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INTRODUCTION



Fenwomen, originally published in 1975 as the first book from the new Virago Press, is a portrait of a community seen through the eyes of its women. It is a collage of those women’s voices, echoing, countering, and continuing each other. Here are the young, deciding what they want to be when they grow up. Here are the very old, moving in a breath from reflections on the present to girls’-eye visions of the 1890s.


Mary Chamberlain was engaged in a pioneering work of oral history at a time when methods for recording women’s lives were just beginning to be worked out. She insisted that the business of a feminist historian was as much in the fields of East Anglia as in the streets of Camden. She made a book about one village in all its utter particularity, distinct from everywhere else. Yet it was also a sampling, suggestive of questions, if not answers, that might be investigated across the country. 


Fenwomen is life-writing: a form of group autobiography. It is place-writing – of a kind in which place is not looked at and described but felt in the rhythms of movement, the toughness of outlook, and intense attachment that may be shot through with hatred. It catches with extraordinary vividness the routines and concerns of its moment in the mid-1970s, and, reaching back in memory, it suggests patterns of experience across a full century. It has the power to shock us in the present – with the extremity of what women have endured, and with the familiarity of tensions that are still far from resolved. 


Chamberlain gave the name ‘Gislea’ to the Cambridgeshire village of Isleham. It had always been an isolated settlement, its houses gathered on a small rise of chalk, flanked on two sides by rivers and surrounded by thousands of acres of fen. Without continuous management, this would be a great East Anglian sea. Ditched and drained, it is peat country: the Black Fen. ‘Black fen, hard lives’ in Chamberlain’s taut summary of the situation. The island-like character of the village is strongly attested by those who never wish to go beyond its bounds and those who can’t stand it a moment longer. 


A guidebook might describe Isleham Priory (Norman, Benedictine), but no one in these pages has time or inclination to wander among the exultant arches of long ago. The things that matter here, that define people’s sense of where they are, are things that would elude the visitor passing through. The relationship between people and land runs deep, though only a newcomer to the village talks of views or skies. Lives are governed by the combination of vastness and constriction. The fields stretch in all directions, but few people express much sense of freedom. The paths run straight and narrow, with ditches either side. The community is close-pent and watchful. Domestic life is compressed into a few rooms. Time is regulated by the requirements of employers, children, husbands, and social expectation. 


The landscape is known by the distances that must be walked, or long days spent working the earth. These women have knelt on the damp soil until rheumatism stops their joints from bending, but most are more content out here than alone with the household chores. Marjory Reeves, who would have liked a different life of learning and conversation, finds compensatory meaning in what she does. ‘Down on the land, seeds, seeing them grow and come out, that fascinates me. It’s a fulfilment.’ 


Chamberlain prefaces the text with verses from The Woman’s Labour, published by Mary Collier, ‘the washerwoman of Petersfield’, in 1739. The presence of this earlier voice opens up a great expanse of time through which women have been working day and night for meagre pay and little acknowledgement. Men might down tools at nightfall and expect a meal, but no such luck for their wives: ‘When Ev’ning does approach we homeward hie / And our domestic Toils incessant ply’. Reading The Thresher’s Labour by Stephen Duck (1730) with such attention it was ‘soon got by heart’, Collier was gripped by the idea that a rural labourer might become a poet, and keen that those working on the land should tell their stories. But Duck belittled women’s fieldwork and ignored everything else they were unquestioningly relied upon to do. 


The ‘georgic’ tradition of writing about agriculture, stemming from Virgil’s Georgics, honoured the seasonal cycle of outdoor husbandry. To plough and sow, to prune and thresh: this was necessary and rewarding work. No mention of cleaning the baby, nursing grandmother, or turning scant supplies into dinner. These responsibilities go on unvariegated by daily and seasonal rhythms of work and rest. Exasperated, angry, steadily reasonable, Collier exposed the strain of continual multi-tasking and lack of recognition in ways that reverberate among the voices of twentieth-century Isleham. ‘So many Things for our Attendance call / Had we ten Hands we could employ them all.’


Chamberlain thought of her project as a ‘feminist Akenfield’. Ronald Blythe’s 1969 Akenfield offered a highly original and influential ‘portrait of an English village’ by letting its people describe the place and their work. Saddler, wheelwright, schoolmistress, blacksmith: each gave their view of things. Listening for ‘the voice of Akenfield, Suffolk, as it sounded during the summer and autumn of 1967’, Blythe was elegiacally conscious of recording what had never been adequately registered in national history or literature and was now disappearing: craft knowledge, forms of community life, vernacular expression, and whole ways of thinking about the world. ‘The clay acres themselves are the only tablets on which generations of village men have written.’ 


And the women? Akenfield was an inspiration and model for Chamberlain, as well as a provocation. She saw that oral history was of utmost value if rural working lives were to be understood. She also saw that the ‘voice of Akenfield’ was largely male – and so thoroughly did readers associate rural life with the shepherd, the farrier, the orchardman, that few had noticed the imbalance. To study rural work was to study the trades of men. Still, Blythe had made a significant start: he included a series of women’s voices, each testimony startling, each suggestive of hidden currents of experience, knowledge and emotion. The nurse remembers how mothers would lie rather than admit they had nothing to feed their children. The farmer’s wife admits to feeling ‘extraordinarily helpless and locked away’. They speak from the peripheries, away from the stackyard where the thatcher has finished the ricks so finely, and from the forge where the smith is known for his work and takes pride in it. Chamberlain’s ‘portrait of the women in an English village’ put their voices at its centre. 


Fenwomen in turn inspired other writers. Forcibly struck by what they read, Caryl Churchill and the director Les Waters took a Joint Stock Theatre workshop to the fens in autumn 1982, talked to as many people as they could, and built their own sense of lives in this landscape. The play Churchill wrote included some of what she heard verbatim, as well as images and experiences from Chamberlain’s book. Fen opened at the Almeida the following year, with a remarkable set by Annie Smart in which the stage was a field, surrounded on three sides by the walls of a house. The field was hemmed in, as if it were a room; the room required constant work, as if it were a field. Churchill dramatised the fenwomen’s labour on this stage, with young and old on their knees to harvest potatoes or onions. Mary Collier in 1739 would have seen exactly the point. 


Churchill drew on the testimony of the most extravagant storyteller in Fenwomen, eighty-three-year-old Gladys Otterspoor (not her real name: all names were changed). Gladys recounted girlhood memories of being shut in a cage by a frightening old woman; she told ghost stories from before she was born but which had been richly present in her mind through eighty years. All this went straight into the mythic vision of Churchill’s play about women held captive in a sinister place and by exploitative economic traps. 


Where most of Mary Chamberlain’s interviews purposefully emphasised ordinary routines, life’s practicalities, and the humdrum but emotive dynamics of WI and village hall committees, Churchill veered in a different direction. Her play is gothic in a major key. Repressed longings are here writ large between thick mists. Ghosts shout revenge. A passionate young woman without hope asks her lover to kill her. Fen is bold, fantastical, weird and furious. It sets alight the distress and anger that many of Chamberlain’s interviewees had tamped down with their quiet resourcefulness. The dramatist and the social historian offer alternative feminisms that throw each other into complex, and complementary, relief. 


What would survive of Gladys Otterspoor if no oral historian had come along? Almost nothing, so far as records are concerned. Her name and address in the census every ten years, a marriage date in the register. What she knows is written nowhere else. It’s striking how many women here, asked about themselves, take the opportunity to put their mothers’ lives on record. So Meg Ladell bears witness to the labour of her mother, who scrubbed the butcher’s shop in return for a little meat to feed her children and sat up through the night pegging rag-rugs to sell. 


Chamberlain holds herself back as far as possible, but much of the story here is in the juxtaposition of accounts. Once we’ve heard from the teacher who thinks careers are not a good idea for girls, it’s no surprise to hear children announcing their ambition to be housewives. The new village playgroup is the subject of painfully conflicting opinions.


One other juxtaposition stays sharp in my mind. Elderly Sybil Hayhoe thinks back with pride on the white cap and apron she wore in domestic service. Marjory Reeves thinks with horror of the cap worn to serve at table in a Cambridge college. She should have been talking among the students, only her family could not afford for her to take up the place at grammar school that would have led to university. To wait on those undergraduates involved too painful a negation of herself; she took off the cap, went back to the farm and made the best of it. No census would record the shadow life she led in her mind as a reader and thinker. It is saved up here and will be passed on. 


Alexandra Harris, April 2025









When Ev’ning does approach we homeward hie


And our domestic Toils incessant ply;


Against your coming Home prepare to get 


Our Work all done, our House in order set,


Bacon and Dumpling in the Pot we boil,


Our Beds we make, our Swine to feed the while; 


Then wait at door to see you coming Home,


And set the Table out against you come.


Early next morning we on you attend;


Our Children dress and feed, their Cloths we mend: 


And in the Field our daily Task renew,


Soon as the rising Sun has dry’d the Dew …


Our tender Babes into the Field we bear,


And wrap them in our Cloaths to keep them warm, 


While roundabout we gather up the Corn.


What you would have of us we do not know:


We oft’ take up the Corn that you do mow;


We cut the Peas, and always ready are 


In ev’ry Work to take our proper Share;


And from the Time that Harvest doth begin,


Until the Corn be cut and carry’d in,


Our Toil and Labour’s daily so extreme,


That we have hardly ever Time to dream.


Mary Collier, The Woman’s Labour: an Epistle to Mr Stephen Duck; in answer to his late poem called The Thresher’s Labour, 1739


From Hidden From History by Sheila Rowbotham
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Facts and Figures 1975


Black fen they call it round here. Black – for the dark peaty soil; black – for the mood of the area, for its history and for its future. Black fen, reclaimed marsh from Cambridge in the south, to Wisbech in the north. Flat, flat land, extending as far as the eye can see with no distinguishing characteristics which for a stranger would separate one monotonous stretch from another. Hedges and trees are fast disappearing, creating for the farmer a few more valuable feet per acre but also encouraging the wind, which needs no additional incentive here. It blows relentlessly, gathering in its wake valuable topsoil and depositing it in the homes of the villagers and in the dykes and ditches crucial for drainage. ‘Fen blows’ they’re called, dust-storms as thick and as black as smog. Fenland – isolated, rebellious, frustrated.


‘Tell us again how you met your husband,’ one of the village women, a landworker in her fifties, asked me. ‘I love that story. I love romance and true love. There weren’t none in my life.’ ‘Nor mine,’ agreed her friend, ‘I married my man out of pity.’ Romance and glamour – the opium of women – had, they felt, passed the fens by. For life on the land is neither romantic nor glamorous. Just hard work, in uncompromising weather, in rough old working clothes padded out with newspaper against the wind. Small chance to catch a young man’s fancy. Marriage for convenience or marriage to conform, particularly for the older women. Then back to the soil. Land worker, home servicer. Poverty and exploitation – of men and women by the landowners, of women by their men.


The big landowners have gone but the exploitation remains. Women are cheap labour. They also bear the responsibility of keeping the body and soul of their family together. A double burden still, and no recognition. They have been left with a limited belief in their own importance and substance as people. Even their menfolk, they felt, had had a more valid life than they. ‘I can’t tell you nothing’ I was constantly being told, ‘but if you ask my husband or old Dick So-and-So they can tell you far more.’ And even after we’d talked they’d often say: ‘I don’t see that that could have been interesting for you, you should have asked my man …’ Their view of the world and their place within it is one supported by books on country life where the ploughboy and the farrier have a far more romantic and popular appeal than the ploughboy’s wife.


The women have little confidence in their skill at story-telling. They see this as the man’s prerogative and are silent when their men are around, leaving the talking to the ‘professionals’. Few people hear a woman’s tale, remembering instead the old rustic character who entertained them so well around a pint, for pub going is not a woman’s tradition. But gangs of women working on the land and mothers’ stories to their children provide as great a creative field for story-telling as the old boy in the pub. Maybe more so now. Mechanisation has largely taken over the work a man did on the land and isolated him with his harvester in the field. But the women still go out in gangs. The work the women do is still done by hand.


The women’s story must be told, but it must be seen in a perspective of its own. In our present society they cannot compete on the same page as the ploughboy. While this book may not dispel their belief in romance as something existing beyond their experience, I hope it will go some way towards giving women a sense of their own importance and relevance.


Black fen, hard lives. Though the area used to be one of the richest in England when English wool was in demand, the region is now down at heel and classified as depressed. But like impoverished gentry, the fens retain heirlooms of their former wealth and position. Ancient villages and magnificent churches abound, built from the vast profits of medieval trade: monuments now incongruous and out of place amidst the sad, flat acres of sugar beet and celery. The steeple of Gislea’s thirteenth-century church can be seen for miles around – the church and the village, a false oasis in the heart of the fens.


But the village is much older than its church. A Bronze Age site was recently ploughed up in the village and proved to be one of the largest of its kind in Britain. In the area known as the ‘Temple’, village tradition proved well founded and Roman murals, plaster and tiles were excavated – though not before many of the tiles had been economically re-employed in the repair of a nearby barn. A sea port in earlier times when the fens were under water, its name is a corruption of Gisle’s Island – he being an early Danish settler. Its early importance and wealth were well recognised. For in 895 King Alfred gave Gislea to the Bishop of Rochester ‘ … with all its belongings, marshes, pastures, meadowland, fields, water, fisheries and fowling.’ As a result of Alfred’s charter a wooden church was built in the village, replaced in the thirteenth century by the present church – large, and constructed of durable flintstone, a lasting testimony to the size of its congregation and the wealth of the squire of the time. Inside the church the tombs and brasses remind present-day visitors of the power and spiritual ambitions of earlier squires. First the Warings, who dominated from medieval times to the early part of the nineteenth century, and then the Coatesworths. The Coatesworths left the village about forty years ago. Within living memory the elder Coatesworth – Old Dick – lived in the Hall and his son Frederick in the Red House. There is no longer a squire in the village.


Gislea has always been a large village. Under Edward I it had a common six miles long running from Ruttersham to Meacham Fen.


The Domesday book records:


‘The manor of Gislea, a demesne vill of the King is assessed at 6 hides and 40 acres of land …


The Bishop of Rochester hold 1½ and 20 acres in Gislea under the Archbishop Lanfranc …


Hugo de Porth holds 1½ hides and 20 acres in Gislea.


There is land for 10 ploughs on the manor.


There are 2 on the demesne and 18 villeins and 10 borders with 8 ploughs.


Here 3½ mills rendering 22s 8d and 1250 eels


Meadow for 10 ploughs and pasture for the cattle of the vill …’


But the medieval wealth of the area was shortlived and was not distributed evenly. When the sheep trade declined so did the area and for the majority of landworkers making a livelihood became a precarious business. Although some attempt at drainage – to improve the quantity and quality of the agricultural land – had been made in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it was not until the seventeenth century that any systematic attempt was made. It was bitterly opposed by the fen dwellers, for drainage destroyed their fisheries and in many areas was tantamount to enclosure. Reclaimed land was given as payment to the men who carried out the drainage, not to the men from whom the land had been taken. The scheme was rigorously opposed – dykes were breached and ditches filled and many fen legends tell of the triumph of the fen ‘Tigers’ – as they were nicknamed – in sabotaging the system.


However, the drainage system triumphed and over the centuries an extensive scheme was constructed. But drainage caused the peat to shrink and water levels in the rivers and canals gradually became higher than the land level. A method had to be devised by which water from the low-lying fields could be raised to the level of the river. Windmills were introduced and used to scoop water to the higher level. They became a common feature of the fen landscape until well into the twentieth century when they were replaced first by steam-operated pumps and then by electrically operated ones. Many of the rivers, however, are still several feet above ground level.


Opposition to the drainage was only one incident in a history of fen rebellion. The Romans considered the area ungovernable and were outwitted by the cunning fen dwellers who could travel on stilts across the marshes, a skill which the Romans failed to master. The inaccessibility of the area made it a refuge for those fleeing from authority. The poverty and atmosphere of independence made it ripe for revolution and a stronghold of anti-authoritarianism. This was Oliver Cromwell country.


More recently, the East Anglian landworkers were in the vanguard of the battle for unionisation and the fens saw one of the earliest agricultural rebellions. The Littleport or Ely Bread Riots of 1816 now take a respectable place in industrial history, though at the time they were brutally suppressed with hangings, deportation and excessive prison sentences for the conspirators. Conditions for landworkers throughout the nineteenth century were appalling. Enclosures hit the area hard and the general decline of the region doubled the problems of the fen workers. In Gislea, in particular, enclosures came early and there was vast unemployment until well into the twentieth century. The village was, however, more fortunate than many, for it could offer work in its quarry and on the river as well as on the land. It was from the unemployed sector of the population that the main agitation originated, for the employed were too insecure in their jobs to risk involvement with unions or other political activity. As recently as 1909 there was a small riot in a nearby village where the Gislea men, led by their radical Baptist minister, killed a man.


The Liberal Party and the Nonconformist Churches made strong headway in that period, and though conditions on the land improved, their legacy remains. In Gislea alone there are two Baptist chapels and a Methodist chapel in addition to the Anglican church. The Liberals – once the party of the unemployed – have largely lost their support, partly through historical changes in the Liberal Party and partly through changes in the village. When Squire Coatesworth died without an heir, his land was split into lots of between one and fifty acres and sold – first option being given to the villagers. The village is now a village of smallholders, and many people either bought small farms or rent them from the chapels which acquired some of the land at this time. The interests of the smallholders have become those of their former masters and although a few voters defected to the Labour Party and a few remain loyal to the Liberals, the village on the whole is a Tory stronghold.


The village is not given over to superstition, so it is significant that one of the few myths that survive commemorates earlier hardships and Gislea’s defiance of its former masters. The older villagers tell with pride the story of the ‘Grave’. Lying a few miles out of the village, and supposed to be that of a young boy who was hanged for stealing a sheep, the ‘Grave’ has been mysteriously and defiantly maintained ever since.


But while the men were agitating for a living wage, the women were continuing their unsung battle to keep a home together and starvation at bay, as well as, in most cases, working on the land. Though the harsh conditions for the farm labourer raised the political consciousness of the men, it coincided with the rise of industrialisation and a resulting change of attitude towards the nature and value of work. The demands of the new capitalism, which largely as a result of enclosures destroyed many of the small farmers in the rural areas, took more men’s labour beyond their control and placed upon it an economic value, at the same time downgrading the value of a woman’s work. Though the nature of the work in the country had not changed, the social emphasis placed on it had. The value of a man’s labour was determined in economic terms, the value of a woman’s in the extent to which she carried out uncomplainingly her ‘duty’. However, the poor wage which most labourers could earn forced their wives to sell their labour too, and continue working in the fields. In Victorian eyes, this was anathema for it gave women an independence and freedom unbecoming to their sex. ‘That which seems most to lower the moral or decent tone of the peasant girls,’ wrote Dr Henry Hunter in his report to the Privy Council in 1864, ‘is the sensation of independence of society which they acquire when they have remunerative labour in their hands, either in the fields or at home as straw-plaiters etc. All gregarious employment gives a slang character to the girls’ appearance and habits, while dependence on the man for support is the spring of modest and pleasing deportment.’ The first report of the Commissioners on The Employment of Children, Young Persons and Women in Agriculture of 1867 put it more strongly, for not only did landwork ‘almost unsex a woman’, but it ‘generates a further very pregnant social mischief by unfitting or indisposing her for a woman’s proper duties at home’.


‘Dependence on the man’ and ‘proper duties at home’ were of course a sure way to ensure that at least half the population had their reformist wires permanently defused. For if existence is dependent on somebody two removes away, you are less likely to want to rock the boat. And you make sure that the man on whom you are immediately dependent does not rock it too violently either. This legacy is still with us today. Moreover, if a woman did work on the land and violated the position society had decreed for her, then her punishment was a poor wage. The vicious circle arising from this situation still operates: by not paying men sufficient wages, society forces women out to work. By pretending women don’t work because they shouldn’t work, you don’t pay the women much. But, recognising that women do work and that their income is used to support the family, you don’t have to pay the men much either.


By the end of the nineteenth century conditions on the land were so bad that mass emigration to the cities or the colonies resulted. The 1881 census for Gislea revealed a population of 1,697. By the outbreak of the First World War it had dropped by nearly 24 per cent to 1,300. It is slowly recovering and now stands at approximately 1,400.


Gislea reflects the countryside around it and the history of the area. It is bleak and drab and not the kind of village people visualise in romantic dreams of English rural life. It does not attract retired colonels or artists. For the most part Gislea is an untidy, sprawling village. Most of the streets either back or give on to the desolate countryside. They are treeless and often without a surface. The street names are functional: West Street, East Street, Church Street, Mill Street, Malting Lane, the Pits (where the quarry was situated), Candle Hole Drove (where the docking of sheeps’ tails, known as candling, was carried out), Milking Corner, Temple Road (leading to the Roman site), Ramspark (where the ram was kept separate from his flock), Pound Lane, Coal Yard Drove, Waterside …


The cottages are dowdy and often damp. Built either from the local clunch (a form of soft limestone, quarried in the village), or of lathe and plaster, they lean and bend over the streets, traditional thatch now replaced by corrugated iron or cheerless slate. Two up, two down cottages in which not so long ago families of fourteen or more children were reared; girls sent out to service at eleven years of age; boys boarded out with relatives and neighbours with bed space to spare. Mains drainage, water and electricity only came to the village at the end of the Second World War. Until then water was drawn from the river and from wells. Diphtheria and cholera were endemic, aggravated by the poor housing conditions. ‘It is in a most deplorable condition,’ Dr Waller Lewis of Gislea wrote in The Lancet after an outbreak of cholera in 1853, ‘great numbers of the people live in large hollows in the ground, from which many years ago building stone was extracted. In one pit there are nearly 500 people in a state of great deprivation and dirty in the extreme.’ The Pits still exist though most of the hovels and houses have been demolished in the last twenty years. Many of the other cottages are giving way to their twentieth-century equivalent – small light bungalows. Obviously, the middle-class prosperity of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries gained little foothold in the village. There are perhaps half a dozen middle-sized Georgian or Victorian houses, though the alms houses and a few austere brick-built artisans’ homes testify to the benevolence of the squire. The small prefabricated council estate on the edge of the village testifies to the benevolence of the Welfare State.


Poverty and isolation are synonymous with the fens. Roads were few and far between, for despite drainage they could only be built on the seams of firm clay which meandered through the peat. Indeed, in Gislea it was only in the Second World War that a network of roads was constructed, for the first time opening up a direct link to Ely, Ruttersham and Meacham. Until then there was only one proper road and that was to Larkford. Though by modern standards the neighbouring villages are not far away (Ruttersham five miles, Meacham five miles, Barrowfield four and a half miles and Larkford three miles), before the roads came, they could only be reached after a long walk across the fields. Until the Second World War there had been no major incentive to construct roads, for a tributary of the River Ouse runs through Gislea and the village was a stopping-off point for barges on their way from King’s Lynn to Bury St Edmunds. Gislea’s major export, clunch, was carried by river, as was her major import, coal.


The railway, introduced at the end of the nineteenth century, took over some of the functions of the barge traffic, but even in the 1930s barges were still used to import coal and export sugar beet. The railway closed in the 1950s. Although at the time it linked the village with Cambridge and ultimately with London, it existed in advance of a commuter mentality and aggravated rather than relieved the bad employment situation. For the railway, by removing much of the traffic from the barges, also removed much of the work that could be found there.


Isolated therefore for centuries by non-existent or impassable roads, most people are related, and most surnames duplicated many times. There is, however, a custom practised mostly by older people of identifying the women by their maiden names. Petula Fryett is not known as ‘Mrs Fryett’ but as ‘Lily Cruso’s daughter’.


Isolation has also led to fear of strangers. The villagers were feared by neighbouring villages as a tough and unmanageable bunch. Fights and feuds were common and the villagers built their homes with doors that could not be opened from the outside. A few still exist today. Hostility was not reserved for neighbouring villages, but was a welcome given to many. For with unemployment so high, poaching became a major village occupation and a stranger often meant the law. It took a brave policeman to stop a fight or arrest a man for poaching and most, if they were wise, steered clear. Even by fen standards, Gislea’s poachers were renowned for their ferocity.


Until forty years ago the village was largely controlled by the Coatesworth family. They owned virtually all the land in the village and what local industry there was – a clunch quarry and the lime kilns. Work on the barges and work connected with the drainage was beyond their control, but jobs in those fields were not plentiful. Most of the work in the village was in agriculture: working for the Coatesworths. Wages were low and regular jobs were scarce. A walk of fifty or sixty miles in search of seasonal employment was not uncommon. The village was segregated between the employed and respectable members of the community who lived in the West End of the village – ‘Them from Uptown’ – and the unemployed and poachers who lived in the East End and the Pits, where the hares and pheasants were ‘most numerous’.


The village used to be self-sufficient in many ways. There used to be several butchers, a baker, a dairy, a blacksmith and three cobblers. Until twelve years ago there was a village crier who, for a shilling and a sixpence (or a pint of beer) would announce village news. He also sold eels and mackerel on his rounds. Eel and mole catching (the former for food, and the latter for skins) were common occupations in the village. Many people would supplement a small or non-existent living by selling eels. Candles and rope used to be made in the village, as did most of the agricultural tools, and turf-cutting was an additional source of income for some. Gislea’s turves were renowned for their quality. ‘Prices at Cambridge’, recorded the Rev. W. Gooch in his General View of the Agriculture of the County of Cambridgeshire in 1813, ‘best Gislea turf, 8s per thousand.’ The ‘fifty acre farm’ on which the turf used to be cut is now three feet lower than the surrounding land. Turf was used for cooking and heating until well into the twentieth century.


Employment choices for women were minimal. Agriculture was the major source of work though it tended to be seasonal: binding and weeding for the Coatesworths, gleaning and herb gathering for themselves and their family. Until the turn of the century, despite the 1875 Agricultural Children’s Act, many girls continued to be removed from school to work on the land. As Victorian attempts were made to ‘respectabilise’ working women, service became a further option. A few girls found a position with the Coatesworths or at the vicarage, but most had to leave the village and go elsewhere. Of course there was always the housework and child rearing but this was not considered a ‘choice’ but a natural destiny and was not, therefore, recognised as work.


The situation has not improved much. Isolation and lack of employment are still problems. Most of the farmers in the village are too small to employ extra labour on a regular basis and many of the young people – particularly the women – choose not to work on the land. It is mainly the older women who stay, going in gangs to work for larger farmers outside the village and doing whatever work the season can offer. Some rent an acre of ‘chapel’ or council land and devote it to flower growing for Covent Garden. The returns on this are often poor. The farming is mainly arable – celery, sugar beet, carrots, onions and barley. Many of the villagers keep a few chickens or geese for their own use and some of the small-holders will supplement their income with winter rearing of calves and pigs.


Many of the younger people commute to light industry in Meacham, Ely or Cambridge. But transport is a problem, even now. Not all families have a car, and very few women have access to the use of one, let alone a car of their own. There is a daily bus to Cambridge but it leaves the village at the crack of dawn and returns in the evening. There is a bus to the nearest market town – once a week – and, since the removal of the doctor’s surgery to the new Health Centre at Meacham, there is a bus to and from his surgery twice a week. Gislea is still an isolated village and bicycles are, for most of the women, the only viable means of transport. The women’s choice of work is therefore restricted to those factories which provide their own transport.


The village is no longer self-sufficient. There is a sub-post office which serves also as a general store, two other small general stores, a small branch of the Co-op, a greengrocer and a newsagent-cum-woolshop. A travelling butcher visits three mornings a week and a travelling library once a fortnight. Food in the village is expensive and the lack of transport means that few women have the financial advantage of shopping at a market or in a supermarket. The weekly bus on market day is a service of which few mothers with small children can take advantage; for the journey on the bus and the time allotted in the town are too long for most women to cope with shopping and restless children.


But though the fens in general and Gislea in particular may seem forbidding, and though the area seems in a state of permanent decline and decay, the landscape and the people are compelling. It takes a lot to make a fen person leave and put down roots elsewhere. The beauty of a fen sky for instance – at dawn or dusk – is unsurpassed. The sky dominates this area, engulfing you in its moods. And the closeness of the village community offers a security unlikely to be found elsewhere. For many people the fens are dour and cold and the people as flat and hostile as their environment. But this is an impression created by an unsympathetic stranger and exasperated authorities of a bygone age. If fen people have been wary of the stranger, it has not been without reason. But although I found a warmth and a generosity in the people of Gislea that I’ve never found anywhere else before and a willingness on the part of the women to talk to me about their lives, I feel sure that if I had been a journalist or a sociologist researching ‘crucial issues’, it might have been a different story. As it was, I was a woman, talking to women on women’s subjects – and these were not considered ‘important’ issues on which a silence would have been maintained against a prying authority.


Now, new people are entering the village and the old community is breaking down. But the decline of transport and work is re-creating the old isolation. Only this time television creates an illusion of the twentieth century, of progress, change and communication, anaesthetising the problems of a rural community in decline. But little has changed basically – only details, not fundamentals. Particularly for women.
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