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      For my father Frederic Seebohm

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        For the growing good of the world is partly dependent on un-historic acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.

        
          
            George Eliot
          
        

      

      
        No one will be much or little, except in some one else’s mind – so be careful of the minds you get into.

        
          
            Djuna Barnes
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
            

          

        

      

      I should like to thank my father and my Seebohm uncles and aunts for letting me use the material which made this book.

      I should also like to thank the following: 

      Mrs Mabel Elizabeth Christie; The Principal and Fellows of Newnham College, Cambridge; The City Librarian, Bradford; Dr Greta Hottinger; The Public Record Office; Mrs Humphrey Madden; The Director, Metropolitan Police Forensic Science Laboratory; The Principal of Bedford College, London (for the use of Dame Margaret Tuke’s unpublished Autobiographical Notes).

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              INTRODUCTION
            

          

        

      

      In the dining-room of my parents’ house near Ware in Hertfordshire there stood a tall cabinet. Its lower drawers were stuffed with family letters and papers. My father would urge me to take a look at them. The material about his Aunt Winnie, he said, was very touching. She had been one of the early students at Newnham College, Cambridge, and died of asthma in 1885 at the age of 22. He had inherited the cabinet, and its contents, on the death of Winnie’s last surviving sister Esther in 1951.

      My father and his brothers and sister constituted the third generation of Seebohms to be based in Hertfordshire. My brother, my sister and I were sometimes taken to tea with our Great-Aunt Esther in Hitchin as children. She lived in the house to which Winnie had been taken when she was dying – but I had never heard of Winnie, in those days. I barely recall Great-Aunt Esther, but I remember a dark dining-room with a white cloth on the table, an elaborately set tea, and the necessity to behave well.

      So I resisted my father, refusing to take an interest in his family history.

      Then, during a week in May 1966, staying at my parents’ with my first husband and our children – we had four under seven at the time – I succumbed. I began reading the letters and papers, and took them home with me. But it was another year before I began working properly on what was to become this book. I don’t think I aspired, then, to be a professional writer, though I wanted to do something. I applied to Southampton University to do a one-year post-graduate diploma course in Social Administration, a basic social-work qualification.

      Winnie’s story, when I finished writing it, became A Suppressed Cry – or rather, it became the brown-paper package that I sent off on its travels again as soon as it flopped back through our letter-box, as it repeatedly did. I knew no authors apart from academics, I knew no publishers, agents or editors. I copied the names and addresses of publishing firms from the books on our shelves, choosing a new one, at random, each time the typescript was returned with a rejection slip. When I received a letter signed ‘Colin Franklin’ from Routledge & Kegan Paul – the seventh or eighth publisher that I had tried – saying that he would be pleased to publish it, I was astonished. I had already begun the diploma course.

      I went up to London from Southampton to meet Colin Franklin on a Tuesday afternoon in October 1968. Routledge was then in Carter Lane in the City. It was just as I always imagined a publisher’s office to be (and no longer ever is). I went up dusty stairs with books piled on the treads to Colin’s room, which was more like a don’s study than an office.

      The book’s publication in November 1969 coincided with the beginning of my first social-work job, and we were already preoccupied with the possibility of moving to Dublin. I was thrilled when the finished copies of A Suppressed Cry arrived, but there was no reason to go to London for the publication. The book appeared without me, as it were. It received some nice reviews. Since then it has slept undisturbed.

      The New Statesman, in October 1969, said that ‘Mrs Glendinning writes so well and so succinctly that she should be encouraged to spread herself in further books’. Colin Franklin was among those who encouraged me, but though he remains a great friend, he never published another book of mine. There wasn’t one to publish for another eight years, by which time he had moved on. During those years, writing was not my main preoccupation, though I began reviewing, and made false starts with a biography and a novel. Not until Elizabeth Bowen (1977) was I back on course.

      I have, as the New Statesman advised, learnt to spread myself a bit. I did minimal research for A Suppressed Cry – partly because I had little free time and little opportunity to be away from home – but chiefly because I didn’t really know how to go about it. These factors, plus a temperamental fear of boring people, which I retain, account for this book’s shortness and its succinct quality. I did visit Newnham, and Hitchin Museum, and I read Hitchin newspapers of the period in the newspaper library at Colindale. I questioned older relations and sought out the descendants of Winnie’s friends; and I consulted the Metropolitan Police Forensic Science lab, to see whether they had the technology to decipher what had been written on the deliberately torn-away portion of a crucial letter, from the marks left on the page beneath. (No luck.) I absorbed the historical background from books of social history and memoirs, and in the small back bedroom of our house in Southampton I worked on the Seebohm letters and diaries.

      Reading the book now, I am quite surprised by the confident feminism of its approach. I did not know that I had reached that point so soon. The first Virago books were still five years away in the future. The only modern feminist book that had come my way before I wrote A Suppressed Cry was Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, which made a huge impression on me. Later, a dashing academic colleague of my husband’s, Jean Franco, stayed a night with us. I remember her watching me thoughtfully, in silence, while I did the ironing. I still do the ironing, there’s nothing wrong with that. But as a thank-you for the visit, Jean sent me Eva Figes’s Patriarchal Attitudes, which became my second landmark-book.

      Though A Suppressed Cry was published by the time I read Eva Figes’s book, ‘patriarchal attitudes’ are at the heart of the matter. There are two casualties in the close, loving family I describe in this story – Winnie herself, and her sister Freda. I wish I had found out more about the nature of Freda’s mental breakdowns, and about the kind of treatment she received. So far as Winnie is concerned, I wish I had read rather more about asthmatic illness, and thought rather more about her difficulty in swallowing. After the book was published, a friend who was a medical student suggested that Winnie might have been anorexic. It may seem extraordinary, but in 1969 there was absolutely no public awareness of anorexia, and the phrase ‘eating disorder’ would have suggested to me only the anarchy of a family meal in our kitchen.

      There is another way in which the allegedly swinging 60s seem nearly as close in spirit to Winnie’s day as to our own. Leafing just now through the letters from strangers who had liked A Suppressed Cry, I found two, from men, addressed formally to my then husband, asking him to pass on to me their appreciation of the book. Presumably they thought that he would not approve of my receiving letters from strange gentlemen. This notion of what was proper is like a residual echo from the world that Trollope knew.

      I would be better equipped to write about Winnie now than I was then. After my parents died in 1990, more photographs and family memorabilia came to light. My brother Richard Seebohm did a lot of research on our Seebohm antecedents for a paper he read to the Hitchin Historical Society in 1994. Until I read my brother’s paper, I had not known that Winnie’s Uncle Benjamin Seebohm lived nearby and was prominent in the Luton branch of the bank, Sharples & Co – properly Sharples, Tuke, Lucas & Seebohm. Winnie’s sister Juliet, when referring cryptically to Winnie’s disallowed love affair, mentioned their Aunt Julia as a parallel case. I wish I had investigated the story of this Julia Seebohm, who married Joseph Rowntree of the York chocolate firm, and died soon after. Nor was I properly familiar with all the intricate connections that link the Seebohms with other Quaker clans in a tight genealogical spiral. I had not realised that the family remained sufficiently close to their German roots for my father Frederic, Winnie’s nephew, to be called ‘Fritzi’, a nickname that was strategically abandoned at the onset of the First World War, when he was five*.

      Indeed I hardly knew Hitchin itself in the late 1960s, though in my early childhood I had often stayed in the nearby village of Preston, at the house called Poynder’s End built for my grandfather – Winnie’s adored brother Hugh – at the turn of the century. Then, eight years after A Suppressed Cry was published, my second husband Terence de Vere White and I bought a cottage in another village near Hitchin, where we remained for ten years.

      It was during those years that I grew to know the distinctive ‘look’ of the Hertfordshire landscape that Winnie’s sister Juliet painted in watercolours. (Esther painted too, but Juliet did much more. Everyone in the family has ‘Aunt Juliets’ hanging on their walls. While we lived in Hertfordshire, yet another cache of them was found in Hitchin, in a music school – Esther’s former home, where I had been to tea as a child.) I learned the Seebohms’ home town properly, and walked regularly down the wide street called Bancroft where they lived. Towards the end of our time there, I wrote a book about Hertfordshire, discovering in the process a great deal about the Hitchin of Winnie’s day which could have made A Suppressed Cry a more solid contribution to local history.

      In short I could, had I waited, have written a longer and a different book. It might not have been a more telling one. Too much information can blur the issues.

      My recent attachment to Hitchin and Hertfordshire, and some of what I now knew about life and work there in the 1880s, went into the novel Electricity (1995). The fictional Charlotte, transplanted to a house near Hitchin from a grubby London suburb, must have coincided many times with the real-life Winnie, shopping in the market-place. The dates fit exactly. Yet this never once occurred to me while I was writing the novel. Until, after Electricity was published, I re-read A Suppressed Cry for the purposes of this edition, I had no idea that there were other startling (to me) points of contact between the two young women. Charlotte did everything Winnie did not, and vice versa, but neither escaped their fate. They are mirror images of the same predicament.

      I had quite forgotten about Winnie, even though her portrait by Juliet – the one reproduced on the cover of this book – hangs in my bedroom. She was there, in another sense, all the time. She still is. ‘But they are all dead now’, I wrote, when I came to the end of the story. That’s not quite right. In some loop of space-time they are always there in the sunlit Hermitage garden in Hitchin; just as I am still in the back bedroom in Southampton putting together my first book. In any case, family stories have no endings.

       

      Victoria Glendinning, London 1995
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                Frederic and Mary Ann
              
            

          

        

      

      Everything has changed, and nothing has changed.

      This is the true story of a young woman who lived in the later part of Queen Victoria’s reign. But do not be misled into thinking that because it is history it has nothing to do with you. 1885 is yesterday. It is probably tomorrow too.

      The dramatis personae are Mr and Mrs Frederic Seebohm of Hitchin and their six children – Juliet, Esther, Winnie, Freda, Hugh and Hilda. The heroine is the third daughter, Winnie.

      Frederic Seebohm is a Quaker, second son of the evangelical Quaker Benjamin Seebohm who had come to England from Germany in 1814 and settled in Bradford. Benjamin married Esther Wheeler of Hitchin and they had four children: Henry, who became a distinguished ornithologist; Frederic; Julia, who died in childbirth on the first anniversary of her marriage; and another Benjamin.

      Frederic’s remarkable father and his Yorkshire childhood endowed him with a strong family feeling, a firm allegiance to the Society of Friends, and an education at Bootham, the Friends’ school in York. But there was no money.

      It was decided that he should read for the Bar, and he entered the London chambers of J. Bevan Braithwaite. It was at this time that he first came to live in Hitchin. An early commuter, he found it cheaper to live in lodgings in Hitchin and travel up by the day, and easier to concentrate on his books in the evenings without the noise and distractions of London life. Hitchin was very much a backwater in those days. As late as 1885, an official report on its statistics remarks that it was ‘not one of those places which advance rapidly in population’. In spite of the railway, in the ten years 1871–1881 its population actually decreased.

      In such a small community Frederic soon found friends and connections among the Hitchin Quakers. There have been Quakers in Hitchin since the 1650s, and in the nineteenth century there was an influential clan of them – Tukes, Lucases, Ransoms, Extons, Wheelers – most of them middle-class and prosperous, though cut off from the ‘county’ by reason of their noncomformity, and from other noncomformists by their exclusiveness and wealth, nonconformism being largely a lower-class phenomenon.

      Young Frederic in the 1850s became especially friendly with the William Extons, and fell in love with their younger daughter, Mary Ann. She was reputedly beautiful – she was known as the ‘Jewel of Hitchin’. She was indubitably rich – her father was a partner in the thriving Hitchin bank of Sharples and Co. On their engagement in 1856, Frederic describes her as ‘the gentle, loving and confiding sharer of both joys and sorrows’ and as ‘a jewel concealed under a gentle and unpretending exterior.’

      Be that as it may, the wealth and local standing of his bride’s family determined the way Frederic’s life was to develop. For one thing, the Extons were unwilling to let their Jewel be dragged away to darkest Bradford, where Frederic had been intending to return. For another thing, the ease of life which money brings with it made it possible for him to pursue the academic interests for which he was to be chiefly remembered.

      So he married Mary Ann and became a junior partner in her father’s bank. And when Mary Ann’s parents died, they inherited the Hermitage – a large house, or rather an agglomeration of houses of different periods, in the street called Bancroft in Hitchin. The Hermitage had forty rooms, seven acres of garden, and was maintained by a living-in staff of five or six servants, three gardeners, a groom and a stable-boy.

      Mary Ann’s widowed mother died in 1860, leaving a rather spectacular will. She seems not to have been too happy about Frederic’s capability of keeping her daughter in the style to which she was accustomed. Mary Ann had already brought Frederic ten thousand pounds as a marriage portion. According to her mother’s will she was now left valuable stocks and shares, the income from which was to be for her own separate use, ‘free from the control of the said Frederic Seebohm’, and not to be used for the payment of any debts that he might incur.

      Nor was this all. By arrangement with the other Jewel, her elder daughter Margaret who was already married to the rich Norfolk banker Joseph Gurney Barclay, Mrs Exton bequeathed to Mary Ann

      
         

        all my wearing apparel, watches, trinkets, jewels and other personal ornaments, and also my household goods, and furniture, plate, plated articles, china, glass, linen, books, maps, prints, pictures, musical instruments, wines, liquors, stock of fuel and all the other household property and effects whatsoever.

      

      Also five thousand pounds for immediate expenses. Also, of course, the Hermitage itself. Mary Ann was a Jewel indeed.

      Here Frederic remained until the end of his life. He also remained a junior partner of Sharples and Co. But he developed his talents in other fields to the point where H. A. L. Fisher could describe him after his death as ‘a brilliant Englishman who was held in deep affection and regard by a wide circle of friends’. And wide it was; he counted among his friends distinguished scholars such as Max Müller and Sir Paul Vinogradoff, and was acquainted with many of the leading academics and politicians of his day.

      His academic reputation was largely based on his researches into early systems of land-tenure, published in 1883 as The English Village Community, which traced the early Saxon system of tenure back to the Roman occupation. Contemporary historians did not all like the idea that English freedom was rooted in Roman slavery, and Frederic’s theories never won universal acceptance. But the three fields of Hitchin manor became the classic instance appealed to on questions of land tenure. Frederic Seebohm and his theories were taken seriously.

      His other publications also received – and receive – respectful notice, notably works on Sir Thomas More and Erasmus, and a much-used textbook, The Era of the Protestant Revolution.

      These achievements made him well-known in academic circles, and gained him by the end of his life honorary degrees from Oxford, Cambridge and Edinburgh. It is remarkable how someone with no academic background, a banker in a country town, could become a recognised authority and a historian among historians. In the same way, James Hack Tuke, senior partner in the same Hitchin bank, became an authority on the Irish problem and was consulted and used by the Government.

      In Frederic’s case the lack of academic training showed, as it must.

      Vinogradoff in his obituary of Frederic said that he had the merits and the defects of the self-taught man; he did not pay much attention to what had been done or what was being done by others. Vinogradoff compared him to ‘a brilliant chess-player, always intent upon the attack, but sometimes failing to guard his positions against the adversary’.

      This was Frederic as seen by eminent outsiders. For Hitchin, as the century advanced, he was the well-known banker and Friend, deeply involved in local politics and local philanthropic projects. For Winnie and her brother and sisters he was the adored paterfamilias, who knew everything and whose word was law. And the dominant figure of Papa shaped their lives and personalities, both for good and for ill.
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      It was not after all so very long ago. But there is an envelope, addressed to Miss Juliet Seebohm and postmarked 1883, which has a scribbled pencil message across the back: ‘George Gillett is ill in Typhoid Fever and his little girl has died in it. Bevan Braithwaite’s cook is also ill in the same fever’.

      This is the big difference between them and us. People died all the time, young people and children, from illnesses which are now curable or hardly exist. Consumption was still widespread; as Black’s Medical Dictionary then put it, ‘symptoms of consumption are well known, since there are few who have not had an opportunity of observing the disease in some relative or friend’. Any young girl with a cough that did not seem to get better was watched with morbid anxiety by her near and dear. If you were poor, you died of consumption fairly quickly. If you were rich, you were taken to Switzerland or the South of France, where the big hotels were quite used to receiving invalids and their keepers. The keepers would form lasting friendships with one another as they pushed bath-chairs and observed symptoms. But the patients died in the end, whether in the slums of Birmingham or in Nice. Meta Tuke, Winnie’s best friend, lost two sisters this way.

      The causes of many diseases were still not known and in many cases not even looked for, while fainting-fits were well-known to be catching. Meta Tuke was tripped up when playing tennis one day, and fell unconscious:

      
         

        I awoke to find myself on a sofa surrounded by a number of anxious faces. In answer to my desire at once to return to the game, I was urged to remain quiet until a doctor arrived. As I consented there was a crash. My partner, the cause of my disaster, fell in a dead faint. While he was being restored, another fall. Beatrice Horner (she and my partner, Mr Richardson, were subsequently married) also succumbed to a faint, and a little later the children’s nursery governess followed her example. The party was spoiled, the hostess rather shattered.

      

      The importance of hygiene and proper sanitation was only just beginning to be understood, and only the most progressive of young women knew anything about it; such as the Squire’s unpopular daughter in Tennyson’s dialect ballad The Village Wife who outraged a bereaved mother:

      
        
          
             

            An I thowt ’twur the will o’ the Lord,

            But Miss Annie she said it wur draäins.

          

        

      

      A lot of chronic stomach trouble, including the ‘bilious attacks’ which James Hack Tuke suffered all his life, can be attributed to drains. Plumbing installed with tremendous pride around the middle of the century makes modern hair stand on end; the soil pipe generally joined the bath outlet pipe with no trap, so that all manner of effluvia escaped in all directions. Terrible smells penetrated even into the most ceremonious drawing rooms.

      Women enjoyed ill-health more frequently than men. This was partly due to the hazards of too-frequent confinements, which left many women permanently on sofas as unspecified invalids, and partly to boredom. For it was boring to be a woman in the nineteenth century. It was boring, that is, to be a lady.

      That is so easily said. It is a cliché. What is more difficult is to feel what it really means. Every normal person lives through pockets of tedium and time-filling. It was as if these were all that there was to life, infinitely extended and morally enforced. A lady was not supposed to have any desires or functions outside her home duties. Her only way out was to get married – and that changed nothing except her status and her surroundings. Her life was still circumscribed by rules, conventions and rituals.

      Even personal relations, her only contact with a wider world, were ritualised. Manners and Rules of Good Society by a Member of the Aristocracy, published in the eighteen-nineties, suggests that a lady having a large acquaintance

      
         

        should keep a visiting book in which to enter the names of her acquaintances, and the date when their cards were left upon her, and the date of her return cards left upon them, that she might know whether a card were due to her from them, or whether it were due from them to her. A lady having a small acquaintance would find a memorandum book sufficient for the purpose.

      

      Clearly this could fill up a morning nicely. And the implication seems to be that if you find a memorandum book sufficient you should be worried.

      Girls of high intelligence and an enquiring mind were the ones who suffered most. They seem like lonely bonfires, burning away their frustration and emptiness into their diaries and private letters. Florence Nightingale in 1852, before her working life had begun, wrote:

      
         

        Passion, intellect, moral activity – these three have never been satisfied in a woman. In this cold and oppressive conventional atmosphere, they cannot be satisfied.

      

      Women, she complained, were expected to be available at any hour of the day for any trivial purpose. Was this because man’s time was more valuable than woman’s, she asked? Or simply because woman had confessedly nothing to do? The only accepted reasons for a woman having an ‘occupation’ were widowhood or want of bread. Otherwise she filled her time with domestic duties, which were for the most part, the acid Florence said, bad habits. Anyhow all the real work was done by servants. ‘This system dooms some minds to incurable infancy, others to silent misery.’

      Anne Clough, another bonfire, was a youngish spinster with no prospects in the north of England, and she kept a diary.

      
         

        ‘I sometimes think,’ she wrote in 1841, ‘that there is no use bothering myself so about learning things. I certainly don’t know why I do try to learn so many things, but I feel a great impulse to do it, therefore I think I must… I sometimes fancy I shall do great things, but will it not all come to nothing? Yet I should like never to be forgotten, to do something great for my country which would make my name live for ever. But I am only a woman.’

      

      Anne Clough became the first Principal of Newnham College, Cambridge, and was still in office when Winnie Seebohm and Meta Tuke went up in 1885. She, and Florence Nightingale, Emily Davies, George Eliot, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Beatrice Webb and all the other famous names, they broke through. But what of all the other thousands of girls, with perhaps no less talent, who never made it? Poor doused bonfires, who poured out their frustrations in long-lost diaries, whom no one has ever heard of, nor ever will. They became the sad creatures described by Anne Clough later to her students as ‘restless and unhappy, struggling for they knew not what. Many suffered grievously, some fell into ill-health, many were soured and spent their lives in foolish and useless complaining’.

      As time passes the bonfires blaze more openly as each one comes to realise that she is not alone. Meanwhile we must see our female characters against a background of futility and fussiness, however comfortable and idyllic the foreground may appear. For lack of outside commitments, they used their energies worrying about their health, both spiritual and physical. Winnie’s mama, the cossetted Jewel of Hitchin, larded her love-letters to her fiancé with bulletins about her tiredness, her bad throat and her face-ache. Even George Eliot, an intellectual who knew better than anyone what society did to women, was infected. Winnie in 1885 was reading her published letters and was ‘much struck by the fact that clever women seem to write of nothing but the state of their health and the temperature at which their spirits stand!’

      In Winnie’s lifetime as now there was the usual uncomfortable co-existence of prejudice and enlightenment. Religion would never be quite so easy after Darwin. Karl Marx was already in his grave in Highgate cemetery by 1883, when The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, produced by nonconformist ministers, exposed the appalling living conditions of the London poor. This report and others like it led to a Royal Commission on the Housing of the Working Classes. And yet Octavia Hill, an acknowledged authority on the subject, was excluded from the Commission because she was a woman. What was much worse, a certain J. Baldwin Brown could write in 1880:

      
         

        The poor have the Gospel preached to them still, and many a cup of pure bright pleasure does it lift to their lips… they went back to their poor hovels, their cabbage, their crust, and their dull monotonous task, feeling that life was not all a bare dry desert.

      

      Some people were still incapable of the lateral thinking which would suggest that it would be more worthwhile to improve on the poor hovels, the cabbage and the crust, rather than to resign people to putting up with them.

      Even in Hitchin, the little kingdom of the truly philanthropic and thoughtful Tukes and Seebohms, one must not expect too much. Everything was done to alleviate the wretchedness of the lower classes, but nobody was thinking in terms of classlessness. The barriers remained erect even for the annual Flower Show held in Frederic’s meadow. There were separate competitions for ‘Ladies’ and for ‘Women’. The ladies competed with elegant floral arrangements. In July 1885 Miss Winnie Seebohm won a Third Prize for ‘a terra cotta jar filled with very luxuriant honeysuckle’. In the class called ‘Harmony in Purple and Grey’, First, Second and Third Prizes were won by the Misses Juliet, Hilda and Esther Seebohm. Other Ladies’ Prizes were carried off by the various Misses Ransom, Tuke and Lucas.

      The Women, however, were not expected to be interested in flowers, even though it was a Flower Show. Their competitions were for laundry-work, ironing, preserving, and sewing plain shirts. And the winners in each class are referred to as, to take an example, Emily Bottoms, with no nonsense about Miss.

      I suppose there was never any doubt about which category one belonged to.
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      Winnie was lucky to be born into a Quaker family. Things had changed for the Quakers since the beginning of the century. In those days there had been a distinction between Strict Quakers and those who were not so strict. A Strict Quaker such as Elizabeth Fry the prison reformer dressed in the plain Quaker habit at all times, even on full-dress occasions. Music and dancing were out. Even painting was dangerous, on account of the unbridling effect of colours. If the son of a Strict Quaker married outside the Society of Friends his family could not attend the wedding, and the errant child was cast out of the Society. Thus families became increasingly inbred, with predictable results. It was certainly hard to be a Strict Quaker, and young people especially suffered greatly supressing their guilty longings for what were, for most people, perfectly normal amusements. ‘The World has dried up since those days’ wrote one of Elizabeth Fry’s daughters in 1870. But not many Quaker sons and daughters would agree with her. Generations of social isolation meant that the clan feeling was still very strong; and what remained of the Quaker tradition by the last quarter of the century was the best part.
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