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FROM THE FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION, 1986

Beatrix Potter and her books have been part of my life for a long time. My first encounter, like that of so many others, was on my mother’s lap, and I can hear her voice now reading Mrs Tiggy-winkle to me; it has remained my favourite of all the books.

How I wish I had known that Beatrix Potter was still alive when, as an eight-year-old, I was sent to boarding school in the Lake District at the beginning of the war. I should most certainly have found an excuse to call at Castle Cottage on one of those interminable and wide-ranging walks that took up every Saturday.

When I was a teenager and doing my share of child-minding, it was the time of post-war paper shortage, and the only readily available copies of Beatrix Potter’s books were in French. Although she was ‘Poupette-à-L’Épingle’ on the page, Mrs Tiggy-winkle quickly reverted to her old self when read aloud.

Some years later, when I was editing and publishing for children, Beatrix Potter’s books were a standard against which to measure new picture books. Her uninhibited choice of words, her exquisite watercolours, her marriage of text and illustration have inspired many a young writer and artist to produce their best.

There are by now quite a number of books about Beatrix Potter, and no doubt there will be many more, for she was an intriguingly fascinating woman, but the first of them all, the one that drew attention to the person behind the books, was Margaret Lane’s The Tale of Beatrix Potter, published in 1946. That book was my springboard and to the late Margaret Lane I offer my thanks.

I have been given unrestricted access to the Frederick Warne archives, which include fascinating files of correspondence between the company and Beatrix Potter spanning over fifty years, from their first rejection of her sketches in November 1891 to her request, in July 1943, for more copies of her books, as she had given away all she had left as prizes to a party of Girl Guides. I have used Beatrix Potter’s own words (and her, at times, eccentric spelling) to tell her own story wherever possible, and unless otherwise attributed all the quotations in this book are taken from her letters or from her journals.


FOREWORD TO THE REVISED EDITION, 1996

In the ten years since the first publication of this book a wealth of Beatrix Potter memorabilia, including letters, photographs and a diary fragment, has been unearthed from attics and safes and has passed through the sale rooms. The publication in 1989 of Beatrix Potter’s Letters, my selection of some 400 of her letters from a collection of over 1,400, brought to light yet more correspondence, as did the publication in 1992 of Letters to Children from Beatrix Potter. Access to most of the ‘new’ matter has enabled me to include in this revised edition previously unpublished photographs and a certain amount of fresh material.

I continue to be intrigued by this beguiling woman and I have no doubt at all that there is still more to be discovered about her life and more to be said about her books. Meanwhile, I thank everyone who has been so generous with their time and their advice. There is no room to mention them individually, but they know who they are.

JUDY TAYLOR
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Chapter One
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‘My brother and I were born in London because my father was a lawyer there.’
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Beatrix with her brother, Bertram.


BIRTHS

On Saturday, the 28th inst. at 2 Bolton-gardens, South Kensington, the wife of RUPERT POTTER, Esq., barrister-at-law, of a daughter.



THE ANNOUNCEMENT of the safe delivery of Helen Beatrix Potter appeared in The Times of Monday, 30 July 1866. On the same day the paper reported the deaths of over sixty people ‘in or nearby Llanelly’ of cholera – and the opening to the public of the recently completed Atlantic Cable between Europe and America. Madame Tussauds advertised an addition to their exhibition of the marriage group of their Royal Highnesses Princess Helena and Prince Christian; the Middlesex County Lunatic Asylum in Colney-hatch offered a salary of £30 a year for a female head attendant; and the large London shops announced ‘the inauguration of Saturday Half Holidays, closing their doors at Two o’clock’. Political agitation was in the air, the trade unions becoming daily more strident in their demands for wage increases,
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Bolton Gardens, the square in London where Beatrix was born on 28 July 1866. Photographed by Rupert Potter in 1889.

with large open-air marches in London to draw attention to their case. There was active American support for the unrest in Ireland as the campaign grew for the repeal of the Act of Union; and there were signs that the cattle plague that had been raging through the country was at last beginning to wane.

‘My brother and I were born in London because my father was a lawyer there,’ wrote Beatrix Potter some seventy-five years later. ‘But our descent – our interests and our joy was in the north country.’ And that was indeed the case. Beatrix and Bertram’s grandparents on both sides of the family were from Lancashire, and both families had made their fortunes out of cotton.

Their great-grandfather was a cotton merchant, but their grandfather, Edmund Potter, at the age of twenty-three, decided to follow in his uncle’s footsteps and to specialise in calico printing. In 1824 he set up in partnership with his cousin, Charles, in Dinting Vale near Glossop, east of Manchester, where they took over an old mill and patterned the rough grey calico with coloured dyes applied by hand-printed wood-blocks. It was a difficult time.

‘We started in a humble way,’ wrote Edmund, ‘but our textures eventually took a good position in the market and we got on. We soon found that we had entered into a very severe struggle and on naturally looking about for the cause of it discovered that we had entered into a trade that was more severely taxed than any other.’
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Edmund Potter (1802-83), Beatrix’s paternal grandfather, was a Unitarian and the owner of a vast calico printing works in Glossop, near Manchester. He was elected Liberal M.P. for Carlisle in 1861.

The tax Edmund was referring to was print duty, and it was his concern about what he saw as the iniquities of print duty that started his lifelong interest in politics, for in 1830 he joined a delegation of printers and cotton manufacturers which journeyed to London to petition the Government to repeal the tax that was killing their business. Although their petition was successful and the tax was abolished the following year, it was not in time to save the firm to which Edmund and Charles were allied, and Potter’s Printworks failed. But Edmund Potter was not one to be beaten by adversity, and he started up his calico business all over again while cousin Charles ‘branched off into wallpaper’.


Edmund was an enlightened employer. He cared about the standard of work that came from Edmund Potter and Company and he cared about the men he employed to do it. He replaced the time-consuming method of hand-block printing with the new-fangled machine printing, and he built a library and reading room for his workers. As was common practice in the nineteenth century, he employed child workers, and across from the works he built for them a school, which they shared with the children of the other local employers. A dining-room in the works provided everyone with cheap food, and for efficiency and economy Edmund Potter took a lease on a local farm especially for the purpose. By 1845 Edmund Potter and Company was a vast printworks, with its own reservoirs over which the magnificent Dinting Arches viaduct carried the trains from Gamesley to Woodhead. It was the world’s largest calico printworks, and Potter prints were world-famous.
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Edmund Potter looked after his workers well, providing them with a reading room and library  as well as a school.
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 Edmund Potter and Company had its own private reservoirs, over which the Dinting Arches viaduct carried the first train in December 1845.


Edmund Potter was a strong Unitarian, as was his wife, Jessie Crompton, whom he had married in 1829. She was regarded as something of a beauty, the daughter of a property owner in Lancashire and the Lake District from whom she had inherited her somewhat unusual non-conformist and radical views. The Potters’ home in Manchester was a busy place. Their seven children, four boys and three girls, were born in the first eleven years of their marriage; their second son, Rupert, in 1832. When their fortunes improved, the Potters entertained generously, and among Edmund’s many friends were the two men who were to change the course of his life and to bring the Potters south, Richard Cobden and John Bright – and again it was cotton that had brought Potter and Cobden together. Cobden started his working life as a traveller for a London calico merchant and by 1831 he was a partner in a Lancashire calico factory. Bright, a Quaker and the son of a Rochdale miller, was deeply involved, together with Cobden, with the Anti-Corn Law League, campaigning tirelessly for the repeal of the Corn Laws which gave protection to farmers for their corn prices. In 1841 Cobden was elected M.P. for Stockport, and two years later Bright was elected M.P. for Durham, the start of two political careers with far-reaching importance. The conversation in the Potter household was inevitably strongly political.
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Jessie Crompton, who was regarded as ‘something of a beauty’, married Edmund Potter in 1829.

In 1842 Edmund Potter moved his family from Manchester to be near the printworks. He had built a large and elegant house, Dinting Lodge, overlooking the reservoirs, and now he could entertain his friends in rather more luxury. They journeyed the twelve miles from Manchester to Dinting on the new-fangled railway or drove in their carriages, bumping and clattering through the countryside. Among those who made the journey were the Gaskells, William who was joint minister of Cross Street Chapel, and Elizabeth his wife, not yet embarked upon her writing career. Every summer, for their holidays, the Potters took a large house in Scotland, and William Gaskell was a regular guest there, too.
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John Bright (1811–89) was a frequent visitor to the Potter household. First elected to Parliament in 1843, he fought with Cobden for the repeal of the Corn Laws.
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 Richard Cobden (1804–65) was also a close friend of Edmund Potter. He entered Parliament in 1841 and was a leader of the Anti-Corn Law League.
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James Martineau (1805-1900), a Unitarian pastor, was professor at Manchester New College where he taught the young Rupert Potter, Edmund’s second son.

By now Edmund Potter was a very successful businessman. He was President of the Chamber of Commerce and President of the Manchester School of Art, the latter a direct consequence of his involvement in the training of textile designers, and his achievements in the scientific printing of calico had been crowned by a Fellowship of the Royal Society. The printworks was flourishing and his eldest son, Crompton, was taking a responsible part in the management of the business. The time had come for Edmund to recognise an ambition he had had for many years – to stand for Parliament. In 1861 Edmund Potter was elected Liberal member for Carlisle, and that same year he left Manchester for London.

The Potters’ second son, Rupert, after attending local schools with his brother, had been sent at sixteen to the Unitarian Manchester New College. Among his teachers were William Gaskell and James Martineau, Harriet’s younger brother, both of whom had a strong influence on him. Many years later Beatrix Potter recorded a meeting between the old Dr Martineau and his erstwhile pupil: ‘I think Papa has a greater respect and admiration for Dr Martineau as to his intellect and character than any other man. I have heard him say he is the only man to whom he would trust his conscience implicitly in religious matters, as having a certain reliance on his clearness and good sense.’
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Rupert Potter kept a sketchbook while studying law at Lincoln’s Inn in the mid 1850s. Fifty years later his daughter was also to draw a duck in a bonnet.

Rupert was a good student and was awarded prizes for classics and ancient history. He also studied mathematics, physics, French and German and was awarded his B.A. in 1851, the first in the family to achieve such distinction.

It was expected that Rupert would now join the family business in which his brother was already hard at work, but he had set his heart on becoming a barrister. So early in 1854, Rupert went to London as a student of law at Lincoln’s Inn, a strange contrast to his life in rural Glossop. The work was hard and the hours of study long but Rupert did well, alleviating the pressure by sketching. He had always been interested in drawing, and his sketchbook of that time is full of meticulous drawings of birds and animals, contrasting with his caricatures of both men and animals drawn with considerable humour.


On 17 November 1857, Rupert Potter was called to the Bar. He was twenty-five years old and all set for a career as different to that of his brothers as could be imagined. His specialisation was as an equity draughtsman and conveyancer, with Chambers in Lincoln’s Inn for three years and at No. 3 New Square for the next thirty years.
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Rupert Potter was called to the bar in 1857 and in 1863 he married Helen Leech, the daughter of a prosperous Cheshire cotton merchant.

When Rupert was thirty-one he married Helen, one of the daughters of John Leech, an old Unitarian friend of the Potters, a prosperous cotton merchant from Stalybridge and a colourful character. John Leech was full of ideas to increase his business and earned himself the reputation of ‘the cutest man on the Manchester Royal Exchange’. In order to save paying money to others for the importing of raw cotton, he had built his own ships and thus became a shipbuilder as well as a cotton merchant. He was married to Jane Ashton, whose family came from Dukinfield in Greater Manchester. On their wedding day the bridegroom’s clothes were ‘very tight-fitting’ and they ‘drove all over England for their wedding tour in a chariot, and it was the nicest journey she ever went’. John Leech was ‘rather fond of fine phrases. Once when he went to London for the day, he told all his friends he was a “bird of prey”, meaning to say “passage”.’


Like many of the prosperous families of the day, the Leechs had a large brood of children, five daughters and three sons. Their fifth child, Elizabeth, married Walter Potter, Rupert’s younger brother, and on 8 August 1863, two years after her father’s death, Helen married Rupert Potter in the Unitarian chapel in Hyde, near Manchester. She was twenty-four, seven years younger than her husband and in possession of a good legacy from her father.
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PLATE III  A page from the drawing book that nine-year-old Beatrix made on holiday at Dalguise in 1875.
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PLATE IV  Harebells and marguerites painted by Beatrix in July 1880, when she was nearly fourteen.
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PLATE V Beatrix and her brother, Bertram, kept bats as pets. This one was recorded by Beatrix in April 1887.
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PLATE VI  A privet hawk-moth, caterpillar and chrysalis (actual size) and a highly magnified section of wing-scales, February 1887.

For the first three years of their married life the Potters lived in Upper Harley Street, a fashionable part of London at the time, not closely associated with the medical profession as it is today. When Helen was expecting their first child they moved to Bolton Gardens, a square of newly-built, four-storeyed houses in the peace and quiet of rural Kensington. No. 2 Bolton Gardens was to remain their home until Rupert’s death nearly fifty years later.

For a house of such size Mrs Potter needed a number of servants, and she engaged two sisters from Stalybridge, Elizabeth and Sarah Harper, Sarah to look after the cooking and Elizabeth to supervise the housekeeping. Then there was George Cox, ‘a starched London butler, a man excelling in the setting-up of cocked-hat table napkins, immaculate silver and precision of cutlery’, a coachman called Reynolds and a groom to care for the carriage horses stabled in Bolton Gardens Mews. When Helen Beatrix was born, a nurse was added to the retinue.


The third-floor nursery in Bolton Gardens was for the next forty-seven years Beatrix’s playroom, schoolroom and eventually her studio. Much has been written about the strictness of her childhood, but the Potters were no more overbearing than any other middle-class parents of the time. Children were seen and not heard; they were looked after almost exclusively by their nannies and governesses and were brought downstairs to see their parents only on special occasions or to say goodnight. Occasionally Mrs Potter would climb the long staircase to the nursery, but it was a rare occurrence and much went on there that she knew nothing about. It was, after all, ‘nanny’s kingdom’.
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The garden of No. 2 Bolton Gardens photographed by Rupert Potter in April 1890. The Potters had moved to their new house in 1866 when Helen was expecting their first child, Beatrix.
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 Beatrix was a lonely little girl, delicate and often ill.


Beatrix’s nurse was a young woman from Scotland, where the Potters went for their holiday every summer. She had ‘a firm belief in witches, fairies and the creed of the terrible John Calvin (the creed rubbed off, but the fairies remained) … I can remember quite plainly from one and two years old; not only facts, like learning to walk, but places and sentiments … I only cared for two toys; a dilapidated black wooden doll called Topsy, and a grimy, hard-stuffed, once-white, flannelette pig (which gradually parted with a tail made of tape). The pig did not belong to me. Grandmamma kept in the bottom drawer of her secrétaire.’
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Rupert Potter was a keen photographer and his wife and daughter frequently sat for him.
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Beatrix, wearing her ‘cotton stockings striped round and round like a zebra’s legs’, was photographed at Dalguise with William Gaskell.


Nurse McKenzie had sole charge of Beatrix and looked after her with strict and spartan attention. She fed her, dressed her, coaxed her to crawl and to walk, taught her her first words – and introduced her to fairies. The books Beatrix liked best were ‘trash, from the literary point of view – goody-goody, powder-in-the-jam, from the modern standpoint! I liked silly stories about other little girls’ doings.’ But her fairly sparse reading diet was marvellously mixed. She remembered her nurse reading Uncle Tom’s Cabin to her when she was a small child, and when she began to read for herself, the Potter family library was her best source of reading material. ‘I learned to read on the Waverly [sic] novels; I had had a horrid large print primer and a stodgy fat book – I think it was called a History of the Robin Family by Mrs Trimmer.* I know I hated it – then I was let loose on Rob Roy, and spelled through a few pages painfully; then I tried Ivanboe – and The Talisman – then I tried Rob Roy again; all at once I began to READ (missing the long words, of course) … I had very few books – Miss Edgworth and Scott’s novels I read over and over.’
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Two of Rupert Potter’s drawings were reproduced on plates for the nursery at Bolton Gardens.

Beatrix was a delicate child and often ill. She knew few other children and seldom ventured out in London, except for walks in Kensington Gardens with her first dog, Sandy, a brown Scotch terrier, and with her nurse, who saw that she was carefully dressed. ‘What I wore was absurdly uncomfortable; white piqué starched frocks just like Tenniel’s Alice in Wonderland, and cotton stockings striped round and round like a zebra’s legs’, with high black-buttoned boots. Her hair was worn brushed straight back and held in place by a plain band behind the ears, ‘black velvet on Sundays, and either black or brown ribbon week days … I remember the bands fastened with a bit of elastic, looped over a button behind the ear; it hurt.’


While young Beatrix was in the safe care of her nurse, Rupert Potter was enjoying the life of a gentleman in London, leaving his practice to be looked after by others. He visited his club, the Reform, where he felt at home among fellow Liberal sympathisers, particularly his father’s old friend, John Bright. He discussed poetry with Lewis Morris, a fellow conveyancer, ‘the poet laureate of lady’s schools and respectability’ and intimate of Lord Tennyson. He pursued his interest in art and painting, with regular visits to exhibitions at the Royal Academy or to art galleries to add to his growing collection of pictures, particularly the drawings of Randolph Caldecott. He continued the sketching and drawing that had seen him through his student days, but he was not a painter. Eighteen years later his daughter commented in her journal, ‘I am sure he has not the least idea of the difficulty of painting a picture. He can draw very well, but he has hardly attempted water-colour, and never oil.’ Rupert often took his wife to the theatre, expressing a preference for comedy and light opera, and he became increasingly interested in photography, the relatively new art form that had caught his attention shortly before his marriage to Helen.
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Beatrix recorded in her journal of 28 July 1884, ‘Papa has been photographing old Gladstone this morning at Mr Millais’.’

Photographic equipment in those days was cumbersome and heavy, but Rupert had servants to carry it, which enabled him to indulge often in his new enthusiasm, photographing the ever-changing scene of London’s streets as well as his long-suffering family and friends. In 1869 he was elected as a member of the Photographic Society of London; now he could both contribute to and learn from their monthly journal, and exhibit in their annual exhibition. He became a skilled photographer, always remaining an amateur but working closely with his friend, the painter John Everett Millais, sometimes providing landscape backgrounds for him to use in his portraits, at other times photographing his sitters for the artist’s reference. Millais, who was married to John Ruskin’s ex-wife, greatly widened the circle of Rupert Potter’s acquaintance and brought him into contact with a variety of people, among them Lady Peggy Primrose, the youngest daughter of the Earl of Rosebery, and William Gladstone who was in his last year as prime minister. Rupert Potter was a meticulous photographer, seldom failing to note the place and date on the back of each photograph as soon as the print was dry and carefully storing them in big boxes and albums. His photographs remain a valuable record over a century later.
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Sir John Everett Millais’ portrait of ‘The Right Honourable W. E. Gladstone, 1885’, for which Rupert Potter’s photograph was the reference.

Helen Potter left behind the life of a country gentlewoman and now spent her time keeping up the social responsibilities of a London lady. There was no longer an opportunity for indulging in her ‘passable water colours’; instead she drove out in the carriage to leave her card or to sip tea with the other ladies of Kensington, returning to prepare herself for frequent elaborate dinner parties at No. 2 Bolton Gardens. Guests at the Potters for dinner did not leave hungry. On 7 May 1875, for instance, they dined on ‘Spring Soup, Salmon, Sweetbreads, Lobster Cutlets, Spring Chickens, Ham, Roast Lamb, Ducklings and Peas, Mousseline Pudding, Jelly, Cherry Ice and Brown Bread Ice.’
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‘Newton from near Tower, Gorse Hall’, a watercolour by Beatrix’s mother, Helen Leech, done in the more leisurely days before her marriage.

On 14 March 1872, when Helen Beatrix was nearly six, her brother Walter Bertram was born. To avoid confusion with her mother and his uncle the children were known by their second names, Beatrix and Bertram, and to their parents and close family friends as ‘B’ and ‘Bertie’. Now that there were two children to engage the attention of the nurse, it was natural that the elder should find it even more necessary to make her own amusements. Beatrix had inherited her parents’ artistic talents, and when at an early age she discovered the pleasure it gave her to draw and to paint, she was given every encouragement. She also began to take notice of the pictures in the books she was reading, and as she grew older her parents now saw to it that there was an increasing supply of new books in the nursery. ‘I had Mrs Molesworth’s as they came out, with Walter Crane’s pictures’, and Mrs Ewing’s The Brownies which had pictures by Cruikshank, as well as copies of the St Nicholas magazine which at that time featured the work of Reginald Birch and of the young Howard Pyle. ‘Probably I was six or seven … when a friend of my father’s, Professor Wilson from Oxford, came in and produced a book from his pocket and discussed with my Mother whether I was old enough – or whether the book was too old? which was the same thing. It had been written by another Oxford don and was attracting attention. I became immediately so absorbed with Tenniel’s illustrations that I don’t remember what they said about “Lewis Carroll”.’

Beatrix saw her parents more frequently now she was getting older but she found her mother remote and not a little frightening. It was her father who was her favourite and with whom she had an increasingly close relationship. Often, when business or holidays separated them, they wrote to each other with the news. ‘My dear Papa, I am not to go out in the garden as I have got a cold. From your aff H.B. Potter’ was answered by, ‘My dear B, I hope you will get rid of the cold as soon as you can. You will give it to Mama, I think. I am your Papa.’
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Beatrix was six or seven when she was given a copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and immediately became absorbed in Tenniel’s illustrations.
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When they were apart Beatrix wrote to her father with the news. This letter is thought to have been written by her in 1875, when she was nine.

In 1866, Beatrix’s grandfather, Edmund Potter, had retired and moved with his wife from their house in Queen’s Gate to Camfield Place in Hatfield, Hertfordshire, ‘a good-sized small-roomed old house of no particular pretensions, the outside, red brick, white-washed’, but with a 300-acre estate and extensive gardens laid out by Capability Brown in 1800. It was paradise for London children and Beatrix adored it, ‘the place I love best in the world … the notes of the stable clock and the all pervading smell of new-mown hay, the distant sounds of the farmyard … Can you not see in your mind’s eye, as plainly as I am who am here, the windy north front on its terrace, with the oaks moaning and swaying on winter nights close to the bedroom windows, and at their feet the long green slope of meadow down to the ponds … Further east, beyond the sweep of grass-land and scattered oaks, the blue distance opens out, rising to the horizon over Panshanger Woods. If you get on any rising ground in this neighbourhood you would fancy Hertfordshire was one great oak wood. There are trees in every hedgerow, and, seen from the moderate elevation of our hills, they seem to stand one against another. In summer the distant landscapes are intensely blue …


‘Not less beautiful is the winter, when the oaks are clothed in a delicate tracery of snow and hoar-frost, they sometimes look quite orange-coloured in the sunshine against the sky, and yet the hoar-frost scarcely drips. My grandmother says when it snows in Hertfordshire it lies all winter. Have you ever noticed what a peculiar blue the snow is during a white frost? I know no colour like it except that milky lemon-blue which you find in the seed of wild balsam. At such times of frost and snow the two great cedars on the lawn look their best. The snow lies in wreaths on their broad outstretched arms, or melting, trickles down the dusty green bark with red stains.’
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Camfield Place in Hertfordshire is today the home of Barbara Cartland, little changed from 1866 when Beatrix’s grandfather, Edmund Potter, bought it for his retirement.
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Beatrix was very fond of her father and would patiently pose with him while the delayed action camera did its work.


And at Camfield there was the farm produce. ‘There was something rapturous to us London children in the unlimited supply of new milk. I remember always the first teas of the visit when we were thirsty and tired. How I watched at the window for the little farm-boy, staggering along the carriage-drive with the cans! It came up warm in a great snuff-coloured jug which seemed to have no bottom, and made the milk look blue.

‘I seem to hear the chink of the crockery as the nurse-girl brought it out of the closet in the wall and laid the coarse, clean table cloth. I think the earthenware had a peculiar cool pleasant taste … Then we had eggs, so new that the most perverse kitchen maid could not hard-boil them.’

But, above all, Camfield Place was inextricably linked for Beatrix with her grandmother. The young Beatrix used to sit on a cross bar under the library table nursing her precious flannelette pig, ‘the table cloth had a yellowy green fringe, and Grandmamma also had very hard gingersnap biscuits in a canister. I remember one of my teeth (milk teeth) came out in consequence (on purpose?) while I was under the table.’ Old Mrs Potter lent her granddaughter books – Miss Edgeworth’s Simple Susan ‘in a little old dumpy edition’ – and regaled her with tales of her own childhood. The strong bond forged between grandmother and granddaughter lasted until Jessie Potter’s death in 1891 at the age of ninety.

The journey to Camfield from London was not difficult and visits there were frequent. In addition the Potters left London for two weeks every April to stay in seaside hotels in the West Country while the spring-cleaning was done, and in the summer the entire household went away from the end of July until well into October. For the first eighteen years of his marriage Rupert Potter, like his father before him, took the family to his favourite Scotland for this long summer holiday, renting a large country house with an estate. For the summer of 1871 he arranged to lease Dalguise House, an elegant mansion overlooking the River Tay near Dunkeld in Perthshire, the property of Charles Steuart who had gone to live in South Africa where he had been made Master of the Supreme Court. Dalguise was the Potter summer home for the next eleven years, the family journeying north on the train from King’s Cross for three months of country pursuits, the adults to shoot grouse and pheasants, to stalk the stag on the estate or to fish the Tay for salmon, the children joining in the fishing or going off on their own to explore the great river and its stony beaches or to run wild through the woods.
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Beatrix posed with her governess, Miss Davidson, for this photograph by Rupert Potter, believed to have been taken in 1876.


Dalguise was the perfect place for small London children, and the Scottish countryside made a lasting impression on them. When she was eighteen, Beatrix wrote in her journal, ‘The woods were peopled by the mysterious good folk. The Lords and Ladies of the last century walked with me along the overgrown paths, and picked the old fashioned flowers among the box and rose hedges of the garden … I remember every stone, every tree, the scent of the heather, the music sweetest mortal ears can hear, the murmuring of the wind through the fir trees. Even when the thunder growled in the distance, and the wind swept up the valley in fitful gusts, oh, it was always beautiful, home sweet home … the sun sinking, showing, behind the mountains, the purple shadows creeping down the ravines into the valley to meet the white mist rising from the river. Then, an hour or two later, the great harvest-moon rose over the hills, the fairies came out to dance on the smooth turf, the night-jar’s eerie cry was heard, the hooting of the owls, the bat flitted round the house, roe-deer’s bark sounded from the dark woods, and faint in the distance, then nearer and nearer came the strange wild music of the summer breeze.’
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The long family holidays gave Beatrix ample time for drawing. This landscape is dated October 1877, when she was eleven.


It was at Dalguise that Beatrix discovered with amazement and delight the wild life about her. When Bertram was old enough he joined his sister on her expeditions, tracking the shy and easily startled roe-deer or seeking out the wild flowers, to study them and above all to draw them. Beatrix spent much of her time drawing and painting. Examples of her work from that time show that she was already, at the age of eight and nine, showing promise. She drew everything, from the game that the grown-ups brought back after a day’s shooting to the buttercups picked in the meadows. The children caught rabbits, tamed them, drew them and sometimes even took them back to London. They skinned dead rabbits and boiled them until only the bones were left; then they studied the skeletons, drew them and preserved them in their collection. They came to recognise the birds in the surrounding woods and fields, they identified their calls and knew where they built their nests – and in all their exploration and discovery Beatrix and Bertram were encouraged by their father.

‘I remember so clearly – as clearly as the brightness of rich Scotch sunshine on the threadbare carpet – the morning I was ten years old – and my father gave me Mrs Blackburn’s book of birds, drawn from nature, for my birthday present. I remember the dancing expectation and knocking at their bedroom door, it was a Sunday morning, before breakfast. I kept it in the drawing room cupboard, only to be taken out after I had washed my grimy little hands under that wonderful curved brass tap, which, being lifted, let loose the full force of ice-cold amber-water from the hills. The book was bound in scarlet with a gilt edge. I danced about the house with pride, never palled.’ And the local people knew of their interest in wild life and often added to their collection. ‘I shall never forget old Mr Wood coming to Dalguise one hot Monday afternoon in search of “worms”, and producing a present out of his hat of about two dozen buff-tip caterpillars, collected on the road. They ought to have been in a red cotton pocket handkerchief, but they had got loose amongst his venerable grey locks.’

Rupert Potter invited his friends from London to join in the fun at Dalguise. Millais came to indulge his passion for fishing, bringing with him his wife and daughters; John Bright, another keen fisherman, spent many a happy time there and was a great favourite with the children; but Beatrix’s dearest friend, William Gaskell, now a widower and in his early seventies, came often. When she was eight, Beatrix knitted him a comforter as a Christmas present which pleased him greatly; ‘… every time I put it round my neck – which, during this weather, will be every day – I shall be sure to think of you.’

William Gaskell loved being with the children and shared their joy in their love of animals. After one of his holidays at Dalguise, when he had left to stay elsewhere in Scotland, he wrote to Beatrix: ‘A rabbit lying among the heather reminded me of Tommy, who I hope is taking his food properly, and doing well. If you think he remembers me, please give him my kind regards.’

After Gaskell’s death, ten years later, Beatrix recalled one of the Scottish holidays they shared. ‘Oh how plainly I see it again. He is sitting comfortably in the warm sunshine on the doorstep at Dalguise, in his grey coat and old felt hat. The newspaper lies on his knees, suddenly he looks up with his gentle smile. There are sounds of pounding footsteps. The blue-bottles whizz off the path. A little girl in a print frock and striped stockings bounds to his side and offers him a bunch of meadowsweet. He just says “thank you, dear”, and puts his arm round her.
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The young Beatrix particularly enjoyed drawing flowers and always brought back something to draw from country walks.
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 The Potters took Dalguise House, near Dunkeld, for the summer from 1871-81 and the Millais family were frequent visitors. Rupert Potter titled his photograph ‘After the salmon fishing’.
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 Beatrix in her ‘hair band which hurt’ with an unknown relation.

‘The bees hum round the flowers, the air is laden with the smell of roses, Sandy lies in his accustomed place against the doorstep. Now and then a party of swallows cross the lawn and over the house, screaming shrilly, and the deep low of the cattle comes answering one another across the valley, borne on the summer breeze which sweeps down through the woods from the heathery moors.’

At Dalguise, as in London or wherever they happened to be, Rupert Potter photographed everyone and everything, his guests with their day’s catch, Beatrix and Bertram with their governess, the house in its impressive setting.


The Bolton Gardens servants travelled to Scotland, too, some going on ahead to prepare the house, the others travelling with the family. The Harper sisters from Stalybridge were glad to be in the country again and they all welcomed the company of those employed on the estate. After only her second visit to Dalguise, Sarah the cook stayed in Scotland to marry the gamekeeper, Mr McDonald.
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When Beatrix was twelve a Miss Cameron was appointed to teach her drawing. This rather stiff crayon drawing was done the following year, in December 1879.


The return to London after the long months in the country, where lessons took second place to outings and expeditions, also meant a return to more serious work for the children. The nursery had been turned into the schoolroom when Beatrix’s first governess, Miss Hammond, came to start her education, and as soon as Bertram was old enough he joined in the lessons. As well as the basic ‘reading, writing and arithmetic’ a generous portion of their timetable was allocated to painting and drawing, and when Beatrix was twelve a Miss Cameron was engaged specifically to teach drawing. ‘I have great reason to be grateful to her, though we were not on particularly good terms for the last good while. I have learnt from her freehand, model, geometry, perspective and a little water-colour flower painting. Painting is an awkward thing to teach except the details of the medium. If you and your master are determined to look at nature and art in two different directions you are sure to stick.’
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Left on her own Beatrix drew with much more freedom. This sketch was inscribed: ‘Siskin, who died August 20th 1879 at Dalguise’.


Beatrix seldom drew people and never drew them well, but she drew and painted everything else: the garden at Bolton Gardens, the cliffs at Tenby, the farm buildings at Camfield Place; she copied illustrations from the books she was reading, she drew the vases of flowers on the table in the schoolroom, the fruit in the dining-room, and above all she painted in meticulous detail the flowers and animals that she and Bertram had brought back from Dalguise on their expeditions, or had bought in pet shops in London. The animals had to be kept upstairs in the schoolroom and smuggled down to the garden for the occasional airing. There was a green frog called Punch, two lizards Toby and Judy, some water newts, and a particular treasure called Sally that they bought in Hertfordshire: ‘Yesterday, 19th. we bought a little ring-snake fourteen inches long, it was so pretty. It hissed like fun and tied itself into knots in the road when it found it could not escape, but did not attempt to bite as the blind worms do. It smelled strongly when in the open road, but not unpleasantly. Blind worms smell like very salt shrimps gone bad …’ [The following day] ‘– A day of misfortunes. Sally and four black newts escaped overnight. Caught one black newt in school room and another in larder, but nothing seen of poor Sally, who is probably sporting outside somewhere.’
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Rupert Potter sometimes took Beatrix with him to Millais’ studio, where she was given advice on how to mix her paints.



During the years that Miss Cameron taught art in the Potter household the range of Beatrix’s other lessons broadened considerably and she was gently encouraged to take an interest in wider issues. As well as keenly supporting Beatrix’s own artistic activities, her father began to take her with him to exhibitions and art galleries. He discussed politics and the affairs of the day with her, allowed her to listen in to the inevitable political discussions that raged around the Potter dinner table, and sometimes she accompanied him on his visits to Mr Millais’s studio where the painter gave her advice on how to mix her paints. But what Beatrix really missed at this time of her life was a friend, someone other than her brother – of whom she was extremely fond and with whom she shared much but to whom she could hardly pour out her heart. She needed someone to discuss things with and to comment on the daily routine. Beatrix’s relationship with her mother was growing more difficult every day, and both her parents had always discouraged their children in close friendships with others, fearing exposure to germs and bad influences. The substitute for human companionship for Beatrix were her pets – and a diary, kept in paper-covered exercise books with ruled pages and on loose sheets of paper. To ensure that her journal was kept secret from prying eyes, particularly her mother’s, Beatrix invented a code. Though basically a simple substitution of letter for letter, it became so easy for her to use that she made her entries in a flowing script which remained undeciphered for over eighty years, until a dedicated Potter specialist and collector, Leslie Linder, finally broke the code in 1958. Even Beatrix herself found it impossible to read later in her life. ‘I used to write long winded descriptions, hymns(!) and records of conversations in a kind of cypher shorthand, which I am now unable to read even with a magnifying glass.’
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Born on 14 March 1872 Bertram was nearly six years younger than Beatrix, but shared her keen interest in animals and in drawing.


The journal is full of descriptions and criticisms of pictures in the exhibitions she visited with her father, accounts of the family holidays in Scotland, of a trip with a friend to the Zoological Gardens and, on July 1882, ‘Went to the swimming-baths.’ It is liberally sprinkled with jokes and stories, mainly culled from newspapers or related by her father on his return from one of his clubs (he had been elected to the Athenaeum as well as the Reform), and with her comments on the people that she met. It reveals her as a thoughtful, determined and intelligent girl, too often prone to colds and headaches, but with a keen sense of humour and always alert to the issues of the day. She was concerned about the explosions by agitators for Home Rule: ‘Friday, March 16th [1883] – What will be blown up next? Last night an attempt was made to blow up the Government Offices in Parliament Street. Not so much damage was done to the building, owing to its great strength, but the streets for some distance round were strewn with glass. One thing struck me as showing the extraordinary power of dynamite, a brick was hurled 100 feet and then through a brick wall into some stables. Someone said the noise was like the 80 ton gun. I believe it was heard here.

‘An attempt was also made, but failed, on The Times office, which seems to prove it was the work of Irishmen, that paper having had a leading article in its last number in which it was stated the Irish had got enough, and need ask for no more. Papa says it is Mr Gladstone’s fault. He takes the side of these rogues and then, if they think he is slackening, they frighten him on a bit – really we shall be as bad as France soon.’
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Form when she was fifteen until she was over thirty, Beatrix kept a journal in a code of her own invention. It was not ‘cracked’ until 1958. This is Psalm xc (verses 1-9) ‘written from memory’.

The problem of Britain’s art treasures going out of the country was also of concern. ‘[June 1884] A very celebrated Gallery is to be sold at Christie’s soon, Leigh Court, near Bristol; then the rumoured dispersal of the Blenheim pictures proves true. There will be few great collections left in England soon. All the best works of Old Masters leave the Island. The Government is too stingy to buy them, and in the market they are bought cheap for foreign museums, where they of course are settled for life; or for rich Americans, which is much the same as far as their return is concerned.’
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In 1882 Rupert Potter photographed the family at Wray Castle, near Windermere, on their first Lake District holiday.

And in the confines of the metropolis Beatrix continued her observations of wild life. ‘Saturday, May 19th [1883] There are such a great many birds this spring. I suppose in consequence of the cold winter. Plenty of blackbirds about here. Pair of hedge sparrows, have only seen these two birds, but have seen the cock-blackbirds fighting, also the cock-robins at the same occupation, but usually only one cock-red-breast, never see a hen. No thrushes about here this spring not seen tom-thom for a long time. I fany two wrens about, cock been singing all winter. Two pairs of starlings, one pair from Mrs Crabb’s garden, other Mr Beale’s. Been very busy getting worms for their young this long time. Seem to begin building beginning of April, use horse dung in their nests.’


The summer holidays of 1882 presented a problem for Rupert Potter. Their beloved Dalguise, virtually the only summer home the children could remember, was no longer available. Its owner, Mr Stuart, had died in Wynberg, Cape Colony, and the house had passed to his heirs – who were raising the rent to an exorbitant £450. Rupert Potter was forced to look elsewhere. Breaking with tradition, he chose a large house built on the western side of Windermere in the Lake District, Wray Castle. As its name suggests, it was an imposing building, a mock Norman castle, much crenellated. ‘This house was built by Mr Dawson, doctor, in 1845, with his wife’s money. Her name was Margaret Preston. She was a Liverpool lady. Her father Robert Preston made gin; that was where the money came from. They say it took £60,000 to build it (probably including furniture). It took seven years to finish. The stone was brought across the lake. One old horse dragged it all up to the house on a kind of tram way. The architect, one Mr Lightfoot killed himself with drinking before the house was finished.’
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While staying at Wray Castle in July 1882, Beatrix painted this water colour of the library.
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 Beatrix was devoted to Spot, the family spaniel acquired while on holiday in Scotland.


Beatrix was sixteen, and it was her introduction to a part of the country with which she would be associated always.
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Rupert Potter found that the Lake District was an inspirational place for the keen photographer. This is one of his pictures of Derwentwater.
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A family boating party on Lake Windermere in September 1882. While her father is behind the camera, Beatrix takes the oars.

From mid-July to the end of October the Potters held court at Wray Castle, taking with them the family spaniel, Spot, acquired on one of their Dalguise holidays. The country round about was From mid-July to the end at october the potters Gold court at wray costie, taking with them the Family spaniel spot, ac quired on one of their Dalguise. The country round about was not unlike Scotland to look at, hills and lakes and tumbling streams. The fishing in the lake was not as good as in the Tay and there were no stags to stalk, but there were tarns to visit and the lake to row on and walks to take. Beatrix and Bertram had new flowers to discover, new plants and animals to draw and new territory to explore. One day they ventured as far as Hawkshead, some two and a half miles away, ‘Inquired the way three times, lost continually, alarmed by collies at every farm, stuck in stiles, chased once by cows.’

As before, old friends of the family came to stay, William Gaskell from his church in Manchester and John Bright fresh from his Cabinet resignation over British intervention in Egyptian affairs; Grandmamma Potter travelled up from Camfield full of reminiscences of when the Cromptons owned land in the area. Rupert Potter surrounded himself with those with whom he could discuss politics and religion, painting and literature, and one of the regular visitors to the house was the local vicar, Hardwicke Rawnsley, a good-looking man in his early thirties. Rawnsley was a poet; he had read classics and chemistry at Balliol, had been a keen athlete and oarsman, and was an admirer and friend of John Ruskin, under whose spell he had fallen at Oxford. During his five years as vicar of Wray, the Rev. Rawnsley had grown to love the natural beauty of the Lake District and he was determined that it should be preserved from the incursions of both industry and tourism. He led the fight against the extension of the railway and the plans to close ancient footpaths, he protested at the opening of a new quarry on the fellside and the building of a new coachroad round the lake, and he was preparing to form the Lake District Defence Society, the forerunner of the National Trust. Hardwicke Rawnsley had a considerable effect on sixteen-year-old Beatrix. His wife, Edith, painted well and he was interested in Beatrix’s obvious artistic talent. He discussed geology and archaeology with her, both subjects about which he was quite knowledgeable, and he introduced her to his conviction of the importance of conservation and protection. Here was someone who loved the things Beatrix loved and who was prepared to fight to preserve them.


In April of the following year, when Bertram Potter was eleven and thought ready for more formal education, he was sent to boarding school in the care of Mr Frederick Hollins at The Grange in Eastbourne. Beatrix’s close companion, the brother with whom she had shared so many happy years, was going away. Her governess, Miss Hammond, to whom she had become deeply attached, had reluctantly admitted that her pupil was quickly overtaking her in academic prowess and that she could offer no more. Miss Cameron had left the month before. Once again Beatrix would be alone with her parents in Bolton Gardens. At nearly seventeen, she thought that now lessons were over she would be able to concentrate on the one thing that she cared most about, her painting. But Mrs Potter had had other ideas, and on the day before Bertram left for school she appointed a new governess for Beatrix, Miss Annie Carter. Beatrix was not at all pleased. Once again her mother had let her down. ‘I thought surely we had got into all the difficulties now, but here is another. A nice way, a lively, to begin with a new governess. If they said I must, I’d do it willingly enough only my temper’d be very nasty – but father wouldn’t force me. I thought to have set in view German, English Reading, and General Knowledge, cutting off more and more time for painting. I thought to have settled down quietly – but it seems it can not be. Only a year, but if it is like the last it will be a lifetime – I can’t settle to anything but my painting, I lost my patience over everything else.’
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A Rupert Potter portrait of Beatrix on 15 October 1882. She was sixteen.
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In addition to their summer holidays, the Potters went each April to the seaside. In 1883 they braved the beach at Ilfracombe.



It was not an auspicious start, but as well as studying German with her new governess, Beatrix continued with her Latin and discovered that it was one of her favourite subjects: ‘… Have finished Dr. Arnold, am doing Virgil, like it so much.’ Painting lessons were resumed but they took a different turn, with Beatrix going out to an art teacher. ‘Am going to Mrs A’s for the first time tomorrow, two hours, Monday and Thursday, for twelve lessons. Can have no more because Mrs A’s charge is high. Lady Eastlake told papa about her. Of course, I shall paint just as I like when not with her. It will be my first lessons in oil or figure drawing. Of the latter I am supposed to be perfectly ignorant, never having shown my attempts to any one. I may probably owe a good deal to Mrs A as my first teacher. I did to Miss Cameron, but I am convinced it lies chiefly with oneself. Technical difficulties can be taught, and a model will be an immense advantage. We shall see.’


[image: image]

In June 1883 Beatrix included her pet lizard, Judy, in this watercolour of the pineapple bought for that night’s dinner party.


After only her first visit, Beatrix was already having doubts about her teacher. ‘Have been to Mrs A’s. Am uncertain what to say about it. Believe, though I would not tell any one on any account, that I don’t much like it, which is rather disappointing. Wish it did not cost so much, is the money being thrown away, will it even do me harm? Don’t much like the colours, why should I not use English ones. Linseed oil horrid sticky stuff, she actually used bitumen in her big picture … I don’t mean to say but that she draws and paints pretty well, but I don’t like it, it’s as smooth as a plate, colour, light and shade, drawing, sentiment.

‘It is a risky thing to copy, shall I catch it? I think and hope my self-will which brings me into so many scrapes will guard me here – but it is tiresome, when you do get some lessons, to be taught in a way you dislike and to have to swallow your feelings out of considerations at home and there. Mrs A is very kind and attentive, hardly letting me do anything.’ The lessons with Mrs A did not last very long.


As Bertram arrived home for the holidays that summer there was drama in the school room menagerie. ‘Toby, one of the lizards we brought from Ilfracombe, departed from this life in the staggers. I think he must have been very old, he was so stiff and had lost so many toes. I think the cause of death was incapacity to derive any benefit from his food. I never saw anything with so little stomach as he had after he died … Judy the female lizard laid an egg which unfortunately died in a few hours. It was alive and wriggling with large eyes, tail curled twice, veins and bladder or fluid like a chicken, showing through the transparent brown shell about a quarter inch long, nearly as large as Judy’s head.
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Edmund Potter died in October 1883, aged eighty-two. Rupert photographed himself with his father at Camfield Place in August of that year.


‘The same day Bertram bought for 1/6, at Princes, a pair of hideous little beasties – Sally and Mandar.’

The Potters’ dog, Spot, was a constant source of amusement to the children. Spot had a passion for riding in carriages and it was all anyone could do to stop him coming with them when any member of the family set out. One day Cox, the butler, came back with a tale of how he had been taking Spot for a walk in the High Street when a footman threw open the door of a carriage standing at the kerb and Spot jumped straight up into the carriage ‘in front of some ladies!’

Annie Carter appeared to tolerate happily all the animal goings-on during the time that she stayed with the Potter family, and she and Beatrix became good friends, though Annie was never other than Miss Carter to her pupil, in spite of there being only three years’ difference in their ages.


Towards the end of the summer of 1883 Grandpapa Potter died. He was in his early eighties and had been ill all year. Although Camfield Place was a large house for an elderly woman to live in alone after more than fifty years of marriage, Grandmamma Potter decided to remain there and the family went to stay more often. She also came to London to stay with her eldest daughter Clara in the old family house in Queen’s Gate, and Beatrix frequently visited her there. Beatrix was as fond of her grandmother as ever. ‘Never saw grandmamma looking better, or livelier, talking about everything, enjoying the jokes, playing whist with her accustomed skill. How pretty she does look with her grey curls, under her muslin cap, trimmed with black lace. Her plain crêpe dress with broad grey linen collar and cuffs turned over. So erect and always on the move, with her gentle face and waken, twinkling eyes. There is no one like grandmamma. She always seems to me as near perfect as is possible here – she looks as if she had as long before her as many of us, but she is eighty-four.’
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A photgraph of Beatrix, aged eighteen, taken by her father at Bush Hall in Hertfordshire in August 1884.


In June 1885 Annie Carter surprised everyone by announcing that she was leaving to marry a civil engineer called Edwin Moore. Beatrix knew that she would miss her friend and that once again she would be alone, but she also knew that her lessons were at last at an end. ‘My education finished 9th July. Whatever moral good and general knowledge I may have got from it, I have retained no literal rules. I don’t believe I can repeat a single line of any language. I have liked my last governess best on the whole – Miss Carter had her faults, and was one of the youngest people I have ever seen, but she was very good-tempered and intelligent. I regret German very much, history I can read alone, French is still going on, the rules of geography and grammar are tiresome, there is no general word to express the feelings I have always entertained towards arithmetic.’


Without the restrictions of lessons Beatrix was able to spend more time drawing, but by no means did she stay secluded in the schoolroom. There were other people’s pictures to see. She went with her father to the French Gallery at the Tate, where they speculated on the current enthusiasm for Millet and Corot, and then on to see the Turners at the National Gallery, where Beatrix was somewhat taken aback by the swarms of young ladies copying the paintings, ‘frightfully for the most part’. She went to charity art exhibitions – ‘My father always goes to Exhibitions of that kind because he is curious to see the insides of great houses’ – and to the regular shows at ‘the greenery yallery’ Grosvenor Gallery. As well as looking at pictures, Beatrix accompanied her parents, with somewhat less enthusiasm, to the trade exhibitions at the South Kensington Museum, where she noted afterwards in her journal what a nuisance babies were to their parents and how unpleasant was the tobacco smoke. She had also learned to drive a carriage, but it was an accomplishment that she restricted to their visits to the country. ‘We have a little carriage and pony, the latter aged sixteen is the neatest daisy-cropper I ever saw, and cost £6. It is the first opportunity I have had of learning to drive, like it very much, had no misfortune yet.’
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Beatrix spent many happy hours drawing the exhibits in the South Kensington Museum, now the Victoria and Albert Museum. This photograph was taken during the 1862 Exhibition.
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A detailed pen-and-ink study of a wolf’s skull, dated by Beatrix 1 January 1886.


London in 1885 was still suffering the dynamite explosions of Home Rule supporters, and there were frequent and violent demonstrations in the streets by the unemployed, but none of it kept Beatrix in the house.

One day she made up a party for the theatre which took her into quite new territory. ‘Went to the Globe with papa and mamma and Edith to see The Private Secretary, exceedingly amusing, if one could only have it without the vulgar stammering. I thought the drive there was the most interesting part of the affair. We had to fetch papa from the Athenaeum, but when we got to Buckingham Palace Road her Majesty was having a Drawing-room. We saw the Duchess of Westminster and such grand carriages, and coming home, the Beefeaters marching. We stuck for about half an hour, and after all had to go back round by Westminster, where all the great coaches were drinking at the Inns. Of course papa was in a great state thinking we had had a carriage accident. Extraordinary to state, it was the first time in my life that I had been past the Horse Guards, Admiralty, and Whitehall, or seen the Strand and the Monument.’


When Bertram came home for the holidays it was just like old times. Beatrix bought a tail-less cock-robin from a pet shop for eighteen pence and released it with great satisfaction in the park; they lost a favourite lizard in the garden; and when the time came for Bertram’s return to school his sister happily agreed to look after his precious bat. ‘It is a charming little creature, quite tame and apparently happy as long as it has sufficient flies and raw meat. I fancy bats are things most people are pleasingly ignorant about. I had no idea they were so active on their legs, they are in fact provided with four legs and two wings as well, and their tail is very useful in trapping flies.’
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Beatrix practised her newly acquired skill of driving her pony carriage only in the country. Her father photographed her at Troutbeck in August 1889.
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The Potter children kept animals at home to study and to draw. This bat watercolour by Beatrix was done in January 1885.


Beatrix, however, soon had to write to Bertram with the news that she was in difficulty. His reply gave her clear instructions about what to do. ‘If he cannot be kept alive as I suppose he can’t, you had better kill him, and stuff him as well as you can. Be sure to take his measurements most carefully before you stuff him. That is, the length of head, body, tail, Humerus, Radius, Femoris, Tibia, pollex and claw, and also the fingers; in other words all the bones of its wings and legs. I do not know what you had better do to keep the wings stretched out, perhaps if you pinned them out like the bat you got at Edinburgh, but take care if you do so to put some cotton-wool behind its back so that it will not be flat. I should not do to[o] much at its head, as it can’t smell much.’

Soon afterwards Beatrix had to cope alone with another sad happening. ‘On Oct 18th occurred the death of Poor Miss Mouse, otherwise Xarifa. I was very much distressed, because she had been so sensible about taking medicine that I thought she would get through, but the asthma got over her one night, and she laid herself out in my hand and died. Poor little thing, I thought at one time she would last as long as myself.

‘I believe she was a great age. Her nose and eyebrows were white, and towards the end of her life she was quite blind, but affectionate and apparently happy. I wonder if ever another door-mouse [sic] had so many acquaintances, Mr Bright, Mr J. Millais, and Mr Leigh Smith had admired and stroked her, amongst others. I think she was in many respects the sweetest little animal I ever knew.’

Over forty years later Beatrix still remembered her. ‘When I was a child I had a favourite dormouse – a sleepy little animal – so we used to say “Wake up Xarifa!” In the real poem it is – Rise up! rise up! Xarifa! Lay the golden cushion down – So that was how she got her curious name of Xarifa Dormouse.’ Xarifa the Dormouse was one of the main characters in Beatrix’s The Fairy Caravan, published in 1929.
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Beatrix sent this watercolour of a wood mouse as a Christmas present to a friend in 1886.
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One of Beatrix’s favourite pets was a dormouse called Xarifa. These ink-and-pencil studies were made in 1887, the year after Xarifa died.
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 Serious illness caused Beatrix to lose much of her hair, as can be seen in this photograph taken by Rupert Potter at Lingholm, Keswick, in September 1887. (Only the dog moved!)
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Lingholm, Keswick, today, nearly a hundred years after the photograph on the right. Now the home of Lord Rochdale, the gardens are open to the public in the summer.

[image: image]

A sketch made by Beatrix in the summer of 1903 of the view from Lingholm across Derwentwater to St Herbert’s Island and Walla Crag behind.

As a child Beatrix had become accustomed to her frequent colds and headaches, but now she was more seriously ill with what was thought to be the start of rheumatic fever. It affected her appearance quite dramatically. ‘Had my few remaining locks clipped short at Douglas’s. Draughty. My hair nearly all came off since I was ill. Now that the sheep is shorn, I may say without pride that I have seldom seen a more beautiful head of hair than mine. Last summer it was very thick and within about four inches of my knees, being more than a yard long.’ Two years later she became dangerously ill again while on an April visit to Grange-over-Sands, with acute pain in her feet and ankles which travelled up to her knees. ‘Very little fever, great deal of rheumatics. Could not be turned in bed without screaming out. Continually moving backwards and forwards, up and down each leg, never in more than one place at a time.’ When recovered she was amazed to find that she had been ill for so long that the trees had changed from the bareness of winter to the richness of their summer foliage. The illness had affected her heart and it was always to trouble her.

Bertram was also ill that year. He had been taken from his school in Eastbourne and sent to Charterhouse, an institution to which he took a violent dislike. In only his second term there he developed pleurisy, not seriously but enough to frighten his parents into sending him back to Mr Hollins in Eastbourne. The Potters’ only flirtation with public schools was short-lived.


For the family summer holidays during the next few years, the Lake District was Rupert Potter’s favoured choice, and the house he took most frequently was Lingholm, on the wooded shore of Derwentwater, near Keswick in Cumberland, where the woods are alive with red squirrels gathering nuts and the lake is perfect for fishing and boating. Winding paths lead down to the lake shore where you look across to St Herbert’s Island and Walla Crag rising behind. To the north the stark, heather-clad slopes of Skiddaw tower into the sky, and on the opposite side of the lake, below High Seat, the Lodore Falls thunder down from above. Beatrix had seen nothing like it in Scotland, or even at Wray Castle, and the large-scale grandeur contrasted strongly with her acquaintance with the small, living elements of the Lake District. Her bond with this corner of England, which never diminished when she returned to London, stayed with her all her life.

[image: image]

Benjamin Bouncer, bought in a London bird shop, was the model for Beatrix’s first commercial drawing. These pencil sketches were done in 1890.

[image: image]

Bertram was also an accomplished artist. He was sixteen when he drew this kestrel.

John Bright often joined the Potters at Lingholm, causing quite a flurry among the local population when he arrived at the station, and he entertained the household with up-to-date accounts of the latest political intrigues and with readings of poetry, particularly of Gray’s Elegy which he read ‘very beautifully’.

Beatrix meanwhile had bought a rabbit. ‘I brought him home (surreptitiously – if that’s the way to spell it) – from a London bird shop in a paper bag. His existence was not observed by the nursery authorities for a week.’ She christened the rabbit Benjamin Bouncer and she loved him dearly, taking him with her whenever she went away. He was a marvellous animal to draw.


Beatrix was always drawing, whatever else was happening and wherever she happened to be. One of the greatest admirers of her work was her Uncle Henry Roscoe, and when he heard that she was keen to buy a printing machine but had not enough money for it, he suggested that she might try to earn some by selling her drawings. Had she not, after all, done some beautiful cards for the family that Christmas, cards that any publisher would snap up? With this encouragement Beatrix set about preparing six designs, using Benjamin Bouncer as her model. ‘I may mention (better the day better the deed) that my best designs occurred to me in chapel – I was rather impeded by inquisitiveness of my aunt, and the idiosyncrasies of Benjamin who has an appetite for certain sorts of paint, but the cards were finished by Easter.’ They had a list of five publishers to send them to, keeping Raphael Tuck to the last, ‘it is such an absurd name to be under obligation to’, and when they were disappointingly rejected by the first firm on the list by return of post, Bertram took the drawings by hand to the next firm, Hildes heimer & Faulkner, on his way through London. Mr Faulkner bought them on the spot for £6 and then asked to see more of the artist’s work. Beatrix could hardly believe it, and she hugged the news secretly to herself for nearly a week. ‘My first act was to give Bounce (what an investment that rabbit has been in spite of the hutches), a cupful of hemp seeds, the consequence being that when I wanted to draw him next morning he was partially intoxicated and wholly unmanageable. Then I retired to bed, and lay awake chuckling till 2 in the morning, and afterwards had an impression that Bunny came to my bedside in a white cotton night cap and tickled me with his whiskers.’

[image: image]

Beatrix was photographed by her father in September 1889, when she was twenty-three.

[image: image]

 One of the designs that Beatrix sold to Hildesheimer & Faulkner in 1890 was used as a Christmas card.

[image: image]

Her earliest published illustrations were for Frederic E. Weatherly’s A Happy Pair, 1890.


The designs were published as Christmas and New Year cards and then as illustrations, ‘by H.B.P.’, to a set of verses by Frederic E. Weatherly, in a booklet entitled A Happy Pair which sold for 4½d. Helen Beatrix Potter had started her professional career.
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