
The story of 
Lady Lilian Spender
Key Stage 3 Learning Resource



The story of Lady Lilian Spender 
has been developed by the Nerve 
Centre’s Understanding the Decade 
of Commemorations project, in 
partnership with the Tower Museum.

It is the latest in a series of graphic novels 
connected to the Decade of Centenaries, 
which highlight important historical events 
and people from Ireland’s history during 
the years 1912-1923.

This is a Key Stage 3 curriculum linked 
resource that explores the diaries of Lilian 
Spender, who had a unique perspective 
of one of the most turbulent periods of 
Irish history, from the Home Rule crisis to 
the Anglo-Irish Treaty and beyond.

This graphic novel has been produced 
in 2020 to mark the anniversary of the 
Government of Ireland Act in 1920 and 
the subsequent partition of Ireland into 
two political jurisdictions – Northern 
Ireland and Southern Ireland.

Further graphic novels, as well as a suite 
of animations and interactive resources, 
are available to access from www.
creativecentenaries.org/resources.

Artwork by Hilary Lawler and script by 
Seth Linder. With thanks to Brian Dingwall, 
Silvia Dingwall, Dr Adrian Grant, Professor 
Fearghal McGarry, Rachel Sayers, and the 
Public Record Office of Northern Ireland.

creativecentenaries.org
towermuseumcollections.com

This graphic novel is part of the 
Understanding the Decade 
of Commemorations project, 
supported by the European 
Union’s PEACE IV Programme, 
managed by the Special EU 
Programmes Body (SEUPB).













The diaries of Lady Lilian Spender 
offer a unique perspective of one  
of the most turbulent periods of Irish 
history, from the Home Rule crisis to 
the Anglo-Irish Treaty and beyond.
 
Born into a wealthy London family in 1880, Lilian Dean 
was unusually independent for a woman of her class. 
In 1912, she sailed to Canada to manage a dairy 
farm, having taken a diploma in butter and cheese-
making. The next year, returning to London on holiday, 
she met and married Captain Wilfrid Spender, a 
37-year-old army officer home on leave from India.
 
The Spender’s close involvement with Ulster began 
in 1913 when unionist leader Edward Carson invited 
Wilfrid to Belfast to help organise the Ulster Volunteer 
Force (UVF), a paramilitary force which was formed  
to fight against Home Rule.
 
Lilian’s diary revolved around her social life, recording 
her encounters with the many leaders of Ulster society 
– aristocrats, politicians, industrialists and military men 
– with whom she and Wilfrid mixed. She joined the 
UVF Nursing Corps and wrote of the various training 
exercises they undertook with the soldiers.
 
Although not political, her great interests were singing 
and gardening, Lilian shared Wilfrid’s strong anti-Home 
Rule views. As part of his role to prepare the UVF to 
fight against the government, should Home Rule be 
introduced, Wilfrid oversaw a series of gun-running 
operations in 1914. Lilian was furious when the Home 
Rule Bill was passed that September, although it was 
suspended for the duration of the First World War.
 
The Spenders travelled to England as Wilfrid helped 
the 36th Ulster Division, of which the UVF was part, to 
prepare for the Western Front. There, Lilian witnessed 
the arrival of King George V to review the troops. 
Wilfrid accompanied the 36th Ulster Division to France, 
recording in letters to Lilian the heroic but doomed 
assault by the Division during the first two days of  
the Somme Offensive in July 1916. He would later  
be awarded the Military Cross for his exploits.
 
The Spenders returned to Belfast in 1920 after Wilfrid 
was asked to reorganise the Ulster Volunteer Force. 
Lilian’s diary describes the rioting in Belfast as both 
sides waited for partition to be implemented. These 
tensions remained after the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 
which brought to an end the War of Independence. 
She was in a prime location in Belfast City Hall to 
describe King George V opening the first Northern 
Ireland parliament that year.
 
In 1923, at the age of 42, she gave birth to the 
Spender’s only child, Patricia. Wilfrid was Secretary 
to the Northern Ireland Cabinet, 1921-1925, and 
Permanent Secretary to the Minister of Finance 
from 1925 to his retirement in 1944. He criticised 
discrimination in the new state, appointing Catholics 
to the Civil Service. In 1929, Wilfrid was knighted.  
They remained in Northern Ireland until 1955, when 
they moved back to England. Wilfrid died in 1960, 
Lilian six years later.

FURTHER  
INFORMATION

ONLINE
Introduction to Lady Lilian Spender’s 
diaries.
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/
publications/introduction-lady-
spenders-diaries

Diary of Lady Lilian Spender, 1913.
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/
publications/diary-lillian-spender-1913 

BOOK
World War I and the Question of Ulster, 
The Correspondence of Lilian and 
Wilfred Spender, edited by Margaret 
Baguley. Based on a collection of 
some 2750 letters in the Public Record 
Office of Northern Ireland.

VISIT
The Public Record Office of Northern 
Ireland holds an archive of Lady 
Lilian Spender’s papers, including 
correspondence and diaries from 
1888-1966.
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/proni 

Students will imagine they are Lilian Spender, writing in her diary for the very last time and 
reflecting on a turbulent period in Irish history which led to the creation of Northern Ireland in 
1921. Students will work independently to write a one page diary entry, putting themselves in 
Lilian’s shoes as she looks back over some of the dramatic events she witnessed in her lifetime.

Record a podcast with  
Lady Lilian Spender

Students will imagine a scene where Lilian Spender is being interviewed on leaving 
Northern Ireland in 1955. In groups, students will research some of the main events that 
Lilian observed and commented on in her diaries between 1913 and 1923. Students will 
script an interview between Spender and a fictional interviewer, exploring how Ireland has 
changed from when she first arrived and asking about some of the dramatic moments she 
has witnessed. Students will assume the role of both characters and use audio recording 
software to create their podcast.

Key Stage 3 Curriculum Links

Class
discussion

Women’s voices are often missing from the historical record or overlooked in our telling of 
history. One way of bringing women’s voices to the fore is through diaries and letters held 
in archives like those of the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland. These documents can 
provide an intimate insight into the lives of women throughout history, allowing them to 
speak for themselves and tell their story. What will we leave behind in a digital world?  
Will texts and emails survive as long as paper-based documents? Where will the historians 
of the future look to find our stories?

Write Lady Lilian Spender’s  
final diary entry
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