Agnes Baden-Powell

I'm sure each of you have, at sometime, heard of Miss Agnes Baden-Powell who was first involved with organizing Girl Guides on her brother's request following the successful rally at the Crystal Palace.

End of story.
Right?
Wrong!

Did you ever wonder who she was and where she went?

As Guides and Brownies, the next story we hear for history tells of the greatly loved Olave, Lady Baden-Powell, World Chief Guide. There were, however, seven years between these two ladies taking charge of the Girl Guide organization.

Some of us who have been involved through Guiding in the Rangers know that the Ontario Annual Spring Ranger conference is called "Aggie" in her honour. [ed: this became a senior branch event]

You would have been most fortunate to know her for she was a talented as well as a loving and giving lady.

To begin the story of Miss Agnes, it is important to understand that she and Lord Baden-Powell were only two of a family of ten. Their father was the Reverend Baden Powell who was professor of Geometry at Oxford University in England. Their mother was a woman gifted in music and arts as well as mathematics and science. She was widowed when she was 36 and raised the ten children on her own. The family was of the upper class and that usually meant that money was not a problem.

Agnes was older than her brother Robert, and at the time she agreed to take over the Guides, this new experience for girls, she was already in her early 50's. I have always thought of her as a much younger woman. However, once you read of her accomplishments you might wonder how she had any extra time for Guides.

Agnes was known to be a good musician who played organ, piano and violin. As an artist she was described as excelling in all handcrafts and specifically metalwork, the making of lace and needlework. Being most interested in natural history, Miss Agnes always insisted on an "open air" movement in Guiding. Nor is that all! She was a recognized expert in astronomy, could bicycle, swim, drive and skate. Her nursing ability was described as first rate, and she was an excellent cook. In her home, she kept a beehive and produced prize honey, and YES, you did read that correctly! The bees had access to the outside by a pipe through the wall. There was also a colony of butterflies living in the home and several small birds who were not caged. When Miss Agnes agreed to sponsor the fledgling Guide movement she became the President, even though this was not official until September 24, 1915 on the granting of a Charter of Incorporation. By April 1910, she, with two of her friends, saw the need to have an office for Guides and so she undertook to rent a room in the building where the Boy Scouts had their offices. There were by this time already 6,000 girls registered with the Boy Scouts. As Baden-Powell desired to keep the two groups entirely separate he advance them 100 pounds to become established.

In the early part of this century, which was part of the Victorian era, young girls and women had to be "Ladies".  Many parents were afraid that Guides would be tomboys, but those who knew Miss Agnes declared that a more gentle lady could not be found. She would overcome this tomboy image. In the next several years Miss Agnes worked to adapt the handbook "Scouting for Boys" to the "Handbook of the Girl Guides" or "How Girls can Help to Build up the Empire".  She encouraged and co-ordinated Guiding throughout the world, established the 1st Lone Company in 1912, wrote articles for the Girl Guide Gazette, and with her committee made all the decisions large and small that helped create the organization we now have.

In 1917 Miss Agnes resigned the Presidency in favour of Her Royal Highness, Princess Mary, who was an enthusiastic supporter of the Guides. Miss Agnes remained in the office of Vice-President until her death in June 1945 at age 86.

http://guidezone.e-guiding.com/lh_agnesbp.htm
Agnes Baden-Powell

Robert's sister Agnes was born in 1858. Like her mother, she was a woman of many interests and

accomplishments. She would have been considered eccentric in Victorian times, and probably even today. She had some knowledge of 11 languages, astronomy and science. She was interested in natural history and had artistic and writing talents. She was interested in crafts from needlework to metalwork.

Her outside activities included cycling, swimming and skating. She even went up in a hot air balloon!

She played the organ, piano and violin, had ability as a nurse, and was said to be a good cook and

housekeeper. She kept birds, bees and butterflies in her home.

Being a woman of such wide interests, Agnes would almost certainly have been interested in her

brother's Scouting activities. In 1908 she started a Boy Scout Troop “in hopes of finding a man to take it over.” She felt strongly that girls should have the benefit of something similar, “a corps of girls trained to act in emergencies,” and started a “Girls' Emergency Corps.”

In 1909 when girls turned up at the Crystal Palace Rally clamouring to be allowed to join, there were already 6,000 of them registered with Boy Scout Headquarters, practising their own form of Scouting.

Robert asked Agnes to help him organize the Girl Guides. Together they published Pamphlet A and Pamphlet B.

Pamphlet A, called Baden-Powell Girl Guides, a Suggestion for Character Training for Girls,

contained information on how to start Girl Guides and a list of the efficiency badges girls could earn, 20 of which would lead to the Silver Fish Award.

These, of course, were based on Scouting ideas, but adapted to suit girls. Agnes said “girls must be partners and comrades, rather than dolls.” Readers were told that a handbook for girls was being prepared but that in the meantime Girl Guide training could be carried out in the same way as in Scouting for Boys (i.e., by games and competitions).

Pamphlet B contained further information on program for girls. Patrols were to be named for flowers (which annoyed those who were already members of patrols named for animals) and the more than 6,000 girls now registered as “temporary Scouts” would henceforth be called Girl Guides, “people who know the way and could show it to others.”

In 1910 Agnes and some of her friends formed a committee to organize the Guides, with Agnes as

President of the Girl Guides Association. B-P loaned money to rent office space in Scout Headquarters.

Scouting for Boys was adapted for girls in a 475-page book called How Girls Can Help to Build Up

the Empire, and published in 1912. In 1915 a charter was granted to the Girl Guides Association.

Agnes was not apparently a very efficient organizer and for a time it looked as if the new organization would have to be taken over by the Boy Scouts. In 1920 she resigned as President in favour of Princess Mary, daughter of King George V, who was an active supporter of the Girl Guides. Agnes became Vice-President and continued in that position until her death in 1945. While Vice-President, she was always active, travelling in uniform, camping under canvas with the girls and writing articles, particularly for the Girl Guides' Gazette. She deserves credit for facing the prejudice of her time, against women in public life and against the very idea of an organization like Girl Guides.
http://www.girlguides.ca/media/pdfs/14-3/14.3.1.7.pdf
Agnes Baden Powell

Agnes is the oft-forgotten member of Guiding’s early days, overshadowed by the vivacity of Olave.

 

BPs eldest sister, she was, like her high-achieving brothers, a woman of many talents. She was an expert apiarist, steel engraver, artist, musician, and craftswoman. In her younger days she was a skilled balloonist. With her brother Major BFS Baden Powell she made balloons, working the silk for the envelope. They made many flights together and share the excitement of ascents from the Crystal Palace. She joined her brother later in making aeroplanes. He was the President of the Royal Aeronautical Society for seven years, and Agnes was an honorary companion from 1938.

She had a great interest in natural history and had a variety of uncommon pets. A visit to her home, where she lived with her mother, meant dodging birds in the hall, butterflies in one room and bees in another. The bees in a glass hive found their way out to the park and back by a pipe laid through a hole in the wall.

She was a bicycle polo player, collected old lace, and retained her enthusiasm for swimming and dancing until after she was eighty years old.

Agnes became President of the Movement and not only wrote the handbook How Girls can Build Up the Empire – the Handbook for Girl Guides in 1912, but inspired and interested her friends in guiding through her own enthusiasm. She deserves a great deal of credit for having been willing to face the strong prejudice that existed against such a Movement at that time. Many were convinced that guiding would turn girls into tomboys and deprive them of "maidenly modesty". However, Agnes was the perfect asset with her gentle influence, interest in all ‘womanly’ arts, love of flowers, birds, and insects.

ES, Guiding in Australia, September 1989
Obituary 

Miss Agnes Baden-Powell, the only sister of the Founder, Lord Baden-Powell, died on 2nd June, 1945, at the age of 86. She was the first National President of the British Girl Guides Association and, as she liked to call herself, "the grandmother of the Guides."

At the beginning of the Movement, when the girls wanted to follow their brothers, the Scouts, the Founder called upon his sister to help. Miss Baden-Powell started the first Committee in May 1910, and a year or two later she brought out the first handbook for Guides, How Girls Can Help to Build the Empire. And so the seed was sown!

Miss Baden-Powell loved to be asked to visit Guide companies, and, up to a few years ago, often used to stay with them in camp, where she slept under canvas. The photograph we publish shows Miss Baden-Powell on the occasion of a visit to Guides and Scouts at the Queen Mary Hospital, Carshalton, Surrey, England, in 1942.

Her knowledge of gadgets was great; one, of particular interest to Sea Rangers, was a breeches-buoy life-saving apparatus in miniature which worked!

She was for some years President of the Westminster Division of the Red Cross, and worked for the League of Mercy and Queen Mary's Needlework Guild. In the early days she was a very keen balloonist, an interest which she shared with her brother, Major Baden Baden-Powell.

Miss Baden-Powell was quite fearless. After a luncheon party given in her honour at the Forum Club, Grosvenor Gardens, London, when the flying bombs were at their worst and two had just fallen, she was offered a lift in a car, but she said firmly "No, thank you; I shall walk home" and she did!

Her activity and energy remained unimpaired until the last, and at parties given in honour of her birthdays as they came round she was always the brightest and the "youngest" there.

The World Bureau has received many messages of condolence from Guides and Girl

http://www.olavebadenpowell.org/
