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Our nurse would not come nettle hunting. Mary [the cook] 
would, and, what is more, she made and doled out the nettle 
beer. It was lovely to think that whole beds of nettles were 
entirely yours to do as you liked with and that, literally, no one 
cared if you picked the lot.

Old-fashioned mushroom recipes for pickling and ketchup 
take me back to feverish nights when I was afraid to go to sleep 
in case I slept beyond the appointed hour of 4 a.m. In 
retrospect, the fields are white with the magic fungi, and only 
in retrospect do I realize that we must have been trespassing.



From the few tantalizing autobiographical clues scattered like small 
gems in her flower books, Constance Spry reveals an irrepressible 
romantic streak. But her fleeting images of a wild child running 
free in the lush flower-filled countryside are conjured out of a 
childhood that was anything but carefree. From her birth on 5 
December 1886 in one of the redbrick terraced houses that crammed 
the backstreets around Derby railway station, Connie Fletcher 
was caught in a tense battle between her fathers passion for education 
and self-improvement and her mothers narrow frustrations 
and desire for social advancement.

George Fletcher had left school at fourteen and started work as 
a printers devil, then became a telegraphist with the Midland 
Railway Company. His hunger for knowledge drove him to night 
classes at the Derby Technical School, where he gained a qualification in electrical engineering. Not content with that, he attended 
a range of courses in arts and sciences run by lecturers from 
Cambridge University  Studies for the History of Art, Sound 
and Music, Plantlife and The Forces of Nature. Connies father 
always came out top in his examinations, with distinctions and 
whenever he had some spare time he painted in watercolour and wrote poetry. Georges insatiable appetite for knowledge and his 
delight in everything he learned he passed on to his growing 
family, imbuing in them the same joy and sense of liberation that 
learning had brought to him.

Whereas George was tall, fair, handsome and genial, his wife 
was in every respect his opposite. Henrietta Maria  Etty  was 
small, dark, pretty and sharp-tongued. She was two years older, 
came from a family of shopkeepers and believed she had married 
beneath her. Ettys fierce social ambition filled the family with 
tension and unhappiness. It now seems hard to understand her 
kind of snobbery, to appreciate the marginal, but to her very real, 
social differences between a shopkeeper and a railway telegraphist. 
Certainly, life for Etty in the early years of the marriage was very 
tough. They lived in a grim little back-to-back house with a tiny 
back yard. Some of the men filled their leisure hours nurturing 
prize dahlias from seeds from two-penny weekly journals. But for 
the women there was the endless war with the dirt and smoke 
from burning raw coal, the back-breaking grind of daily life and 
constant pregnancies.

Etty harboured her feelings of refinement and longed to move 
up and out to the wide Georgian streets on the edge of town with 
their grand houses and views of the open Peak country beyond. 
She struggled to keep her children clean and neat, never allowing 
them to play with the neighbourhood children. She can have had 
little contact with her husband, who was at work all day and at 
classes all evening, his head in his books late into the night 
at home. She would, though, sit on the committee of Derby 
University Students Association when George became its vice-president, 
and she sometimes accompanied him on geological trips 
to the Peak District and heard him read papers to the Derby 
Archaeological and Natural History Society. Etty was no doubt 
happy to appear publicly as the proud wife, and her fierce social 
ambition drove him on. But if she believed in his abilities it is 
unlikely that she then saw in them the hope of betterment or 
escape.

Escape, however, was just around the corner. The instructors 
at the Derby Technical School were so impressed with Georges 
aptitude and passion for education that soon after Connies birth 
they invited him to join the staff. By 1891 he had become headmaster 
and principal science teacher at a salary of 200 a year  a 
middle-class income at that time. It was the beginning of a long 
upward progress. The family of five  Connie and her two 
brothers, Arnold and baby Kenneth  was able to move into a 
house a mile nearer the centre of town. Surely now life would be 
so much better. The air would be cleaner, the neighbours nicer, 
there might be a garden where the children could play. Everyone 
would be happier.

Connie remembered this house, but her memories were not 
cheerful ones. It was a three-storey terraced house with a few 
shrubs in front and a yard behind, surrounded by endless streets 
of other redbrick houses. Some of them, though, had gardens, and 
for the first time Connie began to notice the common shrubs and 
other plants that would remain favourites  lilac, philadelphus or 
mock orange, dark glossy laurel, buddleia and evening primrose. 
Hoping to escape the eye of authority, she used to climb over a 
wall into a neglected building site to pick evening primroses. It 
was worth risking quite a deal of punishment, she recalled, to 
see its moonlight colour and to smell its heavenly scent.

She wrote later about how small a part gaiety played in her 
young life, about the clumsy, ugly dresses and boring walks around 
the grey, dirty streets. There was very little to satisfy her hunger 
for something pretty. On the daily city walks as she tried to 
keep up with her mother who was striding ahead pushing her 
brothers in the pram, Connie could never resist stopping to 
inspect a flower, however small or insignificant, growing out of a 
wall or a crack in the pavement.

Once, as they marched briskly through some railway yards, 
Connie snatched up a little posy of wild marguerites and buddleia 
which she offered to her baby brother. Before he could take them, 
their mother grabbed the flowers and flung them away, shouting that they were dirty things and now they would have to rush home 
and wash their hands.

They could not afford a maid, but after they moved to the new 
house an old Derbyshire countrywoman was hired as a nurse and 
took the children for walks into the countryside. Walks suddenly 
became wonderful experiences, as they searched on the edge of 
town for all kinds of flowers that the nurse identified with their 
old names  eyebright, ladies bedstraw, travellers joy. One day 
they stopped to chat to a woman standing in her front garden. 
Connie loved to listen to tales of country life, of the wild flowers 
that grew in the hedgerows and cottage gardens filled with bright 
colours and scents. The woman picked a spray of ladys locket. 
I think this might be nice for a little girl, she said, and gave it 
to Connie with a warm smile. For little Connie it seemed like a 
miracle. She never forgot this first proper bunch of flowers  
picked and given, not snatched or stolen. The woman told her it 
was also called lady in the bath and showed her how, when the 
two pink outer petals were gently pulled apart, the white inner 
petals looked like a delicate little figure.

The children spent long winter days in the nursery. Here they 
did their lessons and read all the books their father brought home 
for them. Sometimes they would sow wheat in saucers of damp 
moss and put them in a dark cupboard for ten days, then bring 
them out into the daylight to marvel at the slender green blades 
that grew on for several weeks like emerald hair.

All her life Connie adored the exciting rituals of Christmas. 
Nothing could spoil the magic of making Christmas decorations  
the gewgaws, as she called them. The nursery curtains were 
drawn, the fire glowed, and the oil lamps cast a soft light on the 
table, littered with gaudy tissue paper and saucers of homemade 
paste. Their old nurse showed them how to make hoops hung 
with old-fashioned kissing bunches. They cut ham-frills of coloured 
paper, arsenic-green, magenta pink and wash-bag blue. 
Kneeling up on chairs with paste-smeared faces and fingers they 
turned the frills inside out, stuck the edges together and bound them round a hoop. Bags of coloured tarlatan  a sort of coarse 
muslin  were filled with unwholesome-looking candies, sugar 
bird-cages, pink and white sugar mice . . . everything gaudy and 
gay and deliciously tawdry. But New Year celebrations brought 
a sting in the tail with their mother dictating their resolutions, 
an unmistakable reminder that the past year had been none too 
good and we had to improve. They had to promise to be more 
punctual and attentive, air their beds before breakfast, keep their 
shoulders back and learn their French verbs. We rebelled and 
all such resolutions went with the wind. Connie could remember 
the details several decades later.

The nurse fired Connies imagination with a story about a red 
damask rose, so dark as to be almost black and with a heavenly 
scent. She wove nostalgic stories around this legendary rose  
about its lustre, its beauty, its velvet blackness and musky scent  
stories that Connie often recalled as well calculated to intoxicate 
a child who found heady excitement in the few flowers that came 
her way. The children used to search everywhere for this rose, 
bringing every red bloom they could find and asking: Is it this? 
Could it be this, or this? But the nurse would turn up her nose 
and, with her familiar derisive sniff, reply: No, no, dont be so 
daft, dont I keep on telling yee it were black, well nigh black?

The children accepted old wives tales like this with enthralled 
credulity until, Connie recalled,



the day she broke our belief in her for always. She had a queer, 
possessive sort of jealousy and she looked at us not without a 
touch of spite . . . One Sunday evening, getting tired of her 
domination, we asked: Wheres Mother? She replied, Gone 
for a sojer [soldier]. At this the smallest among us began to 
cry, whereupon she gave vent to her irritation in vehemently 
Derbyshire idiom with: And dont ee be a mardi-cadi. My 
mother must have been a little surprised at the unusual warmth 
of our welcome on her return from evening service . . . Well, 
that finished it. Out of the window went the myth of the old velvet rose together with other yarns concerned with the wild 
flowers of field and hedgerow; what you might devour or what 
would cause you to curl up and die; or tales of what would 
overtake you if you showed any great spirit of independence.



But Connie did not forget the story and spent much of her life 
searching for the secret of the exotic black rose of her childhood. 
It was the first stirrings of an artistic sensibility in her, a desire for 
something that would fill her eyes with beauty and her heart with 
romance.

As she grew up, relations between mother and daughter became 
increasingly difficult. Connie, the only daughter, was her fathers 
darling. She loved to receive his praise and encouragement. In her 
books her mother is always referred to as Authority. Connie 
hated the diet of snubs and coldness which years later she remembered 
so well when writing her books; they remained as painful as 
the day they were delivered, their sting still sharp and fresh. But 
Connie was a tough little girl full of laughter and natural wickedness. 
Her father gave her his life-enhancing enthusiasms and his 
sense of humour and she responded with a yearning to please him. 
But for her mother she reserved only a rock-like obstinacy and a 
hard, polite face.

The tensions in Connies own personality, her headstrong 
energy and her creative drive, were an amalgam of both parents: 
her occasional sharp tongue, eye for detail and flair for unearthing 
beautiful objects came from her mother while her sunny optimism, 
her determination and passion for education came from her father. 
There was also a darker element of tension inherited from Etty 
which lay dormant, waiting to spring on her in later life.

For three years the young headmaster with no more than night-school 
training enjoyed his job, gaining valuable experience in teaching 
and school administration. George would probably have remained 
happily enough in this good, comfortably paid position for the rest 
of his life had his achievements not come to the notice of an old 
acquaintance with whom he had shared an interest in photography.

William Abney was by then chief of the Department of Science 
at the Board of Education in London. He came from a wealthy 
Derbyshire family; his father was the local vicar, and in his youth 
William had mixed easily with working lads from the parish who 
were interested in self-improvement. He and his father had a passion 
for photography; the vicar was a close friend of the pioneer 
photographer William Fox-Talbot, and together they encouraged a 
group of printers and telegraphists from the Midland Railway 
Company to set up the Derby Photographic Society. At some 
point George Fletcher joined the Society; photography was a 
particular science enthusiasm, as Connie referred to it later, 
which he pursued all his life. With the advantages of wealth and 
family connections, William Abney had left Derby for a military 
career instructing science and telegraphy until he was appointed 
Inspector of Science Schools with the Department of Science and 
Art in Kensington in 1877. In thirty years of work in education, 
he strove to improve the teaching of science in schools, waging an 
uphill struggle against the entrenched conservatism of the teaching 
profession and the dominance of the Classics-based curriculum. 
He kept in touch with his hometown and his fellow members of 
the Photographic Society, and when he heard of George Fletchers 
work at the Technical School he had no hesitation in appointing 
him Inspector for Science Teaching in the West Country. Thus in 
1894 the Fletcher family were once again on the move, this time 
to Plymouth.

It was a liberation for eight-year-old Connie, an escape from the 
grime of the Midlands and a new revelation. She described the 
almost delirious happiness remembered to this day, that was mine 
when I was made free of the wild flowers of the West Country 
lands and fields. Picking mayblobs was a foretaste of heaven even 
if you did leave your shoes behind in the mud. At last she and 
her brothers could range over the countryside exploring. They 
picked white violets and harts-tongue ferns in the lanes and 
enjoyed the heady excitement of crushing strong-smelling wild 
garlic under foot. There were several grand houses locally with huge gardens lush with trees, shrubs and flowers, and she describes 
their own garden in Devon as bathed in sunshine and filled with 
flowers.

Connie later complained that as a little girl she was never 
taught anything about gardening or botany. But, like her father, 
she was clearly adept at teaching herself. At the village school she 
endured endless tedious lessons, but during the holidays she was 
free to pick flowers, climb trees and eat fruit from the garden. 
How valuable it would have been to me all my life if some of 
that time spent over lesson books could have been used to learn 
about gardens and plants, she wrote. Most of her Saturday pennies 
were spent on seeds, at a penny a packet. But her early 
obsession with growing things often got her into trouble with 
Authority.

The family could now afford a part-time gardener  Mr Fox. 
Connie followed him around closely observing him and asking 
interminable questions. On one occasion, having noticed how 
carefully Mr Fox guarded his own well-matured stack of stable 
manure, she decided to feed her Virginia stock seedlings with the 
same. She hid in a thick clump of elder bushes with a toy dustpan 
and brush waiting for calling time, when visitors came in horse 
and carriage up the drive: I felt sure I should be able to salvage 
treasure trove from the roadway if I was quick about it. But as 
she made her dash into the road to collect her steaming treasure, 
she was seen by a particularly unbending Authority, and what she 
had to say to me was enough to make me inhibited against the use 
of manure for the rest of my life.

If only, Connie recalled decades later, my wise and understanding 
father had been at home . . . this horrible incident would 
have been turned into a wonderful lesson about plants and soils, 
and the comforting, cleansing processes of nature. But practical 
gardening was not a suitable subject for a young girl. She would 
simply have find out for herself, and for the rest of her life that is 
what she would do.



*



After two years in Plymouth another brother, Donald, was born 
and George Fletcher gained further promotion, this time as Science 
Inspector for the whole of the Midland division. The family returned 
to the Midlands, but this time to a pleasant house in the prosperous 
Birmingham suburb of Moseley where a fourth brother, Gilbert, 
was born. But for Connie it was the end of her idyll, of running 
free in flowery lanes. The country-loving girl was now ten years 
old and ready for proper school. She was sent to King Edwards 
School, and later recalled with hatred the dreary lessons and teachers, 
the depressing drab colours in the schoolrooms and ugly uniform. 
Connie was not academic and she struggled with the work, 
trying hard to please her father.

Every Saturday afternoon Etty Fletcher sent the children to 
dancing class, where the girls were expected to pirouette about in 
accordion-pleated dresses while the boys were made to dance with 
the directress, a short, stout lady who looked ridiculous whatever 
she did. Connie remembered being made to curtsey, while 
her reluctant brother Arnold would fling an arm across his thin 
little middle as he bowed in a sort of angry abandon. They were 
expected to take the lady a bunch of violets, a much-begrudged 
offering bought from a flower shop nearby; I often think that 
after I had unwrapped, smelt the flowers and rewrapped them a 
dozen times, they must have looked part-worn by the time the 
directress had graciously accepted them.

Connie and the two older boys were once sent to stay with 
their aunts and were told to find a suitable present. With only a 
penny a week pocket money, they went to the penny bazaar and 
found an enormous and floridly ornate pot-holder; all pink and 
yellow and tricked out in bits of gold  it was guaranteed to put 
any plant in the shade, Connie recalled. Proudly they presented 
the monster to the aunts and for a long time it served to house a 
succession of plants totally inadequate in size for such a fortress 
of a container. Even at this young age, Connie was becoming 
aware not just of flowers, but of the right choice of pots and vases 
in which to display them.

Their father always made life and learning fun. He had an innate 
genius for making the world seem wonderful; even a bleak, snowbound 
winter day was a source of joy and investigation. Sent outdoors 
muffled up to their eyes in restrictive clothing, they would 
be quickly joined by their father who would rush excitedly from 
the fusty warmth of the breakfast room to romp with his children 
in the luminous softness. He showed them the fine tracery of frost 
that hung on twigs and seed-heads and explained about snow crystals 
and how they were formed. With George, there was always 
something fascinating to learn and understand. For little Connie 
and her brothers, His enthusiasm and goodness shone out and 
wove a golden thread in our lives.

Whenever there was an excuse for an outing, such as the half-protege Georgeholidays 
given to celebrate the reliefs of Ladysmith and Mafeking 
in 1900, off they went on what Connie called a ploy. George 
would take them out into the country where they could range the 
fields and hedgerows like gypsies, gathering blackberries, sloes 
or mushrooms, and nettles when the plants were young and tender. 
They spent the days exploring and learning: without killing 
ourselves, we sampled leaves and berries, and would have been 
enchanted on return to take our full share of the kitchen end of 
the business had we only been allowed. Unfortunately for Connie, 
it was not done for a well brought up English schoolgirl to help in 
the kitchen or in the task of stocking the storeroom with jams, 
pickles and preserves or to brew the beer from their hard-won 
nettles. But you got praise for your trepidation in picking and 
sympathy for stings, and later could enjoy the mild sweet drink. 
The important business of preparing and cooking their gathered 
plants, however, which in later life would be so important to 
Connie, remained out of bounds.

Good food and where it came from was always a source of great 
interest to Connie. The growing of fruit and vegetables was to her 
as important as cooking them properly. She had read The Wide, 
Wide World by Susan Warner, a novel about a young American girl 
living in the 1840s who described the communal preserving that took place in the autumn, when the pig was killed, salted and 
smoked and all kinds of fruits and nuts were dried or bottled. 
How I envied her share in those periodic bees, Connie wrote 
and though I didnt understand all of what they were doing . . . 
I thought the whole thing sounded grand. In her own Garden 
Notebook, written in her mid-fifties, she wrote about the pleasure 
that she derived from such feasts of the senses: It is nice to be old 
enough to say lovely flowers, sweet scents and delicious foods all 
in one breath like that, and without apology. In her childhood it 
had been considered rather coarse and unbecoming, by her mother 
at least, to express appreciation of food, because it might seem 
greedy. In those days no one could have confessed to any taint of 
greediness and held his head high. The curious contortions of 
social propriety were particularly hard for children to comprehend: 
Connie could not see why you could say grace for good food but 
not mention flowers, or why it was not seemly to praise food in 
conversation at table.



Once at a party I remember so far forgetting myself in an 
outburst of enthusiasm as to say I loved strawberries, and the 
voice of an adult from the end of the table, raised so that no 
one failed to hear, brought blushes from my very toes: Constance, 
I hope you dont love food, my dear; that is not the 
way to speak of food. Of course I hastily denied anything so 
gross, but alas! I lied. I loved strawberries quite a lot. Ripe and 
melting and smothered, as was the fashion of the day, with 
icing sugar and cream.



George Fletcher continued his meteoric rise from lowly beginnings. 
The final thrust into the respected higher levels of education 
administration came in the autumn of 1900, when he was promoted 
to the post of Chief Inspector of Technical Education in 
Ireland. The family were off to a new life, in Dublin.
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If I am to tell truly my own garden story, I shall have to go a 
long way back to the old Irish garden of my childhood, which 
seems in retrospect always to have been bathed in sunshine and 
filled with flowers.


Connie was already fourteen when the Fletcher family moved to 
Dublin. But Ireland was no idyll. On the contrary, these were in 
many ways the bleakest and most difficult years of her life. She 
often wrote of Irish memories in her books, and in keeping with 
the many other veiled half-truths about her she never discouraged 
the popular misconception among her admirers that she was Irish 
or of Irish origin. Her naivety and unconventional approach to 
everything she did were often put down to her Irishness. Her 
clear, slightly lilting speech was probably more Derbyshire 
smoothed out by her mothers attempts to make her talk nicely; 
but to many it evoked an Irish burr  more romantic than Midlands 
England  which Connie was happy to retain. She never bothered 
to develop a cut-glass accent in order to ingratiate herself with 
upper-class clients. Indeed, more than one person would later note 
how the gentle tones in Connies speech required one to stop and 
listen, even to admire the woman for her firm but quiet manner. 
It is not surprising that Connie so often drew on her fifteen years 
in Ireland, for they were critical in forming much of her thinking 
and attitudes. It was here that she developed her own version of 
her fathers liberal and practical approach to education, here that 
she began to acquire her very individual taste in flowers and design, 
and here that she first learned to associate with people from very 
different levels of society.

The Fletcher family went to live in Ireland only fourteen years 
after Gladstones Liberal government had failed to bring Home 
Rule to the country. Since then a succession of Conservative administrations 
had tried to keep the lid on Irish terrorism, while seeking to prevent the country from becoming divided between the Protestant 
Unionist North and Catholic Nationalist South. In the long 
run these efforts would fail; sectarian splits would surface just 
before the First World War and divide Ireland in 1921. However, 
there was also a middle strand of official thinking which tried to 
steer clear of politics and instead to find the solution to Irelands 
problems by improving the economic and educational condition 
of her people. In particular, the Anglo-Irish Conservative MP 
Horace Plunkett, an agricultural reformer, advocated ambitious 
plans that aimed to foster the development of Irish agriculture 
through cooperative schemes similar to those he had seen in the 
United States.

Plunkett had earlier organized a system of cooperative creameries 
among the Irish peasantry. While technical education among the 
English working classes was inadequate, in Ireland it had been nonexistent 
until Plunkett forced the government at Westminster to 
pass a Bill which led to the formation of the Irish Department of 
Agriculture and Technical Instruction. The question was, though, 
whether the Irish peasant would take instruction from English teachers. 
Typical of his time, Plunkett nevertheless sent to England for 
his staff. A brilliant young educationalist called Robert Blair was 
appointed Assistant Secretary in charge of the new Departments 
technical instruction, and Abney, now Sir William, again recommended 
his protg George Fletcher as its Chief Inspector.

Many Irishmen, seeing well-paid new appointments going to the 
loathed oppressor, deeply resented the attentions and interference 
from England. George Fletcher, however, was one of the very few 
English administrators who came to be accepted. As a boy from the 
backstreets who had come up from small beginnings, he knew how 
to inspire them with the confidence to aim through education for 
things previously thought unattainable. Successive English administrators 
had pronounced the Irish peasantry ineducable; George 
Fletcher and Robert Blair were keen to prove this was not true. 
Education cannot succeed without the interest and goodwill of the 
country as a whole, Fletcher wrote in one of his reports, and the keen enthusiasm of the individual himself. He visited all the local 
authorities in the country searching for instructors in carpentry and 
metalwork, often resorting to crash courses to bring them up to 
standard. It was not the perfect method, he wrote, but the only 
one possible. There would be technical schools to take boys from 
the potato patch into workshop or factory and domestic science 
schools for girls which, although they offered no more than basic 
training for domestic service, gave them a certificate which afforded 
a better chance of a good job and higher wages than their sisters 
sent straight to the Big House.

Hampered with inadequate finance from the Department, 
Fletcher and his team had to find suitable buildings in which to 
hold classes. Fletchers geniality and down-to-earth nature were 
received far more willingly than the typical English administrator 
with his aloof public-school manner. He persuaded town councils 
to adapt disused fever hospitals and jails and took advantage of 
waning Protestant congregations to grab unwanted chapels. In one 
town they adapted an old water tower and in another contrived to 
create a technical school inside a disused water tank.


Etty Fletchers own ambitions for life in a Big House were almost, 
if not yet completely, realized. Their new home was Dawson Court 
in Blackrock, a smart suburb of Dublin. It was a rambling old house, 
full of charm and, more important to Connie, with a walled garden. 
Here she remembered the blue hedge, a ceanothus with its misty 
haze of blue, patterned with hundreds of orange butterflies and 
noisy with bees; box-edged flowerbeds planted with traditional 
pinks that scented the summer air, a pink May tree whose arbour 
shape offered a lovely haven for playing house and hiding from 
Authority, and a Siberian crab-apple that blossomed like a wedding 
bouquet. Connie remembered old-fashioned rose bushes which 
would later become a garden passion for her. In mild winters these 
roses often bloomed right up to Christmas Day and, wonder of 
wonders, there was the lovely old bridal rose Niphetos, so white, 
so rich-looking, so full of romance.

But Connie was to have little time to enjoy this garden. As soon 
as they arrived in Ireland, she was sent off to Alexandra College 
for Girls in the Dublin suburb of Milltown. Connie was happy 
there; she could escape from her mothers chilling shadow and 
make new friends. The College was founded to provide formal 
education beyond the age of fourteen for girls of ability. Most of 
the lectures were given by professors of Trinity College, Dublin, 
although there was no possibility that the girls might gain a degree 
from the university itself. But for Connie, there was one marvellous 
and novel thing about the school: it had a garden.

The Principal, Miss Henrietta White, who was well known in 
horticultural circles, invited Frederick Moore, Curator of the Royal 
Botanic Gardens in Glasnevin, to give classes in horticulture. Connie 
was his most ardent and appreciative pupil. At last she was able to 
learn something she really cared about  the growing of flowers, 
their names and their characters. School visits to the Botanic Gardens 
and to private gardens around Dublin were a particular delight.

George Fletcher became a close friend of Miss White and her 
colleague Miss Mulvaney at the Colleges junior school. They shared 
a common interest in improving the skills and general education of 
the rural populations of Ireland. In 1906 Sir Horace Plunkett, 
Fletchers boss at the Department, would revise its programme to 
include a course in cookery for girls and gardening for boys. It 
came to be known as Nature Knowledge and was fairly rudimentary. 
In a letter to the journal Irish Gardening the Department 
claimed: When the girls have learned, in our domestic science 
economy classes, how to cook and preserve the vegetables and fruit 
the boys have learned to grow in these gardens, something will 
have been done towards improving the now wretched and mind-and-body depressing dietary of the bulk of our people and towards 
increasing the happiness of their lives at home.

But for Connie, who would one day write a book extolling the 
need to know and understand how food is produced, Nature 
Knowledge was not available. She was middle-class now, a pupil 
at the top-drawer girls school. Gradually she was acquiring an ability to move easily between the social strata at a time when 
class differences still mattered. It would be a critical factor in 
Connies success and popularity in later life.

A fellow student at the College remembered Connie as a lively 
girl with a bright humour. She was quite fashion-conscious and 
made her own clothes. She always loved hats and at this time 
sported the fashionable wide-brimmed, shallow-crowned picture 
hat which she bought with saved-up pocket money. Connie could 
never have been described as physically attractive  she was neither 
pretty like her mother, nor tall like her father  but her sharp-featured 
little face was often suffused with laughter, her eyes 
bubbling with fun, though her mouth was sometimes fixed in a 
stubborn, even fierce, line.

Although Connie was happier at Alexandra College than she had 
been at Birmingham, she was discouraged by her failure with her 
studies and painfully aware that she was a disappointment to her 
father, who believed so strongly in the value of a good education. 
She knew she had some sort of abilities, but what were they? And 
why did no one value them or find an outlet for them? Her mind 
was filled with a miscellany of knowledge from her father, with 
the mysteries of science and the natural world, and the photography, 
painting, music and poetry that he loved so much. But 
she always feared criticism and was terrified of exams. Throughout 
her life she disliked all forms of competition.

It must have been particularly galling that her now five darling 
brothers were turning out to be both confident and clever: Arnold, 
Kenneth, Donald, Gilbert and even little Lynton who was born 
soon after they arrived in Ireland, seemed to be moving effortlessly 
through school and seemed destined for careers in science, medicine 
and administration. George Fletcher had enrolled his two 
youngest, Gilbert and Lynton, at the junior school at Alexandra 
College, despite its being a girls school. Here the little boys were 
petted and indulged. Lynton recalled being sent to Miss Mulvaney 
for some boyish crime. Instead of punishment she took him off for 
a wonderful afternoon at Dublin Zoo.

Thinking that Connie might have artistic talents, George arranged 
for her to have drawing lessons. These, too, proved a failure. Her 
hands, which were very dextrous with the needle and when working 
with flowers, could not draw a line. She did, however, hold strong 
views on art, and when told to copy a sinuous frieze of convolvulus 
in the Art Nouveau style she retorted: I dont like flowers made 
to do that. This incident, recalled years later in her book Favourite 
Flowers, meant that Fathers artist manqu was in the dog-house. 
Her father subscribed to The Studio magazine and Connie loved to 
look at its drawings and reproductions  garden sketches, water-colours 
of herbaceous borders, and flowers painted in delicate, 
bright colours. In particular she sought out Flemish and Dutch 
still-lifes: lavish cornucopias of glowing fruits and massed displays 
of flowers with attendant butterflies and bees, all minutely 
and perfectly observed. In one issue of The Studio she found 
a reproduction of a highly stylized painting of King Richard II 
standing in a parterre filled with exquisite flowers with the red 
rose of Lancaster in his hand. Connie was entranced. Perhaps this 
was the mysterious red-black rose that her old nurse in Derby had 
told her about?

In June 1904, after Robert Blair had been appointed as the first 
Education Officer to the London County Council, George Fletcher 
took his place as Assistant Secretary in Ireland. He was now the 
boss of his own show. Popular and well liked both in Dublin and 
on his extensive travels around the country, he became known 
as Fletcher of the Department. Connie recalled that when her 
brothers got into minor trouble with the police, as they often did, 
they were let go as soon as it was discovered who they were.

Renting property in Ireland at that time was relatively cheap, 
and with Georges promotion the family could at last move to a 
proper Big House, a vast Dublin Georgian mansion in fashionable 
Pembroke Road with numerous bedrooms, several staircases and a 
staff of five (poorly paid) servants for Etty Fletcher to command. 
She was at last in heaven, and her ambition to become a leading 
Dublin hostess could be fulfilled. She blossomed into a lady with charming manners and a flair for collecting interesting people. 
Her parties were beautifully done, and always successful. What no 
one knew about was the unhappy tension that prevailed outside 
the drawing-room. George Fletcher, though naturally hospitable, 
was uncomfortable with Ettys lavish displays and worried about 
her extravagance. The children were always on show and made to 
recite, sing or play the violin. The two younger boys were invited 
into schoolfriends homes in the free and easy Irish way, but 
would never invite them back home because their mother would 
make an occasion of it, embarrassing them with special food and 
best behaviour. The public display of attending church was a particular 
trial; as they progressed upwards, Etty had changed the family 
church to the more fashionable religious denominations: Presbyterian 
in Derby, Methodist in Plymouth, Congregationalist in Moseley, 
and now in Dublin the Church of Ireland.

Arnold and Donald, who were inseparable, organized their own 
escape from home to a hideout in the Wicklow hills, a semi-derelict 
cottage reached only by foot which they named Araby, 
after James Joyces story of that name, written in 1904, in which 
a youth desperate to escape from his drab and restrictive world 
seeks an idealized Eden at the visiting bazaar. Every weekend the 
Fletcher boys fled on their bicycles into the hills to their wild 
garden. Connie, who adored her brothers, tried to escape with 
them. She loved to roam in the open green highlands and study 
the myriad flowers that grew all around their little secret paradise.

But Authority was fierce with Connie and had ambitions for her 
only daughter to be groomed for fine ladyhood. Connie was in 
danger of being consigned to life in the domestic backwater. Fortunately, 
she discovered the pleasures of cooking and spent many 
happy hours in the kitchen acquiring from Mary the cook some 
of the skills and knowledge that would one day make her famous. 
It was here that she also learned from an early age that food and 
class were linked in several complex ways.

Connie loved to hide away in the kitchen with Mary as she 
prepared for one of Mrs Fletchers At Home days  dressy affairs with tatted doilies and tiered cake stands, smart hats and best 
behaviour. On the morning of one of these hallowed days, Connie 
recalled, the kitchen would be humming with activity, the fire 
roaring and the oven heating up. Everyone had their task and an 
exciting tension prevailed below stairs. Connie and her brothers 
hung around hoping for an imperfect piece or two of cake or 
biscuit, while waiting, unnaturally clean and restrictingly dressed, 
to be called to the drawing-room to say how do you do. Connie 
would watch with fascination as the ladies, wearing immaculate 
white kid gloves, balanced cup and saucer in the air while conveying 
a tremulous cucumber sandwich from hand to mouth without 
fault. For Etty Fletcher, such refinement and delicate behaviour 
were social perfection, but Connie could not be bothered with 
etiquette and its mincing ways; she called it sugar-tong manners 
 though she was aware of its importance at the time, both upstairs 
and down.

She once described a very grand parlour maid who wore her 
hair en Pompadour with a high teapot handle and a haughty cap with 
lace-frilled ends of greater length than other maids. She would 
lift her tea cup quirking her little finger, taking only the smallest 
sips, and wielded her knife between thumb and forefinger like 
a pencil: She had a special brand of gentility all her own. But 
generally it was in the kitchen that the children found a safe haven: 
Downstairs was where you found a proper sort of tea: steps of 
bread and butter, home-made jam spooned out of the jar, watercress, 
perchance shrimps, and seed cake to fill in the gaps. You 
might blow upon your boiling sweet tea or pour it, if you chose, 
from capacious cup into sensible saucer. From her mother Connie 
learned the fine gradations of class difference. Table manners might 
seem easier in the kitchen but there were nevertheless rules there 
too: you would be wrong to assume they were lax. It was just that 
the gentility was of another brand. Whatever Connies views of 
genteel behaviour, her familiarity with its complex rules would 
prove essential in her future dealings with all levels of society, from 
royalty and the haut monde to shopgirls and gardeners.

As her mother climbed up the social strata to her mansion in 
Dublin, she had tried, in the classic Edwardian tradition, to train 
Connie in the homemaking skills necessary for her daughter to live 
as a lady. Although Etty would never countenance the idea of her 
studying horticulture, it became Connies duty to do the flowers, 
the arrangements for the public rooms of the house and table 
decorations for dinner parties. Connie enjoyed this and began to 
play with some ideas of her own. Her efforts began to be noticed, 
even admired by family friends. Invited to dinner at the home of 
an eminent Dublin QC, Connie was asked if she would like to 
do the flowers for the table. She took small red tulips and, to 
everyones surprise, turned back the petals and floated them in 
wide basins of water to make them look like water lilies  an 
unorthodox treatment of which her mother did not approve. Etty 
would not permit any innovation in her house and Connie recalled 
how she had to fill great epergnes [table centres] with ferns and 
roses and carnations and, thinking back, I realize that a large 
proportion of the creations may have had merit as barriers during 
family arguments, but as beautiful arrangements they can have had 
little or none; they were, I fear, just grotesque.

During his tours of rural technical schools and societies George 
Fletcher had become deeply disturbed by the poor state of health 
he had found among young people and their large families. He 
decided to set up a course of lectures on simple hygiene and 
sanitation. Connie listened to her fathers descriptions of the terrible 
poverty in other parts of Dublin and, hoping to please him, 
she asked if on her sixteenth birthday she could invite a Dublin 
slum family to tea. Etty was horrified at the idea but George 
readily agreed, and a family with five children was duly found 
and brought home. They were so filthy that they had to be bathed 
on arrival. The eldest boy indignantly refused to go near Connie 
but finally allowed Mary, the old cook, to wash him.

George suggested to Connie that if she was interested in the 
poor, she might find her vocation as a health lecturer. He knew 
that in England local authorities were already employing women health lecturers, who toured clubs and factories. Connie was 
desperate to make a decision about her future and, more important, 
to escape from home. Despite her dread of illness and distrust 
of doctors, she agreed. But the training would be tough, far 
tougher than she had realized. It meant another gruelling year at 
Alexandra College, studying hygiene and physiology, plus lessons 
in physics from George and lectures in sanitation given by the 
Professor of Public Health. This was followed by six months 
training in district nursing at St Lawrences Home for Jubilee 
Nurses and a summer course of instruction in food analysis at the 
Medical School. Connie always retained a keen interest in nutrition, 
but her only surviving written comment on this course was 
the stark word starvation  the common cause of sickness, even 
death, in Ireland in the early 1900s.

In 1905 when Connie was nineteen, she was shipped off to 
London to take the full health lecturers course instituted by the 
National Health Society. It was still quite unusual for someone 
of her background to do this kind of training and one can detect 
her fathers pioneering spirit and determination behind the project. 
Despite her belief that she had little academic ability, Connie completed 
courses on bacteriology and on the Art of Lecturing at 
Kings College, a course in local government at the London School 
of Economics and one for sanitary inspectors at the Royal Sanitary 
Institute. She spent two years living in Hopkinson House, a dreary 
Victorian redbrick womens hostel in Vauxhall Bridge Road. It 
seems to have been a grey and lonely place for the young student 
from Ireland. Her one friend, and roommate, was an art student 
called Florence Standfast, who would later play an important role 
in Connies life. Her only recollection of this period, written 
nearly fifty years later, evokes a picture of a young woman already 
thinking about how to decorate a party and seeing how it should 
not be done:


I remember so well going to market with a group of fellow 
students to buy the flowers for our club dance. We didnt have much money, but in those days flowers were cheap, and we 
could have bought a car-load of marguerites or other simple 
flowers. But of course, we had to have roses, and even of those, 
we got what seem now to have been a lot for our money. It 
was my first experience and I was intoxicated with excitement 
as we carried back armfuls of long-stemmed pink roses to the 
rather grim building which housed us. I came down to the 
dance in a flurry of excitement, expecting to see a bower of 
flowers, only to find in an enormous room isolated vases set 
about here and there  all the glory departed. That was my first 
lesson in how not to get effects on a shoe-string.


Connies first job after qualifying was found through her fathers 
former boss, Robert Blair. Now Sir Robert, he secured an appointment 
for her as an assistant lecturer for the London County Council, 
demonstrating first aid and home nursing. In January 1908 she 
applied to the Essex Education Committee for the post of Woman 
Health Lecturer in elementary schools. Whether her application 
was successful is not known, for Connie was suddenly recalled to 
Dublin. Her father had found much more important work for her 
in Ireland.

On a Christmas visit to her family in 1905 Connie had joined 
the exuberant crowds watching the pomp and pageantry surrounding 
the arrival of the new Viceroy of Ireland. The streets were 
thronged with crowds eager to see the Earl and Countess of 
Aberdeen returning to Dublin for a second term of office. With 
fanfares and numerous outriders, the ornate high-sprung carriage, 
with bewigged postilions and drawn by gleaming black horses, 
proceeded triumphantly from Kingstown Harbour to Dublin Castle 
where the viceregal party made its state entry. Lord Aberdeens 
first term as Viceroy had been cut short by the fall of the Liberal 
government in 1886 when he was moved to Canada as Governor-General. But in their brief period in Ireland, Lady Aberdeen, or 
Ishbel as she was known to her intimates, had fallen in love with 
Ireland and all things Irish. She determined to help the people struggling to live with poverty and sickness. During their exile 
in Canada, Lady Aberdeen had kept up her tireless philanthropic 
activity in the Irish cause, fund-raising and promoting Irish produce 
in America, Canada and England. She founded the Irish Industries 
Association, to promote a variety of traditional Irish arts and crafts, 
in particular lace-making and tweed-weaving.

The Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction, now 
very effectively run by George Fletcher, had already played an 
active part in the revival and renewal of Irish crafts. So it was not 
surprising that almost before the grand formalities and welcoming 
festivities were over, Lady Aberdeen made Fletchers acquaintance, 
and thus began a long and close friendship. George Fletcher was a 
man she could deal with: he had his own concerns and ideas for 
improving economic and health conditions in rural Ireland; he 
understood what needed to be done and how to go about it.

Despite their very different backgrounds, their aims and personalities 
were similar; both had an affable manner masking a steely 
determination and a profound conviction in what they wished 
to achieve. George, being closer to the people with whom he 
worked, was more conciliatory, whereas Lady Aberdeen would 
aristocratically brush aside anything that impeded her plans. Consequently 
she made several enemies. She was also criticized by 
many members of the conservative Anglo-Irish society, who expected 
a Viceroy and his wife to put on lavish entertainments  much of 
it paid for by the Aberdeens, who were rich, but not that rich. 
Although they worked hard at the social circus of formal Castle 
functions, their real interest lay in what they could do for the Irish 
working people. It was well known that, despite taking care not 
to get involved in politics, the Aberdeens were in favour of Home 
Rule and hoped to be the last viceregal couple in Dublin. They 
were accused by some of being mean because they economized on 
state entertaining, preferring to spend money on welfare work. 
Their guest lists began to reflect their wider, more egalitarian 
interests, which caused endless carping within Dublin high society. People complained that very little effort was made to uphold the 
dignity of the ceremonial at Dublin Castle.

Connies tough and rather colourless life as a student in London 
was occasionally enlivened by letters from home. Her father 
described the stimulus of working with the Viceroys wife and her 
mother sent cuttings from the Irish Times so that Connie could 
keep up to date with the glittering life in Dublin. One of these 
reported a reception in the viceregal drawing-room at the Castle: 
Diamonds worn by the Marchioness Conyngham, Countess of 
Annesley, Lady Holmpatrick, and Lady Guinness made the event 
a sparkling affair, with the ladies coiffures reflecting every style 
of hairdressing for the last half century, some adorned with 
ostrich plumes with picturesque effect. The perfume of lilies, 
gardenias and tuberoses was almost overwhelming in the hot 
rooms  it was the sort of glamorous occasion that would one day 
be very familiar to Connie. Her interest might have been caught 
by a description of the bouquets, which were criticized for being 
both large and heavy; and as if that was not enough, they also 
soiled the ladies evening gloves. But she was more likely to have 
approved of the ladies who had revived the fashion of carrying just 
a simple sheaf of lilies or a posy of three or four large blooms tied 
with silver ribbon or a chiffon scarf.

The endless round of Castle Season events continued, with 
parades, military displays, receptions and a state ball with nine 
hundred guests. The Season concluded with a party at which Lady 
Aberdeen organized an all-Irish programme. Not everyone appreciated 
these unconventional entertainments. Lady Alice Howard, 
daughter of the Earl of Wicklow, wrote in her journal: We all 
went to a party at the Castle; Irish music and an Irish play. All too 
horrid and vulgar for words. Later at a dinner party she recalled 
the guests were a very common lot . . . there was hardly a soul 
we knew.

Page Dickinson, son of the Dean of the Chapel Royal, wrote in 
his memoirs that with the installation of a Liberal Lord Lieutenant, social amenities were flung to the winds, and the rag tag and 
bobtail of Dublin went to Court. People of breeding gave up 
going to the Castle and, he recalled, without being a snob, it was 
no pleasure and rather embarrassing to meet the lady at dinner 
who had measured you for your shirts the week before. Dickinson 
might have been describing Etty Fletcher herself when he declared 
that now only the middle-class folk liked to attend, dressing up in 
feathers and trains, and strutting in rarely worn evening suits and 
swimming in a dashing social life entirely foreign to their upbringing, 
but congenial to their worldly ambitions. Etty was extremely 
happy now that her worldly ambitions were fully realized. Her 
family had arrived, they had the entre to the Viceregal Lodge, 
and her husbands close association with Her Excellency meant 
regular invitations and considerable standing in Dublin society. 
Lynton, her youngest child, remembered the equerries, splendid 
in helmet and spurs, sitting on their horses in the drive at 53 
Pembroke Road. They were not allowed to dismount, so they 
waited for someone to come out and receive a letter or an invitation 
from the Vicereine, while all the neighbours watched.

George Fletcher worked closely with Lady Aberdeen on a 
number of projects, including an exhibition in the Home Industries 
section of the 1907 Dublin International Exhibition, which also 
featured displays by the Womens National Health Association of 
Ireland (WNHA), recently created by Lady Aberdeen to fight the 
appalling ravages of tuberculosis in Ireland, where the death rate 
was twice as high as from all the other infectious diseases combined. 
The aim of the exhibition was prevention through education. 
Lady Aberdeen invited Sir William Osler, Regius Professor of 
Medicine at Oxford, to give an inaugural lecture. He emphasized 
what was already known about tuberculosis: that it was not 
hereditary, but it was infectious and it proliferated particularly 
among people whose health and diet were poor and who lived in 
filthy, airless conditions. With weapons such as the segregation of 
the infected, plus good food, good housing and pure air, the battle 
against the disease could be won.

Response to the exhibition was so positive that Lady Aberdeen 
bought a horse-drawn caravan christened Eire to take it to the 
most remote and poorest parts of the country. The Eire was 
equipped with simple diagrams, pictures and literature, pathological 
exhibits, a slide projector and a gramophone to liven up 
proceedings with traditional music. Slogans were brightly painted 
on its sides:


Our enemies are Bad Air, Bad Food, Bad Drink and Dirt.

Our Friends are Pure Air, Pure Food, Pure Milk and

Cleanliness.


A voluntary team consisted of a medical lecturer who spoke 
Gaelic, a cookery teacher and demonstrator, plus a driver. But 
journeys on the Eire were very hard going and volunteers did not 
stay long. What was required was proper paid staff. Connie 
Fletcher, now fully trained and working in London, was summoned 
home to be the first full-time paid lecturer.

Connie had barely arrived back in Dublin in March 1909 when 
news arrived from Donegal that the Eire had been destroyed by 
fire and some of the team had suffered burns. Was it an accident 
or deliberate? No one was sure. Lady Aberdeens war on consumption 
inevitably ran into trouble; some superstitious Irish 
country folk feared the caravan actually carried the infection, and 
she acquired the nickname of Lady Microbe. Politicians and Irish 
administrators regarded her as a meddling suffragette, and the 
Irish ruling class saw her activities as a reproach for their own 
neglect of the poor, which they indeed were. Undeterred, a fundraising 
campaign for a new caravan was got under way. Meanwhile, 
Connie was put to work in Dublin lecturing and setting up 
mother-and-baby clinics.

Connie immediately fell under Her Excellencys spell. Nobody 
who has ever worked under the influence of Lady Aberdeen is ever 
likely to forget it, it marked you for life. She always referred to 
her informally as Her Ex, and their relationship was profoundly important to her. Lady Aberdeen became a mother substitute, 
teacher and inspiration. Connie picked up many ideas and methods 
from Her Ex, one of which was promoting cheerfulness and taking 
people out of themselves; others were how to handle people from 
every kind of background, how to take criticism but ignore snubs, 
and how to teach using encouragement, praise and audience participation. 
She watched Lady Aberdeen fire up her workers and 
make them feel they were doing something of enormous importance 
and, when the work was done, reward them with fun and laughter 
 an approach that Connie would later adopt in her own working 
life. Lady Aberdeens high principles, born of her strong Protestant 
faith, tended to pass over the heads of her Irish audience, whereas 
Connies more down-to-earth style did not.

Connie and her growing group of co-workers were ruthlessly 
overworked; they travelled enormous distances in appalling conditions, 
doing gruellingly long lecture tours. She gave ninety-five 
lectures in one autumn season, speaking three times a day: to housewives 
in the morning, schoolchildren in the afternoon and to mixed 
groups in the evening. Lady Aberdeen was happiest surrounded by 
her eager girls. One contemporary recalled that she was quite 
unaware that her own amazing stamina for work was not matched 
by her loyal workforce: she would sit up till the small hours rather 
than leave anything unfinished, while her companions were too 
weary to think of anything but bed  a description that could 
equally be applied to Connie in later life.

In January 1909 Lady Aberdeen started a little magazine called 
Slainte, Gaelic for health. Issued monthly with pretty blue covers, 
nice large print and some simple illustrations, it cost one penny 
and was distributed everywhere they went. In the first issue Lady 
Aberdeen wrote: the great thing is to create an interest in health 
questions and to connect them with bright little illustrated lectures 
and other entertainments and to make people feel how much more 
they will get out of life if they keep their windows open and their 
houses clean, and if they will eat nourishing food and practise 
temperance and self-control in all things. Unfortunately this sort of advice was of little use in a world where people lived in a 
squalor that was largely not of their making, and were unable to 
afford the food that would nourish them properly. It was the kind 
of statement that revealed Her Excellency knew nothing of the 
realities of Irish life for the majority of the population at that time.

In its second issue Slainte reported that Miss Constance 
Fletchers services are in constant request, and in the April issue 
the secretary of the Associations Wexford branch wrote:


Miss Constance Fletcher is concluding a course of eight lectures 
every one of which has been closely followed by highly interested 
and attentive audiences. Her practical demonstrations, her 
lucid descriptions, and above all her charm of manner, have 
quite fascinated her audiences, and even the most unlearned can 
carry away something worth remembering. Her lectures on 
First Aid to the Injured, and on Home Nursing, have been 
specially popular, numbers of people remaining behind at her 
invitation to learn by actual practice upon volunteer patients.


The girls of Wexford had been so impressed with Connies 
lively talks that they composed a song to show their appreciation 
and prove they had learned their lessons:


Well bravely fight and conquer

In this our native town.

Our work is to endeavour

To keep consumption down.

And we shall win the day.

Our hope  fresh air and sunshine 

Will sweep the germs away.


Slainte continued to report on Connies activities, and in July 
that year it was announced that she had been promoted to chief 
lecturer for an infant mortality campaign run by Lady Aberdeen 
in Dublin. In August she spent her holidays visiting childrens hospitals and clinics, and so rapidly had the movement grown that 
by October she was heading a team of four lecturers. Lady 
Aberdeens brother, then First Lord of the Admiralty, offered two 
disused coastguard stations to be turned into TB isolation clinics, 
so that patients could be removed from their homes, thus preventing 
further infection. This was not altogether a popular move, but 
Slainte offered several ingenious, even absurd, ideas for isolating 
patients in their own home: constructing small sleeping huts in the 
garden, hanging balcony rooms outside a window or even a tent 
against the window inside. Amazingly, some of these makeshift 
methods began to work: deaths from tuberculosis dropped by a 
thousand in the first two years of the Associations existence, and 
several thousand fewer cases were reported. The medical world 
was surprised but impressed, and Lady Aberdeen was elected 
President of the Royal Institute of Public Health, the first of 
several international honours she would receive. The Irish ruling 
class, however, was still of the view that the Lord Lieutenant and 
his lady should be decorative and hospitable figureheads and 
nothing more. The Nationalist movement had been pointing out 
for some time that the primary cause of both TB and infant mortality 
was poverty; it appeared that the Vicereine was even allying 
herself to revolutionaries.

Violet Asquith, daughter of the Prime Minister, who would 
have married Lady Aberdeens beloved youngest son Archie had 
he not been killed in a car accident, was often at the Viceregal 
Lodge. She was the same age as Connie but from a totally different 
world, and they can have had little in common. Violet took a 
more disparaging view of life with Lady Aberdeen when she 
dutifully accompanied her to busy afternoons of cattle shows, 
industry centenaries  tubercular congresses etc. Violet described 
a woman at one particularly frowstyish function at Alexandra 
College, quite possibly Connie herself, giving a lecture on lodging-houses 
with Zola-esque detail about lice  vice  stench etc . . . 
At one point it became so lurid that the Reporters dropped their 
pencils and wrote no more  but sat in scarlet silence.

As soon as the new caravan, suitably named the Phoenix, was 
fitted out, Connie and her team were off on long tours all over 
Ireland. From Belfast to Galway, Killarney, Cork and Wexford 
the colourful caravan, with its chintzy curtains at the windows and 
War on Consumption painted in large letters on its sides, was 
slowly drawn by a sturdy horse along narrow country roads and 
remote, almost impassable, tracks. The message was simple and 
effective, if crude: wash more, open your windows and dont spit 
 a habit prevalent in both town and countryside.

The arrival of this small travelling show was a big event in 
outlying country towns and villages where there was little to break 
the monotony. Many walked huge distances over the mountains 
and through rough country to stand for two hours and listen to 
Connies talks and later join in the music and dancing. Lantern 
slides, music and cookery demonstrations were novelties that the 
people enjoyed after listening to the lectures on hygiene, diet and 
health. WNHA health lecturers never wore uniform  it smacked 
of officialdom  so Connie wore her own pretty, fashionable 
outfits that always included a large, lavishly trimmed hat. It gave 
the
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