THE SCHOOLING OF HELEN NOBLE
By Kedrun Laurie
Mary and Helen attended one of the Girls’ Public Day School Trust schools at
Wimbledon, under an exceptional headmistress [...]. Helen’s love of literature was
very much widened and encouraged by a beloved English teacher, Miss Fowler,
who recognized her good qualities that at Wintersdorf had been outshone by the
‘bright and shining lights’ of Irene and Mary. But she still hated school and was
considered dull by the other teachers and begged to be allowed to leave when she
was sixteen. Her mother who was glad of some extra help in the larger house,
where she and James entertained a good deal though his health was not improving,
allowed Helen to stay at home.
So wrote Myfanwy Thomas in her edition of Helen’s memoirs and letters, Time &
Again. 1 Recently I resolved to see if researching the background to this account, placing
Helen’s personal history within the wider context of the enormous changes in girls
‘education which took place during her time at school, would assist our understanding of
the unjustifiably self-deprecating woman who wrote to Sylvia Townsend Warner in her
eighty-ninth year:
A propos our little talk on the telephone, how I do realize in myself a
terrible fault. It arises from my earliest years when my two brilliant
sisters - at school - not afterwards - dominated me and crushed me into a
wormlike state of lack of confidence etc in myself. That is not to excuse it
at all. 2
Incidentally I will sketch an impression of something else: the literary milieu which
attracted Edward Thomas to this family and in particular to the kindly journalist father,
James Ashcroft Noble (1844-1896). 3
The Noble family was from Liverpool. It was Ashcroft Noble and Helen’s birthplace, but
since 1883, when a two year-long attempt to live in London had been terminated by
Noble’s ill-health, they had lived just up the coast from Liverpool itself, in or near
Southport. For most of this time they were at Alger Villa, 16 Eastbourne Road West,
Birkdale. 4 Here the girls, Irene, Helen and Mary, attended Wintersdorf School, a private
school of a type which from the 1870s was fast disappearing before the spread of girls’
day or ‘high’ schools. 5 Small private establishments like Wintersdorf had been favoured
by those few middle-class parents bold enough to send their daughters to school in the 60s
and 70s, because they seemed like a safe extension of the home environment. In 1864-7,
however, a Schools’ Inquiry Commission delivered a damning condemnation of the want
of ‘thoroughness’, ‘foundation’ and ‘system’ of girls’ schools. It recommended the
establishment of a network of girls’ secondary schools in towns across the country in
which academic subjects would be far more strenuously taught so as to prepare girls for
the challenge of higher education. 6
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When set against this movement towards reform, the foundation of Wintersdorf in 1867
can seem something of an anachronism, although it is hard to be sure, since apart from a
Wintersdorf Gild Magazine of 1908 and Mary Simon’s Wintersdorf Hymnal (1893) no
archives relating to the school remain. 7 This makes Helen’s description of it in Time &
Again all the more valuable. According to her, Wintersdorf was a boarding school which
a few day girls were allowed to attend. Because Mr and Mrs Noble were ‘intimate’
friends of Miss Mary and Miss Sarah Simon, who ran it with their elderly mother, their
daughters were probably allowed to attend without paying fees. 8
Wintersdorf existed for the daughters of rich north country manufacturers and
professional people; they came from Lancashire, Yorkshire and even
Northumberland and were for the most part from homes of cultured people; but
there was also a slight admixture of the vulgar rich at whom Miss Mary looked
very askance. 9
I have said that as a small private academy it was old-fashioned, but Wintersdorf also had
an unusual or, as Helen calls it, ‘unique’, character. Liverpool had at this time, in no small
part due to the literary activities of Ashcroft Noble himself, a reputation as a ‘distant
outpost of the Aesthetic Movement’. Richard Le Gallienne (1866-1947), who was born
there, and whose subsequent London career as a poet was launched in the North by
Noble, called it ‘Liverpool the Lovely, the Golden City’, ‘Tyre’ to Birkenhead’s ‘Sidon’.
10
Anticipating Edward’s discovery of beauty in Swansea, with its chimneys like ‘temple
pillars’, Le Gallienne developed a part Whistlerian, part Claudian aesthetic for Liverpool,
based on its dying sunsets and golden seas, its ‘gloomy wynds of deserted warehouses,
still as temples’. 11 Hence, for him, it was entirely natural that poets should emerge from a
mercantile background, for Liverpool:
pretends all day that it is the Mayor in the gilded coach and the pursy
merchantmen she cares for; but it is really you, a poor shabby poet, she loves all
the time, - for you only does she wear her gauzy silks at evening. 12
Wintersdorf, similarly, transmuted the commercial background of its pupils by absorbing
them into an overwhelmingly aesthetic atmosphere. It ‘put the arts before everything, and
we acted and played and sang and danced and wrote poetry much more than formal
exercises in arithmetic and geography.’ 13Although it was not an overtly academic school,
it can reasonably be argued that it was advancing and modernising the traditional tuition
of ‘female accomplishments’ by placing them on a higher plane. It encouraged its pupils
to express themselves individually and artistically with a freedom that ran counter to
conventional expectations of girls. Helen remembers that after a while both girls and
teachers adopted the unconstricted artistic dress of the habitués of Liberty’s department
store (founded 1875) and the Grosvenor Gallery (founded 1877):
The school under Miss Simon whole-heartedly adopted this craze and so did my
parents.[...] The older girls dressed in graceful and loose dresses with sashes of
silk round their waists and big bows behind. Japanese fans and Japanese china
decorated their dormitories, and gauzy scarves with rainbow colours were draped
over their looking-glasses or the heads of their beds. 14
Art books and reproductions of pictures by Holman Hunt or Edward Burne-Jones were
given as prizes for artistic or intellectual attainments. (The Liverpool Academy had
bravely supported the Pre-Raphaelites in the 1850s and 60s, and two of the main private
collectors of Rossetti’s work, George Rae and Frederick Leyland, lived in the area.)
Ashcroft Noble lectured the older girls once a week on poetry and literature; Christina
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and D.G. Rossetti, Swinburne and Tennyson. 15 William Watson (1858-1935), whose first
poem had been published in the Liverpool Argus, a weekly edited by Ashcroft Noble, in
1876, judged the annual sonnet competition (won twice by Irene) and gave a piano recital
at the school. 16 Richard Le Gallienne lectured on ‘Beauty’, and even Oscar Wilde, whom
Noble admired very much, came to lecture on ‘The House Beautiful’.
Helen admitted that, although her conviction that she was intellectually inferior to her
sisters made her unhappy at Wintersdorf, she did in fact benefit from its influence. It
stimulated her interest in the arts, literature and drama in particular. Indeed it is of note
that at Wintersdorf her talent for writing first received recognition when she gained (to
universal disbelief) top marks for an essay entitled ‘A Trip Round the Coast of England in
a Ship’.
However, after a dispute with the Misses Simon, the Noble family left Southport for
Liverpool in 1892. 17 It seems that it was the following year they moved to London. 18
Their first London house was 15 The Grove, Wandsworth (now St Ann’s Hill), ‘a little
new villa in a row’. 19 The terrace was called Agincourt Villas: it consisted of 22 houses,
probably those for which a local builder submitted plans in 1892. 20 Number 15 was
eventually renumbered as number 37, and appears to have been destroyed by a V1 flying
bomb on the 16th-17th July 1944. 15 The Grove was where Edward Thomas made his
first visit to Noble, while, in Helen’s telling vignette, she and her sisters, typically for a
group of aesthetic girls, were singing extracts from Gilbert and Sullivan’s ‘The Mikado’
(1885) around the piano. 21 On 9 December 1895 the Nobles moved to a bigger house in
Wandsworth, 6 Patten Road, just across the Common from the Thomas home in Shelgate
Road. 22
Once back in London, the ailing Noble, with only three years of life remaining to him,
was as hard-working as ever. He continued to supply introductions on the poets with
whose work he was acquainted to Alfred Miles’s 10 volume anthology Poets and Poetry
of the Century, and had a selection of his own work included in it. 23 He consolidated his
already successful journalistic career by writing articles for the foremost London
periodicals, including the quintessentially nineties Yellow Book, published by John Lane.
Helen tells us that Edward was rather fascinated by the decadent movement circulating
around the Yellow Book, but that she was repelled by it. 24 Noble’s first paper in the
Yellow Book appeared in volume 4, January 1895, when Aubrey Beardsley was still art
editor; his second in April 1895. This was the infamous number delayed after Oscar
Wilde’s arrest, so that Beardsley’s plates, tainted by his having once illustrated Wilde’s
Salomé, could be removed.
Another member of Helen’s circle, particularly close to both her and Edward in the years
after their marriage, was affected by the Wilde debacle. The young Franklin Dyall, just
down from Liverpool, where he had been a school contemporary of Le Gallienne, was
playing the butler in The Importance of Being Earnest at the St James’s Theatre when the
arrest took place. Although Wilde’s name was removed from the playbill in a desperate
attempt to keep what had been a highly successful play running, it could not long
withstand the public reaction against anything to do with the disgraced author, and closed
soon afterwards. 25
Noble’s book The Sonnet in England and other Essays, was published by Elkin Mathews
and John Lane at the Bodley Head in 1893. The title essay, with its complimentary
references to him, was on record as having very much pleased Rossetti on its first
appearance in 1880, a fact which had gone a long way to making Noble’s London
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reputation. 26 The book ‘was bound in a cinnamon-brown cloth, and had a gilt lyre on the
cover.’ 27 This cover design, which was by Austin Young, and the choice of publishers,
really confirmed Noble’s status as a metropolitan aesthete. He had finally taken on the
colours of the Bodley Head, like his younger Liverpool protégés William Watson and
Richard Le Gallienne, if, ironically, a little in their wake. 28 But in 1895 he would seem
the younger man when he signed a petition against the harshness of Oscar Wilde’s prison
sentence, while the conservative Watson sent Lane a cable demanding the withdrawal of
all Wilde’s books from the Bodley Head’s list. 29
In 1894 Noble helped to found the Liberal journal the New Age (he was part-proprietor)
and the same year began his editorship of the monthly Illustrator...for the Sunday School
teacher and Bible student. 30 In 1895 he published a fine collection of essays and
reminiscences entitled Impressions and Memories. This volume, which he lent to Edward
Thomas on 10 November, bore a dedication from ‘their loving father’ to his children, and
included the words: ‘to Helen, whose love makes household ministries divine’. This is
contrasted with: ‘to Irene [...], who may some day, I hope, write worthy books of her
own’ and: ‘to Mary, the mighty book-girl, with her forward gaze towards the
mathematical tripos’. 31 His categorisations were perhaps a little over-prescriptive.
Inevitably, none of his children quite fulfilled his prophecies in the way he envisaged.
Helen’s part of the dedication recalls Wilde’s views on the house beautiful, the elevation
to an art form of the traditional women’s sphere of home decoration that was so
characteristic of the aesthetic movement. In this respect it is a relatively modern, even
feminist, appraisal of Helen’s strengths, as sensitive to her individuality as one would
expect from the man who had written in Impressions and Memories how highly he valued
the ‘inner life of little children’, and one of whose legacies to his daughter was his respect
and liking for the young. 32 Moreover, Noble was not a typical Victorian middle-class
father, emphasising the sexual division of labour by departing daily for the office. He
inhabited in a relaxed way the traditional female space of the home, working from a study
which was ‘the general sitting-room [where] all visitors were invited. Nothing disturbed
my father so much in his work as to be left alone.’ 33 His study, with its succession of
distinguished visitors, amplified his children’s formal education and was perhaps their
most formative school.
Yet there is also in Noble’s use of religious metaphor, and in particular of the word
‘divine’, an echo of earlier, more conservative views. These were shared by Miss Mary
Simon, who wrote an article for the Wintersdorf Gild Magazine as late as 1908 comparing
her work as a schoolteacher to that of a mother, and sanctifying both functions. 34 Helen
also considered motherhood sacerdotal, as may be seen from the passage in As It Was
describing the laying out of baby clothes before the birth of her first child.
If I had been laying an offering on the altar of my God, I could not have felt a
deeper ecstasy than in that simple act. It was humbleness, pride, joy, wonder,
tenderness and seriousness, combined into an overwhelming emotion, lifting my
soul nearer truth than it had been before, or ever will be again. I cannot recall what
I thought, but I believe in that moment I took on my motherhood. 35
Noble’s metaphor originates in George Herbert’s seventeenth century hymn ‘Teach me,
my God and King’, whose penultimate verse reads: ‘A servant with this clause / Makes
drudgery divine: / Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws, Makes that and th’action fine’. 36
It is further coloured by John Ruskin’s vision of the home as a ‘sacred place, a vestal
temple, a temple of the hearth’, ordered, comforted and adorned by woman. There was
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undoubtedly a Ruskinian element to Wintersdorf’s emphasis on the arts and beauty, and
the school may have taken on something of his attitude to the education of girls as well.
Although Ruskin celebrated an ideal womanhood, believed indeed that girls should be
given the same education as boys, he also thought that education should be differently
directed, extending: ‘only so far as may enable her to sympathise in her husband’s
pleasures, and in those of his best friends.’ 37A similar view was taken by Noble’s ‘dear
friend’ Richard Holt Hutton, who was in fact Professor of Mathematics at Bedford
College, founded in the 1840s for the undenominational and academic training of girls of
both secondary and adult age. 38 Hutton was an early supporter of Emily Davies, the
founder of Girton College, in her attempts to raise the standard of girls’ education. In the
1860s, however, he became a member of the Senate of London University, and the tone
of his articles in the Spectator, of which he was joint editor, changed, as he now declared
that although girls should receive the same education as boys up to the standard of
university local examinations, it would be more appropriate for their subsequent training
to be vocational. He supported, much to Emily Davies’s disappointment, London
University’s position that their matriculation requirements for girls should be of a lower
standard than those for boys. 39 Noble’s views were probably as mixed as Hutton’s. These
were the conflicting messages of Helen’s background.
Edward will have already read in the dedication to Impressions and Memories Noble’s
definition of the girl he would marry, when he received a letter from him on 19 November
in which the father repeated his earlier assessment of the relative qualities of his
daughters. Helen was a good aesthete but a poor intellectual, better at feeling than at
thinking. With these words Noble pushed things in a fateful direction:
I think that when you get to know my Helen she might make a very nice friend for
you. She is a few months older than you, but she is in many ways younger than her
years, and she loves Nature and beautiful things just as you do, though in some
ways she is not so clever as the others. 40
By the time the family moved to London, Irene, four years older than Helen, had left
school and become a secretary. She was passionately interested in the theatre and a close
friend of Richard Le Gallienne. 41 Later she would become involved with the powerful
Women’s Liberal Federation, a pro-suffrage organisation uniting hundreds of local
women’s Liberal associations throughout the country. 42
The two remaining girls, Helen and Mary, were sent to Wimbledon High School, the
GPDST school referred to by Myfanwy above. London offered Noble a much wider range
of education for his daughters than Southport could possibly do. He will have been aware
of the example of James Aldis, father of Helen’s friend Janet, who as a keen believer in
higher education for women (though not, in fact, in coeducation), had had to take the
extreme measure of persuading the Governors to let his girls attend the boys’ school of
which he was head, Queen Mary’s Grammar School, Walsall: ‘because he saw no other
way, in Walsall at that time, of giving them a decent education.’ 43 Such was the schooling
of Janet Aldis.
The Nobles may have been guided in their choice of Wimbledon by James Ashcroft
Noble’s friend Alfred Perceval Graves (1846-1931), the folk-song collector. In the
seventies Graves was an Inspector of Schools for Manchester, where he knew Noble’s
friend, Alexander Ireland, the great book collector, and owner of the Liberal Manchester
Examiner, whose literary supplement Noble edited from 1884. Ireland and Graves
certainly visited Noble at the home in Ainsdale, between Southport and Liverpool, where
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he lived from about 1880, and there is no reason to suppose that they did not visit him at
his earlier house in Liverpool too. 44 Although in 1879 Graves moved to Yorkshire, and
later to West Somerset, he obviously kept in touch with Noble. When, in the nineties, he
came to London as Inspector for Southwark, he placed his daughters by his first marriage,
Mary and Susan, in Wimbledon High. They both started in May 1893, in the same batch
of girls, 21 altogether, as Helen and Mary Noble. Mary Graves was in fact almost exactly
the same age as Helen (d.o.b. 6 June 1877) although Susan was only 8. 45 Their address in
the register was originally given as Edenhurst, Arterberry Road, just south of Wimbledon
Common. 46
Graves, as his son by his second marriage, the poet Robert Graves, acknowledges, was
‘an educational expert’ and extremely particular about the right choice of school for his
children. 47 It is likely that Noble would have sought and followed his advice, the more
particularly as they had girls of the same age.
Wimbledon High had opened on 9 November 1880 at 74 Wimbledon Hill, with twelve
girls. In 1887 the rapidly expanding school moved into an imposing new building on
Mansel Road, opened by HRH Princess Louise, the patroness of the Girls’ Public Day
School Trust (or Company, as it then was). This was the school Helen attended. Although
the present school is still in Mansel Road, the 1887 building burnt down in 1917.
However, it was replaced with an almost identical one in 1920, and two Victorian houses
in Wimbledon Hill Road, one of which was the first accommodation of the school, are
also incorporated into the site.
The aims of the Girls' Public Day School Company were outlined by its founder in 1872
at an inaugural meeting at the Albert Hall. Maria Grey, herself a convinced suffragist,
declared that the schools would be:
places not only of instruction, but of education in the true sense of the word, and a
training of the individual girl by the development of her mental and moral
faculties, to understand the relation in which she stands to the physical world
around her: to her fellow-beings, whether as members of her family, her country
or her race; to her God, the Father and supreme Lord; and to know and perform
the duties which arise out of these relations. 48
Despite including religious instruction in the curriculum, the schools were to be
undenominational. Thanks to a scholarship system, they were also to be without class
distinctions or social exclusiveness, although fees were, in any event, moderate. Above all
they were intended, within a conservative but nonetheless feminist agenda, to give girls
an academic education similar to that of boys. The seriousness of this aim was beginning
to be proved by results, for in 1890, by which date there were already 34 GPDST schools,
the first BA degree was obtained by a former pupil of Wimbledon. Eleanor Roberts took
her degree at the University of London, which had finally allowed women to take its
examinations and degrees in 1878. Thus the reputation of WHS would have made it most
attractive to the liberal Noble, with his progressive ideas on the education of girls. But the
conventional ‘muscular Christianity’ of Maria Grey’s words would also have appealed to
this ‘strictly moral Bohemian’, he who in 1886, for example, had written a hymn, ‘Lord
Jesus, in the days of old’ for the girls of Wintersdorf. 49 Yet Noble had no allegiance to
any particular church, and when he died the Rev. Tarrant conducted his funeral service in
the Wandsworth Unitarian chapel, while the Rev. W. H. Dyson of Ramsgate performed
the Church of England rites at the grave. 50 An undenominational school would have been
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to his liking. And after his disagreement with the Misses Simon, Noble may have been
relieved to have his girls in a publicly-managed rather than a private educational
establishment.
Wimbledon High was not a school which wanted to keep its girls in a separate sphere, as
the confident, outward-looking tone of Maria Grey’s remarks makes clear. Perhaps,
therefore, it was here that Helen learned to give her domestic skills a public face, to take
pride in them and the contribution they made not just to the family but to society. On
leaving she took a series of jobs as a private nursery governess, from the summer of 1896
to the summer of 1899. Though this was the most traditional of occupations for an
unexceptional middle-class girl in need of a livelihood, Helen’s account of her work in As
It Was is joyously self-confident, and when she assumed her final post with Beatrice
Logan in St Peter’s Square, Hammersmith, it was, she makes clear, as a companion and
equal member of the household. She was, after all, unlike her forbears in the field, an
educated governess. In Autumn 1909 she began teaching in the kindergarten at her
children’s school, Bedales, founded in 1893, progressive and co-educational, and a third
category of school from the two she had attended, if perhaps a little more in the
Wintersdorf than the WHS mould. On 1 April 1914, with characteristic certainty that
domestic matters were appropriate to a political journal, she contributed ‘A Talk to
Mothers’, frank in its advice on teaching children the facts of life, to the newsletter of the
Women’s Liberal Federation. 51
Kelly Jones, the WHS Librarian, responded with great enthusiasm and helpfulness to my
enquiries about Helen and Mary Noble. She extracted the following information from the
'Register of Pupils':
Helen Berenice Noble.
Date of birth: 11 July 1877
Parent: James Ashcroft Noble, Journalist
Address: 15 The Grove, Wandsworth
Former School: Wintersdorf, Birkdale, Southport
Date of Admission: May 1893 (age 15)
Date of Leaving: July 1894 (age 17)
Mary Geraldine Noble
Date of birth: 14 April 1879
Parent, Address, Former School and Date of Admission: same as Helen.
Date of Leaving: July 1897 (age 18)
Of Helen, Mrs Jones writes:
Beyond the Register, I can find no mention of her in the magazine - usually a good
contemporary source of information about high-fliers - I think she must have left
without taking any exams and does not seem to have made a mark in any other
way. Her sister Mary seems to have quite a different experience of the school. She
took her Higher Certificate in English, French, Elementary and Additional Maths,
one of only six in her year to so succeed, academically speaking. 52 She was on the
editorial committee of the School Magazine for two years, and obviously kept in
touch with the school, as her marriage to Arthur Valon in Wandsworth in 1900 is
recorded in a later magazine. 53
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The ‘exceptional headmistress’ to whom Myfanwy refers was Miss Edith Hastings, head
from the school’s opening in 1880 until 1908. She came to Wimbledon from Nottingham
High School aged only 29, and had, despite her youth, already been headmistress there for
4 years.
And what of Helen’s ‘beloved’ English teacher, Miss Fowler? Mrs Jones was again able
to help:
A register of staff was not kept until about 1908, and there seems to be very little
in writing about members of staff, beyond what can be gleaned from the
magazine. I can find her name only in the magazines dated December 1893 and
December 1894 (both relating to the previous school year, the two years that
Helen was at WHS) - she is recorded as being on the Committee for the Tennis
Club, the Hockey Club and the Art Club in both those years, and appears in a list
of the 'present staff under Miss Hastings', where she is attributed with the Modern
Language Tripos, Newnham College, Cambridge. Unfortunately, at that point, she
disappears without trace! There is nothing at all which specifically links her with
English.
In about 1947 Harry Hooton, who was married to Helen’s girlhood friend Janet Aldis,
acclaimed Helen’s two books, As It Was (1926) and World Without End (1931) as: ‘lovely
but heart-breaking’. ‘ ‘‘If only she would write!’’ Janet and I used to say after receiving
one of her vivid, impulsive letters. Well, she has written, and we are the richer by two
masterpieces.’ 54
I told Kelly Jones about Helen’s books and she replied:
Helen Noble was obviously a very talented young woman, so it is quite baffling
that she obviously did not enjoy being at Wimbledon - perhaps it was more to do
with having been uprooted and moved south at a rather crucial time in her young
life, or being sandwiched between two sisters who were more prepared to
conform.[...] Or perhaps she found WHS dull and obsessed with academic
achievement in comparison to Wintersdorf.
It would be true to admit that [she] had completely slipped the net as far as
research about distinguished and interesting Old Girls is concerned. She will
definitely be added to our list. I will keep all the information you have given me in
the archive in a new, special folder on Helen. 55
I know that members of the Fellowship will be as pleased as I am about this frank
recognition by her old school of Helen’s distinct achievements as both a woman and a
writer.
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