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INTRODUCTION



‘You’re as young as you feel, surely?’


‘It’s a pity, but yes, dat’s right!’ At 102, Olive inverts my cliché and laughs loudly. She is surrounded by the paraphernalia of old age: walking frames, pill pots, pads and plasters, dusty corners and disinfectant. Assistance is required to get dressed and go to bed. Carers drop in three times a day, they comb and plait her hair, cut her nails, wash her body and prepare her food. Captive in a reclining chair, physically Olive feels old. She can’t just get up and go – there is no spontaneity any more. A room full of astonishing dresses, sequins, fur and frocks groans overhead; the clothes tell a story of one hundred years. That story is ongoing but Olive can no longer mount the stairs to reach her glittering wardrobe – she has to wait and hope.


When company eventually arrives Olive is transformed; she feasts upon it, slaking her thirst and sitting upright for more – down come the dresses and out pour the stories. She berates me for not visiting sooner: ‘You playin’ away, you cheatin’ on me, eh?’ And there are anecdotes about the doctor who still flirts with her, and St George’s Church, where she’s the star of the show. Olive dips between time zones and continents; childhood and adolescence flash past until we arrive sooner or later in 1950s London. ‘It was a very unusual relationship!’ There is nothing Olive loves more than talking about her late husband, Trinidadian Ray Gordon, whom she met on her first night in the Mother Country’s metropolis. She’s right, the story is complicated, as was the era. A black woman from British Guiana, there’s nothing straightforward about Olive’s life in postwar England. She shakes her head, this is not the time for questions; it is imperative I understand the intensity with which Ray once loved her – ‘I was his illustrious wife!’ – and that in the end, ‘Yes, I can’t tell it otherwise, I’ve had a wonderful life.’ In these moments, Olive is no longer old, she is travelling down a highway of cherry-picked memories, once again a woman in her prime, a player, a beauty, a survivor. She has edited (and re-edited) her Great British century; the highlights are her gift to subsequent generations.


As the scribe, I take what I can get. Olive has no interest in delivering a neat thesis on empire, migration, colour, politics or change over the last century. She wants to tell her story of her life, around which I am permitted to extrapolate historical parallels and analysis. I can ask questions, but if Olive isn’t interested she shrugs and doesn’t answer. One of the first women I met when researching this book, she taught me much about how memory works. I adapted the shape of the unfolding narrative accordingly. This story is the history of six women who have lived one hundred years, specifically the years that followed the political enfranchisement of British women aged thirty and over in 1918. Like so many historical watersheds, that date has provided the raison d’être for a far richer, more nuanced history.


The story spans more than ten decades (the youngest Century Girl was born in 1918), but in the retelling of their lives those decades are rarely accorded equal importance. During our numerous meetings and interviews, Prime Minister Tony Blair and his ‘new dawn’, which claimed the women’s ninth decade, was not touched upon by any one of them. The recent past is tainted with today’s contemporary agenda, and (perhaps more importantly) it is not exclusively their past. When I mentioned Margaret Thatcher (she was a woman after all), I invariably met reluctance, even resistance. Generally, the further back in time, the more vivid the memories and the more willing the storyteller. They are called formative years for a reason. Napoléon Bonaparte famously declared, ‘To understand the man you have to know what was happening in the world when he was twenty.’ Given the political, social and legal restrictions placed upon women at the beginning of the twentieth century, that supposition works even better when applied to girls born during the First World War; these were young women who came of age when the political tumult of W. H. Auden’s ‘low dishonest decade’ approached its grisly climax.


There are exceptions. Olive’s desire to focus her story predominantly in the 1950s is unusual for a woman born in 1915, but understandable. Those first challenging years in London decided the rest of her life. Nor will everyone admit to having a defining moment or epoch. Joyce is an academic; to gain access to the revered world she inhabits I gave a lecture at her former Oxford college. In return, the Principal of Somerville wrote to her most senior alumna and asked if Joyce would grant me a hearing. Dr J. M. Reynolds has been engaged in the pursuit of learning most of her life; an honorary fellow at Newnham College, Cambridge, Joyce is still working, with a reputation to maintain – it has always been thus. She resists the suggestion that she belongs to one particular era but does concede that perhaps ‘how one arrives at a destination is the most interesting bit’. Following Napoléon’s benchmark, at twenty she was already at Oxford University and would defy the odds to emerge, mid-World War Two, with a first-class Classics degree. An achievement which set her up for life. However, she is clear that ‘today, what I do now, I don’t consider it a diminishment, it’s just as important as it has always been. Only I do get very tired.’ Whatever her protestations, Joyce’s manners, her speech, even her style belong to another era. To sit and listen to her trained, resonant voice is an evocative delight, made all the more extraordinary when she expounds a broad sweep of liberal views.


Joyce was born in 1918, a month after the First World War’s November armistice. She is the product of a distant, very different world and yet in conversation many of her opinions are contemporary. ‘I suppose I have always worked with students and in that respect I was part of the change that was taking place. I find young people interesting.’ A fascinating blend of old and new, Joyce has been an astute guide; a witness to decades of incremental social progress, she didn’t need to be part of a new world to understand it. And yet she chides me when I take a generalisation too far, or get overexcited about modernisation. ‘We cannot rely on progress. Most certainly not!’ Joyce has studied the rise and fall of empires; she is also a woman who has lived through the gradual flowering of free tertiary education and its subsequent decline. Dr Reynolds has been at university a very long time.


Perhaps the best of us never stop learning. An enthusiastic correspondent, in our first written exchange centenarian Helena Jones explained, ‘I am going to a monthly political meeting tonight and it’s poetry club tomorrow night!’ Four weeks later, bent double (surely in constant pain?), she walks out of her little home in Brecon to welcome my arrival in a swirl of snow. ‘Well! We haven’t had proper snow in this part of Wales for four years. It’s global warming, you see.’ Helena was recommended by a loyal member of Powys Brecon Women’s Institute. In 2015, the year I started my research for this book, the Welsh WI enjoyed its own centenary celebrations. (The first UK meeting had been held in Anglesey one hundred years earlier.) A century on and two sentences in a newsletter asking for women born in 1918 or before left me fielding calls and emails for over a week. Seven women got in contact, each proudly informing me of their very own Welsh centenarian. The numbers belied a larger trend. There are approximately 14,000 people over a hundred alive today in Britain; the figures are unprecedented. The Department of Work and Pensions, which oversees the administration of the Queen’s birthday cards, now employs a seven-strong ‘centenarian team’ just to keep track of the nation’s oldest subjects. Meanwhile, I quickly realised that living for one hundred years wasn’t enough to qualify as a Century Girl. In Wrexham, a miner’s wife was still going at 104 years old, but her daughter admitted, ‘I suppose Mum’s a bit forgetful now and again’; a Scottish centenarian nurse who married a Cardiff GP was introduced to me by a proud neighbour, but she confessed, ‘I’m quite a private person, so it might not be for me’; and I received a hopeful email about a very old department store sales assistant, who, on further research, wouldn’t manage to talk for longer than an hour. (Being one hundred takes it out of you.) And then there was Helena Jones.


Vital, exceptional, dramatic, in very old age Helena has become something of a celebrity in her Breconshire locality. Fortunately, she revels in the attention. ‘I’ve got my picture in the B&R* again this week! Making Welsh cakes on the street to raise funds for Trallong Eisteddfod, with all my friends . . . I haven’t missed a year since 1984. It’s good fun. Every police officer that passes begs for a Welsh cake!’ In 1916, Helena was born into a farming family; one of eight, dependent on meagre acreage and a pony and trap, she grew up in a world minus modern contraception and incessant motor cars. Everything has changed save the silhouette of Brecon’s Beacons and the recipe for Welsh cakes. Even Helena is not the same person as she was back then. How could she be? ‘But that’s a good thing,’ she reassures me before doling out advice for girls today. ‘It all depends who you are . . . let that decide what you are going to do because life is too short to be unhappy. I’ve been very lucky, I’ve always loved my work.’ Although drawn from her own experience, this advice has a telling contemporary resonance; meaningful choice for (most) girls is a recent phenomenon.


Edna smiles. She doesn’t mind me admitting that she is the poorest woman in this book. That elixir of modern life, choice – the elusive gamble we value and chase above all else – simply didn’t exist for Edna and legions of other young girls born a century ago. She is very sad about that but refuses to let the past dictate the way she lives the present. ‘You see, I’ve been far happier in the second part of my life. Before that it was hard.’ For hours, we sit and discuss why Edna was dealt such a difficult hand – a slip of a girl, she was forced into domestic service at the tender age of fourteen. A product of rural England, Edna is very different from Helena, her contemporary in rural Wales. No two women growing up in Great Britain one hundred years ago share the same narrative, but perhaps it is in the peaks and troughs, where similarities collide and differences stand out, that the next generation is really able to learn about a Britain that no longer exists. I admit to Edna that early on she was a must-have character for the book – not just for her impeccable hearing and wise words during our first telephone conversations, and later those soft beguiling green eyes that still feel and understand, but because of the poverty and restriction that’s accompanied so much of her life. ‘And look at me now!’ she laughs. Edna knows her challenging life has novelty value in modern Britain – thankfully she’s willing to share it.


Halfway through 2016, I had found four Century Girls. Olive an immigrant from British Guiana, Joyce an Oxbridge academic, Helena a crofter’s daughter and Edna an English servant. As my voice recorder filled up with their stories, I had to acknowledge my hand in the selection of each one. The breadth of Great Britain’s narrative over the last hundred years insisted that the women in this book spanned different social classes, different nations, different ethnicities. I first saw Olive on a BBC1 documentary The Age of Loneliness. She was filmed at a charitable tea party with other elderly people, in her sitting room bemoaning the absence of friends, and rifling through sepia photographs of a family life that has since disappeared. I cried out at the television – I wanted access to the woman behind the pictures, a woman who had the gumption to move her life from one corner of the globe to another. Instead, the documentary cut away to a different corner of lonely Britain. It took two months to track down Olive; she was hard to reach for a lonely person. I was immediately honest: ‘I want your story.’ She replied, ‘Well I want to tell it, it is time.’ There is an exotic otherness to Olive’s early life that contrasts sharply with the nostalgic drudgery of Edna’s upbringing in Lincolnshire. So too a riveting juxtaposition that exists between the vast imperial project that defined Olive thousands of miles away in Guyana* and the Welsh corner of the British Mother Country where Helena has been pocketed almost all her life. The hurly-burly of gender politics has seen women’s lives change unrecognisably in the last hundred years and that unsteady trajectory dictates the thrust of much of this book, but the ‘liberation’ of women is just one among an assault of changes that has swept British life. Womanhood means something totally different in today’s world, but so too does Britishness and all that it encompasses. Hierarchies and identities which once defined people’s daily lives no longer exist. Nothing is the same. Edna agrees. ‘Nothing! Nowadays people don’t even know what being poor means.’


Edna is a terrific woman, mindful, wise and modest. Ditto Helena, Joyce and Olive, for very different reasons. But how many women can a reader genuinely care about over a 300-page story? The truth is I don’t know. I care about more centenarians than the six etched into the fabric of this book but I have met these women face to face, photographed them, recorded them and played with their lives on the page. Of course I care. A good narrative demands empathy; too many women would water down the intimacy of each story, too few would leave the nation’s story unjustifiably shorn, so I limited the cast of Century Girls to six. I might have eked out that number to seven or eight but there was no need. As soon as I’d met the final two, Phyllis and Ann, one seated in our archipelago’s most northerly capital, the other in salubrious south-west London, I knew the diverse canvas of their long lives more than did justice to Britain’s modern century. Six was sufficient.


Phyllis has lived in Scotland from the age of twenty-three. At one hundred, she remains alert and mobile; the spread for lunch is entirely her own making and I never leave without a tin of home-baked shortbread thrust under one arm. In many respects, Phyllis is an archetypal old-fashioned Edinburgh widow. Conspiratorially (fully aware of how times have changed), she will share her doubts about working mothers. ‘I think they should spend more time with their children. When the kiddies are wee, I think it’s important they’re with their mother.’ In old age, Phyllis plays a convincing traditionalist, but her views are far from one-dimensional. In the same breath, she will tell you, ‘I never liked babies myself, I was a tomboy, you see.’ Phyllis was born in British India, where her father’s capacity for work propped up the end of empire and an ever-expanding brood of children. No wonder Phyllis didn’t think much of babies. She liked her dad and shooting for the pot, joining the mela and swimming in the river. Her face creases in delight; the shadow of a young girl is there in her bright eyes and the same child is smiling out audaciously from numerous photographs. ‘Father was a keen photographer.’ Phyllis is a chameleon – that’s how she survived the journey between different continents and epochs. But it is British India, her childhood home, that dominates Phyllis’s story. Her son Geoff is insistent: ‘To understand Mum, you have to understand the British Raj.’ Neat longhand in numerous notebooks, her own meticulous recollections reiterate this early focus. Memoirs, photograph albums and Phyllis’s vital mind, on a sofa in Edinburgh together we time travel, and I am reminded this is less a story about extreme old age, but rather a story told by extremely old women.


And, finally, there is Ann. Brainy, well connected, thoroughly independent and highly amusing, thank goodness I found Ann in the hot summer of 2016. ‘You’re coming tomorrow? Okay, well my forgettery is terrible, so I’d better write that down.’ We speak often, most recently on the telephone last night; at her own request, she has been proofing the Century Girls manuscript. Apparently, I’ve much work to do – somewhat terrifyingly, Ann has already ‘made over six sides of corrections on my life alone!’ A wordsmith and fully ‘compos mentis’, by the time you’re reading this, the text will have passed its harshest critic. She explained the process has taken rather longer than she would normally expect, as her 105-year-old sister, Elizabeth, died last week. Finally, aged 103, Ann is the matriarch of the sprawling, accomplished Sidgwick family. She is also the indisputable matriarch of this book and therefore the natural starting point for what comes next – a story about six remarkable women: Olive, Joyce, Helena, Edna, Phyllis and Ann.


I hope you enjoy getting to know them as much as I did.





* Brecon & Radnor Express.


* Upon Independence in 1966 British Guiana became Guyana. In this book when referred to as British Guiana the spelling of Guiana with an i will be used, otherwise it will be Guyana.





THE CENTURY GIRLS



IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE
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Ann Baer (née Sidgwick), b. 4 April 1914


A London bohemian, an artistic entrepreneur, a wordsmith
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Joyce Maire Reynolds, b. 18 December 1918


A scholarship girl, an Oxford classicist, a Cambridge Fellow











[image: image]

Edna Cripps (née Johnson), b. 13 August 1915


A Lincolnshire lass, a servant girl, an English patriot
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Helena Jones, b. 27 August 1916


A Welsh woman, a Breconshire farmer, a schoolteacher, a National Eisteddfod champion
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Olive Mable Gordon (née Higgins), b. 1 May 1915


A child of empire, a Guyanese dressmaker, a London migrant, an ‘illustrious wife!’
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Phyllis Ramsay (née Gargan), b. 15 July 1917


An Indian-born nurse, a wartime factory girl, a Scottish housewife










CHAPTER ONE


A RICHER DUST CONCEALED



ANN


Ann Baer (née Sidgwick) is matter-of-fact about the privileged world she once inhabited. There was Mary, a fecund Anglican mother, Frank, a tall creative father, a maid called Missy and a clutch of siblings romping around a spacious nursery in the English shires. Born in the spring of 1914, baby Ann arrived just before the First World War, that giant killing spree that inured humanity to modern horror. Her first steps were taken in the shadow of death. The arc of this unimaginably long life stretches right through to the present day where now, 103 years later, Ann lives alone in Richmond upon Thames; a spectacular individual who accidentally embodies so many stereotypes of her age. Stoic. Resilient. Remarkable. ‘Am I? What choice do I have?’ She doesn’t even covet the company of television. ‘I’ve never had a television, so how could I possibly miss it?’ She first talked on the telephone when it was screwed to the wall in the downstairs cloakroom, somewhere between the galoshes and the washbasin.


Very old age is an abstract concept, almost impossible for younger bystanders to fully comprehend. Platitudes about war and duty and endurance don’t begin to make sense of how far back Ann reaches. It requires her own inimitable style to do that. Ann is quirky and artistic; she likes oddities, coincidences and connections that together paint pictures which are entirely otherworldly. These are the teleportals to Ann’s story. Take her anecdote about the name Jeremy – nowadays a commonplace English moniker for a middle-class British (more likely English) boy. But in Ann’s time, it wasn’t. Back then Peter had only just become fashionable, courtesy of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan in 1904 (names have always been susceptible to stardust). Jeremy fared even worse than Peter – Ann is certain most people did not call their children after Beatrix Potter’s fictional frog. Therefore, when her younger brother was christened Jeremy in 1917, it was considered a highly unusual choice. So much so that two years later, her father discovered his writer friend Hugh Walpole had borrowed the name for his eponymous book. Jeremy was a huge hit; a Jeremy trilogy followed. England was inspired and the popular boy’s name Jeremy was born.1


‘You see,’ explains Ann, ‘it’s fascinating. There have been all sorts of little coincidences like this throughout my life.’ (Her familial anecdotes stretch back as far as Charlotte Brontë.) But surprise on her part is misplaced. After all Ann grew up in a very different version of England; it was an imperial epicentre where class structure was more rigid, social circles – especially influential ones – much smaller and the population 20 million lighter. Ann’s family inhabited a prestigious literary stratum in this tailored hierarchy.




I suppose I was born into a sort of Establishment, yes. My parents got engaged walking on Richmond Green, but what Father never knew is that Mother had a rat in her muff at the time of asking. She loved pets. Perhaps he wouldn’t have proposed had he known. Then I wouldn’t be talking to you today.




Does she miss her other life? ‘To quote Bernard Shaw, “I miss the man I used to be.’’’ It’s an apt reply, for above all else, Ann’s generation was born into a man’s world.


That the famous historian A. J. P. Taylor starts his odyssey through English history between 1914–45 from the perspective of ‘a sensible law-abiding Englishman’ is not surprising. He was a product of his time and writing about an era when men were fully in control. Before the Great War, Taylor’s Englishman ‘could live where he liked and as he liked’.2 Not so an Englishwoman; if married she was invariably her spouse’s dependant; any children belonged to her husband, as did the exclusive right to cry foul play in marriage. Women were poorer, less well protected and barred from vast swathes of public life. Nor was there much they could do about the ignominy of their situation. They had no voice. Women were not enfranchised.* Since 1832, votes for women had been on the agenda, an uncomfortable and growing controversy that politically minded Victorian men carefully picked their way around, fearful of relinquishing their own protected status. Soon, women could vote in imperial New Zealand and Australia but not in the Mother Country. The groundswell of indignation gathered momentum. Millicent Fawcett was the punctilious champion behind the push to grant an elite educated sisterhood the vote. But progress was slow. By the turn of the century, the flamboyant Pankhursts had bigger ideas; the heft of working-class women was needed and rules would have to be broken. ‘Civil war’ was declared. By the time Ann was born in 1914, women were rioting, striking, marching and starving themselves to death to obtain the ultimate remedy – the right to vote.


Ann was just a baby. Her mother, ‘a good-looking woman with chocolate-coloured hair’, continued to churn out children (four by 1917, two more followed in quick succession). There was little time for public protest, which anyway ceased shortly after Ann’s nativity in honour of a greater violence – war. ‘One of our neighbours, a woman that we didn’t much care for, we were told by my mother, had been an active suffragette.’ Ann shrugs. ‘I called my doll Panky after her. You know, by then it was all in the past.’ She adds, ‘I feel I don’t give you the answers you want.’ But why would girls of her generation care? Enfranchisement was not their fight and the subject a distant memory by the time Ann reached adulthood. The volte-face had come in the war, when women’s labour proved essential. They emerged with a clear national value in 1918. Meanwhile, the electorate was sufficiently broadened to make the (partial) enfranchisement of the fairer sex a less terrifying prospect. Women over thirty could vote in the 1918 general election (that discounted Ann’s mother, a pregnant mother of four).


There was little cleavage between the family’s well-established bohemian style and the suffragettes’ bawdy antics. Nonetheless, pioneering Frank, a meticulous man, would make sure all four daughters were equipped to tackle a modern world where women had just pushed down a door few knew how to walk through. The Sidgwick pedigree for education began early – all six children were subjected to the Greek alphabet on the nursery wall. ‘My grandfather used to translate English nursery rhymes into Greek and Mother learnt them automatically and recited them to us.’ Physical agility matched mental stimulation.




I remember a swing in the nursery. The ceiling had wooden beams across it and my father screwed in thick hooks, and we could hook in two ropes and then we could hook the seat on the bottom or we could hook a trapeze bar or leather-covered rings, so we were always doing gymnastics. We were surprised to find that when we went to school, in their little gymnasium, the other children couldn’t turn somersaults easily and climb ropes and so on.




Boys and girls tumbled together in the Sidgwick household. ‘Well I was the second eldest child, behind my sister Elizabeth. There were four girls so we outnumbered my brothers, Jeremy and Christopher. I didn’t feel it was a disadvantage being a girl. No.’ A statuesque woman with the posture of a Victorian at the age of 103, she held her own against predominantly younger siblings, as did the sextet of Sidgwick children among their peers in the Buckinghamshire village of Great Missenden.


Exactly one hundred years after Ann was born, the Guardian declared that Great Missenden ‘has been prime stockbroker belt for over a century’. For the Telegraph, it remains in the top five locations to bring up an English family. Small wonder Roald Dahl chose it as his home and literary inspiration in the 1950s. But Frank Sidgwick got there well before him, identifying the irresistible charms of this English village just as they were becoming attractive to an insecure post-war world. The timeless qualities are the same ones that still impress today’s broadsheets. ‘Ancient beech woods, deep valleys, rolling Chiltern Hills, higgledy-piggledy streets.’3 Even then it had easy rail links to London’s financial quarter. But, crucially, Ann’s father was not a stockbroker. Frank was an esteemed publisher and talented, irreverent wordsmith (The Times wrote in a glowing obituary in 1939).4 The Sidgwicks were a touch classier than the average Buckinghamshire family.


Like many stories from this period, Frank’s rise in the world of publishing was bittersweet. His firm, Sidgwick & Jackson, made serious money with the publication of Rupert Brooke’s 1914 and Other Poems. It is typical of Frank’s vision to have scooped up the talented Brooke before he fatally went off to war. ‘The handsomest young man in England’ had his prophetic words read out in St Paul’s Cathedral in April 1915.




If I should die think only this of me,


That there is some corner of a foreign field


That is for ever England.




Within three weeks, Rupert Brooke was dead. The same war killed Frank’s publishing partner and his brother Hugh. Brooke’s gallant poetry masked gruesome loss. Frank was still standing, but much changed. Perhaps he is the root of Ann’s robust realism; certainly no one influenced her more. ‘The words of “Land of Hope and Glory”, they were written by my father’s first cousin – Arthur Christopher Benson, his father was the Archbishop of Canterbury.’ She recalls a patriotic festival at which the hymn was on the musical programme.




Land of hope and glory, mother of the free,


How shall we extol thee, who are born of thee?




Years later, her father confided, ‘I’ve never sung more loudly or more cynically.’ Even when it came from the depths of their extended family, the Sidgwicks didn’t buy into conventional British tub-thumping, especially after 1918. Each town would bear its own memorial to the dead. Pain ran deep and Ann is sure everything was different: ‘The idea of hope and of an easy future was dissipated.’ She doesn’t remember talk of votes for women but war talk was everywhere. ‘I was surrounded by it. The adult population was stunned.’ Ann had an imaginary friend called Veevee. She recalls, ‘Veevee’s father had black, khaki clothes and he met a German, and the German took him to the other end of the world.’ The story does not end happily. ‘The German took a spear with a light on the end of it – and so Veevee’s father died.’5


In early childhood, Ann was cushioned in a sunlit nursery, swinging upwards to the beamed ceiling, but already this little girl knew that the world was not straightforward. Nor did her mother’s devotion to an Anglican Lord and Ann’s Sunday obligation to the catechism provide any reassurance. ‘I am not religious. No, I never have been. There are several things in my life I avoid and church is one of them.’ It was not unusual to question God by the twentieth century and a futile world war had done little to allay fears – why had the Lord let this happen? Conventional religion had begun its downward spiral. Nonetheless, Ann’s unapologetic rejection of the Christian message was indicative of a free spirit. She won’t be drawn on her personality – ‘I can’t answer in black and white terms’ – but the recollection of her first day at school is unambiguous. All the Sidgwicks began their education in Whitefields, a fee-paying elementary school bang next door to their house in Great Missenden. Her father removed a few boards from the adjoining fence to provide his children with ease of access in the mornings. But the proximity to home provided little succour.




I can remember very clearly the first day, going, sitting on the brick steps on the porch of our house and putting on my shoes, and looking at the rain falling gently in the shadows of the trees of our garden and thinking to myself, ‘It’s not just today, it’s tomorrow, and the next day, and the next day, and the next day. I shall never be free again.’




JOYCE


Born in April 1914, Ann is the oldest woman in this story. Joyce Reynolds is the youngest. Baby Joyce arrived near the border where London meets Essex just one month after the armistice, in December 1918. ‘I was born at home, with a midwife and a doctor in the room. My mother couldn’t bear the midwife. Halfway through the pains she said, “Enjoying yourself, dearie?” ’ Joyce is still angry on her mother Nellie’s behalf. ‘It was totally unsympathetic! Absolutely shocking.’ The recollection is comforting for its domestic detail and filial loyalty. No Germans with spears loiter among Joyce’s early memories; family connections did not link the Reynoldses to a prematurely dead officer class. Instead, cheeringly, during the war schoolteacher Nellie Farmer had fallen in love and got married to a civil servant called William Reynolds. Nellie came from earthy East End stock – the family album is full of faded pictures of young men in worn leather boots and women with bat-wings of hair scooped clean of their foreheads, aprons protecting their skirts. At the turn of the century Joyce’s mother was part of a large working London family, replete with soldiers and servants and carpenters who enjoyed a singsong and a jar of beer.


Over one hundred years later her daughter is sitting erect but comfortable in front of a cluttered writing table, flanked by a wall of books. Joyce’s diction is smart and her conversation educated and precise. With a fixed, inscrutable gaze and her grey hair swept back, on first meeting she is an intimidating prospect. Joyce doesn’t suffer fools (or foolish questions). She is the product of a rigorous intellectual upbringing that actively sought out the new opportunities available in early twentieth-century Britain. Within one generation, her mother would travel from the steps of a Walthamstow tenement to a charming residential house in a London suburb (the Essex border was a stop along the way). Joyce, an esteemed Cambridge academic, completed that process of self-betterment.


‘Highams Park was the station before Chingford on the train from Liverpool Street. We lived on Preston Avenue, number 41, and just a minute away there were fields with cows in them.’ Joyce concedes that perhaps back then there were even ‘real people who had been born and brought up there, but it was already becoming townified’. Instead of cows, the immediate vicinity now offers a pink Glitz & Glam nail parlour, Sea Breeze fish and chips, and a convenience store; a smattering of modern services for the same red-brick, end-of-terrace Edwardian house that still stands with its well-appointed windows and pocket-handkerchief garden. A hundred years ago, Joyce’s parents had gone to considerable efforts to buy the house. Like the Sidgwicks and thousands of other couples, they wanted a home within reach of central London. ‘I developed a rather good forehand drive against the brick wall of the house; all other games I was no good at.’ This was an ideal place to bring up a family but a little slice of convenient real estate came at a cost. Joyce laughs, ‘Yes, I do remember Father hanging up his bowler hat at the end of every day.’ William Reynolds endured a daily commute back and forth on the train into Westminster. Civil servants also had to work a Saturday morning; the week was long but, one senses, well worth it. William, from a modest family of Methodists, had capitalised on an increasing commitment to nationwide education in the late nineteenth century. In general, the results were patchy and hard to obtain, but diligent William won a scholarship to the local grammar school, later supplementing his education with additional evening classes. The end result was a stimulating job in Westminster. ‘He loved his work.’ Joyce is sure of this.


The purchase of the family house on Preston Avenue confirmed the family’s arrival into the rapidly growing middle classes. The trend towards ‘the professions’ had begun under the Victorians. This much-heralded section of society came into its own during the war – mass destruction needed management. Civil servant numbers more than doubled to 130,000 in four years.6 As the government expanded to cope with the impact and aftermath of a total war, power increasingly lay behind the scenes. William Reynolds was well placed to capitalise on a changed social and economic landscape. ‘He worked in a part of the Ministry of Labour called the Industrial Court. He was the Secretary. This was a court to which disputes were brought between owners and workers.’


As weary George V looked out over the unhappy crowds from the safety of his royal balcony, he surmised that the war had been an unsettling time for monarchy. Typically for this modest king, his was an understatement. Across Europe, social upheaval, revolt and the spectre of communism cast long shadows. Britain’s own brief post-war bubble burst in 1920; unemployment, strikes, socialism, the labour movement and unions pressed forward scary new ideas in an unsettled land. It seems appropriate that William Reynolds, part of a new generation of socially mobile, educated men, was on hand to mediate between the discontented worker and his economic master. Britain’s industrial heartlands contracted under stubborn unemployment; William, based in the opulent South East, would attend hearings all over the country, secure in the knowledge that the sanctuary of a new home awaited his return.


Joyce recalls the evening meal with Father: ‘Mother prepared it. Yes, I think we did have fish on a Friday. If he had been at an industrial hearing, he would bring home sweet stuffs from that region. Mostly they were delicious but I hated Pontefract cakes.’ Her father’s departure and arrival punctuated an early childhood of simple pleasures. ‘The milkman delivered in a cart drawn by a horse and if I had been good I was allowed to give a piece of sugar to the horse. I can remember very strongly the horse licking my hand. I still feel his tongue.’ For company, there were snatched chats over the fence with the neighbour’s daughter, Margaret, a lump older than Joyce, with masses of fluffy hair. These were memorable meetings but other children proved harder to reach. ‘There were two little girls at the far end of the garden but it wasn’t so easy to chat over that fence.’ Otherwise home alone with Mother, Joyce had to wait four and a half years for the arrival of her only brother, David. Unimpressed with the midwife, this time Nellie opted for a private nursing home, Twilight Sleep. The name evokes a smile. ‘My father took me to visit. He went to see his wife and I was left in a great room full of babies. I stood by this little infant in a cot and he opened his eyes. When I was taken to see Mother I remember saying, “His eyes are blue!” ’ Joyce’s delight with her new companion was palpable, and a photograph captures this joy – big sister in a wicker chair proudly clutching a terrified-looking baby David. ‘We became great friends.’
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Interwar prime minister Stanley Baldwin, with his reassuring English manner, spoke for many when he commented, ‘There is nothing in the first twenty years after the war that can make good to this country the loss of so many men.’7 The pall of pointless death hung over Britain for two decades. ‘Have you heard news of my boy Jack?’ wrote Rudyard Kipling mournfully. Over three quarters of a million young men didn’t come home after 1918. Others, maimed and sick, stood around in branded blue hospital garb, tarnished for life. Small wonder then that the birth of a baby boy was often savoured as a miraculous event. Here was a new male bud, full of promise and potential. Many girls, including women featured in this book, recall the preferential treatment their brothers received. But not so Joyce, nor Ann. The absolute certainty that they were treated no differently from their brothers is very unusual. Perhaps it is no coincidence that these two women, both exceptional in later life, were treated exceptionally as children, or more specifically as girls. Ann gestures, almost blasé. ‘Oh, Father was all for women’s education! Women’s education was a sort of Sidgwick thing. It was important. Father’s sisters went to Oxford High School for Girls.’*


Joyce is equally adamant. ‘My mother minded very much that her daughter should be well educated. She resented the fact that in her own family her father was prepared to educate her brothers more than he was prepared to educate his daughters.’ Nellie Reynolds was ideally placed to ensure her own daughter was not sidelined in the same way. ‘Mother was a primary school teacher and she was a very, very good one. She taught the first year in reception – normally she had a class of sixty with no assistants – and if they couldn’t all read and write at the end of a year she said, “I was ashamed of myself.’’’ Once married, the sole receptacles for Nellie’s extraordinarily energetic teaching were her two children. She oversaw a creative programme. While others were still chastising ‘the Hun’, Joyce, not yet eight years old, was conjugating German verbs under the supervision of perhaps the only German in Highams Park.




My mother, who felt very strongly in favour of internationalism and that there shouldn’t be another world war, invited this lady to come and teach us German. I can half remember her face. It was rather exciting and subsequently the only German I could ever talk was what she’d taught me.




Visionary, a pioneer even, surely Nellie was an early feminist? Joyce shakes her head. ‘There was no such term then.’ Joyce doesn’t tolerate retrospective, loose generalisations but she does concede that her mother provided a formidable early education. The seed of learning was planted early, and amidst piles of papers and jottings, Joyce’s academic engagement continues today. ‘You can come only if you don’t stay too long, I have a lot of work to do.’ In her ninety-ninth year, time is short.


EDNA


Although from very different backgrounds, Joyce and Ann were both born into loving, progressive, relatively affluent families. Psychologists now tell us that these early years are crucial, developmentally more important than any other time – in which case both girls were set fair to handle whatever life threw at them. Not everyone was so fortunate. Up a wheelchair ramp, inside a purpose-built semi in a Wiltshire close, 102-year-old Edna Cripps puts down her Cup a Soup and shakes her head. She always knew things weren’t fair, her certainty the gift of someone born at the bottom of the pile. From Jane Austen to Virginia Woolf, the public voice and image representing women for nearly a century was overwhelmingly middle class, but most girls born during the Great War were poor and baby Edna, arriving in August 1915, was no exception.


For hundreds of years her family’s fate had been linked to the Welby dynasty in Denton, a small Lincolnshire village.




I can remember that by the time I was born, there was my granddad, the estate carpenter, Uncle William, the estate shepherd, there was Uncle Tom, who worked at the dairies, and Uncle Harry, as we called him, he used to drive the manor van – that was horses in those days. My mum worked up in the big house.




Edna’s ability to reel off her family’s long service for the Welbys belies a certain pride. After all, Sir Charles Welby, 5th Baronet, was quite a man – a Conservative MP, prime mover and shaker in Lincolnshire local government and personal friend of Neville Chamberlain. Edna talks enthusiastically about Denton’s overlord – the marriages, the mishaps and the fire in the manor. Her knowledge is encyclopaedic and impersonal.




Oh no! We never mixed, they were titled folk. But I can’t say we never saw them because they always went to church. Sir Charles read the lesson and they had a special pew at the front. We liked to see what the children were wearing. We never talked to them, you just didn’t.




Little Edna, hunched over her kneeler, imbibed the word of the Lord and the Anglican-approved social order. ‘You didn’t wave, they came in that way and we came in another. The church clock was always five minutes fast so they were on time. They had a good long walk, mind you, down the drive, around the ponds.’ She retraces their steps with the accuracy of a silent observer: Welby’s daughters in their finery, deigning to grace the local church with their presence before retreating behind the manor gates. Edna lived in a different world in the same village. She enjoyed singing and saying her prayers; a shy girl who understood early on the importance of maintaining standards, she never talked back, especially not to her elders. In many ways, Edna was perfectly equipped for a modest rural life, surrounded by extended family with a loving mother and father. ‘It would have been okay, I think, yes.’ If only she could change one thing. ‘I wish he hadn’t died, if my father hadn’t died, well, that would’ve made all the difference.’


One of Edna’s earliest memories is going to church with her father, a precious moment sitting together on the Sabbath. It is also one of her only memories of her father. Aged just twenty-nine, Mr Johnson died of double pneumonia in the spring of 1920. Double pneumonia? ‘I know, people don’t die of that now.’ The details are cloudy. In a glass cabinet is a picture of a sombre man cross-legged, outside in a bath chair. ‘He must already have been sick then, cos he was sitting down.’ Arms folded, teeth clenched around a pipe, waistcoat neatly fastened over a collarless white shirt, Mr Johnson’s long, handsome face is expressionless. The picture is of a man too young to die. Edna pores forensically over the image, hunting for clues. ‘That was our cottage, it belonged to the estate, it had been Grandpa’s before us.’ The house’s ironstone wall is covered with a climbing rose not yet in bloom, but at Mr Johnson’s feet there are sprays of delicate flowers. ‘It must’ve been the spring shortly before Dad died, he died on 18 April 1920. My brother was born in the September, but Dad was dead by then. I remember him coming in and leaning on the mantelpiece with his hand in his hair.’ She pushes her own hand through a silver thatch. ‘ “I don’t feel well,” he said.’ Six weeks later Mr Johnson was dead, and nearly a hundred years later this one moment captured in time still represents the turning point in Edna’s long life. ‘I was meant to begin school in that September, instead I went to stay with my grandparents in Great Gonerby.’


Mr Johnson had, in keeping with family tradition, done a stint of gardening on the Welby estate, but a job in the local engineering business, Ruston and Hornsby, tempted him to neighbouring Grantham. Riding the wave of expansion heralded by the production of aero-engines during the war, newly married Mr Johnson clocked in and out of the factory gates daily. A married man of independent means, he paid a monthly rent for the estate cottage his father had once received in lieu of additional wages. ‘You see if my father hadn’t died, then maybe I might have gone to Grantham High School like Margaret Thatcher.’ Edna has constructed a mythical other life that might have been, ‘but people in them days died when they weren’t old, that was the problem’. With a dead father (another loss for a village already mourning a slew of young men), the Johnson family’s prospects plummeted. ‘Poor, we were very poor.’ A widow’s pension was 21 shillings. It wasn’t nearly enough to bring up three young children and pay the rent and rates. Mrs Johnson resorted to taking in washing for a shilling (‘I’ve known my mum to be standing up ironing at two o’clock in the morning’) and returned to the Welbys’ enormous mock Tudor manor house for piecemeal work.




My mother was a parlour maid – they look after the dining room table – and Mother would lay the table and wait on the table. I listened from my bed and heard her leave very early in the morning and make her way. It was a long walk through the churchyard and up past the fishponds.




It pains Edna to recall her mother’s weary tread and stooped frame, but she’s insistent it wasn’t all bad. ‘Sir Charles was very good to people like my mum, the widows. At Christmas, people like us got half a ton of coal cos mum was on the list.’ Edna said her prayers every night and thanked God for providing. ‘It could have been much worse, there were people much worse off than us.’ Like Ann, Edna learnt the catechism. She promised to do her duty towards God, her neighbours and, above all else, ‘to do my duty in the state of life which it has pleased God to call me’. A bright girl, it didn’t take Edna long to work out what God had intended for her; the signs were even there in the Lord’s own house. The Johnsons would not have dared sit near the front of Denton’s St Andrew’s Church, which boasted in its northern apex (and still does) a stone monument of a Welby. Fatherless, penniless and isolated in the countryside, it was simply a matter of time before Edna began her working life as a servant.


HELENA


Perhaps it’s a coincidence, but the six women featured in this book, still alive and alert at the time of writing, were the eldest siblings in their respective families and have outlived nearly all their brothers and sisters. (With the exception of Ann, who was the second eldest of six and whose older sister, Elizabeth, died in 2017, in her 106th year.) Welsh-born Helena Jones was the eldest of eight. ‘Yes, Mum didn’t need a maid, she had me. I had seven younger siblings. I looked after them. Can you believe it!’ Actually, when you meet Helena you can believe it.




Oh, you’ve caught me hoovering!


Have a French fancy, go on!


Now, let me make you a cup of tea.




Her crooked, kindly frame and open face are so set that it’s impossible to imagine her any other way. When you hear Helena’s story, you realise there was no other way. ‘Ahh, life revolved around a Sunday morning. We’d go to chapel and I think we used to leave before the sermon, so I’d come home and my mother would’ve bathed the baby. There always seemed to be a baby.’ Aged 101, Helena’s hair is smudged with brown and she still lives in the shadow of the sandstone mountains where she grew up. In a miniature house on the edge of Brecon, a small Welsh market town, she recounts the Sunday routine that defined her youth.




Mother would put the baby in the pram and then I’d have to take the baby and the other children. It was tiring. I remember where we used to go, it would be at least two miles, pushing this big heavy pram so that my mother could prepare lunch and get on with dinner.




She laughs – she loved her brothers and sisters (just one remains), but looking after seven siblings was hard graft. ‘I can remember when I realised there was another baby coming, I used to think, “Oh no! Not again!” There was a real drudgery, wasn’t there? It wasn’t fun being the eldest, you know.’


But being the first born had its perks. John Jones, Helena’s father, was a committed performer; from Welsh farming stock, it was in his blood to sing, worship and work. A revival of the Welsh eisteddfod’s bardic tradition a century earlier ensured there were ample local opportunities for John to showcase his talents. Local eisteddfod festivals peppered the country. Serendipity and genes gifted him an eldest child who shared his passion. Bonded in their work of performance, early on father guided daughter.


‘My father would come in at nine o’clock, having fed the cattle for the night and the horses, and he’d be coming in then to rest and, as soon as he came in, he’d say to my mother, “Well, call her down then.” I’d gone to bed and I had to get up from bed.’ In her nightie, four-year-old Helena would pick her way across the stone slabs and stand on a piece of carpet that was waiting in the middle of the room specifically for her. ‘Reciting for my father, I would have to do the poem two or three times until he was happy, you know, and then I’d go to bed and then I’d compete.’


Helena stops suddenly, just when she is about to broach the subject of her first eisteddfod performance. She has a broader point to make.




One of the best feelings that I can have, and it still applies even in this last eisteddfod: if you’re up on that stage and you have everyone looking at you, listening, and you can hear a pin drop and you’ve got them in the palm of your hands, it gives you a wonderful feeling, a feeling of power in a way.




She touches her 101-year-old finger on a recently won glass trophy. ‘It’s nice, isn’t it?’ She cups it – ‘heavy, too’ – before returning to the past.




The first time was in Cwm Camlais Chapel. We lived about half a mile from the chapel, I suppose, and my father was the treasurer, I remember. They lifted me up to the big seat where the deacon sits and put me to stand on the seat so I could be seen. I recited and I won. I don’t remember much about it, but I can remember even though it was nearly one hundred years ago someone lifted me up.




Inside a modest, white Welsh chapel in the middle of a green field, Helena had her first taste of what she would decades later describe as ‘a wonderful feeling, a feeling of power’. She returned home a winner, perched at the front of her father’s bicycle. ‘None of my brothers and sisters really enjoyed eisteddfods like I did.’ The passion for performance more or less stopped with Helena, who competed in at least eight local eisteddfods a year; only with the benefit of hindsight does she concede that perhaps she was a hard act for her siblings to follow. ‘Glenys says I was the favourite. No. But I enjoyed learning recitation with Father and they didn’t.’ It’s impossible to separate the intimate distinctions that formed and motivated the performer in young Helena, but without doubt her father was the alchemist. Edna is right, what a difference a dad makes.
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A well-matched couple, there were clear differences between Helena’s mother and father. Small, dark, Celtic Ada was from a big South Wales mining family and her father and brothers worked the pits; in contrast, lean, long John was a Welsh-speaking liberal from a farming background. ‘Mother was from the Valleys; she was always a Labour voter and Dad, Liberal. I remember them arguing about it.’ John only joined the miners under duress. In 1914, he was working on the family homestead and that’s where he would have liked to stay. There was widespread apathy towards the war in rural Wales; the chapels held sway and they believed ‘soldiering to be sinful’. But Welshman David Lloyd George (munitions minster from 1915 and prime minister from 1916) did much to persuade his countrymen that the war was a crusade in support of small nations. Soon, John found himself with little choice: either he joined the army or became a miner and helped deliver the black lifeblood of Britain’s war effort. A peaceful man who’d just married Ada, he opted to stay in Wales and dig for coal. Or, as Helena puts it, ‘work in some way in the pits. Isn’t it strange, I never remember him talking about working underground. Maybe he worked above ground.’ Helena still finds the idea that her sylvan father was once a miner odd; a quirk of war that meant his first child was born in the pit village of Seven Sisters during the summer of 1916. The hooters summoning the men back to work were the standout sound of Helena’s earliest years.


By the time war ended, a second baby girl had been born and a third was on the way; John was eyeing up options which would take him and his young family back to the Welsh hills. Helena’s life, in all its full-bodied rural glory, really began once the family moved to Libanus, a small village in the Brecon Beacons, where her father had risked everything he owned, and his future too, on a forty-acre smallholding. ‘I can remember furniture being loaded onto a horse-drawn gambo. What a challenge for a young couple!’ Helena nods her head approvingly. John Jones’s gamble was well timed. Of the two Welsh staples – coal and agriculture – it was the latter which benefited from a boom in prices and profits after 1918. Making a success of their Welsh croft was hard work, but the Jones family didn’t go short.




We always had plenty of food and a pair of best shoes, black lace-up ones for chapel. I remember at the weekend my mother would go shopping and come back with a bag of bananas for a shilling and give us each one, and there was a quarter pound of Toffee Rex for Dad.




In stark contrast to agriculture, by 1921 miners had gone from the top of their country’s wage table to the bottom. Only in Wales had militant pit workers been on strike during the war and industrial action persisted long after, climaxing in the General Strike of 1926. Pit owners demanded longer hours and lower wages of their workers. ‘Nowt doing’ came the robust reply. The chasm between the two sides epitomised a wider class struggle – coal, which fed into every branch of British industrial life, was the symbol for discontent. All the large unions approved a general strike that began on 3 May 1926. Camaraderie ran deep. ‘When there was the very big strike, my uncles, two of them, came up and stayed with us on the farm. You see, in those days if you weren’t working there wasn’t any support. They used to help my father with whatever he was doing.’ When it began, the strike had novel appeal.




I remember going to stay with my gran in Seven Sisters, which had a big colliery. I was walking up through the village and outside the church there was a long queue of children, all holding basins. I said, ‘What are they doing, Nan?’ ‘Oh,’ she said, ‘that is the soup kitchen; cos their fathers are out of work, they are providing food for the children.’




Helena thought the smell so delicious she wanted to join the queue. Meanwhile, back on the farm she loved having her uncles: ‘They used to spoil me, take me for walks and play cards and games with me.’


Inevitably in Wales, where so much of the workforce depended on the pits, the strike’s impact was almost total, but even small children in London’s suburbs never forgot 1926. Eight-year-old Joyce had just left the confines of her mother’s kitchen table in Highams Park to brave Walthamstow County School when the strike stalled the trains. ‘I had to walk the distance, and it was quite a distance, each day. In the mornings my father took me, and in the afternoon perhaps it was the maid.’ But it was not the walk through cow pasture and ribbon development that stood out, rather the one occasion when Joyce’s mother had organised a children’s party. ‘A friend in my form had a brother with a car, and private cars were very rare at that point! The boy carried in his car all my little friends and me. It was a bit dangerous and would not be allowed now. There were a lot of us!’ Not a naturally excitable woman, the novelty of that first hugger-mugger automobile ride has never left Joyce. Gone were the days when paralysing the railways could bring Britain to a standstill; the strike was undermined by mobilising growing numbers of vehicles, driven by well-meaning volunteers, lumbering staples and passengers across the country. A middle-class sigh of relief went up when the strike was called off; even Joyce’s moderate father, with his industrial relations expertise, believed it had gone on too long. But the miners held out. In Wales, Helena remembers the weeks rolled into months. ‘My father said to my mother one day, “Well, if this strike doesn’t end soon your family will have to go back, because we can’t afford to keep them.’’’ John Jones was mindful of just how many children he had to feed by 1926 (‘at least half a dozen of us’). The prospect of shortages frayed family loyalties. After six months, hunger eventually drove all the miners back underground for lower wages and longer hours, Helena’s uncles included.





* They could vote in municipal elections.


* Founded in 1876, Oxford High School for Girls was one of the pioneering independent girls’ schools established in Britain in the latter half of the nineteenth century.




CHAPTER TWO


EDUCATION FOR ALL



EDNA


‘There you are, dear.’ Edna hands me a photograph from the Grantham Journal; under the heading ‘Denton School Revisited’, numerous children smile from wooden benches. Overleaf, Edna has carefully noted the names of her 1927 contemporaries. Johns and Alfs, a Molly and Nellies, and one Edna. The name guide wasn’t necessary; in a simple handmade cotton tunic Edna is unmistakeable – face upturned into a grin, legs obediently folded at the ankle, shoulders hunched in anticipation, the girl in the picture is a happy one.




Oh, school was lovely. We had a lovely headmaster. Mr and Mrs Dove were very elderly and rather old-fashioned. I can see Mrs Dove now; she taught the infants. She wore a long black pinafore and she would answer the school door scratching her head with her pen.




In 1918, ‘Education for All’ was an obvious democratic slogan but its novelty should not be underestimated. Only with the Elementary Education Act in 1880 did school mean school for all children until the age of ten (the 1918 Act extended the leaving age to fourteen). For Edna, those precious years of education took place exclusively within the confines of her local Lincolnshire village.


Denton Elementary School had a headmaster, two mistresses and 120 pupils. A gallery of wooden steps accommodated the youngest children, whose laps made do as desks. Each child had a slate, a chalk and a rag, all eyes projected forward where the teacher focused on basics – reading, writing and arithmetic. Break times were a highlight, as was the warmth in winter from a huge coal fire, its guard strewn with sodden garments that belonged to the children from outlying farms. Edna worked to the gentle hiss of drying clothes. ‘Oh no, I wasn’t mischievous! I was actually very shy.’ She soaked up all that was presented to her, but some aspects of teaching remained a mystery. ‘I was never any good at maths – I discovered I was dyslexic, you know, at the age of ninety. That’s why I failed my eleven-plus.’ Even when pressed, Edna is not exactly sure what she learnt and instead argues that subsequently the ‘school of life’ taught her much more; this indifferent evaluation of the education on offer contradicts her fondness for school itself. Perhaps a clue lies with the ebullient faces in that one class photograph and her description of playtimes chock-full of singing games. ‘Here we come gathering nuts in May’ and ‘The farmer wants a wife’ drifted into the vast expanse of sky beyond the playground. School was fun, and crucially a break from domestic chores.




I was ill a lot, mind. We all were. Sometimes the school was closed when there was an epidemic. I shared a bed with my sister, so she always got everything. One year, I think it was 1925 – yes, that’s right, I was ten. Well, I had yellow jaundice in the spring, I had mumps in the July and measles in the August. There were no vaccinations in those days.




Edna is now 102 years old; her immense longevity proof that she has a staggering constitution. ‘Perhaps I built up resistance!’ she laughs. Her thin body shakes, she coughs and takes a sip of water. It isn’t hard to imagine her as a sickly child, lying in bed waiting for Doctor MacDonald. ‘Dr Mac, we called him. He always came with a hat and briefcase. And leather gloves, of course leather gloves! One glove on his hand and the other glove inside his gloved hand. I can see it now.’ She is distracted by memories, of how she hallucinated when fever gripped in the summer of ’25.




I saw my great-grandmother, I know I did; she was Victorian, I could tell from the clothes. She wore a long, white summer dress and a Victorian bonnet. Widow Johnson, that is who I saw. I have Romany blood, you know, my mum’s mum was from gypsy stock. I never allow people to run down the gypsies.




Edna has sat up in her chair, defiant – there must be no doubt, she saw her great-grandmother and she was a gypsy.


We return to Dr Mac, one of the three pillars of Denton village life, his status shared only by the rector of St Andrew’s Church and Mr Dove, the head teacher. Edna’s childhood was shaped by a masculine trio of moral rectitude, no wonder she remembers the leather gloves at her bedside. She nods – a visit from the doctor was quite an occasion. ‘Oh yes, he had a bag of tricks. A stethoscope and pills. They might’ve been aspirin, I don’t know.’ For the reassuring knowledge that Dr Mac would visit her poorly child, Mrs Johnson paid into a club, a form of local insurance particularly necessary in rural areas. Domestic service wasn’t covered by Lloyd George’s 1911 Insurance Act, the patriarchy was expected to make up the shortfall. Perhaps Mrs Johnson didn’t have to pay very much, Edna’s not sure, but she is certain they were sick a lot. ‘Yes, I suppose it could be dangerous. Occasionally someone died.’ She goes back over the summer of ’25. ‘I know it was that year cos that is the year that Mum left us with a neighbour to go to Uncle Tom’s funeral. I was very weak. The year after that, almost everyone got chickenpox and whooping cough.’ Death lurked in the village. Edna shrugs – she has always lived with death. ‘I tell you something else, we had to take a Beecham’s Pill every Friday night. They came in a little box. No, I’ve no idea what was in them but it must’ve been a laxative cos they made you go to the loo.’ She claps her hands and recalls the slogan, ‘Beecham’s Pills are a very good thing!’


Edna’s right (she usually is), Beecham’s Pills did contain a laxative; unlike other cure-alls, this nineteenth-century combination of ginger, soap and aloe actually impacted on the digestive system.




Hark the herald angels sing,


Beecham’s Pills are just the thing.


Moves ye gently meek and mild,


Two for an adult, one for a child.




Garden vegetables, one tin of laxatives and the odd drop of cod liver oil were the only medicines that stood between the Johnson children and a swarm of possible infections. It would be three more years, in 1928, before Alexander Fleming discovered the life-saving qualities of mould on stale bread, otherwise identified as penicillin. Edna survived her childhood without it.


HELENA


‘I couldn’t wait to go to school.’ Like Edna, Welsh Helena went to her local elementary school and, as with everything else, Helena did school intensely. Aged ninety-one, she even wrote about it in a short book. In My First School, by a Libanus Lass, the reader is gifted a kaleidoscopic sweep of anticipation, joy, gentle bumps and an unfurling love affair.1 Helena is convinced school changed her life. Once again, her father John was the puppetmaster, securing a smallholding one mile from a main road with easy access to Libanus village in time for Helena’s first term. Holding firmly on to her father’s hand, togged out in a fleecy button-up liberty bodice, taped petticoat, bloomers, her ‘best’ brown velvet frock, white pinafore and soft brown boots, she skipped through two meadows, down a high-hedged lane, past Libanus Mill, up the hill and across two stiles, where, beyond a little row of houses, Helena finally came face to face with a big, stone-built building. Surely the biggest building in Wales! Certainly bigger than the chapel where she performed at eisteddfods. There, in the care of a school mistress, John left his daughter clutching a small packet of ham sandwiches.2


It is easy to pick out similarities between Edna’s and Helena’s experiences. Theirs were country schools with a mix of village and farm children, and both were governed by married couples. Mr and Mrs Price ran Libanus (regrettably the marriage bar which restricted the employment of wives left Mrs Price, a superior teacher, with no official role). The women recall obedient, happy atmospheres, abacus counters and inkwells. There was skipping and football with a pig’s bladder, and discipline came from a cane on the wall. If epidemics shut Edna’s school, at Helena’s, rigorous attention was given to medical hygiene – ringworm was a particular scourge for farm children. The 1902 Education Act insisted on annual medical examinations and the results were startling. In 1913, 3 million pupils needed urgent dental attention. Ten years later, Helena wasn’t one of them, but fear of the dentist lingered. ‘He was short and dark, with a stern unsmiling face. His hands were hard and cold, and they tasted of Lysol.’ The school nurse was another dreadful prospect. After a military-style line-up, it was bitter aloes for thumb-suckers and nail-biters and a shaming visit to Mother for those with lice infestations. Helena sat next to Nell: ‘She would scratch her head and lice would fall and crawl on her desk or her shoulders.’ Wary of the pomade and toothcomb, Helena smacked them dead with a school book.3


Rural elementary schools were about covering the basics; survival for a girl meant more than sums, if it meant sums at all. At Libanus, there were big wooden needles and balls of coloured wool, ‘country skills’ that included bulrush-weaving and art lessons with pastels. Meanwhile, the boys maintained the prize-winning schoolhouse garden. Three of Helena’s sisters, like Edna, left Libanus school at fourteen and went into domestic service. ‘Well, what choice was there? In those days, there wasn’t a Woolworths in Brecon.’ Helena, however, was an exception. The clues were there early; a child who was already learning poetry pre-school to impress at local eisteddfods caught the teacher’s eye. She failed a maths times table test one morning and Mr Price (otherwise uninterested) actually bothered to come in from the ‘big’ room to dress her down. ‘You can read and learn poems, why can’t you learn your tables?’ Never again did Mr Price have cause for concern. Five years later, Helena was the headmaster’s first entry for the examination to the county school in Brecon. ‘I had worked hard at writing compositions, reading and doing comprehension, writing out dictation.’ She even gave ‘subject, predicate and object’ her best shot. No stone was unturned. The other children felt sorry for Helena, sitting on her own, unable to talk, taking the test. It led to a second examination in Brecon’s Mount Street County School. Helena, in possession of a new pencil and rubber, was terrified. She need not have been. She would enter the county school in the autumn of 1927, the youngest in her class.
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