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Introduction


Flashbacks


This is the third in my trilogy on ‘lost worlds of Britain’ – recent lost worlds, still in living memory, as recalled all too vividly by people who were there. In this book, I proceed from the trials of childhood to those of early adulthood.


It was a quotation in my introduction to the first of the trilogy, Terms & Conditions: Life in Girls’ Boarding Schools 1939–1979, that inspired me to write this one. Leafing through I Was There, a history of one of the girls’ schools, St James’s, West Malvern, I’d come across the Victorian founding headmistress, Miss Baird, still going strong in 1937, describing her dazzlement when her Old Girls came back to the school to visit her:




I do not know at what stage Old Girls interest me most. For instance, whether it is when they have just left the chrysalis stage after a time in Paris or Munich or Florence, and they come down here to dazzle us with their transformation. Or whether it’s when they come and tell us about the varied and interesting courses of training or ‘jobs’ which they are doing so efficiently. Or, at another stage, when they come down as mothers of Present Girls.





The inverted commas around the word ‘jobs’ suggested that Miss Baird considered jobs for young ladies as a new-fangled concept, a slightly comic idea, and very much ‘so-called’. ‘Jobs’, indeed! The transformation of her girls from cygnets to swans in the finishing schools of Paris, Florence and Munich (Munich in 1937 – that’s what they were up to) was supposed to prepare them for a lifetime of marriage and opening fetes: for cutting ribbons, not for changing typewriter ribbons.


From that moment on, my ‘jobs’ antennae were out. I longed to find out what ‘jobs’ young women did on leaving school, if indeed they did; what happened when they emerged into the world of adulthood, or pre-adulthood aged just fifteen or sixteen, perhaps not having the faintest idea what to do next, having had little or no aspirational encouragement (beyond marrying a suitable man) from their teachers or their parents, who were more interested in the sons. I started asking women born from the late 1920s onwards – in other words, anyone still alive – how equipped they were when they left school to go into any kind of work, and what happened next.


Further ‘jobs’ curiosity was sparked while writing the second of the trilogy, British Summer Time Begins: The School Summer Holidays, 1930–1980, in which I widened the net, asking men and women from across the social spectrum how they spent the long unsupervised weeks of their childhood summers. I discovered that the habit of work was something that some developed early and others never did. The unspoilt ones, desperate for cash, washed up in restaurants from the age of fourteen, walked home in the dark and spent the proceeds at the local coffee bar, or saved up for a bike, often giving up half of their earnings to their mother to pay for their upkeep at home. They learned from an early age the truth about jobs – that they go on, unglamorously and exhaustingly, for hour after hour, day after day – but that being useful and earning money, even if not much, is an effective morale-booster and has an empowering effect. Farmers’ children told me how they’d worked all summer, their annual treat being a week on their grandparents’ farm, and they had to work there too. Daughters from rigorous middle-class households were paid by their mothers to do the vacuuming and empty the waste-paper baskets, or were sometimes not paid to do that, just expected to. Meanwhile, others just played tennis. I wanted to trace the trajectories and attitudes to work that followed those very different starts, and to investigate how, through the different trajectories, women were formed into the people they became. I hope this book explains our mothers, and explains us.


A few flashbacks from my own experience, which have kept me awake since 1984, made me curious to find out what starting out in the world of work was like for other people. I left Girton College, Cambridge, hoping to ‘get into publishing’ as a secretary, in 1984, so at the tail-end of the period of this book, its cut-off date being ‘the end of the Typewriter Age’, which I reckon to be 1992, when the Email Age began, reducing to an eerie silence the clattering noise of offices and the rushing about of post boys with internal memos in string-sealed envelopes with a grid of previous recipients’ names scratched out. Did some of the character and fun go out of office life at that moment?


The flashbacks are as follows:


First, Rosemary Goad, the director at Faber & Faber, saying to me in September 1984, ‘Oh, I’ve got a million and one things to do,’ when she interviewed me for the job of secretary to the marketing director, and I asked her what she did all day. She either wouldn’t, or couldn’t, name a single one of those million and one things, and I’ve wondered ever since what people did in offices to fill the hours. I didn’t get the job. But what was an English graduate even doing applying to be secretary to the marketing director at Faber & Faber in 1984? My male friends were going straight in as editorial assistants – on another plane and at a higher pay scale. Girls like me were being variously entreated by our mothers, ‘Learn to type! It’ll get you a job anywhere’ or ‘Whatever you do, don’t learn to type. You’ll just get stuck being a typist.’


Then, the man in a holey jersey at the dusty desk of Zwemmer’s bookshop in Charing Cross Road apologising for not giving me the job there either, as a sales assistant, explaining they’d had 1,200 applicants. Twelve hundred applications for a bookshop assistant! But my mother told me that when she started out in 1954 it had been ‘easy to get a job’ at the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson. Was it true that jobs used to be easy to get?


Then, climbing a narrow staircase in Old Bond Street in my gathered skirt, frilly-collared blouse and Rayne pumps, to be interviewed by a steel-haired woman behind the desk at an agency that specialised in placing young women like me (nicely spoken with free accommodation provided by their parents) in jobs as secretaries ‘in the art world’. Who were these ladies in charge of young women’s job chances, and did they always lurk at the top of staircases?


Then, Jackie Laing, another brusque woman, who was in charge of the girls at Christie’s, where I did get a longed-for first job through that Bond Street agency, saying to me at my interview, ‘I’m afraid we don’t pay you very much, but we do give you a turkey at Christmas.’ The salary was £3,500. I didn’t last till Christmas, and have wondered ever since, did young men applying to Christie’s also get interviewed by Jackie Laing? (No, I discovered. They were on a different pathway from day one.) Would a turkey at Christmas compensate for the tiny salary? (No.) And why a turkey? It turned out that a certain Mr Leadbetter, who’d run the front counter at Christie’s in the 1960s, went off to run a turkey farm in Hertfordshire. He provided the turkeys – four hundred of them, freshly dead and driven up to London in a van – as Christmas gifts for the staff. Each member of staff got one, with giblets, in a Christie’s bag, along with a copy of the Christie’s Review of the Season. This was a perk, leading me to wonder what perks people at other offices were treated to.


Then, the unbelievable dullness of what I had to do: the paperwork that enabled pictures deemed not good enough to be sold at Christie’s King Street to be transferred to the inferior Christie’s South Kensington. I never saw any of the actual pictures – called things like Forty Winks – only the paperwork. Facing the expanse of time between the end of lunch and going-home time felt like stepping into the first mile of the Sahara Desert. You could feel profoundly homesick by three o’clock. Did time hang as heavily for others in their jobs? Did they too sometimes take refuge in the loo?
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At my desk in the Old Masters Department at Christie’s, 1985: a long afternoon stretches ahead


Then, developing a crush on Brian, one of the porters. He gave me a reason to go up and down the staff staircase on errands, delivering memos or taking pieces of paper up to General Filing, an attic piled high with enormous quantities of paper being put into alphabetical order. I did eventually invite Brian to supper, but nothing came of it. He said that when people he worked with had crushes on him, it made him ‘run a mile’. What better place to have a crush, though, than the office stairwell, whose bleakness needed relieving? What were other women’s experiences of lust and love in the workplace? Did they get their bottoms pinched in the lift? I never did; was it just my bottom, or had that habit died out by 1984?


Then, hearing the sentence ‘We have now had time to carefully examine your painting’ being dictated to my friend Amanda Dickson each morning by her boss in the next-door room. I was pained by his split infinitive. He called Amanda ‘child’ when she misspelled the name Gervase. Out came her bottle of Tippex. What were people’s misspelling memories, and what were their Tippex memories? ‘My letters were mostly straight Tippex,’ one former secretary would recall to me, bringing back the dandruffy weight of a heavily corrected sheet of foolscap. How clever, how eloquent, really, were the male bosses, and what else did they say to their underlings? Were the underlings just as clever as them, just less confident and less ambitiously educated?


I address these and other questions about the lot of the young women of the second half of the twentieth century in this book of first-hand recollections, for which I chatted to more than two hundred women from all walks of life, from all over the country – the backbone of British Janets, Janes, Sues and Angelas, who were only too happy to have someone to talk to about how they’d made their way in the world of work. In this book we will hear their voices. The vast majority of them were happy to be quoted by name. Very occasionally they asked for anonymity and I changed their name.


Alongside those bad flashbacks, I have good ones from my four years as a subeditor at Harpers & Queen, which started in June 1985 under the enlightened editorship first of Willie Landels and then of Nicholas Coleridge. Almost forty years later, I’m still sustained by the fun of it all and the friendships that were made. I wanted to find out whether, at its best, work was like this for others.


The good flashbacks are these:


First, the extraordinary friendliness of a thriving, bustling open-plan 1980s office, where women were treated (so it could happen!) as equals to men. The endless chat and hilarity. All of us subeditors, in fact all the staff, have remained friends for life. Was it true that there was sometimes this family feeling in working environments? Or was being holed up in an office with colleagues all too often like ‘being married to twenty-five strangers’, as I’ve heard office life described? Novels about offices describe the ghastly, cliché-ridden false bonhomie of it all (‘Welcome to the madhouse!’; ‘Roll on, retirement!’), but in that office, the bonhomie and kindred-spiritedness were genuine and, thank God, there were no notices on the wall saying, YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE MAD TO WORK HERE, BUT IT HELPS. I think that kind of conviviality must have become rarer now, because during the working-from-home months of the pandemic in 2020, lots of people I asked said they didn’t miss their office one bit, as it wasn’t any fun there at all any more, just a lonely, silent slog in front of a screen all day.
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Sub-editors larking about at Harpers & Queen, 1987. Left to right: Jasper Rees, Anthony Gardner, YMG, Harry Ritchie


I remember fondly the comforting presence of the ‘father’ or ‘mother’ of the office – the older person who’d worked there seemingly for ever. In our case it was the production manager Bob Johnson, who cycled ten miles from south London each morning, arriving at 6.30 a.m. with his packed lunch of sandwiches, made by his wife, which he ate alongside an Oxo cube dissolved in a cup of kettle water. (I was fascinated by other people’s lunch arrangements; people skulked off to goodness knows where; hence the chapter called ‘Smoke; Drink; Lunch’.) Bob had a remarkable ability to see and treasure the uniqueness in each one of us. He also happened to be a polymath. Did other offices have such a person who held the whole place together?


One afternoon in 1988, Miles Kington came into the office and showed us how he could send off his freshly written column for the Independent by plugging in a machine that made a funny noise, and we all watched, dazzled, as his piece was sent across ‘the internet’. Meanwhile at my open-plan workstation I was still typing out headlines and captions on a non-electric typewriter. I wanted to find out more about the evolution of mechanical typewriters into ‘golf ball’ ones, and then the challenges of word processors, fax machines and early computers, and the part these contraptions played in the working lives of young women.


So much of a girl’s future depended on a turning point decreed by others when she was eleven. At that point it was largely determined, without her realising it, whether she would be ‘working for’ or ‘working with’ or even working at all. Let’s start by sorting the young British females of the period into their various houses of aspiration or non-aspiration: the schools they were about to leave. To what extent were these any kind of springboard to a career, or even a ‘job’?









PART I


THE DAUGHTERS
LEAVE SCHOOL









1


Girls Without a Maths O Level




‘Sheila Cotton, after spending the summer perfecting her French, is having a year at home’


‘News of Old Girls’, Lawnside school magazine, 1969





One thing quickly became clear: that vital passport to industrial mobility, the maths O level, was mysteriously off the menu at both the very lowest-aspiring state schools in the country and at the poshest private schools. At both extremes of the social spectrum, girls were thwarted before they started. They left school at fifteen (secondary modern girls pre-1972, before the leaving age went up to sixteen) or sixteen (privately educated girls) without that fundamental paper qualification, a maths O level certificate, to wave at any possible future employer. If in their mid-twenties they suddenly decided they’d like to train as a lawyer, teacher, physiotherapist or nurse, they couldn’t unless they went first to an adult education college and dredged up their non-existent memory of how to calculate a radius. Their schooling had failed them in the core aspect of what you might think schooling was for.


You might ask why anyone would need a maths O level in order to do a non-maths-based job, and it’s a good question. The theory was that it proved that a person could think logically, even – and indeed especially – if the thinking was outside his or her comfort zone. Thus an ability to calculate the missing angle of a pentagon became a gateway to the professions. But girls were deprived of it.


There were different reasons and excuses for this omission, at the top and the bottom of the social scale.


At the top end, it was first of all the choice of the girls’ parents to steer their daughters to schools at which the tap of career opportunity would be turned off. Fathers paid high fees for their daughters to emerge into adulthood pre-thwarted. For them, their daughters’ schooling had never been about academic achievement or equipping them for a career. They saw themselves not as stiflers of potential careers, but as enablers of a good marriage and a secure adulthood under the protection of a man of means. They were confident they were opening that avenue, because their daughters were going to be making friends with similar girls, who had eligible brothers whom they would meet at parties.


Many parents were actively against their daughters leaving school with their brains stuffed with mathematical expertise, as they feared that if they were too brainy it would put potential husbands off. There was still an assumption among the upper-and middle-class pre-war generation of parents that the safest kind of marriage was between a pretty, good-humoured, domesticated girl, pliable thanks to her unambitious schooling, and a man who could mould her according to his tastes and needs. They didn’t seem to question whether this was what the young men of the post-war generation really wanted.


Scottish St Mary’s Wantage girl Cicely McCulloch’s father was typical in his bluff comments on this matter. He said to her when she was seventeen, in the late 1950s, ‘There’s no point in your having a career, because you’re perfectly bedworthy and will get married.’


Cicely, who has been a relationship counsellor for thirty years, is the first in my large collection of pre-thwarted women who never got a maths O level, having been allowed to give up maths aged twelve. ‘I’ve got through life without maths,’ she told me, cheerfully. ‘I can do my times-tables, though.’


One day in her mid-teens during the school holidays in Galloway, it dawned on her that two local schoolgirls were being better equipped for self-sustaining adulthood than she was. ‘I used to ride past the house of two girls in my Brownie pack,’ she said, ‘who were daughters of a local farm worker. Their mother asked me one day as I rode past, “What are you planning to do when you leave school?” I didn’t know what to say, as I didn’t really want to do anything after school. I had no ambition whatsoever. Both of her daughters had passed the 11-plus to Dumfries Academy. One of them went on to become a civil servant and the other a teacher. I remember the feeling of shame and embarrassment of that conversation.’


When it came to ambition for Cicely, her mother was if anything even less aspirational than her father. Here are three of her morsels of advice:


‘Darling, you don’t need to get a job. You’ve got brothers and sisters with small children. You can go and help them.’


Then, ‘Don’t ever ask a young man what he does, because if he’s a gentleman he doesn’t do anything.’


Then, ‘It’s not fair to take a job out of the hands of another woman who might really need it.’


That last was an often-heard message delivered to the so-called privileged. Snaffling a job, if you came from a well-heeled family, was seen as selfish in the way that leaving the gristle on the side of your plate was, when there were ‘starving children in Africa’.


To those pieces of advice, she added one more, on her daughter’s expected future as a wife: ‘You must never wash in the bath if your husband comes into the bathroom. You must just float like a lily.’
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Cicely McCulloch at Queen Charlotte’s Ball, May 1964: ‘There’s no point in your having a career,’ said her father, ‘because you’re perfectly bedworthy and will get married’


So Cicely found herself with the projected future of a Jane Austen daughter, transferred to the 1950s. The fifties was a particularly backward-looking decade, she told me, having lived through them as a teenager in rural Scotland. A decade earlier, during the Second World War, young women like her and her elder sister (who was even more repressed by their parents than she was) would have been driving ambulances or working at Bletchley, and falling in love, knowing they might be killed the next day. Now their parents were clamping down, reacting against the louche behaviour of that reckless decade.


The desired trajectory for a girl from an expensive school was: leave aged sixteen, do the Season, attend a secretarial course in Central London, get a little job, meet an eligible man, marry, give up job, have children, run household, be a pillar of the community.


‘My mother’s approach,’ said Rosie Wilson, born in the mid-1950s, who eventually managed to become a nurse after being a secretary, ‘was that you were either (a) an attractive young woman, in which case you would not need any career, as you would get married and be supported by a husband, or (b) unattractive, in which case you would need to support yourself as a spinster.’ In the latter case, you would need to become a secretary. Her father’s belief was that his daughters should live at home until marriage, while her brother was sent to Winchester College and Cambridge.


Note those words ‘attractive young woman’, or ‘unattractive’. ‘Attractive’ here was almost entirely synonymous with ‘pretty’. At that moment in a girl’s life, the more brusque mothers, such as Rosie’s, divided the females of the world into ‘pretty’ and ‘plain’, and a seventeen-year-old daughter of the 1950s and ’60s was made strongly aware of which category she was in. In some ways, the ‘pretty’ ones were in more danger, as they risked being snapped up and subsumed into marriage all too soon. The ‘plain’ girl would benefit from her parents’ greater effort to prepare her for a working life, but she would then find it harder to get her first ‘little job’, as there was a marked prejudice in favour of prettiness among employers.


I noted in Terms & Conditions that ‘sparky’ was the favoured adjective used by fathers of their more attractive daughters, as it seemed more enticing than ‘clever’, suggesting sparks of brilliance rather than the dull honing of the brain in a classroom. The daughters would need to use that sparkiness to the full if they intended to buck the trend and make any headway in the world of work without a maths O level.


From day one they were fighting against the expectations of the previous generation. ‘Turn off parental controls’, the prompt we now see on streaming websites, would have been useful for mid-twentieth-century daughters at the moment when they stepped out of girlhood. Parental control was still extremely tight. For a stark example of parents in the driving seat of their cusp-of-adulthood daughter’s life, take Jenny Boltwood, born in 1946, who went to Northwood College for Young Ladies, ‘run entirely by spinsters’, as she recounted to me. ‘I left school aged fifteen without any qualifications at all, except for dancing medals. What my parents were most interested in was getting me safely married off to someone “important” or someone who would keep me. On our first family holiday abroad in Majorca in 1962, they spotted a handsome man sitting under an umbrella at the beach café, while I was bathing in the sea. My mother went up to chat with him. He turned out to be an ear, nose and throat surgeon from Stockholm, twenty-two years older than me, called Eric. My parents then invited him to stay with us in England, and he did, and he decided he wanted to marry me. I thought I was in love with him, and we got married – I was seventeen and he was thirty-nine. My parents thought they were doing me a favour, by encouraging me towards this “good marriage” to a successful doctor. And we did have a lovely life in the centre of Stockholm. His friends’ children were the same age as I was. He was horrified that I didn’t have any academic qualifications. Sweden was more advanced than Britain in the 1960s, when it came to women’s education.’
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Jenny Boltwood, aged sixteen, on the 1962 Majorca holiday during which her parents found a husband for her (twenty-two years older than she was) on the beach


The marriage was short-lived because Eric died a year and a half later. Jenny was widowed aged eighteen, ‘and I came back to live with my parents in Harrow, and my father took control again. He wouldn’t let me buy a flat. I went off to the Lucie Clayton School to do a modelling course.’


Thus the adult widowed daughter was a puppet of her parents. Her very lack of qualifications kept her near them.


[image: image]


Jenny and her father in their garden in Kenton, Middlesex, 1962


This low trajectory of intellectual aspiration for middle-class and upper-class daughters started as early as the nursery. Elizabeth Rolston, born in 1926, who went to Studley Horticultural & Agricultural College for Women in Warwickshire after leaving Harrogate Ladies’ College aged sixteen, told me that when they were young children, ‘Our father read the great classics of English literature aloud to our younger brother. He expected the nanny to read to us daughters.’ From the very beginning, the brother’s brain was being nourished in a superior way to the sisters’ brains. ‘My father started giving me Latin lessons on the deck of a ship back from Kenya when I was six,’ Julia Wigan, born in 1960, said to me. ‘He was keen on us three daughters learning, but he said it was “so we would have something to think about while doing the washing-up”.’


Push against any of this and you were firmly pushed back down. Agneta Hinkley, also born in 1926, was sent to school in Bruton when St Swithun’s closed during the Second World War. ‘I didn’t do Higher Certificate and I got a very poor School Certificate [the equivalent of O levels] – I didn’t even take maths.’ After leaving school Agneta was kept at home because ‘my brother had a heart murmur and my mother decided that because he couldn’t go into the forces, it was very unfair if I did. I was allowed to do absolutely nothing. Not surprisingly, I had a breakdown – a quiet one at home. I spent three whole months in tears.’ Thanks to an uncle who offered to pay, she was sent on a cookery course at the Gloucestershire School of Domestic Science, after which she went on to be a junior matron at a boys’ prep school in Hampshire.


It seems extraordinary that, fifty years later, the very same social class of parents would be paying vast sums for tutors to help their daughters up the ladder of opportunity.


‘In my entire growing-up life,’ said Philippa Millar, born in 1953, ‘what I might do in my adult life was never mentioned either by my parents or by the schools I went to.’ As it happened, Philippa had started worrying from the age of eight about how she was going to support herself as an adult. ‘I always had this feeling that I would need to support myself financially. Money was always a problem at home. My father moaned endlessly about the school fees. I couldn’t think what I would do. I used to worry myself to sleep. Who on earth would ever pay me to do anything?’


The lack of self-belief that came from these enforced low aspirations, and the ensuing certainty that if one did get a job one was going to be an underling, seeped into girls’ hearts. As Penny Eyles, born in 1938, put it, ‘I never particularly got on with my father. He was demobbed from the Army at the end of the Second World War and finally came home when I was seven. He didn’t know how to deal with little girls. We used to shake hands.’ While her brother went to university to study for a profession, she and her sister were sent to domestic science and secretarial colleges – imbued with a sense of ‘I’m a woman, so I’m going to be an assistant.’


So much for the parents. What about the schools? In their musty isolation and their emphasis on good manners over intellectual achievement, expensive girls’ schools bumbled along well below the potential academic threshold of their ‘sparky’ girls. I’ve lost count of the women who said to me, vaguely, ‘Our school didn’t really do A levels.’ ‘Well, did it or didn’t it?’ I asked them. By ‘didn’t really do A levels’, they meant there was a one-year sixth form that you could stay on for, doing a bit of French and history of art, just to keep you quiet and occupied till seventeen. No exams followed. You sailed out with lots of friends but all too often without a maths O level, and certainly no A levels. In the same period at private boys’ schools, the only boys who didn’t stay on for the whole sixth form were the complete ‘thickos’, considered almost ‘backward’.


Marriage was the perceived destination for the daughters, and this wasn’t even hidden; it was overt. On the final day of the summer term at the girls’ school St Margaret’s, Bushey, in Middlesex, it was the custom for the deputy headmistress, Miss Pullan in the 1950s, to walk each school-leaver in turn up the aisle of the school hall in the final assembly; this was their practice for being walked up the aisle of the church by their father, as it was expected they soon would be.


‘Really, we want most of our girls to do something like marry into the Foreign Office’ was what the headmistress of St Mary’s Ascot, Mother Bridget, told prospective parents, as late as the mid-1970s. This was a selling point for the school. Parents went home enchanted by the vision of their daughter presiding over an embassy dinner party in Rome, at the opposite end of the long dining-room table from her ambassador husband.


Bee Bealey recalled a task that the girls in her class at St Mary’s Wantage were set by their social studies teacher in the mid-1970s. Social studies! What a trendy new subject! But the syllabus appears to have been Victorian. The girls had to write down the most valued attributes they looked for in their future husband. ‘We were expected to write things like “kindness”, “tolerance”, “good sense of humour”, and so on,’ said Bee. ‘Mary Muir just wrote “grouse moor”.’


It was hilarious, and no one ever forgot it, because it sort of hit the nail on the head. What more could a girl ask for in life than to marry a grouse moor?


Bee, who wrote respectable abstract nouns rather than ‘grouse moor’ in that task, was expelled aged sixteen for an accumulation of petty rule-breaking, having spent four years hiding in the library reading. She was, and continues to be, extremely well read. It was absolutely typical for girls like her to leave school aged sixteen without a maths O level. Those in her ‘lower’ maths set at St Mary’s didn’t even sit maths O levels; they sat the CSE (Certificate of Secondary Education), an inferior exam designed for secondary-modern students as part of a divisive two-tier system. CSEs only existed between 1965 and 1987, and they didn’t count as a career-worthy qualification unless you got a top grade 1, which equated to an O level ‘C’.


In her expelled state, Bee was permitted to return to the school just to sit her O levels, a mixture of GCEs for the subjects she’d liked and CSEs for the others. This was undertaken in a light and frivolous spirit. ‘My father’s company driver, the most adorable man, drove me back to school to sit the exams. I hadn’t even read the biology textbook, so I begged him not to take me as far as school. We just had a picnic by the river and shook hands on our secret. I got an A – at least, my father thought it was an A; he was very impressed and asked me, “Are you thinking of a career in medicine?” but actually it was a small “a” for “absent”. I admitted that to him just before he died. I did take the CSE in maths, but didn’t pass it.’ This rendered her pretty well unemployable.


I heard countless chronicles of the under-qualification of daughters whose parents were paying for their expensive education. A few more voices of the educationally let down:


Penny Sheehan, who went to Downham School, Hertfordshire: ‘I got five O levels. Five girls in my class got no O levels at all. We were given lots of elocution lessons, because we were going to be opening fetes.’


Hermione Waterfield, Burton’s School, St Albans: ‘It wasn’t a very good school. The dining room collapsed two months after I left. No science. My father wrote to my mother, “I really think Hermione could do better than the sales counter at John Lewis.” ’ (She would one day become the first female director at Christie’s.)


Bumble Ogilvy-Wedderburn, at Summer Bank, near Dundee: ‘The headmistress Miss White wanted me to do these tests aged nine. She said, “Honestly, I can see no help for you at all. I think you’ll have to be a dustbin woman.” ’ Bumble was dyslexic. Then she went to West Heath where she got three O levels, but maths wasn’t one of them. ‘Then I went to learn French in Switzerland, where the dictée was very difficult as it was read out by a German. I then failed my French O level.’ She went the Cordon Bleu cookery school in Marylebone.


Alison Willatts (born in 1949), who went to Tudor Hall in the 1960s: ‘I went for an interview to be a nurse at St Thomas’s Hospital. You had to have two A levels to get in to those big London hospitals, whereas most nursing schools took you with five O levels, one of which had to be maths. I didn’t have a maths O level, due to difficulty with the teachers at Tudor Hall. The lady who took over the maths syllabus wasn’t qualified to teach O level. She’d been Froebel-trained and knew even less about logarithms than we did.’ So how on earth did Alison get into St Thomas’s? ‘Well, I did have two A levels – I was the first girl from Tudor Hall ever to get two, even though they were Ds because we had to do them in one year as there wasn’t an upper sixth at Tudor Hall.’ But how did she get in to St Thomas’s without the necessary maths O level? ‘St Thomas’s had its own maths exam for suitable candidates who didn’t have an O level. Luckily I passed that.’ Ah, so St Thomas’s had had to come down to the level of its promising but under-educated candidates and hoik them out of their predicament.


It was a decidedly bumpy start.


Meanwhile, in the world of state schools, the fourteen year olds at Sidcup Girls’ Secondary Modern in 1971 were all handed out a questionnaire to fill in one weekday morning, distributed across the local state schools by the Youth Employment Service of the London Borough of Bexley. Anna Maxwell kept hold of hers for the rest of her life and showed it to me.


‘Here is a list of jobs,’ it said. ‘Think about each one in turn. If you think you would like to do it, put a RING round it. If you decide you would not like it, put a CROSS through it. If you are not sure, leave it blank.’ Those capital letters in the instructions, for RING and CROSS, make one feel that the authors of this questionnaire expected their readers to be a bit sub-par in literacy and comprehension.
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The careers questionnaire handed out in class to the fourteen year olds at Sidcup Girls’ secondary modern, 1971


There was a different list for boys and girls: no ‘doctor’ or ‘engineer’ on the girls’ list, nor anything as glamorous-sounding as ‘photographer’. Even the boys were strongly not steered towards the professions, if you look at their options, but for the girls it was definitive.


The option you needed a maths O level for was Anna’s first ringed choice: nurse. She did manage to become a nurse, thanks to staying on and sitting GCEs at the same secondary modern, which did have a GCE stream, after doing the worthless CSEs, so she never needed to resort to her second choice, ‘nursery nurse’, or her third choice, ‘florist’. She remembers the filling in of that form as a moderately engaging and entertaining task, but nothing was ever heard of it again. ‘There was no follow-up, and no careers advice.’


‘The sense of failure clobbers one,’ she said, feelingly, of not passing the 11-plus and being consigned to a secondary modern. It was the fate of so many: life chances determined at the moment before puberty when your parents opened the letter of acceptance or rejection. The subtext for those consigned to the secondary modern was ‘Claw your way out of your assigned station in life if you dare or can be bothered to’. The general pull from then on, from both school and parents, tended to be downwards. ‘Everything I ever wanted to do,’ said Janet Garner, who left her secondary modern in Fulham aged fifteen in 1961, ‘my mother said, “you’re not clever enough”.’


It was especially painful if you did pass the 11-plus to the local grammar school but still didn’t go there as your parents couldn’t afford the uniform, as happened to a great many, including Audrey Loper of Bradford, born in 1933. ‘My parents couldn’t afford for me to go. So I went to the secondary modern, where all my friends went. We didn’t do O levels. I left at fifteen but didn’t want to work in an office, so I sewed rugs at a works called Tankard’s on the top floor of an old chapel from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m.’ Thus were her life chances dictated by the price of a school blazer.


Until the school leaving age was raised to sixteen in 1972, most girls left their secondary modern at the end of the term (not year) in which they turned fifteen. Fifteenth birthday in October? You were out before Christmas, with no academic qualifications, and went straight to work after the weekend. Fifteen felt quite old and mature to be leaving, compared with these girls’ mothers who’d left school and gone into domestic service or factories at twelve or fourteen, and had therefore only ever received a primary education.


‘I left on Friday and started work on Monday,’ lots I spoke to said. Qualificationless and suddenly cast into adulthood, the next thing they knew they were on a bus in the dark at 6.30 a.m. in their work clothes, with no school holidays to look forward to ever again. Diana Brooks, born in 1949, left her secondary modern in Huish Episcopi in Somerset on a Friday aged fifteen and a quarter, having been called stupid because she was dyslexic. ‘Being made to stand up in class and read something out loud was my worst nightmare. It blew my confidence that I could do anything more interesting in life.’ On the Monday three days later, she started at a factory where they made the stiff parts for the insides of bikinis. School had been work’s waiting room.


The expression that rings in my ears to express this plunge into full-time work was spoken to me down the telephone by a woman in Sunderland who left school at fifteen and went straight to work in a department store: ‘You just gorron with it.’ The expected attitude was not to make a fuss, or have an existential crisis, but just to get on with it and do it.


Would it even have been worth these girls’ staying on till the end of the school year to sit those CSEs? I’m not convinced it would, having asked women to sum up their CSE experiences. Those two three-letter abbreviations, ‘GCE’ and ‘CSE’, had a gulf between them. One denoted attainment and the other a lack of attainment. That second tier of the public exam system was not a springboard to anything much, except the possibility of becoming a nanny. Heather Hall, born in 1950, who went to the girls’ secondary modern in Poole and did CSEs, said, ‘They were not worth the paper they were written on. I did about six of them. The woman who was the deputy headmistress admitted to me in hindsight that they were worthless. The grade 1 was equivalent to a GCE grade C, and I only got one grade 1, in biology.’ Glenda Herron, born in 1958, who went to the secondary modern in Sunderland, did CSEs at school and had to take maths and English GCEs at night school in order to have any hope of becoming a teacher. ‘All the children I went to primary school with automatically transferred to the comprehensive school,’ she explained to me. ‘But I happened to live on the other side of the main road.’ That was the cut-off point of the catchment area for the comprehensive. On Glenda’s side of the road, the children had to sit the 11-plus, with no proper lead-up to it or preparation. ‘So I didn’t pass it, and went on to the secondary modern instead.’


There were gradations of ‘not getting into the grammar school’, some consigning you to an abject lack of qualifications, others giving you a chance. It was a matter of luck whether you went to the kind of secondary modern, such as a county secondary school, that aimed a notch higher, or that insisted that you did stay to sit some public exams, or that had a single good maths teacher, or that had a GCE stream for the girls who showed potential. ‘County secondaries did have GCE streams,’ Beryl Stoker explained to me. ‘There were only two county secondaries in Leeds. I failed the 11-plus but got into the county secondary school when I was thirteen. I was in the GCE stream but was no good at exams so didn’t actually get any.’


If you were at a secondary modern that suddenly went comprehensive, your life chances could be lifted by the sudden influx of ex-grammar-school girls with ambition. This happened to Christine Padgett, who did some actual O levels at Buttershaw Comprehensive, one of the first schools in the country to go comprehensive. ‘I did a mixture of CSEs and O Levels – four of each. There were four streams and I was in the top one.’ The dying strains of the newly discredited streaming system saved her, and she was able to train to be a nurse.


[image: image]


Christine Padgett, aged nineteen: able to become a nurse thanks to being allowed to do a mixture of CSEs and O levels (GCSEs) at her school that had just gone comprehensive


If, on the other hand, you were at a grammar school when it went comprehensive, you could be caught up in a swirl of chaos. This happened to Helen Shay, born in 1956 in Harrogate, who went to West Leeds Girls High in 1968 when it was still a grammar. It changed to a comprehensive in 1971 ‘and went dog-rough’, as she described it. ‘A lot of the older teachers had nervous breakdowns. I’d been in “the Latin stream”. That went out of the window. The school was in chaos. Lots of the older teachers took early retirement. One old lady teacher was so terrified of the new influx that she couldn’t look at the class any more – she was too nervy. I think I suffered from all that, as I was quite bright.’


As with the girls in the previous chapter, marriage was the perceived destination, but in this case it was marriage preceded by a full-time job from day one of leaving school. ‘Working class’ meant exactly that. Here’s Helen Shay on Leeds in the mid-1970s: ‘As a working-class girl, it’s only with hindsight that I can see how bad it was. Your prospects were marriage. It was all about having a boyfriend and being attractive. The boyfriends I had were as thick as short planks, but if you had a boyfriend, you had kudos. There was huge pressure to go to the rugby club dance and prove yourself. All the girls who left school at fifteen went to work at a mill or a shop or to be a lowly secretary till they could meet their husband.’


To prepare their girls for the working life that would start three days after leaving, schools organised trips to visit factories. ‘My older sister was taken on school trips to visit six factories, including the local chocolate one,’ said Kathleen Hewitson, born in Leeds in 1947, who went to Calcott’s Secondary Modern ‘along with the whole neighbourhood’. ‘I was really envious, and disappointed I didn’t go on an outing like that. They stopped doing those factory trips in the year I was leaving, 1962. So I just worked in the factory nearest my home, Kauffmann Brothers in Harehills. I worked there full-time from the age of fifteen, and stayed for thirteen years.’


Those schools that provided some kind of bridge between themselves and the world of work were at least usefully plugged in to the real world – much more plugged in than the expensive schools whose headmistresses had no knowledge of the world of work, nor any interest in what their girls were going to do next, unless it was marriage to a man with a title.


The most usefully plugged-in state schools of all were the ‘commercial classes’, which really set their girls on a ‘jobs’ path for life.


‘When I turned thirteen,’ explained Jean Dace, born in 1935, ‘there was a project at my secondary modern. Children were taken from various schools and interviewed, and if you passed, you became part of a class of forty children from all the different local schools, and that was “the commercial class” for the next three years. The one I went to was called Glastonbury Secondary School in Carshalton. It was an all-girls’ school especially for learning shorthand and typing and bookkeeping. I thought it was very exciting. I fell in love with Pitman’s shorthand. It was a new language, like hieroglyphics. Homework was never a problem from that moment on.’


Plugged in to the world of work, that school sent her straight off for an interview at a solicitor’s firm in Central London, so aged fifteen she ‘left school on a Friday and started on Monday’, already supremely qualified as a capable junior secretary in a typing pool.


Childhood was over as suddenly as that.
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Girls With a Maths O Level




‘I was a bookworm, so my father was convinced I was going to be a librarian’


Angela Hill, retired nurse





It was not ‘you’re going to grow up to be a famous novelist’ if you were a bookworm, but ‘you’re going to grow up to be a librarian’. If you mended your dolls’ legs with handkerchief bandages, it wasn’t ‘you’re going to be a doctor’ but ‘you’re going to be a nurse’. Parents meant it kindly; they really did. And both librarian and nurse are noble professions. To the daughter trained in self-effacement, it didn’t seem insulting, just affectionate and realistic. But it wasn’t exactly ‘aiming high’ as we would now think of it. Even parents who encouraged their daughters to work hard at school and ‘cared about education for their daughters’ seemed to go a bit weak and unambitious when it came to suggesting future jobs for them.


Swathes of girls who’d read the complete works of Dickens, and who did get a maths O level, and sometimes even some A levels, and sometimes even a university degree, were nonetheless directed towards helping, caring, supporting, tidying-up, making-institutions-run-smoothly-for-everyone-else careers. It made for a workforce of highly eloquent, well-read and knowledgeable librarians, nurses and secretaries. And the ones who did become librarians in Oxbridge colleges soon discovered that the Librarian with a capital ‘L’ was usually a male don who curated the whole priceless collection. The woman who did all the work, the actual librarian behind the desk, had a small ‘l’.
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