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Portrait of Winifred Holtby from a photograph painted in 1939 by Frederick Howard Lewis, now in Somerville College, reproduced by kind permission of the College. Vera Brittain thought it a ‘remarkable’ likeness and used it for the cover of the first edition of Testament of Friendship.
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Winifred Holtby: a brief chronology




	

	


	1898
	23 June, Winifred Holtby born at Rudston House, Rudston, near Bridlington, North Yorkshire, the younger daughter of David Holtby, farmer, and Alice Holtby, born Winn.



	1909
	September, Winifred went as a boarder to Queen Margaret’s School, Dulverton House, Scarborough, which she left in July 1916.



	1911
	December, My Garden and Other Poems by Winifred Holtby, published by A. Brown & Sons, Hull, at Alice Holtby’s expense.



	1914
	Harry Pearson joined a West Riding Regiment. German bombardment of Scarborough from the sea.



	1915
	St Margaret’s School evacuated to Pitlochry in Scotland.



	1916
	Edith de Coundouroff went to stay at Rudston House, remaining with the Holtby family until Alice Holtby’s death in 1939.
August, Winifred went to work in a London nursing home, to July 1917.



	1917

	October, entered Somerville College, Oxford to read Modern History.



	1918
	July, joined the WAACs as a private in the New Zealand Officers’ Club. In September posted as hostel forewoman to a signals unit in Huchenneville, near Abbeville in France, where she met Jean McWilliam.
August, strike of agricultural workers at Rudston. David Holtby decided to retire from farming.



	1919
	February, David and Alice Holtby left Rudston House for ‘Bainesse’ in Cottingham, near Hull.
September, Winifred discharged from the WAACs and in October returned to Somerville College. Met Vera Brittain.



	1921
	Winifred graduated with a second-class degree. Writing Anderby Wold, published 1923. September, on holiday with Vera.



	1922
	Winifred and Vera took a flat in Doughty Street, London. Began lecturing for League of Nations Union and Six Point Group.



	1923
	Alice Holtby elected to East Riding County Council.
Grace Holtby, Winifred’s sister, married Dr Peter Tolmie.



	1924
	Beginning of friendship with Margaret, Lady Rhondda. Writing The Runners, never published.



	1925
	June, Vera Brittain married the political scientist Gordon (George) Catlin.



	1926
	January to August, Winifred on a lecture tour in South Africa. March, met Clements Kadalie, Secretary of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU). September, invited to become a director of Time and Tide.




	1927
	Recruited William Ballinger to help ICU organisation in South Africa.
Land of Green Ginger published.



	1928
	March, Grace Tolmie (Holtby) died.
Eutychus; or The Future of the Pulpit published.



	1929
	
A New Voter’s Guide to Party Programmes published.
October, Women and a Changing Civilisation published. Vera Brittain began to write Testament of Youth.



	1931
	
Poor Caroline published.
Autumn, canvassing for Gordon Catlin, unsuccessful Labour candidate in October General Election at which National Government came into office.
Onset of symptoms of renal failure; illness diagnosed spring 1932.



	1932
	February to April, on a ‘rest-cure’ at Monks Risborough, near Oxford. October, Virginia Woolf published.



	1933
	January, Mandoa, Mandoa! published.
March, David Holtby died.
May, The Astonishing Island published.
August, Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth published.



	1934
	 Spring, Winifred in Withernsea, Yorkshire.
February, Truth Is Not Sober (short stories) published.



	1935
	 February to April, lodging in Hornsea, finishing South Riding.
The Frozen Earth and Other Poems published.
29 September, died in a London nursing home. 2 October, funeral at Rudston.



	1936
	 March, South Riding published.



	1937
	 April, Letters to a Friend, edited by Alice Holtby and Jean McWilliam, published.
South Riding won James Tait Black Memorial Prize. November, Pavements at Anderby (short stories), edited by Hilda Reid and Vera Brittain, published.



	1938
	 Film of South Riding released.



	1939
	 31 July, Alice Holtby died.



	1940
	 January, Vera Brittain’s Testament of Friendship published.






Introduction: the clear stream


In February 1935 Winifred Holtby, staying in Hornsea on the Yorkshire coast in order to escape the distractions and fatigue of life in London, wrote to her friend Vera Brittain to say that she had received a ‘very nice letter from Virginia Woolf asking if I would like to write an autobiography for the Hogarth Press’.1 She does not say if she was tempted by the invitation. In any event she would be dead within eight months, and during the time left to her she was occupied in finishing her last novel, South Riding.

South Riding is now the major reason Winifred Holtby is remembered, along with her friendship with Vera Brittain. But when Virginia Woolf wrote to Winifred,2 South Riding was, of course, yet to be published. Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth had, however, recently been published to great acclaim but Winifred’s presence in it towards the end would not by itself have justified an autobiography. So the Hogarth invitation rested on other claims. These related primarily to Winifred’s reputation as one of the most successful and prolific journalists writing in London at the time. She was also well known as a feminist, particularly as a member of the Six Point Group and a director of the feminist journal Time and Tide, and as an anti-war propagandist: she had lectured for years for the League of Nations Union and had recently contributed to Margaret Storm Jameson’s powerful collection of anti-war essays, Challenge to Death. To a lesser extent, she was also known as the writer of the five novels, respectfully but unobtrusively received, which preceded South Riding. From the perspective of the Hogarth Press, she would also have been highly regarded as a campaigner for the unionisation of black workers in South Africa, Leonard Woolf being a member of the Labour Party Advisory Committee on Imperialism and having had considerable contact with Winifred over such matters.

Winifred’s feminism, pacifism and socialism, her anti-racialist campaigns, and her intense commitment to the ideal of the woman citizen in the years after 1918 when women began to be enfranchised on an equal basis with men, make her an index of many of the progressive movements of the inter-war period. What was evident to Virginia and Leonard Woolf in 1935 was that Winifred was a representative and significant figure of the period, a ‘woman in her time’, according to the title Vera Brittain originally thought of for her biography of Winifred.3 In addition, she strove to express this timeliness in the writing of imaginative literature, partly to exercise a talent for story-telling, and partly, as she came to realise and to bring to realisation in South Riding, because fiction itself can be a vivid historical record and a powerful agent of change; a novel can teach about sympathy, understanding and co-operation as well, or better, than a political tract or a deputation to the Prime Minister. Hers was an extraordinarily full and fulfilled life – ‘Always rushing… and enjoying life and finishing my novel,’ she wrote to Jean McWilliam in 1935,4 three months before her death – but a life that faced outwards towards society rather than inwards towards personal needs and satisfactions.

A modern biography has, therefore, to address those various contemporary social and political issues that Winifred was so passionately concerned with. But there have been many women and men who lived equally useful and representative lives yet do not become the subjects of biographies. A biography of Winifred has therefore also to take into account the two reasons why modern readers might want to know more about her: her steady and enduring popularity as a novelist, particularly as the author of South Riding, which has never been out of print since its publication in 1936; and her friendship with Vera Brittain, celebrated at the end of Testament of Youth and throughout Vera’s subsequent writings, as a model of female friendship, a ‘noble relationship’ equalling, as Vera maintained, the great male friendships of history. Testament of Youth has always been respected and valued, but it has also been reborn to generations of younger women in the years of second-wave feminism since the early 1970s.5 As its reputation grew, so did Winifred’s. The friendship became a feminist icon, an example of ‘sisterhood’ at its most admirable.

Winifred and Vera met for the first time in 1919 as undergraduates at Somerville College, Oxford. Both were returning there after periods of war service. When they graduated in 1921 they decided to live together in London, earning an income through lecturing, journalism and the writing of fiction. This thoroughly modern arrangement continued, with modifications, until Winifred’s death in 1935. When the question of a biography of Winifred arose, there was no doubt in most people’s minds that Vera was the person to do it. She took several years to write it, refusing to be hurried into a premature assessment, and it was published in 1940 with the title Testament of Friendship. It begins with the question of Winifred’s autobiography:

In the last year of her life, three leading London publishers invited Winifred Holtby to write her autobiography. Half interested and half amused, she discussed the project with me during our Easter holiday. ‘I don’t see how I can write an autobiography,’ she said. ‘I never feel I’ve really had a life of my own. My existence seems to me like a clear stream which has simply reflected other people’s stories and problems.’


Winifred’s reported comment has not only given me the title for this biography but has also provided me with a structure and an organising principle for it. I have decided to take Winifred at her word and write her story through the lives of the people who were important to her, either in themselves, like her mother, or because they represented aspects of her work which mattered greatly to her, like William Ballinger in respect of South Africa, or Virginia Woolf in relation to the world of fiction by women between the wars. It is probably a biographical approach she would have found acceptable, being quite unusually lacking in self-centredness. It also enables me to address her social and political concerns in more or less discrete units rather than in fragments, as would have been the case if I had told her life-story sequentially. This prismatic approach has resulted in some loss of chronological structure to the biography but I am not sure that in Winifred’s case this is an important loss because she did not, in fact, have a ‘life of her own’ in the usual sense of a woman’s life-story. She did not marry or have children, and she had no great love affair or illicit relationship. There was also nothing obviously intense, climactic, sensational or even tragic about her, except, of course, her early death. Compared with others of her generation – Rebecca West, Storm Jameson, Rosamond Lehmann, Stella Benson, and Vera Brittain, for instance – there was an absence of the kind of emotional and sexual drama that is the stuff of biographies. Winifred herself said that ‘[t]he things that happen to my friends are the only things worth recording’,7 and this was in some respects true, at least in regard to the ‘human interest’ element which usually constitutes a life of one’s own. As her remark suggests, neither did she make a drama out of what experiences she did have; she was reticent about her disappointments and successes, didn’t go around sobbing on people’s shoulders, writing vengeful letters, or proclaiming her triumphs and miseries. One has the sense that although she considered she had an interesting life, she didn’t think she was, or even ought to be, particularly interesting as a person.

This lack of the conventional structures of a woman’s life-story is a problem for a biographer, and so too are absences and obscurities in the documentation of what life she did have. Many important letters are missing, such as those to Margaret Rhondda. Of the remaining letters and other personal papers and accounts,8 a great number are business-type letters, like the hundreds Winifred wrote in connection with the Ballinger fund. There are very few family letters, and of the letters to friends, those that she wrote to Jean McWilliam were heavily selected and edited by Jean and by Alice Holtby, Winifred’s mother, and are therefore incomplete and inaccurate. The important, but also incomplete, cache of letters9 between Vera and Winifred are revealing but only to a limited extent because there was an element of censorship, self-imposed, in what Winifred wrote. As will become clear, Winifred felt very protective towards Vera, and her letters to her are therefore less about her own feelings than expressions of support and encouragement to Vera. When Winifred expressed happiness to Vera, it was usually in relation to Vera’s successes. On the few occasions she did complain about being tired, harassed or upset, this was quickly followed by an apology and a cheerful disclaimer of any lasting depression or anger. As to diaries and journals, a few remain, like the diaries she kept of the visits to Central Europe she and Vera made in the 1920s, but these are records of places visited, people encountered, lectures given, and are, in effect, business jottings rather than intimate records. Of her conversations with people, and their memories of her, by the time I started work on the biography not many people remained who could remember her; those who could, uniformly said she was a wonderfully warm and radiant person. Vera Brittain seemed to voice the sentiments of a whole generation in lamenting the loss to the world of Winifred’s generosity, eagerness and ‘lovely kindness’ and this is the image which has persisted, a kind of nullifying sanctification of her memory. There is an empty space at the centre of Winifred Holtby’s life which has to do not only with her reticence and self-effacement but also with what one must call her goodness. As all biographers recognise, good people are likely to be less interesting to read about than the wicked or even the ordinarily flawed; more importantly, they seem often to lack individuality, as though their unselfishness has indeed deprived them of selfhood.

And what of her fiction and journalism? Well, there are undoubtedly recurring preoccupations and themes in her work and I have referred to these in depicting her intellectual and political concerns. There is also a fair amount of personal information of an anecdotal kind. The journalist in Winifred could never resist a good story or an illustrative incident which could be made over into either articles or into fiction, even though some of these incidents related to painful episodes in her own life or the lives of others. Her journalism is rich in autobiographical anecdote and likewise much of her fiction can be mined for biographical information. Yet although in her writing she frequently used incidents and situations from her life, there is little which is straightforwardly revealing of her emotional life. Such as might seem to be so is displaced onto minor characters, like Lily Sawdon in South Riding, whose approaching death chillingly parallels Winifred’s own situation at the time of writing the novel. But Lily is no self-portrait and her tragedy is only one not particularly important story amongst the many and varied stories in the novel. Winifred is fragmented into her numerous characters, and they only glancingly and tangentially reflect her. Even her poetry, which sometimes reveals a wistfulness her other writings do not show, is oblique or disguised in its expression of feeling, such as the poems she wrote about Vera’s dead brother Edward. Such dispersal and reticence, which marginalises emotions and situations important to her own life, requires an answering reticence on the part of her biographer, at the very least a respectful caution in correlating the life and the work. Although I have used Winifred’s fiction in suggesting what she might have believed or felt, I have tried neither to reduce the fiction to crude autobiography nor prescriptively to identify the author with her work.

Though also properly cautious in this respect, Vera Brittain’s biography of Winifred, Testament of Friendship, for all its richness of personal knowledge and shared sympathies, tends to diminish its subject in other ways. There is no doubt that Vera very much wanted to pay tribute to Winifred but the biography has personal preoccupations which obscure many of Winifred’s achievements. Vera was always the star of the relationship and Winifred seemed content to be the satellite, an arrangement tacitly agreed upon in all their dealings. There is a glimpse of this in the letter about Virginia Woolf and the Hogarth Press. After mentioning the invitation Winifred continues by saying, ‘I take this to be an indirect compliment to Testament of Youth, which we know she loved.’ Winifred’s own achievements to this date, which included the first critical study in English of Woolf, are negated in order to sustain Vera’s reputation as the writer of an important book, and to neutralise any jealousy Vera might have felt. The remark is disingenuous; Winifred cannot have believed her own minor role in Testament of Youth would have justified the invitation. Why mention it at all, unless she was preparing the ground to accept the invitation, or she wanted for once to boast but at the same time to take the sting from the boast?

For all its generosity towards her, its grief at her loss and remorse at the less than careful attention Vera paid to Winifred, Testament of Friendship and Vera’s other writings about Winifred after her death maintain the structures of the relationship as it was lived, with Vera still as the star, even in her grief outshining Winifred. One of the ways in which this occurs is the emphasis Vera places on Winifred’s unmarried, childless state. At the very beginning of Testament of Friendship their relationship is defensively cast in these terms, as a preparation for marriage:

loyalty and affection between women is a noble relationship which, far from impoverishing, actually enhances the love of a girl for her lover, of a wife for her husband, of a mother for her children.10


Winifred’s failure to marry, even her failure to be as attractive to men as Vera was, is subtly conveyed later on in Testament of Friendship when Vera describes her own wedding and Winifred’s presence and appearance as a bridesmaid. Very tall, dressed in an imposing array of mauve draperies and wearing a large feathered hat, she looked older than Vera, when she was in fact four years younger. As she entered the church onlookers whispered ‘“Who’s that?” “Why, the bride’s mother, of course, you silly!”’11 This casting of Winifred as the plain one of the partnership, destined not to marry, is carried into Testament of Experience, Vera’s account of her life in the decades after Winifred’s death. Summarising Winifred’s courageous attitude to denial and rejection, Vera says:

How sadly conscious I felt that I had always accepted from her so much more than I gave, and now could give no more. None of her books published in her lifetime had sold well, so she helped mine to sell magnificently. The only man whom she really loved failed her, so she identified herself with my married happiness. Her burdens were great and intolerable, so she shouldered mine which were often trivial. When she learned that she must never have children, she shared in the care of ours.


This makes Winifred out to be very selfless, almost saintly, but it also makes her seem pitiful, and a foil to Vera’s more fulfilled and vivid life; it denies her, in fact, a life of her own. By the time Testament of Experience was published in 1957, South Riding was an established success yet this posthumous fame has been eclipsed by Vera’s need to maintain the friendship in the mode in which she wished it to be remembered. Correcting the typescript of South Riding in the first month after Winifred’s death, full of admiration for what she read, Vera looked up at Winifred’s photograph and thought: ‘“Oh my dear love, I shall never do anything to equal this! I shall never produce work worthy of you, of your kindness and wisdom and pity! Oh, my poor dear love, my poor sweet.”’13 The urgency of new grief prompted Vera to acknowledge Winifred’s achievements, even while grieving for her pathetic end but in the later, published versions Winifred’s success, her reputation and standing in her own time are overtaken by Vera’s needs, including an avowal of the noble friendship they created and, as will be seen later, a need to write a kind of love story for Winifred, a ghostly and rather shabby heterosexual narrative in which Winifred and her childhood sweetheart, Harry Pearson, finally reach a happy ending.

But in spite of the reservations one must have regarding Testament of Friendship, it remains a primary source of information on Winifred, written by someone who probably knew her better than anyone else, shared many of her aspirations, and loved her. Winifred and Vera were comfortable together with the familiarity of long-term friendship which often makes good behaviour or bad behaviour, or even liking and disliking, seem irrelevant. Vera wrote to someone who marvelled that Winifred should have put up with what seemed like Vera’s exploitation of her that ‘although we didn’t exactly grow up together, we grew mature together, and that is the next best thing.… We were completely at ease with each other … I gave her rest and relief when she was at the end of her tether.’14 Winifred endorsed this when she wrote to Vera that ‘You are the only person I know in the world who does not prevent one working.’15 The truth of Testament of Friendship is real enough; it records the friendship of the two women over sixteen years and from it one can surmise the advantages of the relationship to each of them. But its emphasis is on the friendship, and those areas of Winifred’s life which Vera either was not particularly interested in, like her directorship of Time and Tide, or disapproved of, like her affection for her mother, are not given full value. Testament of Friendship overwhelmingly reflects Vera’s idea of Winifred and the dynamics of their relationship. But a more robust, humorous, independent, active and innovative person, even a more dislikeable person, still waits to be recovered. It is in her relationships with those other, shadowy figures of Testament of Friendship – Alice Holtby, Margaret Rhondda, William Ballinger, for example – that this other Winifred Holtby may be found, and it is with these that I, her latter-day biographer, must be concerned in an endeavour to colour the stream of her life with other tinctures of her personality, other facets of her experience. By reflecting other stories as well as Vera’s, and by placing Vera’s story in the context of these other reflections, I have tried to give Winifred more of a life of her own.



CHAPTER 1


‘… to be the daughter of Alice Holtby’

In May 1933, just before her thirty-fifth birthday, Winifred Holtby wrote to her mother Alice in response to a reproach that Winifred was too ambitious, too concerned with success, and not perhaps quite sure of her course in life. In her reply to her ‘Darling, gallant, most understanding and wise of mothers,’ Winifred admits that she doesn’t really know what her life’s aim is, except that she wants to see an end to inequalities of all kind, to persuade people ‘to recognise the human claims of Negroes and Jews and women and all oppressed and humiliated creatures.’ How she will achieve this, she doesn’t know, nor whether she will ever achieve it: ‘To learn, to practise, to work, to see all I can, to understand all I can.… And so, perhaps, one day be worthy of being used. And if not – it’s an honour that comes to few; why should I expect to be privileged?’1 The sentiments are characteristic and so too is Winifred’s sense of responsibility towards her mother, not just as a loving and dutiful daughter, though she was certainly that, but as morally answerable to her too. Having set Winifred on an uncommon path through life, giving her independence of thought and lifestyle, Alice could never quite accept the full consequences of her actions. Proud though she became of Winifred, a part of Alice still expected from her not only a daughter’s dutiful attentions in domestic crises but also a moral obligation to behave in ways that she, the mother, thought right. Winifred did not capitulate to all her mother’s demands but she needed constantly to justify her actions when she did not do so, and she accepted almost without question an underlying moral imperative of service to others that her mother instilled in her. Alice was the first and perhaps the most important of the several strong women in Winifred’s life who would seek, in different ways, to own and control her.

Alice was a large, vigorous, golf-playing, outspoken and opinionated woman, with youthful energy and enthusiasms even into old age. In 1925, when Alice was sixty-seven, Winifred described her as ‘having taken to smoking and waving her hair, and … as full of vitality as a girl of twenty – much more so than most girls’.2 She outlived her husband and her two daughters, dying in 1939 after an appendectomy3 at the age of seventy-nine, on the day in which the manuscript of Vera Brittain’s Testament of Friendship was completed. From a quite humble background she had become a woman of importance, having been elected in 1923 onto the East Riding County Council, and in 1934 becoming the first woman to serve as an alderman in ‘this very conservative locality’. ‘Splendid occasion,’ Winifred observed of her mother’s unanimous election: ‘And the photographer & reporter from Leeds motored over this afternoon to interview & photograph us together, me sitting at her feet as she examined County Council papers! Most tasty’.4 It was a characteristic pose, Alice confident and beaming, Winifred, already seriously ill, in attendance. Alice was the model for benevolent, autocratic Mrs Beddows in South Riding whom one of the other characters calls Deputy God and whose ‘gaiety… kindliness [and] valour of spirit’ console and encourage the novel’s heroine.

Alice Holtby was born Alice Winn in 1858 and baptised on 17

April 1859 by her parents Christopher and Ann Winn of East Witton Mill, Christopher being described as ‘farmer’. Alice was the fourth of six children. East Witton Mill, now no longer a functioning mill, lies about a quarter of a mile outside the village of East Witton, in Wensleydale. The Winns rented the mill and the farm belonging to it from the Marquis of Ailesbury as part of the Jervaulx estate in North Yorkshire. The estate, along with much property in the village, was sold in 1888. The mill was included in the sale but by this time, Christopher having died in 1882, Ann had moved into the village, the only son Francis taking over the mill and farm.5 Alice may have moved away from East Witton before her father’s death because family history suggests that by 1880 she had gone to work as a governess in the East Riding in the family of William Holtby at Rotsea, on the coast. It was there that she met tall, thin, silent, not very robust David Holtby and began the slow courtship which was to end with their marriage in 1892. In after years, with expansive cheerfulness, Alice liked to recall to a Holtby relative6 how ‘in this very room, David went down on his knees and proposed to me’. Grace, their first child, was born in 1896 when Alice was thirty-eight; Winifred was born two years later on 23 June 1898. Grace was a common name in the East Riding at this time but Winifred was not.

In a letter of 1927 to an unknown correspondent, Winifred said that she knew three areas of Yorkshire well and that these had featured in her three novels to date: Rudston and the wolds of the East Riding in Anderby Wold; Cottingham, a suburb of Hull, in The Crowded Street; and the Dales country where her mother was born in The Land of Green Ginger. Letherwick, the village in The Land of Green Ginger, was, she said, ‘built like East Witton in Wensleydale’ and Scatterthwaite farm was like many of the small, unrewarding holdings of the area where farming was, and is, harshly embattled against wind and poor soil. By contrast, the land of the East Riding in Anderby Wold was ‘good land’, with fertile soil that the heroine’s ‘grandfather and her father and [husband] had marled and manured and watched and waited as though nothing else in the world was of any importance’.

Thus Alice’s story-book marriage to a man of property took her into a successful farming community and one in which David Holtby prospered more than most. There were, and still are, many Holtbys in the East Riding and at the end of the nineteenth century they successfully farmed across an area that stretched from upstream Humber to Bridlington. Robert Holtby of Elmswell, David’s father, gave each of his three sons farming property and David seems to have made good what was given to him at Grindale so that by 1891 he had acquired farming land in Rudston,7 six miles from Bridlington, and had bought Rudston House. He is first mentioned in Rudston All Saints Church records in 1892-3 as attending the vestry meeting and as a sidesman. When his and Alice’s first daughter, Grace, was baptised in 1896, he is described as ‘farmer’ of ‘Rudstone’; when Winifred was baptised on 15 July 1898 the entry is simply that of ‘Rudstone House’. The impression is one of rising prosperity and of movement into a higher social class, and this is subsequently borne out by the parish magazines during the later 1890s which regularly record the Holtby contribution to church funds of 10 shillings as second only to that of £2 from the landed family of the Bosvilles. The census of 1901 records the population of Rudston as numbering 552.

Winifred described the countryside round Rudston as ‘great undulating wolds, golden in harvest, chequered in spring with brown plough-land, bluish-green of turnips and the vivid emerald of winter wheat. Here and there on the slopes are scattered copses, sheltering the fold yards and gardens of outlying farms. It is one of the richest agricultural areas in England.’8 The land has been worked by farming communities since prehistoric times, and Roman remains from the area, including a villa which was excavated during the 1930s,9 indicate that it was heavily settled by them. The name ‘Rudston’, according to legend, comes from either ‘red-stone’ or, more probably, ‘rood-stone’ – the stone of the cross.

The village arranges itself in a rough triangle around All Saints Church and its churchyard, where Winifred is buried and where the ancient monolith stands, the twenty-six-foot high needle of grit-stone, the nearest source of which is ten miles away in the North Riding. The stone extends many feet under the ground and dates from the late Neolithic or Bronze Age. Possibly at one time it had a cross-head fixed to it by early Christian missionaries, hence the name Rudston. In one of her short stories, ‘The Legend of Rudston’, Winifred has the sexton recount to tourists the legend that the devil threw the monolith to halt the building of the church but the angels deflected its aim so that it pierced the earth and not the church. An alternative version of the legend, favoured by the sexton in the story, is that the stone is the hammer head of a gigantic Yorkshireman exacting justice from his Norman overlord.

Built in the early nineteenth century, Rudston House, looking now much as it did when David and Alice Holtby moved into it, is substantial, foursquare and imposing. When the Holtbys left in 1919, it boasted two kitchens and six bedrooms (but only one bathroom) amongst its many rooms, and also a cellar, a glasshouse, a vinery and extensive stabling, as well as farm buildings, a homestead, and ‘ten cottages with gardens in the village’. The house stands on Long Street which forms the base of the elongated triangle of the village which has at its apex half a mile away the Bosvilles’s seat, Thorpe Hall. During the early years of this century the triangle was completed on one side by the fast-flowing Gypsey Race, and at the other side by a Roman road. Rudston House is surrounded by a large, walled garden, with ash and beech trees; fields of wheat, or sometimes root crops, run up to the walls. Winifred recalled in 1934 what she described as her ‘native country’, the scene of her earliest memories:

[It] is a gravelled stable yard with golden jasmine starring the low grey brick buildings, and a gate facing westward inland to the wolds. … I lean against that gate in the ivied wall under the ash tree, and hear the clump of farm-horse hoofs coming from the drinking pond, and see the sun set beyond the horse pasture and the sixty-acre stretch that lies, dark plough-land, up to the flaming sky.’10


Yet although she was imaginatively to return to this landscape in her writing, intellectually her response to rural life was unsentimental and practical: ‘almost every villager who has had the chance has done what I have done about the countryside – escaped from it at the first opportunity. [It] was not a place in which the poor or moderately well off, the eager and ambitious and intelligent could find life preferable to the life of the towns.’11

But the Holtbys were well off and life at Rudston House seems to have offered Winifred as a child an ideal mixture of secure comfort and practical freedom. It is easy to see why Winifred later would be surprised at the need for feminism. David Holtby managed the farm himself and the family home was the working centre of the farm, where there were between eight to ten men employed regularly with extra casual labour at busy harvest and lambing times. In such a working community, especially with a powerful mother like Mrs Holtby managing the household, there was less demarcation between the world of women and that of men than would have been the case in an urban or suburban middle-class family, such indeed as the Brittain household. And with no brothers to inhibit her, and neither her mother nor her father inclined to curb her exuberance, Winifred ran about on the farm ‘like a boy’.12 She was later to write that she could plough and milk, adding that she could also ‘make my own clothes, speak in Hyde Park, ride and dance’.13

Her relationship with her father’s workers and their families taught her social awareness and gratitude and even guilt at her own privileged position. It also left her with a grudging respect for the kind of hierarchical and paternalistic system which assumed responsibility towards dependants at the same time as it demanded unthinking loyalty. This was her parents’ way of life and the way of life of a traditional rural community. She would criticise it in the managerial, Alice Holtby-like figure of Mary Robson in Anderby Wold, mourn its inevitable passing in the ruin and death of Robert Carne in South Riding, and it would inform her response to the black workers she met in South Africa and whose labour conditions she worked to improve during the last years of her life. The emotional roots of her fiction lay in the community of her father’s farm, where people spoke ‘with slow, considered intonation, the broad o-s and a-s of their dialect smoothed down by generations accustomed to wait upon the slow changes of wind and weather, unaware of the necessity for haste’.14 The strength, humour and endurance of such people were exemplified for her in Welburn, the Holtbys’ shepherd, whose children’s births are recorded in the same register during the same years as Winifred and her sister Grace. His Christmas letter to Winifred of 1919, a year after the Holtbys had left Rudston, draws on shared memories and affections:


Dear Miss Winifred

Thanks for your letter which I received this morning which I was pleased to have. No, I have not got any lambs yet. It is too early for Rudstone, I oft wonder how I shall come on next lambing time, if it comes a rough night.… We have had the hounds over here two or three times this season but I have not been mounted yet, my horse is rather too fit. I have never been astride of a horse since poor old Matilda went away. I have driven round sheep last summer, in an old milk float. I was ashamed when I met any one I knew, but got bolder as time went on.

Old Shepherd



According to a woman whose husband worked as a waggoner for the Holtbys before the war, Welburn would have earned between £25 and £40 a year, possibly rising to £70 a year during the war. A waggoner – and with as many as twenty-four horses on the farm there were several of these – earned, she said, £26 a year in 1915. She had worked as a scullery maid for the Holtbys during the early years of the century, earning £5 a year, paid in arrears at Martinmas. This would rise to £20 during the inflationary war years, with a cook-general earning £30 or £35. The Holtbys had around six indoor staff, including two other maids, a cook-general and a chauffeur-gardener, with casually employed charwomen and washerwomen. What the scullery maid remembered most vividly was the endless ironing. Years later Winifred was to recall the ‘nightmare’ clothing of her childhood: ‘long black cashmere stockings, woollen combinations (long-sleeved in winter, short-sleeved in summer), flannel knickers, “rational” corsets (though how irrational their platoons of buttons were, children alone can know), two petticoats, and a cotton “bodice”, all to be covered by a holland frock, buttoned up to the neck and down to the wrist-band’.15 Winifred didn’t add ironing or cooking to her list of accomplishments and indeed she seems to have done little housework as a child. Many years later she recalled the ‘fascinating novelty’ of doing washing up during the maids’ annual holiday in Martinmas Week when she and her sister could scatter soapy water around and dust the piano with a ‘gorgeous rush up and down the keys’.16 The servants at Rudston flowed over into Winifred’s later life, long after she left the village, visiting the Holtby parents in Cottingham and regaling Winifred with all the latest Rudston gossip, or, more significantly, in the figure of Nursie, Winifred’s nanny, supplying a housekeeper for Winifred and Vera during their days in a Maida Vale flat.

The largesse of the Rudston household, particularly at Christmas time when seventeen would sit down to dinner, is captured in Winifred’s journalism and also in her fiction, most of all in South Riding where Christmas at Mrs Beddows’s house echoes those at Rudston House: not only the fuss over the proprieties of present-giving but ‘the real business of benevolence… orders of beef to every Beddows ex-maid and her husband… coals and blankets for ageing or invalid neighbours, toys, oranges, pennies and sweets for all the local children, and parcels of tea, cake and even whisky to dozens of often disreputable acquaintances who seemed to reemerge in Mrs Beddows’ consciousness only at Christmas time’. As well as Mrs Beddows’s bustling managing manner, Winifred gives her another facet of her mother’s behaviour: her flirtatiousness, her liking for men, finding them, as Vera noted, ‘on the whole more congenial than women’.17 Plump and ageing as she is, Mrs Beddows loves to wear nice clothes, her hands tremble at Robert Carne’s kiss, she puts on perfume for his visits and lifts her skirt to show her shapely ankles. By all accounts, Alice Holtby liked expensive clothes, keeping a bolt of heavy purple silk for her exclusive use at the best Hull dressmaker’s, and she loved to be driven around in solitary state by the local taxi man. She liked to flirt with tradesmen and workmen, to whom she was very generous, enjoyed banter with her fellow councillors, and, of course, liked to have Harry Pearson, Winifred’s sort-of-boyfriend, around her. Never a pretty woman, she radiated enjoyment of life and the promise of solid comforts of the flesh.

By contrast, Winifred was a thin, physically timid, rather gangling girl. Although as a woman she grew to be imposing, she never reached her mother’s grandeur of build but tended to be physically diffident and clumsy and to stoop, like her father. Her height was five feet nine inches, she weighed eleven stone and wore an eight in shoes. She was large-featured too, with a (slightly crooked) ‘family nose’, that is, her father’s nose, for Mrs Holtby had a round face and broad nose. Winifred’s height and strong features meant she could, and did, play male parts in theatricals, as in the Somerville going-down play, or as a sheikh at a fancy-dress party on board ship coming home from South Africa in 1926. As a man she looked glamorous, film star-like, for she was very fair and blue-eyed, a Viking in features as well as build, she liked to say, and in this respect was also her father’s daughter. Margaret Ballard, who as Margaret de Coundouroff lived in the Holtby home as a child,18 remembers Winifred sometime during the 1920s on a Christmas visit home from London, coming into the house from the train with snow on her hair, which shone and glistened like a halo. Joanna in The Land of Green Ginger is an idealised self-portrait, ‘all the best of me, but without my academic side and with far more pluck’.19 She is described as ‘tall and grandly proportioned, like an immature young goddess. Soft golden hairs curled graciously against her firm, milky neck… her blue eyes, deep-set below heavy lids, laughed at a pleasant world.’

Joanna shared with Winifred a ‘capacity for endowing the commonplace with transcendental qualities’ and as being ‘beyond all her other loves, in love with life’. This exuberance seems to have been inherited from her mother, in contrast to her sister Grace, two and a half years older, who although also tall and fair – like ‘an elegant drooping lily on an over-long stalk’, Vera Brittain described her20 – was gentler, quieter, more languid, more like her father than her mother in personality. Grace had the reputation as the pretty one; Winifred recalled years later that their governess used to say to them, ‘“That is the way of the world, you know, One is for use and the other for show,” and which contemplating my pretty sister, I always thought unkindly apposite.21 Winifred’s statements about her sister, and the sister relationship, are ambivalent. In writing of Virginia Woolf, she comments that Woolf cannot have been a lonely child because she had her sister, Vanessa, who ‘seems to have been a special friend, and when sisters are friends the relationship goes deep to the roots of personality’.22 But when they are not special friends, how does this affect the roots of personality? In ‘The Grudging Ghost’, a poem written after Grace’s death, Winifred looked back with regret and guilt at the lack of close affection between them: ‘unanswering heart to heart, / Lived we all our days apart, / Love was nothing in the mind / Save desire to be kind,’ but the poem continues into a complaint that even now her sister is a burden: ‘Must you still while season run / Cast your shadow on the sun? / I have nothing more to give. / Sleep, ah sleep, and let me live.’23 Yet Winifred could write in 1920, about Grace’s impending visit to her in Oxford, ‘I love having her. Her peaceful presence makes small things insignificant and big things more worth while. Also she does my shopping and makes my tea.’24 There is one surviving letter to Grace from Winifred, a brief, cheery, perfunctory letter, written in 1919 from London, which begins, ‘Dearest old thing’, gives her day’s programme in the hostel where she was working as a WAAC, and concludes ‘I’m awfully happy here … Lots of love, Babe’. What otherwise remains of Grace, who seems to have been Winifred’s shadowy antithesis and who died after giving birth to her second child, is an impression of conventional femininity, of a woman who wanted marriage and children and not a career, although she did undertake some nursing before her marriage. ‘Since she became engaged’, Winifred wrote in 1923, ‘she has found animation and beauty and a merry laugh – all the things she lacked before.… She will give way to him in everything, with a sort of obstinate submission.’25 The impression Vera Brittain gives is that Winifred found this irritating and not at all in the spirit of the new woman citizen that she and Winifred were to espouse in the inter-war period, but the evidence is that the irritation was at least equally on Grace’s side. On the day of Grace’s death, 11 March 1928, Winifred wrote to Vera: ‘She was slightly better last night; she knew me when I was there, but ironically true to our relationship, I irritated her even by going into the room, and her last words to me… were “Don’t stare. You make me tired.”‘

Writing to Gordon, Vera’s husband, after Grace’s death, Winifred gave a harsh verdict on her sister:

The tragedy about Grace was not that she died, but that she never lived.… Grace never knew real happiness; she never knew that zest for life which may accompany even pain. She found life always a little too much for her, & in the end, too much for her altogether. But she wanted to go on living, because she was always hoping that the thing which she had missed was waiting for her round the corner of the next day. … I know that if she had lived, she would not have found what she wanted. … I know that her children will be better brought up by strangers than by her harassed & irritable kindness.26


In Testament of Friendship, Vera Brittain gave Winifred’s sentiments cruel publicity in her remark that ‘by dying Grace had perhaps served her daughters best’.27 In her letter to Gordon, Winifred had stressed that hers was the kind of remark which should not be made public, not least because ‘it mayn’t be true. One learns how difficult it is to know the truth about people, however honestly one seeks it.’

Some of the tensions between the sisters’ lifestyle and aspirations surface in Winifred’s novel about ‘a girl who never found romance’, The Crowded Street. Its heroine Muriel and her sister Connie live in the well-off suburb of Marshington, a life of tennis-parties, charity work and elaborate domesticity that Winifred escaped from in not returning permanently to her parents’ home in Cottingham after graduating. But Cottingham was where Grace succeeded in getting what she wanted, even though it meant enduring the ignominious competition for a diminished number of men: ‘the girls had to wait for men to ask them, and if nobody came – they still must wait, smiling and pretending not to mind’. The desperation which leads a woman to accept any man who can be caught, as Connie does in The Crowded Street, is pondered carefully in this novel in which Muriel does not, finally, accept the most eligible man in the neighbourhood. ‘I only hope he’s good enough’ Winifred wrote doubtfully about Grace’s ‘little Scottish doctor’ of a husband: ‘it is a great responsibility for a man to hold complete possession of a girl, as he holds her.’28 Connie dies in The Crowded Street, from influenza aggravated by pregnancy, as Grace was to do four years later, leaving Muriel ‘very weary but yet more bored [and with] a desolating sense of no purpose… now that she had not even a sister left who needed her.’ Winifred’s relation to her sister is a shadowy part of her life. In one who felt guilty towards the unfortunate of the world at large, who was obsessed with a sense of her own immunity from suffering, this coldness towards her sister and the apparent lack of grief and remorse at her death, was a strange aberration. Grace was a reminder of the historic fate of women to attend upon men and, as her later writings show, Winifred found such passive femininity a threat to the kind of feminism she and Vera professed. Grace and Vera were each other’s opposite and the choice between sister and friend, and between the lifestyles they represented, may have been one Winifred needed to make in order to declare her own freedom from tradition.

There is no record of Alice Holtby’s attitude to her elder daughter. Winifred made no mention of her mother’s response to Grace’s death in her letters of the time. Her father’s response, on the other hand, she did comment on, as ‘splendid – most stoical’, as if in recognition of the greater bond between him and Grace, so alike as they apparently were in personality. It cannot have been easy for gentle and comparatively self-effacing individuals like David and Grace Holtby to hold their own amidst the exuberant company of Alice and Winifred.

By 1909 David Holtby’s position in Rudston had become so respected that he was a school manager, along with the Revd Booty, vicar of Rudston church since 1876. There were two schools to be managed, Rudston Infants with around thirty-five children and Rudston Church of England with sixty-two boys and girls aged between seven and fifteen. The certificated headmaster of the latter earned £100 a year and the uncertificated headmistress of the Infants’ school earned £60 a year. The professionalisation of the teaching profession and the long struggle to gain equal pay for women teachers were issues Winifred would become involved with during the 1920s. But in Rudston, as the daughters of well-off parents, there was no question that she and Grace would attend the village schools, although they did attend the Sunday school and became teachers in it as they grew older. They had governesses, including Maud Nudd, ‘Nuddie’, who joined them when Winifred was four and remained until she was eight. Surviving letters from Winifred to ‘darling dearest Nuddie’ from around the age of seven illustrate two enduring characteristics: a delight in writing and acting stories, and weak spelling: ‘We went to the Vicerage and Miss Bosville & Miss Booty acted “The Backward Child” and “Cheerfull & Musical.” Are you going to have theatrecils this year? With much love from everybody, and some speachle from me, Goodbye, Nuddie, Goodbye.’29

From these governess days Winifred remembered hearing read aloud Tennyson’s ‘The Lotos Eaters’, discovering the border ballads of ‘Chevy Chase’ and ‘Fair Helen’ for herself, and then on to adventure stories like The Scarlet Pimpernel (her favourite), Westward Ho! and Rob Roy. A precocious and omnivorous reader, she had to make do with the limited resources of a home where ‘the most conspicuous element of our library consisted of two solid rows of bound volumes of The Ladies’ Realm and The Quiver [which Winifred would write for herself in the 1930s], with two novels, chosen by the local librarian, arriving weekly in a green baize bag.’30 Her history lessons with Nuddie were of the Alfred-and-the-cakes kind and this concentration on national history was continued at school where she could remember doing the civil war three times: ‘I had been to Oxford for two years before I realised anything about other civilisations.’

But Winifred’s warmest memories were of writing more than reading. ‘Most small children find their way into literature by trying to make it for themselves. They tell stories before they can read them,’ she wrote in 1933 and this was her own experience. She was particularly keen on writing dramas, having seen a performance of ‘The Yeoman of the Guard’ at the Grand Theatre, Hull, which led to her and Grace writing melodramas, performed in the big stone front kitchen, ‘with curtains hung from the bacon-hooks… the stage plentifully [strewn] with corpses, and a toasting-fork, which would contract by pressing in upon itself [making] so effective a dagger that its frequent use was irresistible.’31 But her first taste of real fame came through poems rather than plays. Christmas shopping in Hull with her school matron in 1911, she saw in a bookseller’s window a display of ‘elegant little pink and pale-green gift books’ entitled My Garden and Other Poems, by Winifred Holtby. It was Alice Holtby’s Christmas gift to Winifred and cost her £11 9s 9d, a not inconsiderable sum for the time. Winifred was ecstatic: ‘I have known since then countless moments of pleasure, several of rapture and a few of pride but as I walked back to school with my first published work I knew so dazzling an ecstasy of achievement that nothing experienced since has ever approached it.’ It was a fine motherly gesture, and the false modesty of its Foreword, by Alice, could not disguise her pleasure and pride in her daughter’s achievement:


The twenty-five poems contained in this little book are the spontaneous outbursts of one of Nature’s youngest songsters. The earliest of them was written at the age of ten, the latest at the age of thirteen, and most of them found their inspiration in an East Riding garden, to which blows freely The Wind O’er the Sea’.

As gleanings from a waste-paper basket, found crumpled up and cast aside, they have been here put together; and as such discarded trifles they must be judged by those lovers of poesie into whose hands they may chance to fall.



Winifred continued writing poetry all her life and none of it ever really became more than poesie, although in the context of her life much of it is expressive and moving. The significance of My Garden and Other Poems lies rather in its indication of literary aspiration by Alice Holtby on Winifred’s behalf, an uncommon ambition in a Yorkshire farmer’s wife of the period, even a prosperous one.

In September 1909 Winifred, unlike Grace, went as a boarder to Queen Margaret’s School, Scarborough, going into class IIIA where the average age was thirteen (throughout her schooling she seems to have been younger by between one and two years than her class mates). Not surprisingly, she came eleventh out of a class of thirteen, and her school report comments on her untidiness and poor spelling, that her conduct is good but ‘she must try to be less dreamy and forgetful’ and that her dancing is ‘very stiff’ and her deportment in general needs special attention. The next year the comment is that she ‘must make a great effort to put more energy into all she does and be more thoughtful for others’. But by 1911, although the comments on poor spelling and absent-mindedness persist, she had moved to third place in the class: ‘Her work shows originality, but style needs more care’. By 1912, now known as Winnie, she is described as ‘always hopeful and cheery… full of loyalty and sympathy’. A later comment says that ‘she must be careful not to allow herself to become too critical or give her opinions too freely’.32 Writing in the Yorkshire Post in 1929 Winifred recalled the conventions and proprieties that governed life, formally and informally, at school: ‘Gulfs of social ostracism yawned before me because I spoke to a prefect before she spoke to me. I took three biscuits at eleven o’clock instead of two. I did not understand the formula, “May I have your knees?” [There were even] correct and incorrect psychological conditions. It was all right to be practical, quick tempered, down-right and sporting; it was all wrong to be dreamy, speculative, moody and shy. It was wrong to enjoy lessons; it was essential to think games important; it was necessary to be public spirited, though less clear what this meant.’

Queen Margaret’s School was a Woodard school, one of a group of eight girls’ boarding schools originally founded, with some reluctance because he was not a wholehearted supporter of girls’ education, by the high church clergyman, Nathaniel Woodard (1811-91), as sister schools to the boys’ schools he had introduced in three categories, according to his ideas on the class segregation of aristocratic, middle or merchant, and artisan classes. To some extent his girls’ schools followed this segregated pattern and the two Yorkshire schools, Queen Margaret’s in Scarborough and Queen Ethelberga’s in Harrogate, were of the middle category, designed to equip girls to earn a living, preferably in the professions. Queen Margaret’s was founded in 190133 and like many boarding schools of the time adopted a spartan regime, and, in the case of Woodard schools, a model of behaviour based on notions of responsibility and of practical usefulness to society. Its school motto, Filia Regis, daughter of the king, tells much of the school’s Anglican ideals, echoed in Psalm 45 which the school used on ceremonial occasions: ‘Thou lovest righteousness and hatest wickedness: therefore God, thy God, hath anointed thee with the oil of gladness above thy fellows. … Kings’ daughters were among thy honourable women.’ This psalm was sung at Winifred’s Memorial Service in St Martin-in-the-Fields on 1 October 1935.

According to her own account, Amy Francis, who with her husband Charles Burnett, came to look after the Brittain–Holtby–Catlin household in the 1930s, was the model for the schoolgirl Lydia Holly in South Riding. Amy had told Winifred about her struggling family background and her attempts to gain an education through the scholarship system. But the details of Lydia’s school work were surely Winifred’s own: ‘Twenty-six spelling mistakes. No punctuation. Five blots, and seventeen crossings out. … At the same time, it’s much the most interesting piece of work I’ve had in from this form… indeed, it’s really one of the most interesting school essays I’ve read.’ Similar also to Lydia Holly’s adoration for the headmistress Sarah Burton was Winifred’s response to the headmistress of the school from 1913, enlightened, feminist Rosalind Fowler who encouraged her girls into higher education and who would remain Winifred’s friend throughout her life. Like Sarah Burton she was one of the many dedicated women teachers of the early and interwar years of this century, unmarried by virtue of the marriage bar, who used their university education to staff the girls’ grammar and public schools of the time. Rosalind Fowler came from the Diocesan School for Girls in Grahamstown, South Africa, with which Queen Margaret’s had a long-established link, one of the many connections that were to flow into Winifred’s later commitment to that country. It is a nice irony that another ‘Rosalind’ would go to South Africa in 1920 eventually to become a headmistress, a red-headed one like Sarah Burton; this was Jean McWilliam, the ‘Rosalind’ of Letters to a Friend.

Winifred’s contributions to the school magazine and entries in notebooks from her schooldays are humorous poems like ‘How I watched the hockey match’ (by not being able to take part in it through having lost a jersey) and action-packed stories and plays like ‘Espinage: A Drama of 1914’ in which a German visitor is suspected of taking some papers which have actually been taken by the daughter of the house; it isn’t clear why.34 It is racily written with a deftness of characterisation, and the whole output is cheerful and robust, not particularly subtle, the work of a journalist in the making. It is also lacking any romantic element, perhaps because of school and home censorship or simply because Winifred, young for her age, was not interested in romance. Annotations and transcriptions by Alice Holtby indicate her continuing involvement with her daughter’s writing career. And it was she who painstakingly transcribed for publication in the Bridlington Chronicle Winifred’s account of the shelling of Scarborough by German gunboats in December 1914. Prints were taken of this eager, slightly melodramatic, self-consciously literary account and sold by Winifred and her mother to raise funds for the Red Cross. The bombardment would be used ten years later in Winifred’s second novel, The Crowded Street, and ironically transformed, so that what had been of great excitement at the time becomes in fiction coloured by the disappointments and failures in the life of Muriel, the novel’s heroine. The escape from the shelled town seems like a dream to Muriel in which she cannot seize the opportunity of love: ‘Her hour had come and passed her. She did not honour love less, but knew herself to be unworthy of it.’ Even the bombardment had not resulted in the excitement of invasion, ‘the supreme adventure dwindl[ing] into an uncomfortable wandering among the smells and indecencies of a refuse camp on the outskirts of Scarborough’. The disappointed love scene, where accident, ill health or failure of will prohibit both sexual and emotional commitment, is one which almost all Winifred’s novels would feature. Friendship is shown as more lasting and The Crowded Street ends with a future of work and usefulness for Muriel which has been motivated by her friendship with Delia, the character based on Vera Brittain.
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