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Preface to the 2014 Edition





In the late 1970s, when I began researching C. R. Ashbee’s exodus from Whitechapel with his Guild of Handicraft in 1902, it was a relatively unknown episode. Part of the excitement for me lay in the feeling I was telling a new story, seeking out survivors, uncovering new ground.


Since then the scene has changed completely, after numerous books and exhibitions on the Arts and Crafts movement in general and C. R. Ashbee in particular. The silver and jewellery designed by Ashbee and made by the Guild of Handicraft is now acknowledged as one of the great glories of the movement. The heroic but ultimately rather tragic story of Ashbee’s search for the good life in Chipping Campden is now part of general knowledge, not least in the Cotswolds where an Arts and Crafts museum, Court Barn in Chipping Campden, focuses on Ashbee and the Guild.


For me the episode has never lost its magic. As I went on to write a biography of William Morris it became more than ever clear that Ashbee was Morris’s most ambitious and courageous follower. Ashbee was the person who took William Morris’s socialist visions, as expressed in his utopian novel News from Nowhere, to their most logical and practical conclusion. His resettlement of the 150 members of the Guild, their wives and children in that beautiful mellow grey stone city in the Cotswolds was a venture that, more than a century later, idealists and dreamers can still admire.


 


Fiona MacCarthy


April 2014



















Prologue





The search for the New Life has been a potent element, constantly recurring, endearingly persistent, in the intellectual life of the last century in Britain. Surprisingly enough, since the British countryside has been in almost all ways a traditionalist stronghold, the venue for the New Life, the chosen setting for the many progressive communities established between the 1880s and the early 1900s, was predominantly rural. Bound up with the strong impulse to reshape accepted attitudes to politics, religion, labour, education, sex, aesthetics, food, drink, dress, and all the other institutions ripe for reformation, has almost always been the idea of escaping: abandoning the city, symbol of oppression, to try the simpler, freer, more creative country life.


The Simple Life was never for the simple-minded. It has tended to be a very complicated concept. By the year 1901 or 1902, when C. R. Ashbee began contemplating moving the Guild of Handicraft from Whitechapel to Gloucestershire, the idea that rural life was true and natural existence, binding men together in their communal dependence on the rhythm of the seasons, a theme greatly in favour both with Romantic poets and Victorian novelists, had combined with a more political awareness that the land was the birthright of the people. The Back-to-the-Land movement, obviously influenced by an idealized, nostalgic view of rural life and values, was also motivated by a more aggressive spirit, the idea that the people were reclaiming their lost rights.


In this, it echoed both Carlyle and Ruskin: Carlyle’s view that man’s spirit was squandered in the city, his energies dispersed, his loyalties fragmented; Ruskin’s passionate assertion that cities were so ugly because they were so evil, dominated by capitalist greed and the ‘cash nexus’, and men of any visual sensitivity must flee from them. From Ruskin came the concept of the working fellowship, so powerfully developed in the writings and the lectures of William Morris and popularized by many Socialist tracts, in particular by Blatchford’s best-selling Merrie England. This persuasive piece of Socialist propaganda, first published in 1894 and reprinted many times over the next two decades, attacked violently the ‘every-man-for-himself principle’ that dominated the capitalist scheme of things, proposing in its place a more tolerant and equitable system of working in small self-contained communities. The idyll of life as it should be, the rural vision which encouraged the great flight from the city to the country at the end of the last century, focused on an England which was mainly agricultural, in which the economy was self-supporting and in which the people, freed from the pressures of their role as labourers in the workshop of the world, would work in a spirit of joy and camaraderie, at one with their fellows and at one with their surroundings. Central to this vision was the generous, hopeful theory, especially important in the Arts and Crafts communities, that the labourers of Britain, stunted in the city, would, in a new setting of dignity and harmony, develop their creative instincts to the fullest. Essential to the idea that the good life was man’s birthright, and the good life more attainable in country than in city, was the concept that the right life allowed men sufficient leisure to develop all their faculties, a late Renaissance doctrine of the total human being.


In spite of its insistence on man’s right to joyfulness, the Simple Life movement was in some respects a solemn one. Getting back to the land had an element of duty. The proselytizing writers of the period put it over as a kind of a crusade, a sacred charge. Perhaps the intensity had dissipated somewhat since Ruskin’s early plans for St George’s Farm, near Sheffield, set up in 1876, in which the recruits, who were mostly Sheffield shoemakers, were entrusted with being ‘Life Guards of the New Life … more in a spirit of a body of monks gathered for missionary service, than of a body of tradesmen gathered for the promotion even of the honestest and usefullest trade’. But certainly in much of the Simple Life to come, the ruralist ventures of the next half century – the agricultural colony at Starnthwaite, for instance, established by H. V. Mills in the early 1890s; such Anarchist communities as Clousden Hill and Norton; the Tolstoyan colonies of the later 1890s at Purleigh in Essex and Whiteway in the Cotswolds; the Arts and Crafts Guild movement, in which Ashbee’s role was crucial, right on to Garden Cities and Eric Gill at Ditchling – the spiritual impulses were obviously strong.


It was with a sense of spiritual awakening, gleefully described by Malcolm Muggeridge in the first volume of his autobiography, The Green Stick, that a party of his Tolstoyan neighbours from Croydon, most of them clerks, schoolmasters and shop assistants with no experience of fending for themselves under primitive conditions, set out on bicycles, with very little money, to found the communist colony at Whiteway. (They bought the land, but then, with good Back-to-the-Land logic, to demonstrate their hatred of the principle of property, they burned the title deeds in a ceremonial bonfire.) For Ashbee, an old man in 1938, with the exodus from Whitechapel to Campden long behind him, the phrase ‘Back-to-the-Land’ still had strong reverberations. It was one of the cries of what he called the ‘Happy Nineties’, remembering the optimism and excitement, almost the intoxication, of the time when escaping to the countryside had seemed so very urgent: ‘For those of us living in the East End’, recalled Ashbee, ‘it had been neither a political tag, nor an agricultural commonplace; it was a matter of necessity, instinct, life.’1


One of the main concerns of Simple Life was unravelling the complicated strands of human intercourse, so that human beings, whatever their age, sex, class or education, could communicate freely and directly. This aim, in theory so admirably sensible, in practice of course was very perilous indeed, and no doubt some of the euphoria of the period sprang from the novelty, and the inherent dangers, of many of its social experiments. Lytton Strachey, for instance, in a letter to his mother written from Cambridge in 1903, described the excitement of the atmosphere at King’s, where the whole college was ‘wracked by the social work and agnosticism question’ and the University was being flooded by ‘so-called “working-men”’, imported by George Trevelyan for the day and needing entertainment at various meals.2 Besides the old-established relationships between the scholar and the artisan, the gentleman and tradesman, the Simple Life involved a rethinking of such patterns as master and man, husband and wife, and the sexual relationships of either, and both, sexes. Honest living, as its protagonists discovered, had innumerable pitfalls. But a surprising number persevered.


In the ideal egalitarian community, in which so-called working men were encouraged to read Plato, who did the actual labour? This was a constant puzzle which the people of the Simple Life were called upon to solve. For, inevitably, in a movement whose ancestry, was traceable back to Gerrard Winstanley and the Diggers on St George’s Hill in Weybridge in the mid-seventeenth century, the element of manual labour could be formidable. The aim of self-sufficiency in healthy rural settings, keeping pace with the harmonious recurrence of the seasons, involved a great deal of simple spadework. The question of who should do the digging, the shovelling and hoeing, the humping and the loading essential to agricultural endeavour, was discussed ad infinitum, often rather heatedly. At Brook Farm, the most famous of the many Simple Life communities founded in the 1840s in America, all tasks were shared out between all members. No distinction was made between manual and intellectual work: both were paid at the same rate. Few people could quarrel with this democratic theory. But, as Nathaniel Hawthorne was to find when he joined Brook Farm, and as many British intellectuals discovered later, a day in the fields could be appallingly hard work, especially to those unused to manual labour. Cultivation of one’s market garden left one much too tired for cultivation of the mind. Although the less resilient Oxford and Cambridge farmworkers made a fairly quick retreat from the potato trenches, some grappled with these problems with admirable stamina, and amongst the books once owned by Edward Carpenter, most famous of all English simple lifers, is a touching little pamphlet, much-thumbed and annotated, entitled Successful Gardening or How to Make £100 a Year on an Acre. This booklet, which is full of helpful, practical instructions – ‘A word here’, says the author, ‘as to your Dung Heap’ – guides the horticultural novice through the routines for each season, and includes substantial sections on Poultry and The Pig.


The Simple Life involved a rethinking of aesthetics, ‘the absence of things’ which Janet Ashbee noted when she went to visit Edward Carpenter at Millthorpe. The plain, uncompromising character of many simple lives of the period was a basic question of necessity: sometimes the Simple Life was a struggle for survival. But it was also, at many different levels of wealth and sensibility, a conscious attempt to clear away encumbrances, the accumulation of meaningless traditions, to free body and spirit for the things in life which mattered. Not so far removed from the undyed wool garments of the citizens of Thomas More’s Utopia were the natural clothes of a somewhat self-conscious shapelessness preferred by so many simple lifers. (Edward Carpenter even had a Saxon tunic made for him but, rather to his friends’ relief, it seems he did not wear it.) The clothes of Simple Life, the Norfolk jackets and the djibbahs, lasted on for many years as the uniform, if one dare use the word in such non-conformist circles, of progressive public schools.


The country cottage cult, which sprang from Simple Life ideas, had a profound effect on the building and decoration of the period. It owed a lot to William Morris’s description in News from Nowhere of an imaginary England of the future: an England which is now ‘a garden, where nothing is wasted and nothing is spoilt, with the necessary dwellings, sheds and workshops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat and pretty’. Trimness, prettiness and neatness, for those who could afford it, were ideals to be aimed for, and the belief that buildings should be unpretentious, functional and indigenous to their natural surroundings dominated the work of the homely school of architects, such Simple Life practitioners as Gimson and Voysey, Baillie Scott and Prior. (In the end, with the irony which is so rife in almost every aspect of attempts at simple living, the rural style of building became a kind of cliché, a feature of the suburbs of almost every town.)


The basic character of the Simple Life interior, as it first developed, bore a strong resemblance to that of the Shaker communities in New England at the end of the eighteenth century, with their regulation green painted bedsteads, blue and white bedcovers, ladder-back chairs and simple useful tables. The well-known green stained furniture in clumpy peasant style designed in the 1860s by Ford Madox Brown, and made by Morris Marshall Faulkner & Co., was the precursor of innumerable sets of countrified chairs and beds, oak dressers and oak settles, conscientious furniture for conscientious clients, produced by rural (or quasi-rural) craftsmen. The tradition was continued, with added commercial acumen, by Heal & Son, purveyors of Simple Oak Furniture to Garden City dwellers; and it can indeed be followed through to Habitat pine kitchens c.1969.


Then, as now, the Simple Life idea has always appealed more to the educated classes than the working population who, understandably, have often failed to see the point of it. The country cottage cult was particularly strong amongst intellectual women of the 1890s. For instance, Charlotte Wilson, Girton-educated anarchist and feminist, an aficionado of the style – so much so that many people believed she had invented it – held famous Fabian gatherings in her farmhouse kitchen, a room in which no cooking ever seems to have been done.


Simple Life, of course, in the end got out of hand. As Simple Life manuals came pouring from the publishers, as Schools of Simple Life and Peasant Arts abounded (to Mrs Ashbee’s horror, there was even one in Chelsea), the movement exploded in pretences and absurdity. But it was a heroic period while it lasted, and in all its ironies and forlorn hopes, extremely poignant.


It has left a classic figure of modern English literature, Dr Trelawney, the visionary leader of a mysterious progressive sect in Hampshire, in Anthony Powell’s Music of Time. For me, there is no more evocative or moving epitaph to the Simple Life than the description of Dr Trelawney, at the summit of his powers in the decade of frenzied social experiment before the First World War, leading his disciples, in their artistic clothes made from rough material in pastel colours, with long loping strides through the scrubland around Aldershot.


C. R. Ashbee, though less mystic and alarming, came out of the same mould.


 


In pursuit of the Simple Life, I have had help and information from innumerable people, amongst whom I should particularly like to thank the following: Edward Barnsley, Shirley Bury, Frank Deakin, William Gaunt, Blaise Gillie, Nina Griggs, Joan Hague, Henry Hart, Robin Holland-Martin, Ray Leigh, W. E. A. Lewis, Meg Nason, Joseph Nuttgens, Dr Patrick Nuttgens, Dr Janet Roscoe, Sir Gordon Russell, Robert Welch.


I am especially indebted to Felicity Ashbee for her constant interest and encouragement, as well as for permission to quote from the so far unpublished Ashbee Journals; and also to Alan Crawford, who has been extremely generous in sharing the results of his own research on C. R. Ashbee’s life and work.




Notes


1 Ashbee Memoirs, retrospective note to 1901 entry, written in 1938.


2 Quoted MICHAEL HOLROYD: Lytton Strachey. Heinemann (London 1967).






















1


From Whitechapel to Camelot 1888 to 1901





In the spring of 1902, when the Back-to-the-Land movement was at its height, an exodus began to Chipping Campden in the Cotswolds. It was an exodus of East End London tradesmen – jewellers, silversmiths, enamellers, printers, carvers, modellers, blacksmiths, cabinet-makers, polishers and gilders – escaping from the rushed and crowded life of the big city to a simple rural idyll of craftsmanship and husbandry which was, at the time, many good socialists’ dream. This extraordinary idealistic movement was to have a lasting impact not only on the lives of the 150 London immigrants, the men, women and children of the Guild of Handicraft, and their leader, the architect, Charles Robert Ashbee, but also on the nature of the little town they came to. At Campden, things could never be at all the same again.


The Guild had first been formed fourteen years earlier, in Whitechapel. Ashbee at that time was only 25. As well as being a promising architect-designer, he was also an intense idealist and activist, the product of an era in which many of the children of the prosperous well-settled middle classes underwent a quite dramatic crise de conscience and, mustering the qualities of courage and efficiency which would otherwise have fitted them for army, church or Empire, channelled all their energies in a different direction: into improving the conditions of the poor.


Ashbee’s early life provides an excellent case history of this peculiarly British mid-Victorian phenomenon. He came from a rich, successful bourgeois family. His mother was a Hamburg Jewess, daughter of a merchant of considerable substance, and his father, Henry Spencer Ashbee, businessman and bibliophile, was senior partner in the London branch of his father-in-law’s firm. The family lived a life of discreet luxury in Upper Bedford Place in Bloomsbury, and Charles, the only son, was sent to Wellington, a school which did not suit him and from which he emerged apathetic and uncertain.


His father, it appears, was determined he should join the family exporting business, Charles Lavy & Co. But he much disliked this prospect, and instead, encouraged by his mother, applied to go to Cambridge. Though his father, according to the legend in the family, gave him £1000 and from then on washed his hands of him, he never had much reason for regretting his decision. For his time at Cambridge was in some ways his salvation, providing the basis for his whole life’s work to come.


At Cambridge, in the 1880s, came conversion, a total change of outlook, an almost religious fervour. Life at King’s swept over him, as it was to engulf E. M. Forster (1) ten years later, after much the same bewildered misery at public school. He was fortunate to find a group of friends almost immediately who shared his intellectual enthusiasms and encouraged his sense of social commitment. Among them was James Headlam, later well known as James Headlam-Morley, the diplomatic historian; Arthur Berry, mathematician, who became Secretary of the Cambridge University Extension and then Vice-Provost of King’s; and Arthur Laurie, son of the Professor of Education in Edinburgh, who was to espouse the cause of Henry George. At King’s, Ashbee found extraordinary liberation: here were people, at last, whom he could talk to. Well into the night, he discussed eternal verities, ethics, truth and beauty. He read Plato, he read Ruskin and began developing his tastes in art and architecture. These were to become two ruling passions.


The greatest of his friends among his King’s contemporaries were, first, Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson (2) and later Roger Fry (3). Lowes Dickinson described Ashbee in 1884, when he had finished his first year at Cambridge, as ‘a long youth, enthusiastic, opinionated’,1 recollecting that he started a society for discussion, which was to spread throughout the world, and which in fact collapsed after his first term. (He also impressed Dickinson by making a hole in one of the college eights by leaping over-optimistically into it. This incident, too, had its many parallels later on in Ashbee’s life.)


It was while he was at Cambridge that he first met Edward Carpenter (4). Of all the people who influenced his way of thinking, Edward Carpenter was by far the most important. Ashbee’s tendency to hero-worship, always quite acute, was at its most intense in relation to Carpenter, who was of an age to be a father figure to him. When they met, Edward Carpenter was in his early forties. His background was prosperous, like Ashbee’s, with strong naval connections; his father was a naval officer, his grandfather had even been an admiral. He, too, had been to Cambridge; he had taken orders and been curate to F. D. Maurice (5) in London. But then his life had altered very startlingly. It happened on a certain memorable journey back from Cannes, as Carpenter recounts it in his memoirs: ‘it suddenly flashed upon me, with a vibration through my whole body, that I would and must somehow go and make my life with the mass of the people and the manual workers.’2


This mysterious vibration had sent him north to Sheffield. He had given his dress clothes away – an act of some significance, marked by italics in Carpenter’s account of it – and determinedly made friends with Sheffield railway-men and porters, clerks, signalmen, ironworkers and coach-builders, not forgetting Sheffield cutlers. He claims to have felt at home with them immediately; it seemed he had arrived at, or at least got within sight of, the world which he belonged to, his natural habitat. Carpenter’s new-found eagerness for sharing in the manual labour of the world, which surely must have seemed a most peculiar aberration to those who had been manual labourers for years, prompted him to buy himself three fields at Millthorpe, a small village in Derbyshire, not far from Sheffield, and to throw himself into a full programme of hard labour, working for hours and whole days together out in the open field or garden. He describes himself digging drains with pick and shovel, and much of his time seems to have been spent driving carts along the roads of Derbyshire: going to the coalpit to fetch coal, travelling to Chesterfield to load manure, and setting off for Sheffield market at six in the morning with fruit and vegetables which he sold at his own stall. This exhausting routine was subsequently modified, since it left no time and still less energy for writing, but Carpenter never lost his belief that a moderate amount of manual labour is essential for human self-respect.


As well as market-gardening he embarked on making sandals. The design for these was based on a pair of Indian sandals which Harold Cox (6), another Carpenter disciple, had sent him from Cashmere. Carpenter had enjoyed wearing them, striding down the Derbyshire lanes in his new sandals with a feeling of elation at having freed his feet from the tyranny of shoe-leather, and after taking lessons from a bootmaker in Sheffield, he got quite good at making Indian-style sandals for friends and friends of friends. From then on indeed sandals became an essential feature of the life of the intelligentsia in England, worn alike by high-thinking men and women (7), symbolizing liberal thought and rational pleasures.


When Ashbee first met Carpenter, he was in the centre of a ferment of activity, a leading figure in the multitude of movements for reform which were getting under way in the early 1880s. As one of the founding members of the Fellowship of the New Life (8), he was much concerned not just with the idea of universal manual labour but also with the need for humane diet and rational dress, democratic ideals and communal institutions. As one of the main propagandists for the Simple Life, he had links with a great many of the groups of early Socialists and Anarchists, Feminists and Suffragists, Humanists and Naturalists, Sexologists, Theosophists and Psychical Researchers, which were burgeoning just then. (When Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson once asked him rather anxiously how he related mysticism to Socialism he replied he liked to hang out his red flag from the ground floor and then go up above to see how it looked.3)


In 1886, Ashbee had gone with Lowes Dickinson to hear Carpenter lecture at the Hammersmith Branch of the Socialist League. This was the group which William Morris formed after he resigned from the Social Democratic Federation, and the meeting took place in the little hall converted from a coach-house alongside William Morris’s own house in Hammersmith. After the lecture, which was on ‘Private Property’, they had been asked to supper at Morris’s long table, for further revolutionary talk. The infectious excitement of the evening was graphically described by Ashbee. Lowes Dickinson, he said, drew Morris out on the first principles of Socialism, and a splendid conversation followed across the table, with the others all listening intently and now and then putting in a word:




Old Morris was delightful, firing up with the warmth of his subject, all the enthusiasm of youth thrilling through veins and muscles; not a moment was he still, but ever sought to vent some of his immense energy. At length banging his hand upon the table: ‘No’ said he, ‘the thing is this, if we had our Revolution tomorrow, what should we Socialists do the day after?’ ‘Yes, what?’ we all cried. And that the old man could not answer: ‘We should all be hanged because we are promising the people more than we can give them!’4





Still discussing revolution, the two young men walked back across the park to Goodge Street with Bernard Shaw, a Socialist supporter who had also been to supper with the Morrises. Neither of them knew him, but Lowes Dickinson described him as the wittiest and most brilliant talker he had ever met.5


For Ashbee, all his life, Carpenter stood for all that he loved most about those early days at Cambridge. His sudden urgent sense of all life’s opportunities. His new perception of the joys of love and friendship: reading the Phaedo with Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson and communing with eternity; wandering with Roger Fry along the Backs by moonlight, quoting verses from Walt Whitman (9) and feeling that the highest spiritual communion between man and man is that between friend and friend. This highly emotional attitude to friendship, the man to man relationship, was very much a part of Edward Carpenter’s philosophy. The idea of Comradeship, not as a substitute but as a viable alternative to marriage, was propounded in many of his writings: in Narcissus and other Poems, his first collection, and in his vast tone-poem Towards Democracy. This was in progress while Ashbee was at Cambridge. In Towards Democracy, a thundering denouncement of the conditions of the British working classes and a plea for a return to the simple rural life, he glorified the somewhat unsuspecting figure of the unsophisticated British workman – from thick-thighed young bricklayers to oily, grimy stokers – and put forward the intoxicating theory that it was with the young working men of Britain, splendid in body and also pure in spirit, that hope for England’s regeneration lay.


Carpenter had an unusually persuasive manner. As even The Times obituary put it, ‘He was well-served, as he himself used smilingly to admit, by his aptitude for propounding dangerous themes with a suavity that had a reassuring effect’.6 (Such was his aura of respectability that, as a young man, Queen Alexandra had summoned him to Windsor to interview him as prospective tutor to her two sons, the Duke of Clarence and Prince George, who later became King George V: fortunately, perhaps, the post did not materialize.) Carpenter’s views on the need to break down the barriers of class, and get truly in touch with working people, made a profound impression on Ashbee. Carpenter came to stay with him at King’s in 1886, and he wrote in his diary:




After supper we had a delightful walk through the green cornfields in the afterglow. He unfolded to me a wonderful idea of his of a new free-masonry, a comradeship in the life of men which might be based on our little Cambridge circle of friendships. Are we to be the nucleus out of which the new Society is to be organized?7





Carpenter’s alluring vision of a new civilization, built by such a band of comrades, also much affected Ashbee’s closest friends, Roger Fry and Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson. They shared Ashbee’s admiration for Carpenter. ‘“It is a joy” said Goldy’, (the three of them were standing dreaming on St John’s Bridge one evening in the sunset) ‘“to think that such a man exists – that he is not in a novel”.’8 They all, at various times, went to stay with him at Millthorpe and Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson became, for one hard summer, an agricultural labourer, hoeing, digging and ploughing till his back ached on Harold Cox’s experimental farm near Farnham. (The place was called Craig Farm, but so appalling did he find it, it appears as Crankie Farm in the book he wrote about it.) Even Fry, temperamentally the least susceptible of the three friends to the Carpenter charisma, was soon describing Edward Carpenter as quite one of the best men he had ever met.


How to reconcile the freedom and culture of life as lived in Cambridge with self-supporting labour: ‘that is the question which vexes me’, wrote Edward Carpenter to Ashbee in 1886.9 It was a conundrum which vexed Ashbee greatly too, and which was indeed to worry the more intellectual factions of British socialism for many years to come. Ashbee’s first attempt to solve it, after he left Cambridge, was to go and live in Whitechapel. He had made up his mind to be an architect, and while he did his training went to live at Toynbee Hall, the pioneer East London settlement founded by the famous social reformer, the Reverend Samuel Barnett, 11 years before.


‘The tide of fashionable philanthropy’, as Ashbee was later to describe it, ‘was then at its height.’10 Toynbee Hall was thronging with titled people, politicians, cabinet ministers, eminent artists, university professors, bishops and relatively humble sightseers from the provinces, eager participants in the salvation of the poor. These visitors, many of whom would keep their carriages waiting in the slums outside, went home after dinner to more salubrious surroundings. But there was a nucleus of young university graduates in residence, which Ashbee was to join.


They were earnest young men, anxiously preoccupied with the iniquities of a society which countenanced the spending of £2,500 on the Lord Mayor’s Banquet, £400 of which was for the turtle soup alone, when the unemployed were starving. The reformers all had their own ideas of how to change things. Ashbee’s first move was to found a Ruskin reading class. A contemporary drawing shows Ashbee interpreting Ruskin’s Crown of Olives to a group of young East End workmen in an attic room in Whitechapel.


Ashbee, full of Edward Carpenter’s injunctions to get to know the people, came to London intent on coming face to face with proletarians, although at first the British Working Man, referred to in his Journal by the code-name ‘B.W.M.’, very much alarmed him. However, soon, after some valiant forays to such B.W.M. strongholds as West Ham and Deptford, giving lectures on Ruskin, he began to find his feet and grow in confidence. ‘I felt myself getting nearer to these men and beginning to understand the Whitmanic position’, he wrote only a few weeks after he arrived in London: ‘Ruskin is little known, but immensely appreciated, and they enjoyed the fiery humour of “Fors” (10)  … but where I have to differ with any of them I held my own, and the “B.W.M.” is no more a terror for me.’11


The Ruskin class in Whitechapel in fact was the beginning of the Guild of Handicraft. ‘Ruskin’, as Ashbee very soon reported in a letter to his friend Roger Fry, ‘goes down like anything.’12 Ashbee’s handful of pupils found the works of Ruskin so immediately inspiring that the reading class led to a practical experiment, and a small class developed for the study of design. Soon there were thirty men and boys involved in painting, modelling, plastercasting, gilding, all enthusiastically bringing to fruition a characteristic Arts and Crafts creation: a round decorative panel, depicting a large galleon, for the Dining Room at Toynbee Hall. This Guild craft, alias this ship of skill (for Ashbee had a passion for a double meaning), became a kind of symbol for the Guild as it set sail.


Guilds of handicraft proliferated in the late nineteenth century. Some, like Ashbee’s Guild in Whitechapel, were relatively large and professional in standard, some were very small-scale, some were hopelessly inept. They were very much the symptom of their time, the thinking person’s protest in an age of increasing mass-production and a worsening environment. The Guilds looked back, with varying degrees of sense and eccentricity, to better days before industrialization when craftsmen took pride in their work and found joy from it. Ruskin’s own Guild of St George was set up in the 1870s to carry out on English ground ‘those laws and methods of life fully known, tried and already carried out at Venice, Florence and other great cities at the time of their best life’.13 (This particular experiment, a curious amalgam of shoemaking and farming, was less than a success.) There were many Guilds to follow: Guilds from Birmingham to Bristol, Edinburgh to Barnstaple, working ladies’ guilds and peasant arts societies, all of them, to a greater or lesser extent, founded to establish a better way of working and in many cases also a whole new way of living.


There was then a feeling current – an idea which was to surface again and again, and is indeed still with us – that men were out of tune with their surroundings. Industrialization had destroyed all creativity. Division of labour took away responsibility. Capitalism, the tyrannical ‘cash nexus’, had a terrible effect on the British workman’s soul. These were theories strongly voiced by both Carlyle and Ruskin. As a young man still at Oxford, William Morris read Ruskin’s Stones of Venice and realized that this was the new road on which the world should travel. His monumental energies from then on were directed to the betterment of life through revival of the handicrafts. From Morris’s convictions, from his lectures and his writings and the many crafts he practised, sprang the whole of the Arts and Crafts movement and the Guilds.


Ashbee’s Guild of Handicraft, which like other guilds reflected the particular ideals and predilections of its founder, was based on both the mediaeval guilds of England and the craft guilds of the Italian Renaissance. An additional element, which set Ashbee’s Guild apart from the many less flamboyant followers of William Morris, was its dependence on the theories of Carpenter: his yen for simple useful things produced by honest toil; his hope that British working man could build a new society; most of all, his burning faith in the reforming zeal of comradeship. Ashbee’s own homosexual instincts made him especially receptive to Carpenter’s prophetic view of homosexuality, which he expounded on all possible occasions, much to the confusion of his more conventional Socialist colleagues who saw the whole thing as an embarrassing red herring trailed in the path of democracy. Carpenter’s belief in ‘homogenic love’, a mystic condition in which the sexual urges were to be transformed into the purer love of comrades working together in the common cause, needless to say appealed very much to Ashbee. To some extent at least, he shared Carpenter’s strange vision of homogenic love as ‘the basis or at least one of the motors of social reconstruction’.14 Though Ashbee, perhaps wisely, did not say too much about it in the vicinity of Toynbee Hall and Mile End Road, homogenic love was an important element in his early plans for the formation of the Guild. Some Guildsmen were identified as more obviously ‘homogenic’ than others, by which he seemed to mean more responsive to the friendship and support of other men, a link in the ever-growing chain of comradeship. These were the men in whom he put his highest hopes.


Whether or not they saw themselves as furthering the cause of Comradeship, the Guild had the support of many of the major artists and designers of the time: for instance, Burne-Jones (11), Holman Hunt (12), and Alma Tadema. Hubert von Herkomer, on reading the Guild circular, wrote hearteningly to Ashbee, telling him to try it (although going on to say ‘It reads a little too idyllic, and I should take objection to your anxiety to save all the lost geniuses in East London.’)15  Walter Crane and Lewis F. Day were both encouraging; Mackmurdo, who had founded his own more dilettante Century Guild four years before, wrote to say ‘I am delighted your experiment is progressing … This is worth all our wordy theories’.16 William Blake Richmond, well-known painter and designer, responded with enthusiasm to an invitation from Ashbee to come to Mile End Road and lecture to the Guildsmen: ‘I will come and speak to your people from the bottom of my heart.’17 Only William Morris, when Ashbee went to see him, threw ‘a great deal of cold water’ on the scheme, but this is not perhaps surprising because Morris, by then ageing, had come to believe in revolution or nothing, and may too have felt some natural antagonism towards a young enthusiast proposing to put so many of his own precepts to a practical test.18 Ashbee was not deterred by Morris’s discouragement. With his characteristic resilience, a quality which stood him in good stead throughout the history of the Guild, he pushed the inauguration plans on rapidly, and the Guild with its attendant School of Handicraft was opened formally in 1888.


Ashbee’s Guild was more ambitious than many guilds to come. From the start, there was a special emphasis on education. The interdependence of the Guild and School, with the Guildsmen doing the teaching and the pupils being gradually absorbed into the Guild, was an essential part of Ashbee’s scheme. The idea that training in art and design should be carried on alongside actual production became so well known it almost turned into a truism, but at that time it was fairly revolutionary.


Ashbee’s Guild was also especially enterprising, one could almost say intrepid, in the range of handicrafts it undertook. The Guild soon severed its Toynbee Hall connections – Ashbee being pathologically unsuited to answering to committees, let alone the Reverend Samuel Barnett (13) – and, in 1891, moved into its own workshops in Essex House in Mile End Road. Here its activities multiplied rapidly. By the end of the century, Guild craftsmen were working in copper, brass and iron; making silver and jewellery, some of it enamelled; cabinet-making, modelling and carving, and carrying out whole restoration and decoration schemes. In 1898, after William Morris’s death, Ashbee took over Morris’s famous Kelmscott presses, with most of Morris’s printers, and set up his own Essex House Press in Whitechapel. By then the reputation of the Guild was very high.


Ashbee’s own work as an architect had been developing concurrently. His life at this time was almost breathlessly progressive. Indeed much of it seems to have been spent bicycling between Whitechapel and Chelsea, where he had his architectural office. His practice was apparently typically high-handed: ‘He would not deign to call upon his clients’, wrote Phoebe Haydon, his ever-faithful secretary, ‘they had to come humbly to him, Earl Beauchamp, the Countess of Lovelace, Mrs Holman Hunt, Mrs Godlee, Hugh Spottiswoode’.19 Maybe his clients were impressed with Ashbee’s nonchalance, thinking it the sign of the real true artist-architect. In any case, they came. His practice was not large but rarefied and rather intellectual. He designed new buildings, most notably a collection of town houses in Cheyne Walk in Chelsea (14), and he also specialized in restoration. From the point of view of the fortunes of the Guild, the practice was of course a considerable blessing, since all possible work on Ashbee’s buildings – fixtures and fittings, decorations and furniture – was sent to Mile End Road.


Work came in to the Guild from many sources. From other architects, especially those who had worked as Ashbee had in G. F. Bodley’s (15) office. From artists in sympathy with the ideas of the Arts and Crafts movement: for instance, the Guild made the original repoussé copper frame for Holman Hunt’s painting ‘May Morning on Magdalen Tower’, and G. F. Watts commissioned a small suit of armour to assist him with the figure of the Knight in ‘The Court of Death’. The Guild had built up a considerable mailing list of private customers, friends, relations, craft-conscious individuals, many of whom bought Guild work fairly regularly from the Essex House showroom or, later, from the shop which the Guild opened in 1899 at 16A Brook Street, on the corner of Bond Street. The Guild exhibited in London and abroad; articles about the Guild and pictures of Guild work began to appear often in The Studio, Art Journal, Art Workers’ Quarterly and in their foreign counterparts, those artistic magazines which deluged down on Europe in the 1890s. These, too, brought in commissions, and in 1898 the Guild was asked to make the massive collection of furniture and metalwork which Baillie Scott designed for the Grand Duke of Hesse’s Palace at Darmstadt. This important job was very good for Guild prestige, but a visit to Whitechapel by the royal clients in full pomp, with courtiers and ‘Gold Sticks in Waiting’ in attendance – as Ashbee described it, a real scene from Lewis Carroll – left the Guild apprentices, who were well indoctrinated with democratic principles, extremely unimpressed.


It was one of the continuous ironies of this and other comparable socialist endeavours that, democratic as they were in outlook, their prosperity, even their existence, was dependent on the whims of the rich. Ashbee recognized this: once, when asked to make a necklace costing £200 or £300, he remarked that it seemed wasteful to spend the price of a pleasant small house on just one necklace. But it was a fact of life with which he seemed to come to terms. His customers and clients, with a very few exceptions, did not really interest him, but he managed to put up with them, saving his energies for the work he really cared about: the building of the Guild into a strong community with a life and social purpose of its own.


The Guildsmen had been recruited very much at random. Ashbee, with his distrust of principles of trade and commerce, was naturally wary of craftsmen with a trade background, and in the early days at least, hardly any of the craftsmen had had conventional training. Will Hardiman, one of the first of Ashbee’s silversmiths, was rescued from a cat’s meat barrow in Whitechapel. The history of W. A. White, another early metalworker, though not so lurid, was scarcely more distinguished: he was working in a cheap bookshop in the City when he came to Ashbee’s class at Toynbee Hall. Ashbee had always been prepared to back his hunches. Ned West, for instance, an apprentice taken on in 1898, had had few recommendations; his drawing showed little promise, his mother was a terror, his family associations were unfortunate, ‘and altogether’, as Ashbee admitted later, ‘the choice was most unwise’.20 But he liked the boy’s face, and this was enough for Ashbee. To him, the impression of sincerity was everything. His ideal method of selection (and who has found one better?) was to grasp the man’s hand to see what mettle he was made of, simultaneously gazing searchingly into his eyes.


To Ashbee, each individual craftsman was important. This was the whole basis of the Guild, its raison d’être. Ashbee saw his task (sometimes easier said than done) as freeing the creative instincts of the craftsman, eliciting his potential talent, and encouraging him to design as well as making. The making of the object and the making of the man went together, as he frequently explained to anyone who cared to listen. The craftsman should set his own individual standard; the workshop should set a standard in society. Not all the craftsmen working at the Guild were Guildsmen, but after a specified period of service they became eligible for election. The Guildsmen were jointly responsible for policy, to the extent of disciplining their own members (16), and a small proportion of every Guildsman’s wages was invested in the Guild. After the Guild became a Limited Company in 1898, a labour director was elected annually by the Guildsmen. Ashbee claimed this as the first example of official representation of labour on the Board of a registered company, insisting that these small steps towards self-government were of utmost importance to society at large.


In the life of the Guild of Handicraft, there was great emphasis on corporate activities. Believing that the work was less important than the workman, convinced too that the best craftsmen were also the best citizens, Ashbee put enormous efforts into an intensive programme of leisure-hour activities. The life-style of the Guild, as it gradually developed, was an extraordinary amalgam of Ashbee’s own tastes and preoccupations; partly English mediaeval, partly Elizabethan, with elements of Cambridge and the British public school.


The craftsmen listened to Guild lectures: Alma Tadema on Sculpture, William Morris on Gothic Architecture (17), W. B. Richmond on The Dignity of Handicrafts. Edmund Gosse and Kegan Paul, Walter Crane and Holman Hunt all came to talk in Whitechapel within the first few years. Regularly, the craftsmen held convivial Guild suppers. Led by Ashbee, they sang folk-songs and catches, and acted in Guild masques. They formed a Guild cricket team: the Essex House XI. Some even wore a special Sports Club uniform, a resplendent combination of scarlet scarves and blazers embroidered with white pinks. The white pink, which grew profusely in the garden at Essex House, was taken as the emblem of the Guild.


The life of the Guild, which had been uncompromisingly masculine, altered when in 1898 Ashbee got married. His young wife Janet came from Sevenoaks in Kent. Ashbee was always scornful about Janet’s antecedents, but this was silly of him: they were very like his own. Janet’s father, F. A. Forbes, was a cultivated stockbroker and her mother, who was Scottish, had been brought up in St Petersburg. It was a comfortable background, cosmopolitan and musical, perhaps a bit complacent, but this did not prevent Janet from understanding and embracing, almost as if by instinct, the ideas of the Guild.


In the context of the ever-growing chain of Comradeship, one may well ask how Ashbee ever managed to get married. But he did not see the two things as irreconcileable. He wrote to Janet with rather touching honesty shortly before their marriage explaining how his love for his men and boy friends had up to now been the guiding principle in life. ‘Some women’, he said ‘would take this and perhaps rightly as a sign of coldness to their sex, and they would shrink from a man who revealed himself thus, and fear a division of affections. That depends upon the woman. I have no fear that you will misunderstand and thus, not fearing, feel that it were almost superfluous for me to tell you that you are the first and only woman to whom I have felt that I could offer the same loyal reverence of affection that I have heretofore given to my men friends. Will not the inference be obvious to you? There may be many comrade friends, there can only be one comrade wife.’21 He had certainly chosen well with Janet. The inference did in point of fact seem fairly clear to her, at least at the beginning of the marriage, and she gladly accepted her role as the chief comrade, taking all the rest of the comrades in her stride. This was partly, one might say, a kind of naïve hopefulness: Janet, after all, was only 19 when she married. She had a particularly literal nature and so long as Ashbee’s love for them was spiritual not physical, perhaps she did not see the comrades as a threat (18).


Right from the beginning, when the Guild men and boys had been asked down to Kent for Ashbee’s wedding, no doubt causing consternation to the Forbes’s well-heeled neighbours, Janet had been immersed in Guild life and Guild concerns. The Ashbees spent their wedding night at Essex House, and after they had moved into the house in Cheyne Walk, built needless to say to the bridegroom’s own design, which Janet’s father gave them as a wedding present, Janet paid a regular visit each mid-week to the Guild in Whitechapel, where she busied herself calling on the Guildsmen’s wives and organizing sewing parties, eating pies and raisin puddings at the Guildsmen’s Wednesday suppers and joining in the sing-songs, wandering around the workshops to learn the craft techniques, transcribing the translation and proofing the pages for the Essex House edition of Cellini, contributing to all the Guild activities and plans.


From the time of Ashbee’s marriage, the Journal he had kept throughout his adult life – a somewhat erratic record of events, interspersed with reflections on Art and Life and Friendship – became a combined enterprise. Janet’s succinct manner of expression and her sharper powers of observation much improved the Journal, counterbalancing her husband’s rather ponderous excursions. (Janet complained, not totally unfairly, that he sounded as if he wrote through cotton wool.)


Janet was also the author of The Essex House Alphabet, a considerable tour de force incorporating all the Guild craftsmen and apprentices from A to W, from Arthur Cameron to W. A. White. Its consistent tone of affectionate banter reflects endearingly the spirit of the workshops and the Ashbees’ own relationship with the Guild craftsmen. It begins:




A stands for Arthur the Cameron (19) bold,


Our great Cockney Craftsman in silver and gold,


With his hair and his eyes and his gestures and shape


He is just chuka-chuka the Music Hall Ape!







A’s also for Alfred (20), our gay Volunteer,


(The effects of whose drilling do not yet appear);


From his great curly fringe to his long curly toes


He’s the wild Man of Poplar, as every one knows.







B is for Bray (21), the young Cabinet maker,


The sweetest, demurest, most obstinate Quaker;


If you saw him at work through his window turned South


You would hardly think Butter would melt in his mouth.







B’s also for Binning (22) our old Kelmscott Comp,


Who tells you of Morris with awe and with pomp;


Suggest anything new, and it’s 20 to 1


He’ll answer you gravely: It cannot be done.22





It was not long before Arthur and Alfred, Bray and Binning, Cyril Kelsey, Charley Downer and the rest of the Guild craftsmen were involved in the most ambitious project in Guild history: the scheme to move the whole Guild away from Whitechapel. Possibly the idea of the exodus from London had always been in the back of Ashbee’s mind. At any rate, like Ruskin, he had always maintained passionately that good craftsmanship can only spring from good and healthy life. Whitechapel was far from an ideal environment. This was obvious to Ashbee, and even if it had not been, a letter he received back in 1888 from the pugnacious Canon Rawnsley (23), champion of the British countryside, could have left him in no doubt. The Canon, writing from the pure keen atmosphere of Keswick (where he had recently founded his own School of Industrial Arts on behalf of unemployed Lake District boatmen), said to Ashbee ‘I wish you would start your classes anywhere but in Hell’, explaining his view that the Art of clean living and pure breathing must precede the Art of decorating.23 This was a view which Ashbee in the main accepted. Although in the early years he was preoccupied with getting the Guild going where its market was, in London, he rented a succession of country cottages for the Guild to use for communal weekends and holidays. Then, in 1901, when the lease of Essex House was coming to an end, he set about looking seriously for a new and much more rural base of operations. ‘Good honest craftsmanship’, wrote Ashbee, ‘is better done the nearer people get into touch with the elemental things of life.’24


The choice of Chipping Campden was not an accidental one. In his search for the ideal country setting for the Guild, Ashbee looked systematically at 30 far-flung districts, considering such promising possibilities as Letchworth; the water mill at Sawbridge in Kent; and the deserted silk mill at Blockley, close to Campden, a building which William Morris too had contemplated over 20 years before, in the early 1880s, before he moved his textile works to Merton Abbey. The advantages of Campden for the Guild of Handicraft were pointed out by Robert Martin Holland (24), then a young director of Martin’s Bank, a friend of Ashbee’s and a firm supporter of his aims. His family lived nearby; he knew the district well, and saw how it would suit the Guild endeavour. His arguments seem to have soon won Ashbee over. The claims of Letchworth, Sawbridge and Blockley were forgotten. Campden was to be the Guild’s new City of the Sun (25).


Campden seemed the ideal place, for two important reasons. It had practical advantages: the small town, which at the height of the wool trade had been prosperous, even boasting its own mayor and corporation, had now very much declined; there were houses lying empty, ready for the Guild to occupy; there was also an old silk mill, suitable to be converted into the Guild workshops. Campden’s other leading virtue, which perhaps appealed to Ashbee, arch-romantic as he was, still more strongly than the prospect of low rents and empty houses, was its symbolic fitness: in spirit, Chipping Campden was as far from Mile End Road as it was possible to be. For Ashbee, who saw life in high chivalric terms, as a quest or a crusade, the possibility of settling his Guild of Handicraft in this unspoilt mediaeval wool town must have seemed impossibly alluring. He had written a romance for the Guild apprentices, a tale of high endeavour called From Whitechapel to Camelot. Now it seemed he could translate romance into reality: Whitechapel was still Whitechapel, and Camelot was Campden.


Whitechapel at that time, perhaps unfairly, was a byword for poverty and decadence. ‘When the foreigner asks “Which is the worst district in London?”’, wrote Samuel Barnett, ‘the answer will probably be “Whitechapel”.’25 From the 1880s onward, the journalists and novelists and social statisticians had made Whitechapel notorious. The sinister activities of Jack the Ripper and the horrifying revelations at the inquests had helped to make Whitechapel a powerful symbol of lawlessness and vice and woe.


Chipping Campden, in full contrast, in those days seemed the quintessence of rural peacefulness and antique beauty. It was apparently even an anachronism in the time of Shakespeare: Shakespeare’s antiquated Justice Shallow, epitome of bumbling country justice, was, so far as one can place him, a citizen of Campden (26). The coming of the railway in the mid-nineteenth century did little to dispel Campden’s legendary sleepiness. The languor of the place was rapturously described by Algernon Gissing, brother of the novelist George Gissing, looking back at his first visit around 1890:




Once more I must in fancy stand at that truly Gloucestershire stile (above Campden wood) and drop down through the fields into the long silent street which has never lost for me that spell of enchantment under which it seemed to lie when I first entered it as a boy. No imagination was needed. Here was the old world itself, touched by a magic wand centuries ago and remaining spellbound. After hours of sunlight on these lonely hills with the skylarks and the plovers, late in the afternoon I saw below me this wide secluded basin, made as it seemed simply to catch the sun, and basking there in the radiance was the little grey town with a majestic church tower shining at one end of it. Gradually I descended into the hollow, and on entering that one wide street, swept by the sun from behind me, I tried to muffle my footsteps in the silence. At the market place I stood in silent astonishment. From end to end nobody was to be seen. My foot alone on the gilded pavement (all consisting then not of cement but of the dove-grey lias stone) had broken the quiet of immemorial sleep and my own sounds only had echoed around me. Between the church tower and the sun lay the antique town in one graceful curve of what seemed infinite detail and variety yet of matchless harmony. Built all of stone, turned absolutely to gold just then, this wide street widened still more midway to admit, as islands, the arched pillared and gabled Market Hall and the Gothically buttressed Guildhall. It was indescribable, simply a dream.26





The idea of a dream city was a popular one then, among Morris’s disciples and the readers of The Clarion, people with visions of a reborn Merrie England, people who bought books like Robert Blatchford’s Sorcery Shop: A Fascinating Forecast of the City Beautiful under Socialism. Utopian cities were much under discussion. What made Ashbee so remarkable was his determination actually to set out to discover one. To persuade 150 people to leave their homes in London and travel off to Gloucestershire was no mean feat.


The scheme had been broached to the Guildsmen by autumn 1901, and had at least one immediate strong supporter, Cyril Kelsey, a young metalworker, who wrote to Mrs Ashbee saying ‘I do hope the Gloucester scheme will come off, it will be simply great’. He added (a comment which tells one a good deal about Ashbee and his standing with the Guild): ‘They say at the Guild that it’s pretty certain to come off as CRA always gets his way in the end, they also say it’s in his book so it must be true.’27 A few weeks later, intrigued by the prospect of the Cotswolds, Kelsey and his workshop friends set off secretly on bicycles from the Guild’s weekend cottage at Drayton St Leonard to spy out the land at Chipping Campden, returning exhausted after a 96-mile ride. (27)


In November, the Guild’s first official viewing party, composed of workshop foremen, went to Campden. Rob Holland and Mr Dease, the local landlord’s agent, met them at the station and took them to lunch royally at The Noel Arms. ‘“For”, said Rob’, as Ashbee recorded in his Journal, ‘“it is advisable to keep the men in good humour”’. (Or, as Cyril Kelsey later commented more cynically, ‘First make the foremen drunk and you’ll get them to consent to anything!’)28


Certainly the Foremen’s Beanfeast, as it went down in legend, was totally successful. After lunch, in mellow mood, the party then got down to detail:




We went over the silk mill again, measured it up, peered through the green and bottle glass panes, studied the girth of the plumtree growing round the stonework, tipped the old mad woman with the ringlets, climbed up and down the empty 17th Century houses, explored the town hall and the reading room, asked endless questions, and finally in the words of the exceedingly stolid Bill Thornton, the foreman of the smithy, professed ourselves as ‘very agreeably surprised’. There now, the country has charms after all, and it seems as if the Great Move were at last coming off.29





The next task, back in London, was to put it to the men. A crucial Guild meeting was held on 8 December. The question of the move to Campden was blown up and down, in and out, here and there; it gyrated ‘like an autumn leaf’ round the topic of wages and trade unionism, the relation of wages to dividend, the responsibilities and duties incumbent upon wages. ‘Altogether’, said Ashbee (who liked that sort of thing), ‘an interesting and educative two hours’,30 the long and short of which was that it was decided a poll whould be taken in a fortnight’s time.


It must have been a fortnight of suspense and great debate. For many of the men, the decision was not obvious. A few, like the Hart brothers from Hitchin, countrymen already, were keen to move to Campden, but the majority had lived in London all their lives and were understandably afraid of such uprooting. Besides, Whitechapel itself had its own positive amenities. It had vast social problems, awful poverty and squalor, but it also had considerable excitement and vitality. Charles Booth, in his monumental London survey, Labour and Life of the People, described the endless drama of the streets of Whitechapel, jostling crowds and noisy markets, music halls and entertainments. Some of Ashbee’s Guildsmen, both the old ones and the young ones, must have been reluctant to leave the familiar bustle of East London, with its shellfish barrows, barrel organs, mobile shooting galleries, for the secluded, unknown town of Chipping Campden. A move so far from London, to however beautiful a Socialist City, must have seemed a wrench.


Some of the men had personal problems to contend with. Sim. Samuels, ‘Sammy’, the keen, quick, careful, cheerful little Jewish boy, who came to the Guild first of all as printer’s devil but had quickly graduated to the jewellers’ shop, could not bear to leave his family. A. G. Rose, the willing, affable (though not entirely trustworthy) cabinet-maker who had been in the Guild since 1890, claimed he just could not afford to move to Campden: ‘I can assure you’, he wrote to Ashbee later, ‘that the idea of parting gives me great grief and pain. In fact I can hardly bear the thought of it, but I cannot possibly manage to move’.31 For old Tom Jellife, the trade union veteran, a greatly respected old-style radical, the conflict was acute: he loved the Guild and what it stood for, but felt that his trade union organization, the Alliance, needed him to stay in London. He came to Ashbee with a very long face and said he had decided not to come to Campden. ‘It was a question’, said Ashbee, ‘whether obstinacy or reason was going to win, and I knew his heart was with us.’32 The tussle of loyalties was settled when the Guild elected Jellife their labour director for the year. His duty was clear. If his men went off to Campden, then labour’s representative could hardly stay behind.


Some of the workshops were less confident than others. The jewellers, an important workshop in the Guild, with about a dozen men, were on the whole against the move. This was partly perhaps because most of them were town-bred, from London or from Birmingham, with two who came from Germany. But it seems that their reluctance was also tradesmen’s wariness: the jewellers’ was one of the last unionized of workshops, and they feared that in the country they would not be so secure. The printers, whom Ashbee had inherited from Morris with the Kelmscott presses, were very much divided: they disliked leaving London, but they had transferred to Ashbee some of the personal loyalty they felt for William Morris. The cabinet-makers, another major workshop, this time significantly almost wholly unionized, were all greatly in favour, and their enthusiasm was the decisive factor when, just before Christmas, the Guildsmen’s votes were cast.


The Guild then had 40 men eligible for a vote. (Of the full 60 or 70 Guild workers at that time, the rest were either boys or temporary non-Guild labour.) Seven of the voting Guildsmen were, for one reason or another, absent, so the total was 33. When the poll was declared, there were 11 against going, and these, as Ashbee commented, were, with two exceptions, new members ‘not fully inoculated with Guild ideas’.33  Twenty-two voted to go. When the men had had their Christmas Eve sing-song in the library, the blacksmiths had triumphantly chalked up the result on the smithy door. Lewis Hughes, blacksmiths’ apprentice, known as ‘Jacko’ (because of his resemblance to an organ-grinder’s monkey), set off for Waterside, the guild cottage at Drayton St Leonard, walking eight miles through the snow to bring the news to Ashbee. ‘I am glad’, wrote Ashbee in the Journal for that Christmas, ‘to think that the men themselves have decided that on the whole it is better to leave Babylon and go home to the land’.34 He did not underrate the job ahead of him: ‘Now the real work of building up has to begin!’
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24 C. R. ASHBEE. The Guild of Handicraft, Chipping Campden. Article in Art Journal 1903, pp.149–52.


25 SAMUEL and HENRIETTA BARNETT. Practicable Socialism. Longmans, Green (London 1894).
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27 Quoted Ashbee Journals, 18 September 1901.


28 Quoted Ashbee Memoirs, 14 November 1901.


29 Ashbee Memoirs, 14 November 1901.


30 Ashbee Memoirs, 8 December 1901.


31 Quoted Ashbee Journals, Spring 1902.


32 Ashbee Memoirs, 14 December 1903.


33 Ashbee Memoirs, Christmas 1901.
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(1) E. M. Forster, the novelist, arrived at King’s from Tonbridge in 1897. In 1946, the college made him an Honorary Fellow, and he lived there till he died at the age of 91.


(2) Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson (1862–1932), humanist, historian, pacifist and Hellenist, author of The Greek View of Life, A Modern Symposium and so on. He embodied for Ashbee ‘the ultimate and perfect type of friendship – the friend always at hand, from whom nothing is hid’ – until the day he died. His aesthetic appreciation, however, was never quite up to Ashbee’s standard: faced with the works of Steer, for instance, he said in desperation ‘One can only hold one’s tongue and pray about it’.


(3) Roger Fry (1866–1934), art critic and artist. At Cambridge, he and Ashbee had one of those passionate romantic friendships indigenous to King’s. But their attachment faded out in later life. The last time they met was at Lowes Dickinson’s funeral when both were in their late sixties. Though Ashbee had hoped for a significant reunion, it proved an uncomfortable occasion: ‘It was too hard for both of us’, he wrote later: ‘it is the peak moments of life one ever wants to recapture’. (Ashbee Journals, 1934)


(4) Edward Carpenter (1844–1929), poet, prophet, market gardener and sandal-maker. Unflagging champion of the working classes and courageous protagonist for homosexual love.


(5) Not that F. D. Maurice (1805–72) was in many respects an ordinary clergyman. He was leader of the Christian Socialist faction, and his views were very radical. He was particularly concerned with education; he founded Queen’s College in Harley Street, in order to give proper education to governesses, and was instigator of the Working Men’s College, set up for the improvement of the artisan.


(6) Harold Cox (1859–1936). A man of extremes. Soon after leaving Cambridge as senior optime in the Mathematical Tripos, he went to work as an agricultural labourer, setting up a co-operative farm in Surrey, where, as Bernard Shaw reported, his only successful crop was radishes, which he made into jam.


    Cox began life as a Liberal and radical, friend of Sidney Webb and secretary of the Cobden Club, but changed his mind completely and in middle age became violently anti-Socialist and anti-liberal.


(7) Evelyn Sharpe (b. 1903, leading Civil Servant, later Baroness of Hornsey) was a typical customer of Carpenter’s: ‘I read Edward Carpenter’s books when I was young; I wore his sandals on my summer holidays, waiting months for them while he made them with his own hands’. (Edward Carpenter: In Appreciation, ed. Gilbert Beith, George Allen & Unwin, 1931)


(8) Precursor of the (less eccentric) Fabian Society.


(9) Whitman’s Starting from Paumanok, especially the last stanza, ‘O camerado close!’, was a constant inspiration to Carpenter and friends.


(10) Fors Clavigera, Ruskin’s rousing series of monthly epistles to the workmen and labourers of Great Britain.


(11) Ashbee lunched with Bume-Jones and his daughter Margaret to discuss Whitechapel plans. It was a picturesque occasion: ‘He sitting stately at the head of his table, in blue and silver-grey beard peaked Velasquez-like, with blue shirt Morris-like, and silver studs and amethyst set in silver … She fairy-like, very lovely … sort of all frizzy in white muslin, and hair harmonious.’ (Ashbee Memoirs, July 1887)


(12) Holman Hunt was an early patron of the Guild. Ashbee admired him but found him rather daunting: ‘No man ever seemed to me so much the man of genius, but yet he is just like his pictures, parenthetical, dwelling in minute or beautiful detail, speaking in a weird and dreamy way’. (Ashbee Memoirs, July 1887)


(13) Barnett was himself a man of great determination, as was shown by Mrs Barnett in her biography of her husband: ‘so wholly was his mind under control that on one occasion when I was so ill that death seemed imminent, in spite of his deep love and agony of anxiety, he surprised the nurses and astounded my sister by steadily reading Ivanhoe’.


(14) Only two (Nos. 38 and 39) remain today. Nos. 71 to 75, a group which included the house Ashbee designed for himself and his wife on his marriage, were destroyed by a parachute mine in 1941. N0.37, the Magpie and Stump, which was probably Ashbee’s most innovatory and interesting building, designed for his mother and also used as his own office, was demolished by Wates in 1969.


(15) G. F. Bodley (1827–1907), great Victorian Gothic architect and one of the first patrons of Morris & Co. He was one of those men who believed in proper structure: ‘A wall’, he once said, ‘that is not a good wall is not worth painting’. Ashbee joined him as a pupil in 1886, working alongside the ‘gentle and pious’ Ninian Comper (1864–1960, later Sir Ninian), the well-known church architect, whose main preoccupations even then were saints and clergymen and whose speciality was drawing angels.


(16) For instance, Arthur Cameron, soon after his election, was court-martialled by his fellow-Guildsmen for ‘foul talk’ and had his Guild membership suspended, although he was still allowed to work in the Guild workshops. After a year, his case was reconsidered and he was re-elected to the Guild.


(17) William Morris apparently found the technicalities of lecturing with slides a little nerve-wracking. See his letter to Ashbee in 1889: ‘By the way you must understand I know nothing about such things so I hope you will get someone to help me. I will come (and thanks) to dinner: but I must certainly be on the spot before the lecture begins so as to arrange properly’.


(18) In fact, the only one of these relationships which hurt her was Ashbee’s only known overtly physical affair with Chris, a young soldier. This was much later, just before the First World War.


(19) Arthur Cameron, metalworker. Originally employed as Ashbee’s office boy, but promoted to the workshops in 1891, becoming one of the most proficient of the Guild apprentices. His nickname, Chuka-Chuka, earned by his somewhat grotesque appearance, apparently embarrassed him, especially after his marriage, and he tried to persuade the Guildsmen not to use it.


(20) Alfred Pilkington, joinery apprentice, a fine fellow though, according to Janet, a maddening tease. He left the Guild in 1900 to join the Army in South Africa.


(21) Bray, the Cabinet maker, was elected a Guildsman in 1899 and served seven years.


(22) Thomas Binning, once William Morris’s foreman compositor. Traditional socialist and aggressive trade unionist who, as father of the chapel, had forced the London Society of Compositors to accept their first woman member, Mrs Pine.


(23) Canon Rawnsley (1851–1920). Vicar of Crosthwaite, near Keswick, and a Canon of Carlisle. Muscular Christian and inveterate crusader. Notoriously lacking in patience and humility. Once when returning to the Lake District, his train missed its connection. The other passengers were resigned to waiting for the next train, but not Rawnsley. He fetched the station master who immediately put a special train at his disposal. He also managed to write 37 books.


(24) Robert Martin Holland (1872–1944). Later, most confusingly, Robert Holland-Martin, having changed his name by Royal Licence in accordance with the stipulation in his uncle’s will. He became Chairman of Martin’s Bank in 1925, and later Chairman of the Southern Railway. All his life he was an indefatigable collector: his mind was crammed with out-of-the-way facts, and his house overflowed with bizarre objects, to the despair of his wife and family. (Sometimes he left his purchases behind with the dealers from whom he had bought them, not daring to appear at home with any more of them.) He collected people with the same enthusiasm, inviting them recklessly for weekends with no thought at all of how they might mix.


(25)


In England whence Mount Vernon sprang,


Where Eveleigh wrought, where Chaucer sang –


Ay, here beneath her solemn skies


My City of the Sun shall rise.


C. R. Ashbee, Echoes from the City of the Sun, 1905.


The favourite Ashbee image of the City of the Sun, a concept also dear to the heart of Edward Carpenter, was based on Thomas Campanella’s Civitas Solis, his portrayal of the ideal commonwealth, published in 1623.


(26) See the reference in Henry IV Part Two to Justice Shallow’s greyhound which was ‘outrun on the Cotsal’: i.e. lost the race in the sports on Dover’s Hill at Campden.


(27) Kelsey, in the end, never went to work in Campden. He had left the Guild by then to join the Army in South Africa.
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