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Introduction

The First World War deprived Britain of nearly three-quarters of a million soldiers, slaughtered on the Western Front and elsewhere. They were known as ‘the Flower of Europe’, ‘the Flowers of the Forest’, and ‘the Lost Generation’. Many of them left behind widows and orphans, but enormous numbers of these young men were unmarried when they died. Their deaths bereaved another generation: the thousands of women born, like them, between 1885 and 1905, who unquestioningly believed marriage to be their birthright, only to have it snatched from them by four of the bloodiest years in human history.

Those women started to die off in the 1970s and 80s, and now there are few left, but anyone today over the age of thirty or forty will remember them. In the 1920s when the phenomenon first arose they were known collectively as the Surplus Women, and according to the 1921 Census there were one and three-quarter million of them. I remember as a child in suburban Leeds our neighbour was one of these spinsters. Miss Pease was diminutive and self-effacing; she lived a blamelessly meek and solitary existence in a humble stone terrace house with a cat, a cottage piano and an outside lavatory. Though you couldn’t pigeonhole them, these women were somehow both valiant and incongruous. Unasked questions hovered around them. Why didn’t they ever marry? Did they mind? Did they harbour secret sadness? What did they do about the lack of love in their lives, and the lack of sex? Did they care that they had never had children? Did their spectacles and tweed jackets protect them from terrible vulnerabilities? One never asked the questions, because one never dared. They were private and uncomplaining, and perhaps too one hesitated to reveal answers that exposed one’s own fears of loneliness. Would one end up like them, with just cats for company?

Today the word ‘spinster’ has all but disappeared from current vocabulary, but the singles are still out in force. Some statistics predict 11 million singles in Britain by 2010. Mystery surrounds the murky figures revealed by the 2001 Census, in which around a million men of marriageable age appear to have gone missing (one theory is that they have all emigrated in search of jobs abroad). In the twenty-first century women are marrying older, and they are marrying less. But while the stigma may have gone, the fears remain. Everyone now knows that marriage is not the only route to fulfilment, but the media and the internet tell of more lonely hearts and solitary singles than ever before. In this context, it is surely timely to examine a period of history when the ‘problem’ of the Surplus Women prompted both widespread anxiety and a wealth of solutions.

And so I set out to ask the inconvenient questions that my generation never saw fit to ask Miss Pease and her like. I wanted to find out how they coped with enforced spinsterhood and all it entailed, in a world which Ruth Adam, a now neglected writer who lived through the first half of the twentieth century, described as ‘the Mutilated Society’. Learning about the women who discovered, in 1919, that there weren’t enough men to go round has been at times deeply moving. They did indeed harbour secret sadnesses, and many of them yearned for the comforts forever denied them: physical intimacy, the closeness of a loving relationship and children. Many women also suffered acutely from the blame that society laid at their feet. As victims, they were often abused and marginalised. But I have also discovered many tales of individual courage in the face of a tragedy of historic proportions. Ruth Adam sang their praises in her book A Woman’s Place (1975): ‘This was the era of the spinster. At last, after so many years of being grudged the right to exist at all, she came into her own.’ Like her, I am left full of admiration for the many brave women who learnt both to survive, and to triumph.

The chapters that follow trace the emotional trajectory of their subject matter from the initial plight of the Surplus Woman following the war and across the next two decades, through her experience of her own predicament and the necessity of facing life alone; they ask how she survived economically, emotionally and sexually, and they look at the advantages of spinsterhood. The final chapter reflects on, and honours, the achievements of a generation of single women. They were changed by war; in their turn they helped change society. I believe that today’s women are in their debt.

My approach in writing this book has been as far as possible to tell individual stories, and to emphasise personal details that I found fascinating, however seemingly irrelevant. When we reach into the past, we look for points of contact. Few of the names in this book are remembered today, and this too is deliberate. Demographics and statistics too easily blind one to the forgotten participants who made up the numbers; and I hope my reader will forgive me for hoping that she (or he?) will find it easier to identify with the predicament of young women ‘to fortune and to fame unknown’.

Many kind people wrote to me with stories of their teachers, aunts, patients and neighbours. Libraries, archives and old ladies’ homes slowly but surely yielded up a wealth of telling memories. Inevitably the documents available have meant that this account may appear skewed in its emphasis on the middle classes. Where possible I have delved into accounts of their lives by working-class women. The stories of May Jones, Amy Gomm, Lizzie Rignall, Rose Harrison, Amy Langley and Florence and Annie White all testify to experiences shared with more privileged women.

There is another reason for the emphasis on middle-class case-histories. It is generally accepted that in the Great War a higher proportion of the officer class was killed than of those lower down the social scale. A hundred years ago few people married outside their tribe. Middle-class women seeking husbands after the war did not on the whole consider marrying among the blue-collar ranks, thus their chances of marriage were disproportionately lowered. Programmed through generations to be mere ornaments and chattels, these genteel women’s attempts to stand fast in the face of historic calamity now seem especially poignant.

There is some dispute about how real the shortage of men was, and evidence exists that women’s response to the lack of ‘suitable’ mates was to seek them outside the usual narrow spheres, whether social or geographical. Statisticians point out that the number of post-war spinsters did not in fact greatly differ from the number of pre-war spinsters (while conceding that middle- and upper-class women in particular did face reduced marriage prospects); but this is to ignore the undoubted effect of grief, loss and national trauma. As the historian David Cannadine emphasises: ‘The abiding sense of loss throughout the land was as real as it was unassuageable.’ Death and bereavement were, he points out, ‘a mass reality’; a pall descended over Britain.

Whatever the case, it is beyond doubt that the war had a seismic effect on marital behaviour, that all contemporary accounts take the man shortage for granted, and that many women themselves perceived the courtship arena as a competitive battleground, where defeat was perdition. The press played its usual mischievous part in this, by whipping up a frenzy over the 1921 Census figures, which revealed that there were 1,720,802 more females than males in the population: that was 1,096 women to every 1,000 men. Hysterical headlines about the ‘Problem of the Surplus Woman – Two Million who can Never Become Wives…’ were hardly conducive to morale among the husband-hunters of the day. In the event it appears that more than a million women of that generation were never to marry or bear children. This book, then, is an examination of the state of spinsterhood under the unprecedented conditions which prevailed after a cataclysmic war.

But war was not the only reason that one in four British women remained single. Under pressure from the feminists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the patriarchal monolith was showing early signs of dissolution and that meant, above all for middle-class women, an increase in economic and employment openings. In a number of professions, medicine and teaching for example, women were usually expected to resign on marriage, but at the same time financial independence deterred many women from reverting to wifely subjection. Spinsterhood could be a choice.

Eighty years ago the world these women lived in was a very different place from ours. From the mill-girl turned political activist to the debutante turned archaeologist, from the first woman stockbroker to the ‘business girls’ and the Miss Jean Brodies, I have attempted to interweave their stories into the social fabric of their time. The reader may have reservations about my occasional use of that word ‘girl’ to describe the young women of the inter-war period; in my defence, it was universally used of unmarried women. Its patronising condescension gives, I believe, an accurate flavour of a time and a tone of voice now fading from living memory.

I myself was thirty-two when I stopped being a spinster, married and started a family. In the course of working on this book I have several times been asked what drew me to write an account of spinsterhood. The answer is both personal and, I think, universal. My mother married late because the first man she loved had been killed in the Second World War; because of this I did not grow up taking marriage for granted, and I turned thirty firmly persuaded that not yet having found Mr Right, I was unlikely to do so. In that belief I took stock, faced the fear, and counted my blessings: I had the love of friends and family, an interesting life, and some money. Barely two years later I was planning my wedding; I have been fortunate in a long and happy marriage which, along with our children, has been a wonderful, unsought and undeserved bonus. Often I look back and try to think what my life would have been like had I not had such fortune, and I conclude that the blessings I had at the age of thirty would have continued to bring me happiness, as indeed they still do. In the end we are alone. In recognising that, I also accept that marriage – even love – can never be everything in life.

The women I write about learnt out of necessity not to be reliant on husbands; in doing so many of them bravely reinvented themselves. Even if we are not, like them, forced through grief and war to learn the same lesson, it does no harm to recognise that our lives are our own to build or destroy. The following pages offer, I hope, some of their solutions, and also some of their consolations.




1. Where Have All the Young Men Gone?

Two women

In 1978, when she was eighty-five years old, Margaret Jones, known as May, wrote her autobiography. The manuscript is mostly written in biro, on assorted pieces of coloured paper and the backs of circulars. It has never been published; it is not literary, sensational or revelatory. In fact there is little to single it out, for it is a story typical of thousands of women of her generation. But as you read it, a century melts away. May’s story stops being a case-history and instead you catch a glimpse of the unique, transient life of a real person.

May Jones was born in 1893, the oldest daughter of a Welsh carpenter. She grew up in a small village in Cheshire not far from one of the great mill towns. Her home was a damp smoky cottage, and it was a struggle for her family to keep afloat financially. Nevertheless, writing at the end of her life, May was able to bring to mind happy pictures of her father’s evening pursuits: she would hold the candle steady for him as he worked meticulously on the wood-carvings which brought in a little extra money. The child would play with the lovely curly wood-shavings, holding them up as ringlets on the side of her face. She remembered merry evenings in the village dancing to the hurdy-gurdy man, or scrambling for fistfuls of sweets thrown to them by the Squire at the annual Sunday school treat. Summer was the high spot, when she and her younger brother were carried off to stay at her grandfather’s house twelve miles away, the children piled into empty potato baskets on the back of a cart drawn by a great Shire horse.

But Mother was often ill. She had three more children after May, and after each confinement she was laid up. The doctor was a frequent visitor to the Jones household. When Mother couldn’t get up, ten-year-old May had to keep house and cook, look after the baby and do the washing.

May was a worry to her parents because she had an over-active imagination. She learnt to read early and loved fairy stories. The little people were real to her. There was a fairy prince who married a fairy princess and lived happily ever after; they lived in flowers. Sometimes one heard their tiny tinkling laughter, but one never saw them. The assiduous doctor wagged his head and told her parents that too much reading would damage her brain. She must be kept back, he said. On his advice she was denied books and only allowed to read at school, though she sneaked her father’s carpentry manuals to bed with her at night and read whatever she could lay hands on. When she got older she managed to get hold of copies of Jane Eyre, Lorna Doone and Kim. But her favourite author was Marie Corelli, whose melodramatic romances imbued her with a sense that some day, somewhere, she would unite with her twin soul.

At twelve, May was taken away from school; she was old enough now to make a financial contribution to the family. Her beloved schoolmistress pleaded for her pupil to be allowed to take a scholarship, but May was sent to work in the local textile mill. At thirteen she was the works runabout, known by all in the factory as the ‘Flying Angel’. She ran errands from 6.30 in the morning till eight at night, darting up and down the six-storey building from one department to another with orders, messages and samples. She was happy; the other workers were friendly, she appreciated the pretty colours of the silk bobbins, and she was earning five shillings a week. But running tired her out, and May became ill. The next three years were spent working in a tobacconist’s, until at sixteen her mother set her up with a five-year apprenticeship to a milliner in town.

At the top of a new page, May Jones wrote the heading for the next episode in her young life: ‘My Love Story’. This is where we meet Philip for the first time. Philip and May had been playmates from the age of six. He was a city boy from Manchester, the son of middle-class business people, but May got to know him because he would come to stay with his aunt in the village in the summer holidays. Bright and studious, in due course Philip was to win a scholarship to Cambridge. There wasn’t much money around, and his parents – Quakers – were proud to make the sacrifices necessary to give their clever son a university education. He was kind and willing too, and offered to coach May’s younger brother, who was studying for an exam. Mother provided a good supper in recompense for his help.

As he was leaving one evening, Mother said to me, ‘Get Philip’s hat off the hall stand.’ We stood talking for a few minutes longer and I saw him looking at me with a smile and a twinkle in his eye, and with a great shock I realised I was hugging his hat and stroking it like I did the cat. I felt dreadful and made the excuse that I had forgotten to close the rabbit hutch up for the night, and ran off, and did not go in again until he had left.

The next day May was at work at the milliner’s as usual. The apprentices were let out at 7.30. That evening there was a glorious sunset, and as she stepped out of the dark shop into the street its radiant light nearly blinded her, so that she narrowly missed bumping into Philip standing on the pavement outside: ‘I thought you finished at seven,’ he said. ‘I’ve been waiting half an hour for you, and I thought I’d missed you. It is such a lovely evening – would you like to walk home Becks Lane way?’ Shyly, May agreed. Though she’d known him since she was a child, she felt top-heavy and awkwardly grown-up. He teased her gently. After that, Philip met her every day and walked her home. May gave up taking her bicycle to work, and her brother started to wonder why he wasn’t getting so much help with his homework. Little by little Philip and May became close, and after his return home he would cycle the twenty miles from Manchester to spend time with her on her afternoons off.

It was love’s young dream… We walked for miles through fields, woods and country lanes. I sometimes wonder what we found to talk about. We both loved and enjoyed nature’s wonderful treasures, from the tiniest flower and insect to mighty trees and hill top views of the vast Cheshire plain… Philip introduced me to poetry too… He often quoted a few lines of poetry when speaking to me, and sometimes when he kissed me good night would say, ‘I could not love thee dear so much, loved I not honour more.’ I was very young at that time, and wondered what he meant when he said that. In those days I must have been very innocent or very ignorant.

May knew nothing about art either; but Philip loved to talk to her about his passions. Out of the small amount of money he had, he would buy her postcard reproductions of famous pictures. The little images delighted her. One of these above all seemed to sum up the happy prospect that awaited the young lovers – a landscape entitled ‘June in the Austrian Tyrol’. They would pore over it together, seeing in the picturesque setting an enchanted future. ‘I love that picture too,’ whispered Philip. ‘So – when I am through with Cambridge and in a post, we will get married and go there for our honeymoon.’

Philip and May had been courting for nearly five years when the First World War broke out. As a Quaker Philip believed firmly in the principle, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ He registered as a pacifist; nevertheless, he was imprisoned. In prison he studied first aid and care of the wounded, and on his release, felt impelled to put these skills to use. Promptly, he volunteered for active service in France as a stretcher-bearer.

Philip was notably courageous even in his non-combatant role. During battle, he was indefatigable in going over the top to pick up the wounded and carry them to the first aid post. He carried neither gun nor gas-mask. The Tommies respected his inspirational defiance of danger, and even the German snipers, it appeared, respected Philip’s impartiality in helping whoever was suffering or in pain.

May waited anxiously and patiently for his safe return. She treasured the brief letters he was able to send her – sometimes only a printed card on which he had ticked the box beside ‘I am well.’ At last came a letter saying he was due for leave. May was walking on air.

When she wrote her little memoir more than sixty years later, Miss Margaret Jones barely faltered in the telling of what happened next, but she didn’t dwell on the details. Probably the old lady was still too pained by her memories to write more than a few sentences:

Then everything was shattered; a letter came from the War Office to say he had been killed in action. The shock and loss was terrible, I felt I had lost half of myself, or was it my twin soul. I knew then that I should die an old maid.

Miss Jones re-read what she had written, and added the next words in a light pencil script:

I was only twenty years old.

After Philip’s death the impulse to continue the account of her memories leaves her. We know no more, for ‘My Love Story’ simply ends there, with the rest of the page left blank.

[image: Image]

Fate was cruel to so many women in those forlorn years of war. Their suffering was none the less for being shared by thousands. The voices of the less articulate members of society can be hard to hear, so one can only guess at the effect of sorrow and blighted hope on the subsequent lives of innumerable May Joneses across the nation. But there were nevertheless many women who told their stories. Documents of all kinds exist which illustrate their fate. This book is an attempt to hear and understand what happened to a generation of young women who were forced, by a tragedy of historic proportions, to stop depending on men for their income, their identity and their future happiness.

[image: Image]

Silent obscurity was not to be Gertrude Caton-Thompson’s fate. In 1983, at the age of ninety-five, she too sat down to write her memoirs, able to look back on a long life of professional achievement and personal fulfilment. She was an eminent archaeologist, a formidable researcher and intrepid explorer. Over many decades, Gertrude had travelled and excavated extensively, making her mark on the archaeological world with far-reaching studies of African prehistory. The papers she published on her fieldwork still stand as authoritative; the academic world had dignified her, and she was garlanded with honorary fellowships.

But there was nothing in Gertrude’s background or upbringing to indicate what this young Edwardian woman would one day become. Born in 1888, she was just a few years older than May Jones, but the family were a world away. The Caton-Thompsons were well-connected and well-off, cultured and sporty. When she was five and her brother nine their lawyer father died; their mother married a wealthy widowed doctor and they grew up in the Home Counties with a large family of step-siblings. A jolly girls’ boarding-school in Eastbourne left Gertrude, in her own opinion, semi-educated and lacking in rigorous training of the mind. Though regularly laid up with annoying bronchitis, she was nevertheless a ‘hearty’ not an ‘arty’. Those pre-war summers of her teens and early twenties saw her out with a group of Edwardian lovelies and young men in boaters sculling on the Thames. Sometimes the family decamped to Scotland for salmon fishing and partridge shooting. Winter often found the family in St Moritz for her mother’s health; there she skied all day and danced all night. Above all Gertrude was smitten by hunting. She owned two hunters and in the seasons of 1908 and 1909 rode them alternately to hounds five days every fortnight.

What else did this energetic young woman have time for? As might be expected from a girl of her social class, her accomplishments included a little watercolour sketching and a fair ability on the violin. Concert outings were recorded with care; Gertrude’s tastes ranged from Wagner to Rimsky-Korsakov, Gounod to Beethoven. The family were regular, and unquestioning, churchgoers. There were foreign holidays too, mostly with her mother, in Italy, France, Israel, Crete, Sicily, Egypt. The ruins and remains were noted appreciatively; Gertrude was interested in archaeology, and had attended some lectures at the British Museum on the subject of the early Greeks. But she was happy to get home and resume the enjoyable social whirl: golf, tennis, bridge, ten-mile walks, hockey, badminton, point-to-points, and above all an endless round of calls, race parties and dances.

Thus far, Gertrude’s upbringing would be indistinguishable from that of any other upper-middle-class young woman of the Edwardian era. But she and her older brother did share one peculiarity: their intense interest in military matters. The nursery had its usual complement of lead soldiers, but to Gertrude and Arthur the toys lived and breathed. Together the children devoured tomes of military history and Army Lists. They committed to memory the battle honours of the various regiments, and knew by heart the histories of Waterloo, the Peninsular War and the Crimean War. They avidly followed the progress of the Boer War.

So it was not surprising that Gertrude found she had much in common with a family from their immediate Berkshire circle, the Mason-MacFarlanes. David MacFarlane, a soldier manqué, was the family doctor, and had endeared himself to the ten-year-old Gertrude when she was in bed with bronchitis by attending her in full Territorial uniform and talking ‘army’. At the earliest opportunity he retired from medicine and settled down to devote himself to the training of the 4th Territorial regiment of the Seaforth Battalion in Ross-shire. His two boys, Noël and Carlyon, were destined for military careers. Dr MacFarlane sent them off to be cadets at Woolwich and Sandhurst respectively. Off-duty, the boys were the constant companions of Gertrude and her family in all that they did, from hunt balls to river parties.

Carlyon Mason-MacFarlane was a couple of years younger than Gertrude, but the bond they formed was a strong one. Military matters were for both these young people of consuming interest. The British army, its history, its exploits, its hierarchy and its achievements, was of central importance in both their lives. And why should it not be? Today such an interest may seem like a ‘special subject’, a blind alley. In the early years of the twentieth century, nothing could seem more relevant to the society that these people and their families lived in. In 1910 England was at peace, the Empire was at its zenith, but a major war in Europe was envisaged by anyone with an eye on the activities of the great powers. Military might was seen by the majority as the key to social stability. Soldiers fought so that debutantes could dance.

But Carlyon was no naïve jingoist. This young man was thoughtful beyond his years, incisive and bold in his judgements. Not everyone realised that his irrepressible high spirits and easy gregariousness masked a wide-ranging intellect. Leaving Sandhurst in 1910 loaded with all the honours that the institution could offer, Carlyon opted for a Cavalry commission, shrewdly exploiting the War Office’s blindness to the growing obsolescence of mounted troops, and thus speeding up his promotion to a staff appointment. In 1911 he sailed for India to take up his commission with the 7th Hussars. He spent his last evening with Gertrude and her mother in their London flat.

Gertrude’s life continued in the same somewhat purposeless vein after Carlyon’s departure. There were dress fittings at Bradley’s and lots more hunting. There was a bout of measles, but there was also the Russian ballet. A more committed side showed when she helped to organise a meeting in the Albert Hall to raise money for the Suffragettes. In the winter there was skiing in Mürren, and in the summer there was the Chelsea Flower Show. In 1912 Gertrude read with shock of the sinking of the Titanic, with a loss of nearly 1,600 lives. She had a proposal of marriage too, from Montagu Luck, brother-in-law of General Sir George Pretyman, but turned him down. ‘My heart was with Carlyon, though in a totally unpossessive way.’

In May 1914 Carlyon unexpectedly returned from India on sick leave; he was convalescing from rheumatic fever. By now war seemed inevitable, and Gertrude found herself mediating between him and a German friend in a heated debate on the imminence of conflict between their two nations. But a few days later the atmosphere was light-hearted as the same group motored to Epsom with an Army and Navy Stores picnic in the back of their hired vehicle for that great British carnival, Derby Day. Among her guests Gertrude had eyes only for the good-looking young officer as he perched precariously on the car roof munching game pie, ‘his grey topper pushed back, as carefree as the beautiful day’. It was an image she never forgot.

With Carlyon’s family in the Highlands of Scotland, Gertrude made her regular visit to the MacFarlanes at Craigdarroch in late July. In Europe the tension was building, but by Strathpeffer the river Conan teemed with salmon. Gertrude and Carlyon set up their rods on its banks and together kept the household in fish. They both knew that his hour was coming. Serbia and Austria were first to declare; Austria and Russia followed. Colonel MacFarlane and his house party motored down to see the North Sea Fleet lying at anchor in the Cromarty Firth awaiting orders. To the MacFarlanes and their guests, the orderly lines of battleships, cruisers, gunboats and smaller vessels, all stripped and ready for action, were a majestic and heartening sight. That evening rain set in, but Gertrude and Carlyon found it impossible to stay indoors. The suspense had become intolerable, and sitting restlessly in the drawing-room at Craigdarroch waiting for news wasn’t an option. They went for a long walk together; absorbed by the intensity of their companionship, Gertrude barely noticed that she was soaked to the skin. The next day German troops crossed the French frontier, and on 4 August 1914 Britain declared war on Germany.

The Craigdarroch party broke up. Carlyon awaited orders from the War Office; Gertrude went for the summer to her aunt’s home near Dumfries, where she lived for the daily newspaper. She heard that Carlyon had been posted to the 15th Hussars, part of the Expeditionary Force; in the first autumn of the war he was among the troops fighting on the Marne and Aisne against the German advance. By now the lists were beginning to appear across the country. Killed, wounded, captured; the systematic destruction of a generation of young men was pitilessly getting under way.

One December evening in 1914 Carlyon arrived unannounced at the London flat where Gertrude, her mother and aunt had just finished dinner. He had been in the very thick of the Allied retreat, and was able to give a full account of his battle experiences. He had, he confessed, been terrified under fire, but he was British, and not showing his fear had been paramount. Carlyon’s account of the campaign was ostensibly optimistic: the German offensive had been halted, an Allied offensive would soon follow; he too had risen in his career and was to be given a safer posting. Eventually Gertrude’s mother and aunt said good-night. ‘May I stay a bit longer?’ he asked. When they were alone, Carlyon dropped his breezy stance and confided to Gertrude that he felt profound gloom about the way the war was going. The casualties were appalling. The German army was superior to ours in every way except for the British fighting spirit. Our commanders however were at a loss, and lacked coordination with the French. Finally, having exhausted talk of the war, the conversation turned to their shared past, and those carefree summer days now disappeared for ever. It was close on one in the morning before Carlyon left to walk back in the dark to his club.

That night Gertrude didn’t sleep. She now recognised that she loved Carlyon with her whole being. But in accordance with the conventions of the time, neither of them had given each other any hint as to their feelings. As childhood friends, their manner to each other was always warmly affectionate; his letters ended ‘with love’; his departures were marked with a kiss. But these were the endearments of habit, not passion. Gertrude made up her mind, in that long sleepless night, that she must never tell him of her love. ‘No hint of it should distract him from his job. It must be a private affair unrevealed to anyone. And so it remained.’

After that there were a few brief occasions when they were together. She saw him in summer 1915 and again in October; he was in hospital recovering from rheumatic fever acquired in the trenches. On Christmas Eve 1915 she dined with him and his parents and heard that he was being posted as an intelligence officer to the Western Frontier Egyptian Field Force. ‘I breathed the balm of his safety that Christmas.’

Relieved, Gertrude went back to her war work selling toys to raise money for refugee children. In her spare time, like women across the country, she knitted khaki socks for soldiers. Meanwhile there were still parties; still bridge, still horse-riding and concerts. To some it seemed that the worse the killing became, the gayer and madder grew the social whirl; like many young women at that time Gertrude saw no point in malingering. Early in 1916 she joined the volunteers pushing trolleys to feed the munitions workers at the Woolwich Arsenal canteen. She also managed, by skilfully dodging troop movements, to fit in an extended holiday with friends on the French Riviera; it was there that ‘I made a new interest – prehistory…’ The Palaeolithic remains of the Rochers Rouges behind Menton were being excavated by a party of French archaeologists, and while there Gertrude talked her way into helping out as a ‘bottle-washer’.

But away from the Riviera sunshine the war continued to take its inexorable toll. The angel of death was abroad. Later that year the nation’s resolve was tested when 420,000 British soldiers died horrible and futile deaths on the Somme between July and November, 20,000 of these on the first day alone. Barely a family in the land was unaffected, nor was Gertrude’s family exempt from loss; two cousins were killed, both only sons, and she joined the weeping congregations who packed London’s churches at this time. The celebrated preacher Maude Royden drew crowds to the Temple, where in her beautiful voice she told the sorrowing multitudes, ‘They died consecrated lives.’ Still, Carlyon was safe in Egypt. For Gertrude, the fearfulness of the casualties nearer home only served to intensify her relief that he had been posted – reluctantly – to such a comparative backwater. A bout of rheumatic fever seemed a small price to pay for staying out of the trenches.

Now she heard from him that he had recovered and had been given charge of a crack corps of racing camels, which under his command were to patrol the western edge of the Libyan desert against surprise attacks. The post required great daring and stamina; the Muslim tribes in the area were renowned for their barbarity, and the desert was notoriously inhospitable.

Everything that happened after that was reported to Gertrude via a contact at the War Office, General Creagh. In September 1916 Carlyon and a four-man patrol were sent to investigate rumours of tribal movements under Turkish command near the Baharia Oasis, an area of unmapped desert west of the Nile. The Baharia Oasis is overlooked by immense rocky cliffs; the patrol made its approach to their edge across arid, craggy terrain. Three men stayed hidden behind an outcrop to guard the camels while Carlyon and the other officer set out to reconnoitre on foot. They never returned.

Twenty-three days of agonising suspense passed before reliable reports were received as to their dreadful fate. Carlyon and his fellow officer didn’t get far from the patrol. They had been stalked and shot dead by Senussi tribesmen, who then stripped and horribly mutilated the infidel corpses, leaving them exposed on the rocks. The bodies were duly recovered and Captain Carlyon Will Mason-MacFarlane – ‘an officer of the most brilliant promise’ – lies for ever in the British Army Cemetery at Minia in Middle Egypt. With him lay buried all Gertrude’s hopes, all her desires, and all her secrets.

The crown and joy

Just as today religion, the law and economic factors combine to drive women away from the altar, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century those same factors joined forces to push them firmly and unquestioningly down the aisle. The world that Gertrude Caton-Thompson grew up in was a world that expected young women to marry. Not as a means to an end, not as a foundation or basis for other activities, but as ‘the crown and joy of woman’s life – what we were born for’. To most observers it was self-evident that ‘marriage is the normal mode of life’. In any case, what else were all those accomplishments for? Why go to the expense of dressmakers and milliners, balls and hunts, other than to ensure that women like her appeared to best advantage in front of a range of potential suitors? It is impossible to over-emphasise the fundamental importance of the marriage market in nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century Britain. Like some immutable law of physics, society decreed that energy expended on females must be compensated for by suitable marriage; in due course a further expenditure of energy went to ensure that the daughters of that marriage, in their turn, repaid the input by suitably marrying. ‘Nothing would have enchanted me more than a pretty wedding, and a romantic young husband, preferably a duke. I wished to do the very best for my family…’ one young woman growing up in the pre-war period remembered. Thus the world went round. E. M. Delafield (who went on to create the immortal Diary of a Provincial Lady) drew on her own experiences as a pre-war debutante when she wrote her novel Thank Heaven Fasting (1932),* the agonising story of Monica Ingram’s early years on the hamster-wheel of fortune.

For girls of Monica Ingram’s class, conformity with the ideal of maidenliness was imperative. This meant not just the possession of accomplishments, but decorum and fragility, a propensity to faint and blush, modesty and reticence. Having equipped her daughter with these limiting attributes, Monica’s conscientious mother has drummed into her from an early age that her only future is as the mate of a suitable man:

‘My darling, never fall in love with a man who isn’t quite, quite –’ Mrs Ingram had said, at intervals, from the time Monica was fifteen.

Monica takes her mother’s admonitions to heart. Every conversation with her friends boils down to the central obsession of their lives: will they capture a husband? The men they meet are ‘any good’ or ‘no good’ according to whether they are available for marriage. Their favourite fantasy topic is weddings. How will the bridesmaids be dressed? What colour will one choose for one’s going-away frock? As for doing work of any kind – fainting and blushing hardly counted as qualifications in the job market. Besides, everyone knew that work was for failures, for the girls who hadn’t managed to find someone suitable. Knowing about science, French verbs or mathematics did not enhance the featherbrain image that these girls so carefully cultivated. It was essential not to frighten men off.

Unfortunately Monica does just that. She gets romantically involved with a cad, whose lack of serious intentions marks him out as being very far from ‘quite, quite – ’. This transgression is catastrophic – or nearly. It soon becomes horribly, scarily apparent that society now perceives her as ‘soiled’ by her adventure; suitable men start to give her a wide berth. With a kind of forced desperation, Monica continues to display her wares at the familiar seasonal occasions. The high-maintenance appearances have to be kept up, but as time passes and no buyer so much as sniffs at her, the situation becomes heart-breaking. Mrs Ingram now finds it necessary to make face-saving disclaimers implying that at twenty-five her daughter doesn’t wish to marry – ‘She says she doesn’t care about men. Well, of course, some girls are like that…’ – or that as an only child she has renounced marriage in order to devote herself to her widowed mother. The reality, which poor Monica cries herself to sleep over nightly, is that she is a failure and men do not find her attractive. Terror strikes as she realises that the years are slipping by and life’s one goal has eluded her.

Occasionally, with a close friend who is still, herself, also on the shelf, she tries to stare her future in the face:

‘Why can’t one have a career, or even work, like a man?’ Monica asked helplessly. ‘I know everybody would say that it was because we hadn’t been able to get married – but they’ll say that anyway.’

‘There isn’t any work for girls of our kind,’ Frederica asserted. ‘Not any that we should be allowed to do. The only way is to become religious, and go and do some kind of good works, with a whole crowd of old maids and people who don’t belong to one’s own class.’

And Mrs Ingram is damning:

‘When all’s said and done, there’s only one job for any woman, whether she’s stupid or clever, and that is to be a good wife to some man and the mother of his children.’

‘And there aren’t enough men to go round!’ exclaimed Monica bitterly.

E. M. Delafield prolongs her heroine’s agony for 250 pages until, like the cavalry galloping up at the last minute, she grants poor Monica a reprieve in her final chapter (ironically entitled ‘The Happy Ending’) in the shape of Herbert Pelham. This balding, middle-aged, bulgy-eyed suitor has been lurking inconspicuously in the Ingram orbit for some time, dismissed as being hopelessly unglamorous, but finally, in desperation, accepted as – literally – the answer to a maiden’s prayer. Forget love, forget dreams of romance, forget social disgrace. Herbert Pelham may not be attractive, lovable or even very nice, but he is not a grocer or even a doctor, and he is definitely ‘quite, quite – ’. As the novel ends Monica walks down the aisle suffused with blissful relief that she has escaped shame and reproach, and with only one remaining prayer in her heart: ‘…that she might be a good wife to Herbert Pelham, and that if ever they had a child it might be a son’.
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Angela du Maurier was an incurable romantic. Yet despite a catalogue of infatuations she was destined to remain single. It had started at childhood dancing classes, when she mooned around after a ‘little boy in a sailor suit’. At ten she was sworn to a sweet little boy of eleven; they bowled their hoops together, and kissed each other good-bye. The next object of her passion was the local baker’s boy in Albany Street, followed in quick succession by a village lad near their holiday home in Llanbedr, Arthur the farm labourer, who rode her around behind him on his carthorse in return for her pilfering her father’s cigars, the actor Bobby Loraine (‘my first big love…’), the Prince of Wales, her first cousin Gerald, and the head girl of her school. At the age of fourteen it was all too easy to become besotted at the sight of myriads of gorgeous officers setting off to fight for their country: ‘It was wonderful, all these brilliant young men in khaki, about to be killed in action…’ Then after the war in 1922 it was hook, line and sinker for an older man who behaved with great gallantry and gentleness to the dewy-eyed ingénue – and became her first ‘Grande Passion’. He was sweet, and they parted with a tear. In her autobiography, It’s Only the Sister (1951),* Angela du Maurier corroborates E. M. Delafield’s fictional representation of the marriage market. Now she was ready…

I wonder what most girls do think they are ready for, when all is said and done. In one word: marriage. I feel certain that nine girls out of ten have marriage as their goal at nineteen, whatever they may feel later. I certainly did, and Bet and I would swap ideas by the hour as to whom we’d have for our bridesmaids, where we would go for our honeymoons, what we would call our children, what sort of husbands we’d like. And as each young man drifted into one’s life – and out of it again – one wondered.

Deeply loved and sadly missed

Thus the women of Britain, ever-mindful that any husband is better than none at all, looked on as war took from them their future mates. Even before 1914 Monica Ingram was right – there weren’t enough men to go round. In 1911 there were 664,000 more women than men in this country. This was because more boy babies died; it was also because men emigrated to the Colonies in large numbers. By 1914 nearly half a million men were leaving these shores annually to service the needs of Empire in India, Australia, Canada, Kenya… When war broke out many of these came back to fight for King and country, only to be shot, blown up or gassed alongside those who had stayed behind. Between 1914 and 1918 over 700,000 British men were killed:† one in eight of those who set out to fight, and 9 per cent of Britain’s males under forty-five. A further 1,663,000 were wounded. Helpless to prevent the slaughter, a generation of women waited in vain for their boys to come home.

On Christmas Day 1915 a young nurse set out full of happy expectation to await the arrival of her fiancé on leave from his regiment. Looking out at the choppy sea from the lounge of the Grand Hotel in Brighton, she wondered what kind of a crossing he would be having. By ten o’clock that night no news had come. She was disappointed but not over-concerned. It was Sunday, and Christmas – no wonder he’d found it difficult to get a message through. News would get to her in the morning. Next day she dressed carefully; she wanted to look her best for her lover. The expected call came to say she was wanted on the telephone and she dashed joyously into the corridor. But the message brought the bitter destruction of all her hopes.

Two days earlier, the very day before he was due to go on leave, the nurse’s fiancé, Roland Leighton, had set out to reconnoitre a communication trench which linked his battalion’s trenches to no man’s land. The wire defences were in need of repair, and Leighton wanted to be sure that the route was clear before he took a party out to do the work. Unfortunately it was a moonlit night. Unknown to him the Germans had a machine-gun trained on this path, and he had hardly gone a step into view before he was hit full in the stomach by a volley of fire. Two of his comrades risked their lives to carry him back to the British trench. At the dressing station the doctor gave him a huge dose of morphia, but nothing could save him. Twenty-four hours later Roland Leighton died.

Battered by shock and grief, it was two months before Roland’s fiancée, Vera Brittain, was able to put her feelings into words:

Perhaps –

(To R.A.L. Died of Wounds in France, December 23rd, 1915)

Perhaps some day the sun will shine again,
                       And I shall see that still the skies are blue,
And feel once more I do not live in vain,
Although bereft of You.

Perhaps the golden meadows at my feet
                                     Will make the sunny hours of Spring seem gay,
             And I shall find the white May blossoms sweet,
            Though You have passed away.

          Perhaps the summer woods will shimmer bright,
               And crimson roses once again be fair,
And autumn harvest fields a rich delight,
   Although You are not there.

Perhaps some day I shall not shrink in pain
            To see the passing of the dying year,
And listen to the Christmas songs again,
Although You cannot hear.

     But, though kind Time may many joys renew,
                    There is one greatest joy I shall not know
Again, because my heart for loss of You
Was broken, long ago.

Vera Brittain spoke for the thousands like her. She spoke for May Wedderburn Cannan (also a poet), whose fiancé died of pneumonia in Germany just after the end of the war early in 1919 (‘Now there was no hope. It was the end of the world’). She spoke for Emily Chitticks, whose boyfriend Lieutenant Will Martin was killed by a sniper’s bullet in 1917 (‘My heart and love are buried in his grave in France…’). She spoke too for Marian Allen (‘How should you leave me, having loved me so?… It seemed impossible that you should die…’), for Olive Lindsay (‘Half of me died at Bapaume…’), for Barbara Wootton (‘Her blank, shut-in face… told me what such a loss meant to her…’), for May Jones and for Gertrude Caton-Thompson.

Week after week, women across Britain waited for news from the Front. The casualty lists posted at town halls nationwide produced either temporary deliverance from the suspense of waiting, or the obliteration of all hope. Sometimes the family received the dreaded telegram ‘Missing, feared killed’, which only prolonged the agony. The statistics were devastating. Of the young men aged between fifteen and twenty-nine in 1911, no less than 15 per cent died. Because army policy was to place all men from the same locality in a single regiment, entire communities of young men were obliterated when that particular regiment suffered attack. A man from New Cross in Kent lost all five of his sons between 1916 and 1918, while a mother from Watford saw four out of her five killed; she lost the will to live and died soon afterwards. When young ‘Pozzie’ Gibson was killed, his sergeant visited his mother in the poorest part of Hunslet to break the news to her. ‘I’ve lost my only boy,’ was all she had power to say, and spoke no more, mute with grief.

In England, a mere twenty-eight ‘thankful villages’ eventually saw all the men who had set out to the First World War return safely. With these exceptions, not a community in the country was left unscathed by the raging slaughter of those four dreadful years. Very little helped. On 22 November 1917 Maria Gyte of Sheldon in Derbyshire recorded the deaths of ‘five dear lads’ from her village who had ‘found graves in a foreign land’. They included her son:

Jack Brocklehurst died of wounds on Nov. 30th 1916
Thomas Anthony Brocklehurst killed Oct. 10th 1917
George Bridden died Oct. 21st 1917 of wounds
Tony Gyte died of wounds Nov. 2nd 1917
Alfred Wildgoose died of malaria Nov. 15th 1917

That Christmas the Gyte family were unable to celebrate:

Dec. 25th… My dear lad Tony was missing from the family circle first time for 20 years. Oh Dear! What a dreadful war and what awfully sad homes there are this Xmas. The worst I have ever known. No joy. No singing Xmas hymns. No decorations.

Lieutenant Will Martin was killed in the same year. On the back of a New Testament tract a few piteous notes by his fiancée Emily Chitticks betray her attempts to make sense of his death:

In loving Remembrance of my Dearly loved and loving fiancé, ‘Will’…
Who made the supreme Sacrafice [sic] on March 27th 1917
‘Greater Love hath no man than this; in that he lay down his life for his
friend.’ Until we meet again before God’s throne, Dearest, its [sic] only
‘Goodnight’.

Emily.

Met Will August 9th 1916
Engaged to Will Oct 27th 1916…
Killed in action March 27th 1917
He nobly died doing his duty. Buried at Ecourt St Mein, France.
Deeply loved & so sadly missed.

Dying nobly while doing one’s duty was what was supposed to happen. The reality offered less in the way of consolation to those, like Vera Brittain, able to face it. His stomach riddled with bullets, Roland Leighton’s shattering pain was only mitigated by a large dose of morphia. Nothing ever compensated Vera for the fact that, under its effects, her lover’s final hours were passed in a state of oblivious stupefaction. No finer purpose appeared to have been served by his death, and he had forgotten her. As a nurse her daily life entailed tending the acute surgical cases on her ward; she was no stranger to the ‘white eyes writhing…’, the blood ‘gargling from… froth-corrupted lungs’ described so angrily in Wilfred Owen’s poem ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’. In spite of this it was hard for her to make allowances for ‘the compelling self-absorption of extreme suffering’. The hardest thing to bear was ‘the grief of having no word to cherish through the empty years’.

The men died like animals. Another nurse, Shirley Millard, recollected the undignified suffering of the soldiers in her care:

They cannot breathe lying down or sitting up. They just struggle for breath. But nothing can be done. Their lungs are gone. Some with their eyes and faces entirely eaten away by the gas and bodies covered with burns… One boy, today, screaming to die. The entire top layer of his skin burned from his face and body…

How was one to go on living with the knowledge of such violent, degraded deaths? How cruelly they corroded the human instinct for happiness. On a bright Wednesday morning only a few months after Roland’s death Vera accidentally found herself rejoicing in the beauty of a watery-blue spring sky flecked with scuttling clouds. ‘Suddenly I remember – Roland is dead and I am not keeping faith with him; it is mean and cruel, even for a second, to feel glad to be alive.’

The hypocrisy of the warmongers made it worse. Emily Chitticks accepted that dying for one’s country was worthwhile, but not all the young women were so submissive. After the death of her fiancé the novelist Irene Rathbone rounded on the bien-pensant patriots in anguish: ‘What was the use of winning the war… if none of the men who won it were to live? The papers were for ever quoting “Who dies if England lives?” But after all what was England?’

The dead infected the living with their absence, introducing a sense of annihilating guilt and insecurity. ‘One recovers from the shock,’ wrote Vera in her diary a year after Roland was killed, ‘but one never gets over the loss, for one is never the same after it. I have got used to facing the long empty years ahead of me if I survive the War, but I have always before me the realisation of how empty they are and will be, since he will never be there again.’ These men had not died as the old were supposed to die, in the fullness of time, murmuring deathbed pieties to their assembled grandchildren before being seraphically removed to a better place. Their violently truncated lives seemed against nature, unreasonable, unacceptable.

For decades after the war the fiction writers found their theme in its residue of loss and grief. Vera Brittain’s The Dark Tide (1923), Margery Perham’s Josie Vine (1927), Irene Rathbone’s We That Were Young (1932) and Ruth Holland’s The Lost Generation (1932) all traced their heroines’ journey through suffering. Ruth Holland dedicated her novel ‘To the memory of A.I.E. Killed in action in France, 1917’. Clearly autobiographical, a sample of Holland’s thinly fictionalised experience must have expressed what many of her readers knew on their own account:

Something had snapped. Instead of a life that was like a splendid tune in her ears, with ordered sound and movement, a definite form, even though on a scale beyond her human powers to grasp, she was surrounded by a mocking terrifying jumble of discords, in which she could find no sense at all. It was that loss of contact that was so terrifying, as if she had lost the key and could no longer read the signs of life around her.

In A World of Love (1955),* a later novel which describes the sabotage wrought by one soldier’s death on two generations of living women, Elizabeth Bowen wrote even more eloquently of the dislocation the First World War introduced into the lives of the living:

[Guy] had had it in him to make a good end, but not soon; he would have been ready to disengage himself when the hour came, but rightfully speaking it had not… It was simply that these years she went on living belonged to him, his lease upon them not having run out yet. The living were living in his lifetime; and of this his contemporaries… never were unaware. They were incomplete.

For many of the bereaved the established Church fell short in answering the questions posed by the deaths of such a multitude. How could a beneficent God have permitted them to suffer and die? Were they now before God’s throne? Large numbers of those who could not bear it at that time turned in their grief-stricken denial to psychics and clairvoyants, who in turn conjured up bogus visions of the returned dead. In those dark days spiritualism flourished; by 1919 the Spiritualists’ National Union had doubled the number of its pre-war affiliated societies – an estimated quarter of a million bereaved members conducting seances to reach out to their lost loved ones. ‘Poor human beings…’ mourned Beatrice Webb, when she heard that her sister Maggie was seeking to communicate with her son, killed at Ypres. And Maggie conceded that she was powerless in the face of her terrible need for him: ‘How deep is the craving for extended personality beyond the limits of a mere lifetime on earth!’

A world without men

After Roland Leighton’s death, Vera Brittain went back to her job as a VAD in a hard-working London hospital. Gertrude Caton-Thompson put her hopes behind her and got a lowly job working as a filing clerk in the Ministry of Shipping. The war was a fact of life, and with the men away, Britain’s women stiffened their upper lips and set to work to run the country:

War Girls (1916) by Jessie Pope

There’s the girl who clips your ticket for the train,
And the girl who speeds the lift from floor to floor,
There’s the girl who does a milk-round in the rain,
And the girl who calls for orders at your door.

Strong, sensible, and fit,

They’re out to show their grit,

And tackle jobs with energy and knack.

No longer caged and penned up,

They’re going to keep their end up

Till the khaki boys come marching back.

There’s the motor girl who drives a heavy van,
There’s the butcher girl who brings your joint of meat,
There’s the girl who cries ‘All fares, please!’ like a man,

And the girl who whistles taxis up the street.

Beneath each uniform

Beats a heart that’s soft and warm,

Though of canny mother-wit they show no lack;

But a solemn statement this is,

They’ve no time for love and kisses

Till the khaki soldier boys come marching home.

But too many of the khaki boys were dead. Too many of the soft warm hearts kept themselves pure in vain. Bereavements were everyday occurrences; but there was a different kind of bereavement lying in wait for many of these strong, sensible, fit war girls. Motor girls and butcher girls, lift attendants and ticket collectors may have set their hopes on love and kisses after the Armistice, but the make-up of British society had changed irrevocably.

All over Britain the husbands, fathers and young men had gone. In churches across the country the Roll of Honour bore witness to lives cut short: sons, brothers and cousins, often half a dozen bearing the same surname, many of them wiped out in a single campaign or within a few days of each other, on the Marne, or the Somme, or at Loos. Who would the gritty war girls love and kiss now? ‘But who will look for my coming?… Who will seek me at nightfall?’ wrote Vera Brittain. Like Gertrude, and May, like Emily, Olive and Barbara, she had lost the man she loved; but at least these women had loved. Countless women simply never had the chance of romance, let alone marriage or children.

[image: Image]

This fact had to be faced. In 1917 the senior mistress of Bournemouth High School for Girls stood up in front of the assembled sixth form (nearly all of whom were dressed in mourning for some member of their family) and announced to them: ‘I have come to tell you a terrible fact. Only one out of ten of you girls can ever hope to marry. This is not a guess of mine. It is a statistical fact. Nearly all the men who might have married you have been killed. You will have to make your way in the world as best you can. The war has made more openings for women than there were before. But there will still be a lot of prejudice. You will have to fight. You will have to struggle.’ One of her pupils, seventeen-year-old Rosamund Essex, was never to forget these words. It was ‘one of the most fateful statements of my life’. When Rosamund, who never married, wrote her memoirs sixty years later she accepted that her teacher’s pronouncement had been prophetic:

How right she was. Only one out of every ten of my friends has ever married. Quite simply, there was no one available. We had to face the fact that our lives would be stunted in one direction. We should never have the kind of happy homes in which we ourselves had been brought up. There would be no husband, no children, no sexual outlet, no natural bond of man and woman. It was going to be a struggle indeed.

Winifred Haward was of the same generation. Born in 1898, she grew up in the village of Old Felixstowe in Suffolk, the daughter of a country solicitor. The family were not well-off, but they considered themselves ‘gentry’; they were sincerely Christian, and Conservative. Despite being relatively hard-up, the Hawards sent their children to private schools, and at Ipswich High School Winifred soon began to show questionable signs of cleverness. Even then, she was aware that ‘men were not supposed to like clever girls, and girls were supposed to get husbands’. She was sixteen, and still at school when war broke out. The Hawards’ village was turned into an armed camp, and the family joined the war effort providing ‘comforts’ for the soldiers. Winifred helped, selling cheap cigarettes, tea and buns to the men; she went with her mother when the troop trains left Felixstowe station for France, giving out chocolate, tobacco and postcards to the soldiers crammed into the carriages. ‘Many we never saw again.’

Winifred became head girl at her school. She was industrious, and an academic high-flyer; but ever in the background the hideous cruelty of the war tormented her like an insistent howl of pain. ‘[It] came when I was at a very sensitive and impressionable age. Dimly I realised that it was going to be a world without men.’ Teenage boys that she knew, her contemporaries at the Ipswich schools, were sent out to the Front with commissions. On average they survived two weeks.

In 1917 Winifred Haward won the top history scholarship to Girton and went up to Cambridge. She and the other girl students went to lectures in Trinity Great Hall; they outnumbered the men four to one. Oblivious, the lecturer addressed his audience, ‘Gentlemen…’

On a misty November morning when Winifred was in her second year at Cambridge, the war ended. She heard the pealing of bells from St Mary the Great; students had got into the church and were ringing the long-silent chimes in a wild burst of rejoicing. But she couldn’t find it in her heart to join them. ‘I went into my room and cried for a lost world.’

After the Armistice, Winifred buckled down to her studies. She was a talented historian, with a questioning mind. And she was ripe for conversion from her Christian Conservative background. Impelled by notions of social injustice and the meaningless suffering of the war, she joined the growing ranks of socialists and agnostics among the gifted students of her group. But when it came to finding romance, the possibilities started to close in. For a start, chaperones were still compulsory. If you couldn’t get one, you couldn’t go out. Going out was expensive anyway, and she was hampered by her lack of funds. On £5 a term, it was impossible to lead the kind of life that threw one in the way of eligible boyfriends. It was all very well for moneyed literati like Rosamond Lehmann and Frances Partridge (her exact contemporaries at Cambridge), but for Winifred boating and dances seemed prohibitively pricey on such a modest allowance. Back at home in Suffolk, the irony of her position was reinforced when she was invited by some of the local regimental officers (still not demobilised) to play the role of ‘Mamma’ to her pretty younger sister’s ingénue in an amateur revue. She found herself on stage in a fright wig singing:

‘If you ever want to marry’ –
‘And I do, dear Mamma’ –
‘It is wisest not to tarry’ –
‘Very true, dear Mamma’ –

Winifred Haward came down from Girton in 1921, after beating all the men in her two-part History tripos, and staying on for an extra year to do a research studentship. (Being a woman, she wasn’t eligible for a degree.) She was now in debt, having borrowed from a student loan fund; she didn’t want to live in a hostel all her life, she was twenty-three, and she had reached the age where either marriage or a career would have answered her need for security. But Winifred had been born into a generation that could no longer hold to comforting certainties, and she was growing up, as she had already suspected, into a world without men – particularly suitable ones. Those brave young officers from her Ipswich schooldays had all been in front when they led their men over the top. Casualty rates among officers were roughly double those of the ‘Tommies’. And so Winifred Haward joined what came to be called the Surplus Two Million.

Surplus Two Million

The same year that Winifred came down from Cambridge, 1921, the National Census was published. The figures were devastating, confirming the worst fears of the senior mistress of Bournemouth High School. In England and Wales there were 19,803,022 females and only 18,082,220 males – a difference of a million and three-quarters. This was far worse than predicted. Already, since the end of the war, newspapers had been running scare headlines about ‘Our Surplus Girls’. By February 1920 the Manchester Evening News was running a report on Dr Murray Leslie’s alarming analysis of post-war demographics, in ‘Husband Hunting – Tragedy of England’s Million Surplus Women’. The Daily Mail caught the story, with ‘A Million Women Too Many – 1920 Husband Hunt’. But with the publication of the 1921 Census the figure doubled overnight, and the Mail’s proprietor, Lord Northcliffe, felt able publicly to refer to ‘Britain’s problem of two million superfluous women’. The phrase – with all its insinuating baggage – refused to go away.
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In 1923 an issue of Strand Magazine caricatured the Husband Hunters in full cry

For months the Census story was never out of the news. The Daily Express ran a headline: ‘Problem of the Surplus Woman – Two Million who can Never Become Wives’. The Daily Chronicle responded, ‘No such thing as a Surplus Woman’. The Daily Mail rejoined the debate by asserting that ‘the superfluous women are a disaster to the human race’. The Times editorial, more measured but no less serious, expressed the view that ‘Two millions of surplus womanfolk create a question so immense and so farreaching that few have yet realized its import.’ Letters started to fly. The issue was at the forefront of public debate. It seemed nobody knew what to do. Views ranged from: ‘Learn to be useful – transform themselves into an army of workers for this country…’ to: ‘Cheerfulness is my motto… no need to be alarmed… the women probably filled in the Census forms wrong…’ ‘Leave them alone and give them equal opportunities with men’ seemed like sound advice. Or, if you are set on marriage, emigration was the answer: you ‘…must go to Canada and the Colonies, where the toll of war has not been as great as it has in this country, and where men want wives’.

Poor May Wedderburn Cannan had opened the telegram from the War Office that told her of the death of her beloved Bevil. For months after the extinction of her hopes, she ‘wandered in darkness’, retreating into a realm of memory and poetry; she wrote of sad hearts, burials, broken dreams and the dimming of the light. But talented poet as she was, she knew that she could not keep herself on verse. May was not university-educated, and she was twenty-five. She kept afloat on temporary jobs, but the constant headlines about the surplus of women were a ceaseless reminder of the odds stacked against her and her kind. They were unnecessary and unwanted. They weren’t educated, if they were under thirty they couldn’t vote, and many of the professions were still closed to them. The end of the war should have revived the energies of a drained nation, but, as May sat in the tube at the end of her weary day, ‘…rocking along in the dark and looking at the white, indifferent, tired faces opposite me the wheels sang “surplus two million, surplus two million”, and I was one of them’. May Wedderburn Cannan felt that she was on the scrap heap.

This tragic imbalance of the sexes was rocking society’s fragile boat. During the war, an estimated two million women had replaced men in employment. All over the country women had escaped from mills and servants’ halls and stepped in to fill the shortage of bus drivers, garage hands and factory workers. But now, the returning ‘heroes’ needed work and homes; they polished their shoes and went out looking for jobs, only to be told, ‘It’s the younger men we want,’ or ‘We’ve got more men and girls than we know what to do with.’ With men vastly outnumbered by the ‘war girls’, angry accusations started to be bandied around. In 1923 Lieutenant G. Dickens (retired) of Weston-super-Mare wrote indignantly to The Times over the appointment of a woman to the post of assistant secretary to the Royal Astronomical Society. He had been among the applicants for this very job: ‘[I] was duly informed that I was unsuccessful – at which I did not “kick”, until I ascertained that an unmarried woman had been given a man’s job! Surely such an appointment, in these times, is unjustified…’

It was generally held that the women should give the jobs back to the boys. Most of them did so, uncomplainingly. It seemed a shabby trick to steal the men’s positions while they were away fighting for their country. For married women it was not so hard to go back to home and hearth, but for single women it was different.

The anguish of the surplus two million was exacerbated by the sense that they were unwanted by men not only as wives, but also as competitors in the workplace and social stakeholders. When Asquith granted the vote to property-owning women over thirty in 1918 it was in recognition, partly, of the part they had played on the Home Front – ironical, as it was mostly much younger women who’d done the work. Now surely it was only a matter of time before all that the suffragettes had worked for would come to pass. But the prospect of a fully equal franchise was deeply disturbing to much of the male minority; fears were expressed that a vast influx of ‘irresponsible’ female voters would cause ‘Bedlam’. With many men feeling that women trying to get parity was an unnatural state of affairs, eleven more years were to pass before women got equal voting rights with men. The feminist assault undermined their sense of who they were and, above all, they felt outnumbered. They could only deal with their fears by abusing the offending women, who were bundled into a heterogeneous mob labelled flappers, feminists, warped spinsters, man-haters, shrews, cigarette-smoking hoydens and militants. There was deep-seated anxiety among men that the battle of the sexes was being lost, and that the wrong side were winning. Hysteria, more normally expected from the opposite sex, manifested itself in smear campaigns by a number of male authors – like that of one John MacArthur, who blustered angrily against the granting of the franchise to younger women in a pamphlet entitled Shall Flappers Rule? (1927).

The modern feminist agitation is mainly due to disgruntled, elderly women who, having for one reason or another failed to realise their hopes, seek to revenge themselves for their fancied grievances on men. Soured and disappointed, they blame the men for all their woes…

Vilified in such manner, many post-war women began to feel that life had dealt them a raw deal; and when the press began to suggest that, as superfluous women, they should be shipped off to the Colonies like so many unwanted criminals, there was indignation. Miss Florence Underwood, representing the view of the Women’s Freedom League, wrote angrily to the Daily Chronicle:

Marriage is not the only profession which women want. If there is a problem of surplus women, it will be solved not by sending women to exile in the Dominions to which they don’t want to go, but by giving them in their own country equal opportunities with men to work. If more professions and industries were opened out to women, and if the tops of such professions were not reserved for men by men, we should hear little of the surplus woman problem.

If it is a problem, it is a problem created by men, which should be solved by men.

To call any woman ‘surplus’ simply because she is not married is sheer impertinence.
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So what did the world have to offer a surplus young woman in the aftermath of the First World War? For Winifred Haward, now twenty-three, the answer was staring her in the face. It was the job that any educated woman like her would automatically qualify for: teaching. As many as 80 per cent of female graduates from Oxford and Cambridge colleges in the 1920s got jobs in the classroom. But Winifred was determined not to become a teacher:

All our mistresses at the High School were spinsters and that seemed the predestined fate of anyone who entered the profession. I liked men’s company, I wanted to marry, and had romantic ideas of love. I knew very well that it was almost impossible because hardly any men of my own age had survived. Also I was short and rather plump, with dark hair and dark blue eyes, strongly marked brows and a fair but not very good complexion. People’s opinion varied from ‘plain’ to ‘attractive’. I think I was attractive only when I ceased to be shy and was at ease.

For lack of other options, Winifred took a post as history lecturer at the University of London, and started work on a tedious doctorate about fifteenth-century merchants. It wasn’t what she wanted; she wanted a love affair, a grand passion: ‘ “Great love survives the night and climbs the stars”… That was what I wanted and felt I could give, if there were someone to take it.’
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Like Winifred Haward, Vera Brittain felt nothing but heartache and anger when the war ended; she was still only twenty-two and she had lost everything she had ever cared about. Roland had died at the beginning of the war, but its subsequent course had also taken from her her two best friends and her beloved brother Edward. On Armistice Day the streets were full of jubilant crowds, waving flags and shaking rattles. But Vera blocked her ears; she felt there was no place for her in this ‘brightly-lit, alien world…’ and the future seemed empty.

The war had interrupted Vera’s Oxford education after only one year; now, more from inertia than from any sense of purpose, she decided to return and finish what she had started. Numb and passive, at that point her only aim was to fill the blankness of her future with as little exertion as possible. She did not then foresee that the war, and Oxford, were ultimately to shape her political commitments. For now, she pinned what little hope she had left on the university. It would, she trusted, offer balm to her sore and bitter soul; she would make friendships; her fellow-students, though not of her generation, would be kind to her, they would listen to her with respect for having survived the greatest event of history. Pity would mingle with admiration, there would be tranquillity to write and study – and maybe time would do the rest.

Gertrude Caton-Thompson continued to work for the Ministry of Shipping, first as a filing clerk, then as a secretary. In 1918, when she was thirty, her previous suitor, Montagu Luck, tried again to persuade her to marry him – unsuccessfully. ‘Carlyon’s death had left me with the feeling that nothing much mattered,’ she later recalled. After the Armistice she stayed on as personal assistant to the Ministry head, with whom she attended the Paris Peace Conference. Gertrude and her friends took a day off at the Longchamp races, where she won 3,000 francs backing an outsider. With the war over, there was every indication that she would resume the aimless social round that her upbringing had accustomed her to. She had no money worries, and life had much to offer in the way of visits to friends, hunting, golf, and foreign holidays. But now the door stood open. In 1921 Gertrude returned to her earlier interest – archaeology. She enrolled for classes at University College London, took a course in prehistoric archaeology, learnt surveying, studied Arabic and museum collections, and immersed herself in reading. ‘I allowed myself few social engagements unconnected with archaeology.’ As soon as she could, she signed up to join an excavation at Abydos in Upper Egypt.

Mysteriously and inexorably, the bones and shards of remotest African prehistory had become of prime importance in Gertrude’s life. She had learnt the hard way that death is the end, and that those who are gone are irreplaceable, but her career was to be spent in reverently resurrecting and understanding the past. Here, she found meaning. For her, the dead were as real as the living, and through archaeology she rediscovered them. It was to absorb her for a lifetime.

Gertrude was not alone in seeking to make sense of a future without marriage, even if her solution was an uncommon one. War had stolen the hopes of a generation, but they were still young. And little by little, the Surplus Women began to find that life had not come to an end after all. The blank page was not the last page of the book.
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