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Introduction


‘To the plain man and woman, outside the political and military worlds, it seems as though in war an arbitrary line is drawn, one side of which is counted barbarism, the other civilisation.

May it not be that, in reality, all war is barbarous, varying only in degree?’

– Emily Hobhouse, 1902



Growing up in South Africa I knew a little about Emily Hobhouse, but only in very broad terms – she was an upper-class British woman, who took the plight of the women and children in concentration camps in a far-off land to heart during the Anglo-Boer War (or the second Boer War, as it was known in the UK). Then one day I came across Rykie van Reenen’s book from the 1970s, Heldin uit die Vreemde, ‘Heroine from Afar’, in a bric-a-brac shop. It gave the strong impression that there had been much more to Emily than this.
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Emily shortly after the end of the Anglo-Boer War, 1902.
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I started reading more about her, including books that my wife, Carol, ordered for me from overseas. I read about the ingenious ploughing plan Emily devised to get the defeated farmers of the Transvaal and the Free State back on their feet after the war, and about the spinning and weaving she taught Boer women to enable them to earn a living. After the First World War, too, she campaigned successfully for food for the children of the ‘enemy’, feeding thousands of starving children in Leipzig, Germany. During that war, she campaigned at the highest level to bring about peace. It fascinated me that so little was known in South Africa about Emily the liberal socialist, the pacifist and the feminist.

This was how it came about that, fourteen months later, I found myself in a car with Will, a Canadian motel owner, on a dirt track on Vancouver Island. The track wound through an avenue of trees past an asparagus farm and a school, ending at a wooden house. In the doorway stood a small, slightly stooped woman with wispy snow-white hair.

Jennifer Hobhouse Balme. ‘Ah! You’re here,’ she said. ‘Welcome!’ As we greeted each other, I clasped both my hands around hers.

Finally, after an almost year-long email correspondence, some slight subterfuge to gain access to the British Library in London, a near-indecent search at Vancouver International Airport and a journey of a few thousand kilometres from South Africa, I had arrived in a small fishing village on Cowichan Bay between Vancouver Island and the Mainland.

Jennifer’s grandfather, Professor Leonard Trelawny (L. T.) Hobhouse, was Emily’s younger brother. Jennifer (born in 1928) is probably the last surviving person who can relate anecdotes about Emily that she heard first-hand from relatives of her great-aunt. I had tracked Jennifer down in September 2013, and we started corresponding. She mentioned that her father, Oliver, had bequeathed her a trunk and a few boxes containing some of Emily’s effects, but without providing much detail.

After inviting me inside, she started explaining the family tree in her study on the top floor. L. T. Hobhouse, an eminent professor of sociology, was not only Emily’s younger brother but also the sibling who had been closest to her. His son, Oliver Hobhouse, had been the apple of Emily’s eye, and finally also her heir. And Oliver was Jennifer’s father.

As Oliver’s only surviving child, Jennifer inherited everything Emily had bequeathed to him. And after Jennifer married John in 1966, Emily’s effects had accompanied her to Canada, when they took up farming there. A small sewing table that had belonged to Emily stood in a corner of the study. Two of Emily’s books – The Brunt of the War and Where It Fell and War Without Glamour – were on the shelf.

On the coffee table lay a pile of handwritten pages, wrapped in now old and worn-out brown paper. ‘This is her draft autobiography, just as she left it,’ said Jennifer, who herself had written two books on Emily – To Love One’s Enemies and Agent of Peace. Dressmaker’s pins that were nearly a century old kept the pages together in order. It was one of only two copies that Emily had written by hand.
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Chapters of Emily Hobhouse’s draft autobiography. Some parts of it were typed and others written by hand.
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This is how Emily made changes to her draft autobiography. This part dates from the time after the Anglo-Boer War, when she travelled through the interior of South Africa for nearly six months.
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She had started working on it in 1922 but was unable to complete it before her death. She had typed parts of it, sometimes with the typewriter on her lap as she lay in bed in her last years. The manuscript is in the form of a long letter to the woman who was probably her best friend, Rachel Isabella (Tibbie) Steyn, wife of the Free State president Marthinus Steyn.

‘That box contains her material on the Anglo-Boer War,’ Jennifer said, pointing to boxes on the floor, ‘and in that one is everything on Germany and the First World War . . . You know about the children in Leipzig, don’t you? And the Russian babies?’ There was a trunk, too.

Inside the trunk was a box. As I lifted it up, there lay three scrapbooks Emily had made; two about her experiences in South Africa, and one about her work in Germany after the First World War. Furthermore, an older scrapbook with sketches made by Emily’s mother, and some photos.

To crown it all, the trunk contained four A5 hardcover notebooks, all neatly marked. Diaries. Nowhere had I read or heard of the existence of these notebooks.

These records had survived the Second World War in Oliver’s solicitor’s office in London, amid hundreds of buildings that had been demolished during the air raids. The trunk also held hundreds of letters and other documents. All of these treasures were here, on an island in Canada. What a wondrous find! (Today, they have been donated to Oxford’s Bodleian Library.)

I was literally trembling with excitement. Here I hoped to find answers to many of my questions about the enigmatic and indomitable Emily: who was she really, and what had led to her being spurned by her country, many of her friends and even some of her relatives? Would it have been different if she had been a man?

What had possessed her to travel to a remote dark continent and identify with the plight of people to whom she had no ties? How did she manage to break through the stifling confines of the strict Victorian era in which she had been born and become a citizen of the world?

Emily Hobhouse dared to oppose the mightiest men of her time. Mostly alone in her quest to be a whistle-blower about the atrocities of war, she was a human rights activist decades before it became fashionable. And she paid a heavy price – she was forgotten by history, mostly hated in Britain and labelled a traitor, even though she was a patriot with all her heart.

This is her story.


1

From slave ship to freedom flight


‘I envied the boys the special tutors they had, people whose brains they had the right to pick; of whom they might ask questions. I never had anyone to cut my mental teeth upon. School lessons always bored me . . . They never taught me the things I wanted to know.’

– Emily Hobhouse, 1875



A couple from St Ive in Cornwall (pronounced ‘eve’, and not to be confused with St Ives) were taken to court because of ‘cruelty towards their children’. When the authorities arrived at the house, the mother was distraught at her inability to care for the children because she and her husband were destitute.

The policeman who had searched the house could find no food anywhere. The children were dirty, thin and starving. A doctor who had examined the children stated that they were badly starved, but had not been ill-treated.1

The next witness was thirty-one-year-old Emily Hobhouse. She visited the family regularly, she said, and had given them food and milk. She testified that they were poor and neglected. The father was unable to work as he was too weak. She had the deepest sympathy with them. ‘It would be no use sending them to prison,’ she said, ‘because they would only come out worse prepared to fight life’s battle.’2

The magistrate decided against imprisonment. Emily paid the £10 guarantee for the couple.

Her father, Reginald Hobhouse, was the Archdeacon of Bodmin. She regularly visited the poor in his parish, which included the tiny village of St Ive and the neighbouring village of Pensilva, five miles from Liskeard in Cornwall in the southwest of England.

Emily kept a list of destitute families whom she visited and tried to assist.3 Among other welfare work in the parish, she founded a library and visited the sick because there was no doctor.4 But these activities were not enough for her; she had a yearning to do more, to make a greater difference.

Emily Hobhouse had been born on 9 April 1860 into a position of privilege as a member of the Victorian English upper class. On both sides of her family distinguished people had left their mark.

Her mother, Caroline (born 1820), was a daughter of Sir William Lewis Salusbury-Trelawny, the eighth baronet, heir to Harewood House in Calstock, Cornwall.

The first Trelawny who held the title had been made a baronet by Charles I. On Sir William’s death in 1857 he had left a substantial inheritance to his children and his wife, Patience Christian Carpenter. Caroline, Emily’s mother, inherited ten thousand pounds – an enormous sum at the time.5
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Emily’s mother, Caroline.
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Caroline was an attractive woman with brown hair and blue eyes. Emily described her as someone of ‘distinguished bearing, combined with quick parts and a natural manner of extreme charm. She applied her unusual abilities to the education of her children, shewing herself an indulgent and devoted mother.’6

The Hobhouse family’s history can be traced back to 31 August 1686, when John Hobhouse rented a house near the port of Minehead on the Bristol Channel in Somerset. He was married to Anne Maddox, and their children included their three sons Henry, Isaac and Benjamin. The family became established in the area, and in 1708 Henry Hobhouse opened a shipbuilding yard in Minehead while his brother Isaac started doing business with merchants in the colony of Virginia in North America. From Bristol the family became involved in the shipping industry as shipowners and merchants, and the males became full citizens who were entitled to vote.7

The firm of Isaac Hobhouse and Company, which accepted Henry Hobhouse I – a son of Benjamin – as an apprentice in 1729, opened the doors of wealth to the family. Isaac traded between Bristol, the west coast of Africa, the West Indies and the ‘plantation colonies’ in America.8 He acquired a large fortune from his commercial interests, which included the slave trade. The ship Greyhound, which belonged to Isaac’s company, transported slaves from West Africa to Virginia, whereafter it would return to England laden with goods.9 In a letter to Isaac reference is made to a ship that ‘arrives well slaved, I hope shall make a pleasing acc of ’em’.10 This connection with the slave trade was not kept hidden from the family and Emily was well aware of it.

The family estate and mansion, Hadspen House in Somerset near the village of Bruton, had been purchased by Henry Hobhouse II, an Oxford-educated barrister, in September 1785. Emily’s paternal grandfather Henry Hobhouse III (1776–1854) and his wife Harriet Turton (1780–1838) had both died before Emily’s birth. Henry III had studied law at Oxford like his father, and had been a solicitor to the Treasury and under-secretary at the Home Office in London under Sir Robert Peel. He had also served as a magistrate in the countryside.11 By this time the Hobhouses were a distinguished family.

Emily’s father, Reginald (born 1818), was one of four sons and four daughters. The boys were all educated at Eton and Balliol College, Oxford. Owing to their good education, the boys Henry IV, Edmund and Arthur all had successful careers.
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Emily’s father, Reginald, the conservative Archdeacon of Bodmin.
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On completing his studies, Reginald – according to Emily a reserved, humourless, conservative man – became the Anglican rector in the parish of St Ive thanks to Sir Robert Peel, the prime minister for whom his father had worked. Before his marriage to Caroline, he had lived alone for seven years in a cottage opposite the fourteenth-century church. The couple had a big rectory built for them about a hundred metres away.

Emily was the fifth of six surviving children, and the youngest daughter. The children were Caroline (‘Carrie’, born 1854), Alfred (born 1856), Blanche (born 1857), Maud (born 1858), Emily (born 1860) and Leonard (born 1864).

Emily wrote about her earliest memory from those days: ‘I do not know if the sense of having an ego of one’s own comes to others at a given moment, or grows imperceptibly, but it was when I was three or four years old that I learnt this. I was sent to see the time . . . I suddenly realised the clock was not me and I was not it but outside it and different . . . It was a curious revelation.’12
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The oldest known photograph of Emily Hobhouse, at the age of about two (c. 1862).
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The curate at the church in St Ive, St Aubyn Rogers, had a soft spot for the children, who called him ‘Old Rodge’. He tilled a private plot for each of them on the premises of the rectory so that they could plant their own vegetables. He made them garden tables and chairs as well as bows and arrows to shoot with, and joined them in games of hide-and-seek. He took his meals with the family and flicked bread balls at Emily, when the parents were not looking, that she would catch in her mouth.
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Emily (left) and her sister Maud as young children.
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On one occasion, he and Emily played a game of badminton that lasted for two hours – to her father’s frustration, as they were making a noise under his study window. By her count, their tally was two thousand strokes.13

To Emily, Rogers was like a father; her own father had been sickly since she was six years old. ‘Old Rodge was everything to us, and my devoted slave in particular.’ He was a part of the happiest times of her life.14 In summer they went to the seaside for holidays or visited the Hobhouse family home Hadspen in Somerset.

At a young age Emily acquired the nickname ‘The Missis’. The name was thought to have originated from a Valentine card she received from the family at the age of seven, which carried the message: ‘Wherever I am, I will always be the missis.’ Everyone thought that it suited her, and ‘Missis’ remained a nickname throughout her life.15

At the age of eight Leonard went to prep school at Exmouth and then followed his brother to Marlborough College, while the girls had to be content with inferior home education taught by governesses. Although they had a well-stocked Victorian home library in which Emily immersed herself, and she was taught skills such as sewing, singing, playing the piano and even how to speak French, this was not enough for her. An education of this type was the norm for girls of her social class but she yearned to study further and, like her brothers, equip herself for an occupation.
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Fifteen-year-old Emily.
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Emily turned fifteen and stood on the threshold of womanhood, but she found life perplexing. ‘I looked in vain all my life for someone to talk to, and discuss things with, and explain things, but no one had time – the governesses were shallow and incompetent and I was but one of ‘the little ones’ and of no account.

‘I envied the boys the special tutors they had, people whose brains they had the right to pick; of whom they might ask questions. I never had anyone to cut my mental teeth upon. So school lessons always bored me because they were (as taught to us) so superficial. They never told me the thing I wanted to know. If you asked, you were told: “Little girls should not ask questions.” ’16

At sixteen, Emily was sent to a finishing school in London where Maud was already a student. Blanche was also there, but had become very ill. The finishing school did not offer the kind of education Emily desired. She was still eager to learn, but instead she was given horse-riding lessons and too little food. She was taught how to entertain and be a good wife to a husband some day. It left Emily bitter. Her inadequate education ‘has been the root cause of many of my mistakes,’ she wrote years later.17

In the winter of 1876 the parents took the three younger daughters – Blanche, Maud and Emily – to Menton in the south of France, shortly after the marriage of Caroline. The main reason for the visit was to give Blanche, who probably suffered from tuberculosis, an opportunity to recover. The family spent the entire winter in Menton and then slowly started making their way home. But Blanche’s health failed to improve, and she died at the age of nineteen in the French city of Toulouse.18

After their trip there was no longer enough money to send Emily back to the finishing school. Instead, she had to be satisfied with painting and violin lessons in the neighbouring town of Liskeard.19

Almost everything in Emily’s life had changed. Her sister Carrie, as they called her, was married. Blanche was dead, and her mother’s ‘spirit’ was ‘crushed’. Her father increasingly worked in the parish, away from home. With no outlet for her intellectual abilities, Emily sought fulfilment in dreams and thoughts. ‘I lived with heroes in this imaginary world and fell ardently in love with these fabulous beings.’

Emily went on long walks in the surrounding countryside. She felt the urge to embrace and explore far-off and wide worlds and meet many people, and she ‘dreamt of their universal conversion to goodness (which for me meant then the Church of England) and a lift to material well-being’. Finally Emily came to a crucial realisation: what mattered to her was not the same as what mattered to everyone else, ‘and that you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear’.

She realised that the parish was but a small world, far removed from a greater reality beyond its confines.20 She also did not share her father’s view that religious dissidents – those who did not agree with all aspects of the Anglican Church – had to be ostracised, and visited such people regularly.21

She became critical of her father’s sermons, ‘The trouble rather was that he had so little to say – not that he could not say it. He lived too much apart from ordinary humanity to understand it well, and strictly ruled out all that was modern in thought and science from his reading. His preaching never modernised.’ Only once did she hear him preach from his heart, and then he cried.22

In 1880 Emily’s mother developed a brain tumour and died within a few months. Emily was twenty years old, her brother Leonard was a student at Oxford, and Alfred had long since left home and moved to New Zealand. Only Maud was still at home with Emily, and the two girls looked after their father, whose health had deteriorated after his wife’s death. He was now even more withdrawn and reclusive, and refused to let Emily develop her talents.

In 1889 Maud married one of the church’s curates, Ernest Hebblethwaite, without her father’s blessing, most likely to escape from the oppressive atmosphere at home.23

Emily taught Sunday school lessons, sang in the church choir and played the organ. Her life revolved around her father and the small population of St Ive. She read to him from The Times every day, thereby keeping abreast of what was happening in the world – it stimulated her interest in politics. Like her brother Leonard and her uncle, Lord Hobhouse, Emily had liberal political convictions, in contrast to her father’s conservative views.24 She did not dare to discuss her ideas with him, however.

In 1891 Leonard married Nora Hadwen in Oxford, where he lectured at Merton College and later at Corpus Christi College. Their first child, Oliver, was born a year later, and became one of the few joys in Emily’s life.25

Emily’s father was dead set against Emily meeting any young men. She had to care for him, and her chances of marrying and having a family of her own started to diminish. Loneliness and frustration drove her to ‘morbid introspection and hysteria’, since all she could do was sing and play the piano and the violin. ‘I was so low that I took to illumination’ – which was a kind of light therapy to treat depression. Finally she attempted writing, ‘but never succeeded in that till my mind was released from the shackles of St Ive’.
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Emily (thirty-three) with her brother’s son Oliver in 1893, when he was a few months old.
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Decades later she wrote about this time in her life: ‘I find no record of these years. They are recorded only on my spirit, and fortunately will die with me. It was in a word a period of torture’.26

The circumstances must have been unbearable for someone of Emily’s intellect and spirit. For six years she lived alone in the rectory with her father, apart from the servants. He died on 27 January 1895, a bitterly cold day. ‘It was the end of our life as a family.’

All the family’s possessions – from the animals to furniture, paintings and a cello – were auctioned. Emily inherited £5300 from her father.27 Two weeks after his death, Emily packed her suitcases and left St Ive. She never returned to the village.
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Emily at the age of thirty-four, shortly after her father’s death, when she left St Ive for good.
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***

The car’s temperature gauge registers a low 2 °C as I travel the eight kilometres from Liskeard to St Ive. It is a tiny rural hamlet you could easily pass through without realising.

A beautiful old church, more or less in the middle of the few houses, is impossible to miss. I recognise the building from photographs I have seen of it. This is where Reginald Hobhouse was rector for half a century.

Suddenly I am in the heart of Emily’s early world. About a hundred metres on is the rectory where she spent the first part of her life.

By prior arrangement, a few parishioners are waiting for me at the rectory. ‘We’re big fans of Emily’s,’ Dennis and his wife Doreen tell me.

We walk to the cemetery that surrounds the church. Emily’s mother and father lie buried next to each other. Opposite the church the cottage still stands where her father had lived as a bachelor.

I walk around the church, along the pathway to the door through which Emily used to walk every Sunday for so many years, past the baptismal font of stone at the back of the church where she was baptised on 1 May 1860, down the aisle to the pulpit from where Reginald delivered the sermons his talented daughter found so dull.

On the wall next to the pulpit are separate bronze memorial plaques: for Reginald for fifty years’ service; for Leonard, Emily, Alfred and Maud; and another one for Reginald, his wife and the other children.

One of the parishioners, Paddy, says that Emily sang in the choir and also played the organ. ‘Those are the choir pews. The men sat here and the women opposite them; it has always been like that. Emily must have sat in that pew,’ he gestures.

When I sit in that particular pew the pulpit rises in front of me, with church-goers to the left and lead-glass windows to the right. The organ Emily used to play is directly behind me. It feels to me as if Emily is there too, and I close my eyes to travel back 125 years in time and imagine myself in Emily’s position.

Inching along a long flight of narrow steps on which I have to turn my feet sideways, I climb up inside the dark church tower. On one side there is a blue rope to hold on to. On the other there is nothing.

From the top of the tower there is a good view of the surroundings. Diagonally opposite is the rectangular old stone and red sandstone rectory of the Hobhouse family – a listed building that dates from 1852–54. The house has two storeys, with an attic and a cellar, set among several acres. It has a beautiful slate roof.28

Dennis and Doreen have assured me that it is virtually impossible to obtain permission to visit the house. Many journalists, TV crews and writers have failed in their attempts to gain entry. But four months earlier I made contact in a roundabout way with the owner who agreed grudgingly – and provisionally – to a visit. But will he still remember our conversation, and finally give his consent to a visit?

What do you know? He recalls my long story over the telephone, and kindly invites me in.
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The front of the house in which Emily grew up and lived until the age of thirty-four, opposite the church in St Ive, Cornwall. Her parents had this house built before her birth in 1860.
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I cross the threshold and enter Emily’s world. Above the door hangs the original bell rope, of which there used to be one in each important room – a kind of umbilical cord between employers and servants. When someone pulled the rope, a bell rang next to the name of the particular room on a board in the servants’ quarters, so that the servants knew where they had to rush to.

The servants’ area – including cellar, pantry and kitchen, with its spacious cooking area and separate scullery – is clearly cordoned off from the living area of the family members by a thick door, and here the wooden floor changes to serviceable tiles. An outside door gives access to the stables and other outbuildings.

There is the high drawing room, where the family would have sat reading or conversing. The fireplace is still there, encased in black marble. And also a study where all the books must have been housed.

Above the stairs are the bedrooms with thick, chamfered wooden ceiling beams. There are several bedrooms, with dressing rooms, and bathrooms with fireplaces, but it is impossible to say which bedroom was Emily’s. The windows are big and look out over the huge property where the children would have cavorted to their heart’s delight. This was also where Emily and Old Rodge used to play badminton and the children had their own little vegetable gardens.

The church sold the house in 1985 and since then it has been privately owned. We walk round the back, and I stand for a long time in the garden gazing at the charming old house, the outbuildings and stables. ‘There is a pleasant shady garden around the house. It is a very good size, plenty of flowers and vegetables in their season, there are four fields and we have two cows, two pigs, and hosts of pets,’ Maud wrote in 1873, when Emily was thirteen.29

After the death of their father Reginald in January 1895, ‘two fat pigs, a horse, cows and calves’ were offered for sale at the rectory. The enclosed horse carriage was fitted out stylishly with cushions and lanterns.

The windows of the spacious drawing room look out on the open land behind the house. I can imagine Emily and her sisters gazing out of this window, perhaps each with a book in her hand. When the Hobhouse family lived here, this room used to contain a small sofa and a piano, a writing table and piles of books. In summer they would hang white curtains lined with green gauze in front of the windows. In winter the room had crimson curtains and a bright fire glowed in the grate, Maud wrote.30

Sleet falls as I drive back along the narrow, winding road to Liskeard; I can hardly imagine a greater contrast than that between the green, muddy, wet fields of Cornwall and the glaring sun, heat and dust of South Africa that would colour Emily’s blonde hair red.


2

Into the wide world


‘I feel as if I were in fairyland or the Arabian Nights and pens won’t tell adequately all I have seen and done . . .’

– Emily Hobhouse, New York, 1895



Emily had shaken the dust of St Ive off her feet and was intent on seeing the world – not just Oxford where she frequently stayed with her brother and his family, or London where Uncle Arthur and Aunt Mary, Lord and Lady Hobhouse, lived. She was not willing to wait longer than 1895 to chart her own course, albeit that it was unheard of for a woman of her social class to venture alone into the world at the age of thirty-five.

She still had no clear idea of the path her life should take, but of two things she was sure: she wanted to see more of the world, and she wanted to help people. Many miners from Cornwall – the ‘Cousins Jacks’, as they were called – had emigrated to America to make a new life there, and Emily resolved to follow the same route.

English miners, with their experience of mining tin, copper and china clay, had moved to the United States in their thousands. And it stood to reason that they would have social needs. With the help of the wife of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Edward Benson, Emily made contact with Archdeacon Appleby in Minnesota with a view to doing welfare work among the Cornish miners in that area.

In July 1895 she departed by ship to New York, where she stayed for a few days. She was enthralled with what she saw and experienced there, and wrote to Maud: ‘I feel as if I were in fairyland or the Arabian Nights.’1 After a visit to Chicago she travelled by train to the mining town of Virginia in Minnesota, arriving in August. She and her servant from Cornwall, Mary Scourney, found accommodation in Bodock House, a boarding house on Maple Street. Fortunately they had brought along their own bedding, as the boarding house was none too clean.

‘My impulse was to run and flee,’ she wrote to Maud, but they stayed there for the night.2 Determined not to stay on, Emily scraped together a few pieces of furniture – two old hospital beds and some chairs – so that they could move into a cottage.3 The first evening in the cottage, with the bed cleanly made with her own bedding, an exhausted Emily looked forward to a good night’s rest. But the bed was crawling with lice!4 The cottage was infested with the bugs. She grabbed her clothes and a few personal possessions, and ran back to the boarding house in the dark – the lesser of two evils.

Miners and their wild habits were not a novelty to Emily; there were several mines near her village in Cornwall, and because of her father’s work in the community she knew only too well how the men drank and gambled. In Virginia there were forty-two saloons and twelve mines in the area. It was bitterly cold and muddy in winter, and scorchingly hot in summer. The town had a saw mill, shops, a newspaper, electricity and five thousand inhabitants.5 Emily started working in the community, but found only fifty-five people who hailed from Cornwall. Well, she decided, she had given her word that she would work here, and there had to be others who needed her services. Many people just sat around idly, she wrote. With two hundred dollars6 that she collected among the residents she started a library, opened a recreation hall, founded a church choir and a Sunday school.7 She opened her home to everyone, and she taught adults to read and write. In cases of need, she even allowed some of the people to sleep on the floor of her – now clean – cottage.

The doctor at the hospital was actually only a dentist. Emily decided to lend a hand there as well, as the patients were often neglected. She changed their bedding and sang to the sick.8 She took a woman suffering from enteric fever to her home to care for her there, sacrificing her own bed.9

But she did not believe in only plastering wounds; she tried to uplift people through exposure to books, through singing, literacy and basic temperance programmes to lead them away from alcohol abuse. Her temperance campaign did not impress the saloon owners. ‘All the riff-raff, the rag-tag and bobtail of society, the dregs of population’ flocked there, she wrote. The police were inefficient, and the members of the town council owed their positions to bribery. There were ‘four houses of ill-fame of large size’, and people gambled day and night.10

She reached out to the men in the mining camps in the woods, walking long distances with Mary on Sundays in order to preach to them. The men received her warmly, even baked cakes for her and offered her tea in a tin mug. She sang to them, and would ‘see the hard icy faces melt before me’. Soon she had won the trust of the hardened miners and the affection of the townspeople. Gifts were placed outside her door – a rabbit that had been prepared for the pot, vegetables and wood.

But it was not all plain sailing, and Emily had to learn the hard way that despite her good intentions and constructive work, she readily came into conflict with people in positions of authority who experienced her as a threat. And they were nearly always men. One of the first was the local minister of the Episcopal Church, Reverend James McGonicle – he subjected her to an hour-long lecture about the work she was doing. ‘He did not think St Paul would approve of my holding mission services in a log camp. I said I should do it all the same.’11

The library was a great success, but the church was offended because it did not get the credit for this initiative. To Emily, it did not matter who received the praise. She wanted the library to be open on Sundays too, when the people were not at work, but was ordered to close it. Emily refused.12 She felt too strongly about education and people’s access to knowledge to let herself be dictated to in this regard.

Another point of dispute was that McGonicle wanted only people from his church to attend the temperance meetings, while Emily believed they should be open to all. He also didn’t approve of her visits to women who were jailed for prostitution. Eventually their relationship soured to such an extent that he preached against her in his church.13

Under the banner of her Virginia Temperance Union, Emily held temperance meetings on her own in halls where she attracted audiences of up to three hundred men. She distributed cards on which they signed a pledge to abstain from alcohol. Here, too, she sang for the men.14

Emily received support for her work from an unexpected quarter in the person of John Carr Jackson, whom she had met earlier at the dirty boarding house. He had arrived in the town in 1893 and found employment as a clerk. Now he was the owner of Jackson & Co, a general dealer that also sold camp equipment.15 He became the deputy chairman of Emily’s library committee. One of the things that impressed her about him was that he had his eye on the United States Congress, and politics interested her. On top of that, he was elected the town’s mayor in July 1896.

John and Emily saw much of each other, and before long she was in love. ‘Mr Jackson consumes a great deal of my time . . . and I respect and admire him more every time I see him . . . We are sort of half engaged and expect to be wholly so in a short while,’ she wrote to her aunt, Lady Hobhouse.

A few days later she informed her aunt excitedly ‘that I promised Mr Jackson on Sunday night that I would marry him so now we are really engaged and I feel happy over it and quite at home with him, and as he has never known a home or comfort or happiness, he is quite dazed with joy.’16 To Maud she wrote that John was very handsome, and that her pet name for him was ‘Caro’.17

The town, however, was experiencing tough times. There was serious conflict between the mining bosses, and one mine after the other closed down. John found himself in financial difficulties because he had extended too much credit to people who were unable to pay.

John and Emily decided to leave Virginia, departing separately. He would stay behind for a while to wind up his affairs. The townspeople were sad to take their leave of Emily in September 1896, and a crowd came to see her off – with an orchestra accompanying her down the street to the station.

The train took her to Cleveland, Ohio,18 where Emily spent some time with friends of her sister-in-law Nora, Leonard’s wife, before continuing her journey to Mexico – a trip that took five days. Emily was to explore new possibilities for them while John was finalising his affairs in Virginia. In the end she used her inheritance money to buy a farm in Mexico with coffee, banana, pineapple and vanilla plantations, and had a house built on the property at a cost of eighty pounds. The farm was so remote that Emily never saw it.

Days, weeks and months went by, while Emily waited in Mexico City, but John failed to arrive.

Thanks to new friends Emily made, she was offered a government contract for John to supply fresh meat to Mexico City. Emily had only twelve hours to decide whether or not to buy the concession of twelve hundred pounds. With what was left of her inheritance money, she took this gamble.19

The entire winter of 1896 Emily waited for John in Mexico, learning Spanish and history, and painting occasionally. For months she kept hoping . . .

John was probably bankrupt by April 1897, as his shop with all its contents was sold and he left Virginia soon afterwards ‘without a handshake and a parting word’. According to a report in The Virginian he was on his way to Chicago to meet Emily and marry her there; from there he would go to Mexico, where a new high position was said to await him.

But the reality proved to be less rosy: the man who had bought John’s shop had to close it immediately, on account of lawsuits because John was insolvent. Moreover, Virginia’s coffers were empty after his year-long stint as mayor.20

Emily was still hoping to be reunited with John, and travelled to Chicago to meet him. During her journey the train’s boiler exploded and she saw the driver’s body hurtling through the air. The burnt corpse of the stoker lay before the door of her compartment.

Was this perhaps an omen of what would follow? Emily kept believing that she and John would marry, presumably she dreamt of children of her own, but in the end nothing came of her hopes.21 Orders were issued against John to appear in court because of bad debt.22

In 1897 Emily returned to England for a while to visit her family. During this period John visited her, but little is known about his stay.23
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John Carr Jackson, Emily’s fiancé; Emily; Nora, her sister-in-law; and Leonard, her brother, during Jackson’s visit to Emily in London in 1897.
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Early in 1898, with the wedding dress still in her suitcase, Emily returned to Mexico as she and John had arranged. Meanwhile a letter from him was on his way to inform her that she had to delay her departure, but it failed to reach her in time.24

In Mexico there was no trace of John. Within a few weeks Emily was on her way home, heading for London and the home of Uncle Arthur and Aunt Mary.

Amid all this uncertainty and to-and-fro travelling, Emily lost the farm in Mexico too. It is not clear what had gone wrong, but there is a strong suspicion that John had abused Emily financially. Maybe he never really intended to marry her. Emily, however, had been genuinely in love, had wanted to marry him and had believed the marriage would take place. She never wrote about this pain in any of the documents I have found.

Yet there was one item that Emily preserved for the rest of her life: the bridal veil she never wore. It is made of the finest lace.


3

A vision that grows like a seed


‘The constantly renewed picture of women and children homeless, desperate and distressed formed and fixed itself in my mind and never once left me.’

– Emily Hobhouse in her draft autobiography, 1900



‘The case for intervention is overwhelming . . .’

According to a report in the morning paper from which Emily read aloud to Lord and Lady Hobhouse at the breakfast table, on a summer morning in 1899, these were the words of Sir Alfred Milner, governor of the Cape Colony and the British high commissioner in South Africa, in a telegram to Joseph Chamberlain, secretary of state for the colonies.1 ‘That means war in my opinion,’ was Lord Hobhouse’s sombre comment. Everyone at the breakfast table was upset about the ‘dark cloud of war’ that had been in the news in Britain throughout the summer.

The last year or so had been a period of calm and peace for Emily, during which she undertook long walks with her uncle and his dog Meg, and went on excursions with her aunt in the horse-drawn carriage. The childless couple treated Emily like their own child, but she wrote that she ‘never found it easy to talk to them very confidentially’.2
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Emily Hobhouse. The photo is in a family collection and has not been published before.
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While Emily found the news of an impending war ‘incredible’, she realised that it seemed unavoidable. Because Lord Hobhouse served on the Judicial Committee of the government’s Privy Council, he was not at liberty to express his views publicly – including his opposition to the looming war in South Africa.

The tensions in South Africa had had a long run-up. At that time South Africa consisted of the Cape Colony, which was first established by the Dutch East India Company in 1652 and finally came under complete British control in 1806, and Natal, which it annexed in 1843. In 1852 and 1854 Britain recognised the independence of the two Boer Republics, the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, but in 1877 it annexed the Transvaal as a first step to federate South Africa. This led to the First War of Independence (also known as the First Boer war). After this war the Transvaal’s independence was given back when the Boers defeated the British at Majuba.3

However it was gold on the Witwatersrand in the Transvaal which made it a powerful threat. The Witwatersrand (literally, white water ridge) is also known as ‘The Reef’ – a thirty-five mile long stretch of hard rock with a plateau 1800 metres above sea level, with several rivers flowing over it. The area stretches from today’s O.R. Thambo International Airport, to Johannesburg, to Krugersdorp in the west. Everything changed, and so-called Uitlanders (foreigners, most of whom were British subjects) flocked to the promised riches of the new town of Johannesburg founded in 1886. Before long they started demanding voting rights and a say in the mines,4 and claimed that they were ‘oppressed by the Boers’.5

Pretoria, just north of Johannesburg, is also in the Transvaal. It was founded in 1855 by the ‘Voortrekkers’ (Pioneers), who left the Cape Colony between 1834 and 1854 during a great exodus (the Great Trek), with their servants. They packed their wagons, and by 1840 some 6000 white Afrikaners (who also refer to themselves as Boers and Afrikaners) had left.6

Cecil John Rhodes, who dreamt of a united South Africa under the British flag, became prime minister of the Cape Colony in 1890. Rhodes sought control of the gold mines, and the only way of achieving this was to invade the Transvaal in the hope that the Uitlanders would be incited to rebel.

Rhodes’s friend Leander Starr Jameson and his mercenaries, as well as a number of Uitlanders, invaded the Transvaal over the New Year period in 1895–96 via Bechuanaland (now called Botswana). The Boers defeated the invaders before they could reach Johannesburg, but the ‘Jameson Raid’ was a final blow to the trust between Boer and Briton.7

Although Rhodes had to resign as prime minister, his image was untarnished in Britain.8 Chamberlain, the colonial secretary and an avowed imperialist, had evidently supported the Jameson Raid.9 Annexing the Boer republics of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal and unifying them with the Cape and Natal in a South Africa under British rule would be the jewel in the imperialist crown, with the British flag flying from Cape to Cairo.10

In response, the Afrikaners became increasingly nationalist and started attaching greater value to their identity. More and more Afrikaners in the Cape Colony began to support their northern kinfolk in their anti-British sentiment. The Uitlanders, meanwhile, started giving stronger expression to their grievances. They claimed to constitute the majority of the white population of Transvaal, and through a petition they called on Britain to help them achieve equal rights, particularly voting rights.11

Chamberlain sent Sir Alfred Milner, the new governor of the Cape Colony and the British high commissioner, to meet the ZAR president, Paul Kruger, in Bloemfontein in May 1899 to discuss these problems. President M. T. (Theunis) Steyn of the Orange Free State, who wanted to avert war at all cost, had invited them to a conference in Bloemfontein to sort out their differences. But Milner was adamant; he wanted to force Kruger to grant Uitlanders the franchise after five years’ residence.12 Kruger refused, and insisted on a period of seven years. In addition, he demanded compensation for the Jameson Raid and that Swaziland be incorporated into the Transvaal.

On 5 June 1899 Milner broke off the negotiations13 and subsequently sent the infamous and emotionally laden telegram to Chamberlain in which he stated among other things that the Uitlanders were little more than slaves: ‘The case for intervention is overwhelming . . . The spectacle of thousands of British subjects kept permanently in the position of helots, constantly chafing under undoubted grievances, and calling vainly to Her Majesty’s Government for redress, does steadily undermine the influence and reputation of Great Britain . . .’14

Chamberlain’s intention had been to harden the hearts of the British at home against Kruger, so when the president did agree later to give the Uitlanders the franchise after five years’ residence on condition that Britain refrained from further interference in the ZAR’s affairs, Chamberlain conceded nothing.15

On 8 September 1899 England sent ten thousand soldiers to Natal. Chamberlain reckoned that the Boer forces were only a ‘paper tiger’, and that this show of force would trick Kruger into returning to the negotiating table. He considered it unlikely that war would break out, but if it happened, the British soldiers would already be in position.16

When Kruger heard about the troops the following day, he accepted that war was inevitable. Jan Smuts, the twenty-nine-year-old state attorney of the Transvaal Republic, shared his view. Later that month the press reported that a further forty-seven thousand troops were being sent from England to invade the Transvaal on 28 September. The Transvaal as well as the Free State, which threw in its weight with its natural ally, rapidly started mobilising their forces.17

On 9 October the ZAR issued an ultimatum to Britain: withdraw the troops who are already here from South Africa, those who are on their way may not disembark, and let there be arbitration. Britain was given forty-eight hours to respond. The British government, supported by the British public who were indignant about the ultimatum, rejected it.

Emily saw a poster of the ultimatum displayed on Trafalgar Square, and realised that the last hope of peace was gone: ‘It sounded the death knell of tens of thousands of people completely innocent of its cause and it bore within it seeds of things worse than death for England,’ she wrote about this moment on the square.

Behind it she saw a motive for the stoking of the conflict: an ‘appetite for gold and territory’.18

The Anglo-Boer War19 (also known as the South African War or the Second War of Independence, and as the second Boer War in Britain) broke out on 11 October 1899.20 The next day, the first skirmish took place at Kraaipan in the Cape Colony between the towns of Vryburg and Mafeking when a Boer force of eight hundred men under the command of General Koos de la Rey captured a British garrison that had surrendered after a five-hour-long fight.

Three weeks after the outbreak of the war, the South African Conciliation Committee was launched in England by liberal Britons who opposed the war. The president of the committee was the sixty-seven-year-old Leonard Courtney, later Lord Courtney of Penwith, who was a seasoned politician and a former Deputy Speaker of the House of Commons.21 His constituency was Liskeard in Cornwall, not far from St Ive where Emily had grown up. His wife Catherine (Kate), too, immediately became actively involved in the committee. The chairman of the executive was Frederick Mackarness, previously a judge in the Cape Colony and now a Liberal MP. Another prominent member of the executive was the Marquess of Ripon, a politician, while his wife Marchioness Ripon was a staunch supporter of their work.

Emily knew the Courtneys because Kate (née Potter) was the sister of her cousin Henry Hobhouse V’s wife Margaret. Another one of Kate’s sisters was the famous social reformer Beatrice Webb. Emily was soon drawn into the work of the committee, which aimed to distribute truthful information about the war and to advocate the necessity of friendly relations between people of Dutch and English extraction in South Africa. They wanted to see a peaceful settlement instead of the ‘deplorable conflict’ that had already started.22 Emily ‘committed herself wholeheartedly’ to the anti-war cause in a country engulfed by ‘war fever’. Several meetings took place at the London home of Lord and Lady Hobhouse at 15 Bruton Street, Mayfair. At that stage Emily had already been living for a few months in a flat in Chelsea, 21 Rossetti Garden Mansions.23 Her flatmate was a young medical student from India, Alice Sorabji, whose family were old friends of Lord and Lady Hobhouse. The flat was very close to the Courtneys’ house in Cheyne Walk, where many committee meetings were held.

On 15 January 1900 the committee’s activities were officially announced. The members declared that they were pacifists and totally opposed to the war. Within a short space of time they received four hundred letters of support.24 Emily was the honorary secretary of the committee’s women’s branch. The climate in which they strove to bring their views across was one where, Emily wrote, ‘[t]ruth and reason were obscured’, and ‘this excitability’ about the war was ‘fanned by the press and the pulpit’.25

‘We are glad if we are but a light burning on a rock in the midst of the flood of jingoism – feeling that ours is the side of justice and of wisdom,’ Kate Courtney wrote to Emily’s brother Leonard.26 The jingoes that they were up against were a section of the British population whose understanding of patriotism was that of ‘my country, right or wrong’. A large proportion of the British press supported this prevailing mindset.
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Lady Courtney (née Potter) and her husband, Lord Courtney. He was the president of the South African Conciliation Committee that was opposed to the war against the two Boer republics, and she was also closely involved in the committee’s activities.
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In February, Emily attended the congress of the Liberal Party in London. She enjoyed every minute of it. ‘Liberals to the right of you, Liberals to the left of you . . . with no cold Conservative draught anywhere.’

What did irk her, however, was that they were such lukewarm Liberals that they had not invited a single woman to address them. ‘Is it not to cut off their best arm?’ Emily asked. The women supported the Liberal Party and did the hard work, yet they occupied the subordinate positions.27

She decided that women should play a more prominent role and organise a big protest meeting against the war. Kate Courtney agreed with her, and it was decided that a mass meeting would be held in the Queen’s Hall. During the six weeks that they had to prepare for the meeting, Emily’s flat in Chelsea became the headquarters where she and other women worked from 8 a.m. often to 11 p.m., to try and mobilise a general resistance against the war.28
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The pamphlet that advertised the women’s meeting at Queen’s Hall.
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On 24 May 1900 the Orange Free State was annexed by Britain, followed by the Transvaal on 5 June, and shortly afterwards martial law was declared.29 The Boer forces did not regard these annexations as legitimate conquests, and embarked on guerrilla warfare to continue the struggle.

Lord Roberts, commander-in-chief of the British forces in South Africa at the time, warned in an announcement that Boers who continued fighting would suffer personal losses. If any railway lines or telegraph wires were damaged or disrupted, the houses in the vicinity of the place where the damage was done would be burnt down.

While this was the start of the ‘scorched-earth policy’ on paper,30 houses had been burnt from as early as March 1900 on Roberts’s instructions if they had been used to shelter Boer commandos.31 In terms of this policy, farmhouses with their contents, as well as barns and outbuildings, were burnt down. Farm animals such as sheep, cattle, pigs and chickens were slaughtered. Farmlands and the veld were set alight, while in some cases entire towns were destroyed. By January 1901 this destruction was taking place indiscriminately, and hundreds of farms in the Free State and the Transvaal were left uninhabitable.32 According to Roberts, it was a punitive measure for continued resistance against the new British regime.

Thousands of women from across the country attended the Conciliation Committee’s mass meeting in London to protest against the war, including delegates of the Women’s Liberal Federation. ‘Our protest was more largely due to our proud desire for England’s honour and our horror lest her rectitude be marred by an unjust act,’ Emily wrote.33

That evening in the Queen’s Hall the women passed four resolutions:
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British soldiers burning a farmhouse as part of the scorched-earth policy. About 30,000 farms and farmsteads in the Transvaal and the Orange Free State were destroyed in this manner.
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1:    That this meeting of women brought together from all parts of the United Kingdom condemns the unhappy war now raging in South Africa as mainly due to the bad policy of the Government – a policy which has already cost in killed, wounded and missing over 20,000 of our bravest soldiers and the expenditure of millions of money drawn from the savings and toil of our people, while to the two small States with whom we are at war, it is bringing utter ruin and desolation.

2:    That this meeting protests against the attempts to silence, by the disorder and violence, all freedom of speech, or criticism of Government policy.
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A burning farmstead.
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3:    That this meeting protests against any settlement which involves the extinction by force of two Republics whose inhabitants, allied to us by blood and religion, cling as passionately to their separate nationality and flag as we in this country do to ours.

4:    That this meeting desires to express its sympathy with the women of the Transvaal and Orange Free State and begs them to remember that thousands of English women are filled with profound sorrow at the thought of their suffering, and with deep regret for the action of their own Government. God save the Queen.34

It was significant that the last resolution had been drafted by Emily and was read out by her at the meeting. It contained words that were to gain new and concrete meaning in her life in the coming years: ‘sympathy’, ‘women’, ‘sorrow’, ‘suffering’, ‘regret’ . . .

She felt strongly that these views had to be placed on record as proof of the attitude of many of her compatriots towards the war.

The meeting attracted widespread attention, especially on the part of the jingo press which, according to Emily, ‘excelled itself in virulence and inaccuracy’ in its reports. Pro-war people wrote the names of the Boer leaders in big, white chalk letters on the pavement outside her flat.35

In July Emily went with Liberal MP David Lloyd George to Liskeard to propagate the objections to the war at a meeting. The town hall was packed that evening, with many of Emily’s childhood friends in attendance,36 but the rowdy ‘patriotic’ pro-war contingent disrupted the meeting to such an extent that neither of the speakers could deliver a speech.

At least Emily managed to get a few words in: ‘I think you will agree with me that if her majesty the Queen to whom you have sung, were present now, she would be heartily ashamed of her Cornish subjects. I have a great deal that I am anxious to say to you. Will you sit down for a few minutes and listen to me? It seems a strange thing to me that Cornishmen will not listen to a Cornishwoman.’37

The majority of the audience became even more disorderly, however, and when chairs and other objects where hurled at the stage, Emily and Lloyd George had to beat a hasty retreat.

***

It was sleeting as I walked towards the hall in Liskeard where Emily and Lloyd George had to face a barrage of insults. It looks like a typical school or church hall which can seat about eight hundred people. The stage is big and suitable for a town concert.

Up the narrow steps to the stage where Emily sat listening to the jingoes’ songs, chants and shouts . . . To the side door through which they fled to escape from the riotous mob.

This was the beginning of the end of many of Emily’s friendships. After this day in July 1900 in this hall some of her closest friends and relatives ostracised her.

***

‘There followed a storm of abuse from relatives and acquaintances, some of whom even attacked me in the press. I lost the majority of the friends of my girlhood and it was a great loss. There was a divergence of principle at that time which broke many a bond, and taking up the work publicly I would not escape a painful severance of old ties.’38 Emily increasingly learnt from reports out of South Africa that her country’s troops, ‘contrary to the recognised usages of war, were guilty of the destruction by burning and blowing up with dynamite of farm houses’. The news reached a few newspapers in England, but the British public were still in the dark about the extent of the destruction,39 she wrote. Some letters from soldiers that appeared in the press described the ‘horrible scenes which, to their honour, they for the most part found most distressing’.40

She was deeply upset about these events, and realised that they confronted her with an inescapable choice. ‘Thus the constantly renewed picture of women and children homeless, desperate and distressed formed and fixed itself in my mind and never once left me. It became my abiding thought. The thought deepened to torture and by a kind of second-sight such as had often visited me in my life the whole became a vision of vivid reality wherein I saw myself amongst the sufferers bearing relief. I never doubted then that I should go and that, be the obstacles what they might, they would be surmounted.’41

She knew that
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