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For Alessandra and Gabriela

Two remarkable women in their own right
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The socialist of another country is a fellow patriot, as the capitalist of my own country is a natural enemy.

—JAMES CONNOLLY, Irish Republican, in a quote posted on the wall of Rose Dugdale’s office

To gain that which is worth having, it may be necessary to lose everything else.

—BERNADETTE DEVLIN, Irish civil rights leader, in The Price of My Soul






INTRODUCTION The Revolutionary Rose Dugdale
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When Rose Dugdale became international news in the mid-1970s, she emerged as an emblem of the times. Fiery, bold, and brash, she defied the conventions of her birth and of her gender in everything from action to attire. At the same time, she was generous, articulate, and unquestionably bright. Her criminality, combined with her lineage, her degree from Oxford, and her doctorate in economics, made her a curiosity to journalists not only in Ireland and Britain but in North America as well. She was media gold, having abandoned a life of wealth and leisure to take up arms in operations that would almost certainly, if not intentionally, lead her to prison.

Dugdale was also a radical, not just politically but criminally. No woman before her or since has ever committed anything resembling the art thefts for which she served as mastermind, leader, and perpetrator. For these and other crimes, she carries no regrets or remorse and offers no alibis. The ethical decisions she made during her life were her own, formed after years of intense study in universities and on the ground, from Cuba to Belfast.

Hers was an age of conflict. The antiwar movement, assassinations and riots in the United States, massive student protests in major cities in Europe, civil wars from Guatemala to Ethiopia, a recent revolution in Cuba, a coup in Portugal, and the Troubles in Northern Ireland—these were the fires burning around the world, and she studied all of them.

Hers was also an era of liberation, in its many manifestations. Liberation theology was emerging in Latin America, a symbiosis of Marxist socioeconomics and Christian thought meant to combat greed and, thus, liberate the impoverished from their oppressors. Similarly, the Black Power movement was on the rise, and Kwame Ture (the former Stokely Carmichael) and Charles V. Hamilton had recently published Black Power: The Politics of Liberation, examining systemic racism in the United States and proposing a liberation from the preexisting order in the country. The Black Power movement would capture Dugdale’s attention throughout her life. There was sexual liberation, with free love and changes in age-old gender roles. Dugdale would test these waters, especially in her open relationship with a married man to whom she provided financial support and engaged in a sort of domestic ménage à trois. There was the women’s liberation movement, which had started at around the time of Rose’s own ideological awakening in the late 1960s, and from the rejection of societal expectations as a young aristocrat to challenging dress codes at Oxford to taking the lead in militant operations in a way few women of her day dared, Rose reflected that movement in the most radical ways. And, of course, there was the struggle for the liberation of Northern Ireland from British colonial rule—the struggle that would become more important to Rose Dugdale than any other cause, or person, in her life.

Dugdale was unusually earnest in her revolutionary activism. She had no thirst for power, no visions of grandeur for herself; her visions were only for the audacious goals of a free Ireland and the end of capitalism. She found fulfillment in joining the fight and in participating in a grand fashion. While much of what she did and what she tried to accomplish was ill-advised and unquestionably criminal, her motives were no secret and her justifications clear. They were also formed wholly on her own and were not the result of her having fallen under the spell of some charismatic man, despite such claims from lazy onlookers.

Her unbridled zeal for her causes was the topic of countless contemporaneous journalistic opinions, and they typically lay somewhere on a continuum, with “Reluctant Debutante Rebelling against Her Parents” at one end and “Poor Little Rich Girl Radicalized by Her Boyfriend” at the other. In fact, neither of these is completely accurate. Yes, there are elements of rebellion against her parents’ wealth, and it is indeed correct that her militancy intensified while she was with boyfriend Walter Heaton, but the truth is that her convictions were the result of her own studies, her own mind, and her own soul. Rose Dugdale was her own person—not her parents’, not Heaton’s, and not the IRA’s.

A major flaw in prior examinations of Dugdale is that, generally speaking, they have focused on the superficial—on frivolous matters such as her looks, her hair color, her choice in attire, her onetime wealth, the age difference between her and her love interests, her pedigree, and her résumé. A closer examination of the woman reveals that none of these were the things about which she chose to speak. Ask her about her youth hunting on the family estate, and she’d tell you about the utility of learning to use a rifle. Ask her about her being presented before the Queen, and she’d tell you about the money wasted that could have gone elsewhere. Ask her about her role in university sit-ins, and she’d smile and talk of student uprisings around the world at the time. And while you were certainly entitled to disagree, she had no time for argument. In short order, Rose Dugdale had decided that she had studied enough about economics at university, learned enough in Cuba, read enough about the behavior of the British Army on Bloody Sunday, and seen enough during her trips to Derry and Belfast to have any interest in winning you over with reason or debate. She was fighting a war, and she had made the deliberate decision that she was willing to take many risks, and, if necessary, many lives, to bring change to the world she saw around her.

Dugdale was not the only woman to fight on the side of the Irish Republican movement. An entire division, the Cumann na mBan (the Irishwomen’s Council), consisted of women eager to lend paramilitary efforts in support of the men. While most of their work was behind the scenes, there were women fighting on the front lines. In addition to the famous exploits of IRA members Dolours and Marian Price, whose bombings of famous London landmarks and subsequent hunger strikes will be described in detail in these pages, women participated in a number of operations involving extreme violence. In the very same month the Price sisters bombed London, two girls lured three young British soldiers into a house by inviting them to a party. Once inside, the soldiers were killed. Four days later, two other teenage girls were arrested with a 150-pound bomb in a baby carriage. Before the end of 1973 alone, additional women were arrested for attempted bombings, shootings, possession of weapons, and even a rocket attack on a British Army post.1

Even beyond these female militants, Rose Dugdale was a groundbreaker in terms of her genres of criminality. Her involvement in an aerial assault on a police station marked the first attack of its kind. Not since World War II had bombs fallen from the sky in the United Kingdom. Yet as daring as that was, it is not the venture from which her notoriety sprang. Instead, it was her theft of nineteen paintings from the Beit Collection in 1974 that left the greatest impression. That it was thought to be the largest such heist in history was remarkable; that the mastermind was a woman was unprecedented.

Many millions in fine art are estimated stolen every year, but it’s almost exclusively the work of men. There have been some women who have been accomplices in art heists, the most recent being Rita Alter, who in 1985 appears to have served as a decoy while her husband, Jerry, took what is now estimated to be a $100 million painting by Willem de Kooning, Woman-Ochre, from the University of Arizona Museum of Art. Some others have taken works from their employers or pilfered lesser works. But no woman has ever set their sights on art on par with that stolen by Dugdale nor played such a major role in its taking.

The first Russborough House heist (as of 2020, there have now been, incredibly, four) established Rose Dugdale as the great outlier—history’s first and only female mastermind and thief of high-value, highly recognizable masterpieces. It must be emphasized that she wasn’t just a hired gun or a lookout—she was the force behind the planning and execution of the crime, the leader of, and key to, the whole sordid and fantastic affair. The men who accompanied her were merely muscle. None of them had the knowledge of Russborough House’s holdings to target it and wouldn’t have known what to select from the walls even if they had. But Rose knew, and she chose very well. In fact, even if she had left behind the Vermeer during the Russborough House job (an oversight she would never have made), most of the other eighteen works would still qualify her take as among the greatest in art theft history. Yet more incredibly, this was likely not Dugdale’s only foray into stealing masterpieces.

This makes Rose a pioneer in yet another sense. Stealing high-value art, unlike most other forms of theft, is nearly always a one-off. Thieves find that once they have successfully pilfered masterpieces, unloading them is even harder than the heist. Only Myles Connor, perhaps the world’s greatest art thief, stole Rembrandts on separate occasions (as well as many other masterworks in his storied career). Stéphane Breitwieser was the culprit behind numerous thefts of fine art in Europe. But, at least in the twentieth century and beyond, this club is very exclusive. Rose Dugdale’s name belongs right alongside those two men in that notorious league.

Dugdale remains a somewhat enigmatic figure, forsaking a life of creature comforts few can realize for a certain rendezvous with prison. Perhaps there was an element of rebellion against her mother’s rigid parenting, but it hardly justified the extreme mutiny from a happy, peaceful middle-class British life. And she held great affection for her father, if not for his station in life. She was no one’s mere accomplice, no one’s errand girl. She was the architect of her own activism, the composer of her own political credo.

Parallels with Patty Hearst’s foray into the world of militantism seem, at first blush, natural. Hearst’s childhood was close in style and substance to Dugdale’s, with both having attended the finest private schools and living with the sort of wealth that they would later rail against. They fought alongside people whose backgrounds were strikingly different from their own. And both Rose and Patty were repeated subjects of the “poor little rich girl” cliché in the popular media, with nary a story written about either that didn’t include the word “heiress.” However, that’s where the parallels end.

Though Hearst and Dugdale were, incredibly, grabbing front-page headlines within just two weeks of each other in April 1974, there exist strong distinctions between the two women. First, Hearst was just twenty and still in college when she was kidnapped. Dugdale was well into her thirties and had already earned her PhD when her criminal conduct began. Second, as Jeffrey Toobin has described in his book American Heiress, after being kidnapped and held in a closet, Hearst was seduced by at least one male member of the so-called Symbionese Liberation Army (SLA), and this was a major factor in her transformation. While there’s no disputing Rose’s love of, if not infatuation with, the activist Walter Heaton early on in her own personal awakening, Heaton was quick to note that anyone who thought it was his influencing her—rather than the other way around—was guilty of a serious misjudgment. Third, Dugdale took a leadership role in her revolutionary activities, while Hearst was a prop for the SLA. When Rose was released from Limerick Prison, she was left in the trunk of a car to avoid the media. Hearst, meanwhile, was positioned with her machine gun and beret exactly where bank cameras would capture her, making her an effective propaganda tool. Fourth, when facing serious criminal charges in court, Dugdale defended herself, using the courtroom as a political bully pulpit. Hearst, on the other hand, was represented by the famed defense attorney F. Lee Bailey. Fifth and finally, while Hearst would later seek commutation and pardon for her crimes, Rose Dugdale would never seek such accommodations. Instead, she wears her convictions like hard-earned battle scars, proud of each and confident in their righteousness.

There is yet another way that Rose Dugdale’s art thefts are somewhat unusual, and that is her motive. Typically, thieves steal masterpieces because they believe—wrongly—that they will be able to monetize the works. Art is usually less secure than, say, money in a bank vault or precious stones. The reason for this is obvious: the whole point of a masterpiece is to display it. Whether in a home, a gallery, or a museum, fine art is meant to be appreciated and, therefore, on view. In turn, displaying art means making it that much more accessible than most other things of very high value. The more accessible something of value appears, the more attractive it is to thieves. The problem for thieves, however, is that once they’ve stolen a masterpiece, it’s nearly impossible to find a buyer. The evil billionaires of Hollywood simply do not exist in the real world and are, for all intents and purposes, unprecedented, especially in the Western Hemisphere.

Highly valuable art is also stolen in order to use it as collateral in illicit trafficking, especially in the drug trade. Having a multimillion-dollar painting in your possession instantly proves to the supplier that you’re not only a serious player but that you have something of value to offer—or take—if your cash doesn’t make it through.

A third motivation for art thieves is the acquisition of a bargaining chip to use with prosecutors if they are caught committing other crimes down the line. People who steal paintings aren’t specialists. They steal anything of value they can get their hands on, along with a host of other sorts of criminality. A highly sought-after work of art can make for an effective “get out of jail free” card. And in some cases, the masterpiece that cannot be fenced is nevertheless held for this reason. Why give it back when you can easily hide it and bargain with it later?

While Dugdale’s motive for her biggest heist most closely matches this last scenario, it differs from most major heists—except, incredibly, two other Vermeer thefts in the 1970s—in an important sense: she put her own freedom on the line to obtain a chit with which to aid people who, though she had once met, were largely unknown to her. Rose was working for an ideal—a principle—to which she was committed. She wasn’t stealing to help herself in any way. There was no personal financial gain to be had for Dugdale through art theft. There was no plot to hide a portion of her take to negotiate a lighter sentence for herself should she be caught. Her reward was in the effort itself. There could be no doubt: Rose Dugdale was a true believer in her cause.

Unlike most, Rose hasn’t written a tell-all autobiography. She has given just a handful of short interviews, usually covering unchallenging questions and only with enough time to provide general overviews instead of in-depth responses. A recent interview attempt by a reporter was met with an angry response. “Clear off, right. I’m not answering questions,” she snapped while watching a football match in Dublin, speaking in what was described as a “posh accent.”2

Perhaps due to her reticence, Rose’s story has been mischaracterized in recent years. One widely published art crime scholar has incorrectly described her as an “American socialite” (she was neither); who stole “12 paintings” (she stole more than twenty); “on behalf of the IRA” (the IRA disavowed her crimes); “for the release of IRA prisoners” (it was for the transfer of prisoners, not release); “including her boyfriend” (her boyfriend was not in jail at the time and participated in the biggest of the thefts). He has also incorrectly described her as an “art historian” under whose “leadership” the IRA launched a series of violent art thefts. Such mischaracterizations don’t do justice to the legacy of Rose Dugdale. Though she can be coy about whether she was actually an official member of the Provisional IRA, the fact is that she was not. Multiple Provo sources made this quite clear when she was dominating the headlines from the mid-seventies until the very early eighties. Rather, she was an ardent sympathizer who fell in with a rogue unit. Similarly, her role in the history of art theft and activism is one that has been mischaracterized, the true story untold. Regardless of what one makes of her tactics, Rose Dugdale was at the forefront of female activism in a period defined by social and political upheaval.

Despite her recalcitrance and the relative scarcity of her own words about her life, Rose’s true story should be told. Whether she was a freedom fighter or a terrorist is for the reader to decide. But as to whether she was a pawn in someone else’s game, the answer is clear: she was moving her own chess pieces. She remains unrepentant and proud of her past. Even in her seventies, she proudly established a social media presence, and rather than posting her own face for her profile photo on Facebook and Twitter, she opted for the most famous painting she stole, Lady Writing a Letter with Her Maid, as her public image. This book examines what led her to that Vermeer, and perhaps another, and the remarkable life story that has remained untold for decades.






ONE The Reluctant Debutante
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It is perhaps by mischance that on the very day that the Nazi auxiliary cruiser Thor sank the SS Britannia in the mid-Atlantic, a woman was born who would make it her life’s work to undermine the British empire. But so it was that on March 25, 1941, Bridget Rose Dugdale was welcomed into the world by her loving parents, Lieutenant Colonel Eric and Caroline Dugdale.

The news of the SS Britannia must have come as a shock to Colonel Dugdale, who was a Lloyd’s of London underwriter with a specialty in shipping and aircraft insurance. The sinking of the passenger liner was yet another blow that the Nazis had struck against the British during a long air and sea campaign. He knew shipping, and he knew the military, so he was more attuned than most about what his nation was facing. It’s no wonder, then, that though his new baby girl was born during the Blitz, he kept little Rose tucked safely away at the country estate he’d purchased just before the war, sheltered from the terrifying German air raids. She would be a Blitz Baby only by date, not by experience.

There’s a tale about Colonel Dugdale, probably apocryphal, that is illustrative of the fighting Dugdale spirit. While playing polo, the colonel was struck in the face with such force that a few of his teeth were knocked from his mouth. Unwilling to let a bit of dental damage interrupt his match, Colonel Dugdale dismounted his horse, retrieved his teeth from the ground, and forced them back into place. It is told that they stayed put for several more years. The colonel was, indeed, a man’s man; smart, handsome, lean, and athletic, with a confident, understated manner, he served in the cavalry, survived two wars, and was very successful at Lloyd’s. He also served on the board of the technology firm Scophony-Baird, Ltd.1 Though a thoroughly formidable man, it was his wife, the former Caroline Timmons, who dominated the Dugdale children in the household.

Caroline was tall and imposing, with a strong jaw and an intimidating countenance set in contrast to her large, pretty eyes, and her family had made a fortune in the slave trade. Later, they grew even richer in Liverpool in the soap business, and then later and with yet greater success in the cotton mills of Lancashire. She was given to a “baroque taste in dress, and an overriding sense of the proprieties,” and Colonel Dugdale was her second husband.2 Her first, John Mosley, was the brother of the notorious Sir Oswald Mosley, the founder of the British Union of Fascists. She left that marriage in time to avoid the ignominy of such a familial association, but not before having two sons with him that she would bring into the Dugdale brood. With Eric, she gave birth to Rose’s older sister, also named Caroline, and a younger brother, James.

Caroline Dugdale’s authoritarian household was one of exacting, if sometimes arbitrary, edicts. A friend to the youngsters recalled a home filled with “daunting rules and regulations,” such as a prohibition against the children taking part in the decking of the family Christmas tree until they reached the age of ten. The younger offspring would presumably be required to sit and watch as their older siblings frolicked. The Dugdale girls were also required to curtsey to guests when they entered a room, and while they were welcome guests at the homes of their friends and classmates, even the other parents were “terrified” of encountering their mother.3

Despite the firm hand of her mother, little Rose showed early flashes of independence. She would tell friends of an incident that occurred at the family farm in which her parents had pierced her ears without consulting her first. Young Rose was furious. “She said she considered herself disfigured,” a friend recalled. “And she’s refused to wear earrings ever since. But the worst part was they had it done without giving her a chance to decide on her own. She was angry and she let them know it.”4

Still, Mrs. Dugdale was intent on raising a family that adhered to her vision of a proper British upbringing and standing despite the impending cultural changes of post–World War II society, and the setting was certainly right. The Dugdales made their home near Axminster in East Devon, on a six-hundred-acre estate called Yarty Farm. Friends from her youth would recall “a farmhouse smartened up to the extent of being ‘ludicrously overdone,’ with immaculate grounds, a gravel drive, shiny limousines, [and] a dressage ring in which the children practiced on their ponies.”5 Rose also rode at the pastoral Cotley Hunt and was remembered as a pretty, happy girl, “jolly smartly dressed,” if not “a bit Londony” in the eyes of some.6 Of her childhood in Devon, those who spent time with her recall that “she appeared to be enjoying it,”7 though it is said that she was forbidden to speak to the local village children.8 A cousin described Rose as an attractive girl, full of life and laughter, “a great giggler,” and a daughter “devoted to her father.”9 Rose’s cousin made no mention of such a relationship with her mother.

The countryside in East Devon, as well as the family house in Chelsea (not to mention the mansion in Scotland), were a world away from the downtrodden communities of Northern Ireland with which Rose would fall in love during her adulthood. Belfast featured damp, cramped quarters in a city marked by homes lacking the basic amenities. It had been devastated by blitzes itself, when the Germans bombed the city on Easter 1941, killing a thousand people and destroying more than 50 percent of the city’s housing. In sharp contrast, money was never an issue for the Dugdales. When asked by an interviewer about similarities between her upbringing and the bucolic scenery of the popular TV series Downton Abbey, Rose was defensive: “Well, I think we should go easy on the heiress stuff. I mean, that’s something the media have concentrated on but in some sense I’m certainly not an heiress and I’m not an aristocrat, either. And I’m sorry to disappoint you.”10

Her protest aside, the only sense in which she was not an heiress or aristocrat was strictly in her self-conscious abandonment of such titles. The Dugdales wanted for nothing and enjoyed every amenity, every leisure. Indeed, in the same interview, Rose let down her guard and reminisced of an enviable childhood. “I lived in the country,” she said. “We had ponies, and a farm, lots of animals and dogs, and all those lovely things. And hunting, shooting… which was very good training in rifle practice. And, so, it was an idyllic period of my life.”11 The rifle and hunting training came via experts in the craft, as she practiced alongside her father and his friends—all officers of the British Army. Rose described that she “learned to move around the countryside without making a noise, crawling as if I were a soldier in World War I,” and learned to approach a deer without scaring it off.12 These were skills that she deemed most useful in her years as a self-described guerrilla. Later in life, when asked if she was aware at the time of how privileged a youth she led compared to the many suffering the hardships of post–World War II Britain, she answered, “The truth is no, we lived isolated from that reality.”13

Rose’s early education consisted of attendance at the very exclusive Miss Ironside’s, a private school of about 150 young ladies held in a large stucco house in South Kensington. She described her experience at the school as years spent studying “with the daughters of aristocracy.”14 Instructions at the school were said to center upon sitting up straight, learning to curtsey, and worrying not about exams, “for Mr. Right was bound to come along eventually.”15 But Miss Ironside’s was far from the stuffy, rigid institution that one would expect from a mid-century British school for the wealthy. Students were encouraged to call teachers by their first names or even nicknames. There were no uniforms, and the girls were taught using the somewhat Bohemian Dalcroze eurhythmics method, a playful approach to learning through awakening and refining “innate musicality through rhythmic movement… ear-training, and improvisation.”16 The school was founded in the years between the wars, and one alum remembered it as a “marvelously idiosyncratic educational establishment, in some ways behind the times but in many ways ahead of them.”17

While in session at Miss Ironside’s, Rose lived in the children’s quarters upstairs at her parents’ tony Chelsea terrace house in St. Leonard’s Terrace, which was located only a short, chauffeured drive away from the school. One girl who knew her at Miss Ironside’s remembered her wit and humor and described a “warm-hearted” and “irreverent” little girl. Another described young Rose as “the highlight” of her time at the private academy. Virginia Ironside fondly recalled her young student. “Everyone adored this generous, clever and dashing millionaire’s daughter, who was life and laughter,” she said.18 It was high praise from a woman who taught countless young women gifted with Dugdale-like stock.

Rose was raised with servants in her homes, a luxury to which her adult self would be completely inimical. One of the family’s employees at Yarty Farm was her beloved elderly French governess, whom she called simply “Mam’zelle.” A friend would later recount meeting the governess and being disappointed in the woman she encountered, but this was perhaps due to the lavish exaltations Rose heaped on her cherished tutor.19 Some have posited that Colonel Dugdale’s later dismissal of Mam’zelle and another farmhand Rose held dearly led to a later rift in the treasured father-daughter relationship.

After Miss Ironside’s, Rose was sent abroad to travel Europe, doing her “finishing” in France, where she spent another three months studying culture. She also traveled to Germany, where she spent four months learning the language and music and stayed in the home of the former secretary of Nazi propaganda, Joseph Goebbels. To Rose, the accommodations in the postwar era were less than ideal, and she was quick to dismiss that connection by saying that her mother had many contacts in Europe. “It was not a time of luxury,” she would recall, somewhat defensively. “Germany was poor and the house I was in was no exception.”20 Along the way, she also made stops in Italy, Greece, and Austria. It was part of her mother’s plan for Rose. Mrs. Dugdale moved in intellectual circles, her daughter remembered, and had many contacts, allowing her to coordinate the pre-university excursion. She would utilize them to provide her daughter with a worldly upbringing befitting a member of her class.

Back home, marrying well and maintaining wealth would be the next step in her development, as was her father’s expectation. But upon Dugdale’s return from her trip abroad in 1958, there appeared a sudden urge for a deviation from this charted course. Rose, it seemed, was not at all interested in what awaited her—the debutante Season, or, what Jessica Mitford (herself an earlier reluctant debutante) called “the specific, upper-class version of a puberty rite.”21

The debutante Season, naturally, couldn’t have been more important to Rose’s mother. Caroline Dugdale had high hopes, fretting over all the details. “She wanted her daughter to be one of the leading debutantes of the year, and do all the right things and go to the right places and meet the right young men,” said Una-Mary Parker, the society photographer who shot Rose for her Season.22

The two-century-old tradition was the highlight of London society and an absolute must for the British elite. It would seem unimaginable that a young woman of affluence would choose not to make her grand entrance into society at Queen Charlotte’s Ball. The authoritative biographer of the 1958 Season, the acclaimed writer Fiona MacCarthy, herself a debutante that year and a childhood chum of Rose’s, recalled, “By and large it was a family tradition. Most debutantes were presented by their mothers, who themselves had been presented. In the circles in which I grew up, curtseying to the Queen was not a matter for discussion, it was just a thing you did.”23

Presentation to Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham Palace was no simple trick. One hundred and seventy-eight years after King George III introduced it as a way to celebrate the birthday of his wife, Charlotte, there remained a very strict method to even the curtsey, and the home instruction that Caroline Dugdale had provided her daughters would not suffice. Instead, debutantes perfected the technique using the method taught to them by a dance instructor named Madame Vacani: the left knee was locked behind the right, with a graceful descent, head erect, hands by the side. That would be followed by three sidesteps and another curtsey to Prince Philip.24

Perhaps aware of how valuable a chit participating in the Season would therefore be, Rose used it to bargain with her parents. “I kind of came to a deal with my parents that I would do the season, but we’d just have a small season,” she later recalled.25 In return for participating in this unseemly and excessive “marriage market,” as Rose called it, they agreed to her attending St. Anne’s College at Oxford in the fall.26 While allowing one’s child to attend Oxford might not seem like much of a parental concession, the furtherance of education was not something that Rose’s parents had ever envisioned for their daughter. They expected courtship and marriage to a prominent young man. But they acquiesced, and both Rose and her parents were granted their wishes.

Adding to the importance of the event was the fact that the traditional presentation to the Queen was in its last year. When the lord chamberlain announced that the 1958 class would be the last, a record number of applicants flooded in for this final chance to be presented to the Queen. So the stakes for Rose’s participation could not have been higher. One thousand and four hundred young women would curtsey before Elizabeth II that Season.

The presentations had fallen out of favor in recent years, and Buckingham Palace had decided to put an end to them. For one, there was talk of bribery behind the selection of the young women participating. This gave the group the whiff of commoners. Princess Margaret, unimpressed with the class of participants, said, “We had to put a stop to it. Every tart in London was getting in.”27 Dugdale herself would later say that the Season was thought to be “presenting… the children of aristocrats, but it became more middle-class, jumped-up middle-class people, who aspired to great wealth, presenting their daughters.”28 Furthermore, this was an era in which deference to the crown had been on the decline. A year earlier, Lord Altrincham described the event as including a “truly classless court” participating in an event that should have been “quietly discontinued in 1945.”29

Still, such a description of classlessness was quite relative. Not only did the debutante class of 1958 feature an array of young ladies with the finest of upbringings and lineage, it also featured a number of individuals who would go on to great fame and, for some, even greater notoriety.

There was Jennifer Mather, later Jennifer Murray, who, aside from being a successful international businesswoman, would go on to become the first woman to pilot a helicopter around the world, and later, the first woman to repeat the feat solo. Fiona MacCarthy would win several literary awards and write for The Guardian. Her eponymous biography of William Morris would be described as “one of the finest biographies ever published” in Britain.30 Nicolette Harrison was also of the 1958 class. She met the Marquess of Londonderry when she was just sixteen, and soon after her coming out was engaged to him. They had two daughters together, but in 1969, she gave birth to a son whom the marquess believed was not his. Blood tests confirmed his suspicions, and if that wasn’t scandal enough, it was learned that the child was actually the son of pop star Georgie Fame. Harrison later married the singer.31

Perhaps the alum from the ’58 Season who went on to have most in common with Rose Dugdale was Teresa Hayter. The daughter of former British ambassador to the Soviet Union Sir William Hayter, Teresa went on to become a radical and, like Jessica Mitford, embraced Marxism and joined a revolutionary Trotskyist group. She described her conversion as having been completed in the tumult of 1968 at Oxford. “I am convinced that by then it was impossible for any student to ignore Marxist ideas,” she later wrote, adding that it was this “Oxford period [that] finally turned me into a revolutionary.”32

Then, of course, there was Rose Dugdale.

Princess Margaret’s contempt aside, Queen Charlotte’s Ball, even in that final year of presentation before the Queen, was a magnificent event. Hundreds of girls at a time, dressed in gorgeous white gowns, paraded into Grosvenor House as onlookers gawked at the spectacle. And the entire months-long Season was marked by the elegant parties, dancing, and social interaction of a bygone era. With its end, wrote MacCarthy, was the loss of “a mad, sad beauty.” She recalls it as “the prime example of elaborate social rituals that lingered through the postwar years. Underlying it were concepts of elegance, good manners, belief in protocol, love and respect for Queen and country, qualities which before long appeared impossibly old-fashioned.”33

It’s hard to imagine concepts any less attractive to the woman Rose Dugdale would become. But even in her teens, she recalls that she viewed the debutante Season as something far from the nostalgic, elegant affair that her mother had spent so much time organizing. To her, it was “pornographic—something which cost about what 60 old-age pensioners receive in six months.”34 The debutante tradition was far too classist, far too discriminating. One critic even went so far as to describe the spectacle as “a mixture of the Nuremberg Rallies and the Dance of the Fairies in the Hall of the Mountain King.”35

“I did it very reluctantly, refusing to take part in anything more than I had to,” Rose said. “As a debutante I was out on the social register and invited to parties and balls which I hated… God!… when I think of the money that was wasted on the whole business. Each dress I wore was tailor-made by Worth.”36 Rose’s dismay over the fuss was not lost on her photographer: “As soon as Rose walked into the drawing room in a white organdie dress, white gloves and a little row of pearls, and a tight perm, looking absolutely miserable and most dreadfully awkward, you realised that this girl should never have been pushed into doing something like the deb season. And I think she was very bolshie about the whole thing. She was very ungainly and unhappy about the whole thing—it was a very sticky session. I think maybe Rose should have stayed down on the farm… You know… with the horses.”37

Though she was barely nineteen, Dugdale was keenly and pragmatically aware of what being a debutante meant—finding the suitable husband a girl had been preparing for since Miss Ironside’s. “The idea was that you would manage to pair off with someone,” she said, recalling that “the single young lads in London at the time tended to be military young fellas, who were in the guards or maybe in the horse guards or so.” Given her later activities, it’s no surprise that she found the young officers to be “very poor company in my view.”38

Rose would go on to describe the Season as a time in which she was treated “as if you were being sold as a commodity.”39 Mothers put together lists of the young men from which their daughters should steer clear, including categories like NSIT (Not Safe in Taxis).40 Unsurprisingly, this was not the sort of affair that appealed to young Rose. She had made the deal to attend and to go through the months-long Season of dances and events and dinners, but pairing off with a future husband was nowhere in her plans. “I hated it, I really hated everything about it,” she said, mincing no words. “All I really wanted to do was get to college and to pursue ideas which were very current at the time. I mean, coming out was a torture, and I would rather have spent the time traveling to Greece or seeing some of the world, which at that age you know nothing about at all.”41

In the circles from which the upper-class debs came, learning about that which you knew nothing wasn’t a priority for young women of the period. In fact, Rose and Fiona MacCarthy constituted half of all the women from the 1958 Season to go on to university. MacCarthy, in her book Last Curtsey, recalls a “self-consciousness about coming from a very frivolous world where ideas were shunned—girls were ridiculed for any aspirations to intellectual life.”42 Colonel Dugdale certainly subscribed to this mentality. Dugdale remembered that to her father, women were thought of as “mere procreators.” Her mother, though, held a progressive view on womanhood for her day, instilling in her daughter a belief that “I did not have to accept inferior treatment because I was a woman.” Caroline Dugdale’s liberalism didn’t extend to her son, however, who Rose claims was sent away because he was a homosexual.43

In any event, in 1958, Rose would obediently curtsey one last time for her mother, before the Queen, at Queen Charlotte’s Ball. It was the last time she would do anything at her parents’ command for the rest of her life.






TWO A Weird Orchid Among Daisies


[image: ]

Signs of Rose Dugdale’s rebellious spirit showed themselves almost immediately upon her arrival at Oxford, but her revolt wasn’t against “the establishment,” Great Britain, or any such noble cause. Instead, it expressed itself in her complete and unreserved departure from the compulsory, rigid, prim-and-proper lifestyle instituted under her mother’s roof.

First came a drastic change in her attire. Quickly upon commencing her studies at Oxford, no longer would she wear handmade dresses of the finest fabrics with matching velvet heels beneath perfectly set hair. Rather, Dugdale’s sartorial preference consisted almost exclusively of men’s shirts and trousers, with shoes to match. A principal at St. Anne’s College would later note in a letter of recommendation that Dugdale “had a Season before she came up here and for a time became very bohemian in reaction to this!” On one noteworthy occasion, she and a fellow Oxford student, Jennifer Grove, went so far as to disguise themselves as men, combing their hair and donning bulky glasses to hide their faces. Together, they successfully crashed the strictly all-male Oxford Union to protest the exclusion of women, their disguises so good that they sat and read for some time before finally being discovered.I Grove remembered Dugdale as a woman who “hated the frills and the trappings of femininity.”1

That’s not to say, however, that she had become anything like the radical who would one day dominate headlines around the world. To the contrary, she was an unlikely revolutionary and still very much her father’s daughter, with her attire perhaps her only departure from earlier norms. Grove recalled her with irony. “Well the funny thing is, she was extremely right wing,” she said. “We were asked for example to write an essay on the House of Lords and out of the five of us, Rose was the only person who undertook to defend it as an institution. I can remember her saying that breeding counted for something and I suppose this was because she came from a wealthy background and at that time she was not in revolt against it.”2

Another student remembered Rose as a defender of the class system, with a fine vintage claret within reach, courtesy of her loving dad. She was remembered by others as “bright, serious, perhaps a bit confused,” but remained popular and, most interestingly, proud of her family and heritage.3 Still, the changes in her manner were glaring. At Oxford, she would discover a refreshing meritocracy, giving her what she saw as “the opportunity to meet other students who did not belong to wealthy classes but were there because of their skills.”4

Her room at St. Anne’s is remembered as being a slovenly disaster. Guests were forced to navigate “a heap of clothes, cigarette ends, books, and papers” strewn about the floor. She became a chain-smoker, a cigarette omnipresent between her fingers, the nails of which were severely gnawed. She is even said to have adopted a strange fascination with pain, going so far as to sometimes pour lighter fluid on her hand and set it alight. Rose would later say of her time at Oxford, “I turned into the most disagreeable kind of intellectual, badly dressed and extremely arrogant.”5 Colonel Dugdale, noting the change in his precious child, told a friend, “Never let your daughter go to Oxford, it teaches girls the most abominable manners.”6

Rose studied philosophy, politics, and economics at St. Anne’s, a selection that did not please her parents but speaks to her desire for academic rigor. The PPE track is the premier program at Oxford, where students are pushed to dissect complex philosophical questions with an emphasis on developing sound ethical judgment in a political and economic context. The PPE would have a profound impact on Dugdale, as she honed skills that she would later apply to nearly every aspect of her life. She wrote two major papers in her final year: one an ambitious undertaking that covered the period from 1919 to 1962 and dealt with Britain’s relationship with the rest of Europe, Russia, China, and Japan; the other, a study of global monetary institutions, including the International Monetary Fund and the International Bank, with an emphasis on the British balance of payments problem, development, and monetary intuitions.

Dugdale also wrote her first published piece at Oxford, researching and composing “A Radcliffe Bibliography,” published in The Bankers’ Magazine in March 1962. The work compiled the “great flood of articles, lectures, speeches, pamphlets and even books” that were prompted by the Radcliffe Report, the first authoritative examination of the monetary system of the UK in thirty years. The piece was the result of a painstaking examination of dozens of economic responses to the report in the days when such research had to be done without the benefit of internet search engines at one’s fingertips. Instead, Rose (credited as Miss R. Dugdale, St. Anne’s College, Oxford) put in what must have been countless hours finding articles with such titles as “Non-banking Financial Intermediaries and the Process of Credit Creation” and papers such as New Emphasis on “Liquidity.”7

Earlier, she had completed a compulsory paper on comparative political institutions that included the U.S. Constitution and American politics. While it is tempting to assume that her research for these papers colored her later activism, there is no indication that this was the case. Rather, this background provided the basis for later employment that was much more influential in her development.

Her record at St. Anne’s shows an inclination toward leadership. She played a major role in her class, serving as the president of the Junior Common Room, the autonomous undergraduate student organization that served as a student governing function as well as an entertainment and cultural role at the university. She was also secretary for the new students’ Council of Junior Members, a group that consisted of representatives of the men’s and women’s colleges. Given the era, the comingling of the sexes was considered a “departure” from ordinary life at Oxford. It was Rose who wrote the group’s first constitution. The CJM was established in 1961 by Oxford undergraduates who argued that they had no official means of communicating student opinion on university matters, such as teaching methods, regulations, libraries, and lodgings, to seniors. Undergrad proponents referred specifically to “the suppression by the proctors of the [Oxford student magazine] ‘Isis’ Lecture Reviews… the arbitrary authority exercised by the proctors, and the state of the university’s lecture system [and] the absence of any representative student body.”8

Just as she was at Miss Ironside’s, Dugdale was well-liked by her instructors. “She has a most relaxed and agreeable manner… she is a delightful person,” one wrote.9 Another described her as “exceedingly conscientious and hard-working.”10 Her ability to command an audience was emerging, too, as it was noted that “she can control an unruly college meeting of 250 without any apparent effort.”11

Her influence with her colleagues would come in handy during her very active schedule outside the lecture hall. In addition to the JCR and CJM, she belonged to many Oxford societies, including the Oxford University Conservative Club, Labour Club, and Liberal Club, among others, and she was an elected member of the Jowett Society, which was similar in nature to the Socratic Club. As if that wasn’t enough, she served as the college representative for Politics, Disarmament, and Peace, a newly created society. She also found the time to play tennis and squash for St. Anne’s.

One activity in particular displayed a keen understanding of the fine arts her mother so enjoyed and to which she was exposed back home and in her travels. She served as a member of the St. Anne’s Art Committee, where, she said, she “attempted, through buying pictures and helping to organize exhibitions, to forward the ‘cultural interests’ of the Junior Common Room.”12

Despite all the kind words and extracurricular engagement, Rose’s grades at Oxford were ordinary, graduating with an unimpressive third. R. G. Opie, a Fellow of New College, Oxford, and Rose’s economics tutor, described a young woman who didn’t quite fulfill her promise. “She worked quite well and was quite a character round the town. I think she had more mental potential than she realized,”13 adding that at this point, “she was no radical, and certainly not a Bolshevik.”14

But it was not to worry; her parents were relatively disinterested in her academic pursuits, and employment after graduation wasn’t her primary concern. Besides, for Rose, it was the exchange of ideas that held the appeal of higher education, not grades. “Oxford was a marvelous university to be at. I mean you were never on a treadmill like you have the impression people today are in terms of getting through your exams and getting your points and getting into college in the first place, all that stuff,” she later recalled. “Education was what it should be, which was discussing and thinking and reading and forming relationships with people that were your contemporaries.” She described her tutors as “wonderful… they didn’t politicize me; I was just always very enthusiastic to learn something about the world.”15

In her graduation portrait, she is an attractive young woman, smiling widely, and nothing at all like the dour debutante described by the photographer for the Season. She puts forth a happy, confident visage. The cap and gown suited her well, and one can see optimism in her blue-gray eyes and smiling face. Perhaps her next academic adventure was on her mind.

Moving back into her mother’s home after Oxford was not in her plans. Interestingly, she decided to pursue a graduate degree in the belly of the capitalist beast: the United States. She applied for a program at Mount Holyoke, a small liberal arts women’s college in South Hadley, an ultra-liberal enclave in the western part of Massachusetts. The school was founded by a pioneer in American education, Mary Lyon, in 1837, whose most lasting words, “Go where no one else will go, do what no one else will do,” sound as if they were whispered directly into Rose Dugdale’s ear.16

As part of her application to Mount Holyoke, Iris Murdoch, a fellow and tutor at Oxford and eventual Booker Prize–winning novelist, recommended Rose “warmly” for continued studies, describing her as “sensible and in no way neurotic.” Though Murdoch was clear that Dugdale was an “intelligent ‘all-rounder’ ” who would benefit from continued education, she stated, “She is not an absolutely brilliant student—I would expect her to get a good second class degree.” Murdoch pegged Dugdale for a career as “an able administrator or a good university teacher.”17 Mary Ogilvie, the principal at St. Anne’s, was a bit more complimentary in her recommendation. “I am quite sure she would be exceedingly conscientious and hard-working,” she wrote. “I strongly commend her to you. She is really the best of any names which I have put forward to you up till now.”18

Dugdale applied for, and was awarded, an internship at the school’s newspaper to complement her studies. Comparing her to another finalist, one of the selecting officials said of her, “Rose is also very nice, much more obviously serious, primarily interested in graduate work but also involved in writing, America, system, etc.”19 The biographical data she provided to the Mount Holyoke New Bureau at the commencement of her internship is perhaps illustrative of her feelings about the family back home at St. Leonard’s Terrace. In the section where she is asked to list members of her immediate family, including the ages for each child, she typed simply, “J.F.C. Dugdale Father.”

Before she even arrived on the continent, her ambition preceded her. When she wrote to the director of Mount Holyoke’s News Bureau in March 1962 asking if she could earn her Master of Arts degree in one year, she received a swift response: “Your letter of March 27 disturbs me greatly. It is most emphatically not possible to get an M.A. in one year when you are working 28-hours a week in the News Bureau; if that had been your expectation, you are obviously laboring under a misapprehension.” The director, Elizabeth Green, continued. “I feel I should reiterate very strongly the fact that this is a learning position designed only for those young women who honestly want practical training in public relations as well as graduate work.”20 Desirous to retain her internship, Rose wrote back quickly and apologetically. “I am sorry to have given you the impression that I should perhaps find the office work in the News Bureau but a set of chores. This is far from the case. Apart from regarding the internship as valuable training and experience, I also hope and think I shall enjoy it… I am sorry to have implied that my real interests lay elsewhere.”21

At the time, it seemed that the twenty-one-year-old Rose Dugdale was perhaps destined for a career in the media. A press release was issued to the London Times and Evening Standard in August 1962, announcing that “A London girl, Miss Rose Dugdale” would study at Mount Holyoke and “will receive training in journalism.”22 In a letter of recommendation to Mount Holyoke, Lady Ogilvie at St. Anne’s College noted that “[Rose] has specialized in economics and would like to continue with a career, possibly in journalism or in the B.B.C.” She went on to write for the college’s newspaper, where she had the opportunity to interview both John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr. while studying for her thesis.

Dugdale’s arrival at Mount Holyoke was something of a news item in Massachusetts. On August 23, 1962, the Holyoke Transcript-Telegram announced her appointment as a News Bureau intern, describing her as a “keen sportswoman” who “looks forward to taking full advantage of the facilities at Mount Holyoke and has started off by climbing Mount Holyoke and the Mount Tom range.” She was described as being fond of skiing, fishing, hunting, and show horses and “anxiously awaiting the arrival of her blue MG sports car from England as she is an enthusiastic driver.”23

Such an extravagance hardly fit with the anti-materialist who would emerge just a few short years later, but she worked hard not to flaunt her wealth. Many who attended school with her in Massachusetts knew she was well-to-do, but not the full extent of her family’s fortune.24 She used her fast little car to speed not just around campus but across the entire country, to take summer courses at Stanford, using the semester break as an opportunity to see America. Photographs from that time show her smiling widely in full Western regalia: leather cowboy boots, blue jeans, and a plaid shirt, as she sits causally atop her little convertible, legs crossed, with her blond hair peeking out from beneath her cowboy hat. The speed-loving Dugdale made the solo drive from the West Coast back to Massachusetts in just three days.25

Dugdale chose to study philosophy and excelled at Mount Holyoke. One of her philosophy professors, Dr. George Tobey, described her as “an extremely intelligent girl. Very attractive. Extremely spirited. She wrote and thought well. She… loved adventure… just loved adventure!” Professor Richard Robin, who would later become chair of the philosophy department, said Rose was “very bright… she had an extraordinarily good mind and wrote a really excellent master’s thesis.”26

That thesis was an analysis of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. Professor Robin described Wittgenstein’s work as dealing with neither the social nor the ethical, but was instead “more a theory of knowledge and some philosophy of language—more the technical aspects of philosophy and not so much the practical.” In studying Wittgenstein, he continued, “There was nothing in her work within the philosophy department that has much bearing on the revolutionary activities she became engaged in later on.”27

One fellow student found Rose to be “a little gruff, but she was very sensitive, although many people found her unapproachable. She put on a front of being tough and yet she was soft.” The woman recalled that Dugdale would reminisce about the family farm on which she grew up and the family dog that she loved so much. Others remember her as an elusive figure who spent much of her time in her rare private dorm room listening to classical records and reading.28

Lisa Lansing, a fellow graduate student, described her as “small, wiry, engagingly foul-mouthed and very civilized in spite of her unspeakable appearance [with] two shirts which she wore interchangeably without sending them to the laundry in between.” Her speedy driving was the stuff of legend. Lansing joined Rose for a seventy-mile-per-hour drive along a dark, curvy road in which she narrowly missed a crash. “She stopped the car, turned off the lights and roared with unnerving, hysterical laughter for two minutes. She was alive with adventure and danger,” Lansing later recalled. For a small college town like South Hadley in the 1960s, Lansing recalled, Dugdale “was a brilliant exotic” where she “bloomed like a weird purple orchid among daisies.” A typical afternoon with Rose “might include a lecture on ‘Hamlet’; a perfectly controlled 80-mile-an-hour drive over back roads in her tiny Austin Sprite; scotch and pate on bread; and usually some of her own history.” On the time spent with Dugdale at Mount Holyoke, Lansing concluded in retrospect, “What she was doing in rural South Hadley after earning first-class honors in politics, philosophy and economics at Oxford was something of a mystery.”29 Rose’s apparent carefree attitude at Mount Holyoke despite the percolating tensions in the United States of the 1960s was perhaps due to the fact that there, as at Yarty Farm, she was in a bubble. Though seemingly happy at the time, with retrospection comes disdain. “It was the sixties and the U.S. was at war in Vietnam, the civil rights movement was booming… but I didn’t hear anything because the university was a private ghetto of the privileged classes and I was not aware of the historical moment I was living,” she said. “It was an odious experience, of a disproportionate snobbery, where money was everything.”



In 1964, Rose was back home in Great Britain and traded in her Austin Sprite for another speedster, a red convertible Lotus Elan. That same year, she made a trip back to Oxford to pay a visit to her brother. While there, she ran into Peter Honorine Ady, a fellow in economics at St. Anne’s. Ady had written a recommendation for Dugdale two years earlier, in which she praised her versatility and her knowledge of the international arena.30 Ady was an eminent researcher in development economics and had worked for the United Nations, advising the Burmese government on its finances. Keenly aware of Dugdale’s field of studies at Oxford and her knowledge of the American domestic arena, Ady offered her a job as her research assistant, and the two traveled to New York to work on a project for the UN. Their work also took Rose to Rome and Geneva.

Soon after, Ady was given a two-year secondment to the Economics Directorate of the Ministry of Overseas Development as the senior economic adviser to the Labour government. Ady hired Rose into a junior position in the ministry, where they worked for Baroness Barbara Castle, the “left-wing flame-headed political tornado” and former MP who was easily the best-known woman parliamentarian of her time. Castle was a key adviser to British prime minister Harold Wilson—the only woman in his cabinet, where she served as his minister of overseas development, then transport minister, and finally secretary of state for employment and productivity. Her remarkable career would eerily foreshadow the political fights and tropes of half a century later: in 1969, Castle worked on plans for a statutory enforcement of equal pay for women and was later described as having a “nasty temper and a silly unparliamentary approach.”31 Both Ady and Castle were models for Dugdale not just through their accomplishments but in their strength.

Rose’s employment took her even further away from the path prescribed for the debutantes of her era, for whom the only acceptable “work” would be the sort of leisurely job that was clearly a hobby and not some professional pursuit. In sharp contrast, these two years working under Ady were crucial to the metamorphosis of Rose Dugdale from academic to activist. Working at the Ministry exposed her to the extreme poverty of the developing world. Her focus was commodities, and that, her friend Peter Ayrton said, taught her “how the price of those commodities is manipulated, and how this can have disastrous effects on the economy of those third world countries.” He explained, “That is they can never predict from one year to another, even from one day to another, how much money they’re going to have, so that it’s for instance impossible for them to make any planning for building roads or hospitals or anything.”32
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