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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


VERA BRITTAIN AND HER FAMILY


Brittain, Vera (1893–1970): spent her childhood in Macclesfield, Cheshire and Buxton, Derbyshire; in 1914 went up to Somerville College, Oxford to read English; left in 1915 to serve as a Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse in Buxton then London; became engaged to her brother’s schoolfriend Roland Leighton; posted in 1916 to Malta for eight months, and then Étaples in France, near the Front in 1917–18, followed by a further spell in London; suffered the loss in the war of her fiancé, her brother Edward and two close friends; returned to Oxford in 1919; there met fellow student Winifred Holtby. In 1925 Vera married George Edward Gordon Catlin, professor of political science at Cornell University; they had a son, John, in 1927, and a daughter, Shirley, in 1930. Her novels, The Dark Tide (1923) and Not Without Honour (1924), had only modest success, but in 1933 she published her memoir Testament of Youth, a bestseller in both Britain and the United States, and now regarded as a classic. In 1936 Vera oversaw Winifred Holtby’s posthumous novel, South Riding, to publication, and in 1940 published an account of their lives together as Testament of Friendship. In 1960 she edited a limited edition of her correspondence with Winifred, Selected Letters of Winifred Holtby and Vera Brittain.


Brittain, (Thomas) Arthur (1864–1935): Vera’s father, prosperous director of a family paper manufacturing business; committed suicide in the summer of 1935.


Brittain, Edith, née Bervon (1868–1948): Vera’s mother; one of four daughters and two sons of an impoverished musician.


Brittain, Edward Harold (1895–1918): Vera’s brother, educated at Uppingham School; volunteered in 1914; awarded the Military Cross for his bravery on the first day of the Battle of the Somme; killed in action in Italy on 15 June 1918.


Brittain Catlin, John Edward Jocelyn (1927–87): son and eldest child of Vera and Gordon Catlin. Later a businessman and author of a book about his family, Family Quartet (1987).


Brittain Catlin, Shirley Vivian Teresa, later Baroness Williams of Crosby (1930–2021): daughter and second child of Vera and Gordon Catlin. Cabinet minister in the Labour government 1974–9; co-founder of the Social Democratic Party 1981; Professor of Electoral Politics, John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University.


Bervon, Florence (1865–1936): Vera’s aunt, her mother’s eldest sister; with her partner Louise Heath-Jones ran St Monica’s School at Kingswood in Surrey, which Vera attended, and where both Vera and Winifred later taught.


Catlin, George Edward Gordon (1896–1979): Vera’s husband, son of a Congregational minister who later became an Anglican clergyman, won distinction in an abbreviated history course at New College, Oxford; converted to Catholicism; taught briefly at Sheffield, then took up a post at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, where he continued to teach after marrying Vera; knighted in 1970 for his work on Anglo-American relations. He preferred to be called George, but because that was also his father’s name, he went by the name Gordon until his father’s death in 1936; in the letters between Vera and Winifred, he is always called Gordon, and that name is used in this volume.


Catlin, Reverend George Edward (1858–1936): Vera’s father-inlaw, a clergyman, initially a Congregationalist, then in the Church of England.


Brittain, Muriel, later Groves (1879–1971): Vera’s aunt, youngest sibling of her father; married Henry Leigh Groves.


Groves, (Henry) Leigh (1880–1968): Vera’s uncle by his marriage to her aunt Muriel Brittain; wealthy heir of a brewing family, lived at Holehird near Windermere.


Chard, Standish (1880–1953): a distant American cousin of Vera Brittain, who lived in the New York area.


VERA BRITTAIN’S FRIENDS AND ASSOCIATES


Brett, Jr, George P. (1893–1984): publisher, president of the Macmillan Company; welcomed Vera to the USA in 1934, when she arrived for her first lecture tour.


Heath-Jones, Louise (c.1869–1931): partner of Vera’s aunt Florence Bervon; the two women ran St Monica’s School. Latham, Harold (1887–1969): editor in the London office of Macmillan, he read part of Testament of Youth and accepted it for American publication before Victor Gollancz had accepted it for British publication.


Leigh, Colston (1901–92): founded the Leigh Bureau in 1929, a speakers’ agency still in existence, with a distinguished list of clients; he handled Vera’s American tour in 1934.


Leighton, Clare (1898–1989): artist; daughter of Robert and Marie Leighton, sister of Vera’s fiancé Roland.


Leighton, Marie Connor (1867–1941): a successful novelist, married Robert Leighton in 1889, mother of Roland, Evelyn and Clare.


Leighton, Robert (1858–1934): editor and author of boys’ fiction.


Leighton, Roland Aubrey (1895–1915): son of the writer Robert Leighton, schoolfriend of Vera’s brother Edward, engaged to Vera in 1915. Enlisted at outbreak of war; left for the Front in March 1915, mortally wounded in December 1915.


Notestein, Wallace (1878–1969): distinguished professor of English history; he was at Cornell University in the early 1920s and supported Gordon Catlin’s career.


Richards, Grant (1872–1948): notable London publisher, who launched his eponymous company in 1897; he published Vera’s first two novels.


Stamford, 10th Earl of, Roger Grey (1896–1976): friend of Gordon Catlin from New College, Oxford, who served as best man at the wedding of Gordon and Vera.


WINIFRED HOLTBY AND HER FAMILY


Holtby, Winifred (1898–1935): daughter of a prosperous Yorkshire farming family, educated at Queen Margaret’s School in Scarborough, showed literary talent when young; went up to Somerville College, Oxford in 1917; enlisted in the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps in 1918, was stationed at a WAAC camp near Abbeville in France. When she was demobilised, she returned to Oxford and met Vera Brittain in 1919. Published her first novel, Anderby Wold, in 1923, with moderate success; followed with The Crowded Street (1924), The Land of Green Ginger (1927), Poor Caroline (1931), Mandoa, Mandoa! (1933) and South Riding (posthumously in 1936), as well as volumes of short stories, poetry and non-fiction. In 1924 she became friends with Margaret, Lady Rhondda, who invited her in 1926 to become a director of Time and Tide, an important feminist periodical. She died at the Elizabeth Fulcher Nursing Home, Devonshire Street, London, on 29 September 1935.


Holtby, Alice, née Winn (1858–1939): mother of Winifred and Grace Holtby, wife of David Holtby; a woman of strong character, she was elected in 1923 to the East Riding County Council and in 1934 became the first woman to serve as alderman in the district.


Holtby, David (1860–1933): father of Winifred Holtby; until the First World War, a prosperous farmer in Rudston, Yorkshire; gave up farming in 1919 when conscription had made farm labour scarce.


Holtby, Grace, later Tolmie (1896–1928): Winifred’s elder sister and only sibling; married Dr Peter Tolmie in 1923 and died soon after the birth of her second child.


Coundouroff, Edith de (1888–1956): the wife of a Russian man, George de Coundouroff (1892–1919), who came to England to study agriculture in the pre-War era, and was taken in by the Holtbys; he was reported missing during the Russian Revolution, and Edith remained with the Holtbys for the next twenty years.


WINIFRED HOLTBY’S FRIENDS AND ASSOCIATES


Archdale, Helen Alexander (1876–1949): feminist, suffragette, first editor of Time and Tide.


Halls Dally, John Frederick (1877–1944): doctor, authority on high blood pressure; treated Winifred in her last years.


Hamilton, Cicely Mary (1872–1952): actress, writer, journalist, feminist, part of the inner circle of Time and Tide.


Keun, Odette Zoé (1888–1978): Dutch novelist, journalist, artist; from 1924 to 1933, partner of H. G. Wells, and in that same period a friend of Winifred’s.


Leverkus, Dorothy Nellie Louise (1900–60): doctor based in the village of Chinnor, treated Winifred when she was at Monks Risborough.


Mannaberg, Edith, later Smeterlin (1898–1982): schoolfriend of Winifred; married in 1925 the Polish concert pianist Jan Smeterlin (1892–1967).


McWilliam, Jean, called ‘Mac’ (1881–1963): Winifred’s superior in the WAAC, later headmistress of Pretoria High School for Girls in South Africa; regular correspondent of Winifred’s, co-edited with Alice Holtby Winifred’s letters to her, published in 1937 as Letters to a Friend.


Millin, Sarah Gertrude (1889–1965): South African novelist who became a friend of Winifred’s.


Obermer, Edgar (1895–1958): Austrian doctor, specialist in blood pressure, treated Winifred, diagnosed Bright’s disease, and in 1932 apparently told her she might only have two years to live.


Pearson, Harry (1897–1976): childhood friend and neighbour of Winifred, an occasional but erratic suitor, assumed by Vera to be Winifred’s love interest.


Rhondda, Viscountess, Margaret Haig Mackworth (1883– 1958): businesswoman and active suffragette; founded Time and Tide; funded that periodical and other feminist and progressive organisations like the Six Point Group; met Winifred in 1924 and in 1926 made her a director of Time and Tide.


FRIENDS AND ASSOCIATES OF BOTH VERA BRITTAIN AND WINIFRED HOLTBY


Benson, Stella (1892–1933): novelist and world traveller.


Bentley, Phyllis (1894–1977): prolific and highly regarded novelist from Yorkshire; her best-known novel, Inheritance (1932), is a portrait of the textile industry in the West Riding.


Blackwell, Basil Henry (1889–1984): son of the founder of Blackwell’s bookshop and publishers in Oxford. Took over the family business in 1924.


Brailsford, Henry Noel (1873–1958): a prolific left-wing journalist in the early twentieth century; lived with Clare Leighton from 1928 to 1937.


Burnett, Amy and Charles: Amy, née Francis, was employed by the Brittain-Catlins as a maidservant in September 1930; she married Charles Burnett in 1934 and he joined the household as butler and general handyman, while she was promoted to cook-housekeeper. They gave ‘unstinting and loyal service’ for over thirty years.


Dakers, Andrew (1867–1966): after success as a non-fiction author, Dakers became a publisher and literary agent.


Gollancz, Victor (1893–1967): the leading left-wing publisher and humanitarian. Gollancz founded his publishing company in 1927; in 1933 he published Vera’s masterpiece, Testament of Youth.


Gray, Dr: a female doctor who treated Vera and her children, and also Winifred, in London.


Jameson, Margaret Storm (1891–1986): a prolific and highly regarded novelist, originally from Yorkshire.


Kennedy, Margaret (1896–1967): a successful novelist, whose most famous work was The Constant Nymph (1924).


Reid, Hilda (1898–1982): a Somerville contemporary of Vera and Winifred, and the author of four historical novels.


Scott-James, Violet (1885–1992): journalist who worked for the Manchester Guardian and the Yorkshire Post; Vera and Winifred often relied on her to publish their articles in the ‘Women’s Column’, of which she was editor.


West, Rebecca (1892–1983): the celebrated writer, she was a director of Time and Tide, and is mentioned simply as ‘Rebecca’ in the letters between Vera and Winifred.










CHRONOLOGY OF THE LIVES OF VERA BRITTAIN (VB) AND WINIFRED HOLTBY (WH), 1919–1935



Biographical details are taken from the two major biographies: Vera Brittain: A Life by Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge (1995) and The Clear Stream: The Life of Winifred Holtby by Marion Shaw (2000).
















	 


	1919







	April


	VB returns to Somerville College, Oxford;







	 


	changes subject to history







	October


	WH returns to Somerville College, Oxford







	 


	WH and VB meet at a tutorial with C. R. M. F.







	 


	Cruttwell, the dean of Hertford College







	Near end of Michaelmas Term


	VB humiliated in a Somerville debate organised by WH







	 


	1920







	April–July


	VB briefly engaged to Roy Anthony







	summer


	WH writing often to VB and to Jean McWilliams







	July


	VB and WH on holiday together in Cornwall







	summer–autumn


	VB an editor of Oxford Poetry







	August


	VB makes first visit to Bainesse, the Holtby







	 


	home at Cottingham







	 


	1921







	winter–spring


	VB and WH both writing novels, ‘Daphne’ and







	 


	‘Anlaby Wold’







	January


	WH writes to VB that Harry Pearson, her







	 


	erratic suitor, has become engaged while en







	 


	route to South America







	July


	VB and WH sit their final exams in the last







	 


	week of July







	 


	WH writes and WH and VB act in the







	 


	Somerville ‘Going Down Play’







	 


	VB and WH go to the Brittain family home at







	 


	Oakwood Court, London







	 


	VB and WH go to the Holtby family home







	 


	at Cottingham, hear exam results there; both







	 


	have seconds







	August–mid-October


	VB and WH spend six weeks in Italy and France, go to Milan, Venice, Florence, visit Edward Brittain’s grave at Granezza and Roland Leighton’s at Louvencourt







	autumn


	VB begins giving lectures at St Monica’s







	October–November


	VB ill with jaundice and a gall-bladder problem







	November


	VB and WH, with their families, attend Oxford degree ceremony







	December


	VB visits WH in Yorkshire before Christmas







	 


	VB and WH move into a flat at 52 Doughty Street, London, on 30 December







	 


	1922







	January–December


	VB and WH both lecturing at St Monica’s, also for the League of Nations Union and the Six Point Group







	March


	VB and WH both complete drafts of their first novels







	August


	VB and WH attend the League of Nations school in Geneva







	 


	WH’s novel Anderby Wold accepted by John Lane. VB disappointed that WH will be published first







	September


	VB and WH move to the top-floor flat at 58 Doughty Street







	 


	VB and WH meet Percy Harris, Liberal candidate in Bethnal Green, and work for him







	 


	1923







	January–December


	VB and WH both lecturing at St Monica’s







	February


	VB’s article on ‘Whole Duty of Women’ in Time and Tide







	March


	Alice Holtby, WH’s mother, elected to East Riding County Council







	 


	WH’s novel Anderby Wold published by John Lane







	April


	VB’s novel The Dark Tide accepted by Grant Richards with subsidy paid by WH







	July


	The Dark Tide published on 16 July







	 


	VB receives a letter from George Edward Gordon Catlin, known as Gordon, beginning a regular correspondence







	 


	WH visits Rudston with her mother







	autumn


	VB’s second novel, Not Without Honour, accepted by Grant Richards







	 


	WH hired by Oxford University Extension to give lectures in the Lake District







	September


	Grace Holtby, WH’s sister, marries Dr Peter Tolmie







	 


	WH and VB attend the League of Nations assembly in Geneva







	November


	VB and WH move from Doughty Street to 117 Wymering Mansions, Maida Vale







	 


	VB shifts her political support from the Liberal to the Labour Party







	 


	1924







	months not certain


	WH gives lectures and teaches to earn income







	February


	VB’s second novel, Not Without Honour, published







	 


	WH’s article ‘The Human Factor’ published in Time and Tide on 22 February – her first journalism; WH begins friendship with Margaret, Lady Rhondda







	March


	WH’s novel The Crowded Street accepted by John Lane







	 


	WH writing new novel, ‘The Runners’, about John Wycliffe







	April


	VB goes on League of Nations speaking tour in Scottish border towns







	 


	VB stops at Aunt Muriel’s in Windermere, flirts with uncle Leigh Groves







	before summer term


	VB and WH go on a fortnight’s holiday at Whipsnade







	June


	VB delays seeing Gordon Catlin on his return from the USA on 10 June; he proposes 15 June, she delays reply, falls ill







	July


	VB goes to Oxford to see Gordon, agrees to marry him on 5 July







	July–August


	VB continues to write and lecture







	August


	VB refuses to have sex with Gordon before marriage







	 


	WH’s article ‘Ladies First’ published in Time and Tide







	September


	Gordon sails for America on 10 September







	 


	VB and WH go to Geneva to report on the League of Nations for Time and Tide on 12 September







	September–November


	VB and WH travel in Germany, Hungary, Austria and Czechoslovakia







	 


	1925







	June


	VB marries Gordon Catlin at St James’s, Spanish Place on 27 June; they depart for a four-week honeymoon in Europe







	July


	WH declines offer to be headmistress of St Monica’s







	 


	VB appoints Andrew Dakers as her literary agent







	 


	VB working on an autobiographical honeymoon journal







	August


	WH goes to Yorkshire to help her family during an epidemic







	 


	WH uses time in Yorkshire to read Wycliffe and work on ‘The Runners’







	early autumn


	WH invites VB to meet Stella Benson







	September


	VB and Gordon sail for America on 11 September and WH goes to Geneva the same day







	autumn–winter


	VB increasingly unhappy as a ‘faculty wife’ at Cornell







	October


	WH spends a weekend at Stonepits in Kent with Lady Rhondda, meets St John Ervine







	November


	WH’s novel ‘The Runners’ rejected, and is never published







	 


	WH meets J. B. Priestley







	December


	WH spends time with VB’s family in London







	 


	WH with her own family at Cottingham over Christmas







	 


	1926







	January–August


	WH on a lecture tour in South Africa







	March


	VB and Gordon go to New York City for five months for his research; VB acting as his typist and assistant







	May


	WH planning new novel, The Land of Green Ginger







	July


	WH lands at Tilbury, spends a night with Brittain family in London, goes on to Yorkshire







	summer


	VB tells Gordon she will not return to the USA next year







	August


	WH has a holiday in Yorkshire







	 


	VB arrives Southampton without Gordon, met by WH, 13 August







	August–September


	VB and WH go to Geneva for League of Nations meeting







	September


	WH invited to become a director of Time and Tide







	autumn


	WH writing The Land of Green Ginger, and is much in demand as a journalist







	 


	WH and VB return to Wymering Mansions







	December


	VB and WH at Time and Tide party given by Lady Rhondda at Boulestin’s







	 


	1927







	January


	VB and WH stewards at Lady Rhondda’s debate with G. K. Chesterton







	 


	WH meets with Arthur Creech Jones about South African trade unionism







	February


	WH still receiving rejections for ‘The Runners’







	March


	VB sails with her mother to the USA, WH sees them off, 28 March







	April


	VB realises she is pregnant







	 


	WH meets and interviews Storm Jameson







	May–summer


	WH, Ballinger, and other left-wing politicians welcome Kadalie from South Africa







	June


	VB and Gordon return to London







	September


	VB, Gordon and WH move from Maida Vale to 6A Nevern Place in Earls Court







	autumn


	WH’s novel The Land of Green Ginger published







	December


	VB gives birth to John Edward Jocelyn Brittain-Catlin, 19 December







	 


	1928







	month not certain


	WH lectures in Halifax, meets Phyllis Bentley







	January–April


	VB has post-partum depression







	January


	VB left with baby as Gordon returns to America







	March


	VB left alone as WH goes to Yorkshire; WH’s sister Grace dies on 11 March







	late spring–June


	WH and VB attend memorial services for Mrs Pankhurst







	 


	WH returns to London, leaves again quickly for a motor tour of Ireland with Stella Benson







	 


	VB’s treatise Women’s Work in Modern England published







	summer–autumn


	WH holidays in Monte Carlo







	 


	WH publishes Eutychus; or the Future of the Pulpit







	November


	VB called as a witness at the prosecution of Radclyffe Hall for obscenity in The Well of Loneliness







	December


	VB sees Journey’s End, at the beginning of a big year for war memoirs and fiction







	 


	1929







	February


	VB engaged by Kegan Paul to write Halcyon, or the Future of Monogamy; it is published in September







	March


	VB responds to Gordon’s letter in which he says he wants to have an affair







	April?


	WH goes to Paris with Dot McCalman and Jean McWilliam at Easter







	May


	WH and VB campaign for Monica Whately in the general election







	 


	WH publishes A New Voter’s Guide to Party Programmes







	August


	WH goes to Monte Carlo with Jan and Edith Smeterlin







	September


	VB goes to Geneva with Gordon for the League of Nations







	 


	VB speaks at World League for Sexual Reform







	 


	WH looks after John Edward Catlin while VB and Gordon go to Vevey and Geneva







	 


	WH working on Poor Caroline







	Autumn


	WH making weekend trips to Yorkshire to care for her ailing father







	November


	VB begins working on Testament of Youth







	 


	VB, WH, and Gordon look for a larger house







	December


	VB learns she is pregnant again







	 


	1930







	April


	VB and family move to 19 Glebe Place, Chelsea







	April–May?


	WH writes play Judgment Voice, not staged, revised as story The Voice of God







	June?


	WH writes play Efficiency First







	July


	WH works on novel Poor Caroline







	 


	VB gives birth to Shirley Vivian Brittain-Catlin, 27 July







	August


	WH takes first plane flight to visit Lady Rhondda at Agay in the South of France







	 


	WH goes from Agay to Geneva







	autumn


	WH very active as a journalist







	 


	1931







	January–June


	VB rereading diaries and letters for Testament of Youth







	January


	WH publishes Poor Caroline







	spring


	WH leaves Jonathan Cape and signs a three-novel deal with William Collins







	summer


	WH on holiday in France







	 


	WH writing a study of Virginia Woolf







	 


	WH stays with Lady Rhondda at St Lunaire







	August


	VB settles on title Testament of Youth







	 


	WH stays with Violet Scott-James at Abondance, Haute-Savoie, has headaches







	 


	WH goes to Cap Ferrat with the Smeterlins







	August–September?


	VB takes her children to Rustington in Sussex







	 


	VB and Gordon go to St Raphael, WH cares for their children







	September–October


	VB and Gordon’s holiday cut short by his candidacy in election on 27 October







	 


	WH canvasses for Gordon, unsuccessful Labour candidate in October general election in which the National Government came into office







	 


	WH falls ill with the first symptoms of renal failure







	November


	WH convalesces with Clare Leighton at Monks Risborough, Buckinghamshire, 7–13 November







	 


	WH collapses, goes into a nursing home in Earls Court, 22 November until after Christmas







	end of the year


	WH begins writing Mandoa, Mandoa!







	 


	1932







	January


	WH convalesces at Sidmouth with VB







	 


	WH ill in Monks Risborough, Gordon in the USA







	February


	VB and children have chicken pox







	February–April


	WH still on a rest cure at Monks Risborough, has a revelation of her impending death







	March


	VB and Monica Whately drive to Monks Risborough, 11 March







	 


	WH has a visit from Harry Pearson, c. 17 March







	April


	VB invites Phyllis Bentley to stay with her in Chelsea







	May–summer


	VB invites Phyllis Bentley again; they quarrel







	 


	WH diagnosed with renal failure; sees a specialist, Edgar Obermer, who tells her she will die soon







	 


	WH returns to London, first to the Earls Court nursing home and then Glebe Place







	July–August


	VB, WH and the children, and later Gordon and his father, holiday at Sidmouth







	 


	VB visits St John Ervine at Sidmouth







	 


	VB’s father gives her an annuity of £500







	 


	WH’s Virginia Woolf accepted for publication, 28 July







	 


	Between visits to Sidmouth, WH visits family at Cottingham







	autumn


	VB and WH visit St John Ervine at Seaton, E. M. Delafield at Cullompton







	October


	Virginia Woolf published on 7 October







	November


	VB gives a lecture in Halifax, visits Phyllis Bentley, but cuts visit short due to illness







	December


	VB quarrels by post with Phyllis Bentley; they patch it up for a while







	 


	WH feeling better; conceives novel South Riding







	 


	1933







	January


	VB shows Testament of Youth to Harold Latham of Macmillan, who buys it







	 


	WH publishes novel Mandoa, Mondoa!







	February


	WH called to father’s bedside in Yorkshire







	 


	VB finishes writing Testament of Youth







	 


	VB learns that Victor Gollancz has accepted Testament of Youth, 16 February







	 


	VB attends party at Rebecca West’s







	March


	WH briefly in London, sees Cavalcade, writes an article on it







	 


	WH’s father David Holtby dies on 9 March







	 


	VB finishes revisions of Testament of Youth, delivers manuscript to publishers







	April


	VB takes children to Worthing for Easter, receives letter from Gordon critical of Testament of Youth







	 


	WH back in London working at Time and Tide, has to return to Yorkshire for family







	May


	WH publishes The Astonishing Island on 1 May







	summer


	VB quarrels with Phyllis Bentley over Testament of Youth







	June


	WH and VB spend a week at Painswick in Gloucestershire







	July


	VB, WH and Gordon holiday at Hardelot in France







	August


	Testament of Youth published by Gollancz, 28 August







	autumn


	VB warmly received at Somerville College, Oxford







	 


	WH feeling better; agrees to write monthly review for Good Housekeeping







	October


	Testament of Youth published in the USA by Macmillan







	 


	WH and VB visit Dame Ethel Smyth







	December


	VB signs contract with the American agent Colston Leigh for lectures and broadcasts







	 


	1934







	January


	WH and VB attend Dame Ethel Smyth concert and reception, 6 January







	February


	WH publishes Truth Is Not Sober, a volume of short stories







	March


	VB gives talks in Hull, visits WH







	March–May


	WH in Withernsea, Yorkshire, sees Harry Pearson







	 


	WH’s work on South Riding interrupted by other demands







	 


	WH’s mother Alice Holtby elected alderman, 18 March







	April


	VB ill, but leaves for holiday in Italy with Gordon on 11 April







	May


	VB visits Beatrice Webb at Passfield Corner







	 


	WH publishes article about attending Fascist meetings







	June


	VB visits WH in Yorkshire







	summer–autumn


	WH very active, gives talks on political causes







	autumn


	VB working on novel Honourable Estate when she goes to America to lecture







	September


	VB sails to America with Gordon; WH sees them off on the Berengaria in Southampton, 15 September







	 


	VB arrives in New York on 21 September and stays with George Brett in Connecticut; Gordon goes to Cornell







	 


	VB honoured at Macmillan reception, 29 September







	October


	WH’s study Women and a Changing Situation published, 5 October







	 


	VB begins speaking tour at Wheeling, West Virginia, 5 October







	November


	VB goes to Massachusetts and Toronto, back to New York on 6 November







	 


	VB spends Armistice Day with Gordon and the Bretts







	 


	VB attracted to George Brett, her American publisher







	 


	VB resumes tour on 16 November, has passionate farewell with Brett







	 


	VB spends Thanksgiving in New York with Gordon







	 


	WH courted by James Anderson







	December


	VB concludes tour, returning to New York on 4 December







	 


	VB sails for England on 14 December







	 


	VB arrives in England on 21 December, brief reunion with WH, who goes to her family in Cottingham. VB’s father is ill and her mother house-hunting and demanding; the children have mumps







	 


	WH writing play Take Back Your Freedom







	 


	WH with her family in Yorkshire for three weeks







	 


	WH catches mumps from VB’s son John







	 


	1935







	January


	VB and WH both at Glebe Place, WH has mumps







	January–March


	VB misses Brett, works on Honourable Estate; Gordon returns







	February–April


	WH in Hornsea, Yorkshire, finishing South Riding







	 


	WH sees Harry Pearson intermittently







	March


	VB lecture tour from 11 March in the north of England; sees WH in Hornsea







	 


	Gordon leaves for two months in Russia, 23 March







	 


	VB lovesick over Brett; Gordon decides to resign from his job at Cornell and stand for Parliament







	April


	WH joins VB at Tenby, Pembrokeshire







	 


	WH, despite illness, planning to go to Africa again







	May


	Gordon returns from Russia







	 


	WH and VB attend celebrations for the Silver Jubilee of George V and Queen Mary, 6 May







	June


	VB meets George Brett in London for business, 6 June







	July


	VB says farewell to Brett, with no sign he shares her feelings







	 


	VB and Gordon go to Staffordshire for research on her novel Honourable Estate, visit Buxton







	 


	WH reviews T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom







	 


	WH goes to Malvern Festival with Lady Rhondda, meets George Bernard Shaw







	 


	VB and children go to Wimereux on holiday, 31 July







	August


	VB’s father, Arthur Brittain, commits suicide in London by drowning on the night of 1–2 August, WH goes to France to bring VB the news







	 


	VB goes to her family in London; Gordon falls ill; WH stays with the children in France







	 


	WH returns from France, goes to visit her mother







	September


	VB takes Gordon to convalesce in Brighton







	 


	WH completes South Riding







	 


	WH moves from Glebe Place into the Elizabeth Fulcher Nursing Home, 9 September







	 


	WH dies of Bright’s disease, 29 September







	October


	VB attends WH’s memorial service at St Martin-in-the-Fields, 1 October







	 


	WH’s funeral at Rudston, 2 October







	 


	1936







	March


	South Riding published







	 


	1937







	April


	Publication of Letters to a Friend, edited by Alice Holtby and Jean McWilliam







	November


	Publication of Pavements at Anderby, short stories by WH, edited by VB and Hilda Reid







	 


	1938







	January


	Film of South Riding released in London on 4 January







	 


	1939







	July


	Alice Holtby dies on 31 July







	 


	1940







	January


	VB publishes Testament of Friendship: The Story of Winifred Holtby


















NOTE ON SOURCES AND METHODS



The holographs of the correspondence between Vera Brittain and Winifred Holtby form part of the Winifred Holtby Archive, formerly housed at Hull Central Library and now at the Hull History Centre. In preparing the present edition, we have not been able to visit the archive, but we have had access to scans of the letters, generously supplied to us by Martin Taylor, the City Archivist.


Vera Brittain assembled the correspondence soon after Winifred’s death in 1935, and left occasional notes on the manuscripts. She used the letters in writing Testament of Friendship, which appeared in 1940. In 1960, in collaboration with Geoffrey Handley-Taylor, Vera published a limited edition of five hundred copies of Selected Letters of Winifred Holtby and Vera Brittain, to which we refer in the notes as SL.


This is the second modern edition of Vera Brittain’s correspondence, following the publication of her First World War letters in 1998 as Letters from a Lost Generation, edited by Alan Bishop and Mark Bostridge. It would require several volumes to reproduce the full text of the Brittain-Holtby letters. As Vera’s original title states, she published only part of the total correspondence. Furthermore, she edited the individual letters, often heavily. As Vera explained in her introduction to Selected Letters, she was reluctant to publish ‘the forthright and sometimes intolerant judgments passed on persons still living and others recently dead by two eager and ambitious literary apprentices’. Consequently, she cut many striking passages, but we did not find any places where she had altered the text to change the meaning.


One of the ‘persons still living’ was Vera’s husband, George Edward Gordon Catlin. Some of the most fascinating letters in the collection are the ones written in the early years of their marriage, in which Vera described to Winifred both her appreciation of her husband’s intelligence and good character, and her many problems in adjusting to married life. On several occasions Winifred consoled Vera or counselled her on how to deal with the situation. Mr Catlin preferred the name ‘George’, but it was also his father’s name, and so until his father’s death in 1936 he went by ‘Gordon’, the name Vera and Winifred use consistently, and which we also use in our notes and discussion. Gordon would surely have objected to having many of the passages relating to him made public during his lifetime, but they provide a moving and illuminating view of a young woman’s intimate thoughts about marriage, sex and her role as a wife, mother and professional woman.


As Vera did in Selected Letters, we have omitted many letters and parts of letters, in which the two friends described their day-to-day activities, their opinions on politics and fellow writers, their relations with their families, and their plans for the immediate future. In general, we have focused on the themes of Vera’s and Winifred’s relationship to each other, their experiences as young professional women and their growth as writers.


We have attempted to identify the less-known people, places, publications and events mentioned in the letters in the endnotes. In many places, Vera and Winifred used initials for familiar names, not only ‘G.’ for Gordon, but ‘Y.P.’ for the Yorkshire Post and ‘L.N.U.’ for the League of Nations Union; rather than oblige the reader to refer to endnotes, we have given the full names in the text at the first occurrence in each letter. We have provided a list of the people who appear most often, arranged in groups: the two writers’ families, their separate circles of friends and their mutual friends. And we have provided a chronology, giving a month-by-month list of notable events in the two friends’ lives.


In rare instances, no manuscript of the letter was found in the scanned copies we had. In such cases we have explained the source of our text in an endnote. The notes also call attention to occasional references to missing letters. Similarly, when there are significant breaks in the continuity, the situation is explained in the introductions and in the notes.










PART I:



1920–1925


A Working Partnership
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INTRODUCTION



‘It has been a wonderful time . . . and we will go again. There are heaps of lovely places to see and things to do. Never doubt that I want to see and do them, and that I ask no better travelling companion than you.’ On 20 September 1921 Winifred Holtby wrote enthusiastically to her friend Vera Brittain at the close of their six-week tour of Italy and France. Winifred’s parents had thought a trip abroad would renew her energy and buoyancy after her final exams at Oxford, and Vera had long planned a trip to see the First World War battlefield graves of her brother Edward on the Asiago Plateau in Italy, and her fiancé Roland Leighton at Louvencourt in France. She thought there was no one with whom she ‘would rather share this pilgrimage’ than Winifred, and she remembered it as ‘the most perfect holiday of all my experience’.


That wonderful trip was the start of what Vera called a ‘shared working existence’. After Oxford, Vera and Winifred decided to live together in London and embark on their literary careers. Unlike many young women graduates after the war, they did not plan to teach. Supported by their proud mothers and prosperous fathers, they could afford to pursue their fierce ambitions to be novelists and journalists. They wanted to be independent, to make their own rules, choose their own friends and give each other the encouragement and support they would need to risk criticism, competition and rejection.


Their ideal was a partnership of equals, and these first five years of living together were the closest Vera Brittain and Winifred Holtby came to achieving it. They were equals in talent, ambition, education and determination to succeed. Both were single, although Vera expected to marry and have children someday, and their relationship was flexible enough to allow for many separations, including daughterly duties, lecture tours, illnesses and travel, and to deal with emergencies. That initial stage lasted until Vera’s marriage in June 1925, and with bold experimentation, and some stresses and strains, the relationship lasted until Winifred’s death in 1935.


When they were apart for long or short periods, they carried on an exuberant correspondence. In their letters, they found a flexible medium, a long conversation open to musings about love, work, sexuality, marriage, politics and the literary market. They tried out literary styles, plots for novels, feelings about friends, family and each other, and the fluctuations and challenges of their daily lives. In addition, the crises in their lives over those fifteen years shaped a narrative as moving and complex as an epistolary novel, and a plot as dramatic as a three-act play.


Their 863 surviving letters (Vera said some may have been destroyed during the war) are housed in the Winifred Holtby Archive at Hull. While some have been quoted in biographies and scholarly articles, most of the letters remain unknown and unavailable to the general public. In 1960, Vera, with Geoffrey Handley-Taylor, published a heavily edited selection in a limited edition of five hundred copies. In her introduction, Vera explained that she had first intended to leave the letters unpublished during her lifetime out of concern that they might offend living people. But as the twenty-fifth anniversary of Winifred’s death approached she changed her mind, because looking back ‘it seemed to me that the correspondence of two young women deeply interested in life, and in their work, does have a special value’. In their day, unmarried daughters were regarded by their parents ‘as heaven-sent conveniences upon whom “duty” laid the combined functions of nurse, companion, secretary and maid-of-all-work’. They had both been pressured to be dutiful and available. Although young women of the 1960s were no longer bound by these despotic expectations, she thought the correspondence might still be relevant. Accordingly, she emphasised their work together, but omitted the affectionate salutations and endearments that mark the correspondence, and excised the most candid passages.


In this edition, we have included 234 of the letters in whole or in part, restoring the addresses and the censored material. Almost all the letters are handwritten. Winifred typed a few of her letters written on trains in South Africa in 1926, because the motion made her handwriting illegible, but Vera made clear immediately that she preferred them handwritten and more personal. Their epistolary styles are very different. Winifred was often funny and self-mocking. Vera called Winifred ‘a gay, grateful, infinitely responsive letter writer, whose correspondence suggested a long vivid, unbroken conversation’. Vera’s own letters were more of a monologue than a response. She wrote about her ambitions and frustrations as a writer, and used Winifred as a therapist, adviser, sounding board and second self. She was also wary – as she had long been – that people might read excessive endearments as evidence of a lesbian relationship.


Vera said that although they did not grow up together, they ‘grew mature together, and that is the next best thing’. When they met, they were already young adults, shaped by their wartime experiences as well as their families. Vera had spent her teenage years in Buxton, the fashionable spa town in Derbyshire. Her younger brother Edward was her dearest companion, but she also realised from an early age that he received better treatment because he was a boy. Although less academically gifted, he was being prepared for Oxford at his public school, Uppingham, while she faced ‘provincial young ladyhood’ at St Monica’s in Surrey. At school, however, a suffragist teacher loaned her Olive Schreiner’s pioneering classic Woman and Labour, and Schreiner’s call for women’s right to work and education inspired her desire to go to Oxford too. But her parents insisted that she return to Buxton, make her debut and take up the round of social activities that would present her to eligible bachelors. Pretty and attractive to men, she nonetheless became increasingly alienated by the town’s ‘provincial narrow inhabitants’ and began studying on her own for the Oxford entrance exams. Then, at an Easter holiday dinner at their home in 1914, she met Edward’s schoolfriend Roland Leighton and was entranced both by his intellectual seriousness and by his bohemian and literary family. They corresponded, and when she went to Uppingham Speech Day, she saw him again. She looked forward to getting to know him.


War was declared on 4 August 1914. Roland, Edward and their friends wanted to enlist at once. In early October, Roland became a second lieutenant in the 4th Norfolk Regiment. In the same month Vera went up to Somerville College, Oxford to read English literature, joined the university society for women’s suffrage and made a few friends, although she far preferred the company of men: ‘Strange how one can feel as I do about some women and be an ardent feminist still!’ she wrote in her diary. ‘A feminine community is always appalling to anyone like me who gets on so much better in the society of men.’ She felt that being at Oxford made no sense during a war. At the end of her first year at Oxford, in the summer of 1915, she signed up to be a nurse in the Voluntary Aid Detachment and left to do her hospital training in Buxton and then London.


On 15 March 1915, she had said farewell to Roland before he left for the Front. Their correspondence started out as lofty and romantic, but gradually he became angry and disillusioned. On his leave in August 1915, Roland and Vera became engaged ‘for three years or the duration of the war’. By Christmas Roland was planning to come home on leave, and Vera went to stay with his family to await his arrival. On the morning of 26 December the telephone rang and she ran eagerly to answer it, only to hear a message that Roland had died two days before, in France. He was only twenty years old; she was just twenty-two.


They did not have time to know each other well; when he died, they had met only seven times, for a total of seventeen days. But Roland was the lost romantic hero whose idealised memory occupied Vera’s emotions for years. For the rest of the war she worked as a nurse, in 1916–17 in Malta; 1917–18 on the Western Front, seeing the carnage close up and tending even to badly wounded German soldiers. Edward and his friends were still fighting in Europe, and she had hopes that they would survive. But one by one they were wounded or killed; Edward lived until five months before the Armistice, killed in action on the Asiago Plateau in northern Italy on 15 June 1918.


When the war ended on 11 November 1918, Vera felt emotionally dead. She had no one left to love, and ‘only ambition held me to life’. For about six months, through the influenza epidemic, she worked at hospitals in London. In April 1919, she went back to Somerville College to read History instead of English Literature, in an attempt to understand the causes of the war. Her tragic war experience influenced her later pacifism. She was also a passionate feminist. By the time Vera returned to Oxford her central values had been established. Although she still supported a Liberal candidate in 1923, the next year she joined the Labour Party, believing it to be more effective in working for feminism and peace, the causes she cared most about.


Winifred Holtby was almost four and a half years younger than Vera. She had grown up in the village of Rudston, in the East Riding of Yorkshire, the younger daughter of a well-to-do farmer. Both her father and her vigorous, active mother, who would become the first woman alderman in Yorkshire, encouraged her to explore and play as freely as a boy. Because she had no brothers, Winifred was not made constantly aware of male privilege, and did not think of herself as a feminist. Educated at home by governesses and at the village school, she did not have access to many books, but she started writing her own plays and poems. In 1911, her mother surprised her by printing twenty-five of her childhood poems as a pretty gift book. By then Winifred had been sent to boarding school in Scarborough, where she was a poor student, always untidy and a terrible speller, but irrepressible in her confidence and humour. One of her school reports admonishes that ‘she must be careful not to allow herself to become too critical or give her opinion too freely’.


In contrast to Vera, Winifred’s mother was keen for her to go to Oxford. Indeed, as Winifred later told Vera, she was one of the rare women who actually went to Oxford to please her mother. She passed the entrance examination for Somerville College, but first she went to work as a probationer in a London nursing home. Then, after a brief time at Somerville in 1917, she left to join the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. Most of her service was near Abbeville in France, on ‘the fringes of the war’. Winifred enjoyed her experience and became close to the head administrator, Jean McWilliam, and she suffered no tragic personal losses. After the war, although her father had retired and moved the family to a large handsome house in Cottingham, a village outside Hull, she prepared to pick up her life in Oxford where it had left off.


In October 1919, when Winifred returned to Somerville, she was excited and enthusiastic. She did not expect to be a great scholar, but she was ambitious to become a journalist and a poet. Unlike Vera, she had no serious political ideas, and joined all three of the major Oxford political clubs – Labour, Liberal and Conservative – explaining ‘How can I know which I like best until I’ve tried them all?’ She sang in the choir, wrote or acted in almost every play, and was president of two debating societies.


The grieving Vera Brittain who returned to Oxford at twenty-five was much older than the other undergraduates, and she felt that she was the ageing remnant of a lost generation, ‘a piece of wartime wreckage’. She consoled herself by thinking of her moral superiority to the frivolous younger students. But the first months were lonely and difficult. By the autumn she was deeply depressed, hallucinating that she was growing a witchlike beard. Whether a symptom of survivor’s guilt or post-traumatic stress, the beard was perhaps the projection of conflicts she could not confront or discuss.


When the popular extrovert Winifred and humourless introvert Vera first met, sharing a tutorial in modern European history with C. R. M. F. Cruttwell at Hertford College, they did not get on at all. They were very different physically and in their feelings about their looks. Vera was dark-haired, five feet three inches tall, delicate and confident in her attractiveness to men. Winifred was blonde, five feet nine inches tall and always felt clumsy and lumbering. She made fun of herself, imagining her mother’s friends pitying her for being so ‘gawky and weird’. She hated dressing up for the wedding of her pretty sister Grace, and looking like ‘a stuffed Amazon’. When she tried to find fashionable shoes to wear to Vera’s wedding, the shop assistant said ‘Not in that size, madam.’ She weighed eleven stone and her shoe size was a non-gigantic 8, but she defensively exaggerated her size and awkwardness. In plays she always took male roles.


Vera later celebrated the moment when Winifred burst into Cruttwell’s study, ‘superbly tall, and vigorous as the young Diana with her long straight limbs and her golden hair’. In that telling, Winifred seemed to embody the youthful energy Vera felt she had lost for ever in the war. Yet, she added, Winifred’s ‘vitality smote with the effect of a blow upon my jaded nerves’. She was relieved to find that Winifred hadn’t done all the reading for the seminar, and that Cruttwell criticised her writing. For several weeks, she admitted, ‘the contrast between Winifred’s gay, stimulating popularity and my own isolated depression provoked me to barely concealed hostility’.


When the Somerville debating society chose to take up the motion ‘that four years’ travel is a better education than four years at the University’, Vera saw it as a great opportunity to display the wisdom of her wartime experience. But Winifred crushed her in a witty speech, ending with a quotation from one of her favourite plays, As You Like It: ‘I had rather have a fool to make me merry, than experience to make me sad; and to travel for it, too!’ The audience vociferously sided with Winifred.


Embarrassed and upset, Vera kept her self-control until she got back to her room, where she broke down in tears, certain that the confrontation had been an intentional humiliation. Only later did she learn that Winifred too had served in the war. To her surprise, Winifred sent her a warm letter of apology and visited her in her room when she was ill, bringing a bunch of grapes. From then on, they became inseparable, taking long walks, sharing a room and exchanging their stories and poems. From these ‘ironically inauspicious beginnings’, Vera wrote in 1933, came a friendship that ‘in thirteen years has never been broken and never spoiled, and today remains as intimate as ever’. Yet they had met as rivals, and Winifred had won.


Their correspondence began during the summer vacation of 1920, when they visited each other’s families and then returned home to study for exams, Winifred to Bainesse (an Indian word for welcome) in Cottingham, and Vera to her parents’ flat in Oakwood Court in London. Winifred sent Vera a story she had just written; Vera responded months later, during the Christmas vacation, passing on belated praise of the story by Roland’s father, Robert Leighton, and mentioning Harry Pearson, Winifred’s childhood friend, neighbour and sometime boyfriend. Harry continued to pop up in Winifred’s life at random moments, a handsome, erratic figure with whom she had an on-again, off-again relationship, but whom Vera saw as her destined romantic partner.


After their European trip, Vera and Winifred took their final exams at Oxford and started to write their first novels. That autumn, each took small jobs to make money. They were tired of being the available unmarried daughter for their parents, and on 30 December gathered up their clothes, their books and their manuscripts, and moved into a flat at 52 Doughty Street in Bloomsbury. There, close to the British Library and its Reading Room, they launched what Vera called their ‘strenuous, independent, enthralling London existence’. They were not financially independent; indeed, their parents gave them allowances of two hundred pounds a year; and for two pounds twelve shillings a week they were able to hire a housekeeper who brought them breakfast on a tray. Neither of them knew how to cook or would ever learn. But they knew that they were privileged to live their dream.


Over the next few years as they launched their careers, they had to face the reality of competition with other women. Deborah Gorham, one of Vera’s biographers, sees the acceptance of professional rivalry between women after the war as a sign of modernity. No longer feeling that sisterly bonds were incompatible with competition, ‘educated women of the post-war period . . . welcomed the fact that they would compete for success’ in the literary market. Vera and Winifred understood those dynamics very well, and even relished outdoing some of their rivals. But they found it much harder to confront, even acknowledge, the subtexts of competition and envy between themselves. The unspoken tensions of living with a beloved rival came up strongly in 1922, around the publication of their first novels.


Vera was trying to sell her Oxford-themed novel, The Dark Tide (originally called ‘Daphne’), but more than a dozen publishers turned it down. Then, on 19 August 1922, John Lane accepted Winifred’s Yorkshire-themed novel Anderby Wold. She was eager to use her new publishing contacts to help Vera, but they didn’t seem to work. As she wrote to Jean McWilliam, ‘The really awful thing has happened. I took [The Dark Tide] to John Lane and made them interested in it and her, but they won’t publish it. They returned it yesterday. I’ve got the MS. She doesn’t know yet. It’s a horrid thing, for her book’s miles away better than mine, only Yorkshire stories just happen to be in fashion and college ones aren’t.’


Vera was shocked and shaken by Winifred’s early success, and painfully revised her assumption that she would be the first to be published. She was older; she had survived tragedy; and she thought she was a better writer. Suddenly she had to acknowledge that Winifred had outdone her. When she wrote to Winifred that ‘we are not equals any more’, Winifred declared that indeed Vera would always be the superior artist. That became the credo, or perhaps the self-fulfilling prophecy, of their relationship. Whatever the judgement of the world, between them Vera was the star, and Winifred, as her biographer Marion Shaw put it, ‘was the satellite’.


Anderby Wold had few reviews and sold modestly, but it introduced Winifred as a promising new figure on the literary scene. At last Vera’s novel was accepted by Grant Richards, thanks to a subsidy of fifty pounds paid, or at least advanced, by Winifred, and it was published on 16 July 1923. The Dark Tide turned out to be a controversial and even scandalous book which received seventy-three reviews. Some were outraged at the author’s harsh treatment of Oxford personalities, but others, including the Times Literary Supplement, were impressed and admiring. The most savagely treated character, clearly a caricature of Winifred, was Daphne Lethbridge, the clumsy, loud and garishly dressed rival of the tasteful, beautiful, erudite Virginia Dennison, clearly Vera.


And yet Winifred accepted or forgave the mockery. On 25 July she started signing her letters to Vera ‘v.s.v.d.l.’, which stood for ‘very small, very dear love’. This pet name made Vera’s size an endearment. Soon Vera started using the acronym as her nickname, and sometimes as her own signature.


But even little Vera needed room to work. In September 1922 they moved to 58 Doughty Street, then in November 1923 to a more spacious flat in Maida Vale, with both a housekeeper and Winifred’s old nurse to help them out. Their social life expanded too. They became more sophisticated, particularly about forms of sexuality. ‘Amongst our friends,’ Vera noted, ‘we discussed sodomy and lesbianism with as little hesitation as we compared the merits of different contraceptives, and were theoretically familiar with varieties of homosexuality and venereal disease of which the very existence was unknown to our grandparents.’


They were both wary about marriage, for different reasons. Winifred had realised that marriage ‘was not for me, nor ever, for me, those romantic hopes . . . of postponed fulfillment’. But she was determined to make a fulfilling life on her own. Vera, however, felt sure that she did want to marry eventually. Ten years later, she would explain that she wanted to have children, and she believed that the feminist movement needed some leaders who were also wives and mothers in order to appeal to a wide segment of women.


Then, in August 1923, Vera received a letter from a twenty-seven-year-old university professor who admired The Dark Tide and wanted to meet her. Gordon Catlin was a political scientist, educated at Oxford and now teaching at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. He had seen Vera at Oxford. He wrote her intense, intellectual fan letters, which caught her interest, and they began a regular correspondence. When her second novel, Not Without Honour, came out in early 1924, she sent Gordon a presentation copy. He responded with a lengthy critique, taking the book very seriously but also mocking her ‘intellectual pretensions’. He had hit on the perfect combination of admiration and argument.


And his timing was lucky. Vera turned thirty on 29 December 1923, and was not immune to anxieties about spinsterhood. When he told her of his plans to come to London, she agreed to meet him. On Friday 13 June, he took her to a production of Shaw’s Saint Joan. They spent the following day walking in Kew Gardens. Then, on Sunday, he proposed. Vera was so shocked by the three-day courtship that she had an attack of colitis. She wrote to him that marriage would have to be subordinate to her primary commitment to an independent life of feminism, the League of Nations and literary work. She warned him that Roland Leighton’s death had frozen her nascent sexuality and she had not been physically attracted to any man since his death. But Gordon persisted, and on 5 July she accepted his proposal. On that day, Winifred wrote ‘Ave atque Vale’ in her own copy of Saint Joan.


They were both virgins. Gordon wrote that he wanted to have sex before the wedding but Vera refused, and they avoided facing the issue by postponing the wedding for a year. Gordon went back to Cornell while Vera and Winifred carried on as usual. The engagement was devastating for Winifred, but she concealed her pain. ‘In June, Vera will go,’ she wrote to Jean McWilliam; ‘. . . how shall I live? One thing I am determined on, that I will not fall into the common error of circumstantial victimization.’


On 27 June 1925, Gordon and Vera were married in a Roman Catholic ceremony at St James’s Church in Spanish Place. Vera wore an ivory satin gown with a long veil. Winifred was the only bridesmaid, wearing their favourite colours: a blue dress and a mauve shawl, and carrying a large bouquet of blue and mauve delphiniums. After the ceremony she went back to the empty flat alone. ‘I like, respect [Gordon],’ she wrote to Jean McWilliam, ‘. . . and I’m very happy, though it means losing Vera’s companionship.’ And to Gordon she wrote: ‘When you return to England you will find I have effected quite a neat and painless divorce.’


Vera’s marriage meant drastic changes in the friendship. Winifred had thought she could gallantly hand her over to Gordon. She expected to be the dependable mutual friend. Gordon, however, wanted to establish a triangular relationship with Winifred as quasi-parents to Vera, a precious and fragile child. On his wedding night, before the couple left for a hectic four-week honeymoon to five European countries, Gordon wrote to Winifred from Dover, promising her that he would take great care of Vera and declaring that ‘the child . . . looks amazingly well . . . Having a husband at present seems to agree with her.’ In reality, although Vera was more than four years older than Winifred, and three years older than Gordon, she enjoyed being cherished as a child. Roland had used the term as well, and Winifred herself had addressed Vera in some letters as ‘child’. So to some degree, the language of parenting worked.


But the power balance of the friendship was altered, with Winifred initially the odd woman out. Gordon assumed a natural husbandly authority over Vera’s desires and needs, and expected primary rights to her time. Vera felt that she had senior status as a married woman, sexually experienced and worldly wise. When Winifred welcomed the honeymooners home to London at the end of July, she was uncharacteristically cross and depressed, and left after two days, claiming she had to nurse Yorkshire relatives with mumps. Vera was concerned by the muted reception, but she did not wonder if her marriage might have anything to do with Winifred’s mood. By the end of the summer, she was calculating the right time to have a baby.


At the end of September, Vera and Gordon left for Cornell and a large apartment on the edge of the campus. At first Vera was very busy, spending hours each afternoon in the library. The apartment had no stove, so she did not have to cook, and they got plenty of exercise walking up and down the hills for breakfast, lunch and dinner in town. But she soon became annoyed by the social customs of an American academic community. The wives of Gordon’s colleagues called on her intrusively and incessantly, and were shocked that she had kept her maiden name. From Vera’s point of view, they were dreary provincial housewives who did not recognise her intellectual status; no one in Ithaca knew she was a writer or had read her work. Socially awkward and on the defensive, she did not make a single woman friend at Cornell.


Meanwhile, Winifred was having a very good time in London. She enjoyed going to the theatre, making new friends and even spending a weekend at the country house of Margaret, Lady Rhondda, the wealthy founder and editor of Time and Tide, the major feminist journal of the post-war period. That autumn Winifred was going to meetings, building her own professional and social network, and teaching in order to make money for a lecture tour of South Africa. In a reversal of their expectations, she was the one giving Vera advice about succeeding in the literary world.










LETTERS



1920


WINIFRED TO VERA


Summer Vacation 1920


Dear Vera,


Here’s the story. It’s a loathsome thing; but I had to write it. It came into my head when I was in London, sitting in the lounge of the Regent’s Palace Hotel, and has been worrying me ever since. I had to write it – but I think it should be burned only as you wanted me to slang an amateur I’ve let you see it. Why does one write beastly things? I want to write happy, jolly songs, and I write ‘The Dead Man’. I want to write clean spacious stories like ‘Anlaby Wold’ and I’ve just finished ‘The Amateur’ – and it’s bad as well as unpleasant. Only real cleverness could save it – and I doubt that.


Don’t overwork. I’ve done two hours today but have been packing and rewriting the story and washing up. I’m just going to do some economic history and it’s twenty to twelve – so goodnight.


love from Winifred


VERA TO WINIFRED


10 Oakwood Court, London W14 | 15 December 1920


My dear Winifred,


Mr Leighton has just been here and as he said a good deal more about your writing (not having seen me since I left your story with him at the end of last vac.). I thought you would like to hear it before I forget it. As it happened, I did not introduce the subject at all but Mother showed him the copy of The Outlook with my ‘All Souls’ Day’ in it – which incidentally he was immensely pleased with – said it was original and could hardly have been improved upon, except that it did not make it clear until half way through whether the person telling the story was a man or woman. He said if he’d known about it he would have made me send it to Chambers’ Journal. Then he read your two poems – without my pointing them out at all – and said, ‘These poems are very good – especially the first. Aren’t they by the friend whose story you showed me?’ Then he went on, ‘She’s capable – she writes well, with pleasantly unexpected little turns of phrase. And her psychology is unusually good – she seems to have a great feeling for what is in people’s minds. It was good even in that story you showed me, but I shouldn’t think that was a typical example of her work. Do you know if she intends to take up a literary career?’ I said I thought so and I believed you were going to write a novel sometime soon about the Yorkshire wolds. He said, ‘Good – that’s splendid.’ So I asked, ‘Can you tell me what she particularly lacks?’ He said, ‘It’s much easier at present to say what she has than what she lacks. Speaking generally I should say the chief thing she lacks is a knowledge of life. And of course every day will remedy that. Her work’s interesting. I should like to see more of it.’


Much love, Vera


WINIFRED TO VERA


Bainesse, Cottingham, East Yorkshire [Christmas Vacation, 1920–1]


My dear,


Your letter was so sympathetic and beautiful and encouraging, that it would be far the most artistic thing to leave the whole matter there and never allude to it again except perhaps in poems! But then I should feel such a hypocrite and it would be so unfair to Harry if we ever met him – as it’s very probable we may when he comes back to England – that I feel compelled to do the inartistic thing and reply – and even explain a little more at the risk of showing you even further what a really hopeless sort of person I am to have any romantic fancies about. (I like people having romantic fancies about me, too.)


If there’s been any disillusion in the past affair, it was on Harry’s side, not mine. He never gave me any sign that he cared for me beyond other people, except the poems and one conversation with Mother about four years ago. These I deliberately laughed at – told him to his face he was soppy – and quite firmly and definitely quashed any romance that might hang round me. Even then I knew, you see, in my heart of hearts, that what he loved was a dream woman whom he called by my name because he knew no one else. And I would not accept his identification of me with his dreams until we had both proved ourselves; for, if he was uncertain of his love for me, I was still more uncertain of mine for him. And we have proved ourselves.


I’ve seen a photograph of Irene, the girl in Guiana, and she is far more like the girl he dreamed of than I could ever be – not only because she is small and slim and dark and wistful, but because, from what I have heard of her, she is brave, and gay, and filled with a passion for all beautiful things, an artist to her finger tips (she is a pianist) and has travelled into the strange places of the world. I do not know much about them both, except from his mother, but as far as I can judge, she loves him as I should never have done – as a wife should – not as a rather patronising and superior friend, who, while she reserves the right to criticize, still harbours a secret desire for all the romantic trimmings of life.


He was right – he had a perfect right to love whom he liked. I set myself at work to leave him perfectly free from the first moment I knew he loved me. The most incriminating thing I ever did was to send him that poem, and by the time that came he had been rendered invulnerable by a real love, not a broken dream.


And (I’m not saying this because I’m proud, but because I daren’t accept a sympathy which I don’t deserve) I am not hurt. The only thing I am disillusioned about is my power of holding others – not about him a bit, for the girl fits in with my conception of him far more than I ever should. She is penniless and needs looking after. I am independent, and should have looked after him. I’m glad he has struck out for himself, glad he has made his own choice, not one which his family and friends were always encouraging him to make. They thought I was so suitable! Glad most of all that I did not spoil his life – as I should have done. We were too much alike in lots of ways, and both too independent.


And I realise now what I suspected before, that I had no more love for him than for a friend – and that I still have, only stronger because it is clear of all illusions – about myself, not him. I only wanted romance. I felt a bit ‘Dead Manish’ so played with the most romantic thing that ever happened to me, until I almost believed it was real – almost, not quite.


All the same, I meant my poem, and I’m glad you like it. What a screed and what an egotistical one. You don’t know what a temptation it was, though, to let your letter pass and pretend that I deserved it, I was the brave, strong-souled person it makes me out to be. I’m not, dear; it isn’t brave not to cry about something that doesn’t hurt. I shed far more bitter tears over a Richard paper that I wanted desperately to do and which came out as heavy as dough that wouldn’t rise i’ the baking.


My new black dress has come, and I wear it this evening to go dazzle the aunts in Driffield. Grace and I are on show tonight. It will be ‘dear Grace!’, ‘dear Winifred’ – and when we’ve gone – ‘My dear – that younger girl of Alice’s grows more gawky and weird every day. I don’t know why Alice lets her go to this Oxford; she never did do her duty by her children!’


I’m not nearly through with my one volume of Charters, let alone the rest – I am trying to make up my mind to eschew festivities. I’ve given up one dance in Hull already. There are three more in the offing and the opera in Hull – the best Carlo Rosa straight from London and Samson and Delilah on Monday. Was ever woman in this workaday world so set about with temptations?


Yours, tempted but determined, Winifred


1921


WINIFRED TO VERA


Bainesse, Cottingham, East Yorkshire | Easter Vacation 1921 [c. 27 March 1921]


My dear –


There never was a game so well worth playing as the one where the fates play against you with loaded dice. It looks as though they’d put on no end of weight this time, but you’ve got the brains and you’ve got the pluck, and you shall win out. Never mind about the old books. I’m nothing like ready yet. Keep them as long as you like to snatch at in between gargles. You once said – or you said several times – that you would rather be a woman than a man, because the man has no disadvantages to fight. It was a gallant wish – and it rather looks as though life had taken up the challenge. But you’ll do it. With every disadvantage from the beginning, lack of preparation, weariness of effort, disturbance during term and the vacation, your own health – or the lack of it – and now this. It’s a kind of obstacle race, with each obstacle growing more fearsome; but you’ll win, all the same. Thank goodness it isn’t solid knowledge they need, so much as ability to use it.
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