadful to feel so old!’.55 But a deep maturity would be demanded of her soon after for on the day that Dorothy wrote that letter her mother received word that Gamul had caught a chill at school and it had developed into a serious problem. Tye hurried to her son’s bedside and summoned a doctor from London. On 10 March she wrote to her other children that although Gamul was in great danger, the situation was not hopeless. She went on,


I want you all to rest in the peace giving assurance that he is in the hands of a Loving Father, and that whether He takes him or leaves him here we may perfectly trust Him to do what is loving & merciful. May God bless you my pets, & make you feel how safe we all are with Him here or elsewhere.56


A day later, on 11 March, Gamul died. Tye’s approach to her son’s death was that it was God’s will and whatever sadness and hurt it brought to his family, it was the right thing for Gamul himself – otherwise God would not have let it happen. This must have constrained Dorothy considerably as, if it were God’s will, she would have wanted to be ‘brave’. As such, her usual routine had to go on and Dorothy continued her lessons the day after Gamul’s death. Her mother wrote that she ‘has taken the news very bravely and I think she slept a fair amount last night (with me in my room). She is doing her lessons now & at 12 o’clock we are going to put flowers about the rooms for any who may turn up’.57


Dick and Lill went with their mother to the funeral at Rhinlas, the little church near the family’s Welsh home and where the family burial plot was located – but not Dorothy. Back at home, once more she was referred to as being ‘so brave’.58 The following week, Tye yet again used the same word: ‘we must all try to be brave, there is nothing else for it’. Dorothy was being ‘very good’.59 There is no record of tears or anger or lethargy, only a determination and duty to carry on.


All this suggests that Dorothy was controlling the very deep emotions she must have felt about her lost brother. She never forgot Gamul and later in life would say he was one of the inspirations for her work. He had not lived to achieve his ‘destiny’ – the least his siblings could do was to try to achieve something to compensate for the tragic loss. It was at this time she began to meditate to ‘have eyes to see & ears to hear, a heart to understand, & a strength to act’.60 It was the beginning of her life-long belief that sadness and depression should not be allowed to deflect a person from their chosen path. One must maintain dogged perseverance even when inspiration had fled.61 This determination seemed to lodge within her during this struggle with grief after Gamul was taken from her.


The death also prompted her to think more about religion. If Christians were not to fear death, then she mused they ought to welcome it – not be sad when it came. Christian doctrine seemed to her to say that death was preferable to the suffering of life and yet people were horrified at death. She mused in a letter written within a year of her brother’s death,


To live seems appalling. To die seems so to some people, but I do not understand that if they are Christians, but then, on the other hand, if one is a proper Christian, to live ought not to be so. A lack of faith seems to be at the bottom of unhappiness, & that makes one still more unhappy to be unhappy, & so on.62


These are thoughtful words for a young girl not quite sixteen and they convey the sense of Dorothy’s pain and yet also her belief that using her will could conquer it. If she had enough faith, she could overcome unhappiness. Above all she saw her duty as to embrace life. Yet the pain of loss must have still been there buried within her by her fierce will to rise above it. In the short term, her only refuge was to seek comfort in normality and pursue in particular her education. In later years, she would take refuge in concentrated work as an escape from emotional turmoil. Perhaps that habit began when she swallowed the grief at her father’s and brother’s deaths at such a young age.


Dorothy’s education became a preoccupation of her mother’s in the autumn of 1896. She had decided that her youngest daughter would benefit from a time away at a school once she turned sixteen. The German governess was to leave by Christmas and then an English one would be employed for a few months with the particular purpose of improving Dorothy’s Latin and Greek.63 Then she could go away to school. Tye decided against Wycombe Abbey School as she thought the town ‘slummy’ and too near an expanse of water – and she did not take to the head, a Miss Dove.64 Eventually she decided on Grassendale School at Southbourne near Bournemouth.65 To prepare Dorothy, a Miss Freeman was engaged to live at The Lyth to teach classics and history. 66 Miss Freeman had taught for three and a half years until she had ‘broken down’: she took on this private tutoring role as a way back into working life. However, life at The Lyth proved too much for her. Emily (Emm), who was back at home, having created a studio for her painting there, tried to help. Dorothy wrote of Miss Freeman,


The fact is that she is such an awful crock that she threatens to smash up any day, & has to be taken very great care of! Emmie has taken her in hand and rules her entirely, poor Miss F is a little rebellious occasionally but has to give in. She does not see the fun however of listening to me instead of Emmie in the latter’s absence, & I have been trying in vain to make her go to bed. Miss F does not sleep. . . . Emmie nearly killed her by making her go for long walk through deep snow & slush to Hardwick – tried to tire her out so she would sleep.67


Miss Freeman soon had to go away and supervised Dorothy ‘by letter’. She returned, but then had to leave yet again. The travails of her new governess were not an obstacle to Dorothy working hard, however. She read Virgil, Cicero and Caesar in Latin and Xenophon in Greek. Miss Freeman also gave her a New Testament in Greek and Dorothy worked so intensely that teacher became alarmed; Dorothy wrote that she ‘exhorted me not to think so much, if I went on as I was I w[ou]ld knock myself up in 3 weeks!!’68 However, Dorothy was anxious to seize her opportunities for further education, ‘I must work hard & make the most of my opportunities. I feel it is a frightful responsibility, hence my zeal.’69 Going away to school was a new adventure and Dorothy welcomed it, reassuring her brother Dick that it was her decision not just Tye’s, ‘I look forward to going, it will be such a new experience, & girls are such an unknown to me, it will be amusing to see what they are like! . . . As to knowing my own mind, you need not be afraid.’70


The school at Southbourne gave Dorothy a range of new experiences. In general, she liked the head, a Miss Tucker,71 and found her sense of order satisfactory, ‘We are all bits of a very well regulated, well oiled, highly respectable machine; worked by Miss Tucker & Co. She pulls the strings & we dance.’72 Dorothy felt that this restricted the girls as they were all made docile and obedient, but then the head ‘berates them for not having initiative’.73


For Dorothy, the freer life she was used to at home at The Lyth meant that the restrictions of school hemmed her in, ‘Provision being made for one possible idiot among 40 other reasonable beings, one is tied down to a multitude of aggravating rules, & has scarcely a minute to oneself when one can escape from the gong & breathe freely.’74 There was church ‘at least twice’ on Sundays75 and though she would have preferred the pleasure of reading some Cicero rather than listening to sermons, school authorities would have regarded that as unsuitable for the Sabbath.76 Instead they felt they made a concession by allowing girls to read story-books on Sundays. Dorothy wrote letters instead.77


The other girls were interesting when they were serious, but she found their frivolity and lack of concentration trying, ‘That is the best of these girls. Get them serious & they are very nice, – only with many of them to get them so is an unsuperable [sic] difficulty.’78 She found them to be ‘children’ and ‘narrow minded’.79 She was even glad when a sore throat for a few days saved her from having to join in some of the entertainments and frivolities.80 Dorothy’s seriousness about life and study, and the fact that she intended to go to university, as well as having an uncle who was a Professor at Cambridge, all coalesced to set her apart somewhat from the majority of the other girls at the school,


It is somewhat unfortunate having Uncle Dick for an uncle. This, combined with the fact that I am going to college, – for the old-fashioned delusion is a force here that College-girls must be clever out of the common, – made them think I must be very clever at least! So I was put into the top-form, without any questioning as to my amount of knowledge or anything! How long I shall remain there I feel very doubtful, though the standard is very low as it happens.81


She was also not used to making friends and socialising so was somewhat awkward in the company of so many other girls, ‘I am sure there is a lot to know & that they are very nice & all that, but I never get any further with them, – as to making friends with them I have never known how to set about it.’82


She had her first taste of taking examinations in December 1897, and she claimed not to be able to carry the information learned at the beginning of the term through to the end. However, ‘if one gives reins to one’s imagination the results as a rule seem as satisfactory as facts. In work I find I score best where I can invent.’83Dorothy did well academically and clearly her demeanour and maturity compared with some of her classmates commended her to the staff, ‘I have been made a “head”, – that is to say, am supposed to see that other girls keep rules & so on, – & am consequently in a dilemma, as, seeing I don’t approve of the system of rules in the school, ought I to keep them myself, – far less see that others do.’84


On reflection, Dorothy did not regret her time at Grassendale School. She wrote to Eglantyne that, ‘I am very glad I came here’ as she believed the school to be an exceptional one,85 even if the academic standards were not as high as she would have liked. With the year gone, she returned to The Lyth aged seventeen. There was more travel in her continuing education as she and Eglantyne accompanied their Uncle Heneage86 to Kissingen, Germany, for two months in the summer of 1900, where he had a chaplaincy. However, more disciplined study beckoned: she had determined to go to Newnham College, Cambridge, to study natural sciences.
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Chapter 2


A soul mate


Eglantyne noted to her mother that Dorothy’s ‘heart was so set upon going to Newnham’.1 For a young woman as single-minded as Dorothy that could mean only one thing: dedicated preparation so as to meet the criteria for acceptance. Just a few minutes’ walk from Newnham College, in a large Victorian house on the corner of Sidgwick Avenue and Queens’ Road, called Springfield, was where Richard Claverhouse Jebb lived. He was the uncle who was a Professor of Classics at the University of Cambridge. It was to his house that Dorothy came with her mother on a long visit so that she could prepare very seriously for her entrance examinations.


‘Uncle Dick’ was a Greek scholar, eminent and clever, but he did not spend all his time in the library or study. He was an active man, happy to take younger members of the family on cycle rides in the fenland countryside. He liked to dress well and enjoyed company, despite his natural shyness and social reserve. In younger days, he had been prone to drink too much in order to overcome his social awkwardness and consequently fell into debt. However, his life had been changed by a marriage to someone very much his opposite, a vivacious American widow. Born Caroline Reynolds, her father had emigrated before her birth to the United States from England so she had family in Britain. She had been previously married to a soldier who fought in the American Civil War and on his premature death, she had distracted herself from her grief by visiting Europe. She ended her travels with a visit to family who lived in Cambridge. There, her outgoing manner and striking looks meant that the widowed Mrs Slemmer created a stir amongst the reserved British bachelor dons. There was an oft-repeated story that in one house she received three marriage proposals during one evening. When challenged about it, she replied that this was not strictly true – as two of the proposals had been in the garden!2 From amidst many suitors, the glamourous American widow accepted a marriage proposal from Richard Jebb, after three years of dogged persistence on his part. They married in 1874, when both were in their middle thirties, and Caroline soon put his finances in order, limited his alcohol consumption and organised his social life. Her delight and pride in being married to someone of his academic prowess, and his utter joy at having such an outgoing and dazzling wife, meant their ‘marriage of opposites’ worked well. Sadly for them both, they had no children of their own and consequently loved to be involved with their nephews and nieces. For Dorothy, her ‘Aunt Carrie’ was a lively and warm presence, who was happy to introduce the serious young woman to a wider circle. Her Uncle Dick was keen to encourage her further studies, being a supporter of female education and women’s suffrage, and he was a supporter of her academic aspirations.3
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Dorothy about 1900


From the narrower and more sheltered life of a Shropshire country town and the confines of a Bournemouth school, Dorothy was open to a different world where the power of ideas and arguments would excite her and she would meet a greater variety of both people and views. She was enthusiastic and determined to learn and was supervised one-to-one by an academic tutor, commenting ‘I am getting lessons twice a week from a Newnham Don, so I am beginning work in College very early in the day. She is a nice little person.’4 These pre-Newnham days were not all study, however: Dorothy noted in another letter how her mentor, Miss Sharpley, had taken her to see Jesus College chapel and then on to tea in the combination room at Newnham, where she was surrounded by a ‘crowd of dons & Newnham authorities’.5 It was an opportunity to meet a botanist and a physicist who she expected to be her teachers once she started her course.


All this academic preparation was done in the context of living near family and was a situation that would continue throughout her undergraduate years. For Dorothy’s mother, Tye, the prospect of her youngest child, Dorothy, ‘leaving the nest’ to go to Cambridge had prompted her mother to consider her own living arrangements. Her son, who had inherited The Lyth, had married in 1900 and lived elsewhere when he was not travelling. Emily, the eldest daughter, had married Beverley Ussher6 in 1898 and was living in London.7 It would not be long before the other daughters developed lives away from Shropshire. Tye felt it was time to move and so why not Cambridge go to where her beloved brother lived? She asked her children what they thought: most importantly, Eglantyne, who she now insisted should give up teaching (which her daughter did not particularly enjoy) and be her companion. The response was positive.


Just personally speaking, I should love to live at Cambridge, & that is all I had better say until you hear from Dick & Lill, who have greater stakes in the matter. You are a very dear Mother. You know there is no difficulty in creating a happy home, as the one thing necessary is that you should be in it yourself.8


Richard and Louisa did not raise objections either. The only person discomforted by this proposal was Aunt Bun, but she removed herself from The Lyth to live in a house at nearby Lee, whilst Tye moved her household to Cambridge in the summer of 1901. The Lyth was rented out. The house that Tye took a lease on in Cambridge was called Inchmaholm, situated in Adams Road, off Grange Road, a location then at the outskirts of the city.9 This was very near Newnham College, as well as her brother’s home. This move meant that throughout her undergraduate years Dorothy was able to see and spend time with her mother and sister, Eglantyne, very easily. It facilitated close companionship with Eglantyne, in particular, who remained her best friend as well as sister. She referred to her as ‘my beloved own’, soon abbreviated to ‘Ownie’.


On matriculation in 1901, Dorothy had decided initially to study science, rooted in her love of the natural world. She had written a manual for teachers of botany with Louisa in 1899 called Observations on plant life, which was published in 1903. This scientific path was not an end in itself for her, but a foundation course. She noted, ‘My plan had been to do a course of Nat[ura]l Science as a preliminary to psychology, ethics etc’10 as she wanted her study of human behaviour to be rooted in natural science. Study was for Dorothy all about a sense of doing what was right, as she indicated to her brother, ‘I shall do science when I go up, but I don’t expect to enjoy myself very much there. My reasons for going have got very black & white as I take care to have for everything I do now.’11
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