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The Search for Fabienne 

My recent project has involved looking at the life of Miss May Lowther – 

always known as Toupie  – who lived in Pullborough, West Sussex, until her 

death in 1944. Her dates are 1874 – 1944. 

In her youth she was a sports woman – a darling of the newspapers for her 

fencing  and tennis playing. A wide web search found many references to her 

as an admired “lady fencer” one of which indicated that she had been to 

school in France, to a school for young ladies in Avon near Fontainebleau 

“named “Les Ruches”. 

[Cit: Escrimeurs Contemporains: Henry de Goudourville, Paris 1899 Google books] 

Here is Miss Lowther in fencing kit about 1898, and playing tennis in 1905 or 

thereabouts. 

 

 

 

 

 Photo from “the Bystander Magazine” online and  from “George Hillyard, The Man who 

made Wimbledon” by Bruce Tarran pub.Matador2013 

Miss Lowther features as a walk on character in various other books about 

prominent women in the first quarter of the 20th century. However, known 

only as “Toupie”, in  1985  she was wrongly identified as a “Lady Barbara 

Lowther”, a different member of the Lowther family altogether. The main 



 

2 
 

beneficiary in her Will, Fabienne Laura Evelyn Brethous Lafargue D’Avilla, 

referred to as her god daughter, was only an unknown name. I had no 

knowledge of Fabienne’s later life, or death. No photo. Nothing in fact of either 

her birth nor death . The Will dated 1944 included a bequest to  a Mme 

Gertrude Brethous Lafargue  “my long diamond safety-pin”. So, the search for 

Fabienne  began.   

Clearly, with such an unusual name a Google search was the first step. A hit – 

up popped from “The London Gazette” website , a reference to a Certificate of 

Naturalization dated 17th July 1935. I obtained a copy from The National 

Archives. Her address was Lowther Lodge, Pulborough – clearly I had  the right 

person. It adds “Born in France on 29th August 1901, parents Leon Jean Baptiste  

and Gertrude Janet Elisabeth Brethous Lafargue. Single, marriage dissolved.” 

The same name, Gertrude,  that was in Miss Lowther’s Will. Fabienne was her 

god-daughter. Miss Lowther must have known Fabienne’s family.  

How to find out more?   There was no sign of a death certificate for Fabienne 

D’Avilla on BMD, so no Will available.  Many searches came up with nothing:  

she seemed to have vanished from the earth.  So I rather put Fabienne on the 

back burner. 

Going forwards rather than back , I went on to discover that Miss Lowther, 

from her tennis days, was for many years, a  close friend of two British tennis 

greats – Commander George W Hillyard and his wife Blanche Hillyard. He was a 

long time Secretary of the All England Tennis Club at Wimbledon, and she was 

a 5 time ladies champion. Both have a Wikipedia page. They had a son, Jack 

Montagu Hillyard, and for some time had lived  near Miss Lowther in 

Pulborough. In an idle moment , I entered  Jack Hillyard into the Times Digital 

Archives search page…and an unexpected hit happened  dated 1945.    

“The engagement is announced between Jack Montagu Hillyard and Fabienne 

D’Avilla” 

So Fabienne had remarried. This was why I could find no further references to 

her as Fabienne D’Avilla. I now knew that  I needed to search  for Fabienne 

Hillyard.  
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I  found their marriage certificate from BMD, and his later, 2nd marriage, after a 

divorce,  from a Google search that came up with www.thepeerage.com.  

Fabienne however did not marry again, and retained the name  Hillyard until 

she died at the Westbourne  Nursing Home 15/16  Westbourne Villas, Hove, in 

1980. That this was a nursing home was confirmed by a look in the electoral 

registers of the time at ESRO. 

An online search in The Times found the notification of her death 

The Times Wednesday February 20th 1980 

HILLYARD – On January 3oth 1980 Fabienne, aged 79, late of 32 Redcliffe Gardens, SW19, 

daughter of the late M. And  Mme. Brethous-Lafargue, St Sever, France. Committal service at 

St Antony and St George Catholic Church, Duncton, West Sussex, Wednesday February 6th at 

11.00.  Flowers to W B Ryder and sons, Petworth. Memorial mass at Our Lady of Dolours 264 

Fulham Road on Wednesday February 20th 6.30PM 

Another online search found that the church has a website and 

an email to the very helpful priest , Fr. Peter Newsam, located 

her grave in the churchyard. A trip to Duncton with a camera 

was made.  

After this, clearly a relook at her birth records  became 

pressing. They, of course, would be in France. At this point I set 

my computer to do google.fr searches, signed up for Ancestry.com Home and 

Abroad,  and joined the local U3A Family History Class. One day I asked the 

class  – does anyone know how to find a birth certificate from somewhere in 

France ? One lady said “Oh yes, it is different over there – you should write to 

the local Mairie – the Mayor’s office.”  

Ok. So where was it that Fabienne  born ? The Naturalization certificate told 

me. Place of Birth: Chateau des Tourettes, St . Severs, Adour, Landes, France.   

But what was the connection between Miss Lowther and Fabienne Brethous 

Lafargue ? 

Obtaining a copy of Fabienne’s birth certificate was essential. Back to Google.fr 

to investigate the town of St Severs near Bordeaux  in the south of France. 

http://www.thepeerage.com/
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So  I opened up Google.fr and put in St Severs…. and a very nice website for 

the town popped up. With a handy email address for the local Mairie. 

With the aid of a French dictionary I composed an email which included all I 

knew about Fabienne. I sent off my email and only a few days later I had a 

reply. An attachment confirmed her birth date and produced the name of her 

father, Leon Jean-Baptiste Brethous Lafargue. And  the maiden name of her 

mother. Which was  Jones-Dussaut. 

It then became clear that the next step would be to find her mother’s Christian 

name. A certificate of the marriage between the father Leon Jean-Baptiste and 

his wife  Mlle Jones-Dussaut would be essential. Ancestry.com was worth a try 

since I was paid up for overseas research but only holds archive material from 

northern France. But I tried  ”Marriages and Banns” anyway and searched the 

Publications des bans de marriage de Paris et Ancienne Seine.  I found the 

entries for the banns. They were to be married in 1900: the name of the wife 

to be was Gertrude Jones Dussaut.   

So here was the Gertrude Brethous Lafargue who appears in Miss Lowther’s 

Will , receiving the gift of a diamond pin. The connection between Fabienne 

and Miss Lowther was through Mme Gertrude Brethous Lafarge nee Jones- 

Dussaut, her mother. 

But how did Miss Lowther connect with Gertrude Jones-Dussaut ? 

Miss Lowther, says Henry de Goudourville in “Escrimeurs Contemporains” went 

to school at Les Ruches in Avon Fontainbleau, France. Daisy White, an 

Australian girl who also went to the school  there from 1887 to 1889 - and who 

kept a diary which has survived – writes that one of the “governesses” was a 

Mlle Gertrude Jones.  And a local history book by a Theophile de Fleureau 

quotes….le pennsionat  [Les Ruches] est actuellement   dirige par Mlle Jones-

Dussaut….the school is in fact run by Mlle Jones-Dussaut.” 

 [Cit: “Daisy in Exile” by Marc Serge Riviere pub. 2003, National Library of Australia.] 

I had known that one of the original founders of Les Ruches was a  Mlle 

Catherine Dussaut. She died mysteriously in 1887: the name is the same. Les 

Ruches must be the connection between Miss Lowther and Fabienne. 
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Here is a Christmas postcard from Les Tourettes which I found on Delcampe – a 

French website marketplace, after a Google.fr search for Chateau des 

Tourettes.  It is from  “Gertie, Leon, Fabienne.” 

  

All that now remained was to try to locate a photograph of Fabienne Hillyard. 

There was one long shot. Some of the photographs in Bruce Tarran’s book I 

had been donated by Jack Hillyard’s step daughter from his second marriage. I 

wondered whether she might just have a photo of Jack Hillyard’s first wife, 

hopefully contacted Mr. Tarran, and yes, a photo of Fabienne was forthcoming.  
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