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The Woman Who Saved the Children

“Unusual and perceptive.”

Daily Mail

“Will strike a chord for many.”

Times Online

“This is a truly brilliant book, about a woman who changed the world for the better and forever. Her concern was children – children in conflict, children in poverty, children who were unsafe, at risk or uncared for. She taught us that the only truly global language is a child’s cry and that when we talk about the number of children lost to poverty or hunger or disease – we are not just talking about a child, but *somebody’s* child.…Read this book, be inspired by Eglantyne’s courage, and then please join us in the great global movement for justice for the world’s children.”

Gordon Brown

“A pleasure to read...a combination of Jebb’s own mischievous attitude and Mulley’s lively style.”

Times Literary Supplement

“What this excellent book makes plain is that Eglantyne’s vision is just as powerful – and relevant – today as it was then.”

Jasmine Whitbread, CEO, Save the Children UK

“Sensitive, entertaining, and beautifully written...a sparkling biography of a fascinating woman.”

Kate Williams, author of England’s Mistress and Becoming Queen

“Wonderful, clever, and funny, Clare Mulley’s lively and intimate biography brings out the humour, inconsistency, wilfulness, and just excellent energy of Eglantyne.”

Alexander Masters, author of Stuart: A Life Backwards

“Admirably researched...informative and sensitively written. Clare Mulley has done Eglantyne proud.”

Church Times

“Fascinating.”

Western Mail

“Meticulously researched...a testimony to Jebb’s remarkable humanitarianism.”

Oxford Today

“Crisp, masterly biography.”

The Good Book Guide

“A wonderful biography...of the real human being who inspires our work.”

Charlie MacCormack, CEO, Save the Children USA


Clare Mulley joined Save the Children as a fundraiser in the 1990s and is now an author and the mother of three young daughters. She is the winner of the 2007 Daily Mail Biographers’ Club prize.
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To my three wonderful daughters, Millicent Eglantyne, Florence Minerva and Hester Eve – symbols of universal human potential and very lively little girls in the here and now.



Foreword
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Eglantyne Jebb became the child’s greatest champion in the aftermath of World War One. In 1919 she and her sister Dorothy founded an emergency relief fund for the starving children of Europe. The International Save the Children Alliance is now the world’s largest independent organization for children, with staff working in partnership with thousands of local organizations, supported in different ways by millions of people, to improve the lives and life-chances of children in over 120 countries. But Eglantyne’s legacy went even further when she drafted a pioneering statement of 5 children’s rights and responsibilities in 1923, getting it adopted by the League of Nations the following year.

Eglantyne’s achievement in putting children’s welfare on the world’s agenda ranks as one of the great triumphs of humanity and yet although celebrated around the world after her death, her own remarkable story is now almost forgotten. Published to coincide with the 90th anniversary of Save the Children, and the 20th anniversary of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, this biography restores that balance, showing just how important a contribution one person with the right combination of imagination and determination can make.

Eglantyne’s memory lives on today with Save the Children working around the world to address children’s basic needs, such as education and health. But much remains to be done: 75 million children do not go to school and one mother dies in childbirth every minute of every day. Thank you for supporting Save the Children by your interest in this book about a remarkable lady.

[image: image]
Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal
President, Save the Children UK
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Chapter 1


Imagining Eglantyne, 2009–1876
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The world is not ungenerous, but unimaginative and very busy.

Eglantyne Jebb, 1920

To succeed in life, we must give life,’ Eglantyne Jebb wrote as she searched for the way to give her life meaning. But Eglantyne did not ‘give life’ in the literal sense by becoming a mother. Despite social expectations she never married and she was not fond of children, the ‘little wretches’ as she called them, ‘the Dreadful Idea of closer acquaintance never entered my head’. Eglantyne chose to give her life to the pursuit of children’s welfare and human rights from a strategic distance. In doing so she helped to save the lives of millions of children left starving in Europe and Russia after the First World War. She also permanently changed the way the world considers and acts towards children. Her legacy, found both in the work of Save the Children, the world’s largest independent international children’s development agency, and the recognition of children’s rights as enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, now helps to protect the lives and support the life chances of millions of children around the world. This is giving life on a big scale, and yet despite helping to shape the modern world so dramatically through the lives of our children and the relationships between our generations, Eglantyne is all but forgotten today.

Self-portrait of Eglantyne losing important papers from her folder, Cambridge, c. 1906

The biographer also gives life indirectly, if in a much more modest way. I first came across Eglantyne when working as a struggling corporate-fundraiser for Save the Children. The difficulty with raising funds was not with the charity’s UK and international programmes, which being both innovative and effective screamed out for support. The problem was that so many people had stopped listening. The proliferation of children’s charities and international development agencies repeatedly approaching the same donors meant that the concept of ‘giving fatigue’ was itself getting rather tired. Feeling somewhat brow-beaten after a few unsuccessful weeks of proposal writing I found my faith in human nature restored by a reassuring line that Eglantyne had written eighty years earlier: ‘the world is not ungenerous, but unimaginative and very busy’. That’s it, exactly. Her words had a startling immediacy for me, and soon an uncanny ability to make even the most recalcitrant potential donors reconsider their priorities and spare a moment to be generous. Eglantyne’s genius was to catch people’s imagination, enabling them both to empathise with the human issue, and believe that they could contribute personally to a meaningful solution. She was, in short, inspirational. It was therefore surprising how absent she now seemed to be from the organisation aside from a paragraph on the website; a meeting room name; one photo on an office wall; an archive fact sheet; and her Smith Corona Portable typewriter, ‘such a bad one’ she had once moaned, now permanently parked in the archive.

The photograph must have been a Save the Children publicity shot; it fits the bill so perfectly. Eglantyne looks sober and handsome, if slightly uncomfortable, sitting posed at her desk. Except for a few wayward strands, her white hair is pulled back and pinned up, her lace collar sits softly over her smart dark jacket, and she gazes calmly down at her work, pen in hand. It must have been a wet morning; the shadow of rain is clearly cast on to the window-shutters and the light streaming in is diffused, lending a softness to the image which emphasises the femininity of this dignified campaigner for children’s welfare. Despite her concern for children’s rights, there is no touch of the suffragettes here. This photo hung above my manager’s desk: two admirable women sitting behind dignified piles of papers. My manager also epitomised the consummate feminine professional; a wonderful fundraiser, she was utterly organised, appropriately witty and marvellously persuasive with the great and the good. Most of us thought she was pretty much perfect, if anything perhaps slightly too perfect. Was she a modern reflection of this feminine, dedicated Eglantyne?

Inevitably a degree of distortion takes place when a single photograph comes to represent a whole life, a whole person, so it was good to see the pleasingly eccentric fact sheet, ‘Thirty-four things you didn’t know about Eglantyne Jebb’, compiled by Save the Children’s archivist. Like all good lists this one demonstrated a certain eccentricity in its composition as well as in its contents. Eglantyne, I learned, was ‘extremely warlike’ when a child, and as an adult often forgot where she was going and left her luggage behind on trains. She was a ‘shy furtive beauty’ who loved rock-climbing and dancing, wrote bad romantic novels, endured failed romantic hopes, and was not, at least at first, that great a fundraiser. Hurray: a flawed heroine after all. I began to feel a growing sense of empathy, affection and curiosity.

Later I found another image of Eglantyne to stick above my own desk. It is a self-portrait in pen and ink, a small scratchy picture that she once sketched on the edge of a letter to a friend. Eglantyne here is a woman in motion, head up, eyes forward, striding down a street. Two feet in sensible shoes, although with trailing laces, appear at either end of her long plain skirt, pulling it into a taut triangle as she powers ahead. Her hair is still up, but here pinned under a flat black Edwardian hat, a bit new woman, nothing too fashionable but perfectly acceptable. A long thin umbrella is tucked under her long thin arm along with a huge sheath of papers from which several sheets fly loose to drift unnoticed in her wake. It is not well drawn, but the better for that; it is Eglantyne knowingly, happily, imperfect. It is tempting to take this self-portrait as the real picture, but of course the truth is that there is not a single picture of anyone. Almost certainly, the more an image appeals to, or reflects, the observer, the less likely it is to represent the whole contradicting set of human truths that makes people so intriguing.

In 2001, showing remarkably less dedication to the cause than Eglantyne, who never had children, I stopped working to have a baby; now seemed a good time to idly find out more about this perfect–imperfect woman. Just two years after Eglantyne’s death her younger sister Dorothy co-authored the first biographical sketch of Eglantyne in her history of the early years of Save the Children. The book was called The White Flame after the nickname Eglantyne earned from admiring colleagues and supporters for her intense passion for her work towards the end of her life, and the quote on the title page read: ‘Her greatness was the greatness of the spirit.’1 All in it is a short and not impersonal portrait. A few other personal memoirs, some profiles in obscure anthologies as a Shropshire History Maker or a contender for canonisation, and a respectful biography, the wonderfully titled Rebel Daughter of a Country House, written by an aid worker who knew the Jebb family, soon followed.2 Eglantyne has since made a good press hook for several Save the Children anniversaries and, in some ways a thoroughly modern woman, she now has an online Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry and her own page on Wikipedia.

A digest of these various biographical sources provides a useful chronology, presenting Eglantyne’s life as short but full of endeavour and achievement. Fiercely intelligent and passionate about her social mission, Eglantyne experimented bravely with career and voluntary work. Defying the law and often the more conservative ideas of her own colleagues and supporters she evolved the temporary Save the Children grant-giving ‘Fund’ into a permanent and pioneering development agency. Full of charm and charisma she won over the Pope and the miners, the British aristocracy and the Bolshevik government, the prosecution at her trial for distributing information not cleared by government censors, and the fledgling League of Nations in Geneva. Publicly she was a huge success; her achievement in promoting both Save the Children and the applied concept of children’s universal human rights is undeniable. But personally the story is less clear. A compulsive writer, she failed to publish any of her novels and sometimes seemed to blur the distinction between reality and fantasy. Like all female students of that era she was not allowed to graduate, and she lasted less than a year in both of her paid jobs. She was repeatedly disappointed in love, quickly lost her health and more than once seemed to lose her mental grip.

This suggests some intriguing questions: What motivated Eglantyne? An intelligent and strikingly beautiful woman, why had she never married? Did she want children of her own, and was the fact that she was never a mother relevant to her passion for her cause? Or was her interest in children impersonal, and if so why? Were her regular illnesses, her emotional highs and lows, and the vivid imagination that was vital to her visionary work, in any way linked? And why did she often seem to wear such dour clothes? Who was this inspirational spinster in a brown cardigan and what, exactly, was going on in her head? The various published ‘lives’ of Eglantyne tend to focus on what she did rather than who she was, her ‘doing’ rather than her ‘being’. When her being was considered she was often presented, dead unmarried and childless at the age of just fifty-two, as having martyred herself for her cause. ‘She offered herself up as a sacrifice for her ideals,’ Ramsay MacDonald, the then British Prime Minister, eulogised in a speech to mark Save the Children’s tenth anniversary. Even her obituaries carried this theme, presenting Eglantyne as a ‘saint’, ‘humanity’s conscience’, and as having ‘lived on a different plane from ordinary mortals’. But the trailing laces and bad novels suggest she lived on the just the same plane as the rest of us. I suddenly wanted to release Eglantyne from the ‘tyranny of achievement’.

But just as I gained the time to find out more about Eglantyne by leaving work, I began to lose my sense of empathy by having a baby. Worse, I began to feel the antithesis of Eglantyne, who never had children and dedicated her life to the cause. This was irritating. Many modern biographers confess to a natural sense of connection with their subject. I compared my life to Eglantyne’s and found some happy similarities; we were both well educated and middle class, and not at first particularly gifted fundraisers. On the flip-side Eglantyne was an independent single woman who never had children, seemed to suffer from some kind of bipolar disorder, dabbled with spiritualism, became an opportunist human rights monitor and developed an international social movement of global significance. I was a stressed new mum. On the face of it there was not much to work on. However the seeming contradictions in Eglantyne’s life did strike a chord: here was a not obviously maternal woman giving up her freedom to devote herself to promoting children’s welfare. Ironically I was sneaking away from childcare to gain the time to work on my own project. I was almost an anti-Eglantyne, a sort of Ms Hyde to her Dr Jebb. I took some comfort in the romantic biographer Richard Holmes’ belief that ‘the true biographical process begins precisely at the moment … when this naïve form of love and identification breaks down. The moment of personal disillusionment is the moment of impersonal, objective recreation.’

Holmes, like many other respected biographers, deliberately set out to find his subjects, in his case first retracing the steps of Robert Louis Stevenson through southern France in ‘an act of deliberate psychological trespass’. I decided that it was time to go out and find Eglantyne.



Chapter 2


Meeting the Family, 1876–1894

[image: image]

They gravely sit on their old rickety chairs, and talk of poetry, articles, letters, affairs.

Eglantyne Jebb, 1888

Visiting Eglantyne’s Shropshire home, the rather romantic Lyth, ‘always seemed like walking into a novel’ a guest once commented in the 1880s, ‘such interesting people staying there and such interesting things going on’. Eglantyne’s Aunt Carrie agreed. ‘None of the places in novels are near the station, and no more was ours,’ she wrote on first visiting The Lyth. ‘We drove for a mile through the most beautiful country I have seen in England, full of lakes with distant hills, and then up a grand avenue of trees, until we came out on a lawn drive, and so to the front door.’ Little had changed when I arrived over a hundred years later. Eglantyne’s great nephew, Lionel Jebb, kindly met me at Oswestry station, dressed in his shooting outfit, dogs barking at his heels, and drove us all back the beautiful mile to Ellesmere and The Lyth. The house was built in the colonial villa style by a West Indian planter in the early 1800s and bought by Eglantyne’s paternal grandfather, a Salopian landowner, in 1838.1 A spacious two storeys, The Lyth’s luxurious dimensions are accentuated by long verandas front and back, and a stretch of tall windows opening to the ground that lead out to landscaped gardens. The verandas were ‘festooned by clematis and every rose then blowing’, Eglantyne’s eldest sister Em later wrote nostalgically about her childhood home, and ‘the green lawns … merge with sunk fences into park-like timbered field’. The clematis and rose were over when I arrived, but pots of geraniums, tiger lilies and tall agapanthus decorated the verandas, and immaculate lawns still led down to the park beyond where sheep were grazing in the late morning haze. It was an idyllic setting for an Edwardian childhood, that short moment when upper-class girls were free to roam house and gardens with their brothers but rarely allowed out to school.

‘Visitors round corner of verandah. Exodus of inhabitants.’ The Jebb children escape from The Lyth when dull visitors call, c.1895

As Lionel showed me round the house, half home, half fire-hazard, I began to feel like a fictional biographer in a post-modern satire. Assorted owls, hawks and herons observed our progress from glass cases, venerable ancestors peered down from gilt-frames, and a poster-sized photograph in the downstairs loo showed Lionel leaning dangerously into a hedge in 1830s costume, dressed for a party as the first Jebb to live at The Lyth. We eventually arrived, through lofty outer and inner halls, at the magnificent morning room where Lionel had stacked about twenty large boxes containing the family archive, or at least that part of it pertaining to Eglantyne. Here, surrounded by extraordinary hand-block-printed French wallpaper depicting rather frolicking scenes of ‘airily clad virgins and noble Romans in helmets’ – a design which would later reappear on the bedroom walls of one of Eglantyne’s fictional heroines – I set to work poring over great bundles of letters, diaries and journals, photographs and press-clippings.

Born in 1876, Eglantyne grew up in an active and intellectual household. As a child she created her special place among her five siblings as the family storyteller, otherwise joining in the general melee as they melted lead soldiers to make bullets, milked cows to make cheese, collected butterflies, flew kites, read Scott and rode horses. Drawings by the Jebb children showed them piling out of the dining-room on to the veranda when tedious visitors called, diaries and letters had them staging battles in the gardens and passing the hours on wet afternoons writing poems about illustrious and romantic ancestors. ‘You should see me,’ Eglantyne wrote to a friend, ‘sitting on a table on account of the mice, surrounded by a pile of books and all the ghosts clanking around.’

Eglantyne’s father, Arthur Jebb, whom she characterised as ‘a barrister, distressed landlord and father, Liberal-Unionist and grand old Tory’, and her mother, Tye, founder of the ‘Home Arts and Industries Association’, were Anglican Conservatives who instilled a strong social conscience and commitment to public service in their children. The son of a wealthy landowner and grandson of a Mayor of Oswestry, Oxford-educated Arthur was an influential member of the Shropshire gentry. But he was also a gentle and somewhat self-effacing intellectual; ‘sensitive as a woman’, his eldest daughter once commented.2 Arthur’s grandmother had been a pupil of the great portrait painter George Romney and his mother had inherited her artistic, poetic and deeply religious sensitivities. Although she died young his mother had a great influence on Arthur, who grew up with a love of literature and culture; interests that did not always sit easily with his position of country squire. As a young man Arthur found himself and his two sisters, Nony and Bun, the subjects of some gentle satire in the popular novel Gracechurch by John Ayscough.3 ‘Melancholy Launcelot’, as Arthur was monikered, ‘had been the old man’s pride, and was now his special irritation. He did not care much for radical politics – only just enough to prevent his being popular with the Tory squires around and their sons: nor was he horsey, or doggy.’ It was a sufficiently accurate picture to cause some mild local embarrassment, but Arthur accepted it gracefully enough for a copy of Gracechurch to find its way into the library at The Lyth.

Arthur’s strong sense of family connection to Shropshire, and to Wales where he also owned farms, stimulated a life-long interest in local history, place names and folklore, and his traditional ideas about social responsibility focused him on the livelihoods of his tenants and the welfare of the local community more widely. He was a sympathetic landlord who refused to raise rents in bad years, and often when he went rent collecting in Wales he would come back with plenty of game from his shoots, but rhymes of his own in place of the rents he was due. Given that ‘good hearts’ was a term for empty pockets, one such verse ran rather sweetly:


‘Silver and gold we are not rich in’

Said Mary dancing in the kitchen,

‘But be it always understood,

In spite of all, our hearts are good.’



Arthur’s family were Low Church Anglicans, and Arthur chose to pursue an active but secular role in the Shropshire community, serving as a government schools inspector among other civic positions, as well as helping to found the Ellesmere Literary and Debating Society, which was mainly a political forum discussing everything from state socialism to the Liquor Tariff. The children were encouraged to accompany their father to these meetings, where they would hear both Arthur and his more radical younger sister Bun speaking to local people of all classes, although the children themselves had strict instructions only to open their mouths if debate showed signs of flagging. Arthur was also a barrister, and he acted as a conscientious volunteer advocate helping to resolve disputes and grievances, and as a general champion of local lost causes. He once appealed as far as the Home Secretary to secure the release of three local boys imprisoned for stealing a fishing-net from the lake at Ellesmere. Told by the local magistrate that ‘property had its rights’, Arthur’s delight at securing the release of the boys made a strong impression on his own children. Whether by choice or duty these many activities comfortably filled Arthur’s days, enabling him to happily plan the books he would write if only someone had the ‘kindness to lock him up in gaol’, without his ever actually having to set to work on them.4

In 1871 Arthur married Eglantyne Louisa Jebb, his distant cousin from an Anglo-Irish branch of the family, and brought her back from beautiful Killiney Bay to live at The Lyth. Arthur and Tye, as his young wife was affectionately known, were well matched in both interests and disposition. Tye’s father was a QC of the Irish bench, her grandfather had been a prominent judge, and she counted Sir Joshua Jebb, reformer of convict prisons; John Jebb, Bishop of Limerick and pioneer of the Oxford Movement; and Sir Richard Jebb, court doctor to George III, among her many illustrious ancestors. It was a well-connected, intellectual and affectionate family, although not overly prosperous. They kept a small library, printing press, amateur carpentry-shop, pony, maid and two romantic maiden aunts who had once scorned and been scorned in a series of marriage proposals – some of the few women that gain mention in the family records. Arthur first met Tye when as a fifteen-year-old she joined a family visit to The Lyth, a house that she romantically recorded seemed to be ‘apparelled in celestial light’. Over the next ten years Tye blossomed into a pretty and accomplished young lady, taking art classes and dabbling in poetry, while her three brothers, Richard, the oldest and closest to his sister, and the younger twins, Heneage and Bob, mostly excelled at school and college. Warm-hearted, attractive and entertaining company, Tye soon earned the nickname the ‘Rose of Killarney’ and was quite in demand, but she turned down several suitors and waved aside the whole idea of romance by claiming she would only be persuaded to marry for the chance to change her ugly last name. Perhaps she was already teasing Arthur Jebb with this sally, as aged twenty-five she accepted his proposal without demur. For his part Arthur was already devoted to his bride to be: ‘I want nothing save to dwell on Tye in solitary corners of the earth,’ he wrote to her, ostensibly to make suggestions for wedding presents.

With his country house inheritance and £3,000 a year, Arthur was a good catch for Tye, but theirs was also a deeply loving relationship in which traditional roles reflected their natural inclinations and helped to cement their partnership. ‘I am domestic to the last degree,’ Tye wrote home contentedly soon after her wedding, her happiness in turn reinforcing her belief in the natural order of gender relations. Tye was fascinated by the public debate that was taking place around women’s roles and responsibilities. Under the mantle of social mothering, women from Mary Carpenter, who founded the Ragged School Movement in 1844, to Octavia Hill, who helped set up the Charities Organisation Society in 1869, were pushing the boundaries of women’s public authority on the basis of their ‘natural’ maternal competencies and their ability to extend the values of care, nurturance and morality from the private family to society as a whole. But there was also a backlash to this development, vigorously led by Britain’s first professional female journalist, Eliza Lynn Linton. Without any irony Linton condemned women’s deviation from the traditional, domestic ideal in a series of articles and pamphlets criticising progressive middle-class women and those she called ‘Modern Mothers’. Soon Tye was confidently joining in this debate, arguing in a temperance journal that a ‘woman’s right … to live a life worth living, demands that she shall live as a help “meet” to man, using her special faculties and endowments to perform that part of the world’s work as is fitted to woman rather than man’. For Tye this began with family.

Tye and Arthur produced a child a year over the next three years. Emily arrived promptly in February 1872, quickly followed the next summer by Louisa, known as Lill. Both girls’ names were conveniently prominent on both sides of the family. ‘Richard Jebb’ was such a common family name that he appears in the family histories as though a single character reincarnated in different guises through several centuries, which made naming Dick, who arrived in the autumn of 1874, equally easy. Tye ‘seems not a bit the worse’, Arthur wrote to his sister Nony after Dick’s birth, ‘quite the reverse – only her eyes a little more liquid than usual, and a softly whispered “Aren’t you pleased, husband?”’ No children the next year, and then the last three arrived, all also taking traditional family names, starting with Eglantyne, born on an exceptionally cold day on 25 August 1876. Eglantyne was to be in a rather isolated position caught in age between the three elder ones, and after a short gap, two little ones; (Arthur) Gamul born in 1879, and Dorothy in 1881, who completed the set. Eglantyne and Gamul were unusual names even in the 1880s, but both were traditional among the Jebbs. Eglantyne was of course Tye’s name, and recurs up the Irish Jebb family tree. It is also the name of the fragrant but prickly briar rose, and it proved so appropriate for this pretty new daughter, with her English rose complexion, golden-red hair, sky-blue eyes and slightly wild and unruly behaviour, that Eglantyne’s friends were often later struck by its aptness when they made the transition from knowing her formally as Miss Jebb to affectionately as Dear Eglantyne.5 Gamul was an ancestral surname in the family, most famous for Sir Francis Gamul, who, family myth recorded, stood beside King Charles I watching defeat at Chester. The King’s beautifully embroidered white leather gloves were later given to Sir Francis, and still lie in a glass-topped cabinet in The Lyth morning room, among other heirlooms with similarly romantic provenance. This evidence of family heritage, both preserved under glass and living in their own names, inspired rather than intimidated the children. At The Lyth, Em later wrote, ‘the past lay very near the present and … the future was ours for the making’.

Both Tye and Arthur were devoted parents, and Arthur’s letters to his wife were filled with quotes from Wordsworth and George Eliot pronouncing on the joys of parenthood beside which he scrawled with proud complicity, ‘easy things to understand, precious’. Arthur understood his parental role as to inculcate a sense of self-respect and social responsibility within his six children, and he brought them up to understand that ‘of those who lived in beautiful places much was required’. But he was also an affectionate father, reading aloud to the children and listening with delight to their own stories. A keen lover of language and literature, he contributed many romantic poems about lost love and fair ladies on horseback, mostly written tongue-in-cheek, to their evening recitals, and when away from home he always wrote to the children as well as to Tye, thanking them for their own letters which he found ‘sweeter than sugar, and more full of matter than walnuts’. Even Arthur’s tickings-off would sometimes be delivered in rhyme to the children, often causing greater remorse than a more traditional dressing down would have achieved, such as when Gamul lost his elder brother’s volunteer equipment:


Can I forget that bayonet

Lost in its sheath upon the heath,

Which my father

Angry rather,

Paid in account, a huge amount!



Arthur greatly encouraged his children’s love for literature and books of all sorts. The Lyth had a vast library which was ceremonially dusted on the veranda every spring, but many of the titles were obscure theology and law texts which the children rather impiously suspected their grandfather had ordered by the foot, as ‘appropriate for a gentleman’s library’. Despite the best efforts of an old Scottish nurse with an ingrained suspicion of literature, who would whisk any book, however innocent, away from her wards with the exclamation ‘drop them lies’, it was impossible not to grow up reading at The Lyth. Jane Austen, Charlotte Yonge and Charles Dickens all competed with Scott’s novels and poems for the children’s affections. ‘Books, books, books! No single room without them,’ Em recalled, and although the library only really appealed to Eglantyne, all the children absorbed a love of literature and later became published authors in their own fields.

Eglantyne was the main family scribbler, and the one whom everyone else suspected would become the great poet. Like many imaginative children she would often escape from the happy but hectic chaos of her large family into her own dreams. Tye would sometimes scold her for retreating into her own world too much, prompting Arthur to nickname her ‘Scatter-brained Eglantyne’:


Moving about in worlds unknown,

Entirely ignorant of her own.



Many of Eglantyne’s daydreams made it on to paper as stories and poems. ‘They were a family of sisters,’ one narrative begins in rather Austen-like tone, ‘all blessed with long noses, large eyes and opinions.’6 However most of Eglantyne’s tales were of chivalry, inspired by family anecdotes and her beloved Walter Scott. The heroines in these stories of self-sacrifice, brave knights and lonely castles all had names like Elizabeth Redspot, not only conveying romantic status but clearly marking them as incarnations of herself by reference to her own flaming auburn hair. Always sensitive to suggestions of her own self-importance however, she would quickly counter any teasing by earnestly declaring, ‘my brother says I think myself a saint, but it isn’t true’.

Age nine, having heard of her grandfather’s work establishing the local Volunteers and learnt Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ by heart in the schoolroom, Eglantyne became possessed with a passion for soldiering. She now invested the whole family with military titles and duties to match. Hours were spent planting flags near the potting sheds, waging battles in the gardens – often attacking the long-suffering gardener and the boot-boy – and preparing elaborate maps of the world they were to conquer, all with constitutions drawn up, lists of lands to be won and rights to be defended. The children’s tall and stately French–Alsatian governess, Heddie Kastler, herself seething with the invasion and abuse of Alsace-Lorraine by Germany after the 1870 war, became Eglantyne’s appointed ‘Queen of Blueland’, and Eglantyne served as one of her Dukes. Heddie probably helped to fuel some of Eglantyne’s ardour for all things military when she spoke to her wards about the cruel Prussian occupation of her country, giving them their first insight into the sufferings of minorities. ‘I’d like to be a war correspondent and watch the battle from the hilltop,’ Eglantyne wrote, but throughout her life verse came more easily to Eglantyne than prose. Her childhood image of a land of promise marked with ‘flags unfurl’d’ was a constant metaphor in her poems, reflected even in her ‘land of a hundred flags’, written forty years later about her hopes for a peaceful world in the last years of her life.7

Sometimes, to entertain Gamul and Dorothy, Eglantyne also invented more childlike stories like ‘The Mischief Pot’ that ran for several episodes in the family magazine, The Briarland Recorder. The mischief pot was a sort of Pandora’s Box that unleashed bad behaviour on the ‘goody little girls and boys’ of the world, both exonerating naughty children from responsibility for their actions and playing with Eglantyne’s not entirely uncomfortable feeling that imagination was somehow associated with naughtiness:

‘At last! At last!’ Feebly murmured the old magician, scratching his head with delight over a musty volume, repeating nervously and slowly: ‘To make this mixture called Mischief, take 1 Tablespoon of naughtiness, 16 doses of idleness and 1½ drops of imagination (wicked) …’

Having drunk tea laced with this brew, children, Eglantyne revealed gleefully, ‘were late for school, tore their clothes, spilt the ink, spoilt their books, got their feet wet with running through puddles … climbed, broke hedges and literally all of a sudden, as it seems, became a terrible nuisance to their parents’. It was clearly a familiar picture of childhood mayhem.

The Briarland Recorder produced its first issue in 1889 from a disused bedroom. Eglantyne described the preliminary meeting in verse:


Though the meeting house is dingy and full of dust,

And the audience are rude for with laughter they bust,

And the Editor Red on his fingers has ink

And Young often giggles and does not often think

And though the apartment ill comfort does afford,

Long may the Recorder live to record.

As they gravely sit on their old rickety chairs,

And talk of poetry, articles, letters, affairs,

Hurrah for the Pen, the writer’s good sword!

So long may the Recorder live to record.



The ‘Editor Red’, elsewhere listed as R.E.D. Hare, was of course a thirteen-year-old Eglantyne, and Young was Dorothy, now eight. Over the next three years Eglantyne contributed numerous articles, poems and pen-and-ink sketches to the magazine, mostly poking fun at the family, while Gamul wrote on natural history, and everyone else submitted whatever they were coerced to produce, such as poems or even obituaries for the hens, pigs and geese who died ‘from indigestion, deeply lamented’, on the farm.

The three youngest children were particularly close, enjoying a childhood almost too good to be true. Gamul and Dorothy had dark brown hair and eyes ‘like ripe chestnuts’, while Eglantyne’s eyes were a bright speedwell blue, and were often set off by the regular flush in her cheeks as well as the rich colour of her hair. When she was not riding her pony, Eglantyne would invent and lead many of the younger children’s games. Em remembered that ‘every tree in our gardens became a castle, every black peaty pool the haunt of Grendel … every dark, mysterious wood became some haunt of witch or gnome or knight’. Gamul and Dorothy were an eager audience, and Eglantyne entertained them from morning to night with creations of her tireless imagination until they became collectively known as the ‘covey of partridges’, huddled together, lapping up Eglantyne’s wonderful, and often terrible, stories. ‘Oh … don’t kill all the little children!’ Lill once heard Dorothy beg Eglantyne.

As she grew up however Eglantyne increasingly began to need some daily solitude. At fifteen she was still reading Scott, but romantic fiction was now supplemented by copies of journals like Atlanta and The Strand Magazine, sent by remote aunts, which Eglantyne would pounce on and drag up a yew tree to read in privacy in the gardens. Riding also gave her the solitude she craved, though sometimes she would also join a hunt, or race her older siblings as they chased each other through the narrow openings between the trees on Ellesmere common where it fringed the mere, dodging the low branches of larches surrounding the glade of a neighbour’s park. ‘I do like a gallop with a kick in the middle,’ a seventeen-year-old Eglantyne wrote to Em.

She was less happy on her own in the schoolroom at home however, since by the time Eglantyne started lessons the elder three had nearly finished, and Gamul and Dorothy were still in the nursery. Tye’s thoughts on education were firmly rooted in religious instruction, supported by traditional ideas about what constituted a young lady’s accomplishments; primarily drawing. ‘Very well attempted,’ she started her damning faint praise of a watercolour self-portrait by a sixteen-year-old Eglantyne, ‘and except that the hands and feet are too small – and the nose too long, there is little to find fault with.’ French, German and the piano were overseen by the governess – the last a particularly painful subject for the children, all of whom had inherited their father’s tone deafness. The rest of their education was left to their aunt Bun, who lived with them at The Lyth.

Unmarried, unconventional and rather masculine, Bun, as Arthur’s younger sister was known, provided an alternative role model for the Jebb children, slightly more at odds with social norms. Bun could not be more different from her rather sensitive and conservative brother. True they were both intellectuals with strong moral principles and were never happier than when engaging in the debates of the day, but the positions they took must have made for interesting evenings at The Lyth. Politically Bun was an ardent Liberal. An early enthusiast for Darwin she was personally agnostic, although always respectful of others’ religious beliefs. She was also an active advocate of women’s rights, including greater access to higher education and female suffrage. She herself had been one of the pioneering students at Cambridge’s new Newnham College for women in the 1870s, and was later encouraged to apply as Principal of Alexandra College in Dublin, although she was too honest to do so as she did not feel able to subscribe to the religious tenets the post demanded. The novelist John Ayscough described Bun as having ‘handsome features of decisive cast, a clever, hard mouth, and alert, penetrating eyes of unrestrained capacity for seeing the weak points in things and people’. She was certainly strikingly handsome and had a commanding presence. Short wavy white hair framed her strong face, and she wore double-breasted jackets with a man’s linen collar, and practical skirts cut unfashionably high above the ankle. The severity of this outfit was only sometimes relieved by a silver brooch representing a greyhound’s head given by her father, as like all the Jebbs she loved to ride and hunt. Bun’s appearance reflected her determined rationalism and independence of character; it was a defiance of the Victorian standards by which femininity was so much valued and emphasised. ‘Man Jebb’ was her affectionate nickname in the town.

Bun was in charge of The Lyth with its twelve long-serving staff and the working farm estate until Tye arrived, and she stayed on thereafter. Although opposites in many ways she and Tye quickly became close, each welcoming the support of the other. Bun’s great practical abilities with anything from carpentry to metalwork would soon make her a great asset to Tye when her interest in art and design found a valuable outlet in social work. Until then Bun was very involved in the children, counting fingers and toes as the babies arrived and in many ways acting as a second mother to them as they grew. ‘Those were wonderful days’, Tye later wrote warmly to her sister-in-law, ‘when we together mothered six, a happy dual arrangement for them and for myself, my dearest and best of pals.’

Tye and Bun made an excellent team. Naturally conservative, Tye felt responsible for promoting the traditional moral code and the children’s Anglican religious training. Bun felt free to indulge her less conventional ideas on a good upbringing. In some ways this meant that she was stricter than Tye, especially with regard to the girls’ attendance at lessons. But she also insisted on an education outside of the classroom, giving the children a healthy respect for independence along with new bicycles, and forever taking them to explore Roman ruins, castles and factories. She was, Em later recalled

the companion of pranks, the inspirer of dreams … the instigator of many ideas and of most doings which led the highly individualised six of us into endless achievement and adventure. A disused back bedroom was her workshop, where she introduced those who had a wish to carpentry, wood and metal turning, glass cutting and glazing; and she taught us besides how to make things like boomerangs, kites, popguns, bows and arrows, toboggans … stilts, fishing-nets, and – supreme joy, because so dangerous – over her bedroom fire, to melt lead and cast bullets.

Bun’s aim was to bring the children up with a healthy curiosity about the world and the confidence to trust their own judgements. When they were little this might mean taking them bathing in the mere in summer, or ice-skating in winter, and even taking Dick trespassing to an unsurpassed trout-fishing spot when he should have been in school; when they grew up it meant supporting their plans to go to college or travel the world, however unconventional or dangerous these ambitions might appear.

The six Jebb children had to rely very much on each other and their aunt for their entertainment because there were few young visitors to the rather cold lamp-lit house. In many ways, despite their maids and other luxuries, life at The Lyth was austere. The round skylight in the inner hall leaked whenever it rained, regularly sending the family running for hip-baths, milk pails and pudding bowls, the wind blew freely through loose windows, and the kitchen and attics were infested with rats which could be heard at all times of night and day. For the children, typical days would start by breaking the ice in their basins to wash, followed by prayers and breakfast at half seven before the schoolroom routine began. All the children preferred farm chores, such as feeding the hens, to work in the schoolroom. Once they were thirteen the girls, and any boys home from school, were promoted to late dinners in evening dress, but were still all in bed by ten.

Weekends held greater diversions when the elder children, including Eglantyne, would often ride to hounds with Arthur or go fishing with Bun. At thirteen Gamul had got the naturalist bug and when back from school he was never happier than when netting butterflies with his father, joining Bun’s expeditions to a local gravel pit to search for fossils, or roping in Eglantyne to help make a pond for frogs and newts. Patiently assisted by Em who was a budding botanist and Lill who was interested in geology as well as everything related to the farm, he had soon set up a small natural history museum at The Lyth to display his finds. Dorothy, who idolised Gamul, trailed around behind him, quickly catching his love of all things natural. Soon she could emulate birdsong well enough to call birds to her, and she started bringing both them and field-mice back to The Lyth to study. ‘Dorothy is a funny little thing,’ Eglantyne wrote affectionately. ‘She has brought seven mice from the fields and is keeping them under glass and she goes about with chickens in her pocket.’ Two years later Gamul was classifying moths with visitors from geological expeditions, and in Eglantyne’s view, both he and his little sister had become rather tediously ‘monopolised by natural history’.

Of more interest to Eglantyne were the local Shakespeare readings in the surrounding country houses, with minor parts allotted to the children. These were sometimes re-enacted at home where Eglantyne would often steal the show, once savouring the chance as Elizabeth I to box the ears of her big brother Dick, playing Essex. The family would also go to country house parties to dance quadrilles, lancers, waltzes and polkas, as well as the more gentle country-dances that everyone could join in. Eglantyne went to her first party in 1889 when she was thirteen, dancing almost all the dances until they left around midnight when she was magnificently sick out of the carriage window. Dancing and horse-riding remained her greatest pleasures for many years, as both gave her some physical freedom and a pleasing sense of spiritual harmony with the world around her. ‘To dance’, she later wrote, ‘was to share … a joy like that of a disembodied life, the sense of effort gone, the pleasure of movement remaining … a sensation which was an emotion.’

In winter The Lyth could be freezing. In 1890 Arthur wrote that they were having ‘an old fashioned Christmas with ice upon the water in our bedroom jugs, and snow upon the ground’. Christmas by then had been celebrated at The Lyth in a pretty much unbroken tradition for over half a century. A meal of beef, goose, plum pudding and mince pies was provided for the staff and their families in the servants’ hall, followed by an evening of songs and dancing to a fiddle. At some point ‘the family’ would come in. Arthur would make a speech and the children handed out presents, mostly repaired toys and home-made clothes. Eglantyne, with her golden-red hair, would be dressed as a fairy-godmother on these occasions, but later told her sisters that she had always been embarrassed by the patronage. More fun were the Christmas plays put on in the servants’ hall. Somehow Eglantyne always seemed to get the darker roles in these productions and, as always, she relished the opportunity to be legitimately subversive. In 1892 she was the witch in ‘Jack the Giant Killer’, complete with pointed hat, shawl and ‘lots of clanking chains and bracelets’, and she managed to reduce several children in the audience to tears when she told how the giant ate little boys. Finally bell-ringing served as the prelude to stockings next morning, crammed with presents from each to all, often including large boxes of brightly painted lead soldiers to inspire more military games on the nursery floor.

Eglantyne loved The Lyth because out of the schoolroom it meant freedom. But she had a melancholic impression of Shropshire whose views she liked best when ‘there was no rain, nor wind, nor softly gleaming sun. But that sad grey which seemed to suit the fields.’ Like her brothers and sisters, she preferred the wilder landscapes of Wales. Frequent holidays were spent at the family’s rather cold Welsh stone farmhouse, the imposing Tydraw in Denbigshire, among what Eglantyne described as those ‘blue hills beyond the green’. Tydraw means ‘the home over there’, and the farm provided an early Welsh holiday home where the family indulged in a romantic simple life, as demarcated by only the two maids and an ‘absence of puddings’ despite a larder well stocked with hares, rabbits, pheasants, grouse and partridge.

Many as they were, the children were not the sole focus on Tye’s time and attention. Tye was a loving and involved mother, but she was not expected to care for the children alone, and a succession of nurses and governesses filed through The Lyth. Soon after Dorothy was born Tye developed a project of her own to give her life greater meaning. A few years after she had arrived at The Lyth she had come across a boy on the estate crying from weariness and frustration as he worked six days a week removing stones from the fields. This dreary task had been his occupation for the last few years and there was no prospect of change. Shocked by this waste of life, Tye determined to provide more opportunities for the estate cottagers. Inspired by the example of Charles Leland, who was reviving rural crafts in Philadelphia, she quickly set up free wood carving workshops in the servants’ hall, soon followed by basket-making, chair-caning, carpentry, mosaic-making and painting. The elder Jebb children joined in these activities, enjoying the creativity while they gained an insight into lives outside their privileged family and social circle, and witnessed a compassionate idea being organised into a movement of real social value.8
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