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Overview
Charlotte M. Yonge's "The Daisy Chain" chronicles the lives and moral development of the large,
intellectual May family, particularly focusing on the unconventional Ethel May. Set in the
mid-19th century, the novel explores themes of duty, self-sacrifice, education, and the practical
application of High Church Anglican principles within a domestic sphere. The story begins by
introducing Dr. May, a country doctor, and his eleven children, portraying their lively and
intellectually stimulating home life in the fictional town of Stoneborough. A pivotal tragedy
strikes early in the narrative with the death of Mrs. May and the crippling of young Daisy, which
profoundly impacts the family and sets the stage for their subsequent struggles and growth.

The central narrative arc follows Ethel, a brilliant but plain and awkward girl, as she navigates her
intellectual ambitions and her deep sense of family duty. Despite her academic prowess, Ethel
grapples with her role as a woman in Victorian society, ultimately dedicating herself to the family
and to the ambitious project of building a cathedral school for the poor. The novel meticulously
details the daily lives, moral dilemmas, and spiritual journeys of the various May siblings,
including the earnest Norman, who becomes a missionary, and the wayward Harry, who
struggles with discipline. Through their individual and collective experiences, Yonge champions
the idea that true Christian living involves active service, intellectual rigor, and unwavering
commitment to one's community and family, making the book a significant example of Victorian
domestic and religious fiction.

Key Takeaways
• Embrace intellectual curiosity and a love for learning, even if it sets you apart from societal
norms.

• Recognize that true service often involves self-sacrifice and dedication to the well-being of
others.

• Understand that family bonds are a source of both challenge and profound support
throughout life's trials.

• Cultivate a strong moral compass and strive for personal integrity, even when faced with
temptation or difficulty.

• Find purpose in contributing to your community, whether through formal projects or daily
acts of kindness.
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• Accept that personal growth often emerges from adversity and the patient endurance of
hardship.

• Balance personal aspirations with the responsibilities you owe to your family and wider
society.

Chapter Summaries
The May Family's Early Life

The novel introduces Dr. May, a kind and busy country doctor, and his large family of eleven
children in Stoneborough. The May household is depicted as a vibrant, intellectual, and
affectionate environment, though somewhat chaotic. Daughters Margaret and Ethel are
highlighted: Margaret, beautiful and gentle; Ethel, plain, brilliant, and often clumsy, with an
insatiable thirst for knowledge. Their daily routines, studies, and family dynamics establish the
foundation for their individual developments and future roles within the family and community.

Tragedy Strikes and Its Aftermath

A devastating carriage accident claims the life of Mrs. May and leaves the youngest daughter,
Daisy, permanently crippled. This profound tragedy shatters the family's equilibrium, plunging
them into grief and forcing them to re-evaluate their lives. Dr. May is left a widower with a large
family to manage, and the older children, particularly Margaret and Ethel, must step up to take
on increased responsibilities, learning resilience and the harsh realities of loss and disability.

Ethel's Intellectual Path and Duty

Ethel, despite her intellectual brilliance and desire for academic pursuits, finds herself
increasingly bound by family duties. She struggles with her plain appearance and awkwardness
but dedicates herself to her studies, particularly Greek, and to supporting her father and siblings.
Her character arc explores the tension between personal ambition and the Victorian ideal of
womanly domesticity and self-sacrifice, as she grapples with her unconventional nature and her
deep sense of responsibility.

Norman's Vocation and Missionary Call

Norman May, one of the elder sons, is portrayed as earnest and devout. His spiritual journey
leads him to pursue a career in the church, eventually feeling a strong calling to missionary work
in the colonies. This decision reflects the High Church Anglican emphasis on active service and
spreading the faith, and it becomes a significant point of discussion and sacrifice for the May
family, who must come to terms with his departure.

Harry's Struggles and Redemption

Harry May, another son, faces significant moral and academic challenges. He struggles with
idleness, debt, and a lack of discipline, causing considerable anxiety for his family. His journey
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involves a period of estrangement and hardship, but through the patient guidance and
unwavering love of his family, particularly Ethel, he eventually finds a path towards redemption
and a more responsible life, illustrating the power of familial support and forgiveness.

Marriages and New Beginnings

As the May children mature, several enter into marriages. Margaret marries Mr. Edmonstone, a
kind and steady clergyman, establishing her own family. These unions bring both joy and new
responsibilities, expanding the family's network and introducing new characters and dynamics.
The marriages represent the natural progression of life and the establishment of new
households, while still maintaining strong ties to the original May family unit.

The Cathedral School Project

A major ongoing project throughout the novel is the establishment and development of a
cathedral school for the poor in Stoneborough. This ambitious undertaking, championed by Dr.
May and enthusiastically supported by Ethel, becomes a focal point for the family's collective
efforts and a practical manifestation of their Christian duty. The school represents their
commitment to social welfare and education, reflecting High Church ideals of community service.

A Legacy of Service and Faith

By the novel's conclusion, the May family has grown and evolved, facing numerous challenges
but ultimately demonstrating resilience and faith. Ethel, though remaining unmarried, finds
deep fulfillment in her intellectual pursuits and her dedicated service to her family and the
cathedral school. The younger generation begins to emerge, carrying forward the values of duty,
education, and Christian service instilled by their parents, leaving a lasting legacy of purpose and
community engagement.

Themes
• Duty and self-sacrifice

• Intellectual development

• Family bonds

• Christian service

• Victorian womanhood

• Moral growth

Notable Quotes
• "The May family was a daisy chain, each link holding fast to the next, and all bound together
by the strong love of their father." — A description of the close-knit and interdependent
nature of the large May family, emphasizing their unity and paternal bond.
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• "It is not what we gain, but what we give, that makes us rich." — Reflecting the novel's
central theme of self-sacrifice and service as the path to true fulfillment and spiritual wealth.

• "Ethel, with all her cleverness, was still a very awkward girl, and had a way of tumbling over
things." — Describing Ethel May's characteristic clumsiness, which contrasts with her
intellectual brilliance and often leads to humorous or endearing moments.

• "Duty is a very stern thing, but it is also a very beautiful one." — A reflection on the often
challenging but ultimately rewarding nature of fulfilling one's responsibilities, a core tenet of
the May family's philosophy.

• "There are some people who seem to be always doing good, without ever seeming to try." —
A commentary on the natural benevolence and selfless character of certain individuals, likely
referring to characters like Margaret or Dr. May.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is the daisy chain about?

"The Daisy Chain" is about the large, intellectual May family in Victorian England, focusing on
their daily lives, moral development, and commitment to Christian duty. It particularly follows
Ethel May, a brilliant but unconventional daughter, as she navigates her intellectual ambitions,
family responsibilities, and the establishment of a cathedral school for the poor, all against a
backdrop of domestic joys and sorrows.

Is the daisy chain worth reading?

Yes, "The Daisy Chain" is worth reading for those interested in Victorian domestic fiction, the
High Church movement, and character-driven narratives. It offers a detailed portrayal of family
life, intellectual pursuits, and moral dilemmas of the era. Yonge's meticulous character
development and exploration of duty and service provide a rich and thought-provoking reading
experience, though its length and didactic tone may not appeal to all modern readers.

How does the daisy chain end?

Spoiler: The novel ends with the May family having matured and found their respective
vocations. Ethel, though unmarried, achieves fulfillment through her intellectual pursuits and her
dedicated work on the cathedral school, which is successfully established. Norman is a
missionary, Margaret is happily married, and even Harry has found a path to redemption. The
family remains a strong, interconnected unit, embodying a legacy of faith, service, and
intellectual endeavor, with the younger generation beginning to take up their roles.

Who should read the daisy chain?

Readers who enjoy classic Victorian literature, particularly domestic novels and those with strong
religious or moral undertones, will appreciate "The Daisy Chain." It's ideal for those interested in
the social history of the period, the role of women, education, and the High Church movement.



https://booksummaryai.com/country/en/the-daisy-chain Page 5

Fans of authors like Jane Austen or George Eliot (though Yonge is more didactic) might also find it
engaging.

How long does it take to read the daisy chain?

Given its substantial length, typically around 700-800 pages, reading "The Daisy Chain" would
likely take approximately 14-16 hours for an average reader. This estimate is based on a reading
speed of about 250 words per minute, though individual reading paces may vary.


