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Foreword

Let me begin at a point that must seem remote from my main purpose here, which is to welcome Sylvia Topp’s story of Eileen Blair’s life. When, out of the blue, I was telephoned by the late Tom Rosenthal and told by him that he proposed celebrating the year 1984 by bringing out a de luxe edition of Orwell’s nine books – that is, those from Down and Out in Paris and London to Nineteen Eighty-Four – and asked by him to check that there were no misprints in the then available texts, I was surprised. Such expertise as I had was centred on much earlier literature, in particular Shakespeare and his contemporaries. I had, among other books, edited the Penguin editions of 1 and 2 Henry IV, editions that are still in print. Orwell was a new and potentially very interesting challenge. Of the travails attendant on that task, the lengthy delays and the disastrous changes of programme, I have written in detail and they need no rehearsing here. Despite the problems posed in the production of those nine no longer de luxe editions, Tom then had the imaginative idea of putting into print all Orwell’s writings. He even despatched me to Boston to negotiate for a facsimile edition of the manuscript of Nineteen Eighty-Four. Very significantly, he insisted that I be accompanied – at the publisher’s expense – by my wife, Sheila, because he thought, quite correctly as it proved, that she would be an aid in the negotiations. That successfully accomplished, Tom decided that Orwell’s writings should be gathered into a single collected and complete edition, fully annotated. At that Tom left the scene and the edition floundered for some years, nearly sinking into the Atlantic as attempts were made to fulfil Tom’s enlightened vision.

It soon became apparent as Ian Angus, my wife and I searched through archives that the edition would far outstrip what at first had been thought it might contain, especially when we struggled through the BBC Written Archive at Caversham. The immediate response in Poland Street and in New York was to act like two-fisted Sam with shears in each hand to cut and cut and cut. One first victim would have been letters not by Orwell, merely summarising any to him that might be referred to in his responses. I found much of such correspondence not merely factually informative but often emotionally so or even amusing. Take for example the letter written by the late Labour MP, Jennie Lee, replying to a correspondent a few months after Orwell’s death (see Volume XI, item 355A) describing the arrival in Barcelona of a very tall man with large boots slung over his shoulder: ‘This’, she wrote, ‘was George Orwell and boots arriving to fight in Spain.’ Even less priority was to be given to the letters written by his wife, Eileen, especially those to a university friend, Norah Myles, which Orwell would never see but which are wonderfully and emotionally informative.

It was readily apparent that Eileen played a major role in Orwell’s creation of what he did. There is the charming account of how each evening Orwell would read to her what he had written that day that would become Animal Farm. We knew a little of the important and brave role she played supporting him in Spain. And, deeply personal though it is, I could not but compare the part my late wife played in supporting me during the trials, delays, disappointments, and tribulations over some seventeen years in assembling, editing, and annotating the twenty volumes. While Ian Angus’s knowledge and expertise was readily brought to light, as was my indebtedness to him, the part my wife, Sheila, had played, especially in proofreading and in acting as a sounding board to my commentary, was hidden away. This had a mildly amusing aspect.

When the edition was virtually complete, the page proofs for the title pages arrived. It was obvious that Ian Angus’s help should be acknowledged but I had also included my wife’s name. She was having none of it! She had, she maintained, ‘just read the text’. She had done much more but even that expression, ‘just read the text’, needed qualification. She had, in fact, proofread that text three times, and as it ran to some 9,000 pages, much of it in very small print, she had ploughed through over 27,000 pages. Of course errors got through but she was a far better proofreader than am I. She had obviously made an enormous contribution. Nor was it all she had contributed. When she decided it was inappropriate for her, a ‘mere’ teacher of deaf children, to be included on the title page, it led to Ian likewise feeling his name should be removed from the title pages. I had obviously to practise a little deception. With the aid of the publisher, a proof without their names was produced – but then ignored – and, as was only proper, both their names were included on the version published. That they only saw on publication day. I leave the reader to imagine their responses!

My concerns so far as Eileen was concerned were twofold. The first was to persuade the publisher to include all she wrote that we could lay our hands on. The second, drawn from my own experience in the light of the assistance my wife gave me, was to ensure that so far as I could Eileen’s contribution to what Orwell was doing, whether in his writing or in those tumultuous days in Barcelona, was recognised. Just as my wife provided a vital support to my more mechanical contribution to finding, reproducing and annotating Orwell’s work, so I interpreted Eileen’s ‘hidden’ contributions. In this I was only partially successful. Let me offer one example. Why did Eileen travel to Chapel Ridding in the Lake District (see her letter to Jack Common, 20 July 1938, Volume XI, item 468)? Though I had long-standing family connections to that part of England (my great-uncle Edward Hobley who lived in Penrith was a distinguished painter; his work is featured in Penrith Museum and I have on my walls some seventeen of his paintings), I made absolutely no progress in my enquiries. Even with such contacts as I had I got nowhere, but now, at last, Sylvia Topp has uncovered what I failed to do. And this applies to so much of what she reveals in this volume.

What I am particularly delighted by in this study are the revelations which are brought to light of the partnership underlying so much of Orwell’s work, the sort of working partnership I also have been fortunate enough to enjoy.

Peter Hobley Davison

 





Introduction


‘Why a book about Orwell’s wife?’ a friend asked. ‘He would have been a great writer no matter who his wife was, right?’ That thought was expressed to me several times as I researched this book. After all, Eileen died in 1945, just before Animal Farm was published, and therefore just before Orwell began to be widely recognised as a powerful voice in literature. How important could she have been? Also, ‘Why did she do that?’ others wondered, after learning that – with a degree in English from Oxford University and a future as a writer and educational psychologist herself – Eileen suddenly decided, in 1936, to give up her own personal aspirations and instead dedicate her life to a struggling, barely recognised, but very ambitious writer.

This book is an attempt at some answers.

 

Orwell knew well how fragile his own self-confidence was, and how much he needed assurance from others. Towards the end of his life, he confessed to a woman he had asked to marry him after Eileen died: ‘It’s only that I feel so desperately alone sometimes. I have hundreds of friends, but no woman who takes an interest in me and can encourage me.’ And women had indeed ‘encouraged’ Orwell throughout his life. In fact, the number of women Orwell relied on and cherished will perhaps be surprising to some, especially those who believe him to have been a bit misogynistic. From the very beginning, he felt close to his mother, a kind of kindred spirit. And for many years he relied on her and his two sisters, Marjorie and Avril, to lend him money and share their homes with him, as he constantly needed support. His Aunt Nellie – Elaine Limouzine, his mother’s sister – was indispensable to the beginning of his career. She lived in Paris in the late 1920s when Orwell was there, pursuing his desire to become a famous writer. She helped support him financially, while also devising opportunities for him to write for French papers. A few years later she introduced Orwell to the Hampstead bookshop owners for whom he was working in 1935 when he met Eileen. And the following year Aunt Nellie helped Orwell and Eileen find the cottage they lived in just after their wedding.

Then there was Mabel Fierz, a married woman and one-time lover, who believed in Orwell’s talent immediately, one of the very first people to do so. She managed to find an agent for his first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, just as Orwell was ready to destroy it. Mabel also found him a room in Hampstead, where he could live while he worked at the bookshop. And shortly after he moved in, his flatmate, Rosalind Obermeyer, agreed to hold a party with him when, after having three books published, Orwell felt ready to explore the London literary world. Rosalind was studying psychology at University College, London, and she agreed to bring some of her fellow classmates, including Eileen O’Shaughnessy, to their joint party. And thus Orwell met Eileen, who was about to become the most important woman in his life, the one willing to devote herself to ‘encouraging’ Orwell.

But Eileen was not willing to be a subservient wife, and that wasn’t what Orwell was looking for. As David Taylor, a recent Orwell biographer, believes, Eileen was definitely ‘a person in her own right – witty, ironic, able to extract humour from the most unpromising situations’. She was not intimidated by Orwell, and she challenged in a playful way some of his most outlandish declarations. Orwell joyfully recreated some of their battles in Keep the Aspidistra Flying. ‘From time to time [Rosemary and Gordon] quarrelled vigorously, according to their custom,’ he wrote. At one point, ‘They began a violent argument upon the eternal and idiotic question of Man versus Woman … Gordon and Rosemary never grew tired of this kind of thing. Each laughed with delight at the other’s absurdities. There was a merry war between them.’ Apparently Eileen and Orwell continued their ‘merry wars’ through their ten years together, while never contemplating divorce because of them.

 

The belief that Orwell was a self-made man who was reluctant to share his work while in progress is inaccurate. Eileen immediately began typing drafts of Orwell’s articles and books, adding emendations to the back of pages as she finished typing them. Her sense of humour and psychological skills aided him in plot development, and with her admiration, unselfishness, and bravery she helped assure his success.	

Some friends noticed that Orwell’s writing did change in the mid-1930s, but without recognising Eileen’s influence. Richard Rees wrote, ‘There was such an extraordinary change both in his writing and, in a way also, in his attitude after he’d been to the North [referencing Wigan]’ (and of course The Road to Wigan Pier was the first book Orwell wrote after his marriage to Eileen). About Homage to Catalonia, Rees noted, ‘This is the first occasion in any of Orwell’s books in which one feels that he really looked at, saw, and paid attention to another human being.’ And Rees later declared, ‘There are indications in Coming Up for Air and elsewhere that [Orwell] was capable of a more contemplative and psychological approach,’ describing its mood as ‘blithe and sometimes even optimistic’ with a ‘peculiar buoyancy and vigour’. However, Rees concluded, ‘I can’t understand it or explain exactly what happened; I just don’t know. But I quite agree there was an enormous change.’

Fredric Warburg, one of Orwell’s publishers, wrote about Animal Farm, ‘The writer of rather grey novels … had suddenly taken wings and become – a poet … There was, after all, little in Orwell’s previous work to indicate that he was capable of this supreme effort.’ And John Lehman, the editor of New Writing, noticed that Orwell had ‘hammered out a direct and colloquial style’. However, like Rees, these men were not able to imagine that Eileen’s influence could have helped bring about these changes.

Orwell’s main biographers did notice that Orwell’s writing improved shortly after he met Eileen, but they mentioned this only in short sentences which tended to get lost in here biographies covering all the other aspects of Orwell’s adventurous life.

Bernard Crick, Orwell’s first biographer, wrote, ‘Whether by coincidence or influence, [Orwell’s] writing improved greatly after meeting Eileen, becoming a settled, simplified and consistent style,’ adding, ‘After the ordeals of Spain … his finest writing, his best essays … lay ahead.’

Tosco Fyvel, a friend and biographer, wrote, ‘It has so often been remarked that, unlike Orwell’s other works, Animal Farm is a supremely well-written little satire … And if Animal Farm is a tale so perfect in its light touch and restraint (almost ‘unOrwellian’), I think some credit is due to the conversational influence of Eileen and the light touch of her bright, humorous intelligence.’ He added, ‘I have two basic thoughts about [Eileen]. The first is that she had a very positive influence on Orwell’s writings, especially on Animal Farm. The second is that Eileen’s death was a blow to him from which in his personal life he never fully recovered.’

In their biography, Peter Stansky and William Abrahams wrote, ‘ “Shooting an Elephant” marks the beginning of the major phase of Orwell’s career, and it is not just coincidence that the time of its writing should coincide with the beginning of his marriage [to Eileen].’ They added, ‘There is an uncramped expression of feeling, a generosity and humaneness, an acknowledgement of the complexity of seemingly simple experience that had been absent from his earlier writing and that would be present in his work thereafter, which can be attributed at least in part to the influence of Eileen.’ They concluded, ‘It is noteworthy that the vehement bitterness and rancour, so evident in much of [Orwell’s] early work, only reassert themselves after [Eileen’s] death.’

Two other recent biographers also commented briefly on Eileen’s influence. Gordon Bowker wrote, ‘Key ideas in [Orwell’s] later work may have emerged from mutual observations and discussion with the poetic Eileen,’ adding, ‘It is likely that the transformation in Orwell’s work from Wigan onwards owes a great deal to the intellectual stimulus his marriage brought him.’ And Peter Davison believed that ‘Animal Farm is a last, and worthy, tribute to Eileen’s beneficial influence on Orwell.’

Eileen’s friends observed immediately that her personality and skills were improving Orwell’s work. Lettice Cooper wrote, ‘There was a noticeable increase of light and colour in his writing’ after meeting Eileen. Lydia Jackson told people, ‘I am certain that [Eileen’s] logic, her feeling for accuracy in the use of words influenced [Orwell], perhaps without his being aware of it, in improving his style of writing, which in earlier years had a certain crudity and calculated exaggeration, detracting from its power to carry conviction.’ Lydia further elaborated that, at first, Orwell ‘was on the defensive against [Eileen’s] psychological knowledge, and she was wise enough to keep it in the background, but as time went on, he allowed some of this knowledge to penetrate his defences, and it is clear from his later writings that he had accepted much of what he at first tended to ignore, or brush aside, in modern psychological theory and practice.’ When Lydia first read Animal Farm, she ‘could recognise touches of Eileen’s humour in some of the episodes. Whether she had directly suggested them, or George had unconsciously assimilated some of his wife’s whimsical ways of talking and viewing things … I have little doubt that … Eileen had collaborated in the creation of Animal Farm.’ Edna Bussey, the fifteen-year-old girl who assisted Eileen in her typeshop, believed that Orwell ‘owed a tremendous amount to Eileen for his success as a writer … It was not until after he had met her that he became famous.’ She added, ‘She was such a wonderful person and I am sure gave all she had to him to help him to success.’

Eileen’s family had always been well aware of how essential she was to the writing of Animal Farm. Eileen was not interested in publicly claiming credit for any help she gave Orwell, always using her married name, Eileen Blair, and never Eileen Orwell. However, she did tell her family, including Gwen O’Shaughnessy and Doreen Kopp. According to the children of these women, Orwell had originally written a more traditional essay criticising Stalin and totalitarianism, an unpopular subject at that moment, since Stalin was helping the Allies defeat Hitler. Doreen told her son Quentin that ‘Eileen had suggested rewriting the work as an allegory when the issue of Stalin as an ally made it difficult for his publisher in the original format.’ As he went on to explain, ‘My mother lived in a neighbouring house in Canonbury Square [and] she was close to the Blair household. In consequence that is probably how she was able to say that to me.’ Catherine Moncure, Gwen’s adopted daughter, remembers that ‘there was always a murmur in the background of my youth that [Eileen had a hand in the creation of Animal Farm]’. In fact, as he was looking for a publisher, Orwell expected to include a long, explanatory essay, ‘The Freedom of the Press’, as a Preface, but this idea was later rejected. That essay was perhaps the original book idea that was later changed to an allegory.

Orwell once said that Eileen could have been a writer herself, but, although he certainly appreciated her dedication and encouragement, he did not publicly acknowledge her help. However, after she died, Orwell told a friend, ‘It was a terrible shame that Eileen didn’t live to see the publication of Animal Farm, which she was particularly fond of and even helped in the planning of.’ Orwell’s second wife, Sonia, said that Orwell ‘probably did talk to [Eileen] fully about his works’, since she was ‘such a nice woman’ and had been ‘a great help to George’. Orwell himself later gave a very subtle reference to Eileen’s importance in his life. In his 1946 essay ‘Why I Write’, Orwell wrote, ‘The Spanish war and other events in 1936–37 turned the scale and thereafter I knew where I stood.’ And of course one of those ‘other events’ in 1936 was his marriage to and future collaboration with Eileen.

 

Would Orwell have had as much success as he did without Eileen as his wife? Of course his writing would have changed in many ways as he developed his skills, but it’s impossible to accurately speculate just how. Certainly he would not have been as prolific. Having Eileen typing drafts of essays and books, as well as using her editing skills from Oxford, was indispensable to Orwell’s output. And Eileen’s knowledge of psychology definitely helped him develop characters more deeply and convincingly. Also, Eileen constantly stressed how important it was for Orwell to resist taking on so many reviews. She knew his health was deteriorating, and she insisted he concentrate on writing novels in the years he had left.

Just before she died, Eileen and Orwell were arranging to spend the summer in yet another primitive home, this time on the Scottish island of Jura. The idea was to get him so far away from London that he couldn’t easily be reached with writing requests and could thus concentrate on his novel. Orwell ended up going to Jura anyway, but if she had lived, Eileen would have been there with him, helping him survive, typing the drafts of Nineteen Eighty-Four, and suggesting emendations, as she always had with his other books. This was the first time in many years that Orwell was editing and retyping his drafts alone, and he knew it was killing him. Eileen’s presence would definitely have extended his life, perhaps allowing him to write one or two of the other novels he was planning.

I want this book to bring Eileen out of the shadows at last. It’s finally time for Eileen to have her own biography.

 

NOTE: All the above quotations have been credited throughout the book, and details of the sources mentioned are given in full in the Notes.





1

A Complicated Ancestry

It is probably true that you can’t give a really revealing history of a man’s life without saying something about his parents and probably his grandparents.

George Orwell, BBC Radio talk, 1945
  
‘Now that is the kind of girl I would like to marry!’ George Orwell told a friend excitedly, the night he met Eileen O’Shaughnessy.1 He had just returned from escorting Eileen to Hampstead tube station after a party he had uncharacteristically suggested hosting with Rosalind Obermeyer, at the flat they shared at the top end of Parliament Hill. Orwell was thirty-one at the time, still using his birth name, Eric Blair, still in the process of transforming himself into his brilliant future persona. Although he’d had many girlfriends before, some of whom he was still pursuing, Rosalind believed that this time he was seriously in love.

Eileen O’Shaughnessy, playfully recounting the evening to a friend, remembered that she was ‘rather drunk, behaving my worst, very rowdy’.2 Her vivacious party behaviour, added to her beauty, sparkling wit, serious academic background, and rebellious nature, must have been overwhelming to Orwell. Even her name was charming.

 Rosalind later recalled that, the minute Eileen arrived at the party, Orwell stopped mid-conversation to cross the room and introduce himself, and the two talked together most of the evening. Orwell always vividly remembered this moment; years later he would describe how some of Yeats’s poetic images could ‘suddenly overwhelm one like a girl’s face seen across a room.’3 Eileen, who was studying psychology with Rosalind at University College, London, had not read any of Orwell’s three published books – none of them had been hugely successful – but she was intrigued enough to join him for dinner a few days later, and the romance blossomed rapidly.

Whatever Orwell’s reason for suddenly wanting to have a party, whatever Eileen’s impetus for venturing so far from her Greenwich home – that evening, a man with an obsession to be a great writer and a woman who had been bored for many years with the odd array of jobs available to a female Oxford University graduate connected in a miraculous fashion, one of those lucky accidents that are far too rare in life. They’d both come a very long way to find each other that night.

Within a couple of months Orwell had proposed to Eileen. When her friend and fellow psychology student Lydia Jackson was shocked that Eileen was apparently willing to consider his proposal, she joked, as she was prone to do, ‘I told myself that when I was thirty I would accept the first man who asked me to marry him. Well … I shall be thirty [this] year.’4 While making it clear to her friend that she had rejected offers of marriage before, Eileen perhaps wasn’t yet sure herself why she was tempted to accept this particular one. Had she instantly recognised that Orwell had exceptional talent that hadn’t yet been fully realised? Or had he simply mesmerised her with his piercing blue eyes and ability to concentrate his energies so fully on a person that she felt immediately entwined in his future? He was no doubt the most fascinating man she had ever met, and perhaps she understood instinctively that she had the personal qualities necessary to help him become the great writer he so desired to be.

 Lydia thought Orwell was completely unacceptable as a partner for her friend, and Eileen’s mother too actively resisted the marriage. But in a little over a year Eileen and Orwell were indeed married. She went on to share nine more years of a sometimes joyful, sometimes gruelling life with Orwell: at first subsisting happily with him in a tiny village where they grew vegetables and tended their own goats and chickens; then following him into the dangers of the Spanish Civil War; nursing him in Morocco after a severe bout of tubercular bleeding; narrowly escaping the destruction of their London flat in the Second World War; and adopting a baby boy with him when it became apparent that they were unable to have their own child. And their partnership through those years produced some of Orwell’s greatest works.

Orwell’s life before meeting Eileen has been thoroughly documented. Born in India on 25 June 1903 to a father in the Indian Civil Service, he was sent away at the age of eight to St Cyprian’s, a school he claimed to have hated, then at thirteen to Eton College, where most of the pupils were expected to proceed to university and then on to rewarding careers. Orwell rejected this future, instead enduring five years in Burma with the Indian Imperial Police, then struggling through his late twenties and early thirties in Paris and London, learning how to write.

But what had Eileen been doing through all her first twenty-nine years?

It turns out she was living a far more interesting early life than had been imagined, a life that developed all the talent and experience and psychological skills to make her a perfect partner for Orwell. He was wise enough to immediately recognise and appreciate those qualities. And, in the course of their marriage, he made great use of them.

 

Eileen’s parents, Laurence O’Shaughnessy and Mary Westgate, were both thirty-four when they married in 1900, and how they found each other in Gravesend is an intriguing mystery.

Laurence O’Shaughnessy died six years before Orwell entered Eileen’s life, so he is scarcely a presence in their marriage, or in the  Orwell biographies. But, besides being a dominant person in her upbringing, he had an exceptional history, including a family – a father he had much admired and several interesting brothers and sisters – that Eileen would have definitely told Orwell about. In Ireland the name is pronounced ‘O’Shocknessy’, a version favoured by Eileen’s father as she was growing up. Later, her brother and her nephew each tried to get the family to continue using what they called the ‘correct’ pronunciation, even as most family members resisted.5 It’s not known what Eileen preferred.

Laurence was born on Valentia Island in County Kerry, a tiny island on the south-western tip of Ireland, on 24 January 1866. The O’Shaughnessy name has been traced back to ad 358,6 and two O’Shaughnessy castles are still open to visitors near Gort, in County Galway. In the nineteenth century there were some land-owning O’Shaughnessys scattered through Limerick.7 However, the branch of O’Shaughnessys that Eileen’s father was born into was far from those upper classes.

Laurence’s father, Edward O’Shaughnessy, was born in 1827. He was a labourer in County Limerick when he enlisted in the Royal Irish Constabulary, the national police organisation, in September 1848, at the age of twenty.8 Young Catholic men at that time often became policemen when no other jobs were available, and this was a dire time in Ireland: the country was in the midst of the Great Famine, and a strong movement was brewing for Irish independence from Great Britain. The superiors in the Constabulary were most often Protestants, and the police officers, usually Catholics, were there to uphold the status quo and keep control of any potential uprisings. But the young Catholic recruits were often not fully aware of the Constabulary’s grand design of maintaining British control of Ireland and saw themselves as just preserving peace and order.9 If they did have any sympathy for Irish independence, they kept those beliefs to themselves.

The requirements for admission to the Royal Irish Constabulary included a letter of reference from a prominent local resident, a  minimum age of twenty, and a minimum height of 5 feet 9 inches. Edward is listed as only 5 feet 7¾, a clear 1¼ inches too short. Custom allowed sons of members of the Constabulary to be 5 feet 8, but there is no record of Edward’s father being a policeman. Perhaps the recent famine had wiped out a lot of eligible young men, necessitating a few exceptions to this rule? A large girth is also mentioned as a requirement, so perhaps Edward was exceptionally well built.10

Once a young man was accepted and trained in the Constabulary, there were other rules to observe: he was forbidden to get married until he had served seven years, his wife had to be from a different county from his, and he would always be stationed outside his and his wife’s native counties. Edward married Mary Doyle, age twenty-seven, a native of County Cork, in 1858. He was stationed in County Kerry, beginning on 1 November 1850, and since the members of the Constabulary and their families were constantly moved from town to town, this couple’s seven children were born in different locations.

Edward O’Shaughnessy was continually promoted, going from First Class Sub-Constable to Acting Constable, to full Constable – the highest rank allowed for a Roman Catholic – in July 1867, when he was stationed on Valentia Island. On 24 November 1870, after he had been moved to Shannachill, something must have happened demanding disciplinary action against him, since he was ‘Rep. Severely’. While specific records for this kind of ‘reprimand’ no longer exist, according to an expert at the Police Service of Northern Ireland, this would have been a less severe punishment than a fine, a demotion, or dismissal, however.11

The couple had succeeded in bringing three daughters and four sons into the world, the last one in 1871, when Edward died suddenly on 10 August 1872, aged forty-five. His death certificate gives the cause of death as ‘Hematemasis’ [sic], and the duration of the illness as ten days. Hematemesis is defined as ‘the vomiting of blood’, often a symptom of acute gastrointestinal bleeding. Considering his job as a police officer, it seems possible that the bleeding could have been caused by a wound of some sort. However, since one of his sons died at thirty-seven and  his granddaughter, our Eileen, died at thirty-nine, there might have been a family infirmity that was passed on through the generations. Edward left behind his widow and seven children, aged one to eleven, including Eileen’s father, Laurence, who was only six years old when his father died.

Edward O’Shaughnessy and his wife, Mary, who died in 1905, are both buried in the Killorglin Catholic graveyard, in County Kerry. Their tombstone inscription reads: ‘Sacred to the memory of Edward O’Shaughnessy, Sgt. R.I.C. died 10 Aug. 1872, age 45 years, and his wife Mary died Apr. 29, 1905, aged 74 years, erected by his sorrowing wife A.D. 1872.’12

Eileen’s grandmother Mary received a payment of £98 15s 9d at the time of Edward’s death, as well as an annual pension of two months’ pay for every year of service up to fifteen years.13 This would amount to between £86 and £104 a year, on account of his over twenty years of service,14 a sum which can be roughly converted to £4,500 today. With this income, Mary O’Shaughnessy was able to provide her children with some education, and their lives consequently developed in intriguing directions. Each of them was proud of their father, listing him variously as ‘Royal Irish Constabulary’, ‘Police Constable’, and ‘Sargeant’. A few of these six aunts and uncles of Eileen’s became quite prominent citizens, and Eileen would surely have entertained Orwell with stories of their distinguished lives.

 

Edward and Mary O’Shaughnessy’s first child, Mary Anne (sometimes spelled Marianne), born in 1861, was perhaps the most conventional. She married John C. O’Sullivan on 21 August 1890, and produced nine children. One was called Eileen, a name used by other family members too. No doubt there was a favourite Aunt Eileen somewhere in their lives.

Edward and Mary’s second child, Lizzie, was born in 1863 on Valentia Island, where she lived for many years. She was head teacher at the National School in Knightstown15 before she married Thomas  O’Donoghue, around 1892. O’Donoghue was a ‘telegraphist’, an occupation introduced on Valentia Island when the first transatlantic telegraph cable was successfully laid there in 1858, connecting the island and Heart’s Content, Newfoundland, thereby establishing for the first time a permanent communication link between Europe and America. Valentia was thus transformed from a remote island of farmers to an essential centre for telegraph transmissions. In 1901, Lizzie was living at 57 Farranreagh in Knightstown, with her husband and their three children, along with two servants.

Also in the household, alive and well and listed in the census as age sixty-four, was old Mary O’Shaughnessy, Eileen’s grandmother. Since she was seventy-four when she died in 1905, she would have been seventy in 1901, so either the census taker made a mistake or she was lying about her age.16

The third child and daughter, Margaret, born on 8 February 1864, had a spectacular life. In 1883 the Reverend Mother of the Charity of the Incarnate Word, based in San Antonio, Texas, was in dire need of new members for her mission. She made a trip through Europe that year and recruited fifteen girls from Ireland to take back to Texas with her. One of them was nineteen-year-old Margaret O’Shaughnessy. Margaret was being educated by the Presentation nuns to be a teacher in the schools of her district when she signed up to go to Texas.17 The Irish priests tried to discourage the young girls from going to Texas, frightening them with tales of the hardships of mission life, but Margaret was not deterred.18

In a 1925 account of the mission in Texas, Margaret was described as having a ‘versatile mind’ and was praised for encouraging the sisters of the congregation in the study of ‘science, letters, and arts’ throughout her fifty-five years there.19 She was remembered as ‘dignified in her speech, proper in her bearing, and exacting and strict about observance of the rule’. Because she was also said to be ‘very nervous and demands too much perfection of the sisters … perhaps a little too severe’, many of her students ‘avoided passing the door of her office to offset the  chance of another correction’ for their failings.20 These personality traits resemble those of her brother Laurence, Eileen’s father, as well as those of Eileen’s brother, Eric.

Margaret took the name Mother Mary John, and she visited the continent and Ireland in 1900, returning to Texas with sixty-three young girls as ‘candidates’,21 and again in 1923, when she brought back eleven girls from Ireland.22 From 1911 to 1922, 160 young women made the journey to Texas from Ireland, far more than from any other country. When Eileen was in high school she was intrigued by mission work, and of course knew many details about her Aunt Margaret.

In June 1918, when the current Reverend Mother retired, Margaret, aged fifty-four, was elected to the highest office, Superioress General of the Congregation,23 the first Irish woman ever to attain this office. A photograph of her just after she was promoted shows a woman with the attractive looks that were common in her family, with features and a slight smirk reminiscent of her niece Eileen, including her need for glasses for short-sightedness, although Eileen hardly ever wore hers. Margaret served in this capacity until 1930, when her second term was completed. Her influence on the mission was so strong that the next four heads of the Congregation were Irish.24

By 1925, when a history of the Congregation of the Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word was written, it had grown to ‘seven hundred and eighty-three members employed in seventy-four establishments’.25 Margaret was a prime founder of the College of the Incarnate Word, as well as of several other new institutions, and the University of the Incarnate Word is now the largest Catholic university in Texas. So by any standards, little Margaret O’Shaughnessy, the daughter of an Irish constable, had made a huge success of her life. When she died in 1938, aged seventy-four, she was considered so distinguished that her death was recorded in the newspapers: ‘She accomplished great work for the Congregation and was beloved by the nuns at San Antonio.’26

Her two Irish sisters, Mary Anne and Lizzie, were both considered prominent enough to be mentioned in one newspaper article, as was  her brother Edward, Laurence’s younger brother, who had died in 1905. Eileen’s father, Laurence, had died nine years earlier and was not listed as a brother in the papers. Nor had he been mentioned in his brother Edward’s newspaper memorials thirty-three years earlier. He was a judgmental and demanding man, and not easy to live with.27 He was also the only brother who worked for the British government and the only one who married a Protestant English woman, apparently not practising his Catholic faith. So perhaps he wasn’t a favourite member of the family.

Eileen’s father, Laurence, was the fourth child, born in 1866; his story will be dealt with later. Next was Edward and Mary’s second son, Edward, who was born in July 1868 in Shannachill, in County Kerry, shortly after his father was commissioned there. Like their sister Margaret, Edward also achieved some prominence. He moved to London around 1889, and was quickly married on 13 June 1891, to Mary Egan, the daughter of a ‘Customs Officer’. (Accidental research uncovered the curious detail that Edward’s wife-to-be lived at 11 Maidman Street, Burdett Road, only a few doors away from 19 Maidman Street, the home of one of Jack the Ripper’s attempted murder victims, in 1888.) Edward, then aged twenty-two, had a literary calling, listing himself as a ‘Journalist’ on the wedding certificate.

Edward’s journalistic ambitions were swiftly rewarded, and by 1901 the couple were living at 133 Elms Road, in the genteel district of Clapham, in south-west London, with one son and five daughters, one of them another Eileen. Edward was so well loved by his colleagues that ‘[H]e was elected Chairman of the Press Gallery in the House of Commons [in 1904], being the youngest member and the only Irishman ever elected to the position.’28 In that job he transcribed everything that was said in Parliament every day it was in session, and his typed copies were published in the Official Report.29

Edward’s career advanced swiftly, and by 1905 he was the London correspondent for the Irish Independent, a newspaper just founded that January, a direct successor of the Daily Irish Independent, where he had been a reporter. The Irish Independent favoured self-government for  Ireland and was geared to predominantly middle-class Catholic readers. In his first column that January, Edward tackled twelve different topics with ease and fluidity of style, beginning with: ‘The opening of the New Year is being greeted very optimistically in London, especially in commercial circles. Truth to tell, 1904 was desperately disappointing … An immense crowd congregated in the vicinity of St Paul’s Cathedral to await the midnight chimes [but] police interference, except in the capture of the almost inevitable pickpocket, was not required. The joy of the jubilators when a member of the slim-fingered fraternity was being marched off was immense.’ He continued with a report on a new music hall: ‘The Lyceum Theatre … was opened as a music hall on Saturday. Regret at its artistic decadence is tempered with the knowledge that as a music hall it is exceptionally entertaining.’30 To write such a column every day, plus act as a reporter at Parliament and transcribe all his shorthand notes must have taken considerable skill and energy.

But luck abruptly ran out for Edward on 18 July 1905, just a few days after his thirty-seventh birthday. His death certificate lists ‘Cardiac Dilatation, Hepatic Congestion Syncope’ as the cause of death, while one newspaper reported ‘heart failure, following an illness of the heart, due to two attacks of rheumatic fever’. According to another article, ‘His health up to a short time ago had been as robust as his life had been active. But then came an illness that made him just a shadow of his former self. He came over to Ireland and spent some time in his native town of Cahirciveen trying to recruit [sic].’31 While most of his brothers and sisters lived into their seventies and eighties, he must have inherited the weak constitution that ran in his family, the same fragility that was passed on to Eileen.

Newspaper articles reporting on Edward’s sudden death were extravagant in their praise of him. He was described as ‘one of the finest types of Irish journalists in the great English Metropolis, and one of the most popular’; ‘a splendid specimen of Irish manhood, tall, athletically built, of gentlemanly deportment, and with all the brightness of intellect peculiar to the sons of his native “Kingdom” of Kerry’. For  many years a photograph of him hung in one of the journalists’ rooms in the House of Commons Press Gallery. The newspaper reports went on to say, ‘He was one of the earliest members of the Irish Literary Society [founded in 1892 by William Butler Yeats, as an avenue to introduce Irish literature to the English public].’32

Edward’s funeral, the papers noted, ‘was found to be simply packed – another tribute to the popularity of our late colleague. It was noticeable, too, that there were several poor old Irish women present to whom in his life-time Mr. O’Shaughnessy had been a benefactor.’33

Besides apparently possessing all the glorious attributes it was possible to bestow on an Irishman, Edward exhibited one other unusual skill: ‘As a stenographer he was probably one of the most expert, if not, indeed, the most expert in the Three Kingdoms, his speed in writing the mystic characters being something phenomenal … His speed reached the extraordinary rate of 263 words a minute.’34 These days, a speed of 100 words a minute is considered quite respectable.

This is a fascinating titbit. We know that Eileen – besides inheriting this Irish charm, as well as, perhaps, a very weak constitution – was also, coincidentally, an exceptional stenographer. Edward died just two months before Eileen was born, and a case could perhaps be made that she took the place of this beloved brother in her father Laurence’s eyes.

Edward and Mary O’Shaughnessy’s sixth child, Michael, was baptised on 27 March 1870, while his father was still stationed in Shannachill. He went to London at an early age to join his two older brothers, working first in the offices of the British South Africa Company and later for the London Tramway Department. Birth records state that on 29 May 1900 a daughter, Eileen Gertrude Frances, was born to a Michael O’Shaughnessy and Hannah Ronaye (possibly a misspelling of ‘Ronayne’) in Greenwich, close to where Michael’s brother Laurence had married Eileen’s mother three months earlier. Neither Hannah nor Eileen Gertrude Frances is easily found in any other ancestry records, and by 1901 our Michael was living alone at 41 Ravensdon Street in Lambeth. Perhaps his wife and daughter had suddenly died.

 In 1905, when Michael was living at 1 Jeffreys Road, South Lambeth, he was the ‘informant’ of his brother Edward’s death. That was a terrible spring for Michael, who, less than three months earlier, had gone to Ireland to be a witness at his mother’s (Eileen’s grandmother’s) death. His newspaper obituary, on 17 January 1930, described him as ‘a well-known and much respected member of the London-Irish community … He was unmarried … His passing will be widely deplored in London.’ The fact that he was unmarried when he died lends credence to the possibility that his wife and daughter had indeed died years earlier.

Patrick, the last of the O’Shaughnessy children, was born on 8 October 1871. On 29 December 1872, only four months after his father had died, his mother reported Patrick’s death from a two-month bout of measles and whooping cough.

 

The middle child of Edward O’Shaughnessy and Mary Doyle was Laurence, Eileen’s father, born on 24 January 1866. He first showed up in England in 1885, the year of his entrance, aged nineteen, into Her Majesty’s Customs Department as a ‘First Class Out-Doors Officer’. In 1891, by then twenty-five, he was living in Limehouse, at 19 East India Dock Road, boarding with the family of Thomas Ducas, a ‘Retired Lighterman’ (a highly skilled operator of a barge called a lighter, onto which boats unloaded their goods while anchored in the middle of the Thames). Laurence and two other Irish boarders were ‘Clerks in Her Majesty’s Customs’.

While living there, Laurence acted as a witness at the wedding of his brother Edward, the journalist. Edward’s wife was the daughter of a Customs Officer, suggesting that Laurence might have introduced the couple. According to the 1892 Ham’s Book (which records information about members of the Customs Department, but always relevant to the preceding year, therefore 1891), Laurence was still an ‘Out-Door Officer, First Class’. No exact location was recorded, but as an Out-Door Officer, he would have spent much time on the water, and at that  point Mary Westgate, his future wife and Eileen’s mother, was working as a teacher right across the Thames.

However, the following year, now a second-class clerk, Laurence was transferred to the Customs Department in Hartlepool, way north on the County Durham coast, and he remained there through 1898. The next year, he was transferred even farther north, to Sunderland, still as a second-class clerk. By 1900, Laurence had spent fifteen years in the Customs Department, with a consistent annual increase in salary. If he did meet Mary years earlier, when he was living across the river from where she worked, his promotion to Sunderland might have convinced him that he was finally financially stable enough to propose to her, and they were married on 7 February 1900. He believed he had a future in Sunderland, and he was ready to settle down there with a wife and children. But there was a huge shock in store for his family: almost immediately after setting up house with his new wife, Laurence was instead transferred to a remote outpost.

 

Eileen’s mother, Mary Westgate, had had an unusual life before she married Laurence. Her parents, Mary Ann Mickleburgh, age twenty-five, and David Westgate, age twenty-four, were married in Hempnall, just outside Norwich, on 30 March 1865, and Eileen’s mother was born soon after, on 27 December 1865. Tragically, Mary Ann died on 10 January 1866, just two weeks after giving birth, with the cause of death listed as ‘Confinement, Exhaustion 14 days’.

David Westgate – who was born on 28 August 1840, and listed himself as a ‘Farmer’ on his daughter’s birth certificate – was perhaps a completely unknown grandfather for Eileen. After his wife’s sudden death, David decided not to stay in the community to raise his infant daughter by himself. Instead, he left Eileen’s mother Mary to be brought up by his deceased wife’s parents, James and Ann Mickleburgh. In 1871, James, a prominent member of the community, owned 265 acres, employing nine men, two boys, and two women. In 1883 he and, interestingly, David’s own father, Samuel Westgate, a ‘Maltster’ (a  master in the production of malt for alcoholic beverages), were listed as two of the thirteen most influential people of their area.35

It appears that David Westgate made a complete separation from his daughter. By 1881, he was living in Nottingham and working as an ‘Ostler’ (a man who looked after horses at an inn). In 1883, then forty-three and working as an ‘Omnibus driver’, he married a widow, Susannah Tingey.36 On 27 May 1910, at the age of sixty-nine, David died in the Nottingham Union Workhouse, of ‘Bronchitis, Emphesema [sic], and Heart Failure’. However, he had been admitted straight into the infirmary; there is no record of his ever being admitted to the workhouse as a pauper. He was buried in the Dissenters section of the Nottingham General Cemetery,37 the section set aside for those who were not members of the Church of England.

Eileen’s grandfather, therefore, did not live the life of the ‘Gentleman’ that Mary Westgate listed him to be on her wedding certificate. In fact, she also gave him the wrong first name, leading to a few questions. Had Eileen’s grandmother, Mary Ann, precipitously married David Westgate after getting pregnant, and had the Mickleburghs kept his history secret from their granddaughter? Did David leave his comfortable life voluntarily, or was he perhaps disinherited by his family? Although he didn’t die until Eileen was four, sadly there’s no record of David’s having kept track of his daughter and two grandchildren.

Mary Westgate, Eileen’s mother, was sent off to boarding school in Great Yarmouth, in 1881, at the age of fifteen. Also in the school household were four other girls, including her cousin Annie Westgate, the daughter of David’s brother, so it appears that David’s relatives back in Norwich were prospering. By 1891, at the age of twenty-five, Mary was one of two assistant teachers at the Lewisham High Road School in Deptford, south-east London, with a total of sixty-eight female pupils, mostly between the ages of fourteen and eighteen. This was the school where Mary was teaching when Laurence O’Shaughnessy was living and stationed just across the Thames.

Sometime before her marriage, in 1900, Mary Westgate moved to  a small boarding house at 46 Harmer Street in Gravesend.38 The Holy Trinity Church, where the couple were married, was around the corner from this house. Built in 1845, it soon became ‘the fashionable church in the town’, with a congregation that ‘included a large proportion of the more prosperous waterside community – pilots, customs officers, and watermen, with their families’.39 At the turn of the century the town of Gravesend was dominated by people dependent, in one way or another, upon the Thames.

Many theories could be developed for exactly how Eileen’s parents met. However the particulars developed, in 1900 two attractive, intelligent, well-educated people from opposite ends of the British Isles found themselves together in the small town of Gravesend. They were both thirty-four when they married, with respectable, well-paying jobs, and they each must have had ample opportunity to marry earlier. Judging from pictures of her in her sixties, Mary would have been a beautiful young woman, and Laurence, if he at all resembled his brother Edward or his sister Margaret, was surely an attractive catch.

It would not have been uncommon for a man like Laurence to wait until he was thirty-four and settled in a job before getting married. It was less usual for a woman, but Mary might have been hesitating about choosing a life of marriage and children with the troubling knowledge that her own mother had died in childbirth. Whatever the reasons, the pairing of these two complicated people with their difficult backgrounds and strong personalities resulted in the creation of two extraordinary children.

 

Laurence O’Shaughnessy and Mary Westgate were married in the Holy Trinity Church in Gravesend on 7 February 1900, by Vicar Francis Clement Naish. It was Church of England, not Catholic, as Laurence had been raised, but that was Mary’s religion and the church of her choice, and Laurence went along with her wishes. If he was still a Catholic, he would have asked for a ‘dispensation’ in order to marry a non-Catholic.40

 This unlikely couple never intended to make their home in Gravesend, an unfortunate name for any town, no matter how insistent today’s inhabitants are that it derives its name from ‘grafs-ham’, a place ‘at the end of the grove.’ At the time of the wedding, Laurence was working in Sunderland, 269 miles north of London, and living at 62 Herrington Street, where Miss Jane Bell was letting out furnished apartments. Mary joined him there.

Their son, Laurence Frederick, was born in Sunderland on 24 December 1900. He got his second name from his mother’s cousin, Frederick Mickleburgh, and went all his life by the name Eric. By 31 March 1901, Laurence and Mary and their infant son had set up home in Sunderland at 109 Cleveland Road, no doubt expecting some stability in their lives. But things were not going to be so easy: almost immediately Laurence was transferred back to Hartlepool for a year. That must have been upsetting enough, but it was minor compared to the shock that came next. Unexpectedly, Laurence was ‘promoted’ to ‘Clerk in Charge’ of the tiny Customs Department at Lerwick, in the Shetland Islands. Laurence and his family arrived in Lerwick on 12 July 1902.41 They were to live on this remote northern outpost for the next three years.

As ‘Clerk in Charge’, Laurence had only one assistant and one or two boatmen on his staff. The job consisted mainly of navigating the island’s coastline, trying to stop any illegal movement of goods or alcohol. The community depended partially on smuggled material, and Laurence’s job would often entail stopping small boats while still at sea and confiscating, or at least charging a fine for, anything he deemed illegal. Obviously the customs official would not have been overly popular, and in a book published at that time, a piece of dialogue includes this warning: ‘The Customs man has wind of your eight boxes. He’ll be aboard of you in fifteen minutes.’42 A history of Shetland points out that citizens at that time would define ‘outsiders’ ‘not as foreigners but as the military officers, the Customs Collectors and the kirk minister’.43 Therefore the O’Shaughnessy family, already extreme  outsiders, would not have been generously accepted into this inward-looking community. Laurence was promoted to ‘Chief Officer’ in his last year there, but he still had only one assistant and two boatmen on his staff.

Mary O’Shaughnessy, with her background as a respected teacher, and so elegant in the photo that has survived of her, could not have been prepared for the rugged, challenging life that awaited her family in Lerwick. This era of the O’Shaughnessy saga is nowhere mentioned, and perhaps they thought it better forgotten. Yet, although there is no family record of those adventurous first years of her parents’ marriage, Eileen would surely have heard stories. Eric most likely had a few vivid memories of his three years as a small child on that wild island, and it would be wonderful to know details of his adventures. It can only be a coincidence that Eileen and Orwell’s adopted son, Richard Blair, spent a similar spell of isolation as a small child, on a similar gorgeous but desolate island, Jura.

Scarcely two months after the O’Shaughnessys’ arrival in Lerwick, no doubt because of the dangers involved in the job, Laurence made out his will:

 

This is the Will of me, Laurence O’Shaughnessy of H. M. Customs Lerwick Shetland Islands. I appoint my wife Mary O’Shaughnessy of Lerwick Shetland Islands Executrix of this my Will. I give and devise all my remaining Estate and effects real and personal of which I may die possessed or entitled to including any moneys due from the Customs Annuity and Benevolent fund unto my said wife for her sole and separate use. And I hereby revoke all former Wills, and Codicils.

 

Far away in County Kerry, Laurence’s mother died on 29 April 1905. But Laurence, still mastering his skills in the far north, would not have been able to get enough time off to travel the many days it would have taken to attend her funeral.

 After three years in the Shetland Islands, Laurence, now with a young son and a pregnant wife, petitioned for a more civilised post for his growing family. And as a result, he was happily promoted to Head Collector and Surveyor of Customs in South Shields, back in northeast England. At this port, customs officials regulated traffic at the mouth of the River Tyne, a few miles downriver from the important shipping city of Newcastle. Counting back the months, Eileen must have been conceived on a freezing December night in Lerwick.
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A page from Eileen’s father’s South Shields Customs Ledger, listing expenses for the Customs House plus charges for certain ‘offences’ by ships he had checked.

Laurence, his very pregnant wife, and four-year-old Eric arrived in South Shields in June 1905 and settled temporarily into an apartment that a minister was renting out. But their troubles were not over. On the night of 19 July, barely a month later, Laurence precipitately left South Shields for London, sending a hurried telegram the following day:

 

Honourable Sirs,

I respectfully request leave of absence for five days, commencing on this date and ending on Tuesday the 25th inst.

I submit that Mr. A. Rhind, Second Class Clerk and  Second Officer, may act as Collector, and that Mr. G. A. Smith, Examining Officer, Second Class, may act as second officer.

In the event of assistance being needed, I submit that a Second Class Clerk may be sent to South Shields by the Collector at Newcastle, who is aware of my absence.

I respectfully request that a telegram may be sent to me at the under-mentioned address, should the above arrangements be approved.

Respectfully submitted, L. O’Shaughnessy, Collector. 

 

This infuriated his new bosses, who demanded an explanation when he returned, one of them saying, ‘The Collector at South Shields should have given longer notice of his proposed absence to enable the proper arrangements to be made,’ while another added, ‘I quite agree & think we should have a full explanation of the very inconvenient & unusual action taken by the Collector.’

But Laurence had an excellent explanation. Edward, his talented, popular younger brother, had died, aged just thirty-seven. Laurence had clearly stayed in close touch with his brother and, perhaps dismayed that he had missed his mother’s funeral a few months earlier, had risked his new promotion to be with his brother one more time.

On 24 July 1905 he left a long report in the Collector’s Manual, beginning:

 

Honourable Sirs,

In accordance with your order of the 21st inst, I beg to report that I have resumed duty on this date.

The circs that have given rise to my request for leave are as follows:–

On Tuesday evg, the 18th inst, I received a telegram informing me of the unexpected death of a brother in London. On Wednesday, I made arrangements for my temporary absence during the 20th & 21st inst, in anticipation that  the funeral would be over and that I could resume duty on the 22nd. I was satisfied that the work of the port would be efficiently carried on during my short absence.44
  
 

Laurence O’Shaughnessy’s excuse proved good enough to assuage his superiors, and he settled down for twenty years as head of the South Shields Customs Department, giving him job security and instantly making his family one of the most prominent in town.
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Head Girl at High School

Full of commonsense and initiative; Eileen has developed in a very satisfactory way.

Sunderland High School report, 1922

Eileen Maud O’Shaughnessy was born on 25 September 1905, and her father’s promotion in June of that year happened at exactly the right moment to allow Eileen to begin her life in the booming town of South Shields rather than in the isolation of the Shetland Islands. She was the fourth girl to be named Eileen in this family of at least eighteen cousins: one Eileen was born in Dublin and two others in London. Her second name can’t be definitely traced. Maud was the middle name of one of the Westgate cousins on Eileen’s mother’s side of the family. Also, Maud Gonne was an activist for Irish home rule around that time. But it was possibly just a romantic choice by her mother, after a popular turn-of-the-century love song based on Tennyson’s poem ‘Maud’.

South Shields is still a small city, even smaller now than it was in 1905. A visitor today might be told of Muhammad Ali’s thrilling visit in 1977, or about Sting being born in Newcastle, and Eric Idle in South Shields itself. But the fact that George Orwell’s first wife, Eileen  O’Shaughnessy, spent the first nineteen years of her life there is not commonly known.

It was a fairly recent policy in 1905 to give the job of Collector of Customs to a professional civil servant who had spent his career being moved from city to city rather than to promote a local man. It was assumed that this outside person would not get caught up in local prejudices and would be more able to handle problems from a professional distance. Thus, the O’Shaughnessy family arrived in town as strangers, with no local connections or friends. However, after already serving twenty years in the Customs Department, Laurence had acquired a healthy income, a small staff to lead, the high standing that came with his new position, and total job security. The village son of an Irish policeman was now a prosperous man. Orwell liked to microdefine his own class as ‘lower-upper-middle’, and ‘the O’Shaughnessys were a shade more securely placed than the Blairs’, as one biographer put it.1 Eileen’s parents were both thirty-nine when they finally settled in South Shields, and the family remained there until Laurence’s retirement, in 1925.

The day Eileen was born, her family were temporarily residing at 3 Park Terrace (now part of Lawe Road), a short-rental establishment, with furnished rooms for newcomers or visitors to town. In 1901, a ‘commercial traveller’ was also staying there with his wife and four children, while two other rooms were let to a ‘theatre proprietor’ and to a man ‘living on own means’. The building faced the newly developed North Marine Park, with its bowling green, tennis ground, and bandstand, and was a short walk from North Sea beaches and the glorious mile-long promenade to the lighthouse at the far end of the South Pier. But the block Eileen was born on was losing its prestige, with the houses next door also renting out apartments to commercial travellers. Just around the corner, on what is now Ocean Road, private homes were being transformed into small hotels and boarding houses to handle the increase of visitors attracted by the new swimming and sunbathing possibilities that South Shields was creating on its way to  a future as a seaside resort town. Popular Middle Eastern restaurants also began opening in this area, run by descendants of the Yemeni British seamen who had settled there in the early 1900s.

A more fashionable district was developing a little farther south, where the streets were ‘wide, well lighted with gas and electricity and paved’.2 And within a year the O’Shaughnessy family was ensconced in a large Victorian house at 2 Ravensbourne Terrace (now part of Beach Road). In the early 1900s, each residential block in South Shields had its own individual name, almost always with the elegant ending ‘Terrace’. It’s impossible to find most of these ‘Terrace’ addresses today without consulting old maps and business directories, since those original ‘Terrace’ names have been combined into long streets, with consecutive house numbers. Current South Shields residents aren’t familiar with most of the old ‘Terrace’ names, and even taxi drivers who have been working there for many years have no idea how to find them.

 

The house on Ravensbourne Terrace was impressive, but somehow not satisfactory for this aspiring family. They wanted a brand-new home, and they chose one being built on the empty site between Nos 2 and 3 Wellington Terrace, just a few streets away. When the O’Shaughnessys moved in, in 1908, it was one of the newest homes in town. The eleven-room house was spacious and elegant, three storeys high, with magnificent arched windows facing the street. The property was situated right in the centre of the most fashionable part of South Shields and included grand side and back gardens, as well as stables in the rear, with a separate entrance, with its own bell, for the servants.3

Circumstances demanded that the new building have the address 2½ Wellington Terrace, and that’s how it was listed in the roll books of city residents. Their nearest neighbours, at 2 Wellington Terrace, were six single, middle-aged sisters, and attached to that building was the Society of Friends Meeting House, a large hall seating 250 people. But the O’Shaughnessy family never bothered to use that awkward number 2½. Instead, their luxurious new home was called ‘Westgate House’,  using Eileen’s mother’s maiden name. Perhaps she regretted having to give up the name she’d used for thirty-four years, not having the option then of keeping it after marriage. Christening their new home Westgate House must have been a proud moment for Mary. It was somewhat audacious for the family to eliminate any street number for their new home; the majority of South Shields houses of that time were listed simply with the owner’s name and the street number on the Terrace.4 But Eileen always wrote her address as: Westgate House, Wellington Terrace, South Shields, sometimes even leaving out the Terrace name, and with no mention ever of that 2½.

The name Westgate House is still engraved in the glass over the front door of the old O’Shaughnessy home, although its correct address today is 35 Beach Road. The present owner kindly allowed visitors into his home, proudly pointing out one of the gorgeous arched windows that the O’Shaughnessys had requested, although the others had been replaced and were stored on the top floor.5

Laurence O’Shaughnessy worked diligently. The large customs ledgers are full of his hand-written notes about activities and ideas for improvement. His handwriting suggests a man with a strong will who was ‘tough, persistent, diligent, and determined’.6 He expected a lot of himself and just as much of others. He got fully involved in the minutiae of his responsibilities and wasn’t afraid to suggest innovative changes to the wasteful way the office had been run before his arrival.

One of his early concerns was the inefficiency of the Uniform Committee. After two of his assistants’ coats had to be returned for ‘necessary alterations’, he complained that ‘[N]o record of such alterations is made in the original measurements kept by the Contractors.’ His logical suggestion was: ‘In cases in which the officers desire it, they should be allowed to forward … a record of their measurements taken by a local tailor. This procedure would conduce to a better fit and would probably in many cases eliminate the necessity of returning misfits to the Contractor.’7 His most common activities involved taxing imports and apprehending smugglers. At one point he  detailed the discovery of ‘a cask of spirits’ hidden on an incoming ship, a fairly typical occurrence. As he wrote in the ledger: ‘The cask formed part of a consignment of stones brought from Norway … bound to Algoa Bay.’ The solution in this case was a five-shilling fine.8

The old Customs House where Laurence worked all those years has been transformed today into ‘one of the leading cultural venues in the North’, with a popular bar/restaurant, a large theatre where touring bands perform, an art gallery, and a cinema. But there are many rugged individuals left in South Shields. When the New York Dolls went there recently to perform, one owner of a bed and breakfast proudly refused to book them because they wouldn’t guarantee not to smoke in their rooms.

In the census taken in 1911, when Eileen was six, the family is listed as employing a twenty-five-year-old governess, Florence Watt, as well as one ‘domestic servant’. In that census, as well as in 1901, Eileen’s mother was listed as Marie, possibly a mistake caused by Laurence’s Irish accent, or else yet another attempt by Mary to add elegance to the household.

 

Eileen’s mother centred her life around her children, making sure they got the best education available. Having been a schoolteacher, she had strict ideas about how she wanted them raised. Laurence Frederick, who went by the name Eric, was always considered brilliant. He was close to his mother, who was remembered as ‘domineering’.9 As an adult, Eric was described as stern and demanding, traits his father too displayed, perhaps causing friction between father and son. Eileen, on the other hand, was closer to their father. She had a vivacious sense of humour, full of irony and teasing playfulness, apparent in her vibrant letters as well as in the memories of her friends. Although their father could be assertive and judgmental, he was also a lively, dynamic storyteller who could easily command an audience;10 he and Eileen shared this trait. Perhaps she reminded him of his beloved brother Edward, full of ‘brightness of intellect’ and ‘joyous spirits’,11 who had died just two months before Eileen was born.

 Eileen’s Irish father was clearly an outsider in South Shields, while her mother never lost her heavy Norfolk accent. So Eileen, starting with a bit of a local Geordie accent, had to develop her own northeast England approach to the world. Perhaps the area’s soft lilting accent that she used through her early years helped create her calm, confident persona, what her friends perceived as her sometimes ‘meandering’ a bit, seemingly without purpose, yet always getting things done efficiently. However, after arriving as a student at Sunderland High School, aged ten, or perhaps even earlier, she would likely have been taught the strictly cultured accent known as Received Pronunciation.

Eileen’s friend Lydia Jackson recorded her memories of Eileen and her family before they met Orwell, but Lydia never knew Eileen’s father. He died in 1929, and some biographers assumed wrongly that he was a nonentity. Although Eileen’s mother was remembered by others as a serious, unforgiving woman, Lydia saw her as ‘a benevolent-looking, soft-spoken person’, and she ‘found it difficult to imagine that she and Eileen did not get on as Eileen had told me’.12 She understood that Eileen’s mother favoured her son, while Eileen was her father’s favourite, and that apparently Eileen and her brother had a few conflicts when they were children. However, it seems they became quite close as adults.13

With Eric off at boarding school from an early age, coming home only for holidays, Eileen was alone with her mother much of the time, and the friction between them that was obvious later on no doubt started in South Shields. Eileen, who was very much a rebel as an adult, must have been a difficult child. Even then her brilliance and individuality would have been prominent. Both her parents demanded excellence from her, as she did from herself. Although she was expected to control her diverse moods, they quite likely erupted into occasional outbursts. Her untidy habits, which were evident throughout her life, started in these early years, as her school reports would show.

 

 South Shields provided many possibilities for fun for a young girl of that time, including ‘a bowling-green, tennis-ground and a band-stand, where music is provided twice weekly during the summer months’, as well as ‘an artificial lake two and a half acres in extent, used in the summer time for model yacht sailing and in winter for skating’.14 The remains of a large Roman fort had been excavated in the north part of town, and the town museum during Eileen’s time there contained intriguing articles gathered from the ruins of the fort, including sculpture, coins, cameos, and rings that indicated that the occupants of the original settlement had been quite well-to-do. South Shields was also proud of its imposing Theatre Royal, capable of seating an audience of 2,000, along with a renovated luxury cinema – called the Scala, after the just-opened grand cinema in London – with ‘three cafés, a palm court, and hair-dressing rooms for both sexes’.15 It’s easy to imagine Eileen and her family watching Rudolph Valentino in The Sheik or Charlie Chaplin in The Kid in that upmarket setting. Photos of the time portray a lively, bustling town, with a large variety of shops bursting with goods, and mazes of tram tracks and their overhead electric wires crisscrossing at all the busy corners.

And of course there were the magnificent beaches, ‘broad and clean’, stretching many miles down the shore of the North Sea, with grand rock formations scattered along it. Marsden Rocks, the most spectacular, were ‘of a bold, precipitous and romantic character’, perhaps 100 feet at the base and over 70 feet high.16 A photo of that time shows a precarious wooden staircase climbing up to the top of one rock formation, and from this high perch religious choirs would serenade worshippers gathered below. A huge number of early photos and picture postcards of South Shields have survived, including a lovely one showing a group of girls smiling as they climb a sandy hill from the beach, the North Sea spreading into the distance behind them. But the girls all have coats on, so it’s not clear how much swimming was possible that day, though some people in the far distance do have their feet in the water.17

 At some point well before she was ten, Eileen was enrolled in South Shields High School, a private school for girls, where she proved to be an excellent student. A newspaper reporting the results of the ‘Cam. Local Examination, Dec. 15, South Shields High School’ listed several names under ‘Senior Honours,’ including ‘E. O’Shaughnessy, distinguished in English’ and ‘passed in Spoken French’.18

The First World War did not cause much damage in South Shields, but over the night of 15 June 1915, Zeppelin airships attempted a strike on the town. The attack was diverted at the last minute, presumably because the skies barely got dark during the short summer nights. Of course the town’s young men had enlisted to fight in the war, and an old photo shows hundreds of uniformed troops in a closely packed march along Ocean Road, a main street leading to the North Sea, where they were set to embark.

Eileen’s father, close to fifty, was too old, and Eric, at fourteen, was too young to join at the beginning of the war. However, when he was fifteen, Eric ‘insisted on leaving school, to do war work, and studied in coastguards’ huts until he was old enough to begin reading medicine at Newcastle’.19 He was a brilliant student and later won many scholarships, although he graduated with only second-class honours as Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery, in 1923.20 When he was twenty-six, Eric was elected a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons, which meant that he was qualified to practise as a surgeon anywhere in the United Kingdom or Ireland.21

 

One of the legacies of Eileen’s many years in the northeast was her relationship with weather. Knowing that part of the world intimately for nineteen years, she learned to endure, with a spirit of aplomb, the constant winds and rain and damp cheerlessness of the winters. The mile-long North and South Piers extending far out into the North Sea, at the entrance to the River Tyne, were there ‘to protect vessels from the prevalent and destructive gales’. Her father’s job was closely connected to the vagaries of the sea, and Eileen was aware of  ‘a watch-house [for use] on stormy nights, a room for ship-wrecked crews, and one containing a bath, drying closet and warm clothing’.22 Dreadful weather was far more common than calm sunny days. Those constant wailing winds of her early life would have helped prepare Eileen for the rugged winters she and Orwell endured in their ill-equipped cottage during the early years of their marriage.

The weather is still a constant subject in South Shields, accepted always with a knowing chuckle, certainly not enough of a worry to cause a resident to take the trouble of moving away. Young girls like to dress in sleeveless blouses and scant sandals even though the wild wild ocean is only metres away. They frolic through the bleak evenings, past the weathered faces of their older neighbours, through the rain-soaked winds, laughing in accompaniment with the constant squawking seagulls. As in the Shetland Islands and other wild northern lands, there’s a spirit, a determination to be thrilled, that’s hard to resist. Eileen, as a young South Shields teenager, would have danced with her friends through the rainy evenings, daring anything as inconsequential as weather to make her miserable.

 

In September 1915, after some years with a governess and then at the junior school of South Shields High School, and just before her tenth birthday, Eileen was sent to the Sunderland Church High School, seven miles south, a school that was just beginning to make a name for itself in County Durham, under the headship of the Dickensianly named Edith Ironsides. By 1915, when Eileen arrived, there were over 200 girls enrolled in the school. On page 28 of the giant registry book, Eileen is listed as the 1,005th girl to enrol since the school had opened in 1884. The fathers of girls who joined the school the same year Eileen did were, like her own father, ambitious professionals: they included a Ship Merchant, Mechanical Engineer, Doctor of Medicine, Solicitor, and Brewer, as well as a couple of Clerks in Holy Orders. Regrettably, at the beginning of 2016, one hundred years after Eileen attended, it was decided to close the school for ever, owing to a large decrease in student enrolment. In July 2016, an  ‘Online Auction for Memorabilia’ was held, and whatever objects were considered valuable were randomly scattered around the world.

Sunderland High School had the facilities for a small number of boarders, mostly for students from far-off cities, but Eileen had only a short distance to travel back and forth each day. Her family had a stable behind their home where they kept a horse and carriage. But Eileen probably walked to the nearby station every morning and boarded the Sunderland train with her fellow students from South Shields.

As was often the case with intelligent, educated women at that time, Miss Ironsides had opted for teaching over marriage. One former pupil remembered that she ‘combined the organising ability of a Napoleon with the persuasive powers of a Delilah and the resistless energy of a steam-hammer’.23 Her early ‘Manifesto’ stated: ‘Our highest hope is to send out into the world a race of women of sane balanced mind … eager to read and form judgements for themselves … able to reason, able to listen; in short, women with training, and not ignorant, gossiping idle beings.’ She also believed that ‘happiness was an essential; without it children’s work became mechanical and dull.’ Miss Ironsides was rewarded by receiving the love of the students, being remembered by many for her personal kindness and her ‘sheer unfaltering joy in the job itself’.24

The year Eileen arrived at the school, Miss Ironsides and her staff were in the process of developing a house system for the first time. The students in four different houses, each one including girls of all different ages and scholarly ability, would compete with each other in every possible field. Miss Ironsides had perceived a ‘lack of cooperation and enthusiasm’ of some of the girls, and this was an attempt to correct that. A map was drawn of Sunderland town and the areas nearby, with the High School at the centre. The surrounding areas were then divided into four pie shapes, extending out from the school centre – north, east, south, and west – and each given a name of an animal or bird: Swift, Drake, Tiger, and Panther. Eileen, living north of the school, was assigned to the ‘Swift House’, and that’s where she stayed throughout her nine years as a pupil at the school.

 A distinctive badge was designed for each house, and in the best surviving picture of Eileen as a young teenage schoolgirl, she is shown with the Swift House badge on her left chest. (Years later, when Orwell described Rosemary and Julia – two characters based partly on Eileen – as having ‘swift movements’, could this have been a secret signal to Eileen?) In this photo, Eileen and her classmate are wearing the new uniforms that were introduced just after the end of the First World War: navy blue box-pleated gym tunics, ending quite a bit above the knee, with loose bowed sashes around the waist, white blouses, and dark stockings. The girls are pictured without the ties that were sometimes required and without the white panama hats designed for summer wear. We can clearly see Eileen’s inquisitive, confident personality; her legs are poised as if she is ready to dash away the minute the shot was taken.

Miss Ironsides encouraged constant competition among the four houses, and a large part of the Chronicle, the school magazine, was devoted to their rivalry, in such areas as Honours, singing, reading, acting, art, French, domestic science, conduct, and deportment, as well as in games, gymnastics, and other sports. A beautifully designed mahogany board, painted and decorated for each house, hung over a table where the cups most recently won by that house were proudly displayed. These much-desired cups, ranging in size from ones easily held in one hand to others a foot high, were awarded weekly in the endless competitions. Cup-winning contests became less important through the years, but the once precious cups themselves were never discarded. Instead, they were randomly tossed into huge cardboard boxes and sat sadly for years in an upstairs room full of other remnants of the school’s past glories, all waiting for a patient historian to catalogue them. They were not listed as part of the auction memorabilia, and perhaps the decision was finally made to dispose of them.

 

It would have been difficult for some ten-year-olds to be suddenly thrust into this competitive world, but Eileen, with her lively sense of  humour and intelligence, was quickly absorbed into the rhythms of the school. In the massive ledger that the teachers used for hand-written comments on students, to which they added twice a year, Eileen first appears in the Christmas 1915 report, shortly after she arrived at the school. She has assessments by three teachers: ‘V. good: she has made a most promising beginning,’ ‘V.G.; untidiness lowers her standard,’ and ‘V.G. and her work is most promising but she spoils it with the extraordinarily careless habits of her every-day life.’

This is fascinating because these comments were made when Eileen was only ten years old, yet years later her friends were still constantly surprised by her apparent lack of concern for clothes and appearance in general. Other students were also judged, often with criticisms, such as ‘inclined to be disobedient at times’, ‘extraordinarily absent-minded’, ‘a lazy girl’, ‘so far she has not shown the slightest interest in her work or in the school’, and ‘she still talks unduly’.

Two years later, Eileen’s teachers were still frustrated by her slapdash ways: ‘V.G. but really promising work is spoiled by lack of finish and of tidiness; at times this also applies to her personal appearance,’ and ‘Very good, but still dreadfully untidy.’ Was Eileen being rebellious, as a pretty girl might be, pretending a disregard for appearance to upset her teachers and, perhaps more importantly, her mother? Or did she truly believe that her physical appearance was insignificant, and that putting  all her energy into her studies and moral development was far more important? Whatever her motives, she never changed, even long after she’d left home. When Orwell commented near the end of his life on the ‘incorrigible dirtiness & untidiness’ of women, he might very well have been remembering Eileen.
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One teacher’s assessment of Eileen, in the Sunderland High School 1917 Ledger. She notes that Eileen’s work is ‘spoiled by lack of finish and of tidiness,’ adding, ‘at times this also applies to her personal appearance’.

Throughout the school year there were many activities the girls were expected to participate in, but the only compulsory physical exercise was drill, taken outdoors every morning that the weather permitted.25 New classes were introduced each year, and in 1914, at the beginning of the First World War, Miss Ironsides had added ‘sewing and knitting soldiers’ comforts’ to the daily activities. She insisted that everyone take sewing lessons, explaining, ‘The day surely is past when it was accepted that an educated woman was loftily “above” sewing and other home arts and crafts.’26 So throughout the war Eileen helped supply clothing and small bags for various army needs.27 And sewing was a handy skill for her later life with Orwell, when she made some of her own clothes in order to save money.

In 1916, the school proudly announced that class work had not been disrupted by the war, and as a demonstration of keeping strong in times of adversity, a grand performance of A Midsummer Night’s Dream was staged to celebrate the tricentenary of Shakespeare’s death. No record exists of which students took which roles, but Eileen performed in plays when she was at Oxford University and, with her vivacious personality, she most likely took part.

 

In 1918, when Eileen was thirteen, just as the war was ending, she was absent from school for many months, exactly at the time when a worldwide epidemic of what was labelled ‘Spanish Flu’ had broken out. It was assumed that ships full of soldiers returning to England from mainland Europe introduced the virus to their communities, and there was no real treatment for this devastating illness. Glasgow, a little over 100 miles to the northwest, was the first British city to suffer from this epidemic, and 228,000 people  died in Britain within a few months. Overall, twenty to forty million people died of Spanish flu throughout the world, many more than had been killed in the war itself.

Eileen’s teachers were upset that she had been absent from school for some time, and, as they recorded in the school ledger of 1918, they were afraid their brilliant student would fall behind: ‘We much hope for an uninterrupted term,’ and ‘We much regret her absence which has made progress impossible.’ Her illness was not identified, but it can be assumed that Eileen was home for some time suffering with a severe case of influenza.

By 1919, when Eileen had been back at school a while, her health recovered, her teachers were enthusiastic, writing: ‘V.G. She has worked splendidly to make up for last term’s absence as is clearly shown by her exam results.’ But perhaps that illness contributed to her later health problems, and even to her possible infertility, which so disappointed her and Orwell after their marriage.

Eileen continued to develop her intellectual agility, pleasing her teachers, one of whom reported at Christmas 1920: ‘Very good; she is growing in depth and strength.’ In June 1921, under ‘Prizes and Certificates, 1920,’ Eileen won ‘Senior Divinity. No refusals. Certificate in Inspector’s Exam on Church Catechism.’ According to recent officials at the school, her concentration on religious study was not required and would have been her personal choice. Since Eileen’s parents don’t appear to have been active churchgoers, this was an early exploration into which life choices Eileen might find acceptable, a quest she continued earnestly throughout her life. Her Aunt Margaret had recently been chosen as Superioress General of the Congregation of the Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word, in Texas. Eileen would have heard this news from her father and no doubt been impressed.

 

The first mention of Eileen in the Chronicle, the school magazine published every June and November, is in the ‘Roll Call’ section of the November 1916 issue, where her name is listed among twenty  girls in Form IIIb. Starting with the November 1921 Chronicle, when Eileen was sixteen, her name began to appear more regularly. She was then sub-librarian as well as sub-prefect – an assistant to the teacher in charge of the library. And Swift House began to succeed in sports competitions, gaining possession of the much-desired Relay Race Cup as well as winning assorted creative competitions, from the Bean Bag File Race to Jumping the Shoe, although individual participants were not listed. In the Christmas 1921 ledger, Eileen’s impressive development began to be noticed and praised effusively. One teacher wrote, ‘[Eileen] is growing in depth and in effectiveness and is achieving much in consequence,’ while another, with a few reservations, added, ‘Still somewhat immature for the VIth but she is beginning to [illegible] her work and will soon understand what is wanted from one of the School’s leaders.’ By the summer of 1922, when she was not quite seventeen, Eileen was described as, ‘[F]ull of commonsense and initiative; she has developed in a very satisfactory way.’ And indeed she had. That spring, the Senior Reading Team, made up of Eileen and three other students, participated in the North England Competition and won second prize. Eileen also won the Durham School Certificate, and had her first poem published in the Chronicle.28

SONG

Oh a rose sky and a gay sky,

Is the sky of the dawning day;

And a gold sky and a bright sky

Is the sky when the sun holds sway;

But the sky of skies is pearly grey,

With a rift to show its colour by,

And if it be August or if it be May,

Soft winds will whisper a lullaby,

And the things of the earth will rest.

 

 Apparently, after living her whole life in a part of England where the sun rarely shines, Eileen was insisting that she actually preferred grey skies.

At the beginning of her eighth year at Sunderland High School, aged seventeen, Eileen became the sub-editor of The Chronicle, a position she held until she left for Oxford University. As chief student editor, she acted as assistant to the main editor. Eileen’s job was to write the ‘Notes’ section, usually a rather dull accounting of school events that had taken place during the six months since the last issue. Eileen stuck to the format for the most part, listing the new ‘table-decorating competition’, and the recipients of various scholarships, including ones she would later receive herself.

But what most impressed her during 1922 were two lectures that had been given to the students. In her Notes section in the November issue, Eileen wrote: ‘We were fortunate enough to have Miss Bruce with us on Empire Day [24 May]. [She] took for her subject St Francis of Assisi. She told us of the little hill-town where he lived, but she spoke chiefly of St Francis himself – his wondrous gaiety and charm, his influence which has lasted through the ages, his love for his fellow creatures. Through his cheerful endurance of the hardships which fell on him after his conversion, she brought us the message of faith and hope in the perplexities which now beset the nation.’ A similar event also caught her attention: ‘In June we much enjoyed a most unusual lecture on “The principles of Greek Balance” … [The speaker] told us of the strenuous life the Greeks led, and pointed out how the very struggle for existence increased their mental and physical alertness, so strengthening the harmony between body and mind.’

Eileen clearly concluded that the difficult life choices she heard described were to be admired rather than avoided. It’s impossible not to connect her early attraction to these ideas about deprivation and struggle to her later deliberate choice of a life of personal sacrifice  and individual integrity with Orwell. Like the ancient Greeks, she, and perhaps Orwell also, saw physical hardship as a road toward ‘mental and physical alertness’.

At the same time as she was evaluating these new life-changing ideas, Eileen continued to write her light-hearted, mostly upbeat poems, another of which was published in the Chronicle that year.

SATIS!

It was a day, a sunlit day

That silvered a late winter’s snow,

And those who once had been so gay

Sat vainly wondering what to say,

  With heads bowed low.

 

And one pen squeaked and one went dry,

And one sighed loud and one sighed soft;

Both panic-stricken wondered why

The cuckoo in the clock its cry

  Must voice so oft.

 

And History with its complex scheme,

And English with its too deep thought,

And Essays with unwieldy theme,

And French and Latin, made them deem

  They were distraught.

 

But not e’en swift impending doom,

Nor minds as blank as minds may be

Bring uniformly settled gloom;

One joy remained – entered the room

  Two cups of tea.

 

 The November 1922 issue of the Chronicle mentioned Eileen’s prowess in school sports, listing her as ‘Hockey Captain’ of the Swifts. However, the report added, sadly, ‘This last year has not been very successful for the Swifts, for we have only one cup left, for Examination Honours, and our shelf looks deserted and bare.’

During this time an attempt was made to encourage interest and participation in a Debating Society, and the first debate, ‘The Savage Is Happier than the Civilised Man’, was a lively success, with the motion being defeated thirteen votes to ten. ‘The Pen Is Mightier Than the Sword’ was proposed as a debate topic by Eileen, and she and her partner must have made a very convincing argument for the pen, since the motion was carried thirteen to four. Eileen made an even stronger case in what was called ‘[a] sharp-shooting debate’ when she spoke alone on the subject ‘Ignorance Is Not Bliss’. This time her motion was carried twelve to none.

 

In her final year at school, Eileen continued to write the Notes section of the Chronicle. Impressed by a speech on Missions, Eileen wrote: ‘Miss Graham … said that Missionary work solved the problem of how to live side by side with the rest of the people in the world, and … Western peoples must … conquer the prejudices of the East, which arose merely from social misunderstanding. This applied specially to India – the dim and mysterious – which was composed of many races united by a common hatred of the white peoples, and which was the special responsibility of Great Britain.’ Could this early curiosity have enhanced Eileen’s interest in Orwell when she discovered that he had been born in India and had spent five years working in Burma? In the same issue, Eileen wrote about one visitor who had lectured on the education of girls in China: ‘The position of women in China was changing rapidly since the influence of Christianity had made itself felt.’29 Her Aunt Margaret by then had been at her Mission in Texas for forty years, and Eileen was clearly still intrigued by this choice of work.  Another visitor spoke about the current situation in Serbia, which, ‘with a population of four million, turned back the Austrian forces three times before she was finally overcome, her land devastated, her people murdered’, as Eileen described it. Slowly her politics were forming.

During all these years of study, Eileen had been preparing to go to university, a decision that her parents encouraged. In those days the majority of Oxford students came from schools which catered for university entrance,30 and Eileen’s parents had chosen just such a school for her. Her mother, herself once a teacher in a girls’ secondary school, no doubt encouraged Eileen to aspire to the university education that had not been available to women when she was young. In the spring of 1923, Eileen passed the London matriculation test, a necessary requirement for enrolment in a university, and was subsequently interviewed as part of the process. One alumna remembered an entrance-exam question that ‘revealed one of the purposes of Oxford, to give the ability to find out and realise the many sides to a question’, and perhaps in that way the examiners were evaluating the likelihood of an individual being suited to an Oxford education.31

By this time Eileen had proceeded to the top of almost every school category, being listed in the Roll Call section as ‘Head Girl, Head Prefect, sub-editor of Chronicle, Swift House Captain, and President of the League of Nations Branch,’ which had incorporated the Debating Society. Her final term ended in June 1924, and the Prize List showed Eileen winning honours for ‘Good Conduct (the Lord Bishop of Durham)’, ‘The Whitaker Thompson Memorial Prize’, and ‘English Exhibitioner, St Hugh’s Coll., Oxford’, while five other pupils won one prize each. Eileen’s being listed as an Exhibitioner at Oxford was misleading since Sunderland High School gave her a partial scholarship, not Oxford University.
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