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 Women in Britain in the nineteenth century were expected to fulfill the traditional 

roles of wife and mother as determined by British society. Over the course of the 

nineteenth century, these ideals evolved, but the core functions of wife and mother 

remained at the center. Woman‘s participation outside the household was limited. British 

women travelers during the nineteenth century found themselves in many different 

environments. By examining samples of women‘s travel narratives from various 

locations in the Empire, this study analyzes the daily lives of British women in the 

Empire and determines that, while maintaining their roles within the private sphere as 

wives and mothers, women‘s activities in the colonies were less restricted than they 

would have been in Britain.
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INTRODUCTION 

British women travelers in the nineteenth century moved throughout the Empire 

and found themselves in many different geographic, social, and economic environments. 

They visited societies established in the British tradition that held similar moral 

standards. They also encountered indigenous cultures in the far reaches of the Empire. 

Were these women travelers constrained to traditional British gender roles and standards 

of behavior in every environment? This is a difficult query that scholars have handled in 

very general terms, often settling on the image of an oppressed female population which 

had little, if any, agency outside of the private sphere. However, a woman in Bombay 

society and a woman traveling by sailboat or steamship from Britain to South Africa had 

very different experiences of separate spheres and proper behavior. 

 The principle of separate spheres was, according to Linda Colley, a contractual 

ideal.
1
 Women accepted the privilege and safety of the private sphere, and in return their 

opinion was heard and respected within the household. This agrees with the British ideal 

of the nineteenth century that cast women as the moral conscience of the family. The 

most prominent roles for a nineteenth-century woman in Britain were as wife and mother, 

in service to her husband and family.
2
 As a wife, she maintained a peaceful household 

                                                             
1
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that provided her husband with a sanctuary from the daily struggles of the public sphere. 

As a mother, she nurtured good manners and moral behavior in her children. Her 

participation in society outside the private sphere was limited. By the second half of the 

nineteenth century, women gained the right to an education, but the curriculum was 

gendered to the prominent feminine ideals of the wife and mother. Women learned to 

raise children to become good Britons, to provide moral guidance to their household, and 

to admire the heroism and strength of men.
3
  This narrow view of women‘s existence 

necessarily differed according to class and environment. 

 What were the norms to which women were held while away from Britain? How 

can scholars determine the experiences of British women in the Empire if they have only 

recently begun to acknowledge their presence in the colonies? The consensus of scholars 

has limited the roles of women to being victimized by or acting as a subversive force in 

the Empire. The colonies were the realm of men, as the conquerors, soldiers, and 

administrators of Britain‘s colonial project.
4
 It is apparent, however, that women served 

diverse purposes in the Empire, which ranged from that of innkeeper‘s wife to plantation 

owner. This study will look at the nature of British women‘s travel writings during the 

nineteenth century to demonstrate that women‘s participation in the Empire was not 

limited to being victimized or acting as a destructive force. 

 Women‘s travel writings have been neglected as a source for viable information 

on women‘s daily lives. To some extent, this could be due to the reputation for 

exaggeration and dramatization that seems to pervade the genre. However, the travel 

                                                             
3
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4
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narratives of women can provide useful information regarding the nature and mentality of 

the female traveler, and the daily activities in which she engaged. By comparing the 

thoughts and words of women traveling and settling abroad in the Empire to the ideals 

and prescribed roles for women at home in Britain, this study will determine if scholars‘ 

assertions about women‘s role in the Empire have been accurate. Were women as 

restricted from the public sphere in a colonial setting, as they were in Britain? What roles 

did women have in the shaping of British imperial culture? The evidence found in the 

travel writings of British women depicts a variety of different experiences. Women in the 

Empire did not have the same level of restriction, nor did they fill only the prescribed 

roles for British women in the nineteenth century. The vastly different environment 

which existed in the colonies made it possible for women to have much greater freedom 

of activity than the distinction between the public and private spheres suggests. 

Restrictions on their movement included weather and geography, local cultural customs, 

basic practicality, and British social standards. The variety of experiences in the accounts 

of the women in this study demonstrates that scholars cannot analyze women‘s roles in 

the Empire effectively by generalizing those experiences according to two archetypes of a 

victimized woman or a negative force. The roles that women played in the imperial 

project varied greatly and should not be simplified. Not only were these women wives 

and mothers, but they were also authors, explorers and entrepreneurs. By recording and 

publishing their experiences and activities, these authors put themselves forward as 

authorities from which women in Britain could learn what British colonial life was like. It 

is this role which served perhaps, the most significant purpose. Simply by publishing 

their works and compiled letters, these women disseminated societal standards, elements 
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of national identity, cultural information, racial ideologies, and household values and 

ideals from the farthest points of the Empire back to Britain. Women played various parts 

within the Empire, each of which served a unique purpose toward the progression of the 

Empire as a whole. 

 The source material for the study is composed of travel narratives written by the 

traveler during or shortly after her trip, narratives written by a female author during a 

sojourn in a colonial setting, letters written by the traveler to her relatives in Britain and 

later compiled into a book for a broader audience, and journals kept by a colonial woman 

during her residence abroad, and later published for a broader audience. There are two 

main groups within these sources: those written with the intent of being published, and 

those which were originally intended for an intimate audience, which were later 

published (e.g. letters and journals). The first type of source was often more filtered for 

mistakes, strong opinions, and personal thoughts or ideas. When a woman was writing for 

a public audience, she almost certainly considered carefully what she included in the 

work, especially if her writing served as her career. The second type of source, personal 

letters and journals, included the immediate reactions and opinions of the author with 

little filtering. While these were edited later when compiled, the accounts were of much 

more recent occurrences. For example, a woman writing in a daily journal recorded her 

experiences with a fresh perspective, where a woman who wrote after she returned to 

Britain would not necessarily recall everything from her travels. 

 The authors were chosen based upon the time period during which they wrote 

their account and the geographic locations they visited or settled in. These women were 

also selected because scholars have not examined them as closely as more popular—or 
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more exceptional--examples of colonial women. The research made every effort to cover 

different cities, or stations within the same colony, and also, to examine women traveling 

for leisure or health, and women settling in the colonies with a specific purpose (e.g. as 

the wife of a colonial official). For example, in the case of India, each author visited 

different cities, one for her husband‘s position and the other for leisure. By comparing the 

experiences of women in different locations with different purposes in the Empire, the 

parallels drawn between their accounts become even more significant. Each woman 

experienced unique situations, but they exhibited similar reactions and responses in their 

writing. Rather than generalize these women‘s participation as non-existent, being 

victimized, or having a harmful effect on British imperialism, this comparison will create 

a common British women‘s identity as active characters in British imperial history. While 

they did not entirely escape the private sphere, or subvert British social norms for their 

gender, they found opportunities by traveling to the colonies that were not available or 

acceptable for women in Britain. 

 Each chapter of this study examines a different geographic location. By 

organizing this study into geographic regions, the stark contrast between the experiences 

of the women in each location is enhanced and the similarities become more significant. 

The research for this study included two or more works for each of the more prominent 

colonies, South Africa and India. One extensive work about Burma was examined. In 

researching the South Pacific, works were chosen that focused on different islands to 

provide varying perspectives. Lady Duff-Gordon (1821-1869) and Lady Mary Anne 

Barker (1831-1911) travelled to South Africa, the former to Capetown and the Caledon 
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River Valley, the latter to Durban and Maritzburg.
5
 In India, Lady Dufferin (1843-1935) 

accompanied her husband who served as the Viceroy of India (1884-1888), to Calcutta 

and Sarah Dunn journeyed through the country with her husband for vacation.
6
 Elizabeth 

Ellis (1874-1913) went to Remyo Station in the jungle of Burma to visit her sister.
7
 In the 

South Pacific, Beatrice Grimshaw (1871-1953) visited many of the islands before settling 

in Papua.
8
 Marie Fraser visited the island of Samoa for a vacation with her mother.

9
 Each 

woman‘s situation was unique. 

 It is significant to note that all of the ladies discussed in this study were of the 

middle and upper classes and all were literate. Because of this, the accounts reflect their 

education and their opinions of the class structure in the colonies they visited. In many 

cases, the works used in this study were only one or two from long literary careers which 

provided these colonial women with an occupation other than keeping house. Only two of 

the women, however, used their writing career as a means of financial support.
10

 For the 

rest of the women, it was not necessary for them to write to support themselves. The 

majority of the women went to the colonies for the purpose of leisure and travel. Two of 

                                                             
5
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 Beatrice Grimshaw and Marie Fraser wrote to support themselves. Fraser‘s writing career was 

secondary to her acting career.  
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the women settled in the colony where their husbands were stationed as colonial officials. 

11
Of the women who traveled to the colonies for leisure, two ended up settling in the 

colonies, as well.
12

 

 Five common themes emerged in the women‘s travel narratives, including the 

nature of women‘s roles, colonial society, the British colonial mentality, the exchange of 

culture between the British and the indigenous populations, and British opinions of 

indigenous labor. These five themes were manifested in some form in each source used 

for this study. The authors recognized them and made mention of them in their respective 

works. Every author dealt with these themes in a different way, providing a valuable 

comparison of the differing locations within the Empire. The authors expressed these 

same five themes based on a variety of experiences due to their geographic location. For 

Marie Fraser, for example, colonial hospitality was most apparent in the character of the 

Samoans she encountered. In Natal, however, Lady Barker found it in a British colonist, 

who picked up the family in his cart and drove them to the nearest hotel for no other 

reason than to be helpful to the new-comers. Although the situations differed, the same 

central themes appeared in each location and each account. 

 It is first necessary to define the themes. Women‘s roles were necessarily 

different due to the varying climates and the presence or absence of a polite society 

established on the British model. The most prevalent part of this theme in all of the 

accounts was the necessity of practicality. Customs and duties that were perceived as 

                                                             
11

 Lady Mary Anne Barker‘s husband was Colonial Secretary in Maritzburg. Harriot Blackwood, 

Lady Dufferin, accompanied her husband to India where he was Viceroy from 1884-1888. 

 
12

 Beatrice Grimshaw settled in Papua New Guinea, where she owned a plantation. Lady Lucie 

Duff-Gordon settled in Egypt after traveling through Africa. 
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unnecessary were not maintained. Similarly, women took on roles that were not 

traditional feminine roles while in the colonies, for reasons of practicality or necessity. A 

woman accustomed to being served, for example, cooked her own meal if necessary 

while in the islands of the South Pacific. Another woman owned and managed a sugar 

plantation. In addition to the lack of firm gender roles, there was less regulation of what 

was customary behavior due to one‘s social status. A viceroy‘s wife invited a servant to 

wait inside while it rained, rather than having him wait outside to remain unseen. A noble 

woman nursed a sick crew member during a sea voyage. It is important to note that the 

majority of the women discussed in this study maintained their traditional roles as wife or 

mother, in addition to the exceptional roles they undertook for practical reasons, or to 

justify their participation in the imperial project. 

 British colonial society differed greatly from one location to the next. For 

example, the established society of Calcutta held little similarity to the society which 

barely existed in Samoa or Tahiti. This was even true within the same colony. The 

society at Capetown was thriving in a similar sense to that of Calcutta. British colonists 

maintained British traditions and always attended social functions. However, just up the 

coast at Durban, there was little in the way of formal society, and even less existed as one 

moved farther into the interior of Africa. Despite the differences, each location bred a 

common sense of camaraderie among the colonists. The older and experienced colonists 

would welcome and assist the newcomers to adjust to the different lifestyle. Each source 

included multiple accounts of such assistance. Some of the authors even refer to this 

practice as a kind of hospitality. The authors attributed this colonial hospitality to two 

very different, but convergent sources. The first was the camaraderie of one British 
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national to another in a distant locale. A few of the women saw the efforts to assist each 

other as working toward the progress of the colonial project. Others saw this as a 

commiseration of British nationals living away from their homes in Britain for one reason 

or another. Some of the women wrote that it was merely the pleasure of seeing a person 

of one‘s own kind, when residing in a country filled with other kinds of people. The 

second source of this hospitality was the customary mannerisms of the local cultures. 

Grimshaw and Fraser‘s accounts exhibited this second source repeatedly. Both women 

described people from the indigenous cultures as having impeccable manners and 

willingly opening their homes to neighbors and foreigners alike. Each source contained 

examples of indigenous people welcoming, or helping the colonists, above and beyond 

what was expected. This behavior from the local populations in the islands of the South 

Pacific showed little relation to a mass indigenous opinion of British presence in their 

islands. In other words, there was little evidence in the day to day interactions of the local 

people and the British women that exhibited colonial discontent with British rule. In the 

middle of the nineteenth century, the British administration depended largely on their 

naval power and Christian evangelical missionaries to rule their colonies in the South 

Pacific.
13

 The increasing presence of European colonists and the mass migration of large 

numbers of indigenous laborers to Australia, resulted in drastic depopulation.
14

 The 

kindness toward the colonists and willingness to accept rapid social changes may have 

resulted because the indigenous populations realized the threat of their possible 

                                                             
13

 Donald Denoon with Marivic Wyndham, ―Australia and the Western Pacific,‖ The Oxford 

History of the British Empire, Volume III: The Nineteenth Century, ed. Andrew Porter (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 556. 
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extinction.
15

 More and more islanders converted to Christianity at this point, as well. By 

the end of the century, the indigenous people welcomed the authors used in this study out 

of habit as just another change to be accepted. 

 Another theme that appeared in each woman‘s work was that of a colonial 

mentality in which Britain was always ―home,‖ regardless of whether or not a colonist 

planned to return there. Each woman encountered or possessed this same mentality, 

where the connection with Britain was maintained despite the environment in which the 

woman lived at the time. Whether she was on a ship, or in the jungle of an island 

inhabited by mostly indigenous populations, each woman recorded the existence of this 

mentality among the colonists and travelers in the Empire. The examples of this varied in 

form. Some of the women manifested the mentality through examples of the superiority 

of British civilization, with direct references to London society. This sense of British 

superiority to the people they colonized was often a preconceived notion that the women 

had gained from popular culture depictions of native populations, made by earlier 

travelers of both genders. Once in the colonies, any negative interactions or cultural 

misunderstandings between the British women and their indigenous servants only served 

to strengthen the notion of the indigenous people as inferior. Some of the women gave 

more explicit examples of colonists with whom they interacted, who never returned to 

Britain. Though they were settled in the colonies, these British colonists continuously 

referenced the day when they would finally return home. Other colonists referred to their 

time in the colonies as a term of exile from which they would someday escape and return 

home. Each example carried the same purpose of maintaining a connection with British 

                                                             
15
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society at home and establishing a difference between the putatively superior British and 

an ostensibly inferior race. This connection promoted the development of satellite 

societies in each colonial location. It also reinforced the practice of colonial hospitality 

among the colonists, across lines of class and gender. If a person was British, they 

understood that Britain would always be home, despite the length of one‘s journeys 

throughout the Empire. They also understood the purpose of Britain‘s imperial mission to 

bring civilization to the less developed peoples in the colonies. Helping a fellow Briton to 

acclimate to the new colonial lifestyle facilitated the civilizing mission. 

 Although British society and civilization permeated the colonies, indigenous 

culture was adopted in many cases when it came to basic survival practices. All of the 

authors provided examples of this in their accounts. For example, British colonists 

resided in buildings modeled with open windows and doors for ventilation, rather than 

constructing homes in the style of those in Britain. British women altered their wardrobes 

to fit the warmer local climate and make use of more exotic fabrics and colors available 

in locations such as Calcutta, or Rangoon. The societies in the colonies became a melding 

of indigenous influences and British traditions. For example, the church dresses in India 

and Burma were much more colorful as was typical with saris worn by the indigenous 

women, and the British-style dresses were made with shorter sleeves.
16

 Light wraps and 

sheer scarves replaced heavier knit jackets. Food was necessarily modeled after the 

indigenous taste according to what was available in the colony, and what the servants 

knew how to prepare. Climate determined the day‘s schedule, postponing midday church 
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services until later in the afternoon during the summer months to compensate for the 

extreme heat. The changing of traditional behaviors and practices signified the exchange 

of culture that occurred in the Empire. Although many aspects of daily life were still 

modeled after British societal norms, there were many practical areas in which the 

colonists adopted the local practices to make life easier. If there was no exchange of 

culture between the imperialist and the indigenous population, the colonial experiment 

would not have lasted as long as it did. The flow of cultural information did not stop in 

the colonies. The authors chosen for this study published their works in London for a 

British audience. By reading these accounts, literate Britons could vicariously experience 

the exotic lifestyle and culture of the colonies. They also acquired a knowledge of 

indigenous cultures and perceptions of the local people in the colonies. The authors noted 

the changes made for convenience or to accommodate the weather, but they also made 

sure to note the differences between the Britons and the indigenous populations. Such 

was the case with the authors‘ descriptions of indigenous labor, as well. 

 Most of the women examined in this study shared the common perception of 

indigenous colonial labor that permeated the colonies and Britain. This was the general 

belief that local labor in the colonies was lazy and undependable. Each woman mentioned 

this belief as if it were a fact of life in the colonies—an accepted problem which each 

woman must endure while in exile. As with the sense of British superiority, which 

stressed the difference between the local populations and the British colonists, the 

perception of laborers as lazy was an ingrained notion that these women had learned from 

earlier accounts of women living in the colonies. Every negative interaction with local 

laborers only reinforced the belief that the indigenous people were simply lazy, or 
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dishonest. Each woman, however, also offered at least one example of a ―good‖ 

indigenous servant or host. They seemed to assume that the majority of the labor was 

undependable, but they wrote in detail about the exceptions to this general rule. Scholars 

have noted that the indigenous labor was not actually lazy, but used to working on 

different terms than those expected by their British employers.
17

 For example, servants in 

India worked on varying schedules based not only on time of day and the duty for which 

they were hired, but also based on their caste and the castes of those who worked with 

them in a British colonial household. A British wife, who employed two or three servants 

that she expected to work sixteen-hour days in London, encountered a very different 

structure of labor in India or South Africa, where they employed three times as many 

indigenous servants, each with specific tasks. Whether they truly believed that their 

servants were lazy or not, it should be noted that each woman embraced the British belief 

that local labor was inferior to British labor and—though they provided some evidence 

which countered it—none of them sought to disprove what might have been a large 

misconception about the local people. This prejudice encouraged the assumption of 

British superiority that each colonial woman exhibited in some way.  

 Perhaps the only preconceived notion that these women sought to disprove or 

alter, was that of how the British should treat their servants.  In overseeing the running of 

their household, or executing their travel plans, some of the women noted that their 

indigenous servants behaved better or served better when they were treated with the same 

respect as one would give to any adult. Other authors referred to their servants in the 
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 Nupur Chaudhuri, ―Memsahibs and their Servants in Nineteenth-century India,‖ Women’s 

History Review 3, no. 4 (1994): 549. 
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same negative light which filled the housekeeping and travel manuals and narratives of 

the previous generation. Racist terms rarely, if ever, appear in the narratives selected for 

this study. The accounts were written during a time when racist sentiments increased in 

the colonies. The latter half of the nineteenth century saw resurgence in negative feeling 

toward the indigenous cultures, based specifically on skin color and the perceived 

intelligence of the local populations.
18

 Britain came under the influence of social 

Darwinism and nationalist tendencies that were affecting Europe during the same time.
19

 

It is interesting to note that the women examined in this study were not as critical of the 

indigenous character as women in the sources used by other scholars.
20

 Lady Barker 

perceived the indigenous laborers in the most negative light. Barker was born and raised 

for a time in colonial Jamaica, making her the only author who was born outside of 

Britain. Racism was stronger in the colonies where numerous different cultures collided 

on a daily basis. The majority of the authors traveling from Britain to the colonies—some 

for the first time—exhibited less racism in their writing because they were encountering 

these different races for the first time, as well. This demonstrates that the varying 

geographic locations and situations of women in the Empire were distinct from each 

other, with each locale providing a different experience and eliciting a different reaction 

from each woman. By exploring these varying accounts, scholars can begin to understand 

the complexities of women‘s presence in imperial history. 
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3 (2006): 428-447. 
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TERMINOLOGY 

 Due to the nature and time period of this study, the source material included some 

derogatory terms in reference to the indigenous populations. Terms used to describe local 

labor, such as ―coolie,‖ have been maintained in the direct quotations, and used in the 

discussion when necessary. The women authors themselves limited their use of such 

language, which may have been perceived as too coarse for genteel women at the time 

they were writing. The term ―native‖ was used widely and without regard by all the 

women. This term is often considered derogatory, but it has been maintained where 

necessary for the integrity of the sources and to underscore that these women were 

products of their time—a time in which, by their own estimation, their civilization was at 

the height of development and power, and in which all other cultures were regarded as 

ultimately subordinate. The indigenous people were referred to as ―natives‖ in fiction and 

non-fiction printed materials in the nineteenth century and in basic conversation. It was 

natural, therefore, for the women to use this term. If the term carried a negative 

connotation in reference to the local culture‘s level of civilization, it was accepted and 

even expected. 

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

To determine whether colonial women were constrained by a set of social norms 

within the Empire, this study must first define the ideals that women were expected to 

follow in Britain. Historians have debated the nature of women‘s roles in the nineteenth 

century, resulting in many different combinations of what women‘s expected roles were 

and the extent to which women filled these roles. What were the ideals which women 

were expected to adhere to in nineteenth-century Britain? Walter Houghton has provided 
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the Victorian conception of what the ideal woman should be in his work, The Victorian 

Frame of Mind, 1830-1870. Houghton has described the ―submissive wife‖ whose 

purpose in existing was ―to love, honor, obey—and amuse—her lord and master, to 

manage his household and bring up his children.‖
21

 The opposite of this ideal was the 

―new woman,‖ a liberated woman who sought her own career, her own rights, and a 

public presence separate from her roles within the home as wife and mother.
22

 Houghton 

has noted the development, over the course of the mid-nineteenth century, of a middle 

position set between the two extremes of the submissive wife and the liberated woman. 

This was the conception of woman as the ideal companion for the nineteenth-century 

man. ―For after all,‖ Houghton has noted in his analysis of Tennyson‘s The Princess, 

―woman is not man; she has her own nature and function in life, not inferior to his but 

entirely different.‖
23

 Rather than following what would become a feminist discourse of 

women as having rights less equal to men, this third concept established feminine nature 

as distinct and worth preserving. Houghton has detailed that it did not necessarily call for 

increased rights for women, nor did it extricate her from her ideal place at the hearth. It 

did, however, provide that society should educate the woman and give her more equal 

consideration as a person, rather than considering her as an entity that only existed when 

connected with the person of her husband, particularly in the context of law. This third 

conception also, according to Houghton, strengthened the role of the woman as the ruler 

of the household, while increasing her responsibility to uphold the moral conscience of 
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 Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 348. 

 
22

 Ibid. 

 
23

 Ibid., 349. 

 



17 

the family.
24

 

What were the roles—the ―function in life‖—that remained constant for many 

women throughout the nineteenth century? The two roles that were essential to the 

developing conceptions of the ideal woman were those of wife and mother. Thus, when it 

became clear, in the second half of the nineteenth century, that large numbers of women 

sought employment outside of the home, many British intellectuals perceived this 

development as a problem with British society that needed to be addressed. In her book, 

Uneven Developments, Mary Poovey has outlined the development of British ideals of 

virtue and morality, seen in the nineteenth century. Poovey has examined the 1851 

British Census and the responses of contemporaries to the findings therein. The large 

percentage of unmarried and employed women at mid-century was recognized by many 

British intellectuals as a ―social problem.‖
25

 This ―problem‖ resulted in a number of 

responses, including a retrenchment toward traditional ideals for women: marriage, 

children, and a happy household. Poovey has described the effects of this ―deployment of 

the domestic ideal‖ as providing a common ―Representative Englishman‖ that persons 

from every class could identify with.
26

 The domestic ideal was characterized by the 

feminine role of the moral mother who preserved the virtue of her household. ―Instead of 

being articulated upon inherited class position,‖ Poovey has demonstrated, ―virtue was 
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 Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian 

England (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988), 4. 
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increasingly articulated upon gender.‖
27

 Poovey has provided an examination of the 

reality versus the ideal concept of women‘s roles. Her work has also described the social 

response in Britain, where the reality increasingly diverged from the ideal over the course 

of the nineteenth century. Joan Perkin has examined the reality of women who fulfilled 

the ideal roles of wife and mother.
28

 Perkin has also demonstrated that some women were 

enabled, often due to wealth, to gain some authority and liberation while operating within 

the social norms of the time. 

The event in each woman‘s life that brought about the two essential roles of wife 

and mother was marriage. Joan Perkin has described the place of marriage in a woman‘s 

life and the evolution of women‘s actions regarding marriage in Britain during the 

nineteenth century. ―Marriage,‖ Perkin has written, ―was the life plan of most women, 

and the single state a fate to be avoided like the plague.‖
29

 Ideally, a woman‘s profession 

in life was to be married and raise children. Perkin has noted that many women excelled 

at this profession. She has described the interesting paradox that while men ruled the 

public sphere and held the majority of the property, aristocratic women who had access to 

good lawyers were able to maintain their own separate income and property. Perkin has 

referred to this as ―a body of private law—one law for the rich,‖ to which the lower 

classes had little access.
30

 Despite the class difference, women of at least the upper and 

middle classes were able to exercise their influence on the institution of marriage more 
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and more as the nineteenth century progressed. Perkin has written, ―The supreme paradox 

of this male-oriented system of property and social structure was that marriage was the 

fulcrum on which its whole world turned, and women, as the chief instruments and 

match-makers, held the levers which turned it.‖
31

 Women were active participants in 

marriage from the start and the ones held largely responsible for its maintenance. This 

position, however, gave the woman a certain amount of power, dependent on her class. 

Perkin has used the example of the ―grandes dames‖ who ruled over the salons of 

London.
32

 These women wore their status as wives like a badge, and were able to use 

their influence as leaders of feminine society to promote or disapprove of women‘s 

available activities. To Perkin, their position was significant due to the progress of 

women‘s rights during the nineteenth century. She has noted with irony that it was during 

this period ―when emancipation at last became a theoretical possibility, but when most 

women rejected or ignored it.‖
33

 According to Perkin, the aristocratic matrons of London 

society had few reasons to call for emancipation, for they held their own property and did 

as they pleased. These women served as social authorities and provided guidance in the 

form of a feminine ideal for middle class women to emulate.  

 Most scholars agree that the basic roles of wife and mother were always at the 

core of femininity in Victorian Britain. However, the nature of women, the characteristics 

of the ideal mother or wife and the extent to which she participated in the public sphere 

evolved over the course of the nineteenth century as a continuous dialogue between men 
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and women, feminists and anti-feminists. In their article, ―The Rebel, the Lady, and the 

‗Anti,‘‖ Ann Heilmann and Valerie Sanders have provided an intriguing analysis of 

feminist and anti-feminist dialogue in the form of printed articles in widely-read British 

journals. Heilmann and Sanders argue about femininity that, ―The term itself has always 

been unstable, its definition derived from contemporary social values mediated through a 

wide range of discourses, from periodical articles to advertisements, and it refers not only 

to women‘s looks, fashions, and general demeanor, but also to their values, roles and 

duties in society.‖
34

 This statement proves persuasive in describing the nineteenth century 

in Britain. Women began to seek other outlets for their energies, including writing and 

activism. While society did not originally consider these activities acceptable for the ideal 

British woman, Heilmann and Sanders have demonstrated in their analysis that anti-

feminist women authors, who called for a return to the traditional values of a happy 

household, became activists in the fight to retain those very values. Heilmann and 

Sanders have noted that ―The consensus among traditionalists, both men and women, was 

that ‗Nature‘ designed women to marry, have children, and preside over a happy 

home.‖
35

 The ideal of the anti-feminist traditionalist woman included ―in theory, if not 

always in practice, being good wives and mothers at home, using their ‗influence‘ in 

public life to do good to others, rather than to satisfy their own personal ambitions.‖
36

 

Heilmann and Sanders have posited that these women were more successful at practicing 

their ideal of femininity than perfecting the theory of what it entailed. As society changed 
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and as more and more women in the middle class took jobs outside the home, the ideal of 

a feminine woman had to adapt or be lost to the earlier generation. This same need for 

adaptation was exported to the colonies. 

Women traveling or settling in the Empire had to adapt for the sake of necessity. 

For the purposes of this study, women‘s traditional gender roles are defined as those of 

wife and mother, which Britons considered to be a woman‘s predominant functions 

during the nineteenth century. Did this remain true for women who left Britain to journey 

or settle in the British Empire? Scholarly discussion has been limited to how women 

existed within the colonial setting. Some scholars generalize women‘s position as 

oppressed or victimized by British imperialism, while other scholars generalize women‘s 

presence in the Empire as detrimental to indigenous colonial populations, by citing 

women‘s reinforcement of racist ideology toward the indigenous people, particularly the 

indigenous men.
37

 These two archetypes—the victim and the antagonist—cannot account 

for all women who lived and traveled in the British Empire. In addition, neither of the 

archetypes suggest that women‘s participation in the Empire benefited its development, 

and therefore, women‘s participation has been minimized and discounted. The evidence 

presented in the accounts of nineteenth-century British women demonstrates that 

women‘s participation in the colonial project was varied and complex. The field of 

imperial history has gradually expanded to make room for women. 

Historians have begun to look at the history of gender and the history of 

imperialism as two fields which, when combined, provide new insight into the roles of 
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men and women within the Empire. In his book, Empire and Sexuality, Ronald Hyam has 

noted that the trends in British sexuality by the latter part of the nineteenth century began 

to radiate toward England from the colonies, with the projection of a strictly moral 

colonial society seeking to strengthen support for imperialism and nationalism at home.
38

 

Hyam has focused mainly on male sexuality and has contrasted it with female morality, 

in the context of social developments within the Empire. This dichotomy mirrors the 

trend within Britain which Houghton has described. Houghton‘s model contains the 

woman within the home as the guardian of the moral household. Hyam‘s model has taken 

women out of the home and placed them in the colonial public sphere as social 

authorities, enforcing the British moral code on the frontier over the course of the 

nineteenth century. According to Hyam, the trend in Britain toward moral fortitude drove 

young men with a mind to conquer the colonial environment out of Britain and toward a 

less restricted society, but as British social norms were imposed throughout the Empire, 

populations of women increased and the same restrictions were applied. At this point, the 

need to justify the imperial exploits of Britain led to the perception of a moral Empire, 

which was transmitted back to England.
39

 Hyam‘s discussion has provided a broad 

perspective of the social trends between Britain and the Empire. However, Hyam has 

simplified the role of women in the colonies to that of moral conscience. Hyam has 

demonstrated that women were generally present in the Empire, but they were influential 

only from the private sphere. According to the evidence in the accounts examined in this 
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study, the lines between the public and private sphere became blurred in the colonial 

setting, and women had opportunities to move beyond their traditional roles in a capacity 

acceptable within colonial society. To determine women‘s full participation, scholars 

have varied their research and have begun to examine the results of women‘s presence in 

imperial history.  

Margaret Macmillan has endeavored to expand upon women‘s presence in the 

Empire with her work, Women of the Raj.
40

 MacMillan has focused on the memsahibs 

who resided with their husbands—colonial officials and administrators—in India during 

the nineteenth century. Although she has limited her analysis to only one of Britain‘s 

colonies, her work has demonstrated that women participated in the Empire—even those 

whose roles were limited to that of wives and mothers. ―The point,‖ she has argued, ―is 

that the women were there and their story is a part of the Raj‘s history, too.‖
41

 Rather 

than analyzing women‘s varied purposes in India, MacMillan has discussed the 

experiences that they had in India, and how it affected their perception of the Raj, the 

indigenous cultures they encountered, and imperialism as a whole. She has examined the 

memsahibs in particular because, according to MacMillan, they represented the social 

influence of the British female population in India in the nineteenth century. Lady 

Dufferin fulfilled the character of the socially powerful memsahib that MacMillan has 

described in her work, with the exception of strong racism towards the indigenous 

people. Lady Dufferin‘s accounts of the Indian people she encountered, servants and 
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otherwise, were fairly respectful and objective.  

MacMillan has maintained that ―Women were brought up to be good wives and 

mothers; the idea that they could be anything else, which was starting to circulate in 

Europe by the end of the nineteenth century, was one that took even longer than usual to 

make the journey out.‖
42

 MacMillan has opined that the racist or superior behavior of the 

memsahibs was a direct result of their position within colonial society. ―The new 

arrivals,‖ she has explained, ―were also deeply impressed by the apparent miraculous 

ability of the British to rule such a country and such a people.‖
43

 Their first trip to India 

instilled these women with a sense of reverence for the British Raj and, according to 

MacMillan, made them both proud and humbled by their part in it.
44

 This reverence only 

enhanced the women‘s sense of their cultural superiority over the indigenous populations 

they encountered. MacMillan has reiterated the common perception that British women 

―who were arriving in increasing numbers after the Mutiny,‖ were blamed for the 

growing distance between the two races—Britons and Indians.
45

 She has explained that 

the British wives in India were faced with a choice between conforming to the accepted 

standards of colonial society, or being ostracized as outsiders. ―It was not much of a 

choice,‖ MacMillan has explained, ―Outside meant loneliness or India, and India 

frightened them.‖
46

 This dichotomy of an exclusive society that protected its willing 
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participants from an outside evil parallels Linda Colley‘s argument of British national 

identity and ―Otherness,‖ which is examined at length later in the historiography.
47

  

The women authors examined for this study did not all conform to the exclusive 

colonial society they encountered, nor did they continuously rebel from it. British 

colonial society in India was also vastly different from that which existed in the South 

Pacific. MacMillan‘s analysis of India has only reinforced the perception of India as the 

crown jewel of the British Empire, held to the highest standard—even to a higher 

standard than at ―Home.‖ ―In Britain, women were also under pressure to conform‖ she 

has contended, ―but nonconformity was not so serious a crime as it was in India. If a 

young wife chose not to go to the church bazaar, no one muttered that the Empire was 

going to fall.‖
48

 Still, the perception of women as a detriment to Britain‘s imperial efforts, 

especially the memsahibs, was reinforced by their own responses to India—fear, a sense 

of superiority, and a sense of duty to uphold British social practices and standards in an 

alien environment. MacMillan has provided a logical explanation for these responses: 

It should be remembered, too, that the women of the Raj worked 

with what they had: a collection of inherited wisdom about India; 

the convictions and prejudices of their own culture toward others 

that it considered to be less developed; and rigidly defined roles as 

women, as wives, and as mothers.
49

 

MacMillan‘s reasoning is valid regarding the women she examined—namely, the wives 

of colonial administrators and officers residing in India. Her analysis has demonstrated 
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that British women perceived their position in India as one of importance within the 

British Raj, even if they served only as wives and mothers. 

MacMillan‘s work has proven to be a useful comparison for this study in 

particular, because it corroborates the experiences of the women authors examined 

herein. For example, she has outlined the vast influence of climate and environment on 

the daily life of the British wife and mother, much like Lady Dufferin repeatedly 

explained in her narrative, that many daily activities were planned with regard to the 

climate and weather.
50

 MacMillan has also observed the transient nature of British 

colonial life. ―Few exiles (as they called themselves in their moments of self-pity),‖ she 

has noted, ―spent all their time in India in one spot.‖
51

 Soldiers, officers, and 

administrators were moved around the country, and their wives often packed up the 

household and accompanied them.
52

 In this passage, MacMillan has also detected the 

practice which many British colonists subscribed to, of regarding themselves as exiles 

who longed to one day return ―Home.‖ This mirrors the observations of Marie Fraser 

who resided in the South Pacific, and Elizabeth Ellis in Burma.
53

 Although her own 

analysis is limited to a specific group of British women in the Empire, MacMillan has 

also argued that the memsahibs of India were not representative of all British women in 

India, and throughout the Empire. ―To bundle them up,‖ she has claimed, ―into the stock 
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figure of the memsahib is to do to them what they did to the Indians.‖
54

 Macmillan is 

correct, in that a simplified analysis of British women in the Empire only promotes the 

myth of women as a destructive force in Britain‘s imperial mission. 

The ―myth of the destructive female,‖ as some scholars refer to it, is the notion 

that European women residing in the colonies had a negative effect on the relationship 

between the rulers and the ruled and on the colonizing process in general.
55

 Margaret 

Strobel has analyzed this myth in her work, European Women and the Second British 

Empire, in which she has argues that the myth was the result of gendered roles that were 

established in support of the male-dominated, hierarchical community in the British 

colonies. ―As participants in the historical process of British expansion,‖ Strobel has 

posited, ―they benefitted from the economic and political subjugation of indigenous 

peoples and shared many of the accompanying attitudes of racism, paternalism, 

ethnocentrism, and national chauvinism.‖
56

 In other words, British women were instilled 

with the same sense of superiority and racial difference that male imperial decision-

makers used to justify the need to colonize less-developed cultures. 

If women were merely maintaining preset notions of superiority, as they were 

expected to, why were they cast in the role of destructive female, for their presence in the 

colonies? The answer revolved around sexuality and British colonial society, which 

Strobel has perceived as a strongly hierarchical, male-dominated apparatus that women 
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were tasked with maintaining. ―If running a government department or commercial 

establishment constituted men‘s work,‖ she has argued, ―women‘s work was to maintain 

the status of the family and preserve social boundaries between the Europeans and 

indigenous peoples.‖
57

 Ironically, women were given the task of maintaining the 

boundaries that established one culture above the other, but were perceived as racist, and 

blamed for the resulting distance. This task was directly related to their roles as wives and 

mothers—for that was the position from which they fulfilled their duty. ―In keeping with 

gender roles brought from Europe,‖ Strobel has observed, ―managing a household and 

raising a family—the generational and daily reproduction of the empire—constituted 

other primary tasks of European women in the colonies.‖
58

 The description Strobel has 

used for women‘s core roles of wife and mother in this statement reinforces the notion 

that women‘s participation in the Empire—even from the private sphere, such as it was in 

the colonies—represented a significant contribution to the success of the imperial project.  

Strobel‘s analysis agrees with that of MacMillan regarding women‘s prescribed 

roles as wives and mothers. However, she has also noted the participation of those 

―adventurous women‖ who traveled beyond the borders of British colonial rule, in the 

process of ―‗opening up‘ the ‗Dark Continent‘ of Africa.‖
59

 Not all women who traveled 

to the colonies conformed to society‘s standards regarding women‘s accepted roles. 

These women also, cannot be cast in the role of the destructive female, for it was not 

representative of their participation in the colonial process. If anything, their ventures 
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beyond the protection of the established Empire strengthened the relations between the 

colonials and the indigenous cultures, simply by increasing their interaction. The 

narratives of these ―adventurous women‖ also provided fresh opinions of the indigenous 

cultures based on actual experience, rather than inherited perceptions. 

Strobel‘s work provides a useful platform for combating the myth of women as a 

detriment to the British imperial mission because of their vulnerability or their racism. 

She has argued that women‘s participation was important in colonial society. Also, many 

British women in the colonies improved (rather than damaging) the lives of indigenous 

people through charity projects and greater need for labor. The increasing population of 

British women led to more British households, which provided jobs for more servants. 

Antoinette Burton‘s book, Burdens of History: British Feminists, Indian Women, 

and Imperial Culture, 1865-1915, provides a timeline for the efforts of nineteenth-

century British feminists to improve the lives of colonized women—Indian women in 

particular.
60

 Burton has noted that ―Feminist writers from the 1860s onward used what 

they and their contemporaries viewed as Indian women‘s plight as an incentive for 

British women to work in the Empire and as proof of British women‘s contributions to 

the imperial civilizing mission.‖
61

 Heilmann and Sanders‘ article on the discourse 

between feminists and anti-feminists regarding the accepted roles of women in society 

speaks to this same debate. The anti-feminist women authors in Britain were seeking 

acceptable activities for women to engage in while still preserving their core roles as 

wives and mothers. The feminists in Burton‘s work were engaging in an acceptable 
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activity—using their influence to benefit other women less fortunate than themselves—

while also establishing their active roles in Britain and the Empire as more than merely 

wives and mothers. These efforts also demonstrate that British women were not merely 

victims, nor were they necessarily a destructive force in colonial societies. 

Many scholars have referenced Burton‘s work as a starting point for feminist 

discourses on women‘s imperial history, but have also noted the growth of the field since 

the 1980s. Scholars have written about imperial women such as Mary Kingsley and other 

popular figures, using travel narratives and published works as source material. Burton 

has based her analysis on periodicals and newspapers printed at the end of the nineteenth 

and into the twentieth century. She does not use any travel narratives, journals, or letters 

as primary source material for her work. By basing her work on public outlets for 

women‘s social and political rhetoric, Burton has limited her analysis to what women 

hoped to effect in the Empire by way of social change. She also encountered more male 

responses to these feminist aspirations, such as the general idea that these efforts to 

benefit Indian women in the Empire were merely outlets for the energy of young, 

intellectual, upper-class women, who had nothing better to do; this response was 

essentially the same as that of the British anti-feminist women authors of the nineteenth 

century. This sexist commentary affected Burton‘s opinions toward the women she 

examined. One example of this is Lady Dufferin and her fundraising efforts for female 

Indian doctors and nurses who would practice on Indian women. Burton has only 

discussed Lady Dufferin in relation to the efforts that were made for the Dufferin Fund 

back in Britain. She does not consider Lady Dufferin to be a British feminist because she 

was not in Britain the majority of the time. Lady Dufferin promoted her fund from India, 
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where she visited and wrote about schools and hospitals already in existence. Dufferin‘s 

efforts focused on the deficiency in medical care for Indian women, which for her took 

precedence over British women‘s rights. This, however, should not discount the positive 

effects of her fundraising efforts in Britain toward the goal of women‘s eventual 

emancipation, nor does it diminish the overall influence on the progress of women‘s 

rights that was exerted by all women travelers to the colonies. Each one that traveled in 

the Empire and published her work in Britain disseminated new ideas about acceptable 

activities for women. Whether their readers were pleased or shocked by what they read in 

each account, the significance lies in the fact that these authors were enriching the social 

discourse on women‘s rights in Britain. 

The colonial woman fulfilled a variety of roles in the Empire, many of which 

were facilitated by her traditional roles as wife and mother. For example, the women used 

for this study, as authors, also served a purpose as disseminators of cultural information 

and British ideals. Joan Perkin‘s work has demonstrated how British wives could serve as 

social authorities. Colonial British wives did the same. Nupur Chaudhuri has examined 

the cultural influence exerted by British memsahibs in India. These women ran the 

household, hosted parties and cared for the children. They also traveled while their 

husbands were working, explored the colonies where they resided, and interacted in the 

public sphere to a small extent. They wrote letters and journals and later published these 

in compilations, manuals for future colonial households, or travel narratives, detailing 

daily life in the colonies. In so doing, they became authorities on the nature of life in 

distant climates, and disseminated both positive and negative images of the indigenous 

populations. Chaudhuri has posited that, ―British women—especially the wives of British 
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officials, military officers, missionaries, and merchants, or memsahibs—created an image 

of an Indian servant class which they, their friends, and families generalized to all 

Indians.‖
62

 The image created was often negative, portraying indigenous servants as lazy, 

dishonest, inferior, and even sub-human. According to Chaudhuri, the majority of women 

who arrived in India as wives in the nineteenth century came with the knowledge of how 

many and what type of servants they would need to run their household, based on what 

they had read in a manual published by one of their predecessors.
63

 A middle-class 

household that kept three or four servants in Britain would need upwards of fifteen 

servants in India. This was because of the nature of servants‘ work in India. Chaudhuri 

has explained that each servant performed one specialized domestic task although the 

task might only have required a few hours of time.
64

 After completing their task, the 

servant rested. This contrasted sharply with the work schedule of British servants, who 

worked much longer hours. Consequently, the earliest memsahibs perceived their Indian 

servants as lazy. This belief became part of the collection of inherited knowledge that, 

according to MacMillan, influenced a young wife‘s view of the indigenous culture more 

than any actual interactions with the people, which were limited.
65

 

By the latter half of the nineteenth century, the British Empire came under the 

influence of social Darwinism and the memsahibs of the period increasingly emphasized 
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the differences between servant and master.
66

 Chaudhuri has found that a large number of 

the memsahibs that he examined for his work began describing their servants in racially 

derogatory terms, based specifically on the darkness of their skin color.
67

 This increase in 

the use of racist terminology gained circulation in the popular magazines, published 

works, and journals in Britain. ―Thus,‖ Chaudhuri has concluded, ―nineteenth-century 

British women were socialized to attribute a negative connotation to darker skin and 

found the new experience of employing dark-skinned domestics unsettling.‖
68

 Chaudhuri 

has also pointed out that British colonial women characterized their servants as child-like 

and even animalistic in their nature, and that these characteristics emphasized the 

difference between the British colonizers and their indigenous wards. This should not, 

however, be misconstrued to agree with the civilizing mission of the British Empire at 

large. Chaudhuri has outlined no connection between the writings of the memsahibs 

analyzed in his study and the ―altruistic‖ reasons behind the British imperial project. 

Instead, the article has repeatedly noted that British women were responsible for 

disseminating and reinforcing negative images of Indian servants and the Indian 

population at large. While Chaudhuri has provided a useful progression of the 

experiences of memsahibs in India during the nineteenth century, the examples found in 

this sampling of British wives in India cannot be considered representative of the entire 

population of British colonial women who visited or settled in India. As MacMillan 

argued, to group the memsahibs into a generalized character does not do justice to the 
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reality of their existence and participation in the Empire.
69

 Also, by grouping the 

memsahibs into a detrimental force in the Empire, Chaudhuri neglected the influence of 

their writing on the promotion of the imperial mission at home in the latter half of the 

century. The description of the indigenous population as racially inferior justified the 

continued need for British intervention. The memsahibs cannot be held entirely 

responsible for the promotion of racist ideas which were used by colonial administrators 

and British politicians to justify British presence in colonial societies. They were 

fulfilling their duties as wives and mothers within what Strobel described as a male-

dominated, hierarchical society that expected them to uphold the boundaries between the 

British colonists and the indigenous population.
70

 Chaudhuri‘s article is useful for its 

explanation of the flow of cultural ideals and information between the colonies and 

Britain in the form of printed materials, such as published manuals, letters and journals, 

popular magazines and papers. It has examined the role of women as cultural and social 

authorities who influenced the development of society‘s beliefs about life in the colonies 

and the accepted images of other populations. This same role was filled by Lady Barker, 

for example, who described the running of her household and her interactions with her 

servants and the indigenous people of Maritzburg in detail in her published narrative. Her 

narrative did not contain such harsh derogatory terms for her servants as those used by 

the memsahibs in Chaudhuri‘s article, but she continually reinforced the largely accepted 

characteristics of indigenous labor as lazy and undependable, thus emphasizing the 

overall negative connotation of the indigenous population as a whole.  
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It is the responsibility of scholars of women‘s history and imperial history to 

examine each woman‘s role in the imperial project, by noting both their positive and 

negative influences on the social exchange between Britain and the colonies, and between 

the colonists and the indigenous populations. Chaudhuri has examined India, an 

established British colony early in the nineteenth century, where British and indigenous 

cultural interaction had been occurring for a long time period. Elizabeth Ellis‘ account of 

her visit to Remyo Station in Upper Burma, in contrast, presented the opposite. Upper 

Burma was a new acquisition of the British Empire at the time of Ellis‘ visit in the 1890s. 

The colonists had little social interaction with the indigenous population, because of the 

youth of the colony. Ellis described Rangoon as a growing port city with an active 

society, but Remyo Station was a group of small houses at a military outpost in the 

middle of the jungle, where the British and Burmese had fought skirmishes only a decade 

earlier.
71

 Each geographic location carried a different history of interaction with the 

British. The British government directly administered the colony of India, while the 

South Pacific consisted of port cities and small island groups often occupied by British 

troops, mainly to protect the rights and interests of British foreign trade. The level of 

interaction between colonists or travelers and indigenous people differed according to the 

relationship each location had with British imperialism. Geographic location played an 

important part in the experience of the colonial British woman. 

Many historians are content with restoring the place of women in the Empire in 
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their traditional roles, for, even in those roles, women at least were present and active.
72

 

They accompanied their husbands and cared for their children, but the imperial ventures 

of the British Empire would not necessarily have failed with their absence. If the imperial 

woman participated as far as the traditional roles allowed, however, she was still kept 

active only within the private sphere and according to many feminist scholars, she was 

still oppressed and subjugated. Women were victimized by the imperial project—the 

realm of men—where they had no place outside the home, and required men‘s protection, 

perhaps even more than they did at home in Britain. 

Philippa Levine is such a scholar, whose work often depicts women within the 

Empire in the role of the subjugated female. In Gender and Empire, Levine has pointed 

to the established patriarchy of imperialism as the force which kept women subjugated no 

matter where they resided within the Empire.
73

 Levine has characterized the imperial 

woman as a victim of the patriarchal system, burdened with the responsibility of 

maintaining control of sexuality at all corners of Empire, from within the realm of the 

private sphere. Levine has written, ―Unrestrained sexuality was an unending threat to the 

Empire; it undermined notions of British moderation and rationality, it produced inter-

racial liaisons and sometimes offspring.‖
74

 The mass migration of white women was 

promoted by the British government‘s imperial policy to help mollify the rampant 

sexuality which, according to the imperial social commentators, if left unchecked, would 
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have led to the downfall of the Empire.
75

 Here Levine has built upon the work of Ronald 

Hyam who has argued that ―the increased opportunities for sexual contact in the Empire 

made the difficult environment more attractive to colonists.‖
76

 Where Hyam has focused 

on male sexuality in regard to indigenous peoples, Levine has focused on the British 

woman in the role of the ideal Victorian female who would rescue colonial society from 

its excessive indulgences. Her point is somewhat moot because Hyam‘s argument relates 

to earlier stages of colonizing a rough and exotic wilderness. Levine‘s perspective better 

applies to an established colony, such as India during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, with its satellite version of British society in Calcutta. Levine‘s attempt to cast 

the imperial woman in such a positive light in direct response to a negative stereotype of 

imperial woman as weak or destructive, places the majority of her work in the 

recuperative category. However, Levine has provided a broad picture of colonial women 

as a whole that cannot account for every woman‘s experience. Her work has also 

demonstrated the social influence that women could affect, merely by fulfilling their role 

of moral guidance within the colonial household. This role applies more aptly to the 

women authors examined in this study who settled in the colonies for a long period of 

time, such as Lady Barker, or Lady Dufferin. Lady Duff-Gordon‘s roles as a social 

authority and moral guide were more apparent in her account of her time on board the 

ship traveling to South Africa. A contrasting perspective of the same roles can be found 

in Beatrice Grimshaw‘s narrative of her travels in the South Pacific, where she repeatedly 

noted the cultural differences between the British and the indigenous people, and 
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provided guidance on which native traditions and customs she deemed acceptable for the 

British traveler or colonist to participate in. Her moral guidance emanated through her 

published works back to her literary audience in Britain. Levine has generalized the 

experiences of British colonial women to that of their roles within the household, which 

provides a useful perspective of larger trends over time, but does not accurately 

demonstrate women‘s full participation in British imperialism. Their influence on 

colonial society affected more than the morals of the colonies. For example, increasing 

populations of women brought about more traditional social functions—such as dinner 

parties—which the male-dominated colonial society may not have maintained. Colonial 

society provided British women with more opportunities for social interaction outside of 

the household, such as the Christmas Day swim at the waterfall described by Marie 

Fraser, or the Muslim funeral attended by Lady Duff-Gordon. Duff-Gordon‘s travels took 

her away from her household, for her husband and children did not accompany her on her 

journey. 

Poovey‘s work provides a useful basis for comparison with both Hyam and 

Levine‘s works. The colonies acted as an equalizer for persons from different classes and 

from different areas of Britain. In the colonies, Poovey‘s ―Representative Englishman‖ 

became a ―Representative Briton‖ whose moral code and superior civility set him apart 

from the indigenous population. As Hyam has pointed out, during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, the flow of culture returned to Britain from the colonies in the form of 

support for imperialism, and a British national identity that included an ostensibly 

superior British morality. This morality was preserved by the colonial British woman 

who embodied the highest virtue and who had to work even harder in a foreign 
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environment to establish a moral British household. In combining the accounts of these 

three scholars, the role of the British woman in the colonies becomes an exchange of 

social ideology that the woman maintained and adapted to exist in an imperial setting.  

Not only was the British wife and mother preserving her family‘s morality, she was 

reinforcing their superiority as Britons from the indigenous cultures which surrounded 

them. As Strobel has observed, British women were responsible for ―the generational and 

daily reproduction of the empire.‖
77

 This, however, also reinforced the negative racial 

connotations of the local people as immoral, based on the difference of their cultural 

practices from superior British practices. 

Hyam and Levine have demonstrated that moral restrictions were harsher in the 

colonies, especially in the larger cities, like Calcutta and Capetown, with active and 

developed British societies. However, the local culture, climate, and geography often 

placed more limitations on a person‘s behavior than social constraints. The women 

authors examined for this study each noted the local spatial restrictions between the 

indigenous men and women in their respective locations throughout the Empire. For 

example, men and women attended separate places of worship, and Indian male doctors 

would not provide medical aid to Indian women because of social customs mandating 

separation of the genders. The harsher social restraints on colonists‘ behavior can be seen 

as a response to the local customs of spatial separations, as well as a shift in British social 

ideology throughout the Empire in response to the changes in women‘s activities, 
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including remaining unmarried and seeking employment.
78

 These responses took place in 

the latter half of the imperial process—the end of the nineteenth century—after the 

British colonists and indigenous people had developed a more stable society in many 

locations. In relation to the women used for this study, such changes in the social 

ideology may have affected the way they handled the themes within their works. For 

example, the retrenchment of traditional domestic values can be compared to Lady 

Barker‘s struggles in setting up a British household in Maritzburg, or Beatrice 

Grimshaw‘s responses toward the ―indecency‖ she perceived in the local cultures of the 

South Pacific. 

Each of the themes examined in this study allowed these women to establish 

racial differences between the British colonials and the indigenous people. The roles of 

wife and mother put British women in a position of running their household of 

indigenous servants as they chose, treating their laborers as they thought best. Colonial 

society was established to provide the British colonists with a vital link to Britain, rather 

than to ease the transition of the colonists who were dealing with indigenous, dark-

skinned servants and neighbors for the first time. The British colonial mentality of always 

referring to Britain as home and the colonies as a term of exile, also served to emphasize 

a derogatory connotation toward the indigenous culture. The exchange of culture between 

the British colonists and the indigenous people functioned as a necessity for the survival 

of the British colonists in a drastically different climate. The work schedule adapted to fit 

the religious and social beliefs of the indigenous servants. The colonists maintained this 
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schedule, however, to facilitate the normal functions of a British household. The 

preconceived notions carried by British society at large allowed British masters to 

separate themselves from their indigenous servants. The need to emphasize the racial 

difference from the people they sought to ―civilize,‖ permeated British colonial lifestyles. 

In her chapter, ―Of Gender and Empire: Reflections of the Nineteenth Century,‖ 

Catherine Hall has discussed the implications of increasing racism in British imperialism 

during the second half of the nineteenth century.
79

 Hall has noted that ―Fears emanating 

from settlers in the colonies were articulated in new ideas about the nature of racial 

difference and fostered a less benign view of Empire, one which informed the ‗scramble 

for Africa‘ and the popular imperialism of the 1880s and 1890s.‖
80

 Hall‘s work 

complements Levine‘s perceptions of the imperial woman as a moral guide within 

colonial societies and in some ways, supports Chaudhuri‘s view of the memsahib in 

India. Hall‘s writing strengthens the negative stereotype of the destructive woman of the 

Empire, breeding discontent between colonial officials and indigenous populations. Hall 

has noted that in some cases, the negative perspective was necessary, due to the role of 

white women ―as boundary markers, maintaining racial authority through their 

differentiated ways of life.‖
81

 Hall has described the domestic sphere as a space that ―had 

to be demarcated as white through specific practices and rituals, from distinctive styles of 

furnishing and dressmaking, to letter-writing, and tea-drinking.‖
82

 Such descriptions 
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would lead one to believe that they could enter a white British home in Bombay and not 

realize that they were still in India; that there would be no influence from the indigenous 

culture. Some cultural interaction, however, demonstrably occurred, regardless of the 

strict moral code which, most scholars assert, was upheld in such satellite societies within 

the Empire. MacMillan‘s perspective of Indian society as maintaining stricter standards 

for behavior than those in Britain, did not allow for much interaction with the indigenous 

cultures.
83

 However, even MacMillan has acknowledged that interaction occurred, if only 

in the form of the memsahib running her household army of indigenous servants. ―Let it 

be remembered to their credit,‖ she has noted of the memsahibs, ―that they so often loved 

their servants and were loved in return.‖
84

 The evidence found in the sources used for this 

study provides proof that there was an active exchange of culture between the colonist 

and the indigenous population. Architecture and fashion mimicked the local trends in 

India, Burma, and Africa, mostly for the comfort of the British colonists. In the South 

Pacific, the lack of an established British society resulted in a daily lifestyle more closely 

resembling that of the native population. Marie Fraser‘s account of life in Samoa 

demonstrates that the indigenous population served when they wanted to serve in many 

cases. Although Fraser and her companion altered their daily life to accommodate their 

servants, they also reveled in any normal British functions, such as having a meal that 

resembled traditional British fare, or attending a morning church service. Such familiarity 

was comforting to the British colonist or traveler during her sojourn in a foreign locale, 

especially in the South Pacific, where the number of small islands and the lack of 
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substantial populations of British people made it difficult to have an established British 

society. Scholars have overlooked the South Pacific because of the lack of firm social 

norms that can be found in the larger, more established colonies such as South Africa and 

India. Marie Fraser and Beatrice Grimshaw‘s experiences contrasted with that of Lady 

Dufferin, for example, whose daily life represented that of the ideal politician‘s wife, for 

the most part.  

Many scholars have focused solely on India and Africa when considering 

women‘s imperial participation. Geographic locations with larger populations of British 

men and women make it easy for scholars to identify grand social trends, such as Hyam 

and Levine have done in their respective works. The analysis of these larger trends 

provides a general perception of colonial lifestyle, but does not allow for accurate 

representation of the variety of women‘s roles in the Empire. By considering whole 

populations of women within a specific geographic location, the scholar may find many 

women who had the same experience in that location during the same time period and 

may project that experience onto the majority of colonial women, just as the memsahibs 

projected negative opinions of indigenous servants onto entire colonial populations. 

Analysis of a specific woman‘s experience creates the opposite effect. Now, the scholar 

has a general perception of women‘s lifestyle and an exception to that norm, who is 

elevated as having transcended her traditional roles and established an acceptable place 

for herself outside the private sphere. For example, a number of scholars have analyzed 

the writings of Mary Kingsley during her travels in West Africa toward the end of the 

nineteenth century. The tendency of some scholars to focus on an individual woman or a 

small group of women from the same geographic location in the Empire, limits the 
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perspective of British women in an imperial setting, by providing only one account, or 

similar accounts which allow for simplistic conclusions about women‘s lives. However, 

when analyzed within the context of larger social trends and imperial developments, 

works that focus on individual women can reinforce the existence of roles outside of the 

household and the significance of women as social authorities. Scholars have covered 

Mary Kingsley‘s life and work extensively, due to the recognition of her works by many 

contemporary male geographers. Alison Blunt and others have analyzed Kingsley‘s 

works using a number of contexts, but they neglect the role of her works as simple travel 

narratives. In so doing, scholars have separated Kingsley from the rest of the women in 

the colonies as an exception to the norm. Kingsley transcended the two models of victim 

or antagonist through her study of the indigenous cultures of West Africa and Egypt, and 

the acceptance of her work as scholarly. Her travels began, however, in much the same 

way as Lady Duff-Gordon, who visited South Africa and later settled in Egypt, or 

Elizabeth Ellis who journeyed to Burma. Yet, scholars have continued to cite her work as 

an example of a woman transcending the restrictions of separate spheres, rather than an 

example of a woman who, like many of her compatriots, found more opportunities in the 

colonies to have an active role in the Empire, and decided to pursue it. 

In her book, Travel, Gender, and Imperialism: Mary Kingsley and West Africa, 

Alison Blunt has noted that Kingsley‘s experience of imperialism echoes the traditional 

view of a patriarchal society.
85

 Kingsley‘s own writings evinced a derogatory tone when 

she referred, for example, to women‘s inferior ability to participate in any intellectual 
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debate.
86

 This fits with Levine‘s view of the imperial setting as man‘s domain. However, 

Kingsley‘s writings, in which she referred to her inferiority, were widely read by male 

British intellectuals. Upon returning from her two lengthy trips to West Africa, Kingsley 

became a well-known personality in the debates on imperialism of the 1890s.
87

 Her work 

was also noteworthy because she sympathized with the indigenous cultures she 

encountered. This was especially true of her later works. Kingsley‘s tone was not 

derogatory toward the indigenous character and she spent less time emphasizing their 

inferiority, than she did promoting their history, which could have strengthened the view 

of an established indigenous society, rather than a putatively inferior group of tribal 

peoples. Kingsley‘s experience and participation represented the ability of the nineteenth-

century British woman to infiltrate the established patriarchal system and achieve a status 

outside the norm. In doing so, Kingsley was subtly undermining that system. She was 

regarded as an established authority on indigenous cultures, disseminating more accurate 

images of the local populations, rather than reinforcing generally derogatory images of 

lazy natives. Her later works on Egypt, however, focused more on the history and 

development of Egyptian culture than on her daily interactions with Egyptian people. 

Blunt has also stated the need for scholars to avoid generalizations when 

characterizing women‘s experience in the Empire. With that aim in mind, Blunt has 

attempted to resurrect Mary Kingsley from the private sphere without establishing her as 

a feminist heroine, which would reinforce rather than challenge such traditional 
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perspectives.
88

 Blunt has categorized Mary Kingsley‘s colonial West African experiences 

in terms of geographical history due to the fact that this was the field in which Kingsley‘s 

contributions gained recognition. She has analyzed Kingsley‘s experience based on her 

works and the reception of those writings by her contemporaries, but has failed to provide 

a clear notion of Kingsley‘s daily, colonial lifestyle. Blunt does not establish whether 

Kingsley‘s experience reflected the same spatial boundaries of separate spheres for men 

and women in Britain. Also, by focusing on one imperial woman travel writer—a well-

recognized one—Blunt has provided a narrow perspective of women‘s experience in the 

Empire, though she recognizes the need for scholars to engage in comparative studies of 

women travel writers to gain perspective on this group, which is often marginalized.
89

 

Cheryl McEwan has also analyzed the contributions by women travel writers of 

the imperial century to contemporary geographic and cultural discourses. In her book, 

Gender, Geography and Empire: Victorian Women Travelers in West Africa, McEwan 

has discussed the writings of Mary Kingsley, Zelie Colvile, Mary Slessor, and several 

other women whose writings contributed to the imperial development of geographical 

knowledge.
90

 Each of the women McEwan has examined resided in West Africa, but with 

differing purposes. Colville traveled with her husband, who served as colonial official 

and came from a noble heritage. Mary Slessor was a Christian missionary to Nigeria from 

a middle-class Scottish family. McEwan has provided a useful comparison between the 
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seven or so women included in her analysis, which demonstrates their purpose for 

writing, their situation, their social status, and responses in their writings to their 

environment.
91

 For example, Blunt has compared the sense of ―duty‖ which is apparent in 

the writings of the women who travelled to West Africa with their husbands.
92

 McEwan 

has noted that aristocratic women had the ―freedom to travel,‖ which was ―facilitated by 

improved communications and modes of transportation, and the gradual loosening of the 

restrictions on their movements, which made it easier for them to broaden their 

activities.‖
93

 Although they experienced less restriction of movement, their location in 

West Africa and the state of the local colonial society determined the level of restriction 

of their behavior. With the exceptions of Mary Kingsley and Mary Slessor, who remained 

single her entire life, the women discussed by McEwan accepted their traditional roles as 

dutiful wives and mothers. McEwan‘s work provides useful comparisons of the various 

women. What McEwan has failed to do is to communicate the role these women played 

in disseminating information about colonial life back to Britain. Unlike Blunt‘s 

perception of Mary Kingsley as an exceptional character who became a noted authority 

on indigenous cultures and geography, McEwan has reduced the written works of the 

women she examines to letters and journals and neglected their significance in the 

exchange of culture and social ideologies. McEwan has demonstrated women‘s presence 

in the colonies, but has portrayed them as a marginalized group of victims rather than 

active participants. 
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As Chaudhuri has noted, British women served a significant purpose as cultural 

authorities through their written works. The women he examined not only reinforced the 

negative image of the indigenous cultures, but also promoted the national identity of 

British superiority. What, however, was the British national identity in the nineteenth 

century? Scholars have greatly debated the elements of British national identity, as the 

British themselves are still considering the characteristics of their own identity. Linda 

Colley has presented the theory of a common Britishness in response to outside threats, 

rather than as a formulation of common characteristics, which the Protestant and Catholic 

mix of Britain, comprised by the peoples of four distinct groups did not share. Colley has 

argued, ―Quite simply, we usually decide who we are by reference to who and what we 

are not.‖
94

 The difficulty with this approach is that the four separate nations have 

repeatedly found reason to define each other as ―the Other.‖
95

 Colley has acknowledged 

this, and has responded by demonstrating that the nineteenth century imperial project 

provided an opportunity to articulate a more assertive British national identity in 

confrontation with the other. Colley has explained this opportunity as follows: 

Possession of such a vast and obviously alien empire encouraged 

the British to see themselves as a distinct, special, and—often—

superior people. They could contrast their law, their standard of 

living, their treatment of women, their political stability, and, 

above all, their collective power against societies that they only 

imperfectly understood but usually perceived as far less 

developed.
96

 

Colley‘s assessment is affirmed by the experiences of the women authors examined in 
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this study, most apparently in the narratives of Lady Barker and Lady Duff-Gordon in 

South Africa, Sara Dunn in India, and Beatrice Grimshaw in the South Pacific.  Colley 

has recognized the significant authority of the written works of such women in 

articulating these ideas of self and other in Britain. She has noted that the discourse of 

cultural difference was not experienced only by those who lived and worked in the 

Empire. ―It was disseminated far more widely,‖ Colley has written, ―by way of the 

theatre, ballads, journalism, the music hall, children‘s books, art of all kinds, and, of 

course, by novels.‖
97

  Colley does not mention travel narratives and manuals, which, 

according to Nupur Chaudhuri, were widely published and read throughout Britain as 

early as 1820.
98

 Chaudhuri has also noted the strong sense of Britishness which resulted 

after the Indian rebellion of 1857. ―The British,‖ Chaudhuri has argued, ―could not accept 

that such inferior people could attack British men‘s possessions—their women or their 

empire.‖
99

 It is interesting that Chaudhuri has emphasized the male perspective when 

referring to the British, rather than the feminine tone of the memsahibs, who, according to 

his work, were just as incredulous in response to the rebellion, and just as offended by it. 

The response of the memsahibs and the British colonists in general to this ―outside threat‖ 

increased their sense of national identity, characterized by superiority over the other, in 

the form of the Indians. MacMillan has also acknowledged the lengths to which the 

British colonists went to establish the social boundaries between the rulers and those they 

ruled, especially in India. ―The people of the Raj lived public lives,‖ she has written, and 
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―they felt obliged to behave like the rulers they were.‖
100

 The Indians, according to 

MacMillan, expected pomp and ―gaudy pageantry‖ from their rulers.
101

  All the standards 

of social behavior, the elaborate dinner parties, and the hierarchy of the British colonial 

society were maintained to reinforce the differences between the British and the 

indigenous cultures. These differences also defined British colonists‘ national identity 

and the purpose of their mission in the Empire. Here, both Colley and Chaudhuri 

emphasize the British national identity. Other scholars, however, find that British national 

identity was not so easily defined, even in the context of the British Empire. 

Krishan Kumar has examined the discourse of national identity and the 

difficulties that the English and the British as a whole have had in establishing an 

identity, in his article, ―English and British National Identity.‖
102

 Kumar has noted that 

the ―four nations‖ approach used by many scholars often neglects the leading role of the 

English in forming the whole that is the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.
103

 

Scholars have been developing the independent histories of Scotland, Ireland and Wales. 

―But in attempting to do justice to the varying histories and contributions of the Scots, 

Welsh, and Irish,‖ Kumar has stated, ―it runs the risk of ignoring the extent to which the 

English oversaw the entire process of development.‖
104

 Here, Kumar, has called on the 

work of Linda Colley in establishing that the Britons articulated a common British 
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national identity in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in response to outside threats 

by the ―other,‖ which Kumar has referred to most often as France.
105

 Rather than 

developing this sense of Britishness, Kumar has reinforced the leading position of the 

English in combining the Empire of the four nations and in maintaining the much larger 

―outside Empire,‖ of the nineteenth century.
106

 Kumar has posited, ―The construction and 

rule of the vast overseas empire—the largest the world has ever seen—gave the English a 

sense of purpose and mission that stilled the normal sentiments of nationalism. It also for 

a while, helped to contain Scottish, Welsh and even Irish nationalism.‖
107

 What Colley 

and Chaudhuri have referred to as nationalism, Kumar has called patriotism. ―Other 

people have nationalism;‖ Kumar has explained, ―the English, they have preferred to say, 

have the patriotism more befitting a state-bearing people, who have a more important task 

on their hands than in worshipping themselves in the manner of mere nationalists.‖
108

 

Kumar has argued that rather than strengthening a common British national identity, the 

British Empire provided the distraction necessary to displace nationalism in British 

ideology of the nineteenth century. Toward the end of the century, however, this became 

more difficult to do.  

At the turn of the century, with the increase of nationalism across Europe as a 

strong ideology, the four nations of Britain felt ―growing pressures toward developing at 

                                                             
105

 Ibid., 432. 

 
106

 Ibid., 434. 

 
107

 Ibid. 

 
108

 Ibid., 433-434. 

 



52 

least the elements of national identity.‖
109

 Since this period, the English have endeavored 

to articulate a national identity, but have had a much more difficult time in doing so than 

their Irish, Scottish, and Welsh compatriots. Kumar‘s point resonates within the writings 

of the women authors examined in this study. These women defined themselves as 

Englishwomen, but they defined the Empire as British. They participated in the British 

Empire by serving as wives and mothers. They justified their position within the Empire 

by publishing their works and becoming social authorities on life in the Empire. When 

they referred to their superior style of dress, mannerisms, or morality, however, they 

referred to their English superiority. This did not mean, however, that these women 

defined themselves as superior to their fellow British colonists who were of Scottish, 

Irish, or Welsh decent. The evidence in the accounts of these women shows that their 

fellow British compatriots shared a sense of common superiority over the indigenous 

culture. In a colonial setting, Colley‘s argument of a common identity of Britishness was 

correct. However, this Britishness did not displace a person‘s national identity as English, 

Irish, Scottish, or Welsh. This difference resonated in the flow of culture back to Britain 

toward the end of the century as the colonies became established. A thriving British 

society in an imperial setting allowed the British colonists to identify themselves as Irish, 

or English, etc. The social ideology that radiated back toward Britain would have allowed 

for the increased calling for distinct national identities that Kumar has noted at the end of 

the nineteenth century. 

 The state of the field is obviously one of immense growth. Scholars have begun 
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to question the traditional precepts of women‘s history in connection with British 

imperialism. Gender history and imperial history have benefitted from new and varied 

perspectives. Scholars have acknowledged women‘s traditional contributions to the 

imperial project, to social ideology, and to Britain‘s national identities. There are still 

areas, particularly regarding women‘s travel writings, which can benefit from scholarly 

attention. Comparative studies of this topic will provide a well-rounded view of women‘s 

actual experience in comparison to the romantic or general perceptions which scholars 

have previously promoted. Many scholars still struggle with the urge to recuperate 

women‘s history into imperial history in the form of heroic positivist narratives, or to 

reinforce the perception of the women as subjugated or destructive within the Empire. 

These two archetypes cannot account for every woman, and a more complex sampling of 

accounts reveals women‘s participation through their traditional roles and beyond. 

 This study will strengthen the connections between women‘s history and imperial 

history, by providingexamples of women‘s experiences within the Empire from several 

different locations, including South Africa, India, Burma, and the islands of the South 

Pacific. The variety of experiences among the seven women who form the basis of this 

study demonstrates that the colonial experience differed greatly depending upon 

geographic location. The nature of each woman‘s participation varied, but each woman 

made a contribution to the imperial project, whether through her roles as wife and 

mother, or her role as author and social authority. This study contributes to the current 

state of the field by providing a complex view of women‘s imperial experience and 

works. The women were not heroines, nor were they generally victims or antagonists, but 

they each traveled or settled in the Empire with a purpose and a result that was broader 
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than their traditional roles as British wives and mothers. Rather than drawing a general 

conclusion about whether they were a weak or negative force in the colonies, this study 

argues that women made significant contributions to the imperial project and the 

dialogues and ideologies which centered on it. The significant similarities between the 

women‘s accounts from various locations in the Empire—such as establishing their 

identity as British colonists in their writing or responding and disseminating cultural 

ideas, both British and indigenous—show that women‘s participation in colonial societies 

was less restricted than the traditional ideals imply of women in both the Empire and 

Britain. 
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CHAPTER 1: SOUTH AFRICA 

 The British Cape colony had its origins as a safe port for the trade ships coming 

from India. Britain formally acquired it in 1806. Tensions with the Boer population—

descendants of the Dutch settlers—existed from the outset and lasted for the term of 

British involvement in South Africa. The indigenous and Boer (or Afrikaner) populations 

were greatly diminished by the conflicts of the 1880s, 1890s, and 1900s known as the 

Boer Wars. It was also during this time that the British were greatly expanding and 

solidifying their control in Africa.
1
 

 The two authors discussed in this chapter visited the Cape Colony and travelled to 

the very borders of British South Africa. Lady Duff-Gordon made her way to the Caledon 

River Valley in 1851, where she encountered a number of different cultures, including 

British colonists, Boers, Dutchmen, and indigenous tribal populations. Duff-Gordon 

made astute observations during her travels about the British presence in the area and the 

effects of colonization on all those involved. Lady Mary Anne Barker, the second lady 

author, followed her husband to Natal in 1876. Her husband had traveled to Natal in 1875 

upon his appointment. Lady Barker‘s journey started at the Cape and continued up the 

west coast of Africa to the port city of Durban, and eventually ended in Maritzburg, 

where her husband served as a colonial official. Barker was well informed of both the 
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good and bad effects of British imperialism, due to her husband‘s previous positions in 

other colonies, and her childhood experiences of colonial Jamaica.  

 Both women appeared less racist toward the indigenous cultures than the general 

consensus of British colonists depicted by Chaudhuri would lead one to believe. These 

women respected the locals as fellow humans, while also maintaining their British 

nationalism and sense of superiority. The lack of strong racist language and the positive 

descriptions of indigenous people may have been a form of self-censorship, which each 

author engaged in to accommodate their audience in Britain. Lady Barker distanced 

herself from the indigenous labor to maintain a master-servant relationship for the order 

of her household. Both women came from aristocratic backgrounds, and yet, neither 

woman fit the same mold. Nor did either woman appear limited or confined by her place 

within British colonial society. There was a sense of survival and necessity which 

provided opportunities and even obligated women to go beyond their basic duties as 

wives and mothers. Neither woman was victimized by her experience of imperialism. 

Barker was perhaps better equipped for her stay, having been raised in Jamaica. 

 Lady Duff-Gordon took part in more society functions than her counterpart. 

Barker‘s location was more remote, so her movement was somewhat limited by a lack of 

nearby activities and available transportation. However, climate and geography, more 

often than British conceptions of proper gender roles, imposed limits on the activities of 

Duff-Gordon and Barker.  Duff-Gordon‘s distance from her husband and children 

provided freedom from her prescribed duties as a wife and mother. However, she still 

wrote of herself as exhibiting an ideal femininity, at least within colonial society. Both of 

these women also noted the variety of experiences they enjoyed during their time in 
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South Africa. Other accounts from different locations in the Empire contrast with their 

experiences. These conflicting accounts demonstrate that it is unproductive for scholars 

to group all British women in the colonies and at home into a few perceptions of 

restricted or not restricted by society‘s morals and customs. They also demonstrate the 

variety of information that was disseminated from the colonies back to Britain. These 

women, in some ways, reinforced British society‘s beliefs about colonial life and the 

indigenous people, but also provided different perspectives on both of these topics. 

LADY LUCIE DUFF-GORDON 

 Lucie Duff-Gordon (1821-1869) was an English author who travelled to South 

Africa and Egypt and wrote extensive letters home. Her family published her letters and 

journals after her death. Duff-Gordon wrote the majority of the letters to her husband and 

mother. Lucie married Sir Alexander Duff-Gordon in 1840. She translated a number of 

books and critiqued the writing of fellow female authors during her lifetime. She is most 

famous for her letters, published in two compilations: Letters from the Cape (1921) and 

Last Letters from Egypt (1876).
2
 Lucie Duff-Gordon travelled to South Africa in 1851 for 

the climate, which she hoped would help improve her health. Duff-Gordon suffered from 

tuberculosis. Her traveling companion, known to the reader only as ―S,‖ remained with 

her throughout the journey. After staying in South Africa for several years, Lady Duff-

Gordon traveled north to Egypt, where she settled in 1862 in the city of Luxor. Duff-

Gordon remained in Egypt until her death in 1869. 
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 Despite her illness, Lady Duff-Gordon travelled extensively during her time in 

South Africa. She mentioned her cough as an inconvenience which seemed to improve or 

worsen with the weather. Even during the journey down to South Africa by steamship she 

rarely complained of her tuberculosis. She did note it when she caught a cold during the 

voyage, which she attributed to exceptionally damp weather.
3
 

 Duff-Gordon‘s description of the voyage from England down to the Cape 

demonstrates how social customs and spatial restrictions were adapted, or even 

suspended, when necessary. She did not provide much description of the ship which 

carried her south, but her quarters on board were not grand. They were, according to her 

narrative, compact and serviceable.
4
 According to Duff-Gordon, the ship was not a grand 

or luxurious vessel. Aboard the ship life was ordered, but the rules bent when the weather 

turned particularly bad, or when an eager passenger such as Duff-Gordon was on board. 

Lady Duff-Gordon described her relationship with the captain and the crew as one of 

mutual respect and friendship. She was not just another passenger. ―Life is very 

enjoyable;‖ Duff-Gordon wrote, ―and as I have the run of the charts, and ask all sorts of 

questions, I get plenty of amusement.‖
5
 Here, Lady Duff-Gordon described herself as 

taking an active interest in the navigation of the vessel; an interest apparently indulged by 

the captain and crew. Duff-Gordon often wrote her letters from the captain‘s quarters, 

where she had use of a proper desk. As suggested by the tone of her narrative, such 

privileges were not allowed to all the passengers. However, the basic run of the ship‘s 
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daily schedule remained rather stringent, even for Lucie Duff-Gordon. She described her 

daily routine as follows: 

Life is thus:—Avery—my cuddy boy—brings tea for S, and milk 

for me, at six. S turns out; when she is dressed, I turn out, and sing 

out for Avery, who takes down my cot, and brings a bucket of salt 

water, in which I wash with vast danger and difficulty. Get 

dressed, and go on deck at eight. Ladies not allowed there earlier. 

Breakfast solidly at nine. Deck again; gossip; pretend to read.
6
 

Duff-Gordon mentioned the limitation on women‘s time on deck. She did not provide any 

clues as to the reason for the restriction in her narrative. Her routine, however, included 

gossiping on deck and pretending to read. Her description of the mysterious ―S‖ in this 

excerpt portrays a fellow noblewoman with a similar daily schedule. Both women 

received the same attention by the cabin boy, Avery. Based upon the available 

information, it may be supposed that ―S‖ was a traveling companion—perhaps a niece or 

the daughter of a close friend—who had been enlisted to accompany Duff-Gordon. The 

two women receive similar treatment in the context of their status, but ―S‖ did not enjoy 

some of the same privileges as Duff-Gordon, such as the run of the charts, for example. 

Duff-Gordon repeatedly distinguished herself from her fellow travelers. The fact that 

Duff-Gordon was on a ship made little difference to her. Her interactions with the crew 

and captain gave the impression of a busy woman, actively participating in the orderly 

life on board the ship. Duff-Gordon also took part in the society which formed among the 

passengers during the journey south.  

 Although in the middle of the ocean, British society adapted and continued 

onboard the ship. Lady Duff-Gordon‘s gossip gave credence to its existence. Further 
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connections to home came in the religious services which were held on deck each Sunday 

morning. Every passenger and crew member attended the services, which allowed for 

interaction between the classes. Passengers and sailors did not generally consort with 

each other above what was necessary, but the Sunday services offered an exception. ―It 

was a striking sight,‖ Lady Duff-Gordon wrote, ―with the sailors seated on oars and 

buckets, covered with signal flags, and with their clean frocks and faces.‖
7
 She continued 

by describing the tempestuous weather on one particular Sunday, but not even rough seas 

would cancel the church service.
8
 Here again, the passengers and crew upheld the 

connection to civilization and society. The colonists maintained this connection in some 

form in each of the locations considered for this study. It was a vital part of every 

colonial society. 

 Lucie Duff-Gordon got along very well with the sailors aboard the steamship. In 

fact, she liked the sailors much better than the military men who were also on the ship. 

Duff-Gordon described the two groups as follows: 

The artillery officers were generally well-behaved; the men, 

deserters and ruffians, sent out as drivers. We have had five courts-

martial and two floggings in eight weeks, among seventy men. 

They were pampered with food and porter, and would not pull a 

rope, or get up at six to air their quarters. The sailors are an 

excellent set of men. When we parted, the first lieutenant said to 

me, ‗Weel, ye‘ve a wonderful idee of discipline for a leddy, I will 

say. You‘ve never been reported but once, and that was on sick 

leave, for your light, and all in order.‘
9
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Duff-Gordon disliked the military men and approved of the merchant sailors. She noted 

that the soldiers did not take part in the labor onboard the ship. This was perhaps for the 

best, as the sailors and soldiers may not have worked together well. Another interesting 

note about this passage was Duff-Gordon‘s use of the vernacular commonly used by the 

sailors. She made the same decision that Lady Barker made in her narrative: to keep the 

language authentic. Not only did this make the story more entertaining, but it also 

demonstrated the wide range of different people with whom the women were coming into 

contact. The mispronunciation highlighted the difference in class and education between 

the sailors and the aristocratic passengers. Duff-Gordon still praised the sailors and noted 

their merits, despite their lower social standing. 

 According to her account, the sailors reciprocated Duff-Gordon‘s respect for 

them. She related the comments of one of the mates. ―He says,‖ she wrote, ―that I am a 

great help to him, as a pattern of discipline and punctuality.‖
10

 A strict schedule 

determined when men or women could be up on deck, meal times, and when Sunday 

services took place. ―People are much inclined to miss meals,‖ Duff-Gordon continued, 

―and then want things at odd hours, and make the work quite impossible to the cook and 

servants.‖
11

 Such inconveniences could prove to be very problematic considering that the 

ship had a finite supply of food and drink for a given period of time between ports. In 

addition, foul weather could worsen the working conditions for the crew. 

 In the event of an emergency, the ship was thrown into chaos, were it not for the 

strict chain of command and order kept by the crew. The passengers did not always 
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respect the chain of command. Duff-Gordon noted the remarks of the first lieutenant 

about her behavior during one such crisis. In the middle of the night, the steamship 

endured a collision when a larger boat bore down on it and it could not maneuver out of 

the way in time. Upon hearing the crash, Lucie Duff-Gordon decided to ―lay still,‖ and 

wait till the ship went down.
12

 Of course, it never sank as the damage to the steamer was 

not substantial. According to her account, her behavior during the scare garnered much 

attention.   The first lieutenant, ―who looks on passengers as odious cargo,‖ remarked of 

Lady Duff-Gordon to the captain that ―She was ‗among ‗em all, and never sung out, nor 

asked a question the while‘.‖
13

 Such behavior, the first lieutenant stated, was 

―beautiful.‖
14

 The rest of the passengers, according to Duff-Gordon, panicked and rushed 

about the ship asking whether or not they would sink.
15

 Duff-Gordon wrote that since the 

adventure of the collision, the first lieutenant had taken a distinct liking to her.
16

 As for 

the rest of the passengers, their reaction was not as effusive, but still noteworthy enough 

for Duff-Gordon to recall it to her mother. ―I found myself next day looked upon as no 

better than a heathen by all the women,‖ She wrote, ―because I had been cool, and 

declined to get up and make a noise.‖
17

 It is clear from the tone of the letter, that Lady 

Duff-Gordon saw herself as a much better traveler than most of her compatriots on the 
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steamship. Her own companion was also ―an excellent traveler.‖
18

 She listed the 

necessary traits, including ―no grumbling, and no gossiping, which, on board a ship like 

ours, is a great merit, for there is ad nauseam of both.‖
19

 Duff-Gordon was a self-

proclaimed gossip—it was part of her daily schedule—yet, she admired the character of 

her companion, who was able to avoid it. Gossip proved necessary on the ship as it 

provided that vital connection with British society back home, where gossip was just as 

essential. Ironically, Duff-Gordon felt there was too much gossip among the passengers, 

even though she actively participated with them.  

Throughout the account of the voyage, Duff-Gordon described herself as better 

prepared, better behaved, and in many ways, more competent than the other passengers 

making the same journey. Duff- Gordon described the ability to travel well as an 

important skill, which she thought necessary for British men and women. Although she 

was traveling to South Africa for her health rather than to take up a post with her 

husband, Duff-Gordon seemed to consider herself a colonist in the respect that she 

needed to have the same strength of character and ability to adapt. She mothered the sick 

on board the ship even though she was ill herself. She took control and made decisions 

among the passengers when the crew was unable to do so. One such event, for example, 

occurred just before the end of their journey. Lady Duff-Gordon discovered that the cabin 

across the hall from hers had flooded in a storm and that the Irish soldier in the bunk had 

caught a strong fever from the damp. She had the soldier moved into her cabin where he 
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could recover while the crew drained and repaired his bunk.
20

 Having a man sleep in her 

room, of course, was improper, but Lady Duff-Gordon decided it was necessary and sat 

up through the night, making sure that his fever did not worsen.
21

 According to her letter, 

the decision to make such a sacrifice was hers alone. Duff-Gordon‘s letters described her 

cabin as being near her travelling companion‘s cabin, but they did not share quarters. It is 

unclear whether or not she had a chaperone present while sharing her cabin with the 

soldier. This represented the type of character necessary to survive abroad in the Empire. 

It also revealed the opportunities presented by travel to transgress accepted British social 

conventions. 

 Lady Duff-Gordon‘s tone and vivid detail throughout her narrative suggests that 

she saw this trip as an adventure and an opportunity, rather than merely a trip to a warmer 

climate for her health. Once the steamship docked in Capetown, she did not retire to a 

hotel to sit and read. She went on daily adventures around the town and recorded many 

interesting encounters with the indigenous culture. Lady Duff-Gordon recounted the 

details of a local burial which she attended. The invitation was informal, but the privilege 

seemed great. She described the event as follows: 

They buried the head butcher of the Mussulmans, and a most 

strange poetical scene it was. The burial-ground is on the side of 

the Lion Mountain—on the Lion‘s rump—and overlooks the whole 

bay, part of the town, and the most superb mountain panorama 

beyond…I went in after the procession, which consisted of a bier 

covered with three common Paisley shawls of gay colours; no one 

looked at me; and when they got near the grave, I kept at a 

distance, and sat down when they did. But a man came up and said, 
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‗You are welcome.‘ So I went close, and saw the whole 

ceremony.
22

 

Duff-Gordon watched the ceremony which was attended by ―eighty or a hundred men, no 

women, and five or six ‗Hadjis‘ [sic].‖
23

 She attended an event from which Muslim 

women were barred, a unique experience for a British woman, merely because of her 

curiosity regarding the customs of the local Muslims. Lucie Duff-Gordon recognized the 

unique situation, and concerned that she had overstepped a boundary, confided as much 

to an English-speaking member of the ceremony. He replied, ―Oh, no; poor Malays were 

proud when noble English persons showed such respect to their religion.‖
24

 Her curiosity 

about the indigenous people often gained her respect and better comforts. 

 Lady Duff-Gordon‘s peers praised her for her tolerant observations of the 

indigenous culture.
25

 Her writing cast many indigenous servants in the same general role 

of addiction and laziness which was commonly expressed by her fellow female authors. 

The common belief of British imperialists and colonists which was apparent in each 

woman‘s writing was that indigenous labor was unreliable and inferior to European or 

imported labor. In many cases, however, Duff-Gordon also pointed out the flaws in the 

British treatment of the indigenous populations in their colonies. She, of course, never 

resorted to such treatment with the locals. For example, many British masters called their 

                                                             
22

 Ibid., 35. Duff-Gordon used the term ―Mussulman‖ in reference to the Muslim community in 

South Africa.   

 
23

 Ibid. The term ―Hajji‖ referred to a Muslim who had completed the pilgrimage to Mecca. 

However, Duff-Gordon used it here—although she misspelled it—to describe the Muslim elders, who were 

often referred to with the honorary title regardless of whether or not they actually completed a pilgrimage. 

 
24

 Ibid., 36. 

 
25

 Ibid., 3. 

 



66 

male servants ―boy‖ regardless of the age of the men. This is apparent in her dealings 

with the locals in Caledon. She recounted a conversation with a native woman about the 

locals‘ regard of her in one of her letters. The woman told her what Duff-Gordon‘s own 

driver had said to the locals about her. Duff-Gordon wrote, ―He told them he was sure I 

was a ‗very great Missis‘, because of my ‗plenty good behaviour‘; that I spoke to him just 

as to a white gentleman, and did not ‗laugh and talk nonsense talk‘. ‗Never say ―Here, 

you black fellow‖, dat Missis‘.‖
26

 By her own account, Duff-Gordon treated the locals as 

civilized people and in response they behaved in a more civilized way and treated her 

kindly. Although her testimony was subjective, she brought out a valid criticism of the 

British imperial mindset toward native populations.  

Lady Duff-Gordon pointed out that, ―The English, when they mean to be good-

natured, are generally offensively familiar, and ‗talk nonsense talk‘, i.e. imitate the Dutch 

English of the Malays and blacks; the latter feel it the greatest compliment to be treated 

au serieux, and spoken to in good English.‖
27

 The justification the British offered for 

their colonial efforts was to benefit the local populations with progress and civilization 

while also fattening the Empire‘s purse with trade. By consistently treating the locals as 

simple and uncivilized, however, the British mindset merely perpetuated the lack of 

civilization that they erroneously perceived in indigenous cultures. Duff-Gordon‘s 

critique and assertion was that treating the locals with respect offered an example of 

civilization which they responded to in kind. They may not have followed the British 
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ideal of civilization, but according to Duff-Gordon‘s account, their manners certainly 

improved. 

Duff-Gordon‘s writing was not entirely lacking in racist terminology, but even 

when she used such terms, she expressed some sympathy for the indigenous people. For 

example, Lady Duff-Gordon described a new servant hired at the inn as ―the type of the 

nigger slave,‖ which seemed to mean he was ―a thief, a liar, a glutton, a drunkard—but 

you can‘t resent it.‖
28

 She added the last part because this new ―boy‖—as all indigenous 

male servants were called even after emancipation—was a ―product of slavery.‖
29

 Duff-

Gordon believed that his character was determined by his being raised by slave parents. 

She described him more fully as follows:  

He pretends to be a simpleton in order to do less work and eat and 

drink and sleep more than a reasonable being, and he knows his 

buffoonery will get him out of scrapes. Withal, thoroughly good-

natured and obliging, and perfectly honest, except where food and 

drink are concerned, which he pilfers like a monkey.
30

 

Duff-Gordon did not fault him his bad behavior because he was, in her opinion, still a 

good ―boy,‖ honest and willing to work when asked to do something.  

Duff-Gordon, like many other writers, attributed the local tendency to take up 

vices such as alcoholism to the presence of British rule.  Lady Barker mentioned similar 

connections in her work, but unlike Duff-Gordon, she was unsympathetic toward the 

indigenous men. Barker‘s childhood experiences of colonial Jamaica informed her 

opinions of indigenous peoples. She cast indigenous laborers in a negative light, and 
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occasionally, based upon their skin color, or their ethnic background. Lady Duff-Gordon 

adopted a much more tolerant view. She wrote of the interesting occurrence when British 

women would come to the colonies in search of British husbands but would ultimately 

marry one of the local Muslim men. She applauded them their choice, but noted that there 

were pros and cons for the emigrant girls who ―turned ‗Malays.‘‖
31

 ―They risked a 

plurality of wives,‖ Duff-Gordon wrote, ―and professed Islam, but they got fine clothes 

and industrious husbands.‖
32

 ―They wear a very pretty dress,‖ she continued, ―and all 

have a great air of independence and self-respect; and the real Malays are very 

handsome.‖
33

 Duff-Gordon called the Malay men more industrious. In this instance, she 

was comparing the Muslim colonists to British men, not the darker-skinned 

―Mozambiques‖ or ―ordinary blacks‖ of the Cape.
34

 Unlike the average British 

imperialist man, a Malay husband knew ―not billiards and brandy,‖ which Duff-Gordon 

called the two ―diseases of Capetown.‖
35

 This particular example is a contradiction of the 

commonly-held belief of British superiority as a race, over those whom they ruled in the 

Empire.  

After her sojourn in Capetown, Duff-Gordon continued her journey up into the 

interior of South Africa, to Caledon, which lies on the present-day border with Lesotho. 

She stayed at an inn in the Caledon River Valley, ―kept by an English ex-officer, who 
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went through the Caffre war, and found his pay insufficient for the wants of a numerous 

family.‖
36

 ―I quite admire his wife,‖ Duff-Gordon wrote, ―who cooks, cleans, nurses her 

babes, gives singing and music lessons,—all as merrily as if she liked it.‖
37

 This 

particular woman had plenty to keep her occupied all day and she fulfilled very 

traditional roles. She was a mother, a wife, and a housekeeper. Duff-Gordon‘s own 

perspective, of course, was that of an aristocratic woman who was a mother, but who also 

had the help of servants and led a very comfortable lifestyle. Duff-Gordon provided a 

contrasting account of a woman in a local pub. ―We went into a neat little ‗public,‘‖ she 

wrote, ―and had porter and ham sandwiches, for which I paid 4s. 6d. to a miserable-

looking English woman, who was afraid of her tipsy customers.‖
38

 Where the innkeeper‘s 

wife carried a contented air, this woman was miserable with her occupation. Duff-

Gordon‘s account portrayed the pub as the worse of the two options. She did not mention 

the English woman at the pub as having a husband. Rather than portraying the female 

publican as a successful businesswoman, Duff-Gordon perceived her as a lone woman in 

a precarious situation in a foreign land, without the protection of a man. Within her 

narrative, Duff-Gordon encapsulated the variety of positions available to women in a 

colonial setting—Duff-Gordon was the genteel tourist, the inn-keeper‘s wife was the 

middle-class wife and mother, and the publican was a working woman.  
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Lady Duff-Gordon was much more content during her time at the inn than she had 

been in Capetown. ―I like this inn-life,‖ she wrote, ―because I see all the 

‗neighbourhood‘—farmers and traders—whom I like far better than the gentility of 

Capetown.‖
39

 Duff-Gordon provided detailed descriptions of the colonists of the lower 

classes, including expatriate British working men whom she encountered at the inn, 

which seemed to be the central meeting place in Caledon. On another occasion, she 

described the genteel residents of Capetown by comparing them with a respectable 

colonist in Caledon, whom she characterized as ―an excellent specimen of a 

colonist…very gentle and unaffected, with homely good sense, and real good breeding—

such a contrast to the pert airs and vulgarity of Capetown and of the people in (colonial) 

high places.‖
40

 

 She also encountered many Dutch farmers and traders who had remained even 

after the imposition of British rule. Duff-Gordon always made note of the differing levels 

of civilization between the British and Dutch colonists—particularly in the realm of 

drunkenness and dancing. ―The Dutchmen,‖ she wrote, ―danced badly, and said not a 

word, but plodded on so as to get all the dancing they could for their money.‖
41

 Even 

though she appreciated her interactions with various cultures, Duff-Gordon gauged her 

experiences against the standards set by her British upbringing and heritage. 

Despite the nationalism which ran through Lady Duff-Gordon‘s writing, she was 

observant enough to note the effects of colonialism on the indigenous cultures. While in 
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Caledon, she took it upon herself to meet a man whom she identified as the last of the 

Hottentots.
42

 The man was ancient, but welcomed her kindly and spoke with her at length 

about his life. She reflected, ―This may sound like sentimentalism; but you cannot 

conceive the effect of looking on the last of a race once the owners of all this land, and 

now utterly gone.‖
43

 The British were not the first to overrun the Khoikoi‘s lands, but the 

principles of colonialism and imperialism remained the same, despite the passing of two 

centuries. Duff-Gordon felt humbled by the old man‘s kindness when he had experienced 

so much hardship in his life, including a lengthy term in slavery.
44

 Her reverence in 

meeting the ostensibly last-surviving member of a culture revealed Duff-Gordon to be 

responsive to the plight of cultures that came under colonial rule, whether by the British 

or one of the other imperial powers of the time. Most of the female authors examined for 

this study exhibited a similar perception of the relationship between the colonial rulers, 

their agents, and the indigenous populations. Yet, the common perception of British 

civilization as superior to the indigenous cultures persisted throughout their respective 

writings, as well. 

LADY MARY ANNE BARKER 

 Lady Mary Anne Barker was an author and pioneer. She was born in Jamaica in 

1831 where her father served a highly placed colonial official. She went to England for 

her education. While there, she met and married her first husband, Captain George Robert 
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Barker, and bore him two children. Captain Barker was knighted for his influential role in 

the Siege of Lucknow, during the Indian ―Mutiny‖ of 1857, and Mary Anne became Lady 

Barker. Sadly, Captain Barker died eight months later from illness.
45

 In 1865, she married 

Frederick Napier Broome and the couple moved to New Zealand. Their first child died in 

infancy. They remained in New Zealand raising sheep until 1867, when a difficult winter 

wiped out nearly half of their flock. Broome sold out and the couple returned to London. 

Maintaining her titled name, Lady Barker became a correspondent for The Times and 

published two volumes of poems. She published her first and perhaps her most famous 

book, Station Life in New Zealand, in 1870.
46

 In 1875, Broome received his first colonial 

position as Colonial Secretary of Natal, followed by a number of appointments 

throughout the Empire, including South Africa, Australia, and islands in the Caribbean. 

Lady Barker accompanied her husband throughout his career and many of her published 

works are based on her vast experience of colonial life, including the book read for this 

study entitled A Year’s Housekeeping in South Africa.
47

 Barker‘s previous experiences in 

other colonial settings allowed her to recognize larger trends of industrial and commercial 

progress, facilitated by British involvement in the colonies. 

 Lady Barker‘s account of her experiences in Maritzburg demonstrated the 

tendency among British women abroad in the Empire to promote their life as filled with 

many hardships that ―Londoners‖ never endured. They also referred to it as a very 
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fulfilling experience.
48

 According to the evidence in Barker‘s writings, she was aware of 

technological progress, politics, and economics of a scale much grander than that of the 

family farm or household. Barker discussed the grand achievement of the construction of 

a railroad track in South Africa as a grand blessing for the area, where they ―have to drag 

every pound of sugar and reel of sewing cotton over some sixty miles of vile road 

between this and Maritzburg.‖
49

 Her language was somewhat derogatory toward her 

audience of ―conceited dwellers in the Old and New Worlds,‖ who would scoff at the 

building of a hundred miles of railway, whose countries are ―made into dissected maps 

by the magic iron lines.‖
50

 Her awareness of the differences between London and 

Maritzburg were telling. Even more enlightening was her accurate perception of the 

effort it took to complete such a task as constructing a railway. While traveling by wagon 

from Maritzburg to Durban, Lady Barker ―counted 120 waggons [sic] that day on fifty 

miles of road.‖
51

 She continued, ―Now if one considers that each of these waggons [sic] 

is drawn by a span of some thirty or forty oxen, one has some faint idea of how such a 

method of transport must waste and use up the material of the country.‖
52

 Barker‘s 

awareness of the economic functions in the colonies demonstrates that her knowledge 

extended beyond the domestic sphere. Her economic and political comments concerned 

the public sphere—the sphere of men. Barker showed her ability to discuss such issues 
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with proficiency and ease. In such a way, her travels and writing allowed her to transcend 

the typical ideal of the nineteenth-century British woman, by engaging in a discourse 

relegated to the public sphere.   

Lady Barker not only concerned herself with political and economic occurrences, 

but also charged herself with maintaining social and cultural awareness. She made many 

observations about the indigenous cultures with which she came into contact. While 

Barker delivered many of these observations in a cynical tone, they are quite valuable in 

that Barker went into detail about customs and characteristics which drew her notice. Her 

cynicism paralleled the nationalistic superiority which was apparent in Lady Duff-

Gordon‘s writing. Both women had an ingrained sense of their civilization‘s purported 

higher level of development—an ideal which imperial officials promoted throughout the 

latter half of the nineteenth century. When recounting a story, Barker transcribed the 

dialogue to the best of her recollection, in such a way that one can read how the locals 

pronounced their words and gain perception of the unique dialect. For example, while 

recounting a tale of the crash of a post-cart, told to her by their wagon driver, Barker 

wrote, ―‗You see that big stone? Well, it wor [sic] just there that Langalibalele and 

Colenso they takes the bits in their teeth, those ‗osses [sic] do, and they sets off their own 

pace and their own way.‘‖
53

 Barker intentionally retained the misspellings and verb 

tenses to preserve the authenticity of the driver‘s speech. Lady Duff-Gordon used this 

same tactic to make her own narrative more compelling to the reader.  
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Lady Barker made another interesting social observation in her recounting of the 

ceremony for the turning of the first sod on the new path for the railway. She wrote that 

the crowd: 

Is kept in order by somebody here and there with a be-ribboned 

wand, for it is the most orderly and respectable crowd you ever 

saw. In fact, such a crowd would be an impossibility in England, or 

any higher civilised country. There were no dodging vagrants, no 

slatternly women, no squalid, starving babies. In fact, our 

civilisation has not yet mounted to effervescence, so we have no 

dregs. Every white person on the ground was well clad, well fed, 

and apparently well to do. The ―lower orders‖ were represented by 

a bright fringe of Coolies and Kafirs, sleek, grinning, and as fat as 

ortolans, especially the babies.
54

 

She held that the civilization in colonial Natal had not yet sufficiently developed to have 

poverty. According to Barker‘s theory of social development, since the British Empire 

was the force pushing Natal forward on the path to civilization, the Empire was also the 

force bringing poverty to the colony. Since this fledging society had not yet developed 

―dregs,‖ the ―lower orders,‖ as Barker called them, were represented by the local labor 

force. ―You must remember, if you please,‖ she wrote of the laborers, ―that our navvies 

are Kafirs, and they do not understand what Mr. Carlyle calls the beauty and dignity of 

labour in the least.‖
55

  

 Barker described the local culture with regard to labor in an earlier passage where 

she wrote that ―it is a new and altogether revolutionary idea to a Kafir that he should do 
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any work at all. Work is for women: war or idleness for men.‖
56

 In true British nationalist 

fashion, Barker neglected the effects of colonial impositions of such labor on the 

indigenous population. Instead, she noted the inconvenience for the Empire to have such 

an inefficient labor force in Natal. Racism informed Lady Barker‘s narrative, as it did 

many women‘s writings of the time. Barker‘s tone was never hateful toward the 

indigenous cultures she encountered, but was instead, cynical and derogatory about the 

value of the local labor force. ―I have seen the black races in four different quarters of the 

globe,‖ she wrote, ―and I never saw one single individual move quickly of his own free 

will.‖
57

 Barker had indeed encountered cultures across the globe, but each time these 

indigenous cultures were under British rule and in positions of servitude. Her brand of 

racism was based more upon her upbringing and personal experience, than on a social 

concept of darker skin designating a lower level of civilization or humanity. She did, 

however, recount the same flaws of addiction and laziness in local labor that resonated 

through the writings of the other female authors. Barker wrote of their nurse-boy, ―who in 

an evil hour was engaged as the baby‘s body servant.‖
58

 She continued, ―I cannot trust 

him with the child out of my sight for a moment, for he ‗snuffs‘ enormously, and smokes 

coarse tobacco out of a cow‘s horn, and is anxious to teach the baby both these 

accomplishments.‖
59

 Here, the house ―boy‖ exhibited another character failing generally 

attributed by the British to the indigenous cultures in the Empire: the local populations 
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became easily addicted to vices such as smoking or drinking. Throughout her work, 

Barker noted this flaw in all the local people she met. In this same excerpt, Barker 

indicated that her role as mother was still an important part of her daily life. She also kept 

house for her husband and served as hostess for the limited number of times they 

entertained in their remote location. Unlike Duff-Gordon, whose health and leisure were 

her purposes for traveling to South Africa, Barker traveled to the colony to settle and 

maintained her roles as wife and mother. Perhaps because of her more traditional daily 

life, Barker was more sympathetic toward the indigenous women who bore similar 

burdens. 

 Barker‘s cynical view of the native people was gendered. She was quite 

straightforward when referring to the men as useless. Yet when she referred to the 

women of Natal her tone was more sympathetic. The women worked harder for their own 

tribe than the men, and so more boys took available positions in British households.
60

 

Barker explained the purpose of having boys serve as nurses rather than girls as follows: 

These Kafir lads make excellent nurse-boys generally, and English 

children are very fond of them. Nurse-girls are rare, as the Kafir 

women begin their lives of toil so early that they are never very 

handy or gentle in a house, and boys are easier to train as servants. 

I heard today however of an excellent Kafir nurse-maid, who was 

the daughter of a chief, and whose only drawback was the size of 

her family. She was actually and truly one of eighty brothers and 

sisters, her father being a rich man, with twenty-five wives. That 

simply means that he had twenty-five devoted slaves, who worked 

morning, noon and night, in field and mealy-patch, for him, 

without wages.
61
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Even as Barker wrote that she considered the women less able to serve as nurses to 

children than the boys, she understood and acknowledged the reason for this difference. 

She continued by showing sympathy for the women of a culture that raised them in a life 

of servitude, similar to that imposed upon the men by the British Empire. Although 

Barker noted the women were not ―very handy or gentle‖ for domestic work, the lack of 

nurse-maids more than likely came from a lack of available young women, rather than 

their lack of the gentler skills needed to nurse and raise children. Having already been 

married or put to work within their own culture, they were not available to serve the 

British colonial families. There was a large available population of young boys who took 

their place. Barker‘s explanation followed the nationalist trend of the period—that of 

noting the superiority of British men and women to the indigenous cultures. The need for 

positive influence upon and guidance of the ―lesser‖ cultures justified the presence of the 

Empire. 

 Although Barker‘s writing in some ways distinguished her from the ideal 

nineteenth-century British woman, Barker continually reaffirmed her primary roles as 

wife and mother. She lived in a remote corner of the Cape colony of South Africa and 

encountered numerous challenges which her British counterparts did not. She still had to 

take time to run her household. ―I have been so exceedingly busy this month,‖ she wrote, 

―unpacking and settling and arranging, that there has been but little time for going about 

and seeing the rather pretty environs of Maritzburg.‖
62

 Although Barker‘s days were 

busy, she never seemed to be dissatisfied. Much like the innkeeper‘s wife in Duff-
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Gordon‘s narrative of Caledon, Barker appeared to enjoy her duties. She had the help of 

servants around the household, so her burden would not have been too heavy. 

 The run of the home and organizing of the staff was left up to the women. When 

Barker discussed her housekeeping, she always referred to it as a duty. Dealing with the 

indigenous servants was not an enjoyable duty for her. Barker described her frustration 

and that of her European cook with the two servant boys, who needed supervision, but 

were difficult to communicate with.
63

 Keeping up with her correspondence was more 

pleasant, though still a burden for her at times. ―I was busy writing English letters that 

evening,‖ Barker wrote, ―and I declare the winged ants, exactly like cockroaches, fairly 

drove me away from the table.‖
64

 There was no guarantee of the ability of the post carts 

to deliver mail to and from Maritzburg. As such, Barker wrote as often as she was able 

and relished the letters she received from England. She noted one unfortunate event when 

the post cart overturned and their mail from England was soaked. ―I had recourse to the 

expedient,‖ Barker wrote, ―of spreading my letters on a dry towel and draining them, 

before proceeding to turn over the pages with a knife and fork.‖
65

 She went through such 

effort just to be able to read the words from home, which did not appear consistently. An 

active correspondence served the same purpose as the practice of gossiping did in Duff-

Gordon‘s case. Both maintained the social connection with England. It was not so 

significant that Duff-Gordon and Barker were able to keep up with the current news and 

rumors, but rather, that they continued the social habits they used at home in England in 
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their new colonial setting. This practice reinforced the fact that they maintained British 

cultural practices in an environment that was not always civilized by British standards. 

Again, this connection was vital for the maintenance of the British colonial mindset. 

 A woman such as Mary Anne Barker, who had been raised in a colony and 

educated in England, would have, perhaps, been better prepared to adapt to the 

differences between British society at home and that found abroad in the Empire. Yet 

many of her duties were much the same as a woman in Britain. She wrote that, ―There 

was still much to be done by the afternoon, many visitors to receive, notes to write, and 

packages to arrange.‖
66

 While her duties were similar to those of women at home in 

Britain, the context and atmosphere under which she functioned was quite different. The 

climate and weather alone would have required a different knowledge base of what was 

needed to maintain the household. In the statement above, Barker was referring to the 

household duties to be completed before the family moved from the port city of Durban 

to Maritzburg in the interior. 

The transient lifestyle of the colonial family seemed rather difficult, yet it created 

a closer-knit colonial community built upon the common experience of shared hardships. 

Considering the number of appointments received by Barker‘s second husband, and 

remembering that each appointment included moving the family and household, it was 

daunting at the very least. Still, Barker regarded such sacrifices as necessary for crown 

and country. As a result, the colonists formed a strong sense of fellowship among 
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themselves, providing help to one another whenever possible. Barker described this sense 

of camaraderie as follows: 

But the best of the Colonies is the prompt, self-sacrificing kindness 

of old-comers to new-comers. Some stranger gentleman had driven 

down in his own nice, comfortable pony carriage, and without a 

moment‘s hesitation he insists on our all getting into it, and making 

the best of our way to our hotel. It is too good an offer to be 

refused, for the sun is hot, and the babies are tired to death.
67

 

Barker described this accepted custom among the colonists to help new-comers settle in 

faster. ―All this warm-hearted unconventional kindness,‖ she continued, ―goes far to 

make the stranger forget his ‗own people and his father‘s house,‘ and feel at once at home 

amid strange and unfamiliar scenes.‖
68

 The semblance of civilization suggested by such 

kindness and courtesy promoted the superiority of British society and culture to Barker. 

Accordingly, most of the other women authors described colonial society to be much 

more friendly and accepting than society in Britain. For Barker, the necessity of 

establishing the link with British society was apparent. Barker reinforced the need for 

help, implicitly demonstrating how welcome and comforting that assistance was amid the 

daily hardships of colonial travel and life. Barker described her conception of home as it 

became necessary for her to see it, when she wrote, ―After all, ‗home‘ is portable, luckily; 

and a welcoming smile and hand-clasp acts as a spell to create it in any place.‖
69

 Her 

description of home as portable was very apt throughout her own lifetime. 
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 Despite the duties of housework and the ordering of the servants, what did Lady 

Barker do to pass the time? In different areas of the Empire, women found many varied 

methods of keeping themselves occupied. If she was really as busy as her narrative stated, 

she had an easier time of filling her day than the other settled ladies in this study. Lady 

Barker had the care of her child to occupy her, even if she shared this duty with a nurse. 

Children did not always accompany their parents to the colonies. Lady Duff-Gordon left 

her children at home in England when she went to South Africa for her health. Many 

other women who traveled simply did not have children. Lady Barker, however, would 

have been better prepared for such a task as motherhood in the Empire, having been born 

in the colonies herself. She wrote of the resilience of her ―astonishing‖ newborn child as 

follows: 

I use the word ―astonishing‖ advisedly, for never was an infant so 

bundled about, uncomplainingly: he is just as often upside down as 

not; he is generally handed from one quarter-master to another by 

the gathers of his little blue frock; seas break over his cradle on 

deck: but nothing disturbs him. He grins and sleeps, and pulls at 

his bottle through everything, and gets fatter and browner and 

more impudent every day.
70

 

Barker‘s description of her son as a resilient baby seemed to justify his presence on the 

voyage. Her praise of the infant‘s traveling ability reinforced her belief that British 

involvement and colonization worked. British families were equipped with the character 

necessary to colonize and civilize the indigenous cultures—ostensibly, of course, for the 

benefit of the native population. The fact that Barker and her husband were going to be 
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settled in Natal for at least the term of his post there, made it practical to have the baby 

along on the trip. They did not travel far from their station once settled. 

 Lady Barker had time for outdoor exercise, such as walking, though she saw it as 

somewhat of a trial. ―Natal,‖ she wrote, ―is not a nice country, for women at all events, to 

walk about in: you have to keep religiously to the road or track; for woe be to the rash 

person who ventures on the grass.‖
71

 She then went on to describe the damage to the 

bottom of one‘s dresses, the chance of stepping on snakes and frogs, and the certainty of 

attracting ticks.
72

 Still, if she was able to get out into the fresh air, she fared better than 

colonial ladies in other locations who, mired in the heat of the jungle, were unable to 

leave the porch between the hours of ten and three.  

 Lady Barker also seemed to be quite isolated from any substantial society in her 

location. She included very little in her narrative of the colonial society in Natal. In the 

narratives by the other female travelers discussed in this study, there were many social 

interactions with other Europeans. This presents a striking contrast. In the other 

narratives, the semblance of a British society helped the colonists distinguish themselves 

from the locals and occupy their time. It strengthened the ties with Britain. From the 

evidence presented by her narrative, it appeared that the only social interaction for Lady 

Barker outside of her home compound was in her letter writing. Other European colonists 

resided in her area, whom she encountered during the few excursions she took. They 

simply did not interact as frequently as the society in Capetown, or even the port city of 

Durban. She and her husband had a few neighbors in the area and Lady Barker mentioned 
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visiting them or joining the other women on excursions every once in a while. She did 

not portray Maritzburg as having an active society by her personal standards. Her 

accounts depicted a small community of a few neighboring families who lived in an area 

that was not as developed or as populated as the cities on the coast of South Africa. If the 

other women had similar duties as Barker, they did not have as much leisure time as 

some of the other women in this study. When they did have leisure time, weather and 

distance impeded social gatherings. For this reason, reading material became a necessary 

resource in the colonies. 

 Lady Barker was the first of the ladies to mention the importance of a good 

supply of reading material in the colonies. Each of the other authors mentioned it through 

anecdote or by merely recording the action of reading to pass the time. Again, Barker‘s 

earlier colonial experiences made her more aware of overall trends in the colonies. 

Without the variety of activities and entertainment to keep a person occupied that existed 

in Britain, reading was a very popular pastime, and society was a necessity.  Lady Duff-

Gordon spent much time reading in the shade of the porch during the hottest hours of the 

day. Other authors noted the lack of a steady flow of current reading material in the more 

remote regions of the Empire. Lady Barker gave voice to the trend as follows: 

But I have often noticed in colonies how much importance is 

attached to the possession of a good public library; and how fond, 

as a rule, colonists are of books. In a new settlement other shops 

may be ill supplied, but there is always a good bookseller‘s, and all 

the books are to be bought there at pretty nearly the same prices as 

in England.
73
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Barker noted this while in Capetown—an established colony which would have had an 

active trade and connection with Britain. Once she reached Maritzburg, the supply was 

not as current, just as the mail was not guaranteed. Still, the dependence on reading 

material from letters and papers to new books was a constant throughout each of the areas 

discussed in this study. This contributed to making women‘s travel writing an acceptable 

pastime for the colonial woman to engage in. 

CONCLUSION 

 Both Lady Barker and Lady Duff-Gordon led lives that were, in some ways, 

outside the norm of the majority of British women. Their accounts showed that both 

women experienced situations not facilitated by their traditional roles. For example, Lady 

Duff-Gordon‘s interactions with the captain and his charts on her voyage to the Cape, or 

the attendance of each woman at the native temples and visiting tribal leaders. Each 

woman, however, still exhibited the roles of wife or mother to some extent. Included in 

these roles, was the position of moral guidance which fell upon women in the colonial 

setting, as it did in Britain. They shared the mindset of British nationalism and 

superiority, and perpetuated the common British beliefs about the culture of the 

indigenous people. In comparison to the other locations in the study, colonial society in 

South Africa was rather similar to that at home in Britain, but with necessary differences, 

which each author recognized and addressed in her writing. These differences are what 

make it impossible for scholars to generalize about colonial women and their restricted or 

unrestricted lives. The fact that both Lady Duff-Gordon and Lady Barker had vastly 

different experiences while in South Africa, demonstrates that environment and location 

greatly affected the behavioral standards which women were held to, or held themselves 
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to. Lady Barker‘s interactions with the limited colonial society in Maritzburg made it 

necessary for Barker to maintain her own sense of propriety, morality, and nationalism, 

and to maintain those within her household as well. Ultimately, the variances within these 

accounts, from two women in South Africa for different reasons, demonstrate that women 

authors did serve as social authorities, disseminating the nature of daily life in a colonial 

atmosphere. Barker‘s work more closely resembled that of the memsahibs in India, 

providing an informal manual of sorts for those colonial families that would venture 

throughout the Empire in future. Lady Duff-Gordon‘s account is a travel narrative in the 

truest sense, portraying parts of the Empire that many Britons would never see for 

themselves. For example, those women who read Duff-Gordon‘s works had an idea of 

what it would have been like to have tea with the last surviving member of a culture ruled 

by the British Empire, and perhaps ruined by it. This is the new perspective of Empire 

that these two women provided to British society.
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CHAPTER 2: INDIA 

 India was the crown jewel of the British Empire. During the first half of the 

nineteenth century, military conquest expanded the area of the colony to the northwest 

and east. By mid-century, the British had consolidated and strengthened their control.
1
 

The British colonial administration in India governed the colony, certain princely states 

and provinces, as well as neighboring colonies in the region such as Burma. Throughout 

the nineteenth century, there was an increase in social legislation regarding India. The 

British reformed education and civil service using British models and healthcare became 

more of a concern. This mirrored the efforts back in Britain toward the latter half of the 

nineteenth century. It also reflected the ideology of the British civilizing mission, of 

prime concern in India.
2
  Indian society was still very stratified based on caste and this 

separation—added to the increasing ideals of racial difference between the British and the 

Indian population—made it difficult for social legislation to take effect.
3
 This is apparent 

in the writings of the women authors examined for this study. The two authors travelled 

to India in very different contexts and there is little similarity between their experiences. 

 The respective authors will be discussed chronologically, to demonstrate the 

larger trends and beliefs about new cultures and new experiences that evolved over the 
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course of the nineteenth century. Each geographic location developed on a different 

timeline. India represented a well-established colony, while other locations had very few 

colonists and greater interaction with the indigenous cultures, such as the South Pacific. 

The women in each location, however, still recognized and responded to the same larger 

social ideologies, such as British superiority and the promotion of a more nationalistic 

view of imperialism by the end of the century. Whatever opinions these women had 

absorbed from society in Britain informed their responses to experiences in the colonies. 

The first is Harriot Blackwood, who acquired the title Lady Dufferin when she became 

the wife of Frederick Hamilton-Temple Blackwood, Lord Dufferin, who had an active 

and illustrious diplomatic career. He accepted the position of Governor-General of 

Canada in 1871 and Lady Dufferin and their children accompanied him to his post.
4
 They 

did the same when he served as the Viceroy of India from 1884-1888. Harriot Blackwood 

was best known for her work to increase access to medical care for Indian women. She 

started the National Association for Supplying Female Medical Aid to the Women of 

India in 1885. The association focused on recruiting young Indian women to serve as 

nurses and midwives.
5
 Both Lord and Lady Dufferin were of Anglo-Irish stock and both 

came from well-established noble families. Over the course of her husband‘s career 

throughout the Empire, Lord and Lady Dufferin became well known for their hospitality. 

Lady Dufferin‘s daily life in India was full of duty and ceremony required by her 

position. Society placed more constraints on her because she was a major colonial 
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celebrity due to her husband‘s position. She garnered much observation from those 

around her and was expected to set an example. Dufferin described British colonial 

society in India as ―‗the most difficult…of all the societies I have ever had to do with.‘‖
6
 

Dufferin continued to outline that there were few interesting topics of conversation that 

were acceptable, the main one of which was steam navigation.
7
  

 Lady Dufferin maintained her image as the good colonial noblewoman. Journals 

and newspapers in India and in Britain disseminated this ideal image, which was also 

apparent in her personal journals. Her public persona also affected that of her family and, 

more importantly, her husband as a colonial official. As the wife and mother, Lady 

Dufferin was responsible for maintaining their positive moral image. 

 The second author is Sara Dunn, who traveled to India for a vacation with her 

husband in the late 1890s. They were middle class and able to afford the trip with relative 

ease. Unlike some of the other authors in this study, Sara Dunn was not famous for other 

writings. At the time of the trip, the couple had no children. Sara Dunn‘s daily life was 

leisurely and she described it as dull at times. She was inconspicuous in Anglo-Indian 

society when compared to Lady Dufferin, and therefore, had fewer restraints on her daily 

activities and behavior. Her experience was drastically different from that of Lady 

Dufferin because one was in India for vacation, and the other was in India for work. Lady 

Dufferin represented a noble heritage, while Sara Dunn exhibited the sense of ascendancy 

typical of middle-class Britons. One woman was passively enjoying her winter vacation. 

The other woman was taking an active role in the Empire as a dutiful wife to the Viceroy 

                                                             
6
 MacMillan, Women of the Raj, 43. 

 
7
 Ibid. 



90 

and as an advocate for improving local healthcare. Neither fits with the two archetypes 

previously promoted by some scholars. 

 It is the differences between the experiences of the two women that demonstrate 

the difficulties of generalizing about women‘s experience in the Empire without 

misrepresenting the various roles they played. The level of restriction on each woman 

was dependent on her location, her class, her purpose, and many other factors. These 

narratives are helpful in that neither of these women remained in one location during their 

stay. Even Lady Dufferin‘s visible social life was altered to fit the environment in which 

she resided at the time. Throughout her narrative, she offered examples in which she 

changed the traditional uses of rooms and items to be more practical for her family, her 

staff, and her guests. Sara Dunn also noted the importance of practicality, especially 

when maintaining a budget. Again, the differences between the lives of the two women 

during their time in India demonstrate that the preset social standard to which both 

women—and other women in the Empire—were held was variable. Multiple instances 

occurred where each woman transcended the private sphere while maintaining her 

traditional roles as wife and mother. 

LADY DUFFERIN 

 Harriot Georgina Rowan-Hamilton Blackwood, Lady Dufferin, recorded her 

experiences in India while she lived there during her husband‘s term as Viceroy. She kept 

track of her experiences in a diary and through letters to her family in England. She 

included her daily agenda in many entries and letters. These daily events demonstrate that 

Lady Dufferin served a public, implicitly political purpose in India. Her position required 

duties of her that were independent of her husband‘s work. Her visibility and her 
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husband‘s past career in the Empire gave the two celebrity status. They became known 

for their great hospitality to the many royal visitors they received. Lady Dufferin had at 

least one guest almost every week of her stay in India. Her activities depended upon the 

expectations of society and tradition, in that her presence was required or at least 

expected at certain political and social events. 

 Within moments of arriving in India, the necessary rituals began, passing 

responsibility from the old Viceroy to the new. Lady Dufferin wrote of their arrival to 

Bombay that, ―As soon as we hove in sight, the Viceroy‘s flag was hauled up for the first 

time, the Captain ‗breaking‘ it himself; and as we anchored, the thirty-one guns, which 

are now D.‘s due, were fired from the various batteries ashore.‖
8
 In this statement, Lady 

Dufferin demonstrated her appreciation for the required ceremony that went with her 

husband‘s new position. She was proud of his career and the benefits the position brought 

to the family, and rarely resented the many obligations required of them. Lady Dufferin 

was aware of their celebrity status and she candidly charted the advantages and 

disadvantages. For example, she wrote, ―The number of frightful caricatures of us which 

is being called into existence is fearful, for we never move anywhere that we don‘t see a 

photographer pointing at us from the top of a carriage, or from some unexpected vantage-

ground.‖
9
 The couple had a following of media personnel for large state functions and 

social outings. They maintained a good relationship with the media in order to uphold 

their public image.  
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 Lady Dufferin‘s typical day while in Bombay included many local visits she made 

with her husband. In one afternoon entry, for example, she toured three local schools, 

including a boy‘s school, a Parsee school for girls, and an art school. The Viceroy 

received a tour of the buildings, and the children of the school often presented a short 

concert, followed by a short speech by the Viceroy or by Lady Dufferin herself. She 

referred to the visits as work, but it is apparent by her detailed descriptions of the visits—

especially the women and children she met—that she enjoyed them. 

 After a short stay, the couple left Bombay for Calcutta, to take up residence at the 

Viceroy‘s Palace. Similar to the colonial hospitality which was apparent in the other 

women‘s narratives, Lady Dufferin included her own account of such hospitality. As in 

the other locations within the Empire, British officials stationed in India were often 

transient. Lady Dufferin understood this, having travelled with her husband during his 

term in Canada and throughout his various other posts. She noted the great hospitality 

shown to them by the previous viceroy and his wife, Lord and Lady Ripon. ―For the rest 

of the time we spent together,‖ she recalled, ―Lady Ripon and I never knew who was the 

lady of the house, and we could not catch each other‘s eye, we were both so afraid of 

appearing to take upon ourselves! She was a great comfort to me and so kind in helping 

me with information.‖
10

 Here, Lady Dufferin also noted the rather awkward transitional 

period between the old and new administration, of who ran the household while they 

were both still in residence. Lady Ripon had maintained order in the palace for four years 
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and now had to pass the daily running of the house to Lady Dufferin and move out within 

a relatively short time.  

 Lady Dufferin‘s domestic duties included maintaining the viceregal household 

and making decisions with regard to the large number of dinner parties and balls held at 

the palace. Within this realm, she exerted a large amount of authority. The viceregal party 

included a number of aides de camp—or A.D.C.‘s as Lady Dufferin referred to them. 

These men held military titles and each managed a particular area of the daily viceregal 

business. Lady Dufferin wrote, ―Each A. D. C. has his own department. Major Cooper is 

‗Household,‘ and he and I see to everything, and make ourselves generally fussy and 

useful.‖
11

 Though, she shared the duty of running the house with Major Cooper, Lady 

Dufferin held more authority in this realm. She described one case where she changed the 

normal running of the viceregal palace as it had been up until their arrival as follows: 

I have thrown all conservative principles to the winds, have 

abandoned the rooms used by all previous Viceroys, and have 

moved into the visitors‘ wing. So that I have now a lovely boudoir 

looking on to the garden, instead of a dull room upstairs, without a 

balcony or a view, and a nice room next to it for the girls, who 

would otherwise have sat in their bedrooms. 
12

 

In this instance, Lady Dufferin left the traditional apartments used by past viceroys for 

the more practical and comfortable guest wing of the palace, which fit her own daily 

needs as the Viceroy‘s wife and allowed for the greater comfort of her family. Lady 

Dufferin subsequently noted how pleased she was that she made this decision and 

discussed how well the new rooms fit their various functions. ―These rooms are, to a 
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certain extent, my creation,‖ she wrote, ―for there was no private house before, and after 

dinner the party sat in the long, dreary throne-room.‖
13

 Although this may seem like a 

relatively small change, it demonstrated that Lady Dufferin prioritized the comfort of her 

family, just as the good British wife should do. Lady Dufferin preferred that the private 

and public areas of the palace be separate, not for the purpose of creating any gender-

based spatial restrictions. Her main purpose in establishing a ―private house‖ centered on 

practicality and convenience of both the men and women of the viceregal family and 

those who served them. 

 Lady Dufferin obviously took pride in her role as the wife of the Viceroy, and 

considered her duties to be very important. Each day, Major Cooper and Lady Dufferin 

determined the menu for dinner and who should attend. Describing her average day at the 

palace, Lady Dufferin wrote, ―All these arrangements fill my morning, and at two we 

lunch; we sit at round tables, and are usually fourteen in number.‖
14

 Fourteen for lunch 

was relatively small as far as meal attendance went in the palace. In the afternoon, she 

would take a drive—either with her husband or by herself—to any number of 

destinations. If the couple did not have any obligatory visits, they often attended sporting 

events, or went to the zoo or the botanical gardens. In her schedule, Lady Dufferin 

deviated from the popular fashion, previously established to account for the hot climate. 

―When I drive,‖ she wrote, ―I go out at 3:30, and so get a little sunshine, but the fashion 

here is for no one to venture out until it is damp and dark, which it is after five o‘clock.‖
15
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Again, Lady Dufferin determined her actions based on her own convenience, rather than 

letting the climate keep her inside as was the norm. In other cases, she abided by the 

social conventions that applied to the whole of colonial society. For example, she 

recounted, ―Next Sunday midday services will be abolished, and if we don‘t get up at 

7:30 we must wait till the evening for our church.‖
16

 She seemed to think that this was 

inconvenient and unnecessary since the temperature had yet to rise above 80 degrees. So, 

she quipped, ―Decidedly we make a great fuss over heat here.‖
17

 She was referring to the 

British colonists when she said ―we,‖ still identifying herself as a British colonist, though 

she did not always agree with them. She continued her narrative by describing the ways 

that the locals endured the climate changes with little upheaval.
18

 This example of 

difference between the indigenous population and the British colonists demonstrated that 

Lady Dufferin did not always see the British colonial lifestyle as superior, especially 

when it did not fit her sense of practicality and convenience. 

 Evenings often consisted of dinner, followed by a gathering in Lady Dufferin‘s 

new drawing rooms. Dinner included a different number of people each night and was 

rarely a small family affair. Lady Dufferin wrote, ―We had a ‗small‘ dinner in the 

evening. We sat down thirty-six people.‖
19

 She usually counted large dinners as being 

over one hundred guests. Often, the family would dine in the family rooms and then go to 
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the throne room or drawing rooms to receive guests late into the night. Lady Dufferin 

described one such evening where the couple ―dined alone‖ and then dressed for the 

night‘s reception, which included several hundred guests. A procession of servants and 

A.D.C.s came to escort the couple to the throne room, where they stood on a platform and 

every person in attendance passed by and bowed or curtsied in greeting. Lord and Lady 

Dufferin responded in kind and then the guests mingled around the large throne room. 

This continued until each person had come up to greet the Viceroy and his wife, or until 

Lady Dufferin grew tired and excused herself.
20

 

 Lady Dufferin provided support to her husband as a hostess when he was not at 

home to receive even the most important guests. ―I have had a little durbar of my own,‖ 

she wrote, ―and have received the Maharajah of Jeypore in solemn conclave.‖
21

 Lady 

Dufferin normally observed her husband‘s durbars, or sat with him in the throne room to 

receive the maharajahs. Tradition dictated that Indian princes would pay a visit to the 

new Viceroy and that he then returned the favor by visiting their court, sometimes within 

the same afternoon. In this instance, however, Lady Dufferin received the Maharajah in 

her sitting room, where she invited him to sit with her and paid him all the necessary 

compliments. She accepted his invitation to return the visit on her own behalf and 

exchanged gifts with the Maharajah, including ―His Highness‘s photograph in return for 

my own which the Viceroy had given him.‖
22

 What was normally an affair of state in the 
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throne room became a cozy visit over tea. Lady Dufferin conducted her durbar in an 

exemplary manner, but the durbar was far less formal than the others she described in her 

narrative. Whether or not it was acceptable to receive the Maharajah in her sitting room, 

Lady Dufferin did not mention. However, Lady Dufferin described the Maharajah‘s 

response to the ceremony as positive. Lady Dufferin often broke with tradition, but only 

when it was acceptable to do so, or when she believed she was improving on what had 

been done before. 

 Her public duties consisted largely of accompanying her husband to the many 

state and social functions which required their attendance outside the palace. The couple, 

for example, often attended the local races. The races were a recreational activity, but the 

couple often brought their guests along with them, and so was still entertaining in a semi-

official capacity. Most of Calcutta society also attended the races. Thus, the social 

visibility of the Dufferins on the Grandstand required that the same public image be 

maintained. Major Cooper, the ‗Household‘ A.D.C., was a frequent competitor and Lord 

and Lady Dufferin would cheer him on from the Grandstand. She noted, ―So far we look 

somewhat isolated in the Grand Stand, for even the people we know don‘t come and 

speak to us, and I can‘t wander about after them.‖
23

 Though she did not explain any real 

threat in her narrative, Lady Dufferin was obliged to stay at her husband‘s side and within 

the security of their military entourage. ―They think it is not proper to come up,‖ she 

continued, ―but I hope they will soon lose that idea.‖
24

 Here, the circumstances of their 

position as the Viceroy and the Viceroy‘s wife brought about some restriction—not only 
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that Lady Dufferin was restricted from mingling in the crowds at the races, but also that 

others would not feel able to approach them. She noted in a later entry that friends and 

acquaintances soon gained the confidence to approach them and sit with them in the 

stands. 

 Lady Dufferin also experienced restrictions on her fashion due to the high 

visibility and accountability of her husband‘s title. ―I am not to wear a train,‖ she wrote, 

―lest I should encourage extravagance, and so a smart one I had brought from England 

has to be packed away!‖
25

 As the wife of the Viceroy, she had to maintain an image that 

agreed with the British ideal for such a position of leadership. She complained about this 

particular point a number of times in her narrative. She mentioned that, at one of their 

large receptions, she noticed many of the ladies wore trains, as well as feathers and other 

extravagant wardrobe items.
26

 During the second half of the nineteenth century, many 

Britons perceived the maintenance of the overseas Empire as a large and presumably 

costly undertaking, particularly with regard to military defense. Peter Burroughs has 

explained that the expenses were covered by taxes on Britons and British colonists, just 

as the determination of how much should be spent, and on what, was left largely up to the 

local colonial governments.
27

 British opinion in Calcutta may have felt that expenditures 

should be focused on northern India, where the threats of Russian expansion existed, 
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rather than on the Viceroy‘s palace and establishment. Thus, the Viceroy and his family 

projected an image that was not too extravagant. 

 Lady Dufferin had a public, official role that was separate from her husband‘s. 

She visited local hospitals and schools, taking tours and presenting prizes—usually dolls 

and British clothing—to encourage the children to continue attending school. Sadly, it 

was necessary as one missionary sister told Lady Dufferin on one of her visits. Lady 

Dufferin wrote, ―She nearly made me laugh by nodding at me after I had distributed a 

certain number of dolls and boxes, and saying, ‗Those are the prizes, now these are the 

bribes.‘‖
28

 This particular mission was the Zenana Mission, which was managed by a 

young single woman from Britain, Miss Hoare. Lady Dufferin admired her 

straightforward manner of dealing with the children, and applauded her efforts to keep 

them coming back to her small school. 

 Lady Dufferin‘s school and hospital visits generally took place in the afternoons. 

These visits provided Lady Dufferin with examples she could employ in her fundraising 

efforts to demonstrate to her peers (and possible donors) the conditions that existed for 

Indian women and children. She described one such afternoon as follows: 

In the afternoon I went to visit two hospitals, one the Medical 

College, the other the Eden. They are very large and airy, but I 

don‘t think it will profit you much for me to describe them. 

Medical students, swathed in sheets and with bare heads, stood on 

the steps to receive me. ―Sister Lucy‖ and her nurses were there, 

and native women who have taken nursing diplomas were in 

attendance, wrapped in washing silk saris; and in the Eden, which 

is a lying-in hospital, there were some very tiny brown babies to be 

seen. In the other all sorts of ills are mixed up together, and even 

the cholera patients are not isolated. I suppose that, being able to 

                                                             
28

 Ibid., 57. 

 



100 

have the air rushing in on every side, the danger of contagion is not 

so great as at home.
29

 

In her accounting of the two hospitals, she focused on the presence of the medical 

students and Indian nurses who had completed their study, both examples of what 

became the chief goal of her foundation. She also noted that this particular hospital 

grouped the patients with different illnesses together rather than quarantining them from 

each other. Her remark about the airiness of Indian structure only seemed to highlight the 

need for improved medical facilities and more knowledgeable medical professionals in 

the country. Her position as the Viceroy‘s wife provided many opportunities to fundraise 

and make others aware of the need for better healthcare in India. Daniel Sanjiv Roberts 

has noted in his discussion of Dufferin‘s medical funding work that, ―Prior to Lady 

Dufferin‘s intervention, medical services available to women across the subcontinent 

were limited to the strenuous though scattered efforts of individuals and small 

organizations typically run by missionaries.‖
30

  

 In the first year of her life in India, Lady Dufferin visited many homes run by 

small organizations and missionaries. She described one such house as follows: 

In the afternoon I visited the General Hospital and the Lady 

Canning Home. The Clewer Sisters live at the Home and train 

nurses. Most of the women are Eurasians, and they seem to make 

very good sick nurses when once they have learned by precept and 

example that it is not beneath them to hand a glass of water to a 

patient, and that such little offices may be performed without the 

intervention of a coolie.
31
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In this quotation, Lady Dufferin noted that the women were not Indian, and while she did 

not discount their efforts, the essential goal of her foundation was to train Indian nurses to 

serve the Indian population. The sisters who lived at this home provide a good example 

of the small efforts which were made, mostly on a local basis, toward increasing the 

available medical care. Lady Dufferin‘s legacy extended throughout the Indian 

subcontinent. Again, her husband‘s career and her visibility put her in a prime position to 

advocate for a cause. She remained an advocate of better healthcare for women in India 

throughout her time in Calcutta. To this day, there are hospitals in India which bear her 

name.
32

 

 Lord and Lady Dufferin‘s retreat from the viceregal palace and the duties that 

came with it, was the Viceroy‘s vacation home in Barrackpore. Lady Dufferin would 

often travel to the smaller house, with or without guests, for the weekend. The family 

enjoyed the local village and the abundance of nature around the vacation property. Lady 

Dufferin noted that the community at Barrackpore provided support for a number of 

elderly women residing there.
33

  For her, this signified that the village was better off than 

Calcutta with regard to local social programs. She continued, ―There are a few other 

pensioners and a school for indigenous Christian children.‖
34

 Lady Dufferin went on to 

note the many successes of the school. From the narrative she provided in this case and in 

other instances, she enjoyed visiting the local institutions in Barrackpore more than those 

in Calcutta. She admired how small the schools were kept and felt that this increased their 
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success with the local children.
35

 She also promoted the village atmosphere at 

Barrackpore as more civilized than Calcutta, where the population was much greater and 

more concentrated. 

 There is a stark contrast within Lady Dufferin‘s narrative when she and her family 

travelled for a military review. Her experience changed in response to the limitations of 

the surrounding environment. In 1885, the Viceroy and his large entourage packed up and 

traveled from Calcutta to Rawal Pindi, a military camp city which was home to the 

Northern Command of the British Army, and the largest garrison in India. The purpose of 

the trip was for the Viceroy to hold a garrison review and, more significantly, to conduct 

a meeting with the Amir of Afghanistan, Abdur Rahman Khan, to establish friendly 

relations between Afghanistan and the United Kingdom and to offer Britain‘s support in 

its ongoing conflict with Russia. Russia invaded Afghanistan in early 1885 and the 

resulting encroachment on British colonial borders presented a threat that, according to 

Burroughs, British military planners wrestled with for the remaining years of the 

nineteenth century.
36

 Lady Dufferin heard about the lengthy discussions over the conflicts 

from her husband, though she only mentioned such significant matters of state when they 

directly affected the daily life of herself or her husband. Again, Dufferin‘s role as wife 

and mother took precedence over any interest she might have had in foreign affairs. 

 Camp life in Rawal Pindi was certainly not as luxurious as the palace in Calcutta. 

However, Lady Dufferin joked upon her arrival that the A.D.C.s had provided very well 

for them. She described the Viceroy‘s tent palace as having individual bedrooms, 
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bathrooms, dressing rooms, and sitting rooms for each family member, as well as 

multiple rooms for their European servants. The tents were large with covered walkways 

in between them, creating a single story ―palace‖ with open-air hallways. The tents of the 

guests each had a small lawn out front, with large pots of flowers and fountains. She 

continued, ―The ‗street‘ has lampposts all down it and water laid on; there are telephones 

and a post-office, messengers on camels, and six extra aides-de-camp in waiting on us—

and that is the way we are ‗roughing it‘ in camp!‖
37

 Lady Dufferin expressed this 

sentiment on the day of their arrival at the tent compound, but it would change once the 

first thunderstorm hit. After the first storm and the many storms that followed, Lady 

Dufferin‘s narrative referred to the better tents in the compound as those which flooded 

less during the thunderstorms, or those which dried out more quickly.  

 Despite the climate changes and the fact that everyone was housed in tents, the 

necessary ceremonies and social functions continued at Rawal Pindi. ―In the evening we 

had a small dinner of fourteen,‖ Lady Dufferin wrote, ―and afterwards D. had a levee at 

which 1,100 presentations were made.‖
38

 The parties had the same large turnouts and 

small dinners still included more than just the immediate family. The guests were made 

up mostly of officers, soldiers and their wives, and the local nobility. Lady Dufferin 

noted the added inconveniences that the women, in particular, endured to attend functions 

of a formal nature in the camp. The roads were often muddy from the rain, which came 

and went in unpredictable patterns. She recounted one evening when she had to go out in 

the rain to great guests who arrived at the tent palace late at night. ―When the Duke and 
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Duchess of Connaught came late at night,‖ she wrote, ―I had to get into a waterproof to 

go across to their tent.‖
39

 The rains, which arrived earlier than the British expected, 

continued to worsen, leading up to the monsoon, and at one point the family had trouble 

traveling between the tents of the palace because the rain had collapsed most of the 

covered walkways. The military review, which Lady Dufferin considered to be the main 

purpose of their visit, was postponed for a few weeks due to the muddy state of the roads 

and the constant threat of a downpour.  

 In addition to the rain, the cold was a hardship for the Viceroy and his family. 

They had grown accustomed to the heat of Calcutta, but the tents had much less 

insulation to allow for airflow, much like the buildings in the heat of Calcutta. Indian 

servants kept the stoves burning in each tent as needed. One such servant was responsible 

for the drawing room stove, where Lord and Lady Dufferin spent much of their time in 

the evenings, with or without their many guests. Lady Dufferin showed her humanity in 

her treatment of this particular servant. The man wore the rags of a ―beggar‖ and would 

crouch just outside the tent with a worn sheet wrapped around him, regardless of the cold 

or the rain. Then, every so often, he would run inside and stoke the fire in the stove and 

return to his post outside. Lady Dufferin wrote of the man, ―I cannot bear to know that he 

is squatting in wet and mud outside, so I request him to ‗baitho‘ in the room—that is, to 

roll himself in his sheet and to sit huddled up in a corner; there he squats, eyeing the 

princes, governors, commanders-in-chief, and ladies into whose society he finds himself 

introduced, and every now and then he throws off his sheet and stalks with his bare 
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brown legs over to the fire, then returns to ruminate in his warm corner.‖
40

 In this 

excerpt, Lady Dufferin requested that the servant come inside to be warm, even though it 

was not the customary place for a servant. Lady Dufferin presented a good example of 

what British imperialism sought to do on a much greater scale. She improved the 

servant‘s life in a small way, but he remained a servant. The British imperialist toted the 

civilizing mission as a positive influence in the colonies, but subjugated the indigenous 

populations. While they incrementally improved the lives of the indigenous, the British 

model persisted as the basis for improvement, regardless of the effects such changes had 

on the cultures and lifestyles of the colonized. Notably, Lady Dufferin did not refer to 

this servant, or any other of the native servants as ―coolies‖ or ―boys,‖ as many of the 

other women in this study did. Society taught many of these women that such terms were 

acceptable, but Lady Dufferin never used them. If the servant was a man, she referred to 

him as she would any British male servant. If she knew his name, or the native term for 

his job, she used that to address him. She displayed this same respectful attitude toward 

all the Indian people she encountered, regardless of their position in relation to her, or to 

their social status. This was perhaps, another trait which made Lord and Lady Dufferin 

known for their hospitality. Also, the position of the Viceroy and his wife as visible 

representatives of British rule in India, required that they behave diplomatically toward 

both the colonists and the Indians.  Lady Dufferin continued about the servant, ―This is a 

specimen of the mixture of shabbiness and finery which one notices so much in Eastern 

life; for what would the most modest little householder in England think if he saw a 
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beggar coming in to do up his grate during an evening party!‖
41

 Yet, this was completely 

normal in India. Lady Dufferin grew comfortable with the elderly servant, and he with 

her, over the course of her stay at Rawal Pindi. Though they did not converse much (he 

spoke very little English), he would stand over her shoulder and look at the books and 

newspapers she read by the stove in the evenings.
42

 She encouraged his curiosity and 

respected his good work. This elderly male servant from the indigenous culture was a 

contradiction to the commonly-held belief that indigenous laborers were lazy and 

untrustworthy. 

 Lady Dufferin‘s daily life in Calcutta, Barrackpore, and Rawal Pindi, all 

demonstrate that the Viceroy‘s wife served beyond the traditional roles of wife and 

mother. In many ways, she lived a very public life, and served as a political functionary 

in her own right. She fulfilled these required roles in addition to being and an advocate 

for women‘s healthcare. Her time was not always her own due to her position, and the 

high visibility required that she maintain an image appropriate to her class and gender. 

Still, Lady Dufferin promoted practicality over what was considered customary in areas 

where the rules could be changed without upheaval. Her narrative demonstrates that all 

things were subject to the weather in India, and that society was not as rigid or 

institutionalized as it was at home in Britain. While completing her expected duties, Lady 

Dufferin encountered and experienced indigenous culture in ways that the average British 

noblewoman never would. She gained more opportunities to interact with the local 

                                                             
41

 Ibid. 

 
42

 Ibid. 

 



107 

population, which garnered respect and even adoration from the Indian population.
43

 Her 

account also demonstrated that the level of visibility of her position required more 

limitations on her basic behavior. Ultimately, she fulfilled the ideal roles that a prominent 

British official‘s wife was expected to: wife, mother, advocate, and good moral example 

for her family and the rest of society to follow. She adhered to the principle 

characteristics of femininity which were promoted as ideal by the late nineteenth-century 

anti-feminists discussed by Heilmann and Sanders. The colonial setting allowed Lady 

Dufferin to accomplish and experience more than her counterparts in Britain and her 

contribution to the British imperial mission was perhaps the most significant, from a geo-

political perspective. Had she not behaved so well, it might have changed the colonial 

society‘s view of their rulers. 

 The focus moves from a woman who was very visible and active in society—who 

had a set duty to fulfill in the Empire—to a woman who was in India for a leisure trip, 

and who had no official responsibilities. She visited Calcutta and interacted with the same 

society of which Lady Dufferin had been a focal point just a few years before. 

SARA H. DUNN 

 Sara H. Dunn lived in County Durham in Northeast England. She married an 

architect and the two lived comfortably. She and her husband decided to take a winter trip 

to India in the late 1890s. Dunn and her husband began their Indian travels in Bombay, 

where they stayed, first in a mosque, and then in the bungalow of a friend. Though they 

were not wealthy, the family was comfortable enough to afford two servants in the 
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bungalow. They continued through the country to Calcutta and Darjeeling, with stops 

along the way.  

 Dunn published portions of her journey as it progressed in parts in a number of 

British magazines. Shortly after her holiday, Dunn compiled and published her writing in 

the form of a book, Sunny Memories of an Indian Winter. She wrote, ―The following 

series of sketches, reprinted in their present form by the permission of the Editors of The 

Month and The Gentleman‘s Magazine, were written during a winter of leisurely 

journeying in the Empire.‖
44

 She continued, ―In them, slight and most inadequate though 

they be, the writer tries to convey some idea of the delights such a season brings—at least 

to those who travel with open eyes and with faculties alive to the impression of beautiful 

and perfect things.‖
45

 With this passage, Sara described herself as an open-minded 

traveler, who was prepared to enjoy the good scenery of India in her travels. Shortly after 

arriving in India, Dunn witnessed a Parsee wedding ceremony. She wrote of the event, 

―Through this male throng we were piloted to the great hall beyond, where a company of 

ladies were seated, also in rows—or rather squares—leaving a central space where the 

sacred carpet was already spread, and upon which were two expectant-looking chairs 

facing one the other, and presently to be occupied by bride and bridegroom.‖
46

 Dunn 

described the separation of the sexes for the ceremony. As with the other authors, she 

took part in the ceremony despite being a foreigner. This once again demonstrated the 

willingness of the indigenous people to share their culture with the British. Dunn 
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continued, ―Just beyond the carpet—upon which no unhallowed foot might tread—I 

found myself between two gracious, pictorial little beings, who, in excellent English, 

shed what light they could on the complex forms of their marriage rites.‖
47

 Dunn visited 

India at a time when it represented an established stronghold of British imperialism. The 

Indian population probably regarded Dunn and her husband as tourists or casual visitors. 

Accordingly, this study views their experiences in this context as opposed to that of a 

settled colonist. 

 Dunn observed that Indian women had more freedom of movement in their daily 

lives than British women did. She wrote, ―And their women—refined and cultured—are 

as unrestricted in their comings and goings as were the women of England‘s last 

generation.‖
48

 If this statement is to be taken literally, it implies that British women of the 

previous generation were freer than the women of the late nineteenth century, Dunn‘s 

own generation. Dunn traveled to India in the latter half of the century, a time when many 

more women were traveling abroad in the Empire than before. It was not strange for a 

young woman to travel on her own, as in the case of Elizabeth Ellis. Dunn offered no 

further clues as to what restrictions she might have upon her movement. Judging by her 

responses to the unrestricted actions of other women in the Empire, Dunn‘s restricted 

existence was self-imposed by her own conservative beliefs about acceptable behavior 

for women. 

 Being the wife of an architect, Dunn recorded her opinion of Anglo-Indian 

architecture. She wrote, ―but a wise Government has taken its medieval treasures into its 
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own guardianship, and, with a discretion unusual and very commendable, is preserving 

them without attempting to restore them; thereby earning for itself an unstinted measure 

of gratitude from those who love and reverence the matchless art of India.‖
49

 This 

statement came from the perspective of a woman who paid special attention to aesthetics. 

It was, however, also naïve of Dunn, since she and her husband stayed in a partitioned 

mosque when they arrived in Bombay. The British government had taken over the 

building and allotted a portion of it as housing for British travelers. Dunn understood how 

this might anger the Indians, and she lamented, ―Oh, shade of Adil Shah! Are you 

perchance hovering around us, tormented and aggrieved at your beautiful and holy place 

being defiled by the feet of the infidel?‖
50

 She continued, ―Good shade, I would fain 

make reparation to your sense of outrage if I did but know how. But we must eat and we 

must sleep.‖
51

 Dunn justified their presence in the mosque with her belief that their 

comfort and shelter on holiday was more important than the sanctity of the religious 

place. The idea that it was her right to have been in India, residing in a mosque of all 

places, came from the British mentality of imperialism and nationalism. The British had 

done such good for the indigenous populations of the colonies, she reasoned, that their 

continued presence and rule was justified. There was more civilizing to be done. 

 Dunn‘s writings carry a consistent tone of snobbery, aimed at both the Indians and 

the colonists, regardless of class. It was evident in her comment about their presence in 

the mosque. It pervaded her opinions of the local middle class. Dunn observed that 
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Among the middle class Anglo-Indian officials there are doubtless 

still ‗ladies‘ of the ‗Mrs. Drye Goodes‘ type, who think it ‗good 

form‘ to treat their servants, to speak to and of them, as though 

they belonged to a different order of creation to themselves; but it 

is a ‗form‘ which only brings them into disrepute, and marks their 

own lack of gentle breeding.
52

  

In this case, she apparently referred to the Anglo-Indian offspring of British colonists and 

native Indians.  Dunn continued, ―In this matter nothing strikes a traveller in India more 

than the fact that the higher the social scale of the employers the more scrupulously 

considerate and civil are they to their native subordinates.‖
53

 Dunn chose to criticize the 

way they spoke to their servants. However, according to Lady Duff-Gordon, this was a 

distinctly British trait, especially of the upper class. In her account, she wrote that the 

British often spoke to their natives in pigeon English, and summoned them all with a 

derogatory ―Here…boy.‖ Duff-Gordon continued to note that this had the effect of 

making the servants behave in a less civilized manner.
54

 

 Dunn and her husband experienced their first ―Christmas Day in the tropics,‖ as 

Sara called it. 
55

 Dunn wrote, ―And then the church—what an upheaval of all one‘s 

cherished sentiments and memories! In the place of the beloved holly and ivy the little 

building was a very bower of bougainvillier [sic] and bignonia. Instead of furs and plaids 

there were pink and white muslin gowns and sun-hats, and in the place of rosy, frost-

kissed cheeks there were pallid and sun-bleached ones.‖
56

 Dunn again noted the 
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differences in appearance between the colonial scenery and the British scenery. Noting 

the differences was the method with which these authors reinforced the difference 

between their ―home‖ (Britain) and the colonies. The empire became the other place 

where they resided for a relatively short period of time.  

 Dunn acted shocked to hear of British colonial women taking part in hunting in 

India. She wrote of one story she was told by their hostess at the mosque in Calcutta, 

where a woman had waited through the night for a chance at shooting a tiger. Dunn 

recounted, ―‗There,‘ she will tell you, pointing to a dense thicket in a sweeping hollow 

below the ridge along which you are slowly driving, ‗is the clump of trees, in one of 

which Mrs. B, the lady whom you heard receiving congratulations in the club on having 

got a bison yesterday, sat for the greater part of last Tuesday night with a decoy kid 

tethered below her in hopes of luring within range of her rifle a tiger, which was known 

to be thereabouts.‘‖
57

 Dunn thought this was inappropriate behavior for Mrs. B. The 

development of such a masculine skill was not important for a woman in Dunn‘s 

estimation. The lack of common amusements in the colonies, as outlined by the previous 

authors, encouraged women to take up hobbies such as game hunting where they had the 

opportunity to do so. In this case, Mrs. B.‘s hunting gained acceptance and even praise in 

colonial society for her successes. This demonstrated that women found more 

opportunities to participate outside the private sphere in a colonial setting. Dunn‘s 

disapproval came from her lifelong knowledge of big game hunting as a man‘s sport 

carried out in the man‘s realm. Dunn was less receptive than the other authors to the 
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marked difference in women‘s activities in the colonies. Dunn did not limit her 

disapproval to the British women colonists. She also criticized what she considered to be 

the less-civilized practices of the indigenous population of India. 

 One local practice which gained Dunn‘s disapproval was sati, or widow burning. 

Although the British administration in India passed laws in 1829 making this practice 

illegal, many Hindus continued to pursue this activity. Dunn described her view of the 

practice as follows: 

The old order changeth not in India, and Hindus still lament over 

the law which banned the heroic act enabling a wife—according to 

their belief—to help not only her husband‘s soul, but to obtain 

blessedness for her own; such a hard thing for a woman to do in a 

land where the only apology for her existence is her probable 

marriage and possible maternity.
58

 

Dunn disapproved of the practice, but acknowledged—with much cynicism—the reasons 

why women would be inclined to do it. She aptly assessed the difficulty of being born 

female in India with this statement.  

 Throughout her writing, Dunn consistently noted the importance of class. She 

judged people by their social status more than by their behavior. This went for Indians 

and British colonists. In fact, Dunn approved of the strict separation of those of different 

castes in Indian society. She wrote, ―Brahman women of the south may be known by the 

way in which they wear their saris, one end of which they bring between the knees, thus 

producing the effect of a ‗divided skirt.‘‖
59

 ―It is by no means so graceful as the method 

adopted by the less exalted of their race,‖ Dunn continued, ―but it has the compensating 
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recommendation of being high caste.‖
60

 In Dunn‘s opinion, the women‘s style of wearing 

their clothing denoted their higher caste. The Indian women wore traditional clothing, 

which Dunn perceived as less attractive or expensive, but this tradition marked their caste 

in a visible statement. This practice opposed the norm in Britain, where the upper classes 

always wore finer fabrics and nicer clothing than the lower classes. Dunn‘s observation 

conformed to the British middle-class mindset of ascendency from the nineteenth 

century. 

 Despite her conventionally British attitudes toward gender roles, Dunn criticized 

the Indian people for promoting the idea that marriage and motherhood were the sole 

reason for the existence of their daughters. She made a remark to this effect after 

watching a group of young girls, taking turns playing bride-to-be. Dunn described the 

game as follows:  

And so these joyless-looking little beings recreate themselves—

hardly, to English notions, after a manner healthy or invigorating, 

but one which is necessarily the outcome of their forced, exotic 

rearing, and of the continuous instilling into their empty little 

minds, by way of education, that marriage is the aim and end of 

their existence, and maternity their raison d‘être.
61

 

This was ironic, since similar traditional roles for women existed in Britain. Over the 

course of the nineteenth century, these roles altered to fit the growing number of 

occupations a woman could obtain, depending on her social standing. Still, the overall 

roles of wife and mother were paramount in the majority of women‘s lives in Britain. 
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 Each of the female authors offered her own perspective of the indigenous 

servants, and Dunn was no different. She did not, however, simply point out the 

propensity for work or lack thereof, but she noted the cultural differences between the 

Indian servant and the British man or woman which, in Dunn‘s mind, should have caused 

friction, but did not. She described these differences as follows: 

The singular aptitude with which Indian servants respond to the 

large requirements of the saheb loque [sic] speaks eloquently of 

their adaptive capacity and ready apprehension. The same man 

who lives day by day, year in year out, on rice, beans, and ghee—

that terrible ghee!—with a sleek, well-nourished result, not only 

takes it as a matter of course that the saheb [sic] cannot dine, under 

any circumstances, on less than five courses, but is nearly always 

equal to the occasion.
62

 

Dunn seemed to think that an Indian man of such simple needs should have been 

unprepared to accommodate a British man of such grand means.  She thought that the 

difference would have been harder for the Indian to understand. 

 Dunn also noted the local hospitality which many colonists adapted during their 

time in exile. Dunn wrote of one occasion where Mr. Cumming‘s servants invited the 

couple into his home, even though Mr. Cumming was absent. The servants made Dunn 

and her husband comfortable and gave them food, but Dunn‘s British manners made her 

wary of accepting it. She wrote of her misgivings as follows: 

This, doubtless, was strictly in accordance with Hindu ethics, but I 

could not feel the confidence that I should have wished in its 

universal acceptance and practice among Christians. Eventually I 

had reason to be sorely ashamed of my lack of faith in the charity 

of my kind; for on the return of Mr. Cumming and his sister they 

not only took us in, sheltered and fed us, but through his agency 

we witnessed what few except Hindus ever see—viz., the carrying 
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in procession within the temple enclosure, which covers thirty-two 

acres, of the gods and goddesses on their great annual festival 

day.
63

 

This was especially spectacular for Dunn, since earlier in the day she and her husband 

had been informed that they would not be able to see the procession into the temple. Mr. 

Cumming and his sister surprised Dunn with their continued hospitality once they arrived 

home. Barker saw it less as a trait acquired from the locals, than a tradition of helping the 

new arrivals. If one arrived in a new place with no help and no knowledge of the region, 

and one encountered a few difficulties, the temptation to give up and return home would 

have been great. This tradition strengthened the connections of the colonial community 

and on the whole, facilitated Britain‘s colonization efforts. 

CONCLUSION 

 Sara Dunn‘s experiences in India demonstrated what the casual female traveler 

must have experienced in the Empire. Dunn and her husband had more flexibility in their 

daily itinerary. Her narrative also provided insight into the travels of persons on a 

moderate budget. Perhaps the most intriguing point of comparison is the similarities 

between Sara Dunn‘s experience on a limited budget and the experience of Lady Dufferin 

on a virtually unlimited budget. The viceroy‘s wife and the casual traveler both 

experienced colonial hospitality firsthand and the indigenous people they met in Calcutta 

treated both white women with the same basic regard. Lady Dufferin‘s duties and 

position required more ceremony in her treatment by the Indian people. However, Sara 
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Dunn observed the Indian culture in some of its most sacred venues, despite the lack of 

ceremony. 

 The differences between the women appear when their class status gains 

consideration. Society‘s expectations of a woman in the Empire were flexible depending 

on the woman‘s duties or lack thereof. In addition to her basic feminine gender roles as 

wife and mother, Lady Dufferin had many other responsibilities, as well as standards of 

appearance to maintain, such as a conservative fashion sense. Her position required her to 

continue the tradition of colonial hospitality, at which she excelled. Sara Dunn‘s lack of a 

profession and perhaps, of a settled position in colonial society, meant that her role as 

wife or mother was not prescribed. The nature of her travel gave her little time to 

establish herself in Calcutta‘s society. However, society accepted her warmly into the 

functions she attended. Lady Dufferin, in contrast, participated in social functions on a 

daily basis that exhibited her fulfillment of her basic gender roles. She was a visible wife 

and mother, as well as a social authority and moral example. Dunn gained entrance to 

colonial society, but her British compatriots and the indigenous population also regarded 

her as a tourist. Again, there is the sense that society gathered not only to be seen, but for 

the basic human want of company and comfort in a new place where one would relish 

any small connection to home. There was also the connection between Britons—settled 

or traveling—that established their difference from the indigenous cultures. British 

colonial social practices set the Britons apart as superior to the local populations—from 

the nature of their gatherings, to the fashions which they wore. Authors such as Sara 

Dunn, who established her difference from the indigenous people based on skin color, 
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religion, and local practices of which she did not approve, reinforced the notion of British 

superiority.
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CHAPTER 3: BURMA 

 The relationship between Britain and Burma began with the attempt of Burma to 

invade India in 1824. The result of this action was the first Anglo-Burmese War, which 

lasted two long and costly years.
1
 Over the course of the next half-century, Burma 

remained embroiled in civil conflicts, with the British slowly occupying more and more 

territory. In 1886, Burma formally became a British colony. The British colonial 

administration in India ruled Burma until the 1930s. During this era, the British promoted 

the settlement of large numbers of Chinese and Indian laborers and merchants in Burma 

to aid in establishing British colonial rule and to increase economic development in the 

region. The administration used this same tactic in many colonies to increase the trade 

between colonies and to secure the position of British authority.
2
  

ELIZABETH ELLIS 

 It was during the 1890s that Elizabeth Ellis visited her sister and brother-in-law in 

Burma. Her brother-in-law accepted an appointment to the Remyo Station as a colonial 

official and had a number of nearby local Burmese villages under his authority. Ellis 

described his duties as visiting the nearby villages frequently.
3
 He also had duties at the 
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station with the British troops and officers, but Ellis‘ descriptions were very vague with 

regard to his daily work. 

 Elizabeth Ellis recounted her experiences and opinions of life in Burma in a 

straightforward manner. Unlike the other works in this study, Ellis‘ writing held no 

pretentions of her purpose in travel or promotion of ideals to any specific audience. She 

did not write only to record her experiences in diaries for herself or her family to read. 

Her work was exceptional because Ellis wrote it after her travels with the express 

intention of having a public audience, and yet her opinions and writing provide a stark 

contrast with the other books written for public audiences by the women in this study. 

One might expect Lady Duff-Gordon‘s letters to have been very straightforward and 

truthful as her original audience was her husband and her mother. Ellis‘ view, however, 

was more unfiltered and somewhat critical of the characters of colonial society in many 

cases. Rather than providing thrilling accounts of her cart rides through the streets of 

Rangoon, or dramatic descriptions of the lush scenery, Ellis focused on the daily life and 

social interactions of her compatriots in Burma. She described the life of the colonists as 

a term of exile from their home in Britain, for she heard as much from the colonists 

themselves, and was one of few authors who noted this trait in the colonial personality. 

She also seemed to believe it was true. The men were always lazy after completing their 

colonial duties, and the women who had few substantial duties of their own were 

necessarily bored, but set on projecting the image that they were just as busy as their 

male counterparts. This was an exceptional perspective of the life of colonial women. 

Other authors in the study described their daily lives as being very busy and more 
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difficult than life in Britain. Each of the other authors depicted a stronger sense of 

purpose for their presence in the colonies. Ellis shared no such purpose. 

 Ellis also lacked the undying sense of colonial loyalty to Britain that she noted in 

the colonists she met. She did not promote the superiority of the British civilization over 

the native cultures they ruled, but instead noted flaws in both cultures. Ellis hardly 

represented the ideals of British femininity. She dutifully took part in the small British 

community that existed in Burma, but her opinion of the colonial version of society, and 

in an indirect way, British society, was that it was all ridiculous and unnecessary. 

According to Ellis, colonial society existed merely to keep the British busy through their 

boring life in the jungle. 

 During her visit, Ellis‘ movement away from the station was restricted. She and 

her sister rarely traveled to the surrounding villages, which Ellis‘ brother-in-law visited 

frequently.
4
 However, this restriction was not because of any social dictate, but because 

the climate made long walks and long travels very uncomfortable. Most outdoor activity 

took place early in the morning or the late afternoon to avoid the heat. Ultimately, 

Elizabeth Ellis may have behaved as a young British lady should, but she strongly 

disliked the trappings of British society at home in Burma, and her lack of any similar 

mindset with the rest of the authors in the study, sets her apart from the majority. Still, 

her perspective provides an unpretentious view of colonial life; a useful comparison for 

examining women‘s place in the Empire. 
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 Like Duff-Gordon, Ellis began her account on board a ship. Ellis wrote that she 

was quite courageous in her mind, but would panic when confronted with a crisis outside 

her realm of comfort. She provided an anecdote of such a situation in her narrative: 

For example, in the case of a shipwreck, I can picture myself 

presenting my life-belt to any one in distress, in the most self-

sacrificing manner, with the neatest little speech, quite worthy of 

‗Sir Philip Sidney‘ himself, and from some commanding post of 

vantage in the rigging, haranguing the terrified passengers on the 

advisability of keeping their heads.
5
  

But she then pointed out that, if she swam in deeper water than she could stand, she 

would fly into a panic and hyperventilate.
6
 Ellis sought to put her imaginary courage to 

the test with a real adventure. She wrote, ―But in this matter-of-fact little England of ours 

there are few opportunities, outside the yellow-backed novel, of meeting with real 

adventures.‖
7
 So Ellis decided to go and visit her sister in Burma.  

 Unlike Lady Duff-Gordon on her sea journey to South Africa, Elizabeth Ellis did 

not regard herself as having the traits of a good traveler at all. In fact, she referred to 

herself as an ―inexperienced traveler‖ whom her fellow passengers took under their 

wing.
8
 Her writing style depicts a confident woman, but anytime she referred to herself, 

Ellis would note her failings at whatever topic she was writing about, be it cooking, 

gardening, or riding. There is a strong sense of honesty about colonial society and its 

entertainments in Ellis‘ writing that none of the other sources exhibit. This honesty may 
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have represented the naiveté of a young girl on her first major journey, or as the 

conscious effort of a young woman, disapproving the number of ideal British women in 

Burma, who were bored with their feminine roles as wives and mothers. Ellis‘ work 

highlighted the existence of the feminine ideal in the colonies, but also noted that many 

women—especially those she encountered at Remyo Station in Burma—were unsatisfied 

with the duties they had to the point that they made more work for themselves, to fill the 

hours of the day. 

 Rangoon was the first stop on Ellis‘ journey. She remained there for a short visit 

before entering the jungles of Burma to make her way north.  According to Ellis, the 

society in Burma was quite similar to that of London, but on a smaller scale.  In Burma, 

the extent of entertainment was to go to the ―gymkhana,‖ or club.
9
 ―Of the lower story,‖ 

Ellis wrote, ―sacred to the male sex, I caught only a hurried glimpse in passing, and the 

impression left on my mind was a confusion of long men, reclining in long chairs, with 

long drinks.‖
10

 She continued, ―In another room of the Gymkhana, the ladies assemble to 

read their favorite magazines, or to glower from afar upon the early birds who have 

already appropriated them.‖
11

 It is here that Ellis provided a lengthy theory of why the 

vice of gossip had become the norm among the ladies of Rangoon society. Ellis wrote an 

anecdote of a normal day in the Gymkhana as follows: 

For example, Mrs. A. arrives early at the Gymkhana, appropriates 

the newly arrived number of the ―Gentlewoman,‖ and seating 

herself comfortably in a good light, sets to work to read the paper 
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from beginning to end. But soon Mrs. B. appears upon the scene, 

and alas! Mrs. B. has come also to the Gymkhana with the 

intention of reading from beginning to end the newly arrived 

number of the ―Gentlewoman‖; and, being human, Mrs. B., on 

finding her favourite paper already appropriated, is filled with a 

distaste for all other papers, and a consuming desire to read ―The 

Gentlewoman,‖ and ―The Gentlewoman‖ only. If she cannot 

procure the paper right speedily, life holds no more happiness for 

her.
12

 

The scene continued with Mrs. B engaging the help of a third woman, Mrs. C. The two 

sat close to Mrs. A and Mrs. B distracted the woman with juicy tidbits of gossip, both real 

and imagined until her paper was forgotten, at which point Mrs. C. picked up the paper 

and retired to a new table. The triumphant Mrs. B joined her and enjoyed her favorite 

paper to her heart‘s content.  The cycle was repeated again when Mrs. A discovered that 

she had nothing to read.
13

 Ellis placed the blame for gossip on the scarcity of good 

reading material at the club. She told the story with a distinctly sarcastic tone. It is 

apparent that she thought the whole situation to be ridiculous. Of course, she continued 

by noting that she was just as ready to hear of a good scandal as the next person. 

 The entire scene merely demonstrated the lack of entertainments available in the 

colonial setting. Ellis noted that Rangoon was much better for society than her later 

destinations. Still, the ladies of Rangoon had earned a reputation of being notorious 

gossips back home in England.
14

  This scenario was reminiscent of Lady Duff-Gordon‘s 

time on deck during her sea journey to the Cape, where she would ―gossip‖ and ―pretend 
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to read.‖
15

 These practices served their purpose as entertainment on the ship when there 

was little else to do. Duff-Gordon, however, seemed to have plenty to occupy her once 

she left the ship. Burma was not as developed as South Africa as a colony. The only other 

entertainment the ladies had was the writing of what Ellis called ―Chits,‖ or small notes. 

Ellis wrote that the whole of the European population of Rangoon had a sickness that 

forced them to partake in this habitual writing of notes of seemingly little consequence. 

―The contents and destinations of these ‗chits‘,‖ she observed, ―seem to be of little or no 

importance; so long as notes be written and despatched [sic] at intervals of ten minutes or 

so during the day, that is sufficient.‖
16

 Ellis‘ description of this habit could of course be 

exaggerated, but it fits within her overall perspective of Rangoon society as a group of 

busybodies who were bored with their ―exile.‖
17

 

Here is a stark contrast with the other sources in this study. Where both Lady 

Duff-Gordon and Lady Barker wrote of how busy they were in South Africa, Ellis noted 

the lack of activities for ladies in Burma. This colonial setting was different. Ellis was 

writing almost twenty-five years later than the previous women. Geography in Africa and 

Burma were quite different. Still, Ellis was seeing the society in a foreign land where 

there would have been many sights to see. Lady Duff-Gordon and Lady Barker spoke of 

taking walks and rides to different local monuments and temples. Ellis engaged in such 

entertainments on occasion, but rarely did the society ladies who resided in Rangoon take 

part in such ventures.  This view of colonial society did not change once Ellis left 
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Rangoon for Mandalay and the Station at Remyo where her sister lived. ―I would gladly 

have remained longer in Rangoon,‖ Ellis wrote, ―but it might not be. Mine was no mere 

visit of pleasure; I had travelled to Burmah [sic] in search of adventure, such as is 

scarcely to be met with in the garden party, dinner party, and dance life of Rangoon.‖ She 

bid ―‗Goodbye‘ to security and civilization‖ and continued her journey to Mandalay.
18

 

Ellis traveled to Mandalay by railway, which the British had completed by 1895. 

Her impression of Mandalay was that it was a stronghold of the Burmese culture, despite 

British occupation. ―Rangoon, fascinating and interesting though it be,‖ she noted,  

is yet chiefly an Anglo-Indian town, but Mandalay, though the 

Palace and Throne Room have been converted into a club, though 

its Pagodas and shrines have been desecrated by the feet of the 

alien, and though its bazaar has become a warehouse for the sale of 

Birmingham and Manchester imitations, yet, spite of all, this 

former stronghold of the Kings of Burmah [sic] still retains its 

ancient charms.
19

 

Here, Ellis was not exaggerating with her artful descriptions. The British looted the 

Palace at Mandalay and repurposed it to provide housing for the local regiment of British 

troops. It was renamed Fort Dufferin, in honor of Lord Dufferin, who served as Viceroy 

in India from 1884 to 1888, and oversaw the British conquest of Upper Burma in 1885-

86.
20

 Ellis‘ tone in the above passage seemed to imply that she thought the necessity of a 

club for soldiers to be less important than the maintenance of the local culture. Her later 

references to the club at Remyo demonstrated that she did not understand the great 
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importance of having a club at all—especially because social clubs differentiated 

between the sexes, often to the detriment of the women. 

 Ellis described the men‘s club at Remyo Station as an ―imposing looking edifice‖ 

of two stories.
21

 ―About the interior of the building,‖ she then admitted, ―I must confess 

ignorance, it being an unpardonable offence for any woman to cross the threshold.‖
22

 

Here again, Ellis‘ sarcasm denoted her true feelings about the separation of the sexes. Her 

description of the women‘s club was equally caustic: 

At the foot of the Club House stands a tiny, one-roomed, mat hut, 

the most unpretentious building I ever beheld, universally known 

by, the imposing title of ―the Ladies Club.‖ Here two or more 

ladies of the station nightly assemble for an hour before dinner, to 

read the two months old magazines, to search vainly through the 

shelves of the ―library‖ for a book they have not read more than 

three times, to discuss the iniquities of the native cook, and to pass 

votes of censure on the male sex for condemning them to such an 

insignificant building.
23

 

Ellis did not see the purpose of having a club in such a small community as Remyo 

station. She wrote that she felt that the ladies would be happier without a club, for they 

felt obligated to make use of it, though it was a great inconvenience to them. A typical 

trip to the club took them away from the comfort of their home. Then, they would sit at 

the club until dark. Ellis described the inconvenience of the walk home once darkness 

fell: 

Not daring to disturb the lordly occupants of the big house, to 

demand protection, they steal home nervously along the jungle 

bordered road, trembling at every sound, but all the time talking 
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and laughing cheerfully, in order to convince everybody 

(themselves in particular) that they are not at all afraid.
24

  

Again, Ellis made her opinion of the separation of the sexes known in this passage. From 

Ellis‘ description, the small hut that was the Ladies‘ Club existed for the sole purpose of 

existing.  The women of Remyo Station did everything they could to occupy 

themselves—no matter how uncomfortable or frightening the circumstances may have 

been—all to justify their presence in Burma. 

The women in Remyo exerted many methods to maintain some semblance of 

society in their remote corner of the Empire. ―Remyo is so entirely cut off from 

civilisation,‖ Ellis pointed out, ―that the inhabitants must of necessity depend solely upon 

themselves for amusement.‖
25

 Therefore, they had a club. They also played at keeping 

house to remain occupied. Ellis wrote, ―As entertainments, at which one would invariably 

meet the same half-dozen guests are apt to become a trifle monotonous, the ladies, 

deprived of this usual mode of killing time, are compelled to devote themselves to 

domestic pursuits.‖
26

 According to Ellis, however, the language barrier, ignorance of 

customary behavior when buying goods, ignorance of the availability of local goods, and 

countless other obstacles, were all significant impediments to the completion of actual 

housework. ―She may resolutely keep accounts,‖ Ellis opined, ―lock up stores, walk 

about all morning in an apron with a large bunch of keys, and have long confidential 

conversations with the cook; but in spite of all these possibilities she can only play at 
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housekeeping; the Cook and Head Boy are the real managers of the establishment.‖
27

 

From the head ―boy‖ down, the servants held to a strict chain of command, so that the 

littlest incident—such as a broken plate—required four or five servants to clean up the 

mess; one to sweep up the shards to glass, one to keep anyone from walking on the 

broken glass, one to fetch a new glass, and so on.
28

 Ellis and her sister were quite 

dependent on their servants and cook to run the household, but they did take a small part 

in determining menus when guests arrived, the arrangement of the furnishings in the 

house, and other tasks. 

The community of British men and women at Remyo was quite competitive. This 

competition thrived at the Ladies‘ Club in the form of exchanging recipes. Ellis wrote, ―I 

was astonished to hear my sister (whom I knew to be almost entirely ignorant upon such 

subjects) glibly confiding recipes for all sorts of things, on one of these occasions.‖
29

 

Ellis asked her sister how she was able to do it and why she would want to. Her sister 

answered, ―it was the fashion to give recipes, and so long as she was careful to include an 

ingredient or two, impossible to obtain, she could safely trust that no one would find her 

out.‖
30

 Her sister felt the need to keep up with the rest of the ladies, even to the point of 

outright dishonesty. Ellis pointed out that the exchange of recipes was quite unnecessary 

in her estimation, since none of the ladies actually cooked the dishes they exchanged 

recipes for—either because of lack of skill or lack of ingredients available in their remote 
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location.
31

 Similar reasons applied to the limited number of dinner parties held among the 

Remyo neighbors. ―The dinner party is the most general form of entertainment in 

Remyo,‖ Ellis remarked, ―but not of very frequent occurrence; the reasons being, the 

limited number of available guests and the restricted nature of the menu.‖
32

 It would have 

been redundant to have the same people over for the same chicken-based dishes, whether 

―soup or savory.‖
33

 

The competition also included gardening. The goal was to have a better garden 

than one‘s neighbors, despite the difference in climate. Ellis wrote, ―The ‗Remyoans‘ are 

ambitious folk, and are not content with the flowers, plants and natural products of the 

country.‖
34

 They desired to have real English gardens. Ellis described the dried and 

withered landscaping that was present in each yard at the station. The kitchen garden at 

her sister‘s home was perhaps the most successful of all the efforts, merely because they 

left the care of that garden to the cook. The result of this was a serving of green peas one 

night with dinner after weeks of cultivation.
35

 Walking provided another way in which 

the colonial ladies kept themselves busy, but it could not be done often because of the 

daytime heat. Ellis noted only one occasion where the ladies of the station went walking 

during the day. The men from the station did not accompany their ladies on the walk, for 
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―The English civilian in the East seems to forget how to walk.‖
36

 The day resulted in all 

the ladies returning home tired, but refreshed at having gotten away from Remyo.
37

 

Outdoor exercise, which would have been a common occurrence in England, was a rare 

pleasure in Burma. 

The need to fill the hours with tasks such as gardening and exchanging recipes, 

and keeping house again demonstrated the lack of amusements for the community at 

Remyo in general, and the ladies in particular. ―It is well,‖ Ellis reflected, ―that the 

Remyo ladies can interest themselves in the manner I have indicated, for between 

breakfast and tea time the sun is so terribly hot, as to render outdoor exercise quite 

impossible, and in the absence of many books, time is sometimes difficult to kill.‖
38

 Ellis 

repeatedly promoted that this was the situation which existed in both Rangoon and 

Remyo Station. Rangoon most likely had a better selection of books available because of 

the shipping trade. However, the climate inhibited a person‘s activities in both locations, 

by Ellis‘ account. In Remyo Station, the jungle environment was a further deterrent, 

keeping the women isolated within the compound of the station for the majority of Ellis‘ 

visit. 

Ellis‘ critique of the wives at Remyo Station could have come from a place of 

privilege and naïveté, or from a feminist perspective. She had not kept a house of her 

own. Ellis exhibited none of the traits that one might attribute to the ideal nineteenth-
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century British woman. Her insight into the behavior of ladies presented a very different 

perspective of the lives of these women. Ellis described the difference as follows: 

Ladies in England, with their hundred and one occupations, their 

amusements, household duties, and perhaps charities to attend to, 

can have but a very faint conception of how wearisomely long and 

lonely are some days, to their Anglo-Indian sisters. Their husbands 

away, or busy much of the day, deprived of their children‘s 

society, with few books, few amusements, and practically no 

duties, life is far from being an unqualified joy to these exiled 

women. Let the British matron who would accuse her Eastern 

sister of idleness, frivolity, and worse, consider these things, and 

forbear to judge.
39

 

Ellis was responding to what she had heard about the colonial society while she was at 

home in England, but also presented a good depiction of the differences between the two 

places. Yet, the colonial society strove to echo that of Britain.  

 Ellis felt that this was a characteristic of colonial life. The objective of colonial 

society was always to maintain the connection with ―home.‖ Similar to Lady Duff-

Gordon and Lady Barker, Ellis noted the transient lifestyle of the colonial official and his 

family. ―Everything is selected with a view to quick packing;‖ she wrote, ―pictures, 

ornaments, and useless decorations are reduced to a minimum, and only articles of 

furniture which are indispensable are seen.‖
40

 When a family lived with the possibility of 

relocated to another post ―at four days‘ notice,‖ there was little reason to settle too 

deeply.
41

 Ellis declared that it was necessary for the members of the family to nurture 

such a mindset of mobility. ―After all,‖ she commented, repeating the familiar refrain, 
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―not Burmah [sic], but England is looked upon as ‗Home.‘‖
42

 Even the colonist who had 

lived in the same village for over twenty years, who had a large network of friends and 

acquaintances, both European and native, who held a position of which he was proud, 

and who enjoyed his daily duties, would sit and talk of ―what he will do when he ‗goes 

home.‘‖
43

 Here, the strong sense of British nationalism became apparent. While Ellis 

recognized this trait and acknowledged its purpose, she never exhibited any nationalistic 

fervor. Unlike Lady Barker, and Lady Duff-Gordon, who both promoted the superiority 

of British civilization and society, Ellis seemed to take a much more detached view.  

Again, her frank presentation of her own opinions prevailed. She spoke of the 

local servants with an objective tone. She did not love them, nor hate them. She noted 

their flaws and strong points with equal fairness, just as she did with the other characters 

she described throughout her narrative. She noted the habit which tended to affect the 

servants of all British colonies—that of having ―fever,‖ which was the popular term 

among the Burmese for getting drunk.
44

 Ellis, however, also noted that Burmese servants 

were loyal in that they would not allow anyone to cheat their masters.
45

 She used few, if 

any racist terms in her writing.  

The station at Remyo exhibited a singular trait which has not appeared in the 

previously mentioned colonial locations. The community was a small and independent 

one, which did not welcome outsiders who came for short visits. ―The casual visitor,‖ 
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Ellis wrote, ―is supposed to ruin the servants, to monopolize the tennis courts, and golf 

links, to abuse the privileges of honorary membership of the club, to unjustly criticize the 

polo ground, and generally to destroy the peace and harmony of the station.‖
46

 Ellis 

continued to point out the specific inconveniences of a casual visitor to both the men and 

the women of the station; to the men, it meant the necessity of wearing one‘s best clothes 

and attending dinner parties in honor of the visitor. For the women, it meant encountering 

someone whose fashions were fresh from London, which would put the rest of the ladies 

to shame with their own out-dated wardrobes.
47

 As a rule, such visitors garnered the 

necessary hospitality, but did not gain entry into the inner workings of the community at 

Remyo until they had proven themselves to be of some use.
48

 Ellis had, of course, 

endured this test and passed it during her stay with her sister. The irony of the situation 

was not beyond Ellis‘ notice. While the British residents at the Remyo station resented 

outsiders, the Burmese at Remyo were welcoming and friendly toward all the British. 

Ellis noted that the Burmese custom was always to welcome guests.
49

 She continued to 

describe the initial dislike toward strangers as a purely British trait: 

The Anglo-Burmans, while retaining the best qualities of the 

English nation, seem to lose entirely that cold and suspicious 

reserve toward strangers, of which we are often so justly accused. 

They appear to have adopted those Eastern laws of hospitality, 

which lay so great a stress on the duty of entertaining strangers, 
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and they cannot do enough to welcome those fellow countrymen 

who visit the land of their exile.
50

 

Here, Ellis described the intertwining of the two cultures without depicting the 

indigenous population as less civilized than the British. If anything, Ellis favored the 

local people‘s manners to the closed society of British colonists. 

CONCLUSION 

 Ellis‘ narrative presented a rather different perspective of the busy nature of daily 

life in the colonies. Rather than days full of diversions and crisis due to the climate or 

accommodations, Ellis described days that were difficult to fill. Her narrative raises the 

question of whether or not the lives described in the narratives of South Africa were 

genuinely as busy as Lady Duff-Gordon and Lady Barker claimed, or if they were 

occupying their time with superfluous tasks to maintain the appearance of a busy life. 

This image of the bored woman at home contrasted to the women examined in this study 

who settled in the colonies for a length of time. Lady Barker, for example, often repeated 

how busy she was organizing her house in Maritzburg, where there were limited social 

functions to attend. Lady Dufferin in India, in contrast, was burdened with the duties of 

being the Viceroy‘s wife, which included almost constant social interaction and public 

visibility. Ellis provided a comparison between two similar locations in her lengthy 

descriptions of the British colonial society of Rangoon, an established port city, and the 

limited social interactions at Remyo Station in the jungles of Upper Burma. 
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 Women were finding different duties for themselves, while maintaining their 

essential roles of wife and mother. The major difference between other colonial locations 

and Remyo Station as Ellis depicted it is that the colonial women in Burma filled their 

time with duties within the context of their existing roles. The majority of the women 

Ellis encountered did not venture beyond the private realm. Dunn described women 

taking up hunting for recreation, and Duff-Gordon provided examples of women owning 

pubs in South Africa, and each of the women in this study found a profession in writing 

to occupy themselves outside the normal realm of women‘s essential roles. There is, 

according to Ellis, little evidence of this in Burma. Another related difference from the 

accounts discussed so far is that the women of Remyo Station did not seem to function in 

the role of social authority as described by Chaudhuri. Ellis‘ descriptions showed a group 

of women who accompanied their husbands into the jungle and did their best to survive 

and stay occupied. 

 In this case, geography made a significant difference in the amount of readily 

available diversions for women. South Africa had an established satellite version of 

British society in Capetown. The established port city also had a necessarily larger 

exchange of trade and culture with all the colonies, and with Britain. The reading material 

might have been fresher in the Cape Colony than in Burma. Rangoon can be compared to 

Capetown in that both were port cities with larger populations of British colonists. 

Remyo Station, however, has few similarities with Maritzburg, which was an active 

European colonial outpost, even before it came under British control. The same 

conclusions can be made of larger cities in India, such as Bombay and Calcutta, which 

were described by the female authors who travelled to them as bustling cities with plenty 
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of cultural mixing and social activity. However, each of the authors who visited these 

larger and more established cities made the same observation: once the traveler or settler 

got past the whirlwind of social functions in the cities, there was a little to keep a person 

tied there. Each of the women then ventured out into the more rural reaches of the 

respective British colonies. Perhaps the colonial woman perceived her movement away 

from the social centers into the ―wilderness‖ of the colonies, as a method of participating 

in the imperial project. Also, by distancing herself from larger British colonial society, 

the colonial woman sought the freedom to take advantage of the various opportunities 

available to her, which was not as acceptable as having a writing career. 
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CHAPTER 4: SOUTH PACIFIC 

 Tahiti and Samoa were each involved in the British Empire or under the sphere of 

British influence at some point during the nineteenth century. British troops were present 

to maintain British control over the harbor and the markets. The western Pacific became 

what Donald Denoon and Marivic Wyndham have referred to as a ―labour reserve‖ for 

the sugar industry in the second half of the nineteenth century. The British recruited 

islanders from one location, for example, to work the plantations on another island, while 

the indigenous population of the second island was recruited to work in Queensland on 

the sugar plantations.
1
 

 Rather than increasing the size or prestige of the British Empire, these locations 

served as economic outposts where soldiers and missionaries corrupted and converted the 

indigenous people. Cultures characterized as violent and cannibalistic in news articles 

and travel narratives back home in Britain, also showed themselves to be welcoming and 

polite toward European colonists. The lush scenery and seemingly endless supply of 

exotic foods contrasted with the chance of disease and failure which many colonists 

encountered in the South Pacific. The image of a romanticized, tropical island lifestyle 

contradicted with the practical concerns of survival and economics. Beatrice Grimshaw 
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explained this paradox in detail in her work, In the Strange South Seas, which will be 

discussed later in this chapter.
2
 

 Tahiti was a ripe market for missionaries in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. In 1842, the island became embroiled in a conflict between France and Britain. 

The French military official in charge of the region took over the island as a protectorate 

and imprisoned the British Consul, George Pritchard, who was also a missionary. He later 

returned to Britain. By the end of the nineteenth century, Tahiti‘s monarch had 

relinquished the island‘s sovereignty to France and it remained a part of French Polynesia 

into the twentieth century. Despite the number of conflicts, plagues, and vices the 

European colonists brought to the island, the Tahitians remained friendly and hospitable 

toward the colonists.
3
 Despite French rule, many British colonists and travelers still 

visited and settled on the island, as was evidenced by Beatrice Grimshaw‘s narrative of 

an active colonial society with an eclectic mix of French and British nationals.
4
 

 Samoa was never an official part of the British Empire, either. The British, 

however, kept troops on the islands to protect their economic interests in Samoan ports. 

The British, French, Germans, and Americans quarreled over the Samoan Islands 

throughout the latter half of the nineteenth and into the twentieth century. Each nation 

provided training, supplies, and ammunition to the local factions warring for power, all in 

the interest of maintaining their influence and their harbor rights. The Samoans 
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underwent two brutal civil wars with the aid of the larger powers in the nineteenth 

century, ending with the Tripartite Convention of 1899, which partitioned the islands into 

American and German Samoa. The British relinquished their hold in Samoa to the 

Germans, gaining concessions elsewhere on the imperial front.
5
 Many British nationals 

remained on Samoa after the British surrendered their territory, including Robert Louis 

Stevenson, who enjoyed celebrity status with the indigenous Samoan people.
6
 

 The women discussed in this chapter visited these islands among others in the 

South Pacific. Beatrice Grimshaw visited Tahiti at the start of her travels, and then 

continued on through a number of other islands before settling in Papua New Guinea, 

where she owned and managed two coffee plantations. Marie Fraser visited Samoa with 

her mother, and the two women stayed in a cottage near the island estate of Robert Louis 

Stevenson, whom Fraser cleverly included in the title of her book.  Both women were 

from upper-middle-class families and both wrote to supplement their finances. Their 

experiences in the South Pacific were similar in that neither needed a large amount of 

funding to live comfortably in the islands.  Although neither woman was part of the 

gentry, the sparse population of Europeans in the South Pacific made society a relative 

term and encouraged friendship among members of different social classes. There were 

similarities in the experiences of these women despite their different locations. The 

general colonial hospitality which existed in the other areas of the Empire was especially 
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prevalent here in the islands; so much so, in fact, that both women recognized the trait 

and mentioned it repeatedly.  

MARIE FRASER 

 Marie Fraser was an English actress and author. She starred in Henrik Ibsen‘s 

play, A Doll’s House, for two showings in Edinburgh and London, while she was still a 

young woman. It was shortly thereafter, in 1892, that Fraser and her mother traveled to 

the island of Samoa, where they settled for what would today be considered a working 

vacation. Fraser referred to the trip as one of leisure in her writing. However, she 

continued to write and publish work throughout the duration of their stay. While in 

Samoa, they became acquainted with Robert Louis Stevenson, the famous Scottish 

author, who lived in Samoa with his family. Marie Fraser was present at his large island-

style birthday feast and weathered a hurricane on the family‘s estate of Vailima, at 

Stevenson‘s insistence. Stevenson‘s wife Fanny, however, never mentioned Fraser in any 

of her own diaries.
7
 Fanny was not mentioned in any of Fraser‘s writings either. This may 

have been because Fraser tended only to mention people who were present at the events 

about which she felt it was worth writing about. 

 Marie Fraser‘s style of writing was somewhat removed from the style of the other 

authors. Fraser wrote with a very dramatic tone, probably because of her acting career. 

Her accounts have a very romantic and adventurous quality to them. For example, her 

opening line was quite exciting. She wrote, ―So right in the teeth of a N.E. gale we 

started—my friend and I, the only women on board a little German ship, and, passing out 
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between the Heads of Sydney Harbour, we plunged into the great Pacific Ocean.‖
8
 Fraser 

wrote, ―my friend and I,‖ but all the accounts of the voyage researched for this study 

identify Fraser‘s mother as her traveling companion, including references from 

Stevenson‘s letters. 

 In 1892, during the time of Stevenson‘s residence in Samoa and Fraser‘s visit, the 

island was under British Administration.
9
 Fraser noted the same hospitality between 

British colonists and travelers that was described by Lady Barker. Upon arriving in 

Samoa, the local postmaster offered the ladies food, comfort, and conversation. Fraser 

reflected, ―When we told him we hoped to find some little house up in the hills, and 

remain some months on the island, he most courteously put his house and people at our 

service until we should be suited, saying that his cottage at the back of the house would 

be sufficient for himself.‖
10

 The British man was willing to put himself out of his own 

home for the comfort of the new arrivals. All he requested in return was news of Britain. 

Fraser wrote of the man, ―Our new acquaintance was an enthusiastic Englishman, and 

inundated us with questions of ‗Home,‘ which included anxious inquiries as to a 

prospective war in Europe, a cholera scare, and the latest tenor ballads.‖
11

 The 

enthusiastic Englishman fit the typical colonist which the previous authors described in 

their own works. No matter the length of time spent in the colonies—twenty years for the 

postmaster—England was always ―home.‖ It is interesting to note that Fraser referred to 
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the man as an Englishman, rather than a Briton. The postmaster most likely referred to 

himself as an Englishman, as well. As Colley posited, the colonies provided an 

opportunity for the emergence of a common British patriotism, but the national identity 

of an Englishman or woman remained English. 

 Marie Fraser and her companion chose a home in the hills, not far from 

Stevenson‘s compound, but Fraser‘s house was little more than a cottage. She wrote a list 

of supplies they brought with them from the port, which included stores of food, ―mats, 

mosquito nets, a few dishes, a pot, a frying pan, and an American stove.‖
12

 The two 

women did have two servants who lived in a small native dwelling just outside their 

house. Their servants, Mafulu and Cipau, lived nearby. Cipau, their female servant, did 

little in the way of service for the ladies.
13

 Fraser described Cipau as doing little work at 

all. She wrote that her mother had asked Cipau for help with something and the woman 

acted quite offended until she spoke with her husband and asked him to explain to the 

ladies that she forgave them their ignorance. Fraser explained, ―We soon learned what a 

blunder we had made in asking a woman to exert herself; if of her own accord she chose 

to do any little thing, good and well—be grateful; but never be so ill-mannered as to ask 

her to work.‖
14

 This contrasts with this study‘s previous findings about the lifestyle of 

indigenous women. In many cases, the women worked as diligently, if not more, than the 

men. The behavior of Cipau in Samoa was comparable to the behavior of the Kafirs in 

Natal, as described by Lady Barker. This was also similar to the indigenous cultures on 
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other islands in the South Pacific such as Tahiti and Fiji, where the British brought in 

laborers from India and China to work on their plantations. 

 Another similarity appears between the Samoans and the indigenous cultures in 

Burma. Both of these cultures kept strict rules of etiquette which were different from 

those of the British. In the cases reviewed for this study, however, the British women did 

their best to understand and respect these rules. Fraser was no different. ―Etiquette rules 

supreme in Samoa,‖ she insisted, ―and any glaring mistakes are unpardonable.‖
15

 Fraser 

also noted the gracious nature of the locals, though language was a barrier. ―Our visitors 

made a few well-chosen remarks,‖ she lamented, ―but, unfortunately, we could not quite 

grasp their meaning; yet the courtesy and kindly intention were obvious.‖
16

  

 This etiquette and kindness displayed by the indigenous cultures was significant. 

In each source, the author noted the manners and etiquette of the indigenous people. This 

was despite countless other references to their flaws as laborers or servants. It was also 

despite the nineteenth-century notion of the British being a superior or chosen race. The 

irony was that each of these women authors, who were writing from the far reaches of the 

Empire, were aware of the presence of civilization in the indigenous cultures. They might 

have written about the vast improvements made by the British in the colonies: the 

railroads, clubs, and libraries. However, each woman was able to recognize both the good 

and bad effects of colonization. 

 Fraser and her mother made the effort to conform to the local custom their 

servants imposed. Fraser wrote of one example as follows: 
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The following morning, when it was still barely light, we were 

awakened by the sounds of sundry coughs from the verandah. We 

paid no attention to them, and were composing ourselves for 

another nap, when the sounds were repeated with such violence 

that it appeared to be our absolute duty to hasten to the relief of the 

sufferers. On opening the door we found Mafulu and Cipau 

beaming upon us, and not a sign of coughs or colds in creation. It 

was merely their delicate method of announcing it was time to be 

up and about. So in future, whenever threatenings of bronchitis 

came from the verandah, we knew it was the hour for early 

coffee.
17

 

Rather than instruct Mafulu and his wife not to wake them as the master-servant 

relationship commonly dictated, Fraser and her mother simply woke up earlier. There 

were other instances when Fraser had to take charge. She described one incident when 

she and Mafulu were selecting produce directly from a plantation. Fraser wrote, ―He who 

hesitates is lost, and to show ignorance concerning bananas and mummy apples to a 

native would be deplorable indeed.‖
18

 Fraser‘s reference to hesitation simply meant that 

the quicker one got the best pick of the fruit. Her comment about showing ignorance to a 

Samoan seemed to apply, not only to selecting fruit, but to everything. According to 

Fraser‘s accounts, the locals were easily offended. They seemed to humor the British by 

working for them, but still treated the British as outsiders and instructed them in proper 

etiquette. To overcome this, Fraser had to fulfill a role similar to that of the memsahibs in 

India; that of running the household, even if she did not always know what she was 

doing. The man, Mafulu, handled Fraser‘s attempts with kindness, while his wife seemed 

to grow weary of the foreigners and gradually distanced herself from the house.  

                                                             
17

 Ibid., 19. 

 
18

 Ibid., 20. 

 



146 

 Many of the Samoans exhibited Mafulu‘s same tolerance of the foreigners. 

Stevenson, who had lived among them for much longer, was a local celebrity to the 

Samoans, who called him ―Tusitala,‖ meaning ―teller of tales.‖
19

 As such, a large 

birthday fête was held in his honor. Fraser attended, dressed in native garb, and described 

the event which ensued in true Samoan fashion. The party consisted of mostly Samoans 

and very few whites. Fraser wrote, ―Everyone talked, and the pretty, vivacious native 

girls laughed at the ignorance displayed by the few strangers in their lack of knowledge 

concerning the subtlest method of enjoying the most rare delicacies, and they spared no 

pains in instructing them.‖
20

 The Samoan fare came served on banana leaves with no 

utensils. Fraser‘s description of the festivities appeared in several magazines at home in 

Britain, due to Stevenson‘s fame from his literary career. 

 The exchange of culture worked both ways. Fraser wrote of habits formed in the 

colonies that persisted once back in Britain. ―There is a standard joke among white 

settlers,‖ she recorded, ―which is, that people who have lived long among the islands, 

after they return to civilization seldom altogether lose the habit of tapping their bread on 

the edge of the table before putting a piece into their mouths.‖
21

 Colonists did this to rid 

the bread of mites before eating it. Certain parts of the reality of colonial life were never 

forgotten even when that reality no longer existed in England. 

 Fraser repeatedly noted the work ethic of the Samoans to be different from one 

Samoan to the next. Mafulu worked the plantation because it was part of his livelihood. 
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He worked for the ladies in the same manner, but his wife, Cipau, did not. So Mafulu 

hired a house ―boy‖ for the women, who took over the cooking duties. The boy, Tuvale, 

came from the Solomon Islands. Fraser wrote, ―Numbers of Solomon Islanders are 

imported to Samoa to do work on plantations which natives would not dream of doing. 

Indeed, Samoans do not really require to work, and they seldom do so.‖
22

 Fraser‘s 

comment portrayed the Samoans as lazy, but this characterization did not fit all of them. 

Mafulu and the servants who worked for Stevenson were proof of that. Here, her 

characterization was based on the stereotype of indigenous labor across the colonies as 

lazy. Each of the authors mentioned the lack of good indigenous labor. These women 

promoted the stereotype in their writing, and so, bolstered the ideal of the superiority of 

the British civilization. 

 Fraser‘s writing included stereotypes about the British colonists, as well. One 

such stereotype was that the colonists would lose touch with the important issues 

affecting England. Fraser wrote, ―Island life is limited in most respects, and it is dreadful 

to relate how rapidly dwellers therein lose touch with the world, and begin to take a far 

keener interest in the neighbouring islands, their inhabitants, and the boats that cruise 

among them, than in the important matters of Europe or America.‖
23

 This is similar to the 

stereotype of the Anglo-Burmans being notorious for spreading gossip, as described by 

Elizabeth Ellis in her narrative. Fraser also noted the importance of ―Home‖ in the minds 

of the colonist. She wrote about it with objectivity as follows: 
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Our guest was devoted to England, and longed to see it again, 

though he was bound to confess that the climate would probably 

kill him. Theoretically, the idea of Home is charming, but in reality 

it means something very different to those who have passed long 

years under Southern skies.
24

 

She understood the nature of their loyalty to England, but was also able to see the 

practical concerns that would come with returning home. Unlike the other authors in this 

study, Fraser placed the ideal of home into a realistic perspective. Would this particular 

colonist ever return to England, or was his loyalty just a part of his colonial character?  

 In her account, Dunn believed the stereotypes that the colonists, despite their 

efforts to look otherwise, were less civilized than the British at home. This contrasts with 

Marie Fraser‘s opinion of the colonists she met in the South Pacific. Fraser and her 

companion visited the island of Samoa where there were very few British social 

functions. Fraser thought that the lack of British society and the very small number of 

British inhabitants in the islands made the few colonists who resided there revert to even 

more stringent British societal standards.
25

 She was of the opinion that they had to 

depend upon themselves for any sense of civilization and consequently, they became 

their own society. Fraser sighted as traits of this tendency the need for British islanders to 

remain in touch with the news from home and to read the most current literature they 

could acquire, and the maintenance of British styles of dress with few allowances made 

for climate.
26
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 The traditions of the West did exist to some extent in the Pacific colonies. This 

was most visible in religious practice. The Western Christian traditions prevailed when it 

came to church; Fraser and her mother kept up their Christmas traditions, as well. She 

wrote, ―The following morning (Christmas Day) the horses were brought round, and we 

rode away in the early dawn to be present at six-o‘clock Mass in the Catholic Cathedral 

on the beach.‖
27

 Attending church did not change once one left England, especially on 

Christmas. However, the rest of the Christmas Day festivities were quite different for 

Marie Fraser. She described the rest of their morning as a trip to visit a local widow of an 

Englishman who had traveled greatly with her husband, but returned to Samoa after his 

death. The woman was hosting a Christmas party at her home, which had a waterfall 

nearby. The Christmas revelers decided to go swimming to escape the heat of the islands. 

Fraser wrote, ―They precipitated themselves into the water every way, except head 

foremost; with which method they were enchanted, and asked us again and again to 

repeat our diving.‖
28

 Fraser and her mother swam with the Samoans in the waterfall on 

Christmas. This was vastly different from Christmas back at home in England. 

Throughout the day, Fraser continued to describe differences between Samoa and 

England—the taro root dishes, the banana leaves, the lack of utensils, and the vastly 

different climate. Still, there was one dish at the Stevenson‘s table which brought a taste 

of Britain to the island. She wrote, ―So, in the faraway Pacific, if we spent the early 

morning among dew-spangled palms, in a flower-strewn church, and later in a river 

where it was advisable to keep out of the sun, here, at least, was genuine plum-pudding to 
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bring us nearer to our frost-bound Northern home!‖
29

 This statement by Fraser brought 

the meeting of the two cultures into perspective. Even halfway around the world, British 

customs and traditions provided the connection with ―Home‖ that could be so comforting 

to the colonist, or the traveler, no matter what the length of their stay. Many of the other 

authors described these connections, though small, as necessary to the survival of the 

colonies. 

BEATRICE GRIMSHAW 

 Beatrice Grimshaw was a well known author, traveler, and adventurer. She was 

born in Ireland in 1870, to an established family in Cloona, County Antrim. She attended 

college in Belfast and London, and then settled in Dublin to begin a successful writing 

career. Grimshaw contributed to, and edited, a number of publications in Ireland during 

the 1890s. After the turn of the century, she started planning her travels. She traveled to 

the South Pacific in 1907, visiting many of the islands in the area before settling in 

Papua, New Guinea. She stayed in Papua until the 1930s when she moved to Australia; 

when she lived out the rest of her life.
30

 The bulk of the narrative used for this study 

follows her time in Tahiti, where she began her South Pacific travels in 1907.  

 Grimshaw was an advocate of tropical colonization. While living in Dublin, she 

actively promoted emigration and organized tours for other travelers. It was also during 

this time that she converted to Catholicism. Over the course of her life, Grimshaw 

published thirty-seven books, including travel narratives, novels, and compilations of 

short stories. She also contributed to National Geographic magazine. She owned two 
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coffee plantations, one which she managed directly, in Papua New Guinea.
31

 In her first 

book entitled In the Strange South Seas (1907), Grimshaw sought to address the lack of 

useful information for prospective colonists.  She described her purpose as follows: 

To find out, as far as possible, what were the prospects for settlers 

in some of the principal Pacific groups was the main object of my 

journey to the Islands. It had always seemed to me that the 

practical side of Pacific life received singularly little attention, in 

most books of travel. One could never find out how a living was to 

be made in the island world, what the cost of housekeeping might 

be, what sort of society might be expected, whether the climates 

were healthy, and so forth matters prosaic enough, but often of 

more interest to readers than the scenic descriptions and historical 

essays that run naturally from the pen of any South Sea traveler.
32

 

In the book, the goal of providing practical information and the narrative of Grimshaw‘s 

first experiences of the island were independent of one another. She recounted her own 

adventure as a white woman in Tahiti, and then followed this tale with a brief history of 

the imperial efforts in the area. After this, Grimshaw began to describe the personal 

qualities necessary for a man to survive as a colonist in the South Pacific. She described 

the ideals they should follow, rather than giving them information to prepare themselves 

for what they would find. Ultimately, she provided relatively little in the way of useful 

practical information for the traveler. Britons wanted to read adventurous tales of exotic 

islands, though Grimshaw herself disclaimed this motive for writing in the above 

passage. Grimshaw claimed to be writing more for a male audience which was ostensibly 

reading for the practical information as well as for entertainment. Grimshaw did not 

include women in her audience because they read merely for entertainment. According to 
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Grimshaw, women enjoyed reading long ―scenic descriptions,‖ that they would rarely see 

first-hand.  

  Although she was writing in 1907, later than the other authors included in this 

study, her promotion of the islands as a colonial destination is intriguing. Her writing did 

not exhibit drastic differences from that of the women writing only a decade before. She 

travelled extensively, cycled competitively, owned and managed her own businesses in 

an exotic location. She was a portrait of the contemporary social idea of a liberated 

woman. However, throughout her writing, Grimshaw did not call for more women to 

travel to the South Pacific or to step forward and support themselves. Grimshaw did not 

address a female audience at all in her work. Her descriptions of the happenings in the 

islands served the function of providing information for male travelers. There was little or 

no mention of gossip, society, or women‘s daily life in the islands. Other than providing 

limited narrative of her own daily experiences, women played very few roles in 

Grimshaw‘s work. This was similar to Mary Kingsley‘s earlier assessment that she was 

merely a woman in a man‘s realm, who hoped that her work proves useful to someone.
33

 

Despite the fact that improved travel and communication had increased the number of 

women in the colonies throughout the Empire, for Grimshaw, at this early point in her 

career it was still very much the realm of men. 

 Grimshaw referred to her audience of prospective travelers as masculine at all 

times. She provided her own observations and opinions as those of a woman who 

travelled, but she called for only male travelers to emigrate to the South Pacific. For 
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example, Grimshaw began, ―So, to The Man Who Could Not Go, I address this book.‖
34

 

She continued to list a number of male characters, such as the ―serious family solicitor,‖ 

and the ―comfortable clergyman,‖ who would never heed the call of ―far-off lands.‖
35

 

Grimshaw did not call these men to follow in her footsteps, but in the footsteps of famous 

men who came to the islands before them. For example, Grimshaw wrote, ―It was the 

Tahitians themselves who claimed all our interest; the famous race who had been so well 

liked by Captain Cook.‖
36

 Grimshaw repeatedly referred to well-known male characters 

to relate better to what she perceived as a male audience. Here, Grimshaw was recording 

the impressions of herself and her companions upon arriving in Tahiti. They paid no 

attention to the many white men, but were enthralled with their first sighting of the native 

Tahitians.  

 Ironically, Grimshaw believed that the white men who travelled to the islands 

eventually became lazy and worthless. She recounted an anecdote describing the local 

British officials as follows: 

There was a Government official perhaps it was two, or three, or 

sixty Government officials who came to Papeete very full of 

energy and ability, and very much determined to work wonders in 

the sleepy little colony. . . . He, or they, is, or are, never to be seen 

awake before three in the afternoon, and his clerks have to type the 

signatures to his letters, because he will not trouble to write his 

name; and their people think they died years and years ago, 

because they have never carried out their intention of telling 

someone to find someone else to send a message to say they are 

alive.
37
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So, upon spending a prolonged period in the islands, the ambitious officials adjusted to 

island time and island lifestyle, which was that of getting very little done. This coincided 

with Marie Fraser‘s descriptions of the indigenous lifestyle on Samoa, where the servants 

worked only as far as was necessary to survive. Grimshaw believed that the European 

inhabitants adapted the indigenous culture, especially where work was concerned. In this, 

her first book, Grimshaw laid out what she considered to be the necessary character traits 

of a man traveling to the South Pacific. The most important in her opinion was the ability 

to do physical labor. ―If he can do any kind of manual labor,‖ she claimed, ―he will not 

be at a loss and if he cannot, or will not, he had much better stay at home on an office 

stool within sound of Bow Bells, and leave the far countries to men of tougher 

material.‖
38

 Again, Grimshaw only offered her opinions of men‘s ability to participate in 

the imperial sphere. In this narrative, she never engaged the female traveler, though she 

was one herself. 

 Grimshaw was herself an avid student of the local culture, although she only 

participated in certain cultural traditions to an acceptable extent—according to her own 

ideals of what she deemed acceptable. Grimshaw let practicality rule her behavior and 

interactions like Lady Dufferin. Grimshaw dispensed with traditions and customs if they 

proved to be inconvenient or unnecessary. Grimshaw‘s experience with the Tahitian dress 

code was a good example of this. The host in Tahiti, whom she referred to only as ―L,‖ 

enlightened Grimshaw to the native style of dress before a trip to the market. Grimshaw 

wrote, ―She has put a new coronet of flowers in her hair, and before we reach the market 
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she proceeds to dress me up Tahiti fashion, with long necklaces of sweet white blossoms 

round my neck, falling all over my dress, and a heavy crown of closely woven gardenias 

on my head, instead of my hat, which she removes, and politely carries.‖
39

 Her hostess 

provided accessories for Grimshaw to wear, but could not get her to adhere to the local 

fashion any further. Grimshaw continued, ―She wants to pull my hair down as well, but in 

a temperature of eighty degrees the idea does not sound tempting, so I decline to follow 

Tahitian custom further. Besides, there is really no knowing where she would stop!‖
40

 

Grimshaw‘s practical nature and her own reservations kept her from following the 

Tahitian dress code completely. Her reaction to ―L‘s‖ muu muus provided insight into her 

sense of propriety. Grimshaw described the traditional dress as a ―muslin nightdress‖ 

which her hostess wore at all times and to every outing.
41

 She noted only one occasion 

when she wore full Tahitian dress throughout the narrative of her visit to Tahiti, and that 

was for a party at which all the European female attendees had agreed to wear native 

costumes. ―The ladies borrowed from L‘s inexhaustible store,‖ Grimshaw recalled, 

―draped themselves in one or other of her flowing nightdress robes, let loose their hair, 

and crowned themselves with twisted Tahitian coronets of gardenia and tuberose.‖
42

 She 

continued to note that ―L‖ would not allow the women to wear their corsets under the 

muu muus, but the ladies insisted that they still be allowed to wear their shoes. Grimshaw 
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described the party as looking quite nice altogether, and noted that the natives loved 

seeing the Europeans in Tahitian garb. 

 The party was part of the close-knit society which existed in Tahiti. Grimshaw 

wrote of Tahiti: ―There are three local newspapers, and a military band plays in the 

afternoons, and there are clubs of all kinds and not a little society, which—being 

society—is in its essence bound to be uninteresting and flat, even here in the many-

colored South Seas.‖
43

  Grimshaw had little use for society. She participated as far as was 

necessary, which followed the standard set by the other European travelers staying at 

―L‘s‖ house with her. When they had a party, she attended, but she did not venture to 

other social functions if there were any without at least one other acquaintance from the 

boarding house. Biographers describe Beatrice Grimshaw as an adventurous woman who 

made her life as an explorer of the South Pacific, but the narrative used for this study, her 

earliest travelogue, showed her to be unsure of what she would find and tentative of new 

cultures and experiences at times, as any first-time traveler or colonist would be.
44

 Her 

more adventurous works, written after she had finished this first tour of the South Pacific, 

show that she developed into a more liberated woman who would go on expeditions into 

the jungle interiors of islands to encounter indigenous peoples in the heart of their 

culture.
45

 These later works were not used for this study because the majority were works 
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of fiction. This first sojourn in Tahiti ignited her interest in the islands and their 

indigenous populations. 

 Grimshaw noted the difference between Britain and Tahiti in terms of society 

with an anecdote about her first encounter with the Tahitian people: 

Scarcely had I taken possession of my quarters, however, when the 

residents came down to call, and invite me to stay in their house. I 

did not know any of them, and they did not know me, but that did 

not matter we were not in chilly England, where a whole country-

side must discuss your personal history, family connections, 

probable income, and religious views, for a good six months, 

before deciding whether you are likely to be an acquisition or not, 

and calling accordingly. I began to understand, now, the meaning 

of the term ―colonial hospitality,‖ which had formerly fallen on 

uncomprehending ears.
46

 

In this passage, Grimshaw was candid about her opinion of polite society in England. She 

also noted the same sense of hospitality which existed throughout the Empire, as a 

phenomenon of the Empire which did not exist at home in England. Grimshaw had the 

same experience of hospitality from indigenous people and Europeans alike, similar to 

the other women in this study.  

 From Tahiti, Grimshaw traveled to a number of other islands, including 

Raratonga. She did not recount her daily activities, but she described her meeting with the 

queen of Raratonga in great detail. She specifically noted the queen‘s curiosity with her 

travels. She asked Grimshaw if she felt fearful at traveling so far from home by herself.
47

 

Grimshaw wrote that she felt awed at being in the presence of the local royal woman.
48
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She seemed to hold this reverence for most of the indigenous people she encountered, as 

if she felt she was seeing them before they disappeared completely as victims of the 

imperial efforts of more powerful nations. She wrote, ―The islanders are happy and sunny 

in their own quiet way, but the backbone of life has been broken for them, and in the 

promise of the future, grey or golden, they have no share.‖
49

 Grimshaw studied the 

historic interactions between the indigenous cultures and the Europeans, and candidly 

acknowledged the damage done as well as the benefits of imperialism. She continued, 

however, to advocate British colonization in the South Pacific throughout her literary 

career. 

CONCLUSION 

 Both Marie Fraser and Beatrice Grimshaw wrote narratives of their visits to the 

South Pacific for publication, but the purpose and the audience for each woman was very 

different. Fraser‘s book was to supplement her income. She wrote for the entertainment 

of those who would never travel to Samoa on their own. Consequently, she included in 

her narrative those ―scenic descriptions‖ which Grimshaw deemed unnecessary. Beatrice 

Grimshaw‘s work served a distinct purpose of attracting British colonists to the islands of 

the South Pacific. She had to compete with the numerous graphic narratives of 

cannibalism and violence which abounded from other travelers. Fraser left the islands 

with her mother after their visit, to return to ―civilization.‖ Grimshaw travelled back to 

the Pacific colonies and settled in Papua for a time, before moving to Australia late in her 

life. Grimshaw‘s daily activities mixed with the practical information she provided about 

island markets and products to inform her intended male audience. Fraser‘s narrative 
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outlined what her life in the cottage on the island of Samoa was like. She detailed the 

differences between Britain and the South Pacific. 

 Both of these women‘s narratives provide useful information for scholars. Thus 

far, however, scholars of gender and imperial history have neglected these sources. 

Fraser‘s narrative shed light on what a woman traveler‘s daily existence was like in the 

South Pacific. It showed that society existed even in the Pacific islands, although the 

nature of social interaction was drastically different. Rather than attending social events 

just to be seen, the islanders and colonists socialized for the basic need of company and 

entertainment, and even comfort. The similarities between the women‘s views of the 

indigenous people, their lifestyle, and the effects on the lifestyles of Europeans living in 

the islands, demonstrated that geographic location had a great effect on their behavior and 

that society in these remote corners of the Empire had different expectations for both its 

male and female participants. The women had to change certain habits of their daily lives 

to fit into the island lifestyle. 

 Parallels exist in these two accounts that relate these women to the other women 

in this study; those in Africa, India, and Burma. Examining the similarities between 

locations such as India, with its satellite versions of British society, and the South Pacific, 

where little or no formal society existed, provides a comparative perspective of the social 

dynamics across the British Empire. Ultimately, society in the Empire responded to one‘s 

profession or lack of profession, more than one‘s status of birth. For example, Lady 

Dufferin‘s position as the Viceroy‘s wife facilitated her fundraising efforts in Indian 

society, more than her noble heritage did. Back in Britain, the opposite would have been 

true, because her nobility facilitated her marriage to Lord Dufferin. Similarly, Marie 
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Fraser‘s career as an actress and author provided more opportunities for social 

involvement than her middle-class background. Society in the colonies provided a person 

of lower class status opportunities to mingle with those from the higher tiers of society 

that did not exist in Britain. The society of the South Pacific, for example, consisted of 

relatively few British colonists and travelers, and, according to Colley‘s theory, such a 

situation created a common bond across classes, nationalities and even genders, to 

strengthen the difference between the European colonists and the indigenous populations.

 In examining Grimshaw‘s work, it becomes apparent that Grimshaw had 

conservative opinions about women‘s traditional roles, their character, and even their 

fashions. She promoted her stance in her writing, fulfilling the role of social authority for 

the Pacific islands. Grimshaw provided guidance on how future male colonists and, more 

indirectly, female colonists, should maintain certain social institutions and accepted 

behaviors even in a vastly different environment. Her book acted as a manual for the 

person thinking of settling in the Pacific colonies, similar to the manuals written by the 

memsahibs on running a colonial household in India. The difference was that Grimshaw 

targeted male colonists with this early work. The memsahibs composed their manuals 

specifically for women who fulfilled the central roles of their gender. 



161 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The overarching theme exemplified by all of the narratives discussed, is 

adaptability. Polite society adapted to the geographic location in which it functioned. 

Colonists made allowances for climate and weather. They stretched propriety when 

necessary and practical. This was true even in India, where the standards maintained were 

more restrictive than in Britain. British colonial society did not function without 

participation. It was not entirely centered on history, status, and title, as it was in Britain. 

It welcomed a second son, or a single woman who could hunt very well, much the same 

as it would any prestigious peer in London. Companionship and familiar faces 

accompanied a general sense of Britain as ―Home,‖ to create a different form of society 

in the Empire which was open to every British traveler or colonist. Society adapted to 

accommodate the needs of the colonists to keep an open connection to Britain, even if 

they had made their home in the farthest reaches of the Empire. It maintained a social 

ideology of British superiority that the participating colonists—men and women alike—

reinforced in their communication with Britain.  

 The women who wrote these narratives adjusted to facilitate their comfort and the 

comfort of their family within the new geographic locales they visited or inhabited. Lady 

Dufferin altered customary practice for the convenience of her family. Elizabeth Ellis 

adjusted her view of the world to include a new culture. Lady Duff-Gordon adapted to the 

difficulties of sea travel in the nineteenth century. Marie Fraser and her mother lived in a 
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cottage on a hill in Samoa for almost a year, without the many luxuries of Western 

civilization. Each woman had to adapt in some way to flourish in the colonies. Daily life 

allowed for the climate and the accessibility of transportation. 

 In addition to adapting their habits, these authors justified their role as British 

imperial participants and authorities through their published works. Not only were they 

wives and mothers, but each also served a function within the imperial project of 

reinforcing the social ideology of Empire. Women maintained their traditional roles, 

while gaining opportunities to engage in activities not available or acceptable in Britain. 

The writing careers of these authors allowed them to contribute to discourses about the 

British imperial mission, women‘s rights and roles, national identity, and racial 

difference, through an outlet that was acceptable to polite society. The colonies provided 

exotic experiences that informed their opinions on these themes. Most of these women 

engaged with the cultures they encountered to the extent that it altered the inherited 

wisdom of the previous generations. 

 The promotion of British ideals of civilization—both by example in the colonies, 

and through their published works back in Britain—served an important role in 

establishing Britain‘s national identity by the end of the nineteenth and into the twentieth 

century. These women disseminated the idea through their writing that British civilization 

was superior to that of the indigenous cultures they encountered. Each woman maintained 

the difference between themselves as Britons, and the local population as the other.  In 

doing so, they fulfilled their duty as women in the Empire of reinforcing the social 

boundaries between the rulers and those they ruled. Some, like Lady Barker, did so in 

distinctly racial terms. By reinforcing the civilizing mission of British imperialism, these 
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women justified their presence and participation in the Empire. They also contributed to 

the body of literature and ideology at the end of the nineteenth century that would be used 

to justify Britain‘s continued interference in the colonies during the twentieth century. 

 Colonial hospitality became the imperial tradition. Indigenous peoples and British 

colonists alike would welcome newcomers with advice and support. This was a necessary 

part of the imperial process. Throughout the sources, the manners which these women 

noticed in each of the indigenous cultures signaled to them that civilization existed in the 

most primitive of places.  The women recognized the manners of the indigenous cultures 

and acknowledged the transfer of culture between the locals and the colonists. However, 

they each maintained the superiority of British civilization over the cultures they 

encountered. Racial difference between the indigenous people and themselves was often 

reinforced by both their positive and negative interactions. This was necessary to justify 

the existence of the Empire and to validate the active role of women within it, even if 

only as British wives and mothers. Again, the duty of ―generational and daily 

reproduction of the empire,‖ as Strobel referred to it, fell upon their shoulders.  

 The women who wrote these narratives shared a number of characteristics. They 

were all literate, with families from the middle and upper levels of society in Britain. 

Almost all of them had a profession. All of them served a purpose within the Empire. 

Whether it was fundraising for better healthcare, hosting royal delegates, or inspiring 

future generations to follow in their travels, each woman participated in the imperial 

process in her own way—from keeping a household in Maritzburg, to disseminating 

information about different cultures back at home in Britain. The evidence found in this 

study demonstrates that women were not victims of imperialism. Nor was the female 
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British colonial population a destructive force within the colonial setting. They benefitted 

the project and benefitted greatly from it, as well. They were not oppressed, but 

empowered. Many of these women insisted that life in the colonies was more difficult, 

but at the same time, liberating, as they gained a greater presence in the public sphere 

acting as authorities on imperial lifestyle.  

 While scholars have attempted to combine imperial history with gender history, 

they have neglected the complexities of women‘s participation in the Empire. Scholars 

must develop a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding of the many roles played 

by British women in the Empire. Colonial societies did not limit these women in the same 

ways that British society restricted women.  The transient nature of colonial life did not 

allow for such limitations. Society was used as a colonial institution of support, rather 

than a social control of women‘s morality. Some social controls were necessary, but the 

sought after result was that British colonial society should maintain its public image as a 

function of the powerful ruling race. Women became active participants in the 

reinforcement of morality in British colonial society. They took on the role of moral 

guide for the same reasons they carried the role of cultural authority, to establish and 

validate their position within the Empire and to reinforce the necessity of British 

imperialism in colonial societies.  

 The great numbers of differences between each woman‘s experiences make it 

impossible to group them all into two general archetypes. While most of the women 

examined here maintained their traditional roles as wives and mothers, the majority of 

their recorded experiences also demonstrated their role as cultural observers and authors, 

recording their findings and analyzing them within the British context. This allowed them 
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to connect with other Britons in the Empire with a common Britishness that was, perhaps, 

more apparent as an identity in the colonies than it was in Britain. As Colley has 

acknowledged and as the evidence in the accounts demonstrated, this connection, which 

centered on the difference of the British colonists from the people they colonized, never 

entirely surpassed their English, Welsh, Irish, or Scottish identity, but it did provide a 

strong bond of patriotism in many varied and distant locations within the British Empire. 

Their contributions to the discussions of British patriotism and a common British colonial 

mentality provide evidence that these women influenced both the public and private 

spheres.  

 Imperialism itself has a complex history. During the nineteenth century, advances 

in transportation and communication made travel faster and more accessible to both men 

and women from all sections of society. Scholars must continue to acknowledge the 

complexities of women‘s lives in the Empire. Rather than trying to engender imperial 

history through generalizations that characterize British women within set models of 

behavior in the colonies, this study assesses their many contributions to the colonial 

project. Just as men were soldiers, entrepreneurs, plantation owners, adventurers, and 

administrators, so, too, women were mothers, wives, advocates, adventurers, authors, 

publicans, hunters, and hostesses. 

 Both men and women served their purposes in the British Empire. This study has 

acknowledged that women actively participated in the imperial project during the second 

half of the nineteenth century. Imperialism should not be considered as only the realm of 

men, just as women‘s roles should not be simplified in an effort to make them visible. 

The colonies provided women with more opportunities to transcend their traditional roles 
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in a socially acceptable capacity. It was the complexity and the variety of their 

experiences that made these women, and the many others who travelled and lived in the 

Empire, worthy of further analysis. Likewise, it is the similar themes that appear in their 

narratives that establish not only their presence, but their significant participation in the 

British Empire. 
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