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First a summary of the novel, followed by a collection of our comments! 

      

At first glance, Maisie Dobbs's initial case as a private investigator looks dreadfully routine: 

Christopher Davenham, whose wife has been making unexplained weekday excursions from their 

London home, has employed Maisie to discover whether he is being betrayed. However, Maisie 

recalls the advice of her enigmatic mentor, Maurice Blanche, that "the extraordinary hides behind 

the camouflage of the ordinary." 

 

Events prove Maurice correct, as the trail of Davenham's wife leads Maisie to a mysterious, 

carefully guarded home for disabled World War I veterans-and toward a painful confrontation with 

her own haunting past. Set in England and France in the 1910s and 1920s, Maisie Dobbs steps 

beyond the conventional confines of a mystery novel by telling the story of a brave, brilliant young 

woman who rises from her working-class origins to study at Cambridge and earn a place as a 

respected detective. 

 

In addition, with  subtlety and sympathy, the novel relives the heroic struggles and devastating 

losses of those who suffered in the so-called War to End All Wars. The terrible tragedy of facial 

disfigurement is sensitively portrayed.- a subject which has rarely been tackled in fiction. The 

horrific violence of the first world war is largely left to our imaginations. And the images are even 

more powerful as a result. 

 

For her re-creation of England in the early decades of the last century, Jacqueline Winspear has 

drawn upon the experiences and stories of her own family .The novel is dedicated to the memory of 

her paternal grandfather and her maternal grandmother. Her grandfather suffered serious leg 

wounds at the battle of the Somme in 1916. After the war he worked as a costermonger in south 

east London ( Frankie Dobbs is clearly based on her grandfather)  Her grandmother worked at the 

Woolwich munitions factory  and was partially blinded  in an explosion which killed several of her 

colleagues.( Maisie's friend Enid is inspired by her grandmother's experiences.) 

 

She has also surrounded her cool but compassionate heroine with a host of well crafted supporting 

characters:  eg  Simon Lynch, the idealistic young doctor whose sense of humane duty draws him 

toward an unimaginable fate; Enid, a red-haired servant-girl whose fiery spirit and romantic 

dreams risk being crushed by class prejudice; Frankie Dobbs, who yearns for his daughter to rise 

and flourish but fears losing her to a social and intellectual world he cannot comprehend; and 

Maurice, who shapes Maisie's growing mind in his own image. Lady Rowan, who is very privileged, 

but kind and open to new ideas and  committed to campaigning for the suffrage of women. Billy 

Beale, the cheerful, ever-helpful and brave ex soldier, who owes his life to Maisie and Simon Lynch. 

And an endearingly old, hard working and affectionate horse, Persephone., who gives such comfort 

to Maisie's father. 

 

Above all, however, Winspear recaptures the character of an age-a time when venerable social 

hierarchies began to totter, when the innocent optimism of youth gave way to the bitter truths of 

experience, and when shell-shocked veterans wandered the London streets at night, dimly 

searching for a peace of mind that had been stolen from them forever.  

 

Maisie is not only  a detective, but  a budding psychologist. Every word and gesture seem 

calculated to lead to the revelation of truth. She records meticulous details and searches for clues 

using her people skills. But Maisie herself has tried to bury a portion of her past. As the plot  



unfolds, so, too, does Maisie's personal history, and we discover that she too must come to terms 

with her own suffering. Her pain has been locked away for years and yet finally she finds the 

strength to face up to it. The ending is shocking and disturbing and yet Maisie rallies and in her 

pragmatic way is determined "to just get on with it." She speaks for a whole generation of post war 

women who are bereaved or having to cope with severely damaged husbands, brothers and lovers. 

Her plight is as relevant today as then. 

 

Comments on "Maisie Dobbs" from our groups: 

 

" I really liked it. especially the picture of Maisie growing up . She is an unbelievably strong person- 

quite inspiring." 

 

"I was fascinated by the different perspective of a nurse working in France" 

 

"To me, the first world war means the Russian Japanese war of 1905." 

 

"it was difficult to put it down- I had assumed that Simon was dead- I was shocked to discover what 

had happened to him." 

 

" I wasn't disappointed- I felt there were three books in one- Maisie's development, the war section 

and the case to be solved." 

 

"I expected more of a crime novel- the crime part was rather weak." 

 

"Getting the female perspective of war gave another angle." 

 

"The Cockney slang made it quite difficult to read." 

 

" I loved the Cockney slang- it added local colour." 

 

" I mostly enjoyed it but the constant use of "her tendrils of hair" was very irritating. I kept 

thinking- oh no, not tendrils again!" 

 

" Maisie is often saying "let's get on with it!" I got the impression of the British stiff upper lip." 

 

"Maisie seemed to be able to move between classes very gracefully." 

 

"The Retreat was set up like a cult- like Scientology" 

 

"It started well- it's well written but the part about the Retreat was pure rubbish- totally 

unconvincing." 

 

"The style seemed to be a mixture of Conan Doyle and the Hercule Poirot novels but  nothing like 

as good-" 

 

"It was a good read but I'd expected a detective novel and there was not enough crime for me." 

 

"It had the ingredients of a good novel- but was rather cliched." 

 

"The depiction of the Great War and its effect on Britain was well drawn- especially the transition of 



society- but the third part was too far-fetched and illogical." 

 

" I really loved it. The problems of the war were very convincingly described. I've gone on to read all 

of the other Maisie Dobbs novels and enjoyed those too." 

 

"I was bored with the book- Maisie was too perfect- she was too talented - eg  teaching herself 

Latin in order to understand some of the books in the library. She was too much of a wunderkind for 

my liking." 

 

"Maurice Blanche is too much of a God-like figure" 

 

"It was a very good picture of London at the time- I soaked up the atmosphere." 

 

"I liked Maisie's combination of intellect and common sense." 

 

"All the characters were too perfect- not just Maisie. Even Jenkins had suffered severe trauma - we 

were even meant to feel sorry for him. I like villains to be villains!" 

 

"Maisie had been deceitful in befriending an unsuspecting Celia." 

 

"I found myself thinking of the position of women at the time- and it's not long since women have 

been able to have separate passports from their husbands." 

 

"Why did Maisie wait twelve years before going to see SImon? " 

 

"Maise wanted to preserve Simon's memory- she was frightened to go and see him- to confront her 

own suffering again." 

 

"The suspense was sustained until the very end- I was convinced that Simon was dead." 

 

"Billy Beale was my favourite character- he was very down to earth." 

 

"I enjoyed the working class language very much- it gave another layer and contrast between the 

classes."  

 

"I liked the commitment to learning and insights into Maisie's life but her relationship with Simon 

was too black and white. A nurse falling in love with a doctor was too stereotypical." 

 

"I enjoyed it-I didn't have to force myself to read it. I went on to read another Maisie Dobbs novel 

but it wasn't as good as the first one." 

 

" I thoroughly enjoyed it- I particularly liked the combination of fact and figures within the  story. 

Jacqueline Winspear is a very good storyteller." 

 

" I thought if I ever met a do-gooder like Lady Rowan I really wouldn't like her." 

 

" I read the book while I was in London and retraced some of  Maisie's steps. I had tea in Fortnum 

and Mason's and could imagine Maisie there all those years ago." 

 

" The character development was excellent." 



 

"I'm not usually a fan of detective stories so I preferred  that the novel concentratied on the 

historical and human aspects. rather than on the criminal element." 

 

"I was very moved by the story. The execution of deserters, often young boys who were too scared to 

go forward in the trenches, was so sad. The injuries of the men, particularly of facial disfigurement, 

were described very sensitively and the after effects- the trauma - were powerfully conveyed." 

 

WORDS OF THE MONTH 

 

p5...poppycock--rubbish 

 

p4...nippy--a bit cold 

 

p9... nip down-- go out quickly 

 

p18...fiddle with--occupy aimlessly 

 

p19 ..fumble- touch or handle nervously 

 

p21...doughty -brave, fearless 

 

p80...gangly.- tall,thin, awkwardly built 

 

p130...chuffed.- delighted 

 

p159--doffed- tip one's hat in salute 

 

p180...twiddling- like fiddling 

 

p253...gaga--silly, crazy. 

 

 

 


