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Abstract

This thesis contributes to our understanding of women’s social history, and particularly
the social, personal and political achievements of women born into the working-class in
late Victorian England. Preliminary research involved autobiographies from working-
class women bom throughout the nineteenth century, and a change in tone and content
was discovered in those written by women born from 1870 to 1900: for the first time

women of this class were beginning to write about their experiences of success.

This cohort of women was born into different strata of working-class society, in disparate
areas of England, both rural and urban, with a variety of family, educational and
occupational experiences. Yet despite the diversity in their texts, they reveal a
commonality in their motivation and ability to express themselves in terms of the struggles
they have overcome and the importance to them of achievements gained. The importance
of these texts is in the wider sweep of working-class history, they reflect the period in
which they were growing up and they provide a wealth of detail about the gendered and
class-specific experiences of working-class women during a period of profound social and

political change.

The women express a sense of success that each felt about her life in the interwoven and
sometimes interdependent areas of education, domesticity, economics and politics — each
of which is explored as a chapter in the thesis. Undeniably, their achievements were
facilitated by widening opportunities for women as a result of educational, economic, and
most importantly, political reforms. With the support of parents, family members or

networks of friends, colleagues or neighbours the writers describe the interconnected



series of chance and planned actions by which they achieved their ambitions. They
describe, variously, some upward social mobility, an improved standard of living, more
personal freedom, and their formal acceptance into the public arena of both local and
national politics. These autobiographies are important as the personal, and in the case of
these women, often the only, view of one person and their relationship with the

broadening societal reflections of gender and class imposed by the changing social

landscape of the period.
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Abstract

This thesis contributes to our understanding of women’s social history, and particularly
the social, personal and political achievements of women born into the working-class in
late Victorian England. Preliminary research involved autobiographies from working-
class women born throughout the nineteenth century, and a change in tone and content
was discovered in those written by women born from 1870 to 1900: for the first time

women of this class were beginning to write about their experiences of success.

This cohort of women was born into different strata of working-class society, in disparate
areas of England, both rural and urban, with a variety of family, educational and
occupational experiences. Yet despite the diversity in their texts, they reveal a
commonality in their motivation and ability to express themselves in terms of the struggles
they have overcome and the importance to them of achievements gained. The importance
of these texts is in the wider sweep of working-class history, they reflect the period in
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class-specific experiences of working-class women during a period of profound social and

political change.

The women express a sense of success that each felt about her life in the interwoven and
sometimes interdependent areas of education, domesticity, economics and politics — each
of which is explored as a chapter in the thesis. Undeniably, their achievements were
facilitated by widening opportunities for women as a result of educational, economic, and
most importantly, political reforms. With the support of parents, family members or

networks of friends, colleagues or neighbours the writers describe the interconnected



series of chance and planned actions by which they achieved their ambitions. They
describe, variously, some upward social mobility, an improved standard of living, more
personal freedom, and their formal acceptance into the public arena of both local and
national politics. These autobiographies are important as the personal, and in the case of
these women, often the only, view of one person and their relationship with the
broadening societal reflections of gender and class imposed by the changing social

landscape of the period.

Thesis word count: 84338



The Nature of Success in the Published Autobiographies of Women Born

into the Working Class in England 1870-1900.

Introduction

Perceptions of Success

The nature of success, which is central to this thesis, is open to many different
interpretations. Individuals mostly have their own ideas of what success means to them,
and definitions can thus be highly subjective. But while success has an abstract quality, it
is also something tangible for most people: something to which they aspire and work

towards, and something that they celebrate when they feel they have attained it.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century the means to success and the fulfilment of
personal ambition has become big business. In bookshops, much shelf space is given over
to the subject; an industry has grown up around the idea that anyone, anywhere, can
achieve success. Ideas on what comprises success are legion. It may mean material
wealth, encompassing a good position at work and the attendant lifestyle this brings: a
large well-furnished house, a fast car and other up-market life acquisitions. Success may
also be more nebulous: job satisfaction, a good marriage, pride in personal achievements,
a sense of happiness, inner peace, or fulfilment. Increasingly, it involves celebrity status.
Success may almost be described as all things to all people. The descriptions of success
that permeate modern literature support the notion of an individual ‘having it all’.! Books
offer advice on ways to achieve the material affluence and personal fulfilment to which, it

is suggested, all can aspire. Strategies which ‘lead to happiness’, ‘reaching goals’ or

! Nicola Horlick, Can You Have It All? How to Succeed in a Man’s World (London: Macmillan, 1997);
Helen Gurley Brown, Having It All (London: Sedgwick, 1983).



“fulfilling your heart’s desire’ are offered to the reader.” These prescriptions for success
differ profoundly from the descriptions found in literature written on the subject in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Success for individuals in the late Victorian and
early Edwardian period depended on cultural and societal assumptions about both gender
and class. At this time the attainment and celebration of success were essentially a male
preserve and this was reflected in contemporary literature which focussed very much on

the achievements of successful men.

For men, perceptions of success in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were
invariably bound up with the notion of ‘progress’ that was so important to Victorian
society. This was reflected in public achievements across a wide spectrum, including
advances in exploration and science, public building and city infrastructure, as well as
manufacturing and entrepreneurial ventures. It encompassed some women, but the
individuals concerned were mostly drawn from the elite sections of society: women born

into the working class were notably absent.

In addition, those woinen who were perceived to have achieved success shone in the field
of personal rather than public achievement: their contribution was assessed in terms of
morality and good works. Women were expected to be modest, humble, obedient, pious,
temperate, patient, silent and chaste, and above all to find happiness and contentment in
activities associated with the home. To a large degree this echoed the conventions of the

period: men could achieve in the public sphere, whereas successful women had a

2 See, for example: James Houston, The Heart’s Desire: A Guide to Personal Fulfilment (Oxford: Lion
Publishing, 1992); Dorothy Rowe, Wanting Everything: The Art of Happiness (London: Harper Collins,
1991); Jeff Davidson, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Reaching Your Goals (New York: Macmillan, 1999).



supporting role or else operated in a ‘feminine’ sphere. Their experience was restricted to

the home, to caring domestic-based professions, or to charitable ventures.’

A close examination of contemporary literature illustrates this point. Typical is Ernest
Bryant’s A New Self-Help: A Story of Worthy Success Achieved in Many Paths of Life By
Men and Women of Today and Yesterday.* First published in 1908 the book was an
eclectic, worldwide collection, dealing with the lives of mainly middle-class men, such as
Charles Darwin, Abraham Lincoln, Cecil Rhodes, Thomas Cooke and John Wesley. As
his title suggests, Bryant did include some women. In Chapter 4, entitled ‘Life’s
Handicap’, he cited Helen Keller, a dedicated teacher of sign language to a profoundly
deaf student.” And in a later chapter, ‘A Woman’s Place in Progress’, he told of public
recognition of the success of Florence Nightingale in establishing the nursing profession,
and identified this as a step towards the equality of women with men, at least in terms of
their intellectual capacity:

One of the most striking events of 1907 was the bestowal

by King Edward of the order of merit upon Miss Florence

Nightingale...the bestowal of that Order marked an

entirely new departure, it was created for men only. King

Edward, with the advice of his ministers, in honouring

Miss Nightingale, set an example which we shall see

generally followed. It is part of a great movement towards

the recognition of the intellectual equality of women with

men. It is late in the day, but better late than never.®
To underline his point, the chapter “Towards Self-Help’ included some twenty or so

women, worldwide, who had a right to claim a place in the forward march of ‘progress’.

He included the Baroness Burdett-Coutts, the astronomers Miss Agnes Clerke and Lady

3 For discussion of separate spheres in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries see, for example, Susan
Kingsley Kent, Gender and Power in Britain, 1640-1990 (London: Routledge, 1999), particularly pp. 147-
184, 260-302. See also Chapter 1, p. 25 of this thesis.

* Ernest A. Bryant, 4 New Self-Help: A Story of Worthy Success Achieved in Many Paths of Life by Men and
Women of Today and Yesterday (London: Cassell and Co., 1980).

5 Bryant, 4 New Self-Help, pp.326-328.

S Bryant, A New Self-Help, p.329.



Huggins (the latter rather tellingly identified as ‘the wife of Sir William Huggins’), Mrs
Somerville, and Lady Bullen ‘the famous artist’. Bryant had made an attempt to appear
even-handed, and to include women as well as men. He went as far as to claim that ‘where
aman can go, a woman can follow’. However, his use of ‘follow’ seemed to reflect the
mores of a society which believed that a woman could succeed only if man showed her the

way, or allowed her to act in a prescribed field, as was the case with Florence Nightingale.

Bryant promulgated the gendered view that it was possible for women to be successful,
but only by behaving in a manner prescribed by society. They could succeed as wife,
daughter or mother, or in a caring profession such as nursing and teaching. He
unwittingly demonstrated this in his references to explorers’ wives - Mrs Francis V.
Campbell ‘wife of the daring English traveller’, and Mrs Pearcy, ‘who accompanied her
husband on his early trips to the North Pole’ - although she was left at the first base camp,

from where she ‘was sent (my italics) to meet him in 1900°."

Most importantly, for this thesis, Bryant’s women were all, without exception, from the
middle or upper classes. By the omission of working-class women from his book, it might
be concluded that they had little hope of achieving the success that Bryant envisaged for
more elite women. When he declared that with ‘progress’, the coming of equal
educational opportunities, and with the help of men, women too could achieve, Bryant
was referring to the kind of middle-and upper-class women he had described in his book.
He concluded with an appeal for men to broaden the idea of self-help in order to assist
women, who, although weak, could still have potential:

The spirit of the new Self-Help is not the selfish spirit of
gain to be sought by the individual; it is a Self-Help which

7 Bryant, A New Self-Help, pp-338-339.



lightens the burdens of others equally with our own, and
enables us to assist the weaklings not yet risen to their
feet. The hand stretched forth to succour and guide will
not be withheld from those to whom man first owes
courtesy, respect, and reverence.®
The notion of achieving success by means of self-help, introduced by Bryant, is a further

important strand within this thesis.

Ideas of self-help, though prevalent well before the nineteenth century, were perhaps
crystallised in the public mind by a book written by Samuel Smiles (1812-1904), and first
published some fifty years before Bryant’s book, in 1859. Bryant’s chapter heading, Self
Help echoes the title of Smiles’s book.” Smiles’s Self Help was a best seller. Printed in
many editions it was widely read: over 250,000 copies were sold in his lifetime and the
book was still in print well into the twentieth century. Smiles dealt with the benefits of
thrift, temperance, work and a good character. He promulgated the notion of the
independent self-made working-class man within the general consciousness by
encouraging, in mid-Victorian society, the belief that by thrift and hard work any morally
sound person could gain material success or rise in society. He illustrated the possibilities
of rags to riches to all who could read. Like Bryant, however, Smiles’s main target

audience, although admittedly working-class, was male.

Smiles included nothing controversial in his advice. There was no hint that the lot of
working people may have been improved by political action, and in fact Smiles was
promulgating acquiescence in conventional Victorian values and a hierarchical social
order, through a cult of ‘independence’, ‘systematic industry’ and ‘self-help’.'® The idea

that such social progress could include working-class women was barely acceptable even

8 Bryant, A New Self-Help, p.343.
® Samuel Smiles, Self Help (London: n.pub., 1859).
1 Samuel Smiles, Self Help (London: n.pub.,1860 edition), p. V.



by late nineteenth-century society, which still regarded it an axiom that working-class
women should know their place, and that the place for respectable women was in the

home.

Such societal values were also suggested in a later and less well-known book by Smiles:
Life and Labour, first published in 1887, purported to throw light on the changing
attitudes towards women in society, it explored also the idea of a fundamental equality
between men and women. But in spite of this supposedly progressive approach it
reinforced the idea of ‘separate spheres’, assigning to women a primarily domestic role.
Women, whom Smiles described as man’s ‘helps-meet’, are limited to a clearly
subordinate role:

There are many more single women than single men. Man
has strength and power; he acts, moves, thinks, and works
alone. He looks ahead. But the woman stays at home, for
joy or for sorrow. To feel, to love, to suffer, to devote
herself, - is this not the sum of woman’s life? There are
many single women animated by the most beautiful of
motives, and associated with the noblest and most
honourable members of society. Need we mention the
names of Florence Nightingale, Catherine Stanley and
Sister Dora?

Single women are in many cases the best comforters, the
best sympathisers, the best nurses, the best

companions... There is no record made of the constant,
watchful daily service of the patient woman who keeps her
home healthy and peaceful. Even in the humblest classes,
single women do more than their fair share of useful and
honourable work, often in the face of trials, difficulties,
and temptations.”

In the context of Smiles’ book, therefore, the whole concept of success at the end of the
nineteenth century appears only attainable for women in a subservient role, helping, or

comforting, men. Success for women could only be realized within parameters set by

11 Samuel Smiles, Life and Labour: Or, Characteristics of Men of Industry, Culture and Genius (London:
John Murray, 1887) pp.388-391.

10



society, in which women had a role to fulfil in the domestic sphere in serving men, or as

carer, companion Or nurse.

Given the self-effacing role assigned to women, especially those from the working class,
one might not expect to find that women from this class and period had written their
autobiographies. Still less would one expect them to write about their lives in terms of
success. There are nevertheless extant as many as twenty-six published autobiographies,
written by women born into the working class in England between 1870 and 1900, and
they are all success stories in one form or another. That these women should have the
ability, motivation and impetus to write about their success is surprising, but they
nevertheless chronicled the pathways by which they improved their lives and attained their

goals.

Although these women do not generally use the word success, their autobiographies
describe their social advancement and the fulfilment of ambitions in various areas of their
lives. They took pride in their varied achievements and illustrate that success, rather than
the ‘usefulness’ referred to by Smiles in the quote above, was attainable for women whose
origins were working-class and who grew up in late Victorian and early Edwardian
England. To write about success was a new phenomenon for this class of women, and one

that it is the purpose of this thesis to examine.
Statement of Objectives

The present work is of particular importance because it addresses a neglected field of

enquiry. It engages with a cohort of twenty-six women autobiographers born into the
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working class in England between 1870 and 1900, who perceived themselves as

successful, and found the language and motivation to write about their experience.

The research began as an enquiry into the earliest working-class women’s
autobiographies. It progressed to include all of the one hundred and thirty-six extant
published and unpublished autobiographies written by working-class women born in
England during the nineteenth century. This was an important period in women’s writing,
especially for those from the working class. It was only in that century that they began, in
any number, to write their autobiographies. Before then there were few texts of any sort

written by this class of women, and certainly few that were published.

During preliminary reading, a marked difference in tone and content was noted in 26 of
the 55 autobiographies written by women born between 1870 and 1900. Unlike the other
29 writers, whose texts are grounded in, and accepting of, working-class existence, these
26 all presented a record of personal achievement in various areas of their lives. In these
texts there is an implicit sense of individual success, and of subsequent upward social
mobility between, or within, social strata. All 26 of the autobiographies in question have
been published in some form. Their publication not only gives wider access to this cohort
of writers, but also says something about the interest inherent in their writing. But despite
this interest, the autobiographies from this cohort of women have hitherto been neglected.
It is the purpose of this thesis to address this neglect, and to use the autobiographies to

illuminate the details of their success.

It is important at this early stage to state that the term ‘working class’ is used flexibly here,

as an analytical tool, rather than rigidly, as a defining category. The class of society into
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which these women were born was not a monolithic, homogeneous group. As Engels
claimed in The Condition of the Working Class in England, the category ‘working class’
included a variety of social types under its umbrella.'? It consisted of various strata,
ranging from those living in abject poverty, to the relatively affluent upper working-class

artisans. This diversity is reflected in the cohort.

Some of the women were bomn into what appeared to be inescapable poverty, while others
had parents with relatively good jobs and a reasonable standard of living, and were
sometimes wealthy enough to employ help in the home on a limited scale, such as
engaging a laundress once a week."> Many of them were denied access to resources or to
education, and while some overcame these obstacles, they had to struggle. In so doing
they faced difficult choices, such as whether to stay at school and gain some educational
success, or leave and earn a wage, and so contribute towards the family economy.'* A few
were able to achieve scholarships and went on to further education, gaining professional

qualifications.

The term ‘working-class’ therefore must be used with care. It is employed in this thesis in
broadly the way in which it is defined in E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English
Working Class. Thompson stresses the social and cultural fluidity of class-consciousness
which arises when ‘some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or shared),
feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and as against
other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs.”"” In these

terms, ‘working-class women’ may be defined as those women who identify themselves,

12 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of The Working Class in England, ed. David McLellan (Oxford: Oxford
University Press,1993).

13 Annie Bames, Tough Annie: From Suffragette to Stepney Councillor (London: Stepney Books, 1980), p.7.
14 See, for instance, Mary Luty, 4 Penniless Globetrotter (Accrington: Wardleworth, 1927), p.39.

15 B P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin, 1991), pp.8-9.
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both socially and culturally, as working class; who are born into a wage-eamning family
and who have in common the experience of having to work in paid employment at some
stage in their lives, in order to support themselves and often also their families. Judged by
this standard the twenty-six women in question are undeniably working-class. They
present themselves as working class; and they were born into environments where the
common experience was of families supported by one or two wage earners. Nevertheless,
the women in the cohort exhibit some fluidity in their social position throughout their
lives. Although the degree of this varies, all of them, to a greater or lesser extent, became

upwardly mobile in terms of education, occupation or lifestyle.

While defining terms, it is also necessary at this point to clarify the use of the term
‘separate spheres’. During analysis of the texts it has been useful in some instances to
employ the terms “public sphere’ and ‘private sphere’ in order to differentiate between
activities that were societaly gendered. Much has been written on these divisions and
want of space precludes a detailed discussion here.'® However it is important to stress that
the model of separate spheres is only a rhetorical tool, as Linda Kerber has argued.17
Mitzi Myers has elaborated further and claimed, albeit disapprovingly:

It demarcates and organizes things tidily, so that even

though feminist revisionists know that spheres cannot
truly be separate, we are still stuck with an orthodoxy of

16 Ror an historiography of the emergence of separate spheres for women debate see, for example: Patricia
Branca, Silent Sisterhood: Middle-Class Women in the Victorian Home, (London: Croom Helm 1975); Sarah
Delamont and Lorna Duffin, The Nineteenth Century Woman: Her Cultural and Physical World (London:
Croom Helm, 1978); Martha Vicinus, Suffer and Be Still (L.ondon: Virago, 1974); also Amanda Vickery
‘Shaking the Separate Spheres. Did Women Really Descend Into Graceful Indolence?’ in The Times
Literary Supplement issue 4693 (12 March 1993), pp.6-7. The ideology of the golden age of domesticity is
discussed in detail in Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, Family Fortune: Men and Women of the English
Middle Class 1780-1850 (London: Hutchinson Educational, 1987), and for an interesting historical
perspective, see, Alice Clark, Working Lives of Women in the Seventeenth Century (London: Routledge,
1919).

171 inda K Kerber, ‘Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place: The Rhetoric of Woman'’s History’
in Jowrnal of American History, issue 75, vol.1 (June 1998), pp.9-39.
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public and private realms, with women as domestic pawns

and men as public actors.'®
In describing the various kinds of success achieved by the cohort these terms have proved
useful. However, it is important to state here that these are not mutually exclusive
categories: in the women’s lives the ‘public’ and the “private’ are so intertwined that one

must, of necessity, have an impact on the other.

The thesis examines the nature of success in its various forms. Against a backdrop of
social and political change it investigates the ways in which, by a combination of chance
and strategy, these women achieved their ambitions. Undeniably, their success was
facilitated by important social and political changes. Key changes included legislation for
shorter working hours, provision of better elementary education and some secondary
education, wider employment opportunities, and openings for women in politics. Shorter
working hours gave single working-class women of the period more leisure time, and it
became acceptable for even married working-class women to join newly established clubs
and societies such as the Co-operative Women’s Guild, which encouraged its members to
broaden their reading skills and become involved in voicing their opinions at public
meetings. Some of the woinen in the cohort became involved in political organizations

including trade unions, socialist societies and the suffrage movement.

Interwoven through all of the autobiographies was the claim to respectability. Ideologies
of womanhood required by Victorian and Edwardian society incorporated a range of
qualities including Christian values of caring for others, together with modesty, humility,

self-denial and propriety. These values were incompatible with public self-representation,

18 Mitzi Myers, ‘Completing the Union: Critical Enui, the Politics of Narrative’ in Intersecting of Public
and Private, ed. Caroline Steedman (London: Virago, 1986), p.42.
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and this may be a reason why many of the women offered an explanation, or justification,

of their achievements when recording their experiences.

The articulacy of these women lifted them above the ordinary. In writing their
autobiographies they presented themselves not only as successful, but also as different
from other women of their class and background. Their individual experiences of life
were of course diverse: they came from various areas of England, different strata of
working-class society, varying positions in the family, and they describe accordingly a
variety of different educational, family and occupational experiences. Yet paradoxically,
despite these differences, the lives of these women may also be seen as representative.
They reveal the possibility of achievement for working-class women of the period and so

provide a link between the individual and the collective experience.

It is this combination of similarities and differences which makes these twenty-six women
worthy of study. They provide personal histories rooted in an historical context: as
witnesses at the centre of working-class society they described transitional periods in their
lives in which they gradually worked towards, and ultimately achieved, success in the
areas of education, domesticity, economics and politics. They illustrate their ability to
capitalize on societal changes and to turn them to their advantage. At the same time their
pursuit of respectability and their religious, social and political beliefs, all emerge from
their writing. Their autobiographies augment an understanding of working-class history as
sometimes upwardly socially mobile. Most importantly, it reveals the emergence of a new

type of autobiography: that of successful working-class women.
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Outline of Chapters

There are a number of ways in which this study of the perceptions of success in the
autobiographies of the cohort could be presented. It could be written by considering each
woman in turn: but this approach, although it might highlight the differences between
individuals, would mean a great deal of repetition regarding the similarities. Alternatively,
it could have been written chronologically: but then societal changes are slow to register,
and they also take effect unevenly between urban and rural areas; and even between
different strata of the working class. Such changes would thus have different
repercussions at different stages in the lives of the autobiographers, who were born over a

period of three decades, and in many different parts of the country.

The shortcomings of the individual and chronological approaches meant that a thematic
approach was adopted. Despite the considerable diversity in the lives of these women
there are also clear themes running through all of the autobiographies: although not always
clear-cut, they encompass educational, domestic, economic and political success. These
four themes surface and subside at various times and are often intertwined. Domestic
skills were taught both in the home and at school. Education was also achieved formally
at school and informally at home. For some of the cohort attaining an education was an
end in itself, others used educational success, in the form of qualifications or scholarships,
to enter further education or obtain higher-paid employment and so achieve economic
success. Economic success, although perceived mainly in the public sphere of paid
employment, was also illustrated as the women improved their standard of living and
material wealth domestically, in an increasingly consumer society. Economic success was
also discerned in the home as women took control of the family income from husbands

and older children. Political success was achieved in the doinestic sphere, as some women
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became householders and so gained the right to a local franchise, or else found a public
voice when they joined clubs, societies and political or suffrage movements. Political
success could also begin as women took an active role in work-place trade unions. Despite
the difficulties of unravelling these areas of their lives, the chapter headings are based on

the themes given obvious importance by the autobiographers themselves.

Chapter one outlines the methodology employed for the thesis. It begins with a discussion
of working-class women’s autobiography, and emphasizes the importance of the
autobiographies in question as, in many cases, the only material surviving from this group
of women. It continues with an overview of the historiography of the working-class;
considers why published autobiographies from this group of women were chosen; and
discusses what problems were inherent in the study. It concludes by reviewing the

historical context in which the texts were written.

Chapter two introduces the twenty-six autobiographers — the cohort of women — with a
brief biography of each, and a bibliographical note on their autobiography. There follows
a short review of the texts as a body of work, which discusses the reasons the women gave
for writing, and in some cases publishing, their autobiographies. Finally there is the
suggestion that because of the diversity of their lives, the cohort’s autobiographies are
important in representing the increasingly wide range of experiences possible for working-
class women during the period. It stresses the importance of biographical detail in history,
and in particular the importance of autobiographies such as these, which give a thoughtful

reflection of a personal history.
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Chapter three explores educational achievement in the lives of the women in the cohort,
examining ways in which they describe educational ambition; how they used societal
changes in education to fulfil these ambitions; and how they presented their educational
success. Education, in its various forms, appeared to be seen by most of these women as
the most important contributing factor to their success, as it is given prominence in almost
all of the autobiographies. The chapter argues that with a network of support from family,
friends, and neighbours, the writers overcame the constraints of gender and class at school
and in the home to achieve an education through both formal and informal means.
Furthermore, the kind of education they acquired was dependent mainly on parental

attitude to education, most particularly that of their mothers.

Of social changes, perhaps the most relevant for the cohort was the improvement in
education due mainly to the Education Act brought in by W. E. Forster in 1870. This
legislated for the provision of schooling for all children up to the age of ten.’® Most of the
women in the cohort were therefore enabled to take advantage of educational reforms
during their childhood and gained some measure of formal education. Some, however,
were not and found strategies to cope with what they saw as a lack of opportunity. They
learned to read informally by borrowing books or enlisting the help of friends and
families. Interest in Socialism for many of the cohort came about through reading
material borrowed in this way: most notably the work of the socialist Robert Blatchford,
which had particular relevance for political involvement later in life for many of the

cohort.2’ In some cases, educational achievement was seen as an end in itself; the cohort in

19 W. E. Forster (1818-1886) was a Quaker wool merchant who was vice-president of the committee of the
Privy Council for education and to whom Gladstone left the framing of the 1870 Education Act.

20 Robert Blatchford (1851-1943), Socialist and writer, was the author of such titles as Socialism: 4 Reply to
the Encyclical of the Pope (1893); Merrie England (1895); The New Religion (1897);Competition: A Plain
Lesson for the Workers (1898); Britain for the British (1902); God and My Neighbour (1904). Perhaps the
most notable of which was Merrie England which provoked much discussion in the national press.
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general were better educated than their parents. In others the writers clearly indicated tha
educational success was a first step to a more public success in further education, politics

or the work-place.

Chapter four examines domestic success, which for many of these women, at least during
some period of their lives, meant marriage, a happy home life, children and perhaps
buying or renting their own home. Domestic success was often measured by
respectability, both crucial to the way in which all women were perceived by society over
the period. Domesticity was an area for which working-class girls, in particular, were
trained during childhood at home and at school. Girls growing up were given clear
instruction from parents and teachers about women’s place in society: they must be good
girls who would become good workers, most notably good domestic servants, as well as
good wives and mothers. Skills ‘appropriate’ for girls were therefore taught which would
prepare them for typically female employment and for women’s work, and women’s
place, within the home. The chapter argues that, far from resenting this situation, the
cohort, with a few exceptions, welcomed their training in domestic skills and wrote
proudly of their respectability: their ability to manage their homes and make them
comfortable and attractive, and to bring up their children well and to be good wives and
neighbours. In doing so, they were both reflecting and promoting societal values of

domesticity.

Chapter five considers success in economic terms, illustrated primarily in the ways that
the women controlled their own and the family income. For many women economic
success was contingent upon educational success and many of the cohort used their

educational achievements to gain fulfilment, and better pay in the work-place. As young
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workers, the women contributed to family economics and in time to their own economic
independence away from the family home. There was a change over the period and
beyond, and the cohort illustrated that increasing access to occupations such as teaching,
tailoring and clerical work, once male-dominated, opened up better-paid opportunities for
women.”! For married women family duties often merged with paid work. The ‘double
shift’ of paid employment and housework was not the same for all of the women in the
cohort, any more than it was for working-class women in general during the nineteenth
century and beyond. In particular, there were differences between married and single
women, childless and childbearing women, and urban and rural women. Women at
different times of their life also had varying responsibilities and experienced varying
degrees of economic success. Nevertheless, this chapter reveals the possibilities for social
advancement, and a better standard of living, for working-class women as a widening
range of consumer goods became available to society in general. Working-class women,
in controlling how family income was spent, played an increasingly important role in the

development of the consumer society.

Chapter six examines the nature of success that was bound up with political rights and
freedoms, both in the work-place and at home, or in participation in social clubs and
societies. Importantly, a political and social awareness is seen emerging in many of the
autobiographies written by the cohort. Working conditions improved over the period, as
the factory acts came into being and new reforms were enforced as factory inspections
began to take place. The chapter argues that the reforms were to affect the lives of many of

the women in the cohort and of working-class women in general: they became involved

21 The 1891 Census, Employment: Table 6, England and Wales, pp. 26-30 showed that in the 1891 census
the employment of women could be divided into: 1,386,167 indoor domestic servants; 415,961 milliners,
dressmakers and staymakers; 332,784 in cotton and cotton goods manufacturing; 185,246 in washing,
mangling and other laundrywork; 144,393 in teaching and 89,244 in tailoring.
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with politics in the work-place, joined trade unions and became familiar with political

behaviours such as voting, balloting, canvassing and public speaking.

Political action was not new to working-class women. Historical accounts of popular
protest written since the 1960s have emphasized the trend towards various forms of
collective action — exemplified by Eric Hobsbawm’s analysis of ‘collective bargaining by
riot’. 2 This behaviour involved women in the community, and those in the cohort were
no exception to the trend. Those who stayed at home after marriage, as well as those who
continued to work in paid employment, became involved with clubs, societies or political
movements in the public arena outside both home and work. In many cases those in work
who joined trades union became members of the Independent Labour Party, which was
affiliated to the unions. Others joined socialist societies such as the Clarion Club, mainly
for recreational reasons such as cycling or choral singing. Those women who saw success
centred mainly in the domestic sphere could also take part in political activities. As
members of the Working Women’s Guild, for example, they had a public voice, they took
part in ballots and voted within the Guild on a variety of social and women’s issues. This
sort of activity could translate to the wider political field of organizations such as the
suffragette movement or the Women’s Labour League. Even the act of shopping at a co-

operative could be seen as supporting, in a general way, a political ideal.

Political activity, and in particular suffragism and the struggle for equal rights, was given
great prominence in a few of the autobiographies, and had a place in most of them. It is
this involvement with the public sphere of politics that, arguably, is most relevant to the

continuity of history. Political and social changes had enabled women to effect changes in

22 Fric Hobsbawm, ‘The Machine Breakers,” in Labouring Men: Studies in the History of Labour (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964), p. 45.
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their own lives, and by joining a political party they could, in turn, themselves have some
effect on changes in society. Their involvement with the public sphere of politics reflects

the reciprocal nature of social and political change.

The conclusion of the thesis draws together the threads of discussion in the preceding
chapters. The four chapters - on education, domesticity, economics and politics - reveal
much about the nature of success in these areas as experienced by the autobiographers.
They also show that there were possibilities for advancement for women like themselves,
since it is not unreasonable to suppose that many more such women had similar
aspirations but failed to realize their dreams or potential; or did so, but were not inspired
to write their personal history. Nevertheless the cohort illustrate that women born into the
working-class could achieve success: they tested the limits of, and in some cases defied,
Victorian cultural assumptions. The autobiographies studied here thus represent a
valuable record and are testimony to, if not a new social phenomenon — the successful

working-class woman — then at least to a new expression of it.
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Chapter 1: Methodology

Introduction

During the nineteenth century there was a marked increase in literacy amongst the
working class in England, and as a result for the first time written primary source material
from this section of society can be found. There are over 1,000 known autobiographies
from working-class people born in England between 1790 and 1900: 136 of these are by

women. !

The relatively low output of working-class women's writing compared to that of working-
class men cannot be attributed to a low level of literacy.> There was a rapid growth in
literacy for both girls and boys, who had relatively equal opportunities to attend some
form of primary schooling. Furthermore, although in 1840 one-third of all grooms and
one-half of all brides could not sign their names, by 1900 virtually all brides and grooms
were able to sign the marriage register.3 In essence, there was little difference between

working men and women in the acquisition of literacy skills.*

! | iterature searches were undertaken for working-class female autobiographies in the Bodleian Library
Oxford, Bath County Library, Bath Spa University College Library and the British Library. Letters were
written to county libraries throughout England. In additiom, a record of known female autobiographies was
extrapolated from: John Burnett, David Vincent and David Mayall, The Autobiography of the Working Class
1790-1900, vol. L, II and III, and Supplement (Brighton: Harvester Press, Leverhulme Trust, 1984).
Altogether this resulted in the finding of a total of 136 texts of women who had lived all or part of their lives
in the nineteenth century.

2 For discussion on the literacy of working-class women, see: W. B. Stephens, Education, Literacy and
Society, 1880-1870. The Geography of Diversity in Provincial England (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1987); David Vincent, Literacy and Popular Culture: England 1750-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989).

3 David F. Mitch The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England: The Influence of Private Choice and
Public Policy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), p.1.

*On average, female literacy rates at the beginning of the nineteenth century were about ten to fifteen points
behind male rates, becoming closer as the century progressed. There is evidence that in some areas of high
female unemployment the rate could be very lower, but this does not explain the one to ten ratio of female to
male autobiographers. For discussion of illiteracy in the nineteenth century see, for instance, Roger
Schofield, ‘Dimensions of Illiteracy 1750-1850°, in Explorations in Economic History, volume I no.4
(Summer, 1973), p.453.
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One possible explanation is that societal conventions did not encourage women to write
about themselves. Respectable women were modest, retiring, supportive of their husband
(Samuel Smiles’s ‘best comforters, the best sympathisers, the best nurses, the best
companions’)’ and were to be found, ideally, at the centre of a happy family home. The
difficulty encountered in breaking from the ‘separate sphere’, historically claimed to have
been imposed on women, may explain, in part at least, why only one-tenth of the extant
autobiographical material from working people of this period was written by women.® By
writing, and even more so, by making their writing public, these women would be
rebelling: transcending the societaly constructed hegemony of both class and gender.’
Working-class women who aspired to respectability may therefore have hesitated to write
their autobiographies. Those who did so, as will be shown, often conformed to a common
writers’ tradition and incorporated a justification for their writing as a preface, foreword or

passage within the texts of their autobiographies.®

An alternative explanation is that the majority of working-class women did not live lives
that encompassed the sorts of success discussed earlier. They may not have regarded the
‘ordinariness’ of their lives as worthy of recording and so there will have been little

motivation to write about them. Nevertheless, some working-class women did overcome

5 See above, p. 10.

¢ The notion of ‘separate spheres’ while still a useful descriptive tool for the historian has come under attack
in recent years. See, for example, Linda Kerber, ‘Separate spheres, female worlds, woman’s place: the
rhetoric of woman’s history’ in Journal of American History, 75, 1 (1988); Amanda Vickery ‘Golden age
to separate spheres? A review of the categories and chronology of English women’s history’ in Historical
Journal, 36, 2 (1993). For a critique of the separate spheres model and post-constructuralist feminist theory,
see, Ann-Louise Shapiro, ed. Feminist Revision History, (New Brunswick: New Jersey, 1994).

7 For a discussion of ideology and gender see, for instance: Lesley Hall, Sex, Gender and Social Change in
Britain Since 1880 (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 2000); Susan Kingsley Kent, Gender and Power in
Britain 1640-1990 ; Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments (London: Virago, 1989).

% Jane Rendall has illustrated this trend in * “A Short Account of My Unprofitable Life”: Autobiographies of
Working Class Women in Britain ¢.1775-1845 in Women's Lives/Women’s Times: New Essays on
Auto/Biography, ed. Trev Lynn Broughton and Linda Anderson (Albany: State University of New York:
1997), pp-31-50.
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the obstacles of class and gender facing them, and found the ability and motivation to

write their autobiographies.

During the preliminary research for this thesis and following a general enquiry to
librarians in England for lists of relevant holdings, all of the 136 known autobiographies
written by working-class women born during the nineteenth century were read.”
Comprising both published and unpublished texts, they were found to be a very disparate
and varied group. Initial analysis revealed a general change of emphasis over time and,
although these overlap, there was a general trend from spiritual to mainly secular writing

as the century progressed.

Fourteen of the autobiographies were written by women born before mid-century.'® All of
these were spiritual or confessional autobiographies. They were formulaic, religious in
tone and followed an older puritan pattern found in chapbooks, evangelical texts and
Sunday school prize-books, all of which may have been available to working-class women
at this time.!! Spiritual autobiographies, or ‘testimonies’, continue to be written up to the
present day, especially by women of all classes involved with Quakerism or Christian
‘Born Again’ movements. These texts describe a personal introspective spiritual journey
from an early life of sin, through enlightenment Jfrom God, to a state of grace. In general
they give few personal details and are not set into any historical context. Moreover, they

were mostly written when the author was relatively young, triggered by a religious

? See ‘Bibliography’ appendix IV, pp. 305-313.

10 These were Rose Allen (b.1809); Jane Andrew (b.1815); Janet Bathgate; Ruth Bryan (b.1805); Mrs
Collier (b.1805); Kezzie Crawfurd (b.1835); Barbara Farquhar (b.1800); Marianne Hearn (b.1834); Lucy
Luck (b.1848); Mary Smith (b.1822); Elizabeth Squirrell (b.1838); Elizabeth Storie (b.1818); Louisa
Twining (b.1820) and Mary Weston (b.1840), see ‘Bibliography’.

11 For discussion on contact with the printed word for the working class during this period see, for instance,
David F. Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, 1992), pp.43-79.
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conversion, which in many instances was claimed to have taken place in the early

adulthood, or even childhood, of the writer.

The numbers of spiritual testimonies declined as working-class women born in the second
half of the nineteenth century began to write more secular autobiographies. The writers
tended to be older than those writing spiritual testimonies, and in many cases were
responding to competitions run by local history groups or to calls for ‘memoirs’ by
welfare associations for the elderly, which became especially popular in the 1950s, 1960s
and 1970s.'> These secular recollections did not have passages of thoughtful
retrospection, or introspection, but were rather on the pattern of an oral recollection. They
tended to be short autobiographical narratives about events or periods of time in the
writer’s lives, such as day trips or childhood; histories of places in which the writer had
lived, or memories of specific people, especially parents.”” These writers also expressed
acceptance of their working-class identity in the titles of their autobiographical writing
which reflect their own, or their husband’s, employment: The Factory Girl, The
Platelayer’s Wife, A Servant."* Local history groups have published some of these in

leaflets or booklet form. Many more remain unpublished and may be found in small

12 gor discussion of this change over time see, Carol Jenkins, * “The Major Silence™: Autobiographies of
Nineteenth Century Working Women’ in Victorianism ed. J. B. Bullen (London: Longman, 1997), pp.38-53.
Appended.

1 For example: Beatrice Stallan, ‘Childhood Recollections’ TS (1940), Cambridge Record Office; Mary

Weston, The Story of Our Trip to Hastings (London: Working Men’s Association, 1890); Dorothy Alice
Warwick, Meon Valley Memories (Farnham: Rich Tomes, 1982); Elsie M. Watts, Personal Recollections of
Old Trowbridge, by an Old Trowbridgean (Trowbridge: F.A.Shugg, 1978); Millie Toole, Our Old Man
(London: Dent and Sons, 1949).

14 Ellen Johnston, Autobiography, Poems and Songs of Ellen Johnston ‘The Factory Girl’ (Glasgow: William
Love, 1897); Mrs Wrigley ‘A Plate-Layer’s Wife’ in Life As We Have Known It, ed. Margaret Llewelyn
Davies (London: Hogarth Press, 1931); Hannah Cullwick, 4 Servant’s Life ed. Liz Stanley (London: Virago,
1984).
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collections or singly in archives and local history sections of public and university

libraries.'® Others may lie forgotten in attics.

This gradual process of change, from spiritual testimonies to a mainly secular genre of
autobiographical recollections, may be explained as a manifestation or reflection of the
process of secularisation which took place in the wider culture during the nineteenth
century and beyond. Religion, by the end of the nineteenth century, was declining as a
central societal and intellectual authority. Changes such as the advancement of
technology, scientific discoveries throwing light on evolution, and new intellectual
thinking on the meanings of the Scriptures, as well as divisions from both within and
outside the established Church, all contributed to this growing secularism, a process which
has been well-documented.'® Orthodox religion seemed to be in decline and no longer of

central importance in the lives of the majority of the populace.

Yet although the autobiographers from mid-century onwards were secular rather than
religious writers, the majority of them were believers, in the widest sense, and many
continued to be practising Christians who went to church regularly and took part in family
prayers and hymn singing. More broadly, their belief encompassed the motivation for
personal actions and morals resulting in a way of life rather than adherence to a particular

denomination. In other words, the autobiographies reflect the fact that, by this period,

15 The majority of collections are located in Brunel University Library, Middlesex. The Northampton and
Cambridge Record Offices also house a good number.

16 Ror discussion of the process of secularisation in the nineteenth century see, for example: Owen
Chadwick, The Secularisation of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1975); Owen Chadwick, The Victorian Church Parts I and II (London: A & C Black,
1970); B. G. Worrall, The Making of the Modern Church: Christianity in England Since 1800 (London:
SPCK, 1988). For a study, which re-examines the assumption that religion was in decline during the last
quarter of the nineteenth century because of the increase in modern industry and the industrialization of
society in the industrial towns, see, S. J. D. Green, Religion in the Age of Decline: Organization and
Experience in Industrial Yorkshire 1870-1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).
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‘religion’ had become a more personal faith or morality, which coloured and informed the

lives of the cohort, rather than an orthodox religion.

The years 1870-1900 were a period of social, cultural and political change in the
nineteenth century during which education, working conditions and opportunities as well
as legal rights improved for working-class women. There is a change in the tone and
content of a significant number of the autobiographies written by women born in these
years. Close reading of the 55 extant autobiographies relating to this period reveals that
just over half - 29 in all - were similar in content to those written by authors born before
1870."7 These twenty-nine texts were found to be mostly short, essay-style manuscripts. 18
With two exceptions they comprise an average of between 500 and 1,000 words." Like
the earlier group, they were written in response to calls for local memoirs and they too
comprise anecdotal memories of place, family members, local environment, or details of a
particular event - often taking place during the childhood of the writer. While these texts

are interesting as social documents, they do not give a thoughtful, subjective viewpoint of

a personal life, and none have been published.

17 1t should be noted that although unpublished as entire texts, edited excerpts of 6-8 pages, from four of
these unpublished autobiographies were used by John Burnett in his working-class anthologies. These are:
Faith Dorothy Osgerby ‘My Memoirs’ in Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood Education and
Family ed. John Burnett (London: Allen Lane, 1972), pp.77-84; Rosina Whyatt, ‘Munitions Factory
Worker’ and Lilian Westall “The Good Old Days’ in Useful Toil: Autobiographies of Working People from
the 1820s to the 1920s ed. John Burnett (London: Allen Lane, 1974), pp.116-124, 215-221.

18 Bexley Library housed the autobiographical text of May Wasson (b.1890); Brunel University Local
History Department housed the autobiographical texts of: Alice Maud Chase (b 1880); Maud Clarke
(b.1887); Ruth Cox (1890); Mabel Cutts (1894); Anita Hughes (b.1892); Charlotte Jordan (b.1894); Ethel M
Ley (b.1880); Martha Martin (b.1871); Catherine McLoughlin (b.1889); Dora A. Nicholls (b.1881); Annie E
Passiful (b.1895) and Elizabeth Rignall (b.1894); Cambridge Record Office housed those of Amy Grace
Rose (b.1877); Beatrice Stallan (b.1873); Lilian Westall (b.1893); Northampton Record office housed those
of: Mrs E Arch (b.1871) and Emma Spriggs (b. 1885); The Bodleian Library housed that of: Florrie Davis
(b.1892) and Edith Simcox (1876); Sussex Record Office housed that of Mrs R Downer (b.1884); Crosby
Local History Library housed that of Zoe Fairhurst (b.1887); Ruskin College, Oxford housed those of Sarah
Landymore (b.1894) and Jessie Stephen (b.1894); In addition, five remaining autobiographies were
privately held and were not available for inspection: those written by: Hilda R Fowler (b.1890), Ellen Gill
(b.1888), Edith Griffin (b.1870); Mrs P Marrin (b.1890) and Mary L Triggle (b.1888).

19 The exceptions are the substantial autobiographies of Jessie Stephen, the manuscript of which comprises
some 198 pages (c.67,000 words) and located in Ruskin College, Oxford, and that of Faith Dorothy Osgood
which was partially published by John Burnett in Destiny Obscure (pp.77-84) the remainder of the
manuscript was held privately by Osgood’s granddaughter and is now unobtainable.
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In contrast are the twenty-six published texts.?® These differ in important ways from the
earlier genre of autobiographical writing. In general the published texts are more
substantial, extending, in many cases, to several hundred pages. 21 They relate to national
— and sometimes international — issues, rather than only those of local or parochial
interest, and focus on events and people both outside and within the immediate family.
They show an awareness of historical context and chronology not found in the
unpublished texts. They include passages of introspection and are thoughtful,
retrospective, personal, extended life-narratives, which are also contextualized against

details of the time in which they were written.

Most importantly this group of twenty-six writers, though rarely using the word ‘success’,
describe achievements of various kinds, often realized in the face of adversity. Hitherto
the study of women’s autobiography has been used to illustrate working-class life, lived
within class boundaries where little aspiration towards social mobility is shown. This was
essentially John Burnett’s approach when he featured working-class autobiographies in his
series of books: Destiny Obscure, Useful Toil and Idle Hands.?> Working class women’s
autobiographies have not generally been seen as celebrating success or achievement in
their lives. Instead, as in Emest Bryant’s Self Help, success has been presented as the
prerogative of middle-class women and men. There are exceptions, which have begun to
reclaim the place of working-class women in feminist and political history. For example

Margaret Llewelyn Davies’s 1931 collection of Women’s Co-operative Guild member’s

20 This number does not include the largely fictionalised ‘autobiographies’ written by writers: Catherine
Cookson, Our Kate. An Autobiography (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969); Flora Thompson, Lark Rise To
Candleford (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1939; reprinted Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973,1979);
Kate Mary Edwards, Fenland Chronicle ed. Sybil Marshall (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967)
and the anonymous Confessions of a Dancing Girl (London: Heath, Cranton and Ousley, 1913).

21 Eor brief biographies and bibliography of the twenty-six autobiographies see below, p.57- 83.

22 yohn Burnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of Unemployment 1790-1990 (London: Routledge, 1994);
Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood, Education and Family From the 1820s to the 1920s
(London: Allen Lane, 1982) and Useful Toil: Autobiographies of Working People from the 1820s to the
1920s (London: Allen Lane, 1974).
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autobiographies Life As We Have Known It. Featuring the autobiographies of working-
class women, it includes two women, Mrs Scott and Mrs Yearn, who meet the birth-date
criterion of the cohort.”> And the political role of working-class women in the subject
area of suffrage was largely neglected until 1978, when Jill Liddington and Jill Norris
published One Hand Tied Behind Us, which challenged the view that the female vote was
won by middle-class activists. 2* Since the 1970s and Standish Meacham’s examination of
the lives led by working-class women and their relevance to their communities, 4 Life
Apart: The English Working Class 1890-1914, there has been rapid growth in studies of
working-class women’s history by writers such as Leonore Davidoff, Angela John, Martin
Pugh, Ellen Ross, Martha Vicinus and others who indicate the crucial position women
held within the working class.”®> However, none of these works has specifically examined
fluidity in the lives of working-class women, so the assumption has been that they remain
in the strata of society in which they were born, with no discussion of the women’s own

perceptions of success.

The texts considered here constitute a rich source for the history of working-class women
allowing current assumptions about the static nature of their lives to be examined and
perhaps revised. A criticism which may be levelled at this study is the of sample size,

which is unavoidably small and it may be argued that this small number of texts cannot

23 Mrs Scott, ‘A Felt Hat Worker’ and Mrs Yearn, ‘A Public-Spirited Rebel” in Margaret Llewelyn Davies,
ed. Life As We Have Known It: By Co-operative working Women (London: Hogarth Press, 1931;
republished Virago, 1977, 1982, 1984, 1990), pp. 81-101 and 102-109.

24 3ill Liddington and Jill Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us (London: Virago, 1978; republished Rivers
Oram, 2000.)

25 1 eonore Davidoff and Belinda Westover, ed., Our Work, Our Lives, Our Words (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1986); Angela John, Unequal Opportunities: Women's Employment in England 1800-1918 (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1986); Martin Pugh, The March of the Women: A Revisionist Analysis of the Campaign for
Women's Suffrage 1866-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); Martin Pugh, Women and the
Women's Movement in Britain 1914-1959 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992; Ellen Ross, Love and Toil:
Motherhood in Outcast London (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993); Martha Vicinus, Suffer and be
Still. Women in the Victorian Age (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1972); Martha Vicinus, ed., 4
Widening Sphere: Changing Roles of Victorian Women (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977).
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represent anything but an anomalous group of women. However, it is important that this
group of autobiographies are given some prominence since they are the first group of
women, originally from the working class, to discuss the nature of their own success. If
the quantity of texts is statistically small, the quality of experience that they record is of
great value, and it is precisely the rarity of the texts that gives them significance, and
demands that they be given due acknowledgement in the historical record. In Sheila
Rowbotham’s phrase, working-class women have been ‘hidden from his’cory’.26 It is a
history which has been hitherto largely ignored. The thesis rescues this cohort of women

from what E. P. Thompson called ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’.27

Despite similarities in terms of upward social mobility, aspirations and achievements,
close analysis of the texts enables the reader to appreciate the complexity of the lives of
the cohort, and through this the great diversity of experience to be found in the lives of
this generation of working-class women. It is these differences, as well as the similarities,
which make their autobiographies worthy of further study. To a great extent, these writers
were women who fought to take charge of their own destiny rather than merely being
constrained by societal conventions of class and gender. One important way they took
responsibility for their own lives was in choosing to write their own history.?® In doing so,

they have made a claim that the women of their class and period had a history worth

26 Sheila Rowbotham, Hidden From History: 300 Years of Women’s Oppression and the Fight Against It
(London: Pluto Press, 1973).

27 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p.12.

2 For instance, Ada Nield Chew wrote much of her autobiography in the form of articles for a local
newspaper; Alice Foley was in correspondence with her publishers and the letters remain in the Foley
archives in Bolton Central Library; Hannah Mitchell published sections of her autobiography during her
lifetime and tried, unsuccessfully, to find a publisher to take the whole manuscript; Nellie Scott and Mrs
Yearn wrote specifically for the Working Women’s Guild publication, Life As We Have Known It. Winifred
Griffiths was encouraged by relatives and friends ‘to put the story of my life into print’; Annie Kenney, in
her ‘Foreword’ of her autobiography wrote of ‘presenting my narrative to the public’ Annie Kenney,
Memoirs of a Militant (London: Edward Armold, 1924), p. v.
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recording. Their autobiographies remain a physical presence from a group of women

from whom little material evidence remains.

Working-class Autobiography

Until the last half of the twentieth century the study of the working class in general, and
working-class women in particular had remained a fairly neglected area of social history.
The poor may have been always with us, but, it seemed, they were of little interest.?’
Those nineteenth- and early twentieth-century social historians who did acknowledge the
relevance of the working class, tended to see it as a monolithic, ungendered group. They
grounded studies of the conditions of working-class life within class boundaries and made
no acknowledgement of social mobility, one of the notable features of the autobiographies

of the cohort.

Nineteenth-century studies of working-class society include those by Henry Mayhew,
Charles Booth and, at the end of the century, Seebohm Rowntree.*® Both Booth and
Mayhew, although writing forty years apart, described minimum wages, maximum work
hours in the casual or sweated trades, dismal living conditions, drunken males and women
forced into prostitution. They were writing for an audience with strongly held beliefs
about the place of the ‘poor-but-honest’ in society. They also catered for those who had
an insatiable desire for facts, particularly sensational ones, and who wanted to read about
the hardships of life for people less fortunate than themselves.’! Their studies took the

form of reported interviews and may be criticized because of poor technique: in particular

PParaphrased from a quote ‘The poor always ye have with you’ The Bible (Authorized Version, 1611) St.
Jobn, ch.12 v.8.

3 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor (London, Woodfall, 1851, 1861); Seebohm
Rowntree, (London: 1901); Charles Booth, Life and Labour of the People in London, 1875-1903, ed. Guy
Routh (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1987).

31 This point was underlined by contemporary writers, for instance, Octavia Hill, writing in the journal The
Nineteenth Century in 1884: ‘I notice a depraved hunger for rags, sharp need and slums, which pollutes
some who profess charity’.
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leading or directed questioning by middle-class interviewers who had established little
rapport with their subjects. >* Such interviews may well have been subjectively reported,
although for the best of motives: the writers were pressing for social reforms and of course
they did alert society to the reality of urban poverty, contributing to the ‘Condition of

England’ debate at the time of the Boer War.*

Social studies of the twentieth century were less lurid and sensationalist. They began in
1906 when Maud Pember-Reeves published Round About a Pound a Week, an
investigation of the finances of one hundred working-class families from the East End of
London. It involved women recording the way they spent the wages brought home by
their husbands. Findings were then extrapolated by the team of, again, middle-class social
observers. ** After Pember-Reeves’s study, there were few investigations on working-
class life undertaken although Beatrice Potter, later Webb, made a series of studies on
rural and urban poor. ** In 1963, E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working
Class, and its many subsequent reprints are witness to the increasing interest in working-
class history by the end of the century.*® The Mass Observation studies from 1937, and the
early 1950s, although not confined to working-class people, broke new ground as, for the

first time, volunteer writers recorded their own observations on everyday life without an

32 For a critique of Mayhew’s work see, E. P. Thompson and E. Yeo, The Unknown Mayhew (London:
Merlin Press, 1971).

33 The ‘Condition of England’ question (Carlisle’s phrase from the Journal Past and Present) referred to the
relations between Britain and the rest of the world, religion and science, and most importantly, for the social
observers, it was about social justice and discontent of the poor. See, for example, A. N. Wilson, The
Victorians, pp.53-62.

34 Maud Pember-Reeves, Round About A Pound A Week (London: G Bell and Sons, 1906).

35 Beatrice Potter had long been a chronicler and observer of the lives of the poor in London’s Dockland and
amongst the Jewish immigrants of the East End, and in the 1880s became involved with trade unions and the
Co-operative Movement. She and her Socialist husband Sidney Webb had founded the London School of
Economics by 1898.

3 E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class.
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observer or interviewer to prompt them.”’ The idea of a panel of writers was revived by

the Mass Observation Study in 1981.

In addition, one or two studies were undertaken in the late 1950s and early 1960s, in the
field of working-class religion. These used a limited number of working-class sources. E.
R. Wickham (1957) and Kevin Inglis (1963), for example, investigated the history of
English working-class religion in an attempt to explain present day religious apathy
amongst the working class.’® Another wave of studies on the working class, again on their
attitude to religion, came in the 1970s. In 1974 Hugh McLeod argued that the prevailing
religious outlook in nineteenth-century working-class London was not indifference, as
contemporary middle- and upper-class writers had suggested, but a ‘diffusive Christianity’
or what other historians have described as ‘popular religion’. This notion has echoes
within the writing of the cohort.* Wickam, Inglis and Mcleod , however, based their
arguments mainly on the ‘abundant secondary literature’.** A similar criticism may be
levelled at Ainsworth, who, in a 1977 study, argued that the working classes had their own
approach to religion that was embodied in the ideology of respectability, self-help and
self-improvement, which, Ainsworth claimed, exercised a huge influence on the
Lancashire working class.*! Again secondary sources were quoted, while direct testimony

from the working class was not sought.

37 The Mass-Observation Archive is collected in the University of Sussex at Brighton and open to visitors.

38 Kevin Stanley Inglis, Churches and the Working Classes in Victorian England (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1963); E. R. Wickham, Church and People in an Industrial City (London: Lutterworth
Press,1957).

% Hugh McLeod, Religion and Society in England 1850-1914, (Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1996), p.6.
40 The two primary sources McLeod used are the oral history project conducted by Elizabeth Roberts which,
McLeod acknowledges ‘provides some of the richest material on religion, because of her outstanding ability
to empathise with the interviewees and to persuade them to enlarge on interesting points’; and the Bristol
Oral History Project which ‘focused more directly on questions of individual belief and unbelief, and so
provided information of a kind which is often lacking where the focus is more on topics such as church-
going.” McLeod, Religion and Society, p.10.

41 A “Ainsworth, ‘Religion in the Working Class Community and the Evolution of Socialism in Later
Nineteenth-Century Lancashire’ in Historie Sociale, Vol. 10 (1977).
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Despite this groundswell of interest in the history of the working class, it was not until the
1980s that attention turned to working-class autobiography in particular, with publications
from social historians such as John Burnett and David Vincent.”? Also in the 1980s came
Carl Chinn’s study of social conditions for the working poor in Manchester, based mainly
on autobiographical sources, as was Ellen Ross’s three articles on women of the urban
poor in London.*> At this time too, arguably one of the first oral histories of the working
class was published: Elizabeth Roberts’ study on the lives of working-class women n

Birmingham.*

Nevertheless, at the time of writing present time female working-class autobiography
remains a less explored source than those written by working-class men, early examples of
which proved popular.45 The autobiographies written by the cohort are thus especially
significant because of the recent establishment of autobiographical history as an important
source of direct evidence about past lives. Although collections of autobiographies from
working-class women may often be found in local history archives, few have been

collated and published. One notable exception is the work of Margaret Llewellyn Davies
in editing and publishing, in 1931, the manuscripts of Co-operative Working Women
Guild members.*® More recently, there have been biographies from historians such as

Hilda Kean, and Angela John and the work of Jill Liddington and Jill Norris on working-

42 John Bumnett, Idle Hands: The Experience of Unemployment 1790-1990 (London: Routledge, 1994),
Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood, Education and Family From the 1820s to the 1920s
(London: Allen Lane, 1982) and Useful Toil: Autobiographies of Working People from the 1820s to the
1920s (London: Allen Lane, 1974); David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom (London: Europa,
1981).

# Carl Chinn, They Worked All Their Lives: Women of the Urban Poor in England, 1880-1939 (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1988); Ellen Ross ‘Survival Networks: Women’s Neighbourhood Sharing in
London Before World War I’ in History Workshop Journal, Spring 1983, Vol. 15, p.7.

4 plizabeth Roberts, 4 Woman's Place: An Oral History of Working-Class Women 1890-1940 (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1985).

45 For example, Joseph Arch, The Story of My Life (London: Hutchinson,1898); Samuel Bamford, Passages
in the Life of a Radical (London: Simpkin Marshall, 1859); James Dawson Burn, The Autobiography of a
Begar Boy:The Progress of a Ploughboy to a Seat in Parliament (London: Tweedie,1855); John Hodge,
Workman's Cottage to Windsor Castle, (London: n.pub.,1931).

4 Margaret Llewelyn Davies, Life As We Have Known It.
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class suffragettes include autobiographical material as well as interviews, diaries and
newspaper accounts, as does Anna Davin’s book on working-class children growing up in

late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century London.*’

The collation of autobiographical texts themselves may be said to date from 1968 when
William Matthew’s pioneering guide to research, British Autobiographies: An Annotated
Bibliography of British Autobiographies Written or Published before 1955 was
published.48 Building on Matthew’s work, several historians published collections of
autobiographical writings that focused exclusively on working-class writers. John
Burnett’s historical discourses on working-class autobiography, for example, included
both male and female. Although the numbers of male writers did exceed those of female,
Burnett has made an effort to include a high percentage of women.*” In Destiny Obscure,
for example, Burnett cites 16 male and 12 female autobiographies, while in Usefiul Toil he
cites 20 male autobiographies and 7 female. Yet the experiences of economic and
industrial change in the nineteenth century were different for working-class women and

50

working-class men.”” One might argue, therefore, that both were equally valid and should

be given equal weighting by historians despite the scarceness of female source material.

In the preface to his 1981 work, Bread, Knowledge and Fi reedom, David Vincent noted the

paucity in numbers of female working-class autobiographers and stated that ‘the major

47 Anna Davin, Growing Up Poor: Home, School and Street in London 1870-1914 (London: Rivers Oram,
1996); Angela John, By the Sweat of Their Brow: Women Workers at Victorian Coal Mines (London:
Virago, 1980); Hilda Kean, Deeds Not Words: The Lives of. Suffragette Teachers (London: Plato Press, 1990);
Jill Liddington and Jill Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us.

48 William Matthews, British Autobiographies: An Annotated Bibliography of British Autobiographies
Written or Published before 1955 (first published London: 1955; republished Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1984).

4 John Burnett uses working-class autobiographies as the primary source material in Destiny Obscure,
Useful Toil and Idle Hands.

50 Ror discussion of this theme see, Jane Rendall, Women in an Industrializing Society: England 1750-1880
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990).
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silence is that of women’.! His survey of 142 autobiographies included only 6 by
women. In an attempt to explain the imbalance, he claimed: ‘the answer must lie ...in the
absence among women of the self-confidence required to undertake the unusual act of
writing an autobiography’.>> However, Julia Swindells has criticized Vincent’s
methodology in creating ‘a silence of women’ with his imbalance of numbers and argued

that ‘gender consciousness, with class, is constructed within autobiography as a genre.’ >

In 1984, John Burnett, David Vincent, and David Mayall published their collaborative
bibliography, The Autobiography of the Working Classes an edited and a more
comprehensive venture than the 1955 work by Matthews. It confirmed that only one tenth of
working-class autobiographies were written by women. The authors claimed:

The range of topics which has been touched on [are]

ancestry and childhood, education, relationships, work,

religion, politics, leisure... Autobiographies can reach into

this world in a way which no other form of evidence

provides, can even take us into the private world of

attitudes and beliefs, hopes and fears, joys and sorrows.’
They further argued that an important aspect of autobiographical texts is that ‘they remain
pieces of literature, their contents shaped not only by the intentions of the writers and the
traditions in which they were working, but also by the mode in which they were
recorded.’> Three years earlier, David Vincent had written along the same lines, claiming

s 56

that autobiographies are ‘units of literature’. Many writers on the genre of

5! David Vincent, Bread Knowledge and Freedom, p.6.

52 David Vincent, Bread Knowledge and Freedom , p.8.

53 Julia Swindells, Victorian Writing and Working Women. The other side of silence (Cambridge: Polity,
1985), p.124-125.

54 Bumnett, Vincent and Mayall ed., The Autobiography of the Working Classes, p.xxix.

55 Burnett, Vincent and Mayall ed., The Autobiography of the Working Classes, p. Xix.

56 David Vincent, Bread Knowledge and Freedom, p.27.
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autobiography, therefore, consider it a literary as well as an historical field, and recently

historians have blurred these interdisciplinary divisions even more.”’

Furthermore, in the field of literary criticism, a number of female working-class
autobiographies have been examined in order to illustrate the autobiographical genre.
Such extensive work in a complementary discipline to that of history serves to underline
the importance of these texts. Literary critics such as Linda Anderson, Shari Benstock,
Regenia Gagnier, Leigh Gilmore and Barbara Kanner have used examples from the
autobiographies of working-class women to illustrate, for instance, their arguments on
subjectivity.”® Regenia Gagnier refers to autobiography as ‘an axiology of the self: the
system of values, expectations, and constraints that come into play when one represents
oneself to others in the concrete circumstances of daily life.” Linda Anderson, supporting
the importance of autobiography in the history of literature, claimed that it was individual
memory ‘which allowed the past reality to be reflected upon’.>® She quoted Phillipe
Lejeune, who in 1982 produced the following widely quoted definition: ‘[Autobiography
1s] a retrospective prose natrative produced by a real person concerning his own existence,
focussing on his individual life.”® Autobiography therefore represents an individual view
of self-identity and provides the writers’ personal view of a particular life. As Barbara

Kanner concludes: ‘autobiography provides a more open perspective on a world of women

>7 Carolyn Steedman (University of Warwick), as yet unpublished paper on this topic, presented at the Texts
of Testimony Conference held at Liverpool John Moores University, August 2001.

* Linda Anderson Autobiography: The New Critical Idiom (London and New York: Routledge, 2001); Shari
Benstock, The Private Self. Theory and Practice of Women’s Autobiographical Writings (London: Routledge,
1988); Regenia Gagnier, Subjectivities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 199 1); Leigh Gilmore,
Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women s Self Representation (Ithaca and London: Cornell University
Press, 1994); Barbara Kanner, Women in English Social History 1800-191 4, Volume III: Autobiographical
Writings (London and New York: Garland Press, 1987).

% Linda Anderson, 4utobiography, p.2.

8 Cited Linda Anderson, Autobiography, p.2.
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who have asked to be perceived in their own time, place, circumstances, and in their own

words.’"!

Others have identified strands within the genre of autobiography which are also of
importance to the thesis. Leigh Gilmore, writing in 1994, stressed the importance in
autobiography of: ‘(one) self representation constructed by autobiography studies and
(two) the contemporary discursive histories of specific autobiographical texts.”®
Examination of the autobiographies written by working-class women born prior to 1870

reveals that these two strands do not occur. They do, however, occur in those published

autobiographies written by the cohort.

The viewpoints from literary criticism have highlighted an important discussion about
texts as history. Historians have traditionally placed autobiography low in a hierarchy of
texts. Women’s history, which often talks about recovering lost voices from the past,
should, and increasingly does, have a particular interest in autobiography. A study of
working-class autobiography can, with careful analysis, inform the historian about the
individual experiences of women of working-class origin. It throws light on the shaping of
their lives, the class and gender restrictions and constraints imposed on them, and the

context in which they wrote their autobiographies.

The discussion above underlines the relevance of this particular group of texts.
Nevertheless, they cannot be studied in isolation from the context in which they
were written, and must of course be studied with reference to other disciplines

and to other contemporary sources. It is important to identify any reading

61 Barbara Kanner, Women in English Social History, p.38.
62 Leigh Gilmore, Autobiographics, p.xiil.
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matter with which the writers may have been familiar in order to determine
possible bias within the texts of the autobiographies in question. Literary or
social mores in the novels of the period may have reflected, or shaped, these
women’s consciousness. The ideal of respectability, for example, was widely

defined in nineteenth-century literature. 5

Religious reading material - the Bible, evangelical tracts, cheap paper-bound chap books
or reward books given as prizes at school and Sunday-school - was also pervasive and
must have influenced the women.** As the century progressed, letter-writing manuals,
essays, magazines and novels may have also played a role as printed material became
cheaper, more widely distributed and more available to the working-class consumer
through bookshops, public libraries and subscriptions.65 By 1890 the most important
journalistic development in terms of working-class women’s reading, was arguably the
penny domestic weekly, and titles such as Household Ways, Home Chat and Home News
were widely read. They assumed that their readers were actively involved in running a
home and sought to help them achieve this successfully, while also endeavouring to close
the gap between an ideal of femininity defined by domesticity and the care of family and
home, and one defined by wealth and appearance where someone else performed the

domestic labour.®®

The cohort almost certainly had knowledge of Samue] Smiles’s ideas, and may have even

had access to his book Self Help, since it was printed in such vast numbers and at varying

63 For example; Mrs Gaskell, Wives and Daughters (London: Chapman and Hall,1864); George Gissing, The
Nether World (London: Smith Elder,1889).

% For discussion on the way reading material influences thought and use of language see, for instance, Karin
Lesnik Oberstein, Children’s Literature (Oxford:Clarendon Press, 1994), especially pp.23-24.

65 See, for example, David F. Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England, pp.47-52.

% For discussion of the penny domestic magazine, see, for instance, Margaret Beetham, 4 Magazine of Her
Own (London: Routledge, 1996), pp.190-209.
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prices throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Another possible
source of success stories may have been the various series of pamphlets published by the
Religious Tract Society, for example those in the series entitled Excellent Women.®” Here
success was described in terms of personal achievement, often against the odds although,
as in Bryant’s book, these again tended to be about middle-class women. During the
nineteenth century and before, popular novels were being written featuring working-class
people. The novels of Mrs Gaskell and George Eliot portrayed working-class characters
‘bettering themselves’.%® Such ideas of ambition, achievement, and success may be seen in
the autobiographies. Several of the cohort, as will be discussed later, give lists of books
that they read: these include novels and political treatises, but do not list magazines or

periodicals, which they must have read but probably did not think them worth recording.®’

Although autobiographies provide valid historical texts, they must be carefully questioned
with regard to context: who wrote them, when, and for what purpose? The historian also
needs to ask what supports, generates or undermines the reality of the text: in other words,
how was reality constructed for the autobiographer? All of this may introduce bias within
the texts and will shape its meaning. Local historians may have requested details on a
particular village, or about a specific event and the writer may therefore have given such
subjects more prominence than might have otherwise been the case. Collections of
autobiographies, solicited by a particular institution may be biased towards a particular
ethos. For example, the autobiographies in the Working Women’s Co-operative Guild

collection made by Margaret Llewelyn Davis, were written with the authors knowing they

87 Excellent Women (London: Religious Tract Society, 1906).

68 See, for example, George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss (London: Folio Society, 1986, originally published
1860); Elizabeth Gaskell, Mary Barton (Leipzig: Bermnhard Tauchnitz, 1849); Elizabeth Gaskell, North and
South (originally serialized in Household Ways and published London: Chapman and Hall, 1855);

6 Charmian Cannon ‘The Everyday Life of an Edwardian Mother and her Daughters’ in Women's History
Magazine, Issue 43, (March 2003), suggests a similar occurrence in middle-class women’s writing.
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would almost certainly be read by an audience with an interest in the Guild, and probably
by those outside their family circle. The Guildswomen, of whom Mrs Nellie Scott and
Mrs Yearn are examples from the cohort, therefore placed emphasis on their membership

of the Guild, Guild events and the precepts underpinning Guild ideology.

It may be imagined that oral history would complement the autobiographies. In general,
however, the time-span encompassed by the lives of the cohort ends before oral history
became a widespread and popular method of throwing light on working-class lives. Only
one of the women autobiographers is known to have orally recorded her autobiography.’
Similarly, one might argue that letters and diaries are more worthy of attention than
autobiographies.”' As early as 1923 Arthur Ponsonby argued the importance of what he
claimed to be: ‘the fresh relation of events at the moment’ in contrast to the crafted
autobiography where events, he argued, had been ‘shaped into a unified whole more often
than not with a view to publication.”’> However, there is an important difference between
the unconsidered immediacy of contemporary accounts found in letters, and to some
extent diaries, and the considered thoughtful and retrospective account found in the
autobiographies. Written with hindsight, the autobiographies allowed the writer to gain a

perspective on the events of her life against the events of the wider world.

Autobiographies are often more informative in their descriptions of aspects of daily life
which are frequently taken for granted in diaries and letters. They also display a

surprising amount of detail about feelings, fears, ambitions and hopes. While all these

™ Annie Barnes, Tough Annie was recorded and transcribed in 1979 when Annie was 92 years old. The
editors declare they have ‘changed nothing and added nothing” of Annie’s spoken memoirs, apart from
arranging the text chronologically and editing out repetitions.

" Indeed Barbara Kanner has claimed that autobiographical writings may be said to include memoirs,
journals, letters and diaries, see ‘Introduction’ in Barbara Kanner, Women in English Social History.

2 Arthur Ponsonby, British Diaries (London: Ben’s Sixpenny Library,1929), p.2.
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texts may be of great value to the historian, it is with these published autobiographies that
this thesis engages not least because since letters and diaries from the cohort, if they
existed, have not generally been retained. For this reason, where the archival material is
available, personal as well as official documents have been used during research for this

thesis to authenticate the details of the autobiographies.”

In having to overcome the stigma of both gender and class, the cohort may have feared a
mixed reception from their readers. Interest in working-class history is, as has been
discussed, a relatively new phenomenon, and the very fact of being a woman from a
working-class background may have posed problems of ‘authority’ in print. Their texts
required some form of legitimisation and this may have been the reason that so many of
the texts have a dedication, foreword, introduction or afterward in which the writers stress

their personal integrity and claimed the veracity - ‘the truth’ or ‘the real life’ - of their

writing.

These working-class autobiographers may be accused of exaggeration: making their
childhood seem worse than it was in order to make more of a contrast with their success
later in life, or even as justification for wanting to better themselves. In many cases
persons of note added credulity to the texts. Grace Foakes included an authenticating
introduction by Lady Rose Henriques. Emma Smith’s autobiography has a foreword by

the historian and writer A.L. Rowse.” Ellen Wilkinson’s autobiography appears in a

7 For example, the Alice Foley papers in Bolton City Archives; Mary Gawthorpe, Annie Kenney Hannah
Mitchell in Manchester City Archives; Winifred Griffiths in The National Library of Wales; Mary Luty in
Rawtenstall Central Library Record Office, Hannah Mitchell and Margaret Bondfield in The Fawcett
Library, London.

™ Emma Smith, A Cornish Waif’s Story: An Autobiography (London: Odhams Press, 1954).
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volume of autobiographies collected by Margot Asquith, the Countess of Oxford.” In
addition, several of the autobiographers — Margaret Bondfield, Alice Foley, Winifred
Griffiths, and Ellen Wilkinson - received public honours and awards for their work, which

they saw as watersheds of achievement, and their lives became public knowledge and so

more easily verifiable.

Autobiographies may also be validated by recourse to officially recorded facts such as
dates of birth, and marriage, or numbers of children, which are accepted as criteria of
validity. Parliamentary papers, Court records, wills, birth-, death- and marriage-
certificates are elevated texts, giving credence. This point has been underlined by Joy
Webster Babre who, in an echo of Leigh Gilmore’s work discussed earlier, stresses the
importance of acknowledging all facets of history in the study of autobiography: the
verifiable truths as well as the experience and perceptions of individual narratives. The
picture thus obtained, Barbre claims, gives ‘a more nuanced understanding of humanity
and reconstruction of knowledge and show’s the centrality of gender to human life and

thought. ..a symbolic as well as semantic revolution by which we both challenge and

reconstruct the traditional definitions of reality.”

It is here that the importance of the cohort’s autobiographies lies. Having taken the above
ideas into consideration, the texts in question are nevertheless valuable and important
historical evidence. The lives of the cohort were based in a time in which changes in
society happened, and the writers were aware of such changes, and took advantage of

them, to a greater or lesser degree. Whatever embellishment they may have made to their

75 Ellen Wilkinson, untitled, in Myself When Young ed. Margot Asquith, Countess of Oxford (London:
Frederick Muller, 1938), pp.399-416.

76Joy Webster Barbre and The Personal Narratives Group ed. Interpreting Women's Lives: Feminist Theory
and Personal Narratives (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1989), p.263.
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lives, the broad sweep of evidence can be corroborated. The social and political changes

of which these women wrote most certainly took place.

These texts from this group of women should therefore be acknowledged in the areas of
working class history, women’s history, and the study of autobiography. This thesis
acknowledges the importance of autobiography as the personal, and in the case of the
women in the cohort, often the only, view of an individual and their relationship to
society. Their experiences therefore give us a way of glimpsing the formation of lives of
other women like themselves within the class and economic constraints imposed by the

changing social landscape of the period.

The Historical Context of the Cohort

The period 1870-1900, during which these women were born, was one of far-reaching
social and political changes which made their lives significantly different from those of
their forebears. In their autobiographies the women recorded an awareness of the changes
going on in the society in which they lived. Many of the cohort were born during the
years of “The Great Depression’ of 1873-96, but notwithstanding this urban growth and
the factory system had transformed consumption patterns in England during the period so
that, as goods became cheaper and more readily available, even working class families
became important consumers of manufactured goods. The cohort saw the acquisition of

material goods as a significant part of their economic success.

Also seminal to the greater personal freedom of women, and particularly working-class

women, were legislation within the series of Married Women’s Property Acts. That

passed in 1870, for instance, allowed women to keep income earned by themselves and
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thus did a great deal to prevent exploitation of working-class women. Other significant
legislation of the period included the Matrimonial Causes Act — aimed largely at working-
class women victims of marital abuse; the consolidation of factory reforms in the Factory
Act of 1878, which improved working conditions; the property qualification of the

Franchise Reforms of 1884; the Redistribution Act of 1885 and the Public Health Acts of

1872, 1874 and 1875.”

Arguably the most important societal changes as the cohort grew up, however, were
educational reforms. Most notable was the Education Act of 1870, which legislated for
public funding of compulsory primary education and so made schooling more readily
available to this generation of working-class women. Educational reform largely came
about because of anxiety from the intellectual and political elite about the advent of mass
politics. Literary figures such as Matthew Arnold, Thomas Carlyle and George Eliot
looked to primary education as a means of avoiding the political chaos which might result
from giving uneducated masses the vote.”® There was, therefore, a direct link between the
1867 Reform Act and the 1870 Education Act. During these years, literacy increased even
in rural areas. The Act of 1870 laid a foundation for a formal system of public education
with the construction of school boards in areas where no voluntary schools existed, so

theoretically bringing primary education to the reach of all.

The Act, together with a series of factory reforms, also restricted children’s work in paid

employment. This did not change either their unpaid labour in the domestic sphere or their

77 For discussion of these and other social changes from the 1880s until the end of the twentieth century, see,
for instance, Lesley A Hall, Sex, Gender and Social Change in Britain Since 1880, in particular, for the
changes affecting the working-class wonen of our period see, see pp. 10-30, “The Victorian Background’.
See also the chronological table in appendix 111, p.302 of this thesis for reforms of importance to the lives of
the cohort.

8 M. Wolff, “The Uses of Context: Aspects of the 1860s’ in Victorian Studies, supplement to vol.11,
(September 1965), examines the responses of Matthew Arnold, Thomas Carlyle and George Eliot to the
Reform crisis.
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undertaking casual labour out of school for pocket money, which contributed to family
economics.” It did, however, redefine childhood for all but the very poor. Children in
general could now attend school instead of working in paid employment. School

attendance was perceived as a sign of family respectability.

Compulsory schooling to the age of ten was made general by the 1880 Act so that by the
1890s school figured as a prominent, compulsory part of childhood for almost all children.
The school-leaving age was raised to eleven in 1893 and to twelve — except for children
employed in agriculture — in 1899. The Education Acts were reforms from which most,
although not all, of the autobiographers benefited: one of the autobiographers, Hannah
Mitchell, for example, although born in 1870, had only two weeks of formal schooling.®
Most of the autobiographers record attending school until at least ten years of age.
Whether learning by formal or informal means, however, being able to write enabled
working-class women to commit their thoughts to paper, and wider reading allowed them
to recognise parallels to their own lives in works of fiction. Access to cheaper books,
newspapers, and the building of more public libraries also played an important part in their

education, both during school years and afterwards.

Perhaps more importantly for the cohort, compulsory schooling meant that children could
not be employed before school-leaving age, so the Education Act was in reality another
Factory Act for children. Factories in the industrial north took advantage of the ‘half-
time’ legislation, which allowed girls who passed the ‘labour test’ (a test of their aptitude
for factory work rather than their level of educational achievements) to begin working

half-days and attend school for the other half-day.

7 Anna Davin, Growing Up Poor, p.48.
80 annah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up: The Autobiography of Hannah Mitchell, Suffragette and Rebel ed.
Geoffrey Mitchell (London: Faber and Faber, 1968), p. 49.
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Nevertheless, most of the cohort received an elementary education; those that did not
resented it and expressed discontent, which in some cases seems to have fuelled their
ambition, making them more open-minded to opportunities for informal learning, or
turning to education later in life. Several of the cohort were able to take advantage of
some secondary education: 3 of the 26 took advantage of the pupil-teaching scheme and 2
of them became qualified as teachers, 3 won various scholarships, and of these 1 attained
university education. Education, in all its variations, was therefore seminal to the cohort
and their autobiographies are testimony to various ways they achieved an education and

the different advantages they gained from learning.

The period also saw a great improvement in working conditions. Of particular importance
to the cohort was the reduction of working hours to a maximum of ten hours a day (seven
on Saturdays) in 1874. Reforms for better health care and working conditions left women
more leisure hours, and more energy at the end of the working day. Although women of
conviction had always found some means to becoine involved in activities which
concerned them, a greater number of working-class women were now enabled to become
involved with various movements and societies - political, religious and domestic - during
their time away from paid employment. Women in the cohort joined variously the Co-
operative Working Woman’s Guild, socialist bodies such as the Clarion Club, the
Independent Labour Party (ILP), the Labour Church, and various suffrage groups
including the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) and the National Union of

Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS).

Franchise reforms during the years in which the cohort were growing up meant that the

enfranchisement of women seemed an attainable goal. The Reform Act of 1867 had
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broadened the electorate by decreasing financial qualifications and by enfranchising
householders, mostly working-class men, in the boroughs. Following this came the
Reform Bill of 1884, which virtually doubled the electorate by enfranchising workers and
agricultural labourers. This act made representation possible for almost all of the male
population. Working-class women, especially those in the industrial north who were
members of trade unions and therefore used to public discussion and voting, could then
envisage enfranchisement as a possibility, however remote, for the future. One result of
this was that suffrage movements gained important working-class support during the last
years of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: it will be shown in later chapters that

some of the autobiographers in question achieved success within such movements.®’

Subsequent reform acts during the lives of the cohort gave them greater freedoms,
culminating in the Representation of the People Act of 1918. This granted the franchise to
women after many years of struggle. It formed only part of a package which included
universal suffrage for adult men of 21 years of age or over, whereas only rate-paying
women of 30 or more years of age could vote. This was followed by the 1928 Act which,

most importantly, set equal voting qualifications for men and women.

A further change discernable during the period, and beyond, was related to religious
observance. Despite the decline in both religious writing and religious orthodoxy noted
carlier, most of the autobiographers placed some importance on religious faith.*? Apart
from the Roman Catholic Alice Foley, they did not specify a particular denomination, but
referred to ‘church’ or ‘chapel’. Nevertheless, the assumption within their writing that

faith was present in all of their lives. This strongly suggests that the values of the set of

81 See Chapter 6, ‘Politics’p.242 ff.
82 See this chapter pp.27-28.
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beliefs which are generally termed Christian and which were held by Victorian society,

still applied to society into the twentieth century.

Dissatisfaction with orthodox religion during the period was often channelled into non-
conformist allegiance with the help of the successful revivalist campaigns, such as those
of 1875 and 1884, from American Evangelists Dwight Moody (1837-1899) and Ira
Sankey (1840-1908). The effects of these campaigns persisted well into the twentieth
century. The concept of individual conversion following recognition of personal sinfulness
has echoes of the earlier spiritual autobiographies. By the late nineteenth century this was
translated into a personal morality, and the social concern epitomised by William Booth
(1829-1912) and the Salvation Army, although this tended to be a middle-class movement.
Religion, in this period, had a facilitating role for women. Quaker meeting houses had
long encouraged female speakers and the non-conformist churches allowed women to be
more involved with the organizational or celebrant side of church-going rather than
merely attending as worshippers. Of indirect importance was the Labour Church founded
in 1891 by John Trevor. Trevor left his Unitarian pulpit because he felt that he could not
reach the poor in his chapel - the same reason given by William Booth when he left the
Methodists.®* In membership, organization and circulation of literature, the Labour
Churches had far less success than the Salvation Army. Whilst data on the subject 1s
difficult to obtain, there were probably never more than thirty churches at one time, and

few of them existed twenty years after the first one was formed.* However, while it was

83 John Trevor, My Quest for God, (London: Labour Prophet, 1897) p.90.

84 £ Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the Nineteenth and
twentieth Centuries (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1959), p. 144; S. Pierson 'John Trevor and
the Labour Church Movement in England 1891-1900' in Church History XXIX (1960), p.248.
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in existence, the Labour Church had a striking proportion of working-class female

followers.%

Formal politics in general were regarded as men’s domain until the women’s movement
gave women a focus for public political activity. The appearance of so many women on
Labour Church platforms towards the end of the century was one sign that attitudes were
beginning to change from the Victorian idea of politics as a male preserve. It also
suggested that working-class women were becoming involved in more public movements
than hitherto: the emancipation of women was supported (at least officially) in the Labour
Churches and this set them at odds with gender conventions. However, there were
exceptions: the committee of the Birmingham church, for example, refused to let women
help take up the collection.® Most importantly however, the emergence of female as well
as male lay leaders, in churches such as the Labour Church, showed that women, as well

as men, could hold positions of influence.’’

The lives of the autobiographers were therefore informed by the Evangelical movement as
a whole, rather than by any particular denomination. The autobiographies included in this
study show that nineteenth-century Evangelicalism brought moral and family issues to the
forefront of respectable working-class women’s }ives. The impact of Evangelicalism was,

arguably, the most important influence on late Victorian/early Edwardian culture and

thought.

8 Working class women: Katherine Conway, Annie Jackson, Eleanor Keeling, Caroline Martyn, Fyvie
Mayo, Margaret McMillan, Enid Stacey and Ada Ward were all Labour Church speakers. For instance at the
first open-air meeting held by the Oldham church, Katherine Conway (later Mrs J Bruce Glasier) spoke to
over 3,000 people. Labour Prophet (London): Feb 1892, p.10; Oct 1894, p.144; Feb 1895, p.28; Jan 1897,
p-5; April 1893, p.32.

8 I ocated in Birmingham City Library archives: Birmingham Labour Church: Minutes of Executive
Committee Meeting, 27th July 1894.

87 For a discussion of the Evangelical revival in the nineteenth century see, ‘Movements of Revival and
Evangelicalism’ in B. G. Worrall, The Making of the Modern Church (London: SPCK, 1991), pp. 223-250.
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By the late nineteenth century, as the cohort were growing up, the significance of
Evangelicalism lay in its values, standards and attitudes, rather than in its role as a
religious movement which in the mid- and late eighteenth century had set its stamp on the
religion, morality, social ethos and even the architecture of churches inherited by
Victorian society. Evangelicalism as a theological and religious movement involved a
belief in the supreme authority of scripture and ‘“The Word’ of God. It centred on the
experience of conversion, hence the proliferation of conversion and spiritual testimonies
amongst autobiographers in general from the eighteenth- to the mid-nineteenth centuries.
Evangelicalism was not linked to any single denomination but influenced Anglican and
non-conformist churches in a diffuse, rather than a specific way. It manifested itself both
socially and culturally, in a period in which religion as a whole influenced societal mores,
in a concern for moral and social improvement and the desire to lead useful lives. On a
personal and societal level, this translated into an expression of faith in leading a moral
life. Social reform was to come through individual duty, hard work, sobriety, earnestness
and philanthropy, rather than change in the structure of society. The legacy of this was the
intense seriousness which characterized the Victorians as a whole and which was
exhibited by certain of the autobiographers: personal morality was expressed in
temperance, hard work, a sense of duty and the centrality of home and family as the focus

of a secure moral foundation.

Particular denominations do not seem to figure highly in the lives of the cohort. However,
Evangelicalism, while not described specifically in any of the autobiographies, can be
seen to inform their lives at various times and to varying degrees. For example those who
wrote about success in the domestic sphere were manifesting the importance of

domesticity and the presence of a caring wife and mother at the centre of respectable
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family life. Respectability governed many facets of the women’s lives: their education,
domesticity, and an Evangelical sense of duty at home and work,and can be defined as a
conforming to values promulgated by the Evangelical churches. It included notions of
masculinity/femininity and ideals of virtue, chastity and obedience; it also encompasses
helping others. In the pages of the autobiographies there are many examples of casual
neighbourhood networks, without which many working-class women would have found it
difficult to cope with their lives. The notion of ‘good’ neighbour, wife, homemaker and

mother percolates through most of the autobiographies.

The intense moral seriousness which characterises the autobiographies and, most notably,
those of Margaret Bondfield and Winifred Griffiths, can be seen as the legacy of their
Evangelical Methodist upbringing.88 The thoughtful rebellion against her childhood
Catholicism described by Alice Foley, and the embracing of Socialism on a personal level
recalled by several of the women, are all manifestations, not of particular denominations,
but of the influence of Evangelicalism in the culture in which they lived. Altruism is
shown to exist by autobiographers such as Margaret Bondfield, Ada Nield Chew, Alice
Foley, Winifred Griffiths, Annie Kenney, and Ellen Wilkinson who expressed charitable
feelings overtly in their desire to help improve conditions for their fellow-workers.

Similarly, the Evangelical notion of hard work is present in most of the texts.

The autobiographers were born during the final decades of Queen Victoria’s reign. Their
lives, although all different, were shaped by their parents’ Victorian societal values,
thoughts and ideas. They will have been coloured by that Victorian optimism about

progress which was so severely damaged by the great depression and events leading up to

38 Margaret Bondfield, 4 Life’s Work (London: Frederick Muller, 1938); Winifred Griffiths, One Woman’s
Story (Rhondda: Ron Davis, 1979).
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and including World War One. Many of these women lived on into the 1960s, through all
the changes encompassed by two world wars. Many Victorian values persisted well into
the twentieth century. As Michael Mason has suggested, a persuasive case can be made
for the persistence of a ‘long Victorian era’ which extended far into the twentieth century

in some aspects of life, rather than ending at the death of Queen Victoria in 1901 Rt

All of the societal changes outlined above opened up opportunities to women from the
working class, and those who were able to take advantage of these could improve their
lives in a variety of ways. The cohort, in utilizing to a varying degree these changes in
society, gained not only the confidence and pride to want to write about their success, but

with improvements in education, they also gained the ability to do so.

89 Michael Mason, The Malking of Victorian Sexuality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); see also
Michael Mason, The Making of Victorian Sexual Attitudes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
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Chapter 2: The Authors, Their Lives and Their Autobiographies.

Introduction

The twenty-six members of the cohort were identified during preliminary research on
nineteenth-century working-class women’s autobiographies. They described the
mechanics of their social advancement during a period of far-reaching social change. The
women were geographically dispersed and there is thirty years age difference between the
first born, Ada Nield Chew in 1870, and the last, Grace Foakes in 1900. Most married and
had children, but five did not. A further two give no record of marriage. All were born
into what may be called working-class families, but there were inevitably differences in
their material circumstances. Some describe themselves as ‘comfortably off” whilst others
tell of miserable childhoods in abject poverty. There was disparity too in their education,
and in their occupations, as well as in the success that they enjoyed. All, however, wrote
autobiographies that (consciously or otherwise) described lives of struggle and
achievement. The texts themselves vary considerably in length and literary style. They
also vary in time of publication; the majority were published during the life-time of the

writer.

Below, in chronological order of birth, are concise biographies providing such information
as is known about the women, in order to underline the similarities and differences in their
life experiences, and giving a brief summary of their autobiographies.1 For reasons of

consistency a basic formula has been adopted for each biography.

! Appendix I comprises a chart giving biographical details of the autobiographer’s lives while the chart in
Appendix II gives bibliographical details of the autobiographies.

56



Ada Nield Chew

Ada Nield Chew was born in Staffordshire in 1870. Her father, William Nield, had been a
small-time farmer, but soon after Ada was born he began work in a brickworks. Ada was
the eldest of three girls in a large family of twelve children. She attended local school until
aged eleven, when she left to look after the home and her younger siblings. In 1887 she
trained and worked as a factory tailor. She came to public attention because of letters and
articles written by her as ‘A Crewe Factory Girl’ for the Crewe Chronicle. She lost her job
in the factory as a result of the notoriety she gained from her publications. Ada became a
Poor Law guardian in 1894, and at this time joined the Independent Labour Party (ILP) in
Crewe and later, in 1896, joined the Clarion Propaganda Van. In 1897 she married George
Chew, a weaver. Their only daughter, Doris, was born in 1898. Ada became an organizer
for the Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) 1900-1908 and a paid organizer for the
National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies in Rossendale 1911-1914, becoming the
secretary for the Rochdale Suffrage Society in 1915. During the war she became a
member of the women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, and determined to

achieve economic freedom, began a mail-order drapery business. Ada died in 1945.

Ada wrote her autobiography under a pseudonym as an entry in a publisher’s competition
around 1930. A middle-class ballet dancer won the competition and Ada was not offered
publication. According to her daughter, Ada felt rejected ‘in more ways than one’ and
destroyed the manuscript, feeling that it had been judged as valueless, and embarrassed
that she had, as a working-class woman, entered the competition.” If this is so, it points to
some loss of confidence, at odds with Ada’s determination and outspoken ‘factory girl’

image.

2 Gee “Introduction’ by Ada’s daughter, Doris, in Ada Nield Chew: The Life and Writings of a Working
Woman ed. Doris Nield Chew (London: Virago, 1982), pp.6-7.
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The published version of her autobiography, Ada Nield Chew: The Life of a Working
Woman was edited by her daughter, who pieced it together from extensive publications
written by Ada, including her articles as ‘A Crewe factory girl’ in The Crewe Chronicle
from 1894, and a series of autobiographical letters. The text was published in 1982 by
Virago, which classified it as a biography, although it has been included here as an

autobiography as it consists almost exclusively of edited autobiographical texts.

Hannah Mitchell

Born in 1871 at Alport Castles Farm in the Peak District, Derbyshire Hannah Maria
Mitchell was the fourth of six children of a poor tenant farmer. Apart from Sunday
school, she had only two weeks of formal schooling. Otherwise she was self-educated,
after being taught to read by family members. She helped on the farm and at home during
her childhood, until 1885, when her mother sent her to be an apprentice dressmaker.
Hannah worked subsequently in domestic service, clothing sweatshops and as a shop
assistant. She became an organizer for the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU)
in 1905. A Pacifist during the 1914-18 War, Hannah was elected to Manchester City
Council in 1924. She became involved in the ILP and local politics. Hannah married the
socialist Gibbon Mitchell in 1895 and had one child, a son, Geoffrey. She finished writing

her autobiography in 1946 and died in 1956.

Hannah’s autobiography, which she began during the Second World War, is constructed
in distinct thematic and chronological sections: childhood, woman, wife, suffragette,
Socialist, councillor and, in 1926, magistrate. A noted leader of the Suffragette and

Labour movements in the North of England, details are given of her childhood, thirst for
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‘culture’, her home, married life and childbirth. She describes her personal involvement
in the militant suffragette campaign; followed by memories of the impact of World War I,

Labour electioneering and the years spent as a councillor and as a magistrate.

Some autobiographical extracts were published during the author’s lifetime as dialect
sketches in The Northern Voice and articles in various periodicals. Hannah tried, several
times and unsuccessfully to get her manuscript published. The full text of 260 pages: The
Hard Way Up: The Autobiography of Hannah Mitchell, Suffragette and Rebel was
posthumously published by Faber and Faber in 1968, edited by Hannah’s only child, her
son Geoffrey. According to his introduction he made no substantial alteration to the text.

Virago published a second edition, with a preface by Sheila Rowbotham, in 1977.

Margaret Grace Bondfield

Margaret Bondfield was born in 1873 in Furnham, near Chard, Somerset, the tenth in a
family of eleven children. Her father was a foreman lace-maker. Margaret was educated
at Chard Board School: she was due to leave in 1886, but she stayed at the school as a
pupil-teacher for an extra year. In 1887 she moved to Brighton to become an apprentice
shop assistant (1887-98) and joined the trade union movement. She was forced to resign
from her position as union secretary owing to ill-health in 1908, although she continued in

union work to 1938.

Her political career was an extraordinary one for a woman born into a working-class
family. She was a founder member and organising secretary of the Women’s Labour
League and chief women’s officer of the National Union of General and Municipal

Workers from 1921. After this she joined the Women’s Trade Union League and the Adult
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Suffrage Society. She was elected MP for Northampton in 1923, losing her seat in the
1924 General Election. She was re-elected as the member for Wallsend 1926-1931 and
became the first woman Cabinet Minister, as Minister of Labour, in 1929. She helped to
found the Women’s Group on Public Welfare. Throughout her life Margaret was a
teetotaller and deeply religious. She avoided marriage in favour of her dedication to the

Labour movement, politics, women’s and family issues and social service. She died in

1953.

Margaret’s autobiography A Life’s Work comprised 359 pages and was published by
Hutchinson & Co in 1949. It was probably written in the three years before publication
when she retired from public life. It is a revealing account of the political activities of the
first woman to become a member of the Privy Council, a Minister and a Member of the
Cabinet. In it she claimed that she found it difficult ‘to separate my personal adventure
from the history of the Labour Party.” She gave full details of the organisational side of
Labour history, and is particularly informative on the place of women in employment and

the Trade Union Movement in the late nineteenth century.

Bessie Harvey

Bessie Harvey was born in 1874 in Newton-Le-Willows. Her maiden name is not known
and few details are known of her family. Her father was an ostler. Bessie was educated at
a local school leaving at the age of twelve to work as a domestic servant. She married in
1896, but her husband’s occupation is not known, nor is the date of her death. Her
anecdotal autobiography ‘Youthful Memories of my Life in a Suffolk Village’ comprises
500 words. It was published in Ipswich in 1976, as part of a collection of local memoirs

entitled East Anglian Reminiscences edited by E. A. Goodwin and J. C. Baxter.
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Agnes Cowper

Agnes Cowper was born in 1874 in Liverpool, the second of nine children of a seaman.
Agnes attended church school to 1885 and Sunday school. She took on the housekeeping
at home when she left school at eleven years of age. When her father died she left
domestic chores to become a shop assistant. In 1906 she left Liverpool and moved to Port
Sunlight, where she was employed as a clerk in the head office of Lever Brothers. She' was
promoted to librarian of the Lever Library, Port Sunlight in 1917 and retained the post
until her retirement. There is no mention of marriage. Agnes died in Heswell in 1963.

Her autobiography of 114 pages, A Backward Glance at Merseyside, was written in the
years between 1944 and its publication in Birkenhead by Wilmer Brothers in 1948. The
author recalled her Liverpool childhood and described school, games, Church and Church
parades. One national event is included: the Exhibition of 1885. Otherwise it is a record

of her successful working life and the life histories of family members, mostly her

brothers.

Louise Jermy

Born in London in 1877, Louise Withers was the daughter of a stonemason, and had one
older sister. Her grandparents lived in Bow. Her mother, Selina, died when Louisa was
young and she then lived with her father and his new wife, Louise’s stepmother, by whom
she was badly treated. Louisa suffered constant ill health, fainting and headaches from
blows to the head. She attended Sunday school and Chapel regularly, and read the Bible.
On leaving school she became apprenticed to a dressmaker: at the end of her five-year
apprentice Louise found herself a job in domestic service, which enabled her to leave

home and finally escape her step-mother’s cruelty. She married in 1911 and had two sons.
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After her marriage Louise became a member of the Woman’s Institute (WI), which was

founded in 1915. Her date of death is unknown.

Louise Jermy’s autobiography of 188 pages was entitled The Memoirs of a Working
Woman, and was published in 1934 in Norwich, by Goose and Son. It has a foreword
written by R. H. Mottram, which authenticates the work: Mottram claimed that Louise
Jermy’s was ‘The first autobiography written by a WI member.” The narrative covers
mainly her childhood, her early working life and her relationship with her stepmother,

whom she finally forgave for her cruelty.

Susan Silvester

Susan Silvester was born 13 November 1878 at Minworth, Warwickshire, the second of
four daughters. Her father was an agricultural labourer, waggoner and later a water-
worker. Her mother occasionally took in clothes for mangling and assisted with seasonal
agricultural labour. Susan was educated at Cudworth Board School (1883-88) and at the
village school in Warmley (1888-90). She lived in or near Minworth for most of her life.
On leaving school aged 12 she went into domestic service for a year and then became a
shop assistant. In 1902 she married the village blacksmith and they had two sons.
Following her husband’s death in 1928 Susan obtained a small income by making and

selling pork pies, socks and sundry items. She died on 28 April 1968.

Susan wrote her autobiography at the age of ninety, in the year of her death. The 31-page
text, In a World That Has Gone, was privately printed in Loughborough the same year.
The only known copy is now located in Brunel University Library, Uxbridge. In her

autobiography Susan Silvester provided a straightforward account of a poor but not
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deprived upbringing, a happy marriage and a woman supporting herself successfully after
her husband’s death. Interesting comments are made on various aspects of turn-of-the-
century village life, including domestic arrangements; rural recreations — from May Day
and St. Clement’s Day celebrations; superstitions; church and chapel activity and the work

of the blacksmith.

Annie Kenney

Annie Kenney, trade unionist and suffragette, was born 1879 at Springhead near Oldham
in Lancashire, the fifth of twelve children of a cotton operative. She was educated at the
village school, from 1884 until 1892, and Sunday school. She worked as a half-timer in a
cotton mill between 1889-92, becoming a full-time card- and blowing-room operative in
1892 at the age of 13. Inspired by the writings of Robert Blatchford, Annie joined the
textile union in 1904 and became the first woman to be elected to her district committee.

She used her fees to become a correspondence student of Ruskin College, Oxford.

In her early twenties as a member of Oldham Clarion Vocal Union, she met Christabel
Pankhurst by whom she was profoundly influenced. Adopted as protégé by the
Pankhursts, she became an organiser for the Womens’ Social and Political Union in 1905.
In October 1905, together with Christabel Pankhurst, she challenged Sir Edward Grey at
the Liberal Party meeting in Manchester Free Trade Hall and the two were the first women
to be imprisoned for the suffragette cause. Several spells of prison followed, and under the
‘Cat and Mouse Act’ Annie became ill in 1913 when on hunger strike during eighteen
months in prison. She was a WSPU organiser in London and the West Country, and
continued working for the WSPU throughout the War until the franchise was widened to

women over 30 in 1918. In 1921 she married James Taylor and moved to Letchworth.

63



Little is known of her life after this time except that she had two sons, and died in 1953 at

Hitchin.

The text, consisting of 308 pages, mostly located in the years 1905-1918 at the height of
the suffragette movement, was written in 1924 in order to tell the ‘truth’ about the
movement. Entitled Memories of a Militant it was published by Edward Arnold in London
that year and commences with recollections of a happy childhood, religious influences and
work in the cotton mill, but soon moves on to provide an extensive account of her
propagandist and organising activities for the militant movement, with full details of her
many terms of imprisonment. The autobiography ends in 1918 and it gives a strong

indication that she had turned to Theosophy.’

Nellie Scott

No date of birth and no maiden name are recorded for Nellie Scott and there are few
family details surviving. Her record of activities after marriage put her birth-date around
1890. Her father kept a draper’s shop and she attended Sunday school. She became a felt-
hat worker from age 12 and a member of the Felt Hatter’s Trade Union. About the time of
the outbreak of war in 1914, Nellie worked for four years as a Superintendent at a centre
for feeding school children. She married and lived in Stockport. She became a sickness
visitor for the Approved Society for seven years. She and her husband were avid readers
and members of the Clarion Fellowship. Nellie served on the national executive of the
Labour Church; was a member of the Co-operative Society; a member of Ruskin Hall
Settlement; the treasurer of the Women’s Labour league; served on the Labour

Representation Committee; was secretary of Stockport Women’s Co-operative Guild

3 Theosophy was a religious sect following Hindu and Buddhist teachings of universal brotherhood, Annie
Kenney was involved with the Rosicrucian Order, which was devoted to occult law.
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where she acted as a delegate to various conferences and was made a JP. Her
autobiography was published as ‘A Felt Hat Worker’ on pages 81-101 in Life As We Have
Known It, by Co-operative Working Women. Contributions for the book were collected
and edited by Margaret Llewelyn Davies and published with an introductory letter by
Virginia Woolf in London by the Hogarth Press in 1931. It was reprinted by Virago in
1977, with a new introduction by Anna Davin. Nellie Scott gives a detailed account of
work and conditions in a felt-hat shop and the beginnings of trade union organization

among the trimmers.

Mary Gawthorpe

Born in 1881, Mary Gawthorpe grew up in the back streets of Meanwood in Leeds,
Yorkshire, where her father, John, worked at the local tannery. Her mother, Annie, had
escaped work in the mill by helping her sister with her newly established dressmaking
business. Mary attended the local Church of England school until 1893 when she took
advantage of the pupil-teacher scheme, qualifying as a primary school teacher just before
her twenty-first birthday. Coming to the fore in the National Union of Teachers, she took a
prominent part in the campaign for school meals in the winter of 1904-5, when
unemployment exacerbated the problem of hunger in the classroom. In 1906 she became
secretary of the Women’s Labour League, editing the woman’s page of its local paper the
Labour News. Mary had joined the WSPU in October 1905. By August 1908 she had left
the Labour party and was based in Manchester, her popularity making her a national figure
to followers of the suffrage cause. Mary emigrated to the United States in 1916 and
worked for the New York Women’s Suffrage Party. After American women won the vote
Mary became involved in the trade union movement, becoming a full-time official of the

Amalgamated Clothing Workers Union in New York. The date of her marriage is not
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known but in 1933, after 17 years in the United States she returned to Leeds on a visit with

her American husband John Sanders; she made a subsequent visit in 1950. She died in

1973.

Her 254-page autobiography, Up Hill to Holloway, was written around 1932, probably
because the Suffragette Fellowship had mounted a campaign at that time to preserve some
of the history of the movement, although it was finally published by Traversity Press,
Maine in 1962. In her autobiography Mary describes her home as a ‘slum’ and attributed
the early death of her two sisters and the illness of her mother to poverty, poor housing
and bad sanitation, and the ‘family pattern breaking up’ to her father’s political activities
and increasing fecklessness and drunkenness. She attributed her determination to succeed
in gaining qualifications to her early ambition to move her mother and remaining siblings

away from her father.

Maria Hull

Maria Hull, née Payne, was born in 1881 in Pool Village, Church Gresley in Derbyshire.
Maria had an older brother and sister, and two younger sisters. The narrative of her brief
memoir consists mainly of details of her schooldays at the village school. Mary went into
domestic service on leaving school and married a potter, Richard Hull, whom she had met
at school, in 1908. The couple had one son. Maria’s 4-page autobiography ‘A Derbyshire
Schooling: 1884-1893° was written in 1968 and published in spring 1988 in History

Workshop Journal.
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Mary Luty

Mary Luty was born in June 1885 at Newchurch-in-Rossendale, Lancashire; her father
was a tenant-farmer at the remote Waugh’s Well. When Mary was sixteen months old her
mother left the family home after some unexplained upset with her father, and took Mary,
together with her three month-old brother, to live on her grandparent’s farm nearby. The
farm was sold by auction following the death of grandfather when Mary was seven. The
family moved to Ballenden and her mother took work as a weaver in a local cotton mill.
Mary was educated at the village school from age seven until eleven when she took the
labour test and became a half-timer, joining her mother in the mill. She became a full-
time ‘tenter’ at thirteen. However since her ambition was to travel she continued her
education at night school in order to obtain a better-paid job.* She was an active trade
unionist, became a social worker for two years and then a political organiser, travelling
‘nearly every part of Britain’. Mary achieved her ambition and undertook a five-year
world tour on the death of mother in 1909, travelling to Canada, New Zealand and
Australia, funding her travel through various jobs, including hospital worker, housekeeper
and cook. Returning home she gave lectures and radio broadcasts about her travels. There
is no mention of marriage. She was active in church work and Sunday school throughout
her life. Mary Luty lived with her brother until his death, she then moved to Burnley, she

died in 1967.

The typescript of Mary’s autobiography is entitled ‘My Life has Sparkled’ and was
renamed 4 Penniless Globetrotter for publication in Accrington in 1937 by Wardleworth.
The only known copy of the autobiography is located in Rossendale Public Library.’ It

comprises 147 pages. The typescript of Mary’s manuscript is catalogued with the

4 “Tenters’ were usually children or beginners employed to stretch the wet fabric on a system of frames and

pegs.
> Rawtenstall library catalogue number RC.921.1.3704.
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published version, as is a copy of an article from the Rawtenstall Free Press, which
commemorates Mary’s donation of her typescript to Rawtenstall Public Library, in pencil
at the top of the cutting is written a date of “29.10.66’. The text of the typescript is almost
identical to the published version except that it continues for two pages after Mary’s return
from her travels abroad, which is where the published version ends. Mary’s ambition was
to travel, so perhaps it is fitting that her published autobiography ended with her having
successfully achieved her ambition. There are also discrepancies on the details given of
Mary’s birth: for example her place and date of birth are recorded in the typescript, but not
in the published text, and nor is her father mentioned. Early chapters tell of a happy and
carefree childhood spent on her grandparent’s farm, with observations on the home,
butter-making, pig-killing, hay-making, Irish harvesters, sheep-dipping and diet. She then
included a detailed account of factory labour. Mary also comments on her trade union and
political activities, with brief reference to the suffragette movement. The remainder of the
text describes her world tour and adventures. She returned from her travels just before the

outbreak of war in 1914.

Annie Barnes

Annie was born in 1887, the eldest of three children, in the East End of London. She
enjoyed perhaps the most affluent childhood of the cohort: her father was a fruiterer, the
family lived above the shop, and her mother had hired help in the house. Annie attended
local schools until she was 15 years old, in 1902, when she abandoned her ambition to be
a teacher and left school to nurse her mother, bring up the younger siblings and help in the
shop. Annie’s mother died in 1910. Annie married Albert Barnes in 1919, on condition
that her brother and sister could move in with them. Barnes encouraged her to join the

Labour Party in 1919. They lived in Stepney until they were bombed out in 1944.
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Annie’s autobiography, Tough Annie: From Suffragette to Labour Councillor is the only
audio-recorded autobiography of the cohort. It was recorded in 1979 by Kate Harding and
Caroline Gibbs, who edited the tapes by arranging them chronologically and omitting
repetitions. The edited, 69-page transcript was published by Stepney Books in 1980. The
text gives an account of Annie’s schooling and home upbringing during which her mother
instilled a strong sense of right and wrong, experiences as a suffragette, her marriage, her

work as a Labour Party activist and councillor as well as for the Charity Organisation

2

Society.

Mildred Edwards

Mildred Edwards (née Curtis) was born on 22 August 1889, in Carlisle, the third of seven
children of Earnest Curtis; her father was a railwayman and her mother a children’s nurse.
Mildred attended her local infant school and then junior school until aged thirteen. When
Mildred left school, instead of starting to train as a teacher as she had wanted, she was
required to stay at home to help her mother, whose health was failing. At aged fifteen
Mildred’s sister took over domestic duties and she began work as a nurse in the infirmary
until her sister married two years later. Mildred recalled the outbreak of the 1914-18 War
when her brothers joined the Artillery. Her mother died that Christmas and Mildred
married her fiancé, Jack, after an engagement of three years. The wedding was by special
licence at St Michael’s Church Stanwix, after which Jack served in France for two years
and Mildred worked in the Recruitment Office for thirty shillings a week. Jack died aged
83. Mildred wrote her autobiography after his death when she was 88. She died in 1978

aged 89.
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Her autobiography Our City, Our People 1889-1978: Memories describes her childhood
in Carlisle and provides a vivid account of neighbours, local shops and shopkeepers in
‘Bochergate’ where she grew up. Occasionally national events such as Queen Victoria’s
Diamond Jubilee (1897), death and funeral, and Edward VII’s coronation impinge upon
the narrative, but for the most part this is taken up with details of school days, Band of
Hope membership and entertainments such as visits to a fairground, theatre and circus.
There are also details of domestic chores and health remedies. The only known copy is in
the Local Studies department of Carlisle City Library. It consists of a 73-page booklet sold
in aid of The Animal’s Refuge, Blackwell Road. The title page has a dedication: ‘My
thanks go out to my cousin’s wife Grace Charles, and Miss C. Hilton, without whose help

publication would have been impossible.’

Isabella Cooke

Isabella Cooke (née Smith) was born in 1890 in Great Strickland, Westmorland. She was
the third of eight children of a general labourer, later a gamekeeper. The family moved to
Cliburn when she was a year old and Isabella attended Cliburn day school until she was
thirteen when she left to assist in home duties. At sixteen she began work as domestic
servant, starting as housemaid, then kitchen maid and finally, in 1912, cook. In December
that year she met Frank Burns a stone-mason and part-time soldier in the Territorial Army.
Frank served in the war and the couple married in 1916. They had one daughter, Betty.
Frank was killed while working as a building labourer in 1919. Isabella returned to
domestic service on a large estate in Gainsborough in Lincolnshire. She re-married in
1923, to a stud-groom named Cooke who also worked there. The couple moved into one
of the cottages on the estate, and lived there for thirty-five years. Isabella died in 1981

when she was ninety.
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Isabella wrote her autobiography in 1980-1981 for publication in a series of articles in the
Cumberland and Westmorland Herald. In 1982 the paper published her collected articles
‘with the minimum of editing’ as A Hired Lass in Westmorland: The Story of a Country
Girl at the Turn of the Century. The booklet comprises 20 pages and was illustrated by a
local artist Pamela Jones. The only known copy is in the Local Studies Department of
Carlisle Central Library. The text mostly centres on domestic life and members of the
family, although she does recall a childhood meeting with the poet Sir Walter Scott, and
his dogs. Isabella recollected standing at the Hirings Fair in Burrowsgate, Penrith to obtain
her first paid employment. She described the daily work of a domestic and farm servant,
meeting and courtship and the death of her husband in a tragic accident, her remarriage

and a long and happy relationship with her second husband.

Betty May

Betty May was born in the East End of London. No date for her birth is given in the text,
but photographs and description of various events, for example her reference to childhood
recollections of Queen Victoria’s 1897 Diamond Jubilee, and her details of life as a young
adult in the Edwardian period, suggest that she was born around 1890. Her father, a
mechanic, abandoned his wife and four children soon after the author’s birth. Betty’s
mother began work in a chocolate factory to support her family. Betty was educated at a
village school in Somerset while staying with relatives for a few years.

Betty was introduced to London nightclub and café society on her return from Somerset,
working as a singer, dancer and ‘baby and mascot’ to the ‘Café Royal set’. She spent her
time in pursuit of an active social life. She married a man of some wealth and status but

was soon divorced. Betty lived in London, but also spent time in France, Sicily and
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America. She also worked as an artists’ model, and the sculptor Jacob Epstein (1880-

1959) used her as his model for his work ‘The Savage’.

Betty May’s autobiography Tiger Woman: My Story provides a very good account of her
early life in ‘one of the poorest and most squalid’ districts of London, with details of her
home and early struggles. Introduced to London’s bohemian and affluent society in
adolescence, the author provides lively descriptions of a life centred on drugs, sex and'
alcohol: a rare glimpse at nightclub existence. Her text of 232 pages was published in
London by Duckworth in 1929, and is illustrated by photographs and paintings of Betty
May in her various roles. She declared her intent to write her ‘further adventures’ at a

later date but these did not materialize and nothing is known of her later life.

Mrs Yearn

No first or maiden name and no date of birth are given for Mrs Yearn, whose mid-life
activities put her birth-date ¢.1890, although it could have been earlier. She was one of 14
children, 8 of whom died in infancy or childhood, of a brick-setter. Her mother was a
mill-hand. No mention is made of schooling, except to say she left school to become a
half-timer, which would have been between twelve and fourteen years of age. Mrs Yearn
worked as a mill hand before and after her marriage, she had at least two children and

lived in Oldham.

Mrs Yearn had an active political life: was a member of the local committee of Women’s
Co-operative Guild; Director of Oldham Equitable Co-operative Society (1924); member
of the Court of Referees; Oldham Unemployment Exchange (1927); Oldham National

Health Insurance Committee (1928); ran for Town Council, JP; assisted in the foundation
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of a Maternity and Child Welfare Centre (1928); member of the local committee of the

NSPCC (1928); and a member of the Tenants Defence Association (1928).

Mrs Yearn’s autobiography ‘A Public Spirited Rebel” written ¢.1930 comprises 6 pages
and was published in 1931 by Hogarth Press in Life As We Have Known It: by Co-
operative Working Women, collected and edited by Margaret Llewelyn Davies. Mrs
Yearn made perceptive observations on trade unionism among women textile workers and

ended with the hope that she could promote international peace and expose ‘shady

dealings’ by Lancashire cotton and coal owners.

Ellen Wilkinson

Ellen Cicely Wilkinson was born on 5 October 1891 in Chorlton upon Medlock,
Manchester. Her father was a cotton operative and insurance agent, and her mother a
dressmaker. Ellen was the second youngest of two boys and two girls. She attended local
elementary and secondary schools. At fourteen she became a pupil teacher while she
worked for, and achieved, the Jones Scholarship in History which enabled her to attend
Manchester University from 1910: she graduated with an MA in 1913. While at
University she embraced Socialism and became a member of the Fabian Society,
becoming closely associated with the Fabian research department. She joined the ILP in
1912. In 1913 she became an organizer of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage
Societies (1913-15) and a speaker for the ILP. Like her mother and grandmother, she was

a member of the Manchester and Salford Co-operative Society.

Ellen remained unmarried, though she was engaged for one year to John Turner Walter

Newbold, son of a wealthy Liberal Irish Quaker, who influenced her towards Marxism:
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she joined the Communist party in 1920 for four years, visiting the USSR in 1921. In 1923
she stood unsuccessfully as Labour candidate for Ashton-Under-Lyme, but won a seat for
Middlesborough (1924-31), becoming the first woman Labour MP. Known as ‘Red
Ellen’, as much for the colour of her hair as for her politics, she became a prominent
Labour Party propagandist, and was active on unemployment demonstrations: she was one
of the leaders of the Jarrow March in 1936. She organized for the Amalgamated Union of
Co-operative Employees and held Middlesborough East and Jarrow (1935-47). She was
appointed as Parliamentary Secretary to Susan Lawrence (the Minister of Pensions) in
1940 and to the Ministry of Home Security (1940-45). Following the Labour Party
victory in 1945 she was made a member of the Privy Council as Minister of Education and
implemented the Education Act of 1944; she received an Honarary Degree for her work

for the Independent Labour Party (ILP) in 1946. Ellen died in 1947.

Ellen’s publications include Clash (1929); Peeps at Politicians (1930) and Jarrow: The
Town that was Murdered (1939), and declaring her pacifist beliefs, Why War? (1934).
Her sixteen-page untitled autobiography was published in 1938 by Frederick Muller in an
anthology Myself When Young by Famous Women of Today, edited by Margot Asquith,
the Countess of Oxford and Asquith. It was written during 1937-38 and gave Ellen’s
recollections of her working-class childhood in Manchester, her family and social life and
the Wesleyan Chapel which greatly influenced her later life. She described her schooling,
discussed teaching methods, and told of political influences and her early political life at
school and College. Ellen had been asked to write her autobiography for the anthology so
the narrative ends before she became a noted figure of the twentieth century Labour Party

as those day, she wrote, ‘had no place in the ‘Myself when young’ period.’
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Alice Foley

Born on 28 November 1891, in Backshaw Street, Bolton Alice Foley was the sixth child
of mill hand Thomas Foley and his wife Alice Foley, née Mont. Educated at St. Peter and
St. Paul’s Catholic School to age twelve, Alice left school to become a shop assistant.
However shortly after this, in 1905, she left to work as a “little tenter’ in a local cotton
mill, progressing later to weaver. She continued her education through evening classes
and cultural opportunities offered by her Clarion Club membership, and with her sister
Cissy’s encouragement she turned away from her Catholic upbringing, became a Socialist
and joined the Weaver’s Union. She worked in the factory for seven years. After the
passing of the 1911 Insurance Act she was promoted to sick visitor for the Weaver’s
Association and became a clerk in the Bolton Weaver’s Association office in 1917. She
served as Secretary of Bolton and District Weavers’ and Winders’ Association between
1949-61. She was president of Bolton United Trades Council from 1956-7 and was
appointed a JP in 1931. She served at every level for the Workers” Educational
Association and was awarded the MBE in 1951. She did not marry and lived in Bolton

until her death in 1974.

Alice’s autobiography of 92 pages, A Bolton Childhood, was published in Manchester in
1973, by Manchester University Extra-Mural Department & the North Western District of
the Workers Educational Association. An extract from her autobiography may also be
found on pages 90-99 in Destiny Obscure edited by John Burnett and published in London
by Allen Lane, in 1892. Alice’s text, which differs little from her typed manuscript, gives
a colourful account of a frugal and austere working-class childhood spent in Bolton

around the tum of the century. It includes comments and observations on home and

% For further details, see also, Carol Jenkins, ‘Foley, Alice’ in The New Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming 2004). Appended.
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family life, street traders and entertainers, street games, retailing, fairs, schooling, working
conditions in the cotton mill, the Daubhill strike of 1905 and her break from Catholicism
to become a Socialist. The narrative ends around 1918 with the author beginning work for
the trade union movement and the WEA which was to continue for the next fifty years. 7
The original of her manuscript, a scrapbook of newspaper cuttings from Bolton papers,
and a few letters about her MBE and the publication of her manuscript are in the Foley

Collection, Bolton City Library archives.®

Rose Gibbs

Rose was born in 1892 in the East End of London, her father served as a soldier in the
Boer War but on discharge, following injury, was unemployed for long periods. To
support the family her mother worked as a domestic servant when extra staff was required
at various establishments. This meant she was away from home for two- to three-week
periods. Rose was the eldest of three children so looked after the home while her mother
was away working. Rose was educated at the local council school to age 13, and then went
into domestic service until her marriage in 1915. She lived in London and moved to

Comberton in 1969. Rose died in 1981.

In her autobiography of eighteen pages, In service: Rose Gibbs Remembers, Rose
provided anecdotes of childhood, schooling and her time in domestic service. She wrote
her memoirs when she was ninety, and there were to be more instalments to follow, but
this is all there was time for. It was published after her death, by Ellison’s Editions of
Orwell, Cambridgeshire, for Bassingbourn Village Colleges, who hold a copy of the text

in their archives.

7 The Workers’ Educational Association was founded by Thomas Hill Green for discussion of the ethos
behind the association see, A. N. Wilson, The Victorians, pp.519-520
8 For further details, see also, Carol Jenkins, ‘Foley, Alice’ in The New Dictionary of National Biography.
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Mrs Hills

No first or maiden name is given for Mrs Hills who was born in Leighton Bromswold on 5
April 1893; her father was a horse-keeper for a local farmer. Mrs Hills attended the
village school between the ages of three and twelve. She left Leighton Bromswold to
work for relatives in Brixworth who had a shop and a café. After this she worked in
domestic service at Whittlesey as a maid and aged fourteen 14 became a parlourmaid in
Field House, Silver Street, Buckden. Here she was confirmed into the Church of Engl'fmd,
although she had been brought up ‘Chapel’. After eight years during which she was paid
about ten shillings a month, she left to marry a soldier in 1916 and the couple had one son,
who was stillborn. At the end of the war her husband returned to his painting and
decorating trade, and worked in Thrapston village. However, his lungs were weak from
gas attacks during the war and Mrs Hills managed to get him work as a steward with a tied
cottage. His job was to collect rents in the village, and she worked as a cleaner at a local
farm, and then as a school cleaner for fourteen years. Mrs Hills records that they were very
happy. The couple took two little boys as evacuees during the Second World War, which

meant they had more money.

Her two-page autobiography, ¢ Reminiscences of Mrs. Hills, formerly of Leighton
Bromswold’, was published as the second of four contributions to a small pamphlet
funded by the Huntingdon Local History Society. A copy of the pamphlet is located in
Cambridgeshire Record Office, Huntingdon Branch. Mrs Hills” memoirs are on pages 3
and 4 and are an outline life history with personal comments and descriptions of managing
on a tight budget in a small rural village around the turn of the century. She discussed
food prices and wages, help from neighbours, her home which she retained after her

husband’s death, local fairs and leisure activities.
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Emma Smith

Born 24 January 1894, at Redruth, Cornwall, Emma was the illegitimate daughter of
‘Cod’ Murphy, a fisherman, and the woman whom she knew as her sister Maud. She
never knew her father and rarely saw her mother. Her brother Harry, two years her junior,
was later to become an officer in the army. As an infant Emma lived with her
grandparents. Her grandfather was a Cornish tin-miner blinded in an accident. She was
educated at infants’ school and Methodist Sunday school but only in ‘fits and starts’ and
did not receive a fuller education until living in a convent penitentiary between 1906-10.
At the age of five Emma was sold by her mother to an ‘adopted’ father, Pratt, whose name
she took. He worked her in an itinerant lifestyle as a street entertainer, singing hymns,
begging or assisting with the hurdy-gurdy from the mid-1890s until 1903. Emma then ran
away and worked briefly as a parlourmaid and general servant, worked in the convent
penitentiary as a laundress, then as a domestic servant where she met her husband whom
she married in 1920. The couple had three daughters and emigrated to Australia in 1924,
but were homesick and so returned to Cornwall within the year and settled in Penzance.
Her autobiography, written under the pseudonym ‘Emma Smith’, is 188 pages with a
foreword by A. L. Rowse, himself the author of 4 Cornish Childhood, possibly the reason
why Emma sent her manuscript to him. Entitled 4 Cornish Waif's Story: An
Autobiography, it was written in 1954, when Emma was sixty, at the suggestion of ‘a
friend who happens to be a sociologist’.” It was published in London by Odhams Press
later the same year. Most of the autobiography is taken up with an account of the author’s
childhood, a mixture of poverty, institutional living, travelling as an itinerant entertainer

and various (pleasurable) stays in a convent penitentiary. The narrative includes much

 Emma Smith, A Cornish Waif’s Story, p.13.
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dialogue and incidental detail; it ends with the author’s return to England from Australia

in 1924, and describes her pride in her home in Comwall and her family.

Winifred Griffiths

Born Winifred Rutley in 1895 at Overton, Hampshire, her father was a paper-mill worker,
while her mother had worked at home sewing garments for a clothing factory until she
married. Winifred was educated at local church school from age of four to fourteen. On
leaving school she became an apprentice at Burberry’s gabardine factory but soon moved
to a smaller workshop to work alongside an aunt. In 1911 she took a position in domestic
service as a housemaid and parlourmaid (1911-15) and then took a war job as a Co-
operative Stores shop assistant. She became an active Socialist and member of the Labour
Party and in 1918 married a coal miner, James Griffiths, who later became a Labour

politician. 10

A short extract from Winifred’s autobiography was first published in Useful Toil:
Autobiographies of Working People from the 1820s to the 1920s, edited by John Burnett,
and published in London by Allen Lane in 1974. The full text, of 169 pages, One
Woman's Story written by ‘Mrs James Griffiths’ was published in 1979, the year Winifred
died, by Ron Jones of Rhondda. It was also published by Ferndale in the same year. Brief
mention is made of the author’s family and their domestic and work lives, but the
narrative gives much post 1900 detail with Edwardian village life and leisure, work and
politics. Following her marriage to James Griffiths, the autobiography concentrates on her

political activities on behalf of the Labour movement.

10 por further details, see, Carol Jenkins, ‘Griffiths, Winifred’ in The New Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming 2004).Appended.
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Kathleen Woodward

Born in September 1896 in Peckham, London, Kathleen Doris Woodward was one of five
children. Her father had been a lithographic printer, at the time of Kathleen’s birth he was
a casual labourer in the printing trade, but was soon afflicted with an illness that left him
an invalid. Her mother, Ellen, took in washing to support the family. Kathleen gave her
birth-place as a fictional street in Bermondsey: it is not known whether the family moved
north to Bermondsey, but other autobiographical details are accurate. There are no details
of school, except that she left at thirteen to work in a factory on the north side of the
Thames. By 1914 she was working in a Bermondsey collar factory. During this period
Kathleen met Mary Macarthur, then secretary of the National Federation of Women
Workers. In the following years Kathleen worked her passage across the Atlantic, was a
receptionist in a London club, wrote children’s stories and was a freelance journalist. In
1927 her first book was published and she was feted as ‘the daughter of a washerwoman
who grew up to be the biographer of a queen.’!! Kathleen wrote The Lady of Marlborough
House (1939) and Queen Mary: A Life and Intimate Study (1927). She converted to

Roman Catholicism in the 1930s and died in 1961.

Her autobiography, Jipping Street: Childhood in a London Slum, consists of 150 pages of
text. It has a frontispiece by Leon Underwood and was published simultaneously in
London and New York by Harper & Brothers in 1928. It was re-published with a new
introduction by Carolyn Steedman, in London by Virago Press in 1983. The narrative is a
graphic account of growing-up in a London slum in the late nineteenth century; there is
much introspection on her relationship with her mother, death, and her writing ambitions.

It has references to charity both from neighbours and from official sources including

11 Carolyn Steedman’s introduction to the new edition of Woodward’s autobiography (London: Virago,
1983.)
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workhouses, local clergy and Poor Law guardians. She gives details of local characters

and friends and describes her thoughts on the Suffragette movement and sex education.

Daisy Hills

Born in 1899 on the Warren House estate, Old Frimley, near Camberley, Daisy Hills was
one of twins, her brother dying when a few hours old. Her father, Albert Hills, was a farm
bailiff on the estate and the family lived on a small tied farm. Daisy’s mother Jane (née
Cayzer) had been in service as a school-room maid at Frimley Park House before her

marriage to Albert Hills in 1896.

Daisy recalled a happy childhood on the farm, and a Christian upbringing. Daisy attended
the children’s service in Frimley Church on Sundays where her father was in the choir.
She was taught at home until she was eight, and then walked the two and a half miles each
day to school in Camberley. She left school in 1911 and began work on the farm. She
recollects church-cleaning duties, and farm work such as thatching, spring cleaning,
poultry keeping, repairing fences, and also the farm cat, and animal illnesses such as foot
and mouth, swine fever and milk fever. When World War One broke out she helped her
aunt with “war work,” making bristle brushes and shirts for the overseas troops. She took
the place of the farm help when he left to join the army, cleaned stables, helped with the
poultry, learnt to milk the cows and was happy working with her father until April 1932
when he died of a heart attack, aged 67. Shortly after this Daisy moved to a flat attached to

an old people’s home which she helped her two aunts to run.

The Second World War came and Daisy described the German prisoners and the blackout.

She also worked for a newsagent. At the end of the war Daisy bought a larger house, ‘The
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Anchorage’, and cared for her now-ageing aunts, as well as the retired District Nurse
‘Grace,” who came for the last five years of her life, two doctors and an elderly lady she
refers to as ‘Miss Seymour’. She went on several holiday coach tours in the British Isles.
Her grandmother had told her all about the beautiful Lake District and the Highlands and
Daisy wrote: ‘at last her granddaughter had fulfilled her hopes in a way’. Eventually Daisy
became wheelchair bound and was no longer able to care for others. She sold the large
house and bought a ground floor flat at Merlin Court near Frimley church. She died in
1977. Her 140-page autobiography, Old Frimley was published locally by Kestrel

Graphics in 1978.

Grace Foakes

Grace Foakes (née Platt) was born in 1900, one of five children, in three-roomed tenement
flat in Jubilee Buildings, Wapping High Street, Stepney. Her father was a dock-worker
until 1912. Grace describes living in conditions of poverty and overcrowding which were
so dreadful they might sound incredible: but in her 1972 introduction to the book Lady
Rose Henriques CBE wrote ‘I have worked and lived in the area of Stepney for the greater
part of my life and know that the living conditions described are not exaggerated, neither
is the poverty’. Grace attended the Anglican Church — St John of Wapping. After school
she worked as a waitress until her mother became ill with cancer when Grace ‘took
mother’s place at home’ until her marriage to Reuben Foakes in the 1920s. Her
autobiography was written in three volumes during the late 1960s and early 1970s.
Between High Walls; My Life With Reuben and My Part of the River were all published by
Walwyn Shepherd in London in 1972 and 1974. Although there is considerable overlap
between the volumes, Grace gives descriptions of trade unions and the General Strike in

1926, as well as more personal details of her schooling and upbringing, joining the Band
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of Hope and the Wesleyan East End Mission. She continued in her last two volumes the

details of meeting her husband Reuben Foakes, their council house and married life.

Chronology

A chronology in the form of a table is provided in Appendix III, p.300. It includes a
record of the birth-dates of the twenty-six women of the cohort together with some
relevant milestones in their lives. Also included are the significant historical events, ta}dng
place over the time period up to the end of World War II in 1944, these taken in

conjunction will help to set the lives of the women within an historical context.

The Texts

The autobiographies in question have been drawn from a survey carried out from a range
of standard bibliographical sources and historical works and from contact with libraries
throughout England. Not all of them are listed in any one source. They vary in length and
in the form they have been published, from the five hundred words written by Bessie
Harvey, or the two or three pages by Mrs Hills, to the three-volume autobiography written

by Grace Foakes. Most were published during the lifetime of the authors.

The autobiographies in question were usually written towards the end of the author’s life.
In some cases the narrative ends at defining moments in their lives, often when they have
achieved a goal, or become what they had wanted to be. Annie Kenney ended hers in
1918 when the franchise was widened to include women over thirty years of age,
something she had campaigned for as one of the militant suffragettes. Mary Luty’s
published autobiography ended as she arrived home after her world travels, a trip she had

planned and worked towards for many years. Most of the autobiographies, therefore, were
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written years after the events they describe by women often nearing the end of their lives.
In effect, these women have written their own history from a unique viewpoint: that of
personal experience. They are important social documents as examples of micro-history,
and give a thoughtful reflection of the personal history of an individual written from the

vantage of hindsight.

The women of the cohort were born in the final three decades of the nineteenth centur}:
into a transitional period when women’s place as a strictly defined and observed separate
sphere was changing. By the first decade of the twentieth century it was beginning to be
accepted that respectable women could achieve in the public sphere of work and politics.
This transitional period encompassed the cohort’s formative years during which they were
growing up and which they later wrote about. They describe the means by which it was
beginming to be possible for working-class women like themselves to take advantage of
changes in educational provision, health at work and home, and more acceptance of the
public voice of women both politically and socially, to achieve goals which had been

impossible for previous generations of working-class women.

The women appear to have written their autobiographies for a variety of reasons. Some
wrote to prove themselves worthy of an audience, others from a sense of pride in their
achievements and a desire to record their success in life from humble beginnings; it may
have been designed to pass down to future generations, it may have been to encourage
others, like themselves, to succeed. Many of the women wrote of defining moments of
her life — when she became what she had wanted to be. In many instances the writers
acknowledge their reasons and clearly state their purpose. Motives are found outlined

within the main text, or in the foreword or dedication. Some claim within their
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autobiographies that they have written in order to tell the ‘truth’. Suffragette Annie
Kenney struck what may be seen as the keynote to this group of autobiographies when she

wrote:

This book not being a record of dates and names but

simply an account of events that are engraved on my

heart...it may not be the truth to any other individual, but

one can only speak or write as one feels, sees or reasons

for oneself.'?
A few of the women towards the end of their lives wrote their stories for their families.
Others acknowledge help and encouragement they have had from family members or
friends. Mary Luty the self-styled ‘penniless globetrotter’ signalled her pride in success
and her gratitude to her mother for her support, when she dedicated her autobiography:

“To my Mother, and all who have encouraged me to try and accomplish things.”"

Mildred Edwards expressed both family pride and pride in herself in her dedication at the
front of her autobiography. After quoting what she calls her ‘Family Motto’ as “Dogged
As Does It”, she claimed: ‘In the following stories no records have been consulted or
persons interviewed, it has all been in my memory.’'* Grace Foakes wrote her
autobiography in the late 1960s, when she was almost seventy years old, writing ‘for the
younger generation’ she expressed a hope that her writing would help them understand
elderly people like herself:

I hope you may now have some idea of the vast difference

in our way of living. I write mainly for the younger

generation, feeling they will understand the bewilderment

some of us elderly people feel when we see and hear the

things that happen today, for I feel the young can adapt

much more easily than we of the older generation.
Remember, this was yesterday’s world, a world seemingly

12 Annie Kenney, Memoirs of a Militant (London: Edward Ammold, 1924), p. 136.

13 Mary Luty, A Penniless Globetrotter, frontispiece.

4 Mildred Edwards, Our City...Our People 1889-1978: Memories (Brampton, Cumbria: Howe, 1978),
frontispiece.

85



far removed from today, a world of people who were just

as you are but without the opportunities or knowledge. 13
Winifred Griffiths dedicated her autobiography, written in 1979 when she was eighty-
four: “To my late Husband, The Rt. Hon. James Griffiths, C.H, In Memory of our many
years together.” After thanking various relatives, friends and members of the Labour Party
for their help, Winifred suggests that she saw her life as having achieved some good,
quoting from The Times London Diary of October 10™ 1978: ‘As you grow older you |
want to have some proof that your life was not wasted.’'® Others wrote to encourage
working-class women like themselves to have, and to work towards, personal aspirations.
By making public their thoughts and feelings in writing their autobiographies, our cohort
revealed a self-conscious differentiation of themselves and their life experiences. They are

expressions of their awareness of, and their pride in, their own achievements.

Within their narratives the autobiographers describe personal rebellions, against their
upbringing, or against dominant ideology of religion, gender or class. If they needed to
challenge authority in order to achieve their ambitions, these women were not easily
cowed. Rebellion sometimes occurred against the authority of parents at home. Mary
Gawthorpe rebelled against her father’s feckless and drunken behaviour; she was
determined to work for the qualifications she needed to teach so that she could afford to
move her family away from her father’s house. Alice Foley, a trade unionist and member
of the Workers’ Education Association (WEA), was born into a Roman Catholic family
and went to a Roman Catholic school. Yet in her early twenties, Alice found that her faith
did not provide reason enough for the everyday drudgery and constant grind undertaken

by herself and her fellow cotton mill workers. She rebelled, and turned to Socialism, and

15 Grace Foakes, My Part of the River (London: Shepherd Walwyn, 1974), p.85.
16 Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, frontispiece.

86



undertook trade union work and later a position with the WEA. By these means she lifted
herself out of her frugal and austere life, and also found a means to help her fellow-
workers. Hannah Mitchell rebelled against the gender discrimination within her family,
which meant that she performed domestic chores while her brothers played or read;
determined nevertheless to gain an education, an uncle taught her to read and she
borrowed books from her brothers and neighbours. Emma Smith rebelled against the
penury of her childhood as an illegitimate and abandoned child in Cornwall, and worked
hard to achieve a happy family life with her own two daughters. All of them saw their

rebellion as part of the mechanism for gaining their ambitions.

Among the autobiographers, 10 of the 26 wrote of success centred in the domestic sphere.
Of these, the autobiographies of Isabella Cooke, Agnes Cowper, Mildred Edwards, Rose
Gibbs, Daisy Hills, Maria Hull and Susan Sylvester, were published in booklets or
pamphlets, or as part of a larger publication requested by local historians or for collections
of memoirs. The autobiographies of Grace Foakes, Louise Jermy and Emma Smith were

published in book form."”

The remaining sixteen autobiographers have written of their public success, in achieving
positions of some standing in the, often overlapping, areas of the work-place or politics. In
addition, public life is entwined with home life for most of the women, and this caused
tensions for these women who, while valuing public success in various areas, stress that
they also value their domestic success. One autobiographer, Margaret Bondfield,

described this intertwining in her autobiography:

17 Grace Foakes, Between High Walls (London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 1972), My Part of the River, and My
Life With Reuben(London: Shepheard-Walwyn, 1974) ; Louise Jermy, The Memories of a Working Woman
(Norwich: Goose and Son, 1934); Emma Smith, 4 Cornish Waif’s Story.
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If, occasionally, it is difficult to separate my personal

adventure from the history of the Labour Party, that is

perfectly in harmony with the facts. I have been so

identified with the Movement that it is not always possible

to say where one ends and the other begins.'®
The texts were therefore written for a variety of reasons, and they were published over a
broad period of time. It is difficult to ascertain whether all of the women wrote
specifically for publication. Most definitely did, and twenty of the autobiographies were
published during the life-time of the writer. Kathleen Woodward published her
autobiography as the first step on her ambition for a writing career. Nellie Scott and Mrs
Yearn wrote for collection of memoirs to be published by the Working Women’s Co-
operative Guild. The Alice Foley Papers in Bolton library archives reveal a lively

communication between Alice and her publishers, which resulted in very few changes

between her original manuscript and the published version.

The six autobiographies published posthumously are those of: Ada Nield Chew, Bessie
Harvey, Mrs Hills, Maria Hull and Hannah Mitchell. As described in their individual
biographies earlier, Hannah Mitchell’s text was edited and published by her son and Ada
Nield Chew’s with the help of her daughter. ' The four remaining texts were published
by local history groups. Two of these are amongst the shortest of the autobiographies:
those of Bessie Harvey and Mrs Hills. These two show an overlap in tone and content
with the unpublished texts discussed earlier, so suggesting a continuum in the variety of

working-class women’s autobiographies, rather than a sharp demarcation point.

18 Margaret Bondfield, The Hard Way Up, p.9.

19 Hannah Mitchell’s only son published his mother’s autobiography ‘with the minimum of editing’ after her
death. Hannah Mitchell, see, The Hard Way Up, ‘Introduction’. Doris Nield Chew was contacted in the early
1970s by the authors of One Hand Tied Behind Us, Jill Liddington and Jill Norris, who persuaded Doris to
find her mother’s autobiographical papers and from them piece together her autobiography.
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The publication of the autobiographies continues over a fifty-year period: from the earliest
— Annie Kenney’s Memoirs of a Militant — published in 1924, to the most recent Isabella
Cooke’s A Hired Lass in Westmorland in 1982. Most are now out of print. Hannah
Mitchell’s The Hard Way Up, was published by feminist publishers Virago in 1977.
About this time Virago also republished Kathleen Woodward’s Jipping Street first
published in 1928, as well as the collection of autobiographies by members of the
Women’s Co-operative Guild, which included the autobiographies of Mrs Scott and Mrs
Yearn and was originally published in 1931.%° As well as these more recently published,
or republished books, first editions of many of the others are available in the British
Library, London or the Bodleian Library, Oxford. A few of the texts were more elusive:
the only known copy of Winifred Griffiths’ autobiography, One Woman's Story, for
example, is in West Glamorgan County Library, and the only known copy of Mary Luty’s
A Penniless Globetrotter is in Rawtenstall Public Library and Record Office, in

Lancashire.

Conclusion

This biographical and bibliographical summary of the autobiographies serves to illustrate
not only the great variety in the lives of the authors in terms of their lifestyle, geographical
location, position within the working class, family experiences and opportunities for
advancement, and their success at national, local or familial level, but also hints at the
wealth of untapped material which these texts contain.?! Yet however different the life
experiences of the twenty-six women in the cohort, the reasons for writing and the form
and time at which they were written, their autobiographies have various broad themes in

common and these encompass education, domesticity, economics and politics. There are

20 Kathleen Woodward, Jipping Street (London: Virago, 1983); Mrs Scott ‘A Felt Hat Worker’ and Mrs
Yearn, ‘A Public Spirited Rebel’ in Life as We Have Known It.
21 Gee also bibliographical and biographical charts in Appendices I and II.
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also strands which recur within these broad themes, arguably most prominent is that of
respectability, but they also discuss: ambitions, rebellion, achievements, support networks
of friends, family and neighbours, and a retrospective justification, rationale or
explanation of their success. All of these run through the texts to a greater or lesser degree,
they surface and subside, weave in and out, and are given prominence at different times in
the various autobiographies. However, the main thread running through all of the
autobiographies, and its importance in the autobiographies is reflected in the thesis, is the
overarching theme of success. Set in the broad historical context of working-class
women’s writing the autobiographies reflect the nature of success as it was perceived,

experienced, achieved and described by the cohort.
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Chapter 3: Education

Introduction

During the period 1870-1900 various societal changes facilitated educational opportunities
for the cohort, and working-class children in general. Wages for adults improved, so paid
employment for children became generally less critical to family economy. A series of
Factory Acts were passed, which curtailed the employment of children, while a succession
of Education Acts legislated for the provision of formal elementary education - of which

most, although not all, of the cohort were able to take advantage.

The cohort also record learning by less formal pathways: within the home, as family
members or neighbours and friends encouraged reading and writing skills; and outside the
home, in societies, girls clubs, and Sunday schools. Although the amount of education
received by individual children was dependent on a variety of family circumstances, the
cohort revealed that education was not only a childhood process. It was becoming
possible to continue learning throughout life. Secondary education, teacher training
schemes, and even a university degree were becoming attainable for working-class
women. In addition, the proliferation of youth and adult clubs and societies, public
lectures, and the wider availability of reading materials through the spread of public
libraries, facilitated informal education and growing access to cheap printed magazines

and books.!

! For more on this topic, see, for example: Jonathan Ross, The Intellectual Life of the British Working
Classes (New York: Yale University Press, 2001); for a classic appraisal of mass literacy see, Richard
Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (London: Penguin, 1957).
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Educational success was seen variously as learning to read and write - acquiring literacy
was a skill that had often been denied to the women’s parents - performing well at school
and attaining qualifications. Perceptions changed during the lives of the women: as one
educational milestone was achieved, ambitions often grew for further success. Some
autobiographers acknowledged the importance of schooling as a stepping-stone to higher
education; some saw education as success in itself, and valued some financial
independence at the end of school years; others viewed education as a kind of
apprenticeship where they could learn practical skills that would fit them for paid

employment or family life.

Historical Context

The period 1870-1900 crystallised the concept of education as institutionalised formal
learning, as we know it today: the imparting of knowledge became the duty of society and
the state to every citizen.? Before 1870, the quality of education for working-class children
was poor: families had to struggle if they wanted education for their children. Not only did
it mean finding the few pennies required to pay for schooling, but it often also meant the
loss of a wage hitherto earned by the child. In many families it was not economically
viable to send the children to school, as they were required to work to help support the

family as a whole.?

At this time any formal elementary education for the children of working-class families
was provided either by individuals for profit, or by voluntary church or philanthropic
organizations, who saw religious-based education as the means of moral improvement of

the working class. Most Anglican and Catholic parishes sponsored day schools, which

2 See, for instance, A. N. Wilson, The Victorians, pp.282-294.
3 See, for instance, Geoffrey Best, Mid-Victorian Britain (London: Fontana, 1987), p.174.
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provided denomination-specific religious education. The National Society for Promoting
the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church, founded in 1811,

and the British and Foreign School Society founded in 1814, were the two most

influential *

Initially offering free day schooling, the two societies soon began to charge ‘school
pence’. From 1833 onwards they began to receive a small government grant and to be
supervised by the state. However, such organizations were inadequate to deal with the
rapidly expanding child population as the century progressed. The State Education Act of
1870, put through Parliament by W. E. Forster, made a state system of elementary
schooling possible. It was fuelled by ‘visions of childhood as a period of carefree
independence’.5 The National Society, together with the British Schools, by 1870 offered
over 90% of voluntary school places.® Forster’s Act would “fill in the gaps”.” Under the
1870 Act, a survey of schools in England and Wales was ordered and local School boards
were to be established in areas not covered by the Societies. School boards could use
funds from local taxes to build and operate the new schools. These would exist alongside
the Societies’ schools financed by philanthropy. After the Act, the non-sectarian Board
Schools continued non-denominational religious teaching with an emphasis on teaching
knowledge of the Bible rather than the all-pervasive and proscribed religion of the

denominational schools.

4 The British and Foreign Schools Society, so named in 1814, was established in 1810 by a mixture of
dissenters and entrepreneurs in the non-conformist Royal Lancastrian Association.

5 Anna Davin, Growing Up Poor, p.3.

¢ John Hurt, Elementary Schooling and the Working Classes 1860-1918 (London: Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1963), p.4.

7 For the details surrounding the passing of the 1870 Act see, for instance, Mary Sturt, Education of the
People: A History of Primary Education in England and Wales in the Nineteenth Century (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967), see especially Chapter 14.
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The Boards had the authority to require all children under their jurisdiction to meet
minimum standards of school attendance: all children were to attend school for five hours
every weekday until ten years of age. The age limit was later extended to eleven in 1893
and twelve in 1899.® Before this time children in most working-class families were
expected to take up paid employment at an early age in order to contribute to the family
budget. Even after 1870, there was no guarantee that children would attend school. The
minimum charge of ‘school pence’ did not begin to disappear until 1891, and precludec}
some of the poorest from attending. By the mid 1880s, prosecutions for violation of the
Education Acts were close to their peak as the sustained efforts of school attendance
officers became more effective, and it became increasingly difficult for parents and
children to violate the laws against truancy.” The school-leaving age and its enforcement
made sure children did not enter factories, or other paid employment, until they had
attained at least the minimum age. By 1900, elementary schools were charging no tuition

and were meeting state certified standards of instruction.'®

The Education Act of 1902, implementing the recommendations of the Bryce
Commission, set up Local Education Authorities (LEA) to replace School boards. Part of
the brief of the LEAs was to provide secondary schools. However most working-class
children continued to receive only elementary school education. Secondary schools were
not free until 1907 when a system of free places - ‘the ladder of opportunity’- was
introduced offering education up to the age of sixteen.'' During the years between 1870-

1900 educational standards in society were therefore changing fast. A high level of

8 This was the situation in London. Local School boards set the age and conditions for leaving school and
these varied considerably, London leaving age was amongst the highest. See David Rubenstein, School
Attendance in London 1870-1914: A Social History (Hull: Lampada Press, 1969), pp.35-38.

% David E. Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England. The Influence of Private Choice and
Public Policy (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), p.182.

10 David Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy, p.2.

' David Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy, p.9.
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female illiteracy was no longer acceptable as it had been even fifty years before this
period. The women in the cohort were therefore enabled, with a few exceptions, to attend

school at least up to ten years of age.

Experiences of Sunday School

An important, and less formal, addition to weekday schooling was Sunday school. Almost
all of the cohort refer to some period of time spent at Sunday school during their early
years. Sunday schools throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth
century had a long-standing and continuing popularity. They were considered part of the
total educational provision, and indeed may have been the only provision for lower
working-class children before the 1870 Act.'? 1t is not surprising that Sunday schools are
recalled in all but three of the autobiographies.13 In 1870 the “closer integration of chapel
and school” was planned by the Methodist Sunday School Union. This became the basis of
what has become known as ‘the great era of the Sunday School” so would have reached its

height as the cohort were of an age to attend. 14

Sunday schools were also popular for more reasons than that of indoctrinating children
into Christian ideology. They often gave free clothes to very poor children, and also
provided child-care so that parents of working-class children had some time to themselves
on what was often the only day they were not in paid employment. In addition Sunday
school treats in the form of outings, teas, picnics or Parish breakfasts both entertained and

fed children, and so helped with family economics.

12 Geoffrey Best, Mid-Victorian Britain, pp.173, 178.

13 The autobiographies of Alice Foley, Betty May and Hannah Mitchell do not mention Sunday school
attendance.

14§ J. D. Green, Religion in the Age of Decline: Organisation and Experience in Industrial Yorkshire 1870-
1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.218.
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As far as education was concerned, many children began to learn to read in Sunday
school, and parents, even those who were not literate, were encouraged to listen to their
children read a few verses of the Bible in the evening. Although this may be viewed as a
form of social control through religious indoctrination, it was also a reflection of the spirit
of co-operation, which often existed between parents and Sunday school. The importance
the schools placed on parental participation also reflected the ethos of an earlier age when
parents had stronger links with the church. In a similar dichotomy the reward books and
the ceremony of presenting them, could be seen by some as a patronizing gesture by the
local elite, but for others it was a ceremonial occasion which marked a milestone in

Sunday School life, and thus valued.”

In many of the autobiographies Sunday school features as an integral part of childhood
even amongst non-churchgoing families. Sending children to Sunday school was an
important part of family respectability for aspiring working-class parents. It was a sign of
respectability to be seen living a Christian way of life and this included encouraging even
very young children into Sunday school attendance. Grace Foakes’ family, for instance,
were ‘not church goers’, however the children were sent to Sunday school.'® Mildred
Edwards proudly recalled, as one of her earliest memories, walking to Sunday school at St
John’s in Upperby, a nearby village. ‘I wasn’t four,” she claimed, when her father took
her for the first time to join her older sister and two brothers in Sunday school, between

.17
church services.

15 Mary Clare Martin, Parents, Children and Schools in London 1740-1870, unpublished paper at ‘Earning
and Learning’ conference Royal Holloway, September 2002.

16 Grace Foakes, My Part of the River, p. 35.

17 Mildred Edwards, Our City...Our People, p.13.
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Louise Jermy also attended Sunday school, and recalled being taken to Romsey Abbey by
her grandmother, ‘a laundress to the great house’.!® Louise’s mother, Selina, had died
when Louise was eighteen months old and Louise had been told by her grandmother that
she was in heaven. For Louise, Sunday school was therefore a link with her mother. She
retained a potent memory of being taken when very young:

I remember I used to go to Sunday School just across from

the Abbey, and that we walked into church after, two and

two, and that we had to sit very quiet."’
Louise attended Sunday school into adulthood,; it was of great importance in her life as it
was here she learned to read. One of the Sunday school teachers, a schoolmistress during
the week, encouraged her:

Iloved my teacher. She was an Irish lady and a school-

mistress and she taught me to be patient and to do my best,

and never forget that God was over all. She also advised

me to take up daily Bible reading and gave me the

Scripture Union card.”
At sixteen, Louise suffered a long illness and was unable to attend Sunday school for a
while. On her recovery, her return made her ‘much happier than I had ever been. My
stepmother had threatened to stop me from going to Sunday school, but my father

happened to overhear that and at once said, I should go there till I was seventy if I

desired.”!

Emma Smith also viewed Sunday school as an important part of her education. She
attended Sunday school at the Salvation Army Children’s Home in Plymouth where she
lived for a few months when she was nine years old. The memory remained vivid for

Emma many years later, when writing her autobiography in her sixties:

181 ouise Jermy, The Memories of a Working Woman, p.5.
191 ouise Yermy, The Memories of a Working Woman, p.6.
201 ouise Jermy, The Memories of a Working Woman, p.49.
211 ouise Jermy, The Memories of a Working Woman, p.55.
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In the afternoon the children gathered in a small room

around a table on which there was a red cloth and a large

open Bible. This was called our Sunday School class.

Here I was an attentive and apt pupil. Soon I learned by

heart the old, old stories of the Old Testament so beloved

by children: and once again I listened eagerly to the story

of God’s love for children. I can still in fancy hear our

voiceszgt the Sunday School class as we sang [a] sweet old

hymn.
Emma placed importance on ‘listening eagerly’ being an “attentive and apt pupil” at
Sunday school. She had little regular schooling, which gave Sunday school even more
importance in her life, and her insistence on her good scholarly behaviour hints that she

wished to show her aptitude, and how well she would have progressed in her education

had she had the opportunity.

Experiences of Elementary Schooling

Given greater significance than Sunday school in the autobiographies, however, was the
time spent at elementary school. Maria Hull, for instance, wrote almost exclusively about
her schooldays: she had ambitions to become a schoolteacher and had even met her future
husband when at school.”*> The importance of school in the lives of the women in the
cohort becomes clear if compared to autobiographies examined during preliminary
research, written by working-class women born before 1870. As described above, early in
the nineteenth century religion was the dominant feature of their recollections, followed in

mid-century by occupation. 24

Although the situation did not change suddenly in 1870, twenty of the cohort enjoyed at

least a minimum of seven years of more or less full-time education between the ages of

22 Emma Smith, 4 Cornish Waif’s Story, p.75.

23 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling: 1884-1893" in History Workshop Journal, issue 25, Spring 1985,
p.170.

24 See above, p. 28.
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five and twelve. Four of the autobiographers, Agnes Cowper, Mildred Edwards, Winifred
Griffiths and Mrs Scott, attended Church of England elementary schools. Mildred
Edwards, the daughter of a railwayman in Carlisle, recalled that when she was nine years
old, in 1898, she left St John’s Infants School in South Street, which she had attended
since aged five, and joined her older brother and sister at ‘the big school’: Christ Church
School in nearby Harraby.”> Alice Foley in Bolton and Mary Gawthorpe in Leeds went to
Catholic schools. The elementary schools attended by the remaining nineteen women of
the cohort are referred to variously in their autobiographies as ‘local’, ‘village’,
‘elementary’, ‘primary’ or ‘council’. Maria Hull attended ‘Board School at Church
Grisley’ where payment was two pennies; her eldest brother as the first in the family paid
three pennies.’® Louise J ermy was a pupil at the ‘British School’ in Romsey until she was

eleven.?’

The great detail in the recollections of their time in school is further evidence of the
importance these women placed on education as part of their lives. Descriptions and the
minutiae of day-to-day education — both formal and informal — are a significant part of the
texts. Whether formally at school or informally at home or at Sunday school, all of the
women learnt to read and write: The autobiographies are a record of the range of different
circumstances that promoted and enhanced their abilities to do so. School and learning
were central to their lives, and educational achievements — learning to read and write,
school prizes, learning domestic skills — were seen, as they viewed their lives

retrospectively, as part of their perceptions of success.

2 Mildred Edwards, Our City...Our People, p.10.
26 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, p.167.
27 L ouise Jermy, Memories of a Working Woman, p.10.
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The only exception was Betty May who was born in 1891 in Limehouse, London. The
family lived in poverty. Betty and her brothers appear to have been left to care for
themselves while their mother supported the family by working at a chocolate factory, her
husband having deserted her and their four children. In 1900, aged nine, Betty was sent to
an aunt’s in a village in Somerset and, for the first time, attended school. Sending children
to stay with relatives on extended visits was not unusual amongst working-class families
at this period. This flexibility and fluidity was often an answer to the needs of friends and
relatives, or a solution to overcrowding or periods of difficulties at home.?® Betty wrote
dismissively of her schooldays: ‘I do not think I managed to learn very much there. In
fact lessons rather bored me.”*® In the introduction to her autobiography, however, Betty
prided herself that she ‘never tried to be ordinary and fit in with other people.’ By
diminishing or dismissing the importance of education in her life, while at the same time
declaring that she liked to be different, she underlined the importance of education in the

life of other women of the class and period. *°

Educational reforms were not evenly applied across the country. The women reveal that
there was a great variation in the length of schooling received by individuals.
For example, Maria Hull’s autobiography acknowledged some of the changes in society
which came about by education reforms and illustrate that these were strictly observed in
some areas. She remembered children in work being returned to education:

After the Education Act of 1872 made schooling

compulsory for all children aged 5-10, some who had left

at 9 years to start work in local industry (boys to do brick-

carrying or work as trappers in coal mines) were recalled
. . . 31
to continue their education.

28 See Anna Davin, ‘Versatile Households’ in Growing Up Poor, pp.38-43.
? Betty May, Tiger Woman (London: Gerald Duckworth, 1929), p.29.

30 Betty May, Tiger Woman, p.xi.

3! Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, p.167.
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Maria’s charted progress through her National elementary school, which began in 1884,
reveals details of her education as a working-class girl in South Derbyshire and is worth
quoting at length here as it sets the standard for the sort of elementary education which
could be achieved at this time. Maria is more fortunate than many of the autobiographers,

she appears to have learned reading, writing and arithmetic, some domestic skills and a

little general knowledge:

At the National School I progressed from class to class. As
early as age four [ had a small slate costing a penny, and
made pothooks figures and letters of the alphabet. At five,
I was learning to read and write simple words. When I
was six I remember knitting woollen cuffs on two needles.
No exams, except one in Scripture conducted by a visiting
parson.

In the sewing class when I was nine, we girls made calico
underwear and did much knitting as well. We made
woollen vests and petticoats. When I was in the fourth
standard, at the age of ten, I left because my parents
wished me to transfer to the Girls’ Department of the local
Board School.

In September 1891, along with my two younger sisters, I
started my new school, in standard 4. Things were
different here: much less scripture, and, for the first time I
saw a blackboard and an easel. We had drill, which
consisted of arm exercises in the playground. I recall
doing what seemed to me complicated sums in arithmetic,
but enjoyed them as I did all subjects, especially grammar.
History lessons took the form of stories read by teacher.
The only geography lessons we had were the learning by
heart the names of the chief rivers and towns of England.
In standard 6, I felt I had reached the top of the school.*?

However, not all of the autobiographers were fortunate enough to have had this level of
basic formal schooling. Although all of the women were bomn after 1870, not all of them

were at school for the years between five and twelve legislated for by the 1870 Act.

Hannah Mitchell, Louise Jermy and Emma Smith were all denied a significant part of

32 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, pp. 167-168.
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these years of schooling and all three of them resented this lack of opportunity early in
their lives, which they saw as denying them something that was theirs by right. All three
women indicate the importance of their family situation, and the attitude of parents, on

whom they were dependent, for the kind of education they received.

Hannah, for instance, was bomn only one year after the 1870 Act legislated for provision of
elementary schooling for all, and it was seven years after this that she had a mere two ‘
weeks of formal school. Hannah’s experience, compared with that of Maria’s less than
ten years later, underlines the unevenness of educational reforms, the difficulties of
charting a chronological progress and, perhaps more significantly, it illustrates the gender
bias in the education of girls of which Hannah was acutely aware. Born in 1871 in Alport
Dale, in a remote part of the Peak District of Derbyshire, the nearest school for Hannah’s
family was five miles away by the shortest cut over the hill, which made daily attendance
impossible. The children were to be sent in turn as they grew old enough to go into
lodgings at the schoolhouse during the week. Hannah’s two elder brothers went first, and
two years later in 1878 Hannah and her sister Lizzie were eventually to have their turn.
Education was not given much importance within the family, it was referred to only as ‘a
bit of schooling’.*> Hannah, however, saw education as something to strive for. Going to
school seemed to Hannah to be a ‘magic key which would admit me to a treasure house of
learning’, and therefore valuable. She perceived learning as ‘unlocking a door’ to

SuccCess. 34

But it was winter, the journey proved too long and rough for the girls, the school and

schoolhouse were badly heated and after two weeks of school the girls fell ill and were

33 Hannah Mitchell The Hard Way Up, p.48.
34 Hannah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up, p.49.
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kept home for the rest of the winter. In the spring, elder sister Lizzie was sent to lodge at
another school in the nearest town, which she attended for two years, but Hannah was kept
at home to help on the farm and in the house. In comparison to the schooling provided for
her brothers, Hannah felt she had missed out on an opportunity to learn. The family farm
was remote, the family could not afford help; her labour was required in the fields and at
home. She recorded: ‘I realized with grief that I was not to have even the brief period at
school which the three elder ones had.”>* She recalled her rebellion against this unfair
treatment and her complaint to her mother: ‘when I boldly demanded the same, she said it
was different for boys; girls must keep their place.”*® Hannah resented her mother’s
attitude. Her autobiography gave no romantic picture of the cosy relationship between
herself and her mother, often found in the autobiographies. She also resented the gender

differentiation often accepted by others in the cohort.’ 7

Hannah’s resentment appeared to have fuelled her will to succeed and she overcame what
she perceived as this obstacle to her learning. Her lack of formal schooling did not
prevent her from achieving a rudimentary education. She had been taught to read by
relatives:

My father and Uncle had taught us all to read, so they said,
but I cannot remember a time when I could not read. 1
was passionately fond of books, which as events turned
out were to be my only source of learning. My Uncle
taught me to write and I taught the two younger ones to
read and write.*®

35 Hannah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up, p.52.

36 Hannah Mitchell, The hard Way Up, p.114.

37 Amongst the autobiographers, Hannah Mitchell, Emma Smith and Kathleen Woodward, are the only three
to have an unhappy relationship with their mothers, as did Louise Jermy with her stepmother. Significantly,
all four had poor school attendance.

3% Hannah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up, p. 43.
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Hannah saw the importance of literacy and taught her younger sisters, passing the skill on
in the same manner that she had learned it: informally at home. She built on her
rudimentary education: her ambition to learn prompted her to perform tasks such as
cleaning shoes or gathering firewood for her brothers in exchange for them bringing books
home from school at weekends for her. This was important enough for Hannah to
undertake even more of the hated chores in order to take advantage of her brothers’ two
years of schooling. She acknowledged her success in obtaining some benefits from their
teaching as she declared: ‘this period of two years brought me also a small measure of
education.”®® She grew passionate about books from which she could learn, and as this
became known she was also permitted to read books owned by neighbours. This, she
described, ‘led to my reading some curious and unsuitable matter, old-fashioned
theological books, early Methodist magazines, cookery books and queer tales of robbery

and murder.’*

Louise Jermy and Emma Smith also reveal that the most relevant factor to their lack of
schooling was the family situation and the attitude of their respective parents, or step-
parents. Louise was born in 1877 at Howe in Hampshire: her mother died when she was
eighteen months old, and her father remarried. Louise’s family home was one of the most
affluent of those described by the cohort: her father was in regular work and her
stepmother ran a laundry business.*! Louise was nevertheless used as an unpaid servant in
the house, and she blamed her stepmother for her ‘little formal schooling. But for her I

should have been educated, also I should have been taught to play the mandoline (sic),

39 Hannah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up, p.44.

40 Hannah Mitchell, The Hard Way Up, p.44.

41 A head of household in regular employment meant that this family would be in category E on Charles
Booth’s scale of social hierarchy. In 1889, Booth’s study, Life and Labour of the People in London, he
suggested eight groups; the very poor making up groups A to D. Group E, those poor whose head of family
or chief wage earner was in regular employment was the largest group, forming 40% of London’s
population. A decade later, Seebohm Rowntree’s study in York, Poverty: A Study of Town Life confirmed
Booth’s results, showing that a similar situation obtained in York.
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which father had bought me.”** The most probable explanation for her stepmother’s
behaviour was her resentment of Louise as the child of her husband’s first wife. Like
Hannah, Louise perceived education as important, and saw lack of schooling as a missed
opportunity. The learning of a musical instrument would have certainly lifted her out of
the ordinary. The mandolin is an interesting motif for aspirations to success in Louise’s
autobiography: few, if any, working-class girls could have claimed to own, let alone learn
to play, a musical instrument, which had long been considered a genteel pursuit for the

daughters of middle-class or elite families.

Born in 1894, later in the period than Maria, Hannah or Louise, Emma Murphy, who
wrote under the pseudonym Emma Smith, struggled for her education and ‘progressed as
far as it was possible for one who was so often absent’.* Emma lived with her maternal
grandparents until they began to fail in health when she was six years old in 1900.
Emma’s mother whom she knew as her sister Maud, by then had two more children by a
new partner, Jack O’Brien, who played a part in Emma’s circumstances.** Maud’s
younger children were treated well, but he was unwilling to bring up Emma, the child of
another man. Emma was sold to a travelling hurdy-gurdy man who used Emma to help
collect money from the crowds. Emma Smith’s sparse and intermittent schooling could be
linked with her wretched and itinerant life-style, caused by the illegitimacy of her birth,

the poverty of her family and especially the callousness of her mother.

Emma did not begin regular schooling until she was nine, when she was taken in by the
Salvation Army Children’s Home in Plymouth for a few months. There she attended both

Sunday and day school. She recalled two earlier attempts at starting school whilst living

2 1 ouise Jermy, The Memories of a Working Woman, p.57.
43 Emma Smith, 4 Cornish Waif, p.97.
“ Emma Smith, 4 Cornish Waif, p.26.
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with the hurdy-gurdy man and his wife in Penzance. These had failed, partly because of
her itinerant way of life, but mainly because Emma’s dirty and ragged appearance
provoked cruel treatment at the hands of both teachers and pupils. Once she became a
resident of the Children’s Home, in 1904, things were different. Emma joyfully described
her sense of achievement at the third attempt at school attendance. This was, she claimed
‘a success’:

Clean and tidily dressed, my awful sense of inferiority was

lifted, and though I certainly felt out of it all where lessons

were concerned, my teacher was patient and helpful.

Besides, I had the other Home (sic) children to go to

school with and to mix in with at playtime. We were not

dressed in any sort of Home uniform, so that we were not

obviously Home children.*’
For Emma, Hannah and Louise it appears that a combination of factors - gender, family
economics, parental attitude, particularly that of the mother, and difficulty of journey to
school - had an effect on their formal elementary school attendance. All were forced into
some kind of employment instead of attending school. Despite this, their determination to
succeed meant they learnt by more unconventional means. Hannah enlisted the help of

family members, Louise learned at Sunday school and Emma studied piecemeal at various

schools until she became resident in the children’s home.

Most of the cohort were fortunate enough to spend the years between ages five and ten at
school. In some areas, especially by the 1880s, it was possible to be at school between
three and fourteen. Several autobiographers reported starting school at an earlier age than
five. Schooldays for Rose Gibbs, Maria Hull and Winifred Griffiths, for instance, began
when they were very young. They recorded this fact with some pride, emphasizing that

their attendance at schooling at an early age was something they saw as a benefit. Rose

4 Emma Smith, 4 Cornish Waif's Story, p.74.
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Gibbs was born in the East End of London in 1892: her father was a soldier, until he was
wounded in the Boer War, and this left him out of work for eight years. Rose’s mother had
been in domestic service before she was married and had to return to it while her husband
was unemployed. This may be the reason why Rose was able to attend school so early in
her life: certainly she took care to record the length of time she attended school, at a time
when, despite the legislation, education was still not a given fact of life for all children of
working class parents. Rose claimed ‘I went to school when I was three and left when 1
was twelve.”*® She eventually took her young sister to school with her. The headmistress
of the council school which Rose Gibbs attended acknowledged the fact that working-
class girls often took responsibility for younger siblings, and did something to help Rose
and her small sister:

I often missed school, so in the end our headmistress, a

lovely golden-haired lady used to let me bring [my

younger sister] into school and have her all day with me in

class. She was too young to follow the lessons, but it

encouraged me to keep coming to school. And more than

once the headmistress gave me free tickets for dinner, with

one for her as well. School dinners were then a bowl of

soup and beautiful crusty bread rolls — and free for the

poorer children.*’
A common explanation given by the autobiographers for early attendance at school was
the fact that they were younger siblings of children already attending. Maria Hull was
born in Pool Village, South Derbyshire in 1881. Her elder sister and brother attended the
Dame school in Pool Village, but by the tilne Maria began school in 1894, when she was

only two years and nine months old, the Dame school had closed and she joined them

instead at the newly opened National Board School. Maria explained in her autobiography

46 Mrs Hills, ‘Reminiscences of Mrs Hills: Formerly of Leighton Bromswold,” in Memories of Life in the
Village of Leighton Bromswold (Cambridge: privately printed, 1977), pp.3-4 of a small pamphlet,
Cambridgeshire Record Office, Huntingdon Branch.

47 Rose Gibbs, In Service: Rose Gibbs Remembers (Bassingbourn: Bassingbourn and Comberton Village
Colleges, 1948), p. 4.
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that she started at school earlier than was normally the case because there were older
children from her family already attending the school: ‘It was not unusual for a child as
young as I was to be accepted. Payment was each Monday morning, 3d. for the eldest
child and 2d for each succeeding one.”*® Winifred Griffiths, who had older siblings, began
school when she was ‘nearly four years old’, however there were other, younger, children
already attending school as she recalled: ‘I was put into the second class as I was

considered too big for a baby class.”®

The age at which school began for these women, at least until 1900, appeared to depend
on individual circumstances: in case of special needs, when the mother was in paid
employment, and if there were older children at school who could help with their younger
sibling when required. It was also dependent on whether or not the local school took
younger children. Most Board schools acknowledged the situation and schools extended
their register to include younger children. These had ‘baby’s rooms’ where children from

three to five years of age were prepared for ‘standard school’.

By 1900, infant schools were coming under attack for allowing children under five to
attend. Over the period there had been changes in attitudes to childcare. Firstly, more
emphasis was being placed on the importance of mothering and some argued that children
under the age of five should be with their mothers.*® Secondly, ideas about the freedom of
movement, play and individual learning were gaining ground. In 1906 a special report on
schoolchildren under five, by the school inspector Rosalie M. Munday, claimed: ‘the

home developed child was better educated than the little scholar though he has not directly

8 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, p.167.

% Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.11.

50 For discussion of this trend, see for instance: Carolyn Steedman, Childhood, Culture and Class: Margaret
MacMillan 1860-1931 (London: Virago, 1990) and Anna Davin, ‘Imperialism and Motherhood’ in History
Workshop Journal vol.5, 1978.
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learned any of the three Rs.”*! Although it was also argued that the often cramped and
unhealthy working-class homes could not always give children the attention and stimulus
they required, conditions in schools were not always much better. Miss Bathhurst, another
inspector wrote: ‘little children (at school) are subject to military rather than maternal
influences. .. individuality is crushed out, spontaneous qualities are checked and at three
years old children are forced to follow a routine only suitable to a far later age.” 2

In contrast, Mary Luty started school later than many of the other women. Mary was born
in Newchurch-in-Rossendale in 1885.>> When she was sixteen months old, her parents’
marriage broke up. Her mother left the family home taking Mary, and her three-month-
old brother to live with their grandparents, tenant farmers near Waugh’s Well on the
Yorkshire Moors. The farm was so remote that Mary gave this as a reason for not
attending school until age seven.”® As Mary failed to record any details of her brother’s
schooling, it is difficult to discern whether this was the case, or whether, if Mary had been
a boy she would have been sent to school despite the remoteness, as had been Hannah

Mitchell’s brothers.

The new Education Acts notwithstanding, the period of schooling thus varied considerably
from girl to girl, depending on various factors in their home background. They started
school later, or earlier, in life and had periods of absence from school for domestic duties,
or other family circumstances, during school years. Furthermore, although all the women
seem to have been involved to a greater or lesser extent in home-based chores, paid

employment was deferred until the end of legitimate schooling.

51 Cited in Anna Davin, Growing Up Poor, p. 117.

52 Anna Davin, Growing Up Poor, p.117.

53 Mary’s published autobiography: Mary Luty, A Penniless Globetrotter records her birthplace, but not her
birthdate. This was obtained from her typescript ‘My Life Has Sparkled’, Rawtenstall Record Office.

54 Mary Luty, A Penniless Globetrotter, p.26.
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In industrial areas, especially those in the North of England, a loophole in this legislation
was exploited to the disadvantage of children from poorer families. Four of the cohort -
Annie Kenney, Mary Luty, Nellie Scott, and Mrs Yearn - left school earlier than their
classmates and began work as soon as they could in order to supplement family income.
They were enabled to do so by taking advantage of the half-time system. This curtailed
school years for some of the women in the cohort as they became old enough for factory
work. The half-time system, which continued until as late as 1918, set a so-called ‘Labour
Test’ for children between ten and thirteen. If they ‘passed’, that is, their work was good
enough for them to be taken on at the factory, they were able to work half-time,
alternating mornings or afternoons weekly in the factory, the other half of the day to be

spent at school.

The system was described by several of the autobiographers. Some welcomed it as a short-
cut to the adult world of work, others viewed it as a flawed system which encroached on
school years. In general the autobiographers’ viewpoint appears to have depended on
whether or not the half-time system was approved by their parents. Alice Foley was born
in Bolton in 1891. Her father was unemployed during her childhood, as he had been
sacked from the factory for drunkenness immediately following his celebrations of Alice’s
birth. Alice attended St Peter and Paul’s, the local Catholic school in Bolton, from age
five until thirteen. However, in 1903, many of Alice’s friends had finished full-time
schooling aged twelve, in order to work half-time as ‘little tenters’ at the local cotton
mill.>® Alice’s father refused to take up the half-time system for his children. Alice was
aware of his ideas and expressed her luck:

On reaching the age of twelve I was lucky to escape the
effects of the Half-Time Factory System then in operation,

55 “Little tenters’ usually children or beginners, were employed to stretch out the wet cloth over poles.
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for father, with all his faults, strenuously opposed it as
being a source of exploitation of child labour. Many of my
classmates went half time as ‘little tenters’ in the
surrounding weaving sheds. After working in a noisy,
moist atmosphere from six in the morning to twelve noon,
they were in no shape for lessons in a crowded classroom
and often fell asleep over their books from sheer
exhaustion.>

The truth, as Alice described, was that meaningful schooling actually ceased from the time
children started half-time work, since most were so fatigued by their working half days
that they slept through their half-day at school. Although Alice decried the system which
allowed children to start work in their twelfth year, her writing highlights the importance
of the changes in child employment made by the combination of Education Acts and
Employment of Children Acts discussed earlier. By 1900, few children worked before the
age of twelve, in comparison to earlier in the century when children as young as six were

in regular employment.

Nevertheless, for some of the cohort, gaining the labour certificate was perceived as an
educational success. In 1886, Mary Luty became a ‘half-timer’. She recorded her ‘great
pride’ as she ‘won’ and brought home the Labour Certificate, impatient for her mother,
already a mill worker, to hear the good news that she could now join her at work:

In those days an elementary school pupil on attaining the
age of eleven could sit for what was known as the Labour
Certificate, which enabled a young person to start work as
a “half-timer”.

When I had won mine I took it home with great pride and
pinned it on the wall of the living room for my mother to
see immediately she entered the home. The following
week I started as a “half-timer”! This meant that I rose
from my bed at five o’clock in the morning and half an
hour later accompanied my mother to the factory, half an

56 Alice F oley, A Bolton Childhood, (Manchester, Manchester University Extra-Mural Department and the
North Western District of the Workers’ Educational Association, 1973) p.49.
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hour’s walk and commenced at six o’clock...worked until

half-past twelve, then went to school in the afternoon.”’
How different from Alice Foley, who had considered herself fortunate to have avoided
half-time employment. For Mary, as she left school, education seemed to have been

important only as a means to an end, a passport to the adult world of work.

Only two of the cohort, Kathleen Woodward, a factory worker from Bermondsey,
London, and Mrs Yearn, a Working Woman’s Co-operative Guild member, did not record
their schooldays in their autobiographies.®® However, it is possible to deduce that they did
attend school. Mrs Yearn was born in Oldham in 1891, the fourth of the six surviving
children (of fourteen) of a brick-setter. She recalled that she ‘had to stay at home to look
after mother when two of the younger children were born’ and it could be surmised that
she would have otherwise been at school. Mrs Yearn also recorded that she became a
‘half-timer” around 1902, suggesting that she had attended school to age twelve and then
taken the Labour Test. Similarly, Kathleen Woodward began work in a factory on the
north side of the Thames at age twelve, which was the school-leaving age for children
born in 1896, the year of Katherine’s birth, from which it may be deduced that she

probably attended school up to that age.

The autobiographies serve to show that although many of these women missed some
periods of schooling, for a variety of reasons to do with their families, they still perceived
themselves as having achieved an education, even if this was by informal methods with

the help of family members, friends or neighbours. However, most of their texts are

57 Alice Foley, 4 Bolton Childhood, pp. 37-38.

58 The Woman’s Co-operative Guild, of which autobiographers Nellie Scott and Mrs Yeamn were members,
was founded in 1883. By 1930 when the two wrote their autobiographies it had nearly 1400 branches and
67,000 members. The Guild became an important agent in the education of working-class women and
encouraged them to help themselves, and others.
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testimony to the fact that educational and employment reforms made formal elementary
schooling possible for many working-class girls by the end of the period. Welcome as the
changes in educational provision were, it must also be acknowledged, as Anna Davin has
argued, that compulsory education of children between five and ten, also had the effect of
making working-class children, who before this time had been expected to contribute

towards the family income, totally dependent on the family breadwinner, usually the

father.>

The social function of educating working-class girls in school was to carry this
dependency further, and teach these gitls to be good wives to working men, and good
mothers to the next generation of the work-force. Most of the cohort record that they were
required to help in the home: the potential for girls to gain an education was often
outweighed by their domestic usefulness, which also had a marked influence on school
attendance. Girls were kept at home to look after sick parents, help with chores or mind
younger family members. Older girls in poorer families were therefore more likely to miss
school for family requirements. This suggests that ideologies of gender and class were

inextricably inherent in the formal education system as well as in the home environment.

The Ideologies of Gender and Class

The sort of gender discrimination identified so strongly by Hannah Mitchell in regards to
both domestic chores and schooling, was constructed both socially and inter-familias.
Whatever age they were when they began attending school, absence from school because
of domestic duties was a fairly common occurrence for working-class girls. The

autobiographers were no exception: older girls were expected to help their mothers with

5% Anna Davin, ‘Mind That You Do As You Are Told: Reading Books For Board School Girls 1870-1902°,
in Feminist Review Vol. 3 (1979), p.89.
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housework and care of younger siblings, even if this did mean missing school. Annie
Barnes, Ada Nield Chew, Mildred Edwards, Rose Gibbs and Louise Jermy all describe
this reason for their irregular attendance. The situation established tension in working-
class girls lives between their ambition to succeed at school and their pride in undertaking
adult family duties. It was accepted almost as a matter of course that girls should miss
school when required at home. Older girls in large families tended to have the hardest

time, with more expectations of domestic duties within the home.

These women faced what might be viewed as a double setback to any ambitions for
achievements when, in addition to this kind of family-generated gender bias, they also
faced gender and social class discrimination at school. Patriarchal and family ideologies
are evident in the gendered bias which advocated that any academic honours to which
girls might aspire were not to take precedence over domestic skills. This situation is
underlined by research into the English working class before 1870. Results of this
indicate a gendered bias; the schooling of girls was both quantitatively and qualitatively
more restricted than that of boys.* Girls were offered fewer places than boys and
differential stress was placed on appearance, with neatness and cleanliness considered
more important for girls. Both the 1851 Census and the Newcastle Report in 1861 showed
that less priority was placed on the education of girls in all academic subjects except
reading.®’ Furthermore, after the Revised Code of 1862 made needlework an obligatory
subject for girls in State-maintained schools, they frequently spent their afternoons

sewing, and were subsequently permitted a lower standard in the annual arithmetic

60 J. Martin, ‘The Origins and Development of Gendered Schooling’ unpublished MA dissertation,
University of Warwick (1987).

%1 For an account of the introduction of subjects specifically for girls and the growing emphasis on a sharp
separation of masculine and feminine spheres found in reading books in schools, see, for instance, Stephen
Heathom, For Home, Country and Race: Constructing Gender, Class and Englishness in the Elementary
School, 1880-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), pp.13-17 and Appendices.

114



examination. Working-class girls were expected, by society and often by their parents,
to take up domestic-based employment and seek work as servants, seamstresses or textile
workers, as soon as they left school. Arithmetic, for example, was often not perceived as
a subject to be taught to girls. On marriage, it was their domestic skills which would help
them become ‘good’ wives and mothers. As a result, proficiency in ‘male’ subjects such

as arithmetic was not deemed important.®

There were some moves to redress this problem as educated middle-class women were
elected onto School boards. Before 1869 Boards had consisted only of men. In 1869 the
Municipal Franchise Act allowed women to vote in municipal elections on exactly the
same terms as men and the Boards were opened to women.** By 1879, seventy women
had been elected to local School boards, although they were still outnumbered by men.’
Elizabeth Garret and Emily Davis were the first two women in England to be elected to

positions of political responsibility on the first London School board.%

It is here that an inherent policy of class, as well as gender differentiation occurs. School
board members, as well as the patrons organizing both the National and British Schools
Societies, were drawn from middle- and upper- class society. They possessed both the
time and the level of income to support such philanthropic activity. Working-class girls

were expected to use their training in domestic skills to enhance their own home life, but

82 Anne Digby, Children, School and Society in Nineteenth-Century England (London: Macmillan Press,
1981), p.46.

% June Purvis ‘The Double Burden of Class and Gender in the Schooling of Working Class Boys and Girls
in Nineteenth Century England’ in L Barton and S Walker, Schools, Teachers and Teaching (Lewes: Falmer
Press,1981), pp.80-103.

® Philippa Levine, Victorian Feminism (London: Hutchinson, 1987), p. 142.

% For an interesting discussion on women moving into this and other previously male clerical occupations
see, for example, Ellen Jordan, ‘The Lady Clerks at the Prudential: The Beginning of Vertical Segregation
by Sex in Clerical Work in Nineteenth-Century Britain’ in Gender and History, vol.8 (1996), pp.65-81.

% Both women had established reputations within their own field: Emily Davis though her work on behalf of
middle-class girls’ education and Elizabeth Garrett as the first British-trained woman doctor.
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they were also expected to enhance the home life of middle-class women by becoming
domestic servants, thus allowing middle- and upper-class campaigners the freedom from

domestic duties which enabled them to take their place in the public domain.

Elementary education was thus associated with bringing up a moral, temperate and well-
behaved working class which was clearly segregated by both class and gender from the
forms of secondary schooling offered to middle-class children. Ellen Wilkinson was
resentful of the state system of education which did nothing to encourage bright children,
like herself, who were often rebellious because they were bored.®’

I was just a little sausage in the vast educational sausage

factory in the eyes of the makers of the state scheme. That

I, and others like me, were keen, intelligent, could mop up

facts like blotting paper, wanted to stretch our minds in

every direction, was merely a nuisance. We must fit into a

mould, or be pressed into it.*®
Alice Foley wrote in similar vein. She recalled that when she reached the school-leaving
age of fourteen: ‘little persuasion or encouragement was available to promising pupils to

continue their studies.”®

Irrespective of who provided the education for working-class children, it was seen as
inferior in quality and status to that provided for middle-class children. June Purvis
claimed:

Working-class boys and girls...learnt...that they were of
the ‘lower’ social orders. Working-class girls...also learnt
that masculinity was the dominant gender form. Working-
class parents were likely to give more priority to the
schooling of their sons than of their daughters.”

57 Ellen Wilkinson was Minister for Education in 1935.

%8 Ellen Wilkinson, Myself When Young, p.404.

% Alice Foley, 4 Bolton Childhood, p.49.

™ June Purvis ‘The Double Burden of Class and Gender’, in Schools, Teachers and Teaching, p.90.
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Inequality, both gendered and class-based, and the continued emphasis on home-based
occupations for working-class girls, can be traced within the autobiographies written by
the women of the cohort. Pictures of the role models the girls were expected to aspire to
were even provided in some classrooms, as autobiographer Winifred Griffiths, who
wanted ‘fame and glory’, described disparagingly:

But alas, we were expected to set our sights somewhat

lower. If one was clean and industrious one might hope to

become a housemaid or a laundry maid like those pictured

on our classroom wall.”!
The message, disseminated by the school system, and the ironic comment by Winifred
Griffiths, suggests that society promulgated very different images of success from that
which Winifred envisioned for herself. Working-class women, who knew their place in
society, were permitted to become good doinestic servants, factory workers, laundresses,
seamstresses and so on. According to such directives, they could aspire to be ‘successful’
only at this kind of work. ”* Winifred’s words reveal that hard work and cleanliness was
encouraged but not ambition for, or still less achievement of, academic honours. Societal
images of success for them were bound by ideas, prevalent in Victorian society, of a

hierarchical, and fixed, system of class.

Working-class girls were offered lower status curricula subjects than their middle-class
counterparts. The middle-class idea of femininity was inherent in ‘young ladies’
accomplishments — sketching, piano playing, and embroidery. The curricula for working-
class women underlined the ‘good wife and mother’ and the ‘good servant” who required

practical, household training. Society also promulgated the theoretical model of separate

! Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.28.

" For discussion of this topic see, June Purvis, Hard lessons: The Lives and Education of Working-Class
Women in Nineteenth Century England (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989); see also, Carol Dyhouse, Girls
Growing up in Late Victorian and Edwardian England, (London: Routledge Kegan Paul,1981).
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spheres in segregating boys from girls in lessons, and giving girls gender-specific
domestic training, so both class and gender-specific social and domestic ideologies were

upheld.

The women autobiographers were aware of the difference between schooling of girls like
themselves, and that of boys. Children tended to be segregated at elementary school once
they had progressed from the infant classes. Amongst the cohort there were several who
recorded their awareness of the gender differentiation in provision of lessons. Mildrede
Edwards recalled the headmistress of her secondary school in Harraby, Cumbria, taking a
class of eighty girls for sewing: although she does not record what lesson the boys were
given, we can assume it was not sewing, since this class was only for girls. Mildred
recalled the Mission Hall in the corner of the playground, ‘which was where we older girls
went for cookery lessons.””* Isabella Cooke described walking to school from her home in
Great Strickland to nearby Cliburn where the schoolmistress would teach the infant
classes, and also took the girls for needlework:

There was only one master and one mistress. She taught

the infants 1 to 2 standard, and used to teach the girls two

afternoons a week to sew and knit, and the master taught

the rest in his room.”
Margaret Bondfield, born in 1873, one of eleven children of a Somerset lace-maker,
attended Chard Board School, which was segregated into girls and boys. Margaret
described the difference between the lessons taught in male and female classes.”” She

underlined the narrow curriculum available to girls, although in her school they did learn

arithmetic, as she wrote: ‘In the girls’ school we were taught reading, writing and

73 Mildred Edwards, Our City...Our People, p.41.
7 Isabella Cooke, A Hired Lass in Westmorland (Penrith: The Cumberland and Westmorland Herald, 1982),

p.1l.
> Margaret Bondfield was the first woman member of the Privy Council when she became Minister of

Labour in 1929.
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arithmetic, and needlework ~ no geography, no history except the dates of kings.”® Ellen
Wilkinson drew attention to gender differentiation when she recalled that some boys in her
class, unlike the girls, were given more encouragement. She explained:

The boy rebels had a better time. The masters would often

give extra time, lend books and so on to a bright lad. I

never remember such encouragement. I was only a girl

anyway.’’
The gendered schooling of girls, as described by many of the women in the cohort had
been in place from the eighteenth century and earlier. It had certainly changed little from
the mid-Victorian period, in terms of an ideological framework for the education of
working-class girls, since it was advocated by the National Society as early as 1861:

It is be hoped that no desire to make girls little Newtons,

little Captain Cooks, little Livingstones, Little Mozarts

and Handels and little Joshua Reynoldses will ever take us

too low for keeping in sight the object of teaching them to

make and mend shirts, to make and mend pinafores, and

darn stockings and socks. If it does, then from that day the

Society will go back.”
The autobiographies are testimony to the cohorts’ success in surmounting most of the
problems and gaining some kind of formal education, despite the vagaries of the education
system, which still discriminated against working class girls on two counts — those of
gender and class. Where the women were unable, for various reasons, to take full

advantage of formal education provisions, many turned to informal methods of acquiring

literacy.

76 Margaret Bondfield, 4 Life’s Work, p.21.
77 Ellen Wilkinson, Myself When Young, p.404.
8 The National Society Annual Report (1861), p.77.
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Informal Education

Despite the variety of schooling they received, all of the women in the cohort had learnt to
read during their childhood, either at school, Sunday school or at home. Informal learning
sometimes supplemented, or in some cases took the place of formal schooling. They
expressed pride in this achievement and referred to their reading ability throughout their
autobiographies, detailing the difficulties many had to overcome in order to gain this skill.
Most of the cohort report help or encouragement either from a kind of mentor or role
model, whom they admire and in whom they find inspiration for their own success in
either formal or informal learning. This was sometimes a school or Sunday school teacher,
but was more often a parent or someone within the family such as an older sister or
brother, or a relation such as an aunt or uncle. Mary Luty, for example, recorded that she
was not totally uneducated, despite her limited time at school. She had help from other
family members in learning: ‘I was seven years old before I had even heard of school,
although I had been taught my alphabet, I could recite one or two short poems, and do a

little sewing,””

Mary Gawthorpe illustrated the progress and improvement in education from the previous
two generations of her family. Annie Gawthorpe, Mary’s mother, remembered her own
mother crying when Annie had to leave school and was sent to the mill to work. Aftera
few years, her eldest sister’s dressmaking business had become established and Annie was
able to leave the mill to become an assistant in the ‘home dressmaking establishment’ with
her sister. A younger sister was enabled, by the income thus generated, to become a

college-trained teacher. Mary’s mother had therefore seen in her own generation the

" Mary Luty, 4 Penniless Globetrotter, p. 26.
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opportunities that were available through education and was determined to make sure her

daughter finished her education.

Mary admired her youngest aunt, and considered her teaching achievement was ‘certainly
a feat in those struggling times when fathers were thrown on the industrial refuse heap.’80
Annie Gawthorpe’s understandable pride in her sister’s achievements, in what was a time
of recession, was perhaps the spur to her encouragement of her own children, girls as well
as boys, to read. She gave a good start in reading to all of her five children; there seemed
no gender bias in this family:

Four girls and one boy, were taught to know their letters

and to read before they went to the Infant’s School at St

Michael’s when five years old. Mamma had taught them

from the big illustrated blue book full of rhymes.®’
Books played an important part of Mary’s childhood, and the possession of them was part

of the family’s respectability. She described the bookcase in the sitting room of their

home as ‘our most distinguished furnishing.’®

Alice Foley also had good access to books at home. She proudly described her family as
‘a reading family” for whom she was to become ‘the chief book-borrower. This entailed
carrying a bag of heavy books on Monday evenings for exchange at the branch library
some distance away.’® It was a task she seemed to have accepted willingly in order to
have access to books. Alice’s father Thomas Foley, ‘a big, intelligent, but unruly

Irishman,’ though often drunk, had instilled a love of literature into his children. Alice

8 Mary Gawthorpe, Up Hill to Holloway (Penobscot, Maine: Traversity Press, 1962), p.8.
81 Mary Gawthorpe, Up Hill to Holloway, p.19.

82 Mary Gawthorpe, Up Hill to Holloway, p.16.

83 Alice Foley, A Bolton Childhood, p.25.
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described how he ‘could quickly capture my imagination by his store of Irish folk-lore’.
As a boy he had been employed as a scene-shifter at the local theatre, and during this time:

Had heard many of the great tragedians of the day, and

had learned by rote most of the Shakespearean soliloquies.

Often, with unexpected dignity, he stalked around the

house declaiming magnificent passages from the plays.**
Thomas obviously wanted his children to take any available opportunities to be educated;
it was he who prevented Alice becoming a half-timer. However, although her father and
her older siblings could read, literacy did not extend to Alice’s mother. In her
autobiography written in 1917, Alice recalled herself as a small child sitting on potato
sacks in the local corner shop trying to spell out the names of the goods on the shelves
while her mother and ‘Kitty’, the shopkeeper, worked out the family grocery bill from a

list of symbols, since ‘neither could read or write.” Intriguingly, this incident shows that

simple arithmetic had not been a problem for Alice’s mother!

At first her mother resented Alice learning to read, she seemed to feel out of place during
family discussions over books, referring to this as ‘long curtain’ talk.*> Soon, however,
she began to encourage her daughter. Alice became her ‘official reader, and almost every

day when I returned from school she would say coaxingly “Let’s have a chapthur (sic).”’3¢

Isabella Cooke, who was also aware of being the first generation of her family to learn to
read, tells a similar story. She too, tells of her mother’s ability with counting money:

When my granny’s family was young they didn’t worry
about the children attending school so my mother could
not either read or write. She couldn’t even write her own
name yet she could add figures up if she was in a shop,

8 Alice Foley, A Bolton Childhood, p.11.
85 Alice Foley, 4 Bolton Childhood, p.25.
8 Alice Foley, 4 Bolton Childhood, p.25.
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and she was very good at dictating a letter. We would

write out all her letters and read them.®’
Other autobiographers had mothers who could read, and who supported and encouraged
their children in gaining reading skills. Annie Kenney’s mother like Mary Gawthorpe’s,
had encouraged reading in the home: ‘on Sunday evening Mother read us stories. They all
seemed to be about London life among the poor’. *® Annie described her mother as ‘A
wonderful woman. ..ever ready to lend a patient ear to other people’s troubles, while at the
same time showing a remarkable fortitude in her own’.*® She also had a strong faith, and
in spite of the hard day’s work she had done, she always found time to hear the little ones
say their prayers, and insisted the children all went to Sunday school and church. She also
loved walking on the Lancashire moors, and it is this spirituality and closeness to nature
which Annie inherited, and to which she attributed her determination to succeed. She
described the strength she gained from nature: ‘the open air has ever given me the courage
and enthusiasm to press on, hold tight and have the grit to carry on.” It also was thanks to
her mother, Annie recalled, that she had grown up ‘with a smattering of knowledge on
many questions.””® Believing in freedom of expression on all subjects, on Sundays,
Annie’s mother encouraged her children into debates at home:

Mother would be with us, and when we all assembled

round the large table discussion would begin. At this

period the elders of the family had been reading Haeckel,

Spencer, Darwin. Mother would be as interested as we

were until the arguments got so heated that she felt it wise

to close the discussion because of the younger children.

All these discussions, though I did not really understand

them, made me unwilling in later life to accept statements
without proof.”’

87 Isabella Cooke, 4 Hired Lass in Westmorland, p.8.
8 Annie Kenney, Memories of a Militant, pp.6-7.

8 Annie Kenney, Memories of a Militant, p.2.

9 Annie Kenney, Memories of a Militant, p.1.

91 Annie Kenney, Memories of a Militant, p.20.
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These examples from the cohort suggest increasing standards of literacy in the extended
family. The significance of literacy, by this period at least, had been realized by many in
the working class, perhaps because of improved opportunities for school attendance for
their children as well as growing access to print in all areas of life. In many cases adults
had taken education into their own hands so there was a growing culture of informal
education within families, and sometimes neighbourhoods. Having somebody involved in
or at least encouraging, educational self-improvement was important. The increase in
literacy skills which the cohort illustrates took place throughout the nineteenth century,

and was a reflection of the ‘progress’ seen as occurring in the Victorian period.

Informal education continued for many of the cohort throughout most of their lives. In
five of the autobiographies the authors list the books they have read, revealing that they
are keen to show the wide range of their interest and, by implication, their intellect. This
also serves to confirm the women’s widening interests as they grew older and provided
reassurance to themselves, and proof to others of their success in gaining reading skills.
Nellie Scott, for instance, born in Stockport around 1890 listed some of the books she was
familiar with as a child. She was able to use the library attached to the Sunday school she
attended and also described the encouragement she and her sister had from her family,
especially an uncle who ‘lived just across the road.” He was a great reader who ‘used to
read aloud so that we knew and loved the characters in Dickens’ works.” She recalled:

While at home we had Chambers’ Miscellany and

Chambers Journals. 1 used to sit for hours lost in these

books and Wednesday was a joyful day for it brought The

Family Circle and The Girls’ Own Paper. 1 used to creep

downstairs to see if they were under the shop door, so that

we could read them before we went to school. We went

through the usual girls’ books, The Wide, Wide World,

Queechy, The Lamplighter, and at our Sunday School we

had a very good library, where the librarian used to let me
roam through the shelves. One book from there made me
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keen on housing and Garden Cities, The Door Without a
Knocker.*

These book lists also indicate the increasing access to reading material for this group in
society. Mrs Yearn was a member of the Co-operative Women’s Guild and the Guild
encouraged members to read and to spread co-operative ideals of self-improvement:

We have a very good library at our Co-operative Society,
and we are able to get some very useful books, which are
so helpful to those of us who have to be Missionaries for
the Co-operative Societies.

What I have read myself are all the Co-operative papers,
that wonderful little book, Working Men Co-operators,
Storekeeping Understood by Sydney R. Elliott; Education
and Citizenship, by G.M.MacTavish; Nationality by
S.Herbert; The Municipal Year Book, The Local
Government Year Book, The History of Old Peru, The
Voice of the People, by G.L.Stocks; Progress and Poverty,
by Henry George; The Old Nobility, by Howard Evans;
The Book on Natural Laws, by William Whiteworth, and
the Daily Herald.

A short time ago [ went through a class with Professor
Hall at Holyoake House on “The Mechanism of
Exchange” dealing with Currency, Banking and Trade in
Peace and War, by John A Todd.”
As if to place a final seal of approval on what she has achieved, Mrs Yearn added the

comment, ‘my husband reads the same books’.** For Mrs Yearn, part of her success,

therefore, lay in her ability to compete equally on an intellectual level with her husband.

Winifred Griffiths remembered being encouraged to read by a particular teacher at school
during her time in standard seven, when she and her classinates were in general ‘restless
and dissatisfied and impatient of restraint’ for the last few months of school. A new

headmistress, Miss Snashall, ‘had a good and lasting influence on the girls who came

%2 Mrs Scott, ‘A Felt Hat Worker’, p.84.
%3 Mrs Yearn, ‘A Public-Spirited Rebel’, p.106.
94 Mrs Yearn, ‘A Public-Spirited Rebel’, p.106.
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under her care’, and was wise enough to allow the older girls some freedoms during these

last schooldays, an influence for which Winifred was grateful as it instilled in her a Jove of

reading:

Miss Snashall was enthusiastic about encouraging reading,
as a great source of joy as well as instruction. I have
reason to bless her memory if only for this.*’

Winifred continued to read avidly after she left school, when employed as a housemaid at
East Oakley House, a few miles east of Overton in Hampshire where she was born. On the
nurse’s day off Winifred looked after the children of the family and discovered that she
could borrow books from the nursery library. She described her wide range of reading
material:

An abridged Old Curiosity shop called Little Nell which
we had read at school and which had whetted my appetite
for Dickens and I was now able to read almost all of his
novels and of course many other books. Almost every
room in the house had its bookshelves. As housemaid 1
had access to most of the rooms, and many a time, while
ostensibly cleaning, I would steal a few minutes to open
and read from some book that caught my eye. In addition
I found a good deal of interest in magazines and
periodicals which came into the house.”®

Winifred’s ability to read well gave her some status amongst the other servants most of
whom were above her in the servant hierarchy. The staff were allowed an hour for ‘mid-
day dinner’ and developed the habit of ‘readings’ after their meal. Winifred was proud to
note:

Soon all conceded that I was the best reader, and from

then on it was my pride and pleasure to read aloud such

books as the others chose — popular novels of the time like
‘East Lynne’ and ‘Lady Audley’s Secret.””’

95 Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.30.
% Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.48.
97 Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.51.
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Annie Kenney also continued to read after leaving school. She began work in Wood End
cotton mill at twelve, as a half-timer, then at thirteen she began full-time work. Annie
spent her spare time in ‘dreaming and fantasies’ and, taking an interest in her fellow-
workers, she encouraged them to read, persuading the women working with her to

subscribe to a weekly girls’ magazine which she read to them in factory breaks.*”®

Reading and learning skills were therefore forged through access to both formal and
informal means of education, and all of these women were successful in gaining literacy‘
skills, often against a background of discrimination found within the family and at school.
They had help from family members, friends or mentors, and in their turn would often
help others to learn. Alice Foley and Isabella Cooke made a significant point in recording
that neither their mothers nor their grandmothers could read. They were the only women
in the cohort who record that this was the case, but they appear proud of their success in
becoming better educated than the previous generation of women in their family. This
change from the previous generation to their own, throws light on the significance of the
improvements in education for the cohort’s potential for success, although class and
gender issues were still weighted against working-class girls. Perhaps their achievements
are best illustrated by the lives of women such as Mary Gawthorpe, and Ellen Wilkinson
who, as will be discussed below, overcame obstacles of class and gender and found their

route through the education system and into higher education.

Higher Ambitions: Adult Education, the Pupil Teaching Scheme, and University
In the late 1880s, London University was alone in allowing women to sit examinations

and receive degrees. The numbers of places taken by women at Girton College or

% Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.16.

127



Newham in Cambridge, or Lady Margaret Hall, Somerville, St Hugh’s and St Hilda’s in
Oxford, were small, but significant.”® However, this was an important change, as
educational life for women of all classes was eventually to change as a result of these few.
They provided role models of female behaviour which would suggest that empowerment,

intellectually, was possible for all women.'®

Balfour’s Education Act of 1902 established Local Education Authorities and encouraged
them to extend educational provision at both elementary and secondary levels.'®" ‘Able’
working-class children could acquire a secondary education, especially when debates
about social equality between 1906 and 1914 resulted in the Free Place Regulations,
introduced to ensure that all secondary schools aided by grants ‘shall be made fully
accessible to children of all classes’.'®* Higher education, for ambitious working-class
women who sought it, was therefore not entirely out of reach froin the beginning of the

twentieth century.

Changes in the accessibility to further education later in the period meant that it was
possible for the cohort to take adult education classes at night school, train as teachers or
attend university to degree standard. The autobiographies of those who achieved further
education are an important record, since over the past century historians of education have

tended to concentrate on the experiences of middle-class girls and women, and in

9 A. N. Wilson, The Victorians, p.480.

100 14 must be noted here that such changes took time. See for instance, Virginia Woolf, 4 Room of One’s
Own (London: Hogarth Press, 1929), which was originally two papers delivered to Girton students in
October 1928, and exposed the structure of male privilege, female exclusion and the effects of poverty on
women in society, almost fifty years after the universities began accepting women students.

101 1hanna Bourke, Working-Class Cultures in Britain, p.116.
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particular on the extraordinary struggles by a minority of middle-class women to enter

higher education. '3

For those of the cohort who continued their education after elementary school, such
ambitions were not always obvious at school or even on first entering employment. Mary
Luty’s dream was to learn about the world first-hand, by travelling. It surfaced after
leaving school to begin work as a half-timer in the local factory at age eleven. At that time
Mary seems to have abandoned any idea of furthering her education, as she wrote: “all
one’s interest in school seemed to vanish at this stage and become centred on wage
earning.” After a few months, however, the pride and joy in earning a wage and gaining
material possessions dwindled:

The extra money meant much in the home, and we began

to have little luxuries not known previously. Soon,

however, the glamour of wage earning began to fade. '
Mary’s ambitions for a more adventurous life surfaced and was the spur to attending
evening classes, as she tried to achieve academic qualifications. She reasoned that a
better-paid job outside the factory would mean earning more money to fund her
adventures abroad. Success for Mary was the ability to travel, and after leaving school she
saw that education could be a means to that end. She gained qualifications by attending
evening lectures and classes and succeeded in her 4mbitions: the second half of Mary’s

autobiography detailed her extensive travels, successfully funded by a variety of jobs.

103 gee, for example: Christina S Bremner, Education of Girls and Women (London: Swan Sonnenschein &
Co., 1897); Margaret Bryant, The Unexpected Revolution: The History of the Education of Women and Girls
in the Nineteenth Century (London: University of London Institute of Education, 1980); B Stephen, Emily
Davis and Girton College (London: Constable, 1927); Barry Turner, Equality For Some (London: Ward
Lock, 1974); Martha Vicinus, ‘One Life to Stand Beside Me’ in Felicity Hunt ed., Lessons for Life (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1987).
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As in elementary education, gender- and class-based discrimination was apparent in
evening classes. Alice Foley sought to further her education once she was in paid
employment. After leaving full-time schooling at the age of thirteen in 1904, Alice began
to attend night school and later that year was invited to select subjects for study at the
secondary evening classes held at the Municipal school in Great Moor Street, Bolton.

My odd choice of economics, logic and elocution landed
me before the Director and Chairman of the local
Education Committee. The latter gentleman, I recall,
operated a number of tripe shops in the town and he
enquired why a nice, quiet girl wanted to study economics
and logic. I murmured, I suppose in order to impress, that
I knew a little about Karl Marx and Das Kapital, although
the extent of my knowledge was limited to overhearing a
cursory discussion in my sister’s circle. Both gentlemen
frowned heavily and, following a few solemn whispers
between them, the tripe man announced with a touch of
finality that I would be allocated to a millinery class at the
Women’s Institute as more suitable to my aptitude and
ability. Bored but obedient, I dutifully attended the class
and remember being given a strip of green velvet to hem
without letting the stitches show through the fabric.!®®

Higher education could bring status: women could become teachers rather than factory
workers, with the economic and social advantages that this meant. Many of the changes in
educational opportunities came about by the Education Act of 1870, as the requirement for
more classroom places had stimulated in turn a great demand for teachers. Between 1861

and 1911, the number of women teachers had grown by 129% and opportunities were

becoming available for working-class girls of the period.'%

There was also an opportunity for working-class girls to stay on at school and to become
‘unqualified’ teachers. An alternative choice was often given to bright pupils to stay on in

the classroom as teaching assistants, also known as ‘monitors’. Maria Hull described

195 Alice Foley, A Bolton Childhood, pp.55-6.
106 Jane Rendall, Women in an Industrializing Society, p. 75.
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some of the duties of a monitor: ‘The monitors did bell ringing duties to signal lesson
time, home time and start of school and assisted with some lessons.’'®” Maria was
interested in this pathway to success. She expressed her ambition ‘I knew that I should
like to be a teacher.”'®® Later, in 1889, an opportunity presented itself:

At the end of my time in standard 6, the headmistress sent

a letter by me to my parents, asking if they would allow

me to stay at school and be a paid monitress. The answer

was, no. I would have liked to have stayed.'®
Maria was disappointed in her desire for a teaching career when her parents refused the
offer. Her ambition had been thwarted, as it was for several of the women, because of

family economy. Maria would have earned less as a monitor than she could earn as a

domestic servant, so the decision was made for her.

Others could take up such openings. Margaret Bondfield became a school monitor for a
year in 1886 when she was thirteen. In the Chard Boys School register for 1886 is the
entry: ‘have taken on Maggie Bondfield as a monitor for the first standard until another
teacher has been found’. Margaret recalled:

I was paid 3s. a week. There were 42 boys and myself in

one of these small classrooms and 38 of them passed in

reading, writing and arithmetic.''®
However, not all succeeded in their ambitions to teach. Annie Barnes was born in 1887 in
Stepney, East London. She attended the Ben Johnson School and ‘loved every minute.’
Annie would have liked to become a teacher:

I did quite well in some exams and the headmistress called

me into her room and asked me “Annie, would you like to
be a teacher? I think you’ve got the makings of one.” 1

107 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, p.168.
108 Maria Hull, ‘A Derbyshire Schooling’, p.170.
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loved school, I never used to be late and I said, “Oh yes, I
would.” The headmistress said that Daisy Dormer (she
became a singer) and I were at the top of the school. We
used to have an examination and compete with the
secondary school girls, and we came second, Daisy and
me. I had a lot of prizes from the school board, books
mostly.

“I want you to take the class next week,” the headmistress

said. “I think you’ll be a good teacher.'"!
This was not to be, as Annie’s mother became ill and she was required at home to look
after her younger siblings and to nurse her mother. Her ambitions were given up for
family duty for a few years, but were to surface later in life as she found success in the

political arena.

A similar pattern can be seen in the life of Winifred Griffiths who also held early
ambitions to teach. Winifred, whose father was a Wesleyan lay preacher, was brought up
in a strongly puritanical tradition, attending the Wesleyan chapel every Sunday and the
local National school, in which the church was a strong influence, from 1899 until 1909.
Winifred described how her ambition to succeed at school was inspired by a book she had
read:

On reaching Standard 4, I began to take a real interest in

schoolwork, ambition stirred and I wanted to do well. I

had received as a prize a book called “Brave boys and

girls”. In it were stories of perseverance in acquiring

knowledge against the odds — stories of those who had

triumphed over adverse circumstances and risen to fame

and glory. 1 wanted to be like them.'"2
The drive for self-improvement for Winifred can be seen therefore to have resulted from

examples of success, even if these were only fictional. They provided her with the idea

that something better, a higher standard of living, educational success, and even ‘fame and

1Y Annie Barnes, Tough Annie, p.7.
112 Wwinifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.28.
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glory’ was possible. Winifred recalled the series of opportunities which she took
advantage of at school. When she reached standard five and six she was top of her class
and she realized achievement was within her reach: ‘now I had my eye on the top prizes of
the school’.!”® In standard seven, her final year, she won the coveted ‘Guinea Bible’, a

legacy prize of a family-sized Bible awarded to the top girl and boy each year.

Attendance at Basingstoke High School was now considered. However, family economics
were a limit to Winifred’s progress, as her parents could not afford to continue her
education, so at the age of fourteen she left school. Her aunt fell ill at this time, and
Winifred looked after the family home while her mother was with the aunt. Winifred had
not yet given up her ambition to further her education:

My father had talked to a workmate whose daughters were
taking postal courses from a correspondence college, in
order to pass some qualifying examinations for school
teachers. To be a school teacher was the only career I
could really feel excited about and I gladly consented to
try my luck with lessons by post. But alas! With no one to
guide me I was soon bogged down in a maze of subjects,
many of which I had never tackled before. In addition I
had to make do with substitute textbooks which I could
borrow or buy cheaply, as my parents could not afford the
recommended ones. Added to this I still had many
domestic duties and to take my aunt out in a wheelchair.
By the end of my first term it was fairly plain that I could
not cope with the work required. If only I had had some
expert guidance and the right books it might well have
been otherwise.'"*

Winifred described the ‘disappointment and frustration of failure’ and soon afterwards she
gave up her ambitions, at least temporarily, and became an apprentice at Burberry’s

Gabardine Factory, and from thence into domestic service. However, later in life, after her

marriage, Winifred took evening classes at “The Labour College’, in London, part of

U3 Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, p.29.
U4 \Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, pp.36-37.
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Ruskin College, Oxford. Her husband, James Griffiths was a full-time student at the
College, having won a two-year scholarship from the South Wales Miner’s Federation.
Winifred worked as a shop assistant during the day, and she recalled her evening classes at
the College:

There was an interesting course on Industrial History with

the Principal — W. W. Craik as lecturer; a series on

Marxian economics, which I am afraid, left me little wiser

than before; and an elocution class run for the students by

Miss Clara Bunn.'"
Interestingly, it is arguably the elocution class, which was one of the subjects also chosen
by Alice Foley in Bolton several years earlier, which is most telling in the women’s
ambitions. By taking elocution classes they express their ambitions to improve
themselves, publicly as well as privately. A good speaking voice would help with
teaching, public speaking, and enhance social status, an appearance, at least, of upward
mobility. Received pronunciation was aspirational, and proclaimed respectability for a
working-class women who wished to present themselves well. This idea had been
prevalent since the nineteenth century and before, as Lord Chesterfield noted in his
popular book Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son, ‘no man or woman can hope to
become successful unless they articulate correctly’.!'® Winifred, for instance, supported

her husband’s political career and later in life both she and Alice Foley became successful

in local politics in their own right as is discussed below.'"’

Elocution classes were also one of the classes chosen by pupil-teacher, Mary Gawthorpe.
Unlike becoming a teaching assistant or monitor, which provided teaching experience,

respectability and a wage, but no qualifying examination, the Pupil Training Scheme gave

15 Winifred Griffiths, One Woman's Story, pp.81-82.
16 phillip Dormer Stanhope ed. Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son (London: J. M. Dent, 1957), p.29.
17 See Chapter 6, p.289.
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professional status on completion. It was a combination of practical class teaching and
evening and weekend study, leading to a series of qualifying examinations. Usually taken
up by the daughters of skilled workers and tradesmen, the scheme allowed bright working-
class girls such as Mary Gawthorpe to stay on at school as paid teachers, while studying

for qualifications at evening classes and part-time in teacher training colleges.''®

The scheme meant that girls spent five years as a pupil teacher, usually from the school-
leaving age of thirteen.'!” It entailed long hours of work, and then study in the evenings .
and weekends. Studies were orientated to memorization of factual information that was to
be presented in an explicit, institutionalized way. It was then repeated by pupils in their
examinations in an equally stylised fashion. Training for the teaching qualification
involved numerous standard examinations leading up to the State examination for the

teaching certificate.'*

It was no easy pathway to success. An article in the Cornhill Magazine of 1873 stressed
the long working and study hours required as pupil teachers, and pointed to social class
differentials in terms of background and experience. The life of a schoolmistress, the
article claimed, was not the life for a ‘lady’:

A pupil teacher has been acclimatized to this sort of life

since she was thirteen, but a lady who enters upon it may

find to her cost that she has altogether miscalculated her
powers of endurance. "'

118 pypil teaching was celebrated in fiction in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1896), as the only way to
independence for the hieroine, the intelligent, yet penniless, ‘Sue’.

119 gee, for instance, Stephen Heathorn, School For Women (London: Virago, 1996).

120 Eor more on the Pupil Teaching Scheme, see also Michael John Illing ‘A Little Vineyard of Economic
Emancipation’ in Pupil Teachers and the Emancipation of Women 1870-1905 unpublished MA Thesis ,
University of London (1978), a study of the admission of working-class girls into the occupation of
teaching; also ‘The Experience of Schooling for Working-Class Girls and Boys in Nineteenth-Century
England’ in Defining the Curriculum ed. 1.Goodson and S.Ball (London: Falmer, 1984).

121D Lathbury ‘Ladies as Elementary Schoolmistresses’ in The Cornhill Magazine Vol.28 (1873), pp.690-
704.
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By 1881 the proportion of working-class girls engaged in pupil teacher training was 41%,
those from the lower middle classes 53%, and girls from professional families only 6%.'%
The work was hard, and time spent at college was harder, with a Spartan life-style and
strenuous domestic duties, unlikely to appeal to ‘a lady’. Nevertheless by becoming pupil
teachers, working-class girls received a comparatively sound education, free of charge,
and with a wage which enabled them to contribute to the family economy while they were
training. If they stayed the course and passed the examinations, it was also a way of
achieving better paid employment than factory, domestic or shop work. As education
historian Frances Widdowson has pointed out: ‘they were coached for examinations which
could lead to a college certificate, or at least an Acting Teacher’s Certificate; and these
certificates would give them some guarantee of economic security.”'?? Becoming a
qualified teacher was therefore one way that working-class girls could see success in the

form of upward mobility and a better standard of living.

Mary Gawthorpe chronicled very clearly her ambitions and strategy for achieving
educational success, which she saw as leading to social advancement. She could see that
life for herself and her mother and siblings could be better if she successfully completed
her teacher training, and she was willing to do what was necessary to gain her
qualifications. For Mary, a home away from her drunken father would give herself, her

mother and siblings a happier and more comfortable life.

It had come as a dawning recognition for Mary Gawthorpe that her father was not teetotal.
John Gawthorpe wasted family income as he turned more and more to drink. This

realization seems to have triggered Mary’s ambition to become a teacher. She

12 Cited in Jane Rendall, Women in an Industrializing Society, p. 75.
12 Frances Widdowson, Going Up Into the Next Class: Women and Elementary Teacher Ti raining 1840-
1914 (London: Hutchinson, 1983), pp. 77-78.
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acknowledged a significant moment in her childhood when this ambition was crystallized.
Her father having come in drunk one night, Mary recalled her mother glancing at her:

Looking backwards I do not know, if Mother had not

looked at me just then, as she did, whether in the interior

places, I should have so judged my Father and in the

judging deserted his standard. But Mother did look, and

though I did not know all that look might have said, if

translated into words, hidden within, known only to

myself, a half-conscious resolve had formed. My soul

affirms and remembers the very words: “When I am

twentyone (sic),” it called itself. This was sometime

between my tenth and eleventh year.'**
‘When I am twentyone’ can be taken as a very clear motive, it recurs often in Mary’s
autobiography. It encompasses Mary’s ambition to rebel against her life with her father,
who was leading the family into poverty with his alcoholism. The ensuing family tensions
and her wish to protect her mother, who now slept with Mary rather than in the marital

bed, resulted in Mary’s resolve to achieve her ambition. She saw opportunities in

education as the way to help her family.

At thirteen, Mary took a scholarship entrance examination for High School, which she
passed, but she was not able to take advantage of the full-time education this offered, as
the need for her to earn money to augnient the income from her mother’s laundry work
was too great. However, when he realized that by joining the Pupil-Teaching Scheme,
Mary would bring a wage into the house, her father, seeing another source of income,
arranged for her to stay on at St. Michael’s school as a pupil teacher. Undaunted, Mary

took evening and Saturday classes to work towards a full teaching certificate. Eventually

124 Mary Gawthorpe, Up Hill to Holloway, pp.26-27.
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in 1902, just before she was twenty one, Mary succeeded in her ambition and was able to

afford the rent for her own home into which she moved her mother and brother.'*’

This window of opportunity was timely for these women, for in 1907 this entry to a more
elite world for working-class children was closed. The recruits to qualified teaching from
this date had to stay on at school until seventeen, and then go on to college for teacher
training. There were bursaries available, but these were of little help to working-class
girls required to contribute to the family economy and there was a marked decrease in
entrants. The Manchester Sunday Chronicle, under the headline ‘A Stolen Profession’,
pointed out that ‘a barrier has been set up against the entrance of working-class children
into the profession’."*® Once again there was a discerable gender as well as class
disability. Working-class parents who might be willing to make a sacrifice for their boys
to train until the age of twenty-one, were unlikely to allow the same privilege to a girl,

who might be married within a few years.

As well as teaching as a professional qualification, there was a channel for ambitious and
able working-class women to achieve a university education. A few scholarships were
available to help with finances. Ellen Wilkinson started at the local infant school at the
age of six. A bright student, she was easily bored while waiting for others to catch her up,
and she described her schooldays as ‘the chaotic rebellion of my school years.”'*’ Family
funds would not stretch to further education so Ellen entered for a scholarship at age
eleven to enable her to attend higher grade school. Board schools were attended by both

working-class and middle-class girls, and perhaps because of this there were opportunities

125 Sandra Stanley Holton, Suffrage Days (London: Routledge, 1996), p.116; see also, M Gawthorpe, ‘Book
of the Suffragette Prisoners’ a typescript questionnaire, 1931, p.1, Suffragette Fellowship Collection,
Manchester Public Library Archives.

126 Manchester Sunday Chronicle, 12 October 1907.

127 Ellen Wilkinson,Myself When Young, p.406.
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for working-class girls to move from the state sector to fee-paying grammar schools. The
chairman of Manchester School board claimed, in 1887, that it was mainly the ‘labour
aristocracy’ from the better paid “upper strata’ of the working class who benefited from
this opport'unity.128 However, Ellen Wilkinson, the third child of a Manchester factory
worker, took all the educational opportunities open to her as a girl born into the working-
class, and like Mary Gawthorpe, she described in her autobiography the mechanics of her

success in higher education.

Ellen passed a scholarship exam which enabled her to move first to the grammar school,
then to teacher training college and finally to Manchester University via the scholarship
system. Ellen, who described herself as ‘just one of tens of thousands of working-class
children playing in the streets of Manchester towards the end of last century’, illustrated
her progress through the system:

Once started at the infant school, I went straight through

the “broad highway of state education”, through

elementary school, higher grade school, secondary school

to the university. I won my first scholarship at the age of

eleven, and from that time paid for my own education by

scholarships till I left the university."*’
Tentative conclusions may be drawn as to how Ellen had the ambition to succeed in
secondary education where other working-class children may not have. Earlier in her
autobiography, Ellen pointed to encouragement from both of her parents. She described
her mother as ‘“advanced” for her day’, and in her it is possible to see the seeds of Ellen’s

determination to succeed. Ellen recalled her mother’s protests at the ‘iron conventions

which gripped working-class life at that period’."*® Ellen also recalled that after school

128 3. Lawson and H Silver, 4 Social History of Education (London: Methuen, 1973), p.338.
12% Bllen Wilkinson, Myself When Young, pp.403-404.
130 Bllen Wilkinson, Myself When Young, p.399.
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her father took her, as a twelve-year-old, to evening lectures at the local Mechanics

Institute and Free Trade Hall:

My father, a lonely man, who yet hated going out by

himself, liked attending lectures on theological subjects,

so he took me with him. I heard Dr. Frank Ballard

discourse on Christian Evidence, and the Free Trade Hall

lectures on Darwin and evolution. We went to lots of

lectures on evolution, for and against. I was barely

twelve, and had no background for most of it. By the time

I was fourteen I was reading Haeckel, and Huxley and

Darwin with my father.!*!
Evening classes and lectures were therefore open to women at local Mechanics Institutes,
and attracted a great number of women from a variety of occupations.'*? Schoolgirls such

as Ellen Wilkinson were able to attend the lectures although always with friends or family

members, so that respectability was maintained.

All of the autobiographers benefited in varying degrees from educational reforms as they
were growing up. Curtailment of working hours and provision for schooling, while
redefining the years of childhood for some, did not necessarily inean that all working class
girls of the period received formal education. The cohort revealed that educational reform
was far from uniform across England. Educational advances did not necessarily follow a
chronological or a geographical pattern, nor did it depend on living in a city or country
environment. Hannah Mitchell, born on a remote Peak District farm in 1871, a year after
the Act providing elementary schooling for all, had only two weeks of formal schooling.
Twenty years later Betty May, born in inner city London in 1891, attended school only
while she was living with relatives in Somerset. In contrast, Ellen Wilkinson, born around

the same time as Betty, in 1891 in Ardwick, Manchester, attended school from the age of

13! Filen Wilkinson, Myself When Young, pp. 404-405.
132 For the history of the Mechanics Institutes and women’s involvement in them see, for instance, June
Purvis Hard Lessons.
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five and, with the aid of a series of scholarships, gained a degree at Manchester
University. Ellen Wilkinson and Mary Gawthorpe are perhaps the best examples amongst
the autobiographers of working-class women who succeeded in gaining the sort of
education hitherto reserved for middle-class girls, and it may not be coincidence that both
of these women had the benefit of parental support and encouragement, in Ellen’s case,
from both parents, and in Mary’s, from her mother. They both described the mechanics of
their route through the opportunities opened up by educational reforms to an educational
success denied to many women, especially working-class women, earlier in the nineteenth

century.

Conclusion

In contrast to autobiographies written by women earlier in the nineteenth century, most of
the cohort committed a significant part of their texts to descriptions of gaining an
education. They highlighted the changes from the paucity of educational opportunities for
working-class girls earlier in the century and showed that by the end of the century it was
possible that ten or more years of life for working-class girls like themselves could be
devoted to acquiring a formal elementary education. However, protective legislation
restricting child labour, combined with educational legislation, could cause tensions for
working-class family economics which in some cases meant that girls were not always

given these educational opportunities.

Nevertheless the majority of the cohort placed great value on learning to read and those
denied a formal education described the extraordinary lengths they went to in order to gain
this skill by informal means: listening to people read, at church, Sunday school and in the

family circle, accessing reading materials within the home and from neighbours, libraries
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and subscription lists. They drew comparisons with the previous generation, some of

whom never learnt to read.

There were also advances in secondary education during the period: the Pupil Teacher
Scheme, and various scholarship provisions, enabled some women to achieve professional
qualifications. Their autobiographies reveal pathways to continued education through
evening classes, and describe life-long learning and enjoyment of their literacy.
Importantly, for their later autobiographical writing, education also gave them the ability
to think about the world and their situation in it. In order to gain educational success, the
autobiographers had to negotiate what has been seen as a top-down model of social

control: the ideology of gender and class in the schooling of working-class girls.

Their writing discloses the variety of educational success achieved by individuals, and the
mechanics of their achievements. Although it is difficult to see change over time in such a
small sample, especially since developments were uneven across geographical, class, and
even family boundaries, it reveals that working-class girls were now able to aspire to a
good primary education as a stepping-stone to further education or a better job. How far
they progressed was dependent on a variety of factors. Many of the cohort were ambitious
but would not have been able to achieve education on their own. Girls were helped in
their education by the support, financial and otherwise, of an extended network of family
members, friends and neighbours. Some families wished their daughters to gain an
education, Mary Gawthorpe for instance had great encouragement from her mother, and
the role model of her youngest aunt who had trained as a teacher. Alice Foley’s father
allowed her to stay on at school for a year instead of becoming a half-timer in the local

factory. Winifred Griffith’s father investigated correspondence courses for his daughter.
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Some were not so lucky and tensions developed in families such as Hannah Mitchell’s,
where her mother refused to allow her more than two weeks at school. However,
Hannah’s uncle taught her to read, and she borrowed books from her brothers and various

neighbours.

The fact that so many men were involved in helping their female relatives toward an
education is also suggestive of a change in social perceptions of what it was acceptable for
women to do or become. Feminist writing may have established a history of top-down
control for keeping working-class girls in their place, and certainly ideologies of gender
and class control did reinforce working-class women’s domestic role by limiting their
educational choice. However, the cohort shows that either there were discrepancies in
such history, or there was a gap between rhetoric and reality which allowed some
negotiation: it enabled those of the cohort who had the ability, motivation and support to
access the sort of education which fitted them for a wider range of employment than their

mothers could have aspired to.

The cohort reveal that the key factor at least in the early years of their lives, is their family
environment: the strata of working class to which the family belonged, proximity of
schools, family economics, position and number of children in family. Perhaps most
important of all was the attitude of the parents, and with some exceptions, this depended
mostly the attitude of the mother. Her acceptance or rejection of the social order and the
work discipline, her ideas on the importance of education, and her management of the
family budget — not least so that educational opportunities could be taken up - as well as
the amount of calls on her daughter’s time during school hours, all had relevance to the

amount of schooling the women received. A mother’s attitude to her daughter may
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therefore have played its part in the drive and determination of individual women to

overcome, and in doing so to help to change, societal constraints of gender and class in

education.
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Chapter 4: Domesticity

Introduction

A happy marriage, a well-run and respectable home, and successful motherhood, were
seen as the domestic ideal during the period. The learning of domestic skills such as
needlework, cookery and childcare were strongly promoted in elementary schooling in
order to promote a high standard of working-class family life, and also to provide good
domestic servants." Grants were given to schools for domestic science, cookery and
laundry classes. The teaching of these skills, and the training of teachers to impart them
were given importance in teacher-training establishments, and domestic science gained
some status in universities. Domesticity during this period was therefore important to
society, and it was also important to the majority of the cohort. They wrote about their
domestic role in positive terms, and twelve of them saw it as one of the most important

facets of their lives, featuring it prominently in their autobiographies.’

In conforming to the domestic ideal these women were also proclaiming their
respectability. Respectability meant conforming to socially acceptable behaviours: it had
a moral dimension, but was generally manifested in practicalities such as taking good care
of the family in a clean and well-run home, in helping others, and in being a good
daughter, mother, wife and neighbour. Importance was placed on showing that they
conformed to these behaviours; and respectability was one of the most important societal
values for almost all the women. It encompassed keeping up a good appearance both

within the home and in the surrounding neighbourhood. Children were to be well

! An paper on this subject was presented at the Women’s History Network conference in 2002, and has since
been published. See, Carol Jenkins, ‘Learning Domesticity in Late Victorian England’, in Women's History
Magazine, issue 44, June 2003, pp.19-30.Appended.

? The twelve who saw domesticity as the epitome of success were: Isabella Cooke, Agnes Cowper, Mildred
Edwards, Grace Foakes, Rose Gibbs, Bessie Harvey, Mrs Hills, Daisy Hills, Maria Hull, Louise Jermy,
Emma Smith and Susan Sylvester.
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behaved, attend school and Sunday school; they had to be neat, clean, and punctual and
seen to be so. There were also financial benefits for well-brought-up children when they
left school. Working-class girls from respectable homes, like Rose Gibbs and Winifred
Griffiths, could aspire to work as domestic servants in a large house where conditions
were better and there were more opportunities for advancement than in small
establishments. Or, like Margaret Bondfield, they could apply for training as shop
assistants in one of the new large department stores, which would only employ working-

class girls if they came from respectable homes.>

Domesticity was an attainable goal for most of the cohort, and, as well as the twelve who
saw it as of major importance, most of the women welcomed their domestic role at some
stage in their lives, particularly after marriage and when they had young children at home.
Also important to the well-being of the family as a whole was the acquisition of child-care
skills. Society valued the good mother and the caring woman, and in presenting
themselves as having nurturing skills, the autobiographers illustrated that they conformed
to this ideal. Literary and artistic representations of women and their social role suggested
that even Victorian writers and artists who were critical of prevailing assumptions tended,
in the end, to see women as determined by their potential as mothers.* Recently, critic
Matthew Sweet has underlined the ‘propaganda’ of texts such as Ruskin’s Of Queen’s
Gardens and Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House, both of which gave idealized

views of women and invited them to see themselves as fulfilling an ideological role

3 Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping For Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000), p.201.

* For example, see Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem Lord Walter's Wife (1850), or one of John Ruskin’s
most popular works, ‘Of Queen’s Gardens’ one of two lectures, later published together in a book entitled
Sesame and Lilies (1865).
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essentially different from that of men.’ These texts can be used to illustrate the different
view of domesticity which has evolved since they were written. Patmore’s domestic epic
poem, for instance, once popular at all levels of society, has recently been described as
‘now-notorious’. ® Such texts centred the ideal female figure in the separate sphere of the
home, and most particularly as a mother at the centre of her family.” As the twentieth
century progressed it became unfashionable for women to be content with ambitions that
were realized within the compass of the home. By the end of the century society expected
‘more’ of women and it became acceptable to shun domesticity of any kind in favour of a
career. From the perspective of the twenty-first century then, the late nineteenth-century
viewpoint can seem difficult to understand; and there is potentially a difficulty in reading
the autobiographies as the modern age confronts the attitudes of women born between

1870-1900.

It might be expected that some of the cohort rebelled against the confines of domesticity,
and indeed, a few did, both in childhood and adulthood. This inevitably resulted in
tension — as they tried to reconcile their domestic and public roles — and indeed some of
the autobiographers were describing a dilemma between home life and a career that has
been increasingly confronted by women since then. Hannah Mitchell in particular,
describes this tension most eloquently, although even she recalled that she enjoyed her
time at home with her son. However the remainder, with two exceptions, strike a happy
balance between work and home: most write of their enjoyment of home life and pride in
their respectability, and also accept or enjoy their work commitments for at least part of

their lives — usually before marriage and after their youngest child starts school. Two of

5 Coventry Patmore (1823-96) wrote The Angel in the House (1893) as a tribute poem to married love and
the joys of domestic life.

6 Matthew Sweet, Inventing the Victorians (London: Faber and Faber, 2001), p.181.

7 Matthew Sweet, Inventing the Victorians, p.181.
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the cohort do not mention their domestic life after childhood: Betty May, the model and
night-club dancer, married a succession of wealthy men and was more concerned with
writing about her adventures, while Margaret Bondfield, who remained a spinster all of
her life, wrote mainly of her successful political career. Indeed, she claimed that it was
difficult to separate her own history from the history of the Labour party. Yetin 1924,
when she was a leading trade union activist and was later to become the first female
Cabinet Minister, she promulgated the ideal that the rightful place for women’s duty and
interest was in the domestic sphere. That year Margaret addressed the Independent
Labour Party’s summer school on the theme ‘Women’s Place in the Community’:

The woman who fulfils the function belonging to her sex,

who builds up the life of the family around her, who

recognises the importance of bringing to the service of the

home every new development of science, who realizes that

her job is to create an environment for every child...to

raise the whole line of civilization to a higher place — that

woman is doing the greatest work in the world.®
Margaret’s autobiography is almost entirely, apart from her childhood, set in the public
sphere of work: it covers her trade union work and the majority of it details the part she
played in the history of the Labour movement. Yet even she, as the quote above reveals,
acknowledged the domestic ideal. The complexities of the situation which obtained in
even this relatively small group of women reflects change over time: domesticity was not
the only route to success for the cohort once they had left school. It was becoming
possible for working-class women to achieve outside the domestic sphere, as Margaret

Bondfield illustrated. But her story has little place in a discussion about domesticity, and

this subject will be addressed in subsequent chapters.

8 Mary Agnes Hamilton, Margaret Bondfield (London: Leonard Parsons, 1924), p.183.
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Most of the cohort therefore valued their home and domestic skills. They portrayed
themselves as the moral guardians at the centre of the home, and in taking care of their
family they epitomised contemporary notions of respectability and status. Within the
family, women <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>