Emma Antoinette Seebohm Rowntree
A Biography

Emma Antoinette Seebohm, normally known as Antoinette or ‘Tonie’, was born in Hamburg in 1846. Her father Wilhelm was a wool merchant who worked in partnership with his brothers, including Bernard Seebohm, who exported the wool from England and was a friend of the Rowntree family. Antoinette went to stay with Bernard’s family in Hitchin, Hertfordshire in the autumn of 1866, hoping to learn some English. She was not quite twenty-one years old when she arrived. She and Joseph Rowntree first met at the home of Frederic Seebohm, who was Bernard’s son and thus Antoinette’s first cousin. He was also the brother of Julia, Joseph’s first wife.

Antoinette was a slender young woman with fair hair who held herself very erect. She was very accomplished, enjoying both playing the piano and watercolour painting. Though the Seebohms who lived in England were all Quakers, Antoinette’s branch of the family was not so religious. By this point, however, the restrictions against marrying non-Quakers had been lifted, partly due to the efforts of Joseph’s father, Joseph Rowntree Senior, and so there were no obstacles to the couple’s union. The two of them grew close very quickly; Antoinette kept postponing her return to Hamburg, hoping to spend more time in his company. When he proposed, in August 1867, she had been in England less than a year. Joseph’s courtship with his first wife Julia had lasted a full five years; his and Antoinette’s decision to marry might seem a little hasty in comparison, although the length of his previous courtship was partly due to Julia’s youth and his need to establish himself in business. Joseph had a young daughter from his first marriage, Lilley, and his decision to remarry may have stemmed from a desire to provide her with a stepmother. Though he was evidently cared for Antoinette and was delighted when she accepted his proposal, he also expressed a hope that she might fill the place of his ‘darling Julie’, an expectation that would weigh heavily on Antoinette during her married life.

After their marriage Antoinette and Joseph went to live in the Rowntree family house on the corner of Bootham and St Mary’s, sharing it with Joseph’s mother Sarah and his younger brother Henry Isaac, as well as with Lilley. Lilley, then aged four, had long been the sole object of her father’s attention, the last reminder of his beloved first wife, and it would be unsurprising if she had grown a little spoilt. Taking on the responsibilities of caring for Joseph’s daughter may have been a lot for Antoinette to bear; she could not help but be aware that she was always standing in her cousin Julia’s shadow. Though Joseph was attentive and indulgent, Antoinette was never incredibly happy during her marriage. Although she became a Quaker after they married, she never really fitted in to the Quaker way of life. They had little time for the arts in which she was so interested, looking on them rather reprovingly. Perhaps it was her defensiveness about this that helped gain her a reputation for being rather severe and sharp, and not a little intimidating.

Antoinette became pregnant not long after the wedding and on September 4th 1868 her first child, John Wilhelm, was born. Joseph, having seen his first wife suffer so greatly following her pregnancy, was very anxious about the birth, but nothing undue or unexpected occurred. In April 1869, Joseph’s daughter Lilley contracted scarlet fever. She died about a month later. Joseph had been devoted to her and was heartbroken by her death. There were fears that the baby might have caught her illness, but fortunately this proved not to be the case. In 1870 Antoinette gave birth to her second child, a daughter named Agnes Julia, her middle name a memento both to Antoinette’s predecessor and to Lilley, whose given name was actually Julia after her mother. Their third child, Benjamin Seebohm Rowntree, better known as Seebohm, followed her in 1871.

When Antoinette became pregnant for the fourth time in 1875, she and Joseph decided that the increasing size of their family meant that they could no longer share Sarah’s house. They moved to a larger home, though it was only across the road at No.19 Bootham, and so they remained in close contact with Antoinette’s in-laws. John Stephenson or ‘Stephen’ was born in 1875 and Oscar, was born in 1879. Their last child, Winifred, was born in 1884, by which point the family had moved twice more – first to the bottom of St Mary’s to a house that proved too small and in which they did not stay long, and then to a house next door to Sarah’s. With five children to raise Antoinette had neither the time nor the opportunity for many social engagements; she spent most of her time at home and rarely travelled with her husband. A notable exception was in 1872 when she visited her father while Joseph travelled around North Germany for three weeks. From then, Joseph went abroad nearly every year, but it was usually one of the children, rather than Antoinette, who accompanied him.

Joseph wished his children to be brought up as he had been, with plenty of freedom to play and encouragement of hobbies. They were also encouraged to discuss books, politics and religion at the dinner table. However, little time was devoted to discussion of the arts. Antoinette tried to teach the children to paint but they were not very interested apart from John Wilhelm, who showed some aptitude for it and who later in life was very involved in amateur theatre. The children were taught by a governess at first but all subsequently went to school. John Wilhelm, Seebohm and Stephen all went to Bootham School at age twelve; Agnes went first to York High School and then the Quaker school at the Mount; and Oscar started day school at eight.

By the time all their children were born the family kept quite a large number of servants: four maids, an odd-job man, a nurse and a governess. However, they were a large family and Antoinette no doubt needed the assistance with six children of varying ages running about the house. In other matters Joseph Rowntree was very thrifty; he refused to get horse and carriage until the early 1890s, long after most men of his income would have considered that they could afford one. However, he never cared much for ostentation, and at the time he was also involved in the construction of the factory on Haxby Road to replace to smaller establishment at Tanner’s Moat, and was no doubt concerned to save his money for the development of his business. At times, though, his thriftiness may have proved a source of contention between him and his wife; she was on a number of occasions forced to wait for a long time for badly-needed new carpets to be put in.
The Rowntrees did not have a wide circle of friends, a fact that Seebohm Rowntree would later attribute to his mother’s ‘delicate health’. Antoinette spent a lot of time deeply concerned about both her health and that of others. She fretted over her children’s minor ailments and her obsession with her own health seems to have bordered on hypochondria; at one point she suffered from a phantom pregnancy. However, Quakers were deeply interested in illness and perhaps here Antoinette found something in common with her in-laws.

After Sarah Rowntree’s death Joseph bought her house, and he and Antoinette lived there for many years, sharing the house with the widow of his brother Henry Isaac and her children. Antoinette and Joseph lived quite comfortable in their middle age; they had a billiards table, a tennis court and a piano costing £50. In 1901 they decided to move with the times and have electricity installed; a telephone followed a year later. Antoinette was a methodical woman, a trait she shared with her husband, and kept her house very well organised and clean. Although many found her difficult, she had a good relationship with her servants, the majority of whom stayed with her for many years. In the later years of her and Joseph’s marriage, by which point they were very well-off, he bought a house in the village of Westow in order to have peace and quiet to work on his book on temperance. It must have been a little strange for Antoinette to have her husband spending much time in a house eleven miles away, but she still had many relations in the house and family living nearby. In 1905 the couple moved to Clifton Lodge, a large house on the outskirts of the city.

In November of that same year Joseph and Antoinette lost their oldest son, John Wilhelm. He had always suffered from poor health, having been partially deaf from an early age and having started to lose his sight at thirty-one. He was in America seeking medical treatment for his blindness when he died unexpectedly, aged only thirty-six. Sadly, his only son died at the age of 22, fighting in World War One. Their daughter Winifred was also outlived by her parents; she died in 1915, giving birth to her third child.

Joseph Rowntree retired as Chairman of Rowntree & Co in 1923. In late 1924 he and Antoinette decided to stay in London for a few months, renting Ramsay McDonald’s old house. In November, five days after they celebrated their fifty-seventh wedding anniversary, Antoinette died. Joseph outlived her for just one more year, dying in 1925.
