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Foreword

This is the story of the life of a remarkable woman. It is superbly well told. It is
extraordinarily well researched. It is a magnificent intellectual biography. It is
also an engaging account of a long life lived to the full but tinged with sadness
in its lack of fulfilment in certain deeply private and personal senses. It begins
with a conundrum: Why is Barbara Wootton not widely remembered today,
given her manifest achievements in so many spheres? In asking this question Ann
Oakley never quite finds the answer, but she certainly convinces me that Barbara
Wootton deserves a greater place in the history of Britain in the twentieth century
than she has been given.

Few people are better qualified to write this biography. Ann Oakley has
worked for many years in social research and public policy, and, like Barbara
Wootton, has written both autobiography and fiction as well as publishing
widely in her academic field. Coincidentally, twenty years ago, soon after Barbara
Wootton’s death, I considered writing her biography myself. However, I realized
that I probably did not have the time to do it justice. I may also have been
influenced by Jim Callaghan who, when I consulted him about it, said he thought
perhaps she was not a ‘big enough figure’. Most people who read this fascinating
book will come to a different conclusion. Barbara Wootton was a ‘big figure’.
However, she did not fit into any conventional box. She was neither a politician
nor a conventional academic, nor a head of an important institution. She could
not easily be compared to the great women reformers before her — the Florence
Nightingales, Elizabeth Frys or Eleanor Rathbones — who espoused a single issue
and gave that issue their lives. The causes she fought for were many and varied,
so her energies were spread rather than concentrated. To me this makes her more
interesting and more remarkable. But because her contributions were so widely

diverse, it is harder to define her and, therefore, easier to forget her.
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Barbara Wootton was a public intellectual who applied her searching intellect
to many of the important questions which faced Britain from the 1930s to
1980s. She did so from the perspective of a social scientist, having abandoned
classics for economics as a student at Cambridge. She had no time for social or
economic theory or, indeed, for disciplinary labels of any kind. Instead she wished
to use the techniques of empirical social science research to identify evidence-
based solutions to policy problems. She was a thinker who wanted to improve the
world, not just to define it. The books she wrote were critical and iconoclastic,
and they did not endear her to many of her more conventional colleagues in the
social sciences. Her output was prodigious; yet her research and writing were
only part of the contribution that she made.

In her early career she was a leading figure in adult education, running Morley
College and then Extra-Mural Studies in London, and working with the Workers’
Educational Association. She sat as a Magistrate on the Juvenile Bench for over
forty years. She was the first woman life peer in the House of Lords, playing
a leading part in its legislative work for more than twenty-five years. She sat
on four Royal Commissions and many other government committees. She was a
successful and sought after broadcaster, appearing regularly on programmes such
as “The Brains Trust’ and ‘Any Questions’. As her international reputation grew,
she lectured in many parts of the world on a wide range of subjects.

To achieve all this required drive, energy, courage and self-sacrifice. Her
achievements must also have demanded good organization in how she used her
time and the support of people who she could persuade that what she believed in
deserved their loyalty and help. She worked outside the conventional structures
of academic departments or political parties. This gave her the freedom to range
widely and to be forthright, and to say what she wanted without compromise.
Had she been born half a century later she would have been a splendid head of
a centre-left think tank focused on reform and finding solutions to the social
problems which face us.

Sharing her political values, her commitment to social reforms and her
engagement with the application of social science to the search for rational
solutions to policy issues, I found it easy to identify with her and to admire her.
Many readers of this book will undoubtedly feel, as I do, that it would have been
a pleasure and a privilege to know this woman. To have been in her company
would certainly have been challenging: she clearly did not tolerate fools and was
probably sometimes intimidating. However, to have obtained her respect must

have been rewarding.
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She was not blessed with good fortune in her personal life. Her childhood
appears to have been relatively happy: she enjoyed a close relationship with her
two brothers and adored her nanny whose devotion to her lasted a lifetime. Yet
she lost her father at an early age and suffered from her mother’s coldness and
overweening ambition that her daughter should succeed as a classicist. Marriage
at twenty might have provided an escape. But tragically Jack Wootton was killed
at Passchendaele less than six weeks after she married him. She did not marry
again for another eighteen years. Her second husband was a taxi driver, a student
at the adult education classes she organized, later becoming a Labour Party
education officer. She and George Wright had a number of happy years together,
but eventually she left him. A close female friend with whom she then lived died
of cancer. But Barbara Wootton was no victim: she was committed to life and to
the causes in which she believed; she enjoyed many important friendships with
interesting men and women of the period, and she made the most of the varied
opportunities that came her way for visiting other countries and learning about
other cultures.

She had no children. Although apparently she did not dwell on it, she did
express regret that she did not become a mother. It is perhaps a paradox that
in spite of this she spent much of her working life fighting for a better deal for
children in trouble. It is another paradox, and Ann Oakley reflects on this, that
in spite of being the first woman to reach a variety of positions in public life, she
appears not to have been much interested in questions of gender.

The last years of her long life were lonely but made infinitely better than
they might have been by the loving support of Vera Seal to whom this book is
dedicated. In doing so, Ann Oakley has recognized the generous and selfless care
that women often give to others. Barbara Wootton’s life was enriched by her

friends in the absence of a family and no more so than by Vera Seal.

Tessa Blackstone
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INTRODUCTION

Writing a Life of Barbara Wootton

Barbara Wootton’s work and life are remembered by only a few people today.
Her name is not one that conjures up a notable record of public achievement,
even though this was the nature of her work, in her lifetime, which spanned the
greater part of the twentieth century (1897-1988). Her name is, for example, the
answer to the following questions: Who first suggested community service as an
alternative to imprisonment in Britain? Who chaired a commission on drugs policy
which recommended fundamental changes in the law in 1968? Who succeeded in
getting the Bill to abolish capital punishment through the House of Lords and on
to the statute book in 1965? Who set up a campaign to persuade the Government
of the time to adopt the principles of the 1942 Beveridge Report and establish the
welfare state? Who was the first woman to give University lectures in Cambridge
in 1921, be a member of a national policy commission in 1924, go as a delegate to
a League of Nations World Conference in 1927, work in the House of Lords as a
life peer in 1958, and become Deputy Speaker there in 1965? Who campaigned in
Parliament to abolish corporal punishment in schools, legalize assisted dying and
abortion, change the laws about who could marry whom, protect the environment,
curtail the unrestricted development of airports and motorways, and treat crime on
the roads as equal in severity to crime in other places? Who was the first Chair of the
Countryside Commission? Who was a founder member of the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament, the British Humanist Association, the British Sociological Association
and the first modern movement for human rights? Whose contributions to the
movement for a federation of countries committed to world peace underpinned the
development of the European Community? Who wrote the first sustained critique in
English of the deficits of traditional economic theory, provided the first framework for
understanding how what people earn is determined as much by social as by economic
factors, and participated in a famous and influential debate about the benefits of
centralized economic planning versus those of free-market capitalism? Who put

forward new theories about the role of intent and of punishment in the criminal
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justice system? Who took the first systematic look at theories about the causes of
anti-social behaviour in young people, challenged the tendency of professionals to
assume the role of expert, and helped to establish a new critique of medicalization as
a damaging process which strips us of our autonomy and moral responsibility? Who
was the first academic and policy activist to argue seriously that policies designed to
promote human welfare must be based on sound scientific evidence, and that social
research, as a significant endeavour feeding the policy process, ought to concern itself
with systematic understandings of human behaviour?

This biography begins with a paradox: that such a tremendous record of
achievement should be so forgotten. It is the first full-length account of Barbara
Wootton’s life and work.! People’s posthumous reputations are a notoriously poor
guide to the nature of their living contributions. It is thus sometimes the self-
appointed task of biographers to rescue people from unjustified anonymity — from
what historian E.P Thompson called ‘the enormous condescension of posterity’.? But
that was not my original motive for researching and writing A Critical Woman. As a
social scientist, I had used Barbara Wootton’s work, particularly her book The Social
Foundations of Wage Policy, which I read as an economics student in the early 1960s,
and her Social Science and Social Pathology, which came into its own when I was trying,
in the early 1990s, to establish a culture within social research of systematic evidence
reviews. Through her publications, I had developed a deep respect for her intellect
and her rationality, and for the way in which she harnessed these to the dissection
and treatment of social problems; I was impressed by her constant, reasoned refusal
to be taken in by grand theory or professional arrogance. She believed that people
are the experts on their own lives. She did not believe that long words and technical
vocabularies are aids to understanding. Along with this — and entirely consistent
with it — was her passion for democracy and for social and economic equality. She
was too radical to act as the spokesperson of any one political party. Her thinking,
and her contributions to social science and to public policy, were lateral and diverse:
she crossed boundaries, and re-crossed them, argued that they should not exist, and
thus perpetually and valuably provoked people into reassessing their own positions.

My fascination with her mind and its impact on social science and public policy
led me to want to know more about the person and her work. There was a personal
connection too: my father, Professor Richard Titmuss, was a colleague of Barbara
Wootton’s when she headed a social studies department at the University of London
in the 1950s. I recall her coming to dinner in our house in London, and I remember
being taken to see her in her house in the country, where she lived with two
donkeys. I did not warm to her; she had rather a formidable presence and to a child

(I was thirteen) she did not seem easily approachable. Fifty years passed between
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that meeting and the time I decided I wanted to write a biography of her. Much,
obviously, had happened during that half-century, to her, to me and to the society
in which we lived. The greater part of her achievements came after the mid-1950s. I
went on to study economics, like her, and then discover social science, again like her.
Many years further on, and in the course of trying to map the development of one
branch of social science — what was then called ‘medical sociology’ — I came across
an account by Margot Jefferys, a sociologist who worked with Barbara Wootton at
Bedford College in London during the early 1950s. Margot also knew my father,
in the shadow of whose quite considerable reputation I had grown up. Describing
Barbara as ‘iconoclastic, clear-minded and coldly witty’, Margot went on to make
an observation which burnt a small hole in my brain: Barbara Wootton’s reputation,
she said, was so much less than Richard Titmuss’s, yet ‘she was a more brilliant
social analyst than he’.? This remark made me think hard about the circumstances
which allow some people’s achievements to be noticed, and others not. For anyone
who has pondered the mysteries of gender, this is hardly a new question. It was one
I took with me through the process of writing A Critical Woman.

My sense, as a thirteen-year-old, of Barbara Wootton as not an easily
approachable person, proved to be an early warning of my task as a biographer. The
material records a person leaves behind are a footprint of character as well as the
way life was lived. Barbara Wootton was a private person — she did not talk easily
about her emotions and her private life. She also did not care much for history. Her
concerns were for the present, and about how the present can be helped by learning
from the past. These traits of character are reflected in the fact that she made no
provision for her literary estate, she made no plans about where her papers would
be lodged after her death, and she left a very partial record of her life. Without the
careful guidance of Vera Seal, Barbara’s longtime colleague, friend and personal
assistant, there might well have been no Barbara Wootton archives at all; as it is,
the 237 files of papers, newspaper cuttings, correspondence and photographs in the
library of Girton College, Cambridge, are as notable for what they do not contain
as for what they do. According to Barbara’s solicitor, much was destroyed in her
lifetime.* For example, there are no diaries in the Girton archives, and relatively
few personal letters; there is no correspondence with her parents, or with either
of her husbands. This suggests that she did not entertain the possibility that
someone might want to write her biography. When asked once how she wanted
to be remembered, she said she did not particularly want to be remembered at all,
but, if she were, it should be ‘as a person who tried hard for what she thought were
good causes. And what I hope other people will think are good causes, and there

will still be people who think they’re good causes even when I'm dead and gone.”
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There is no need to read undue modesty into this statement: Barbara Wootton
was an intensely pragmatic and realistic person, and the sentiments she expressed
here follow the course of a life that really did have the promotion of ‘good causes’
at its centre. Perhaps she was ambivalent about being the subject of a biography —
her reputation for clear thinking co-exists with a much less obvious talent for
ambivalence. But it was something she did seriously consider. When she got to
know the writer Tony Gould in the last years of her life, she asked him to write
her biography. In 1985, he decided to agree. He wrote to Penguin Books to ask
whether they would commission a volume in their series Lives of Modern Women, but
their answer was no: they had a full set of titles already, and were worried about
Barbara Wootton’s appeal to an American audience.® She herself wrote an account
of the first seventy years of her life, In @ World I Never Made, published in 1967,
but this is a judicious selection from the available material, and it does not cover
the twenty years of activity that were still to come. Several reviewers of the book
noted that the silences and gaps in it spoke volumes. There is also a sense in the
autobiography, for anyone at all familiar with Barbara Wootton’s work and life, of
a manufactured story; of an account that has been tailored in various ways to fit
with a particular interpretation. This is an inevitable feature of autobiographies, as
it is also, to some extent, but differently, of biographies.

There is no such thing as an authentic story of someone’s life. There are stories
about lives, which can be authenticated in various ways, but the life-writer who
pursues the phantasm of truth has given herself or himself an impossible task.
To any social researcher, this is a familiar difficulty. Our strategies for building a
knowledge base about the workings of the social world rest on two conflicting
obligations: to reflect that world in as accurate a way as possible; and to respect all
the different perspectives and positions that contribute to it. Although biography
is an evidence-based enterprise, there are inevitably choices to be made between
different versions of ‘the facts’. ‘Biography is not #be representation but the re-making,
not the reconstruction but the construction, in written form of a life.”” The
interpretive act, or series of acts, through which lives are constructed involves a
process which is very like the ‘triangulation’ used by qualitative social researchers.
You take one account and put it next to another, and then the next one; you look
at the context and consider what makes the most sense.

The data relating to Barbara Wootton’s life that I collected and drew on to
examine in this way began with the Girton College Archives, and her published
writings and other public outputs. Between 1919, when she emerged from her
Classics and economics studies at Girton College, until two years before she died

aged ninety-one in 1988, there is an unbroken record of policy and academic
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work and publications. Barbara Wootton was a communicator as well as a
parliamentarian and a policy analyst and a magistrate and a professor of social
studies and a baroness and an economist and all the other things she was; perhaps,
above all else, she was a communicator. She wrote enormously, though also in a
very precisely guided way, about all the subjects in which she was interested; her
main audiences were not academic ones, but policy and practice circles, and the
public whose lives were affected by whatever was at issue. She wrote for daily and
Sunday newspapers, for journals such as Adwult Education, Agenda, Common Sense, The
Freethinker, The Highway, New Society, The Political Quarterly, the Probation Journal,
and Social Service, as well as for more standard outlets such as The Economic Journal,
The British Journal of Psychiatry, The British Journal of Sociology and the British Medical
Journal. She was a broadcaster and, for a time, what was known as a ‘television
personality’: ‘the Baroness who married a taxi-driver’, who went on “The Brains
Trust’, and ‘Any Questions?’, and ‘Question Time’, and ‘Man Alive’, and “Your
Witness’ and ‘Panorama’ and ‘“Tonight’, and entertained them all with her sage
witticisms and down-to-earth commonsense. I read almost all her writings, and
listened to or watched some of her media appearances, but I did not read all the
1,792 contributions she made to House of Lords debates — had I done so, this book
is unlikely ever to have materialized. Beyond Barbara Wootton’s own outputs, I
searched other people’s archives; I read the social, economic and political literature
of the period; I interrogated biographies and autobiographies relating to people
she knew and worked with; and, most importantly, I was fortunate to be able to
interview and talk informally to some of the people who knew her. The result of all
this was an enormous quantity of material: the ‘raw data’ — messy, unclassified and
sometimes unclassifiable, contradictory on occasion, often repetitive. Of course it
has proved impossible to include everything in the book; my file of ‘things to put
in somewhere’ remains substantial. I was also making new discoveries until the last
minute — for example, about Barbara Wootton’s contentious record as a road safety
campaigner, and about her efforts in the 1940s to increase government investment
in social science research — and I have no doubt that more time would have yielded
more such treasures. This book, like Barbara Wootton’s life, has the status of a
work in progress. Nonetheless, I hope it gives the main areas of her work the space
they deserve.

As I collected all this material, I became increasingly conscious of a contradiction
between its volume, on the one hand, and the difficulty of accessing the private
side of Barbara Wootton’s life, on the other. The woman seemed constantly to
disappear underneath the piles of what she did. I kept removing the layers, so that
she saw the daylight again, but she still seemed determined to hide. People talk
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about ‘writing a biography’, yet it is not the writing that is the journey, but the
researching and the data-collecting and the sifting of data that come first. A good
portion of the work that goes into writing a biography is filing: imposing some
system of order on the assembled material, so that what is faintly remembered,
completely forgotten, or looked for again can be found. Although there is a
literature on life-writing, there are very few ‘how to do it’ guides; the housework
of biography, like other forms of housework, is not much spoken about. But the
process of collecting and organizing the data is what yields the picture round which
the biography is written. This was how I discovered what I did not know at the
beginning — just how much Barbara Wootton did to shape public policy, and to leave
a heritage of writing and analysis which is so remarkable a foundation for what is
today known as ‘evidence-based’ or ‘evidence-informed’ public policy. I often joked
to friends and colleagues over the period when I was researching and writing A
Critical Woman that 1 would never have embarked on it had I realized how much
ground there was to cover.

There are many challenges in trying to write a narrative about someone’s life.®
The relationship between biographers and their subjects is one of them. If the
biographer likes the subject too much, there is the danger of uncritical hagiography.
The biographer reads too much into her or his subject, making her or him too
much the centre of attention and action, and through a kind of ‘vicarious
egocentrism’, there is liable to be an excess of apology and defence.” Ambivalence
or dislike can lead to other forms of one-sided interpretation. Although biographers
sometimes change their minds about their subjects in the course of writing about
them — dislike turns to like, regard to disaffection, and unanticipated discoveries
may upset originally held interpretations — I feel much the same about Barbara
Wootton at the end of writing A Critical Woman as 1 did at the outset. In the writing
of a biography, there is a very concrete sense of a dialogue with one’s subject, of the
sparking of arguments, of the testing of insights, of opposition. Barbara Wootton
has been very good at this, so I have her to thank for maintaining the level of my
interest in her. At the end, I still admire her, and I remain overawed by the amount
and importance of what she achieved. But she has also retained her capacity to
irritate me — not just because of her absolutely impeccable logic and punctilious
attention to detail and the way she gets everything right, but because sometimes,
when she succumbs to normal human fallibility and gets things wrong, she appears
to have difficulty in recognizing and admitting this.

As well as what biographers may think or feel about their subjects, there is the
problem of identification. The biographer may identify with the subject, which is

itself a danger, though some form of identification is probably a necessary element
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in biography, because if you do not get lost in someone’s life, you are unlikely to
find an authentic story to write about. I have spent more than three years living
with Barbara Wootton, and at times have felt as though I have begun to think and
speak like her. If I did not sympathize with her values and her outlook and her
interests in the first place, this temporary merging of identity would, of course,
never have happened. I cannot rule out the possible result that there is too much
of me in A Critical Woman; but 1 prefer to think that here is simply a good match
between biographer and subject: two women, with similar academic and policy
interests, though with different social backgrounds and separated by half a century.

In other respects, Barbara Wootton and Ann Oakley are very different kinds
of people. Barbara Wootton enjoyed the networking, ceremonies and accolades of
the public policy world; she had an unsatisfying, at times tragic, personal life; she
had no close family; and she did not call herself a feminist. In these ways, I, as her
biographer, do not share her experiences or her inclinations. She might not agree
with the empbhasis I have placed on what happened to women in her lifetime in
this story about her life. But to me, the transformation in the lives of women that
occurred during the major part of the twentieth century, and to which Barbara
Wootton’s own role contributed, is a key part of the context in which she worked
and had an impact. A relative of hers expressed the view that she would want,
above all, to be remembered for her intellectual work.'® A Critical Woman sets out
to be an intellectual biography: principally an account of how Barbara Wootton’s
thought and philosophy evolved through the various stages of her life and was
reflected in what she said, wrote and did. But the mind is part of the body and the
body belongs to a social order. ‘Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a
society can be understood without understanding both.”"! Thus, I have also tried to
set the story of her life within its context; particularly in a life such as hers, which
was so much occupied with the problem of the individual 7z society, the interplay
between the personal and the public, the effect of one on the other, is a constantly
running theatre, not only of the imagination, but of the real way in which the lives
of human beings construct the social world.

The choices I made in writing this story about the life and work of Barbara
Wootton have had certain consequences for the format of the book. While it does,
on the whole, follow the chronology of her life, there are some exceptions. Chapter 1
begins with her entry into the House of Lords as the first woman life peer. Socialist
readers may be irritated by this, but the invasion of this most patriarchal and
undemocratic structure, finally, by women, and the attendant nonsenses about
dress and ceremony and toilets and so forth, seemed to me too good to miss as

a starting point. The narratives in chapters 2 and 3 about her birth, family, early
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life and education are more standard biographical stratagems. Chapter 4 is about
Jack Wootton, the man whom she married at the age of twenty and spent thirty-
six hours with before he was killed in the Battle of Passchendaele in the First
World War. Jack Wootton took up a small proportion of Barbara Wootton’s life
in a material sense; emotionally, however, he was an epic and eponymic presence
throughout all of it. His death removed her from the normal world of wifehood
and motherhood. It also pressured her to forge an independent life for herself away
from her family, at a time when for most women this only happened with marriage.
Chapters 5 and 6 describe this process of separation from her family, and her first
encounters with the world of paid work in the academic setting of Cambridge
and the political world of London. In Chapter 7 we meet another side of Barbara
Wootton: her hidden life as a fiction-writer, played out during the same period as
her exploration of the Soviet experiment in central economic planning, which had
a substantial impact on her own economic thinking, and on the contribution she
made to economic debates and Labour Party policy. Chapter 8 is like Chapter 4:
an interlude, devoted to a husband. Of course, husbands were much more than
interludes in Barbara Wootton’s life, but they were not constantly present as
intellectual partners — Jack because he died, and George Wright, whom she
married in 1935 when she was thirty-eight, because he was a very different kind
of man altogether. Chapter 9 takes up the theme of her work for a federal union
of nations opposed to war, a movement which would eventually lead to closer
relations between Britain and other European countries; and returns to her lifelong
preoccupation with how to combine democracy with centralized planning: she
thought you could, but others considered the principles of free-market capitalism
far too sacred to expose to the flagellations of a bossy centralized State. Chapter 10
carries the title of Barbara’s major critique of neoclassical economics, Lament for
Economics, and is about her writings and thought on economics, and her move away
from the label of a professional economist. Chapters 11 and 12 follow the path
of her career as an academic social scientist, her book Testament for Social Science,
and that first trail-blazing analysis of the scientific, or rather unscientific, basis
of criminology, Social Science and Social Pathology. Chapter 13 is another interlude
about a new phase in her life: the move to a house in Surrey away from London
and George Wright with a new companion, a woman. I have devoted Chapter 14
to the area of Barbara Wootton’s life in which her name is most remembered:
crime and penal policy. By the time we get to Chapter 15, we are back at the
beginning, with Baroness Wootton of Abinger in the House of Lords; and we stay
there for Chapter 16 when she holds onto her role in the House of Lords, and to

life, before dying in her ninety-second year in a Surrey nursing home. The final
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chapter, Chapter 17, attempts to sum up her achievements and her impact: The
World She Never Made of the 1967 autobiography has become The World She
Definitely Did Help to Make. But how is it, and why is it, that the world appears
largely to have forgotten what she did; and — a much more general question —
what might this forgetting tell us about our habits of regarding only certain types
of lives as worth remembering?

Biography, like all genres, has its conventions, and I have taken a particular
position on some of them in A Critical Woman. Firstly, there are endnotes, indicated
by superscripts in the text, and quite a lot of them. The endnotes, mostly very
short, are there for people who are interested in my sources, and/or who are
surprised by some of the statements I make; otherwise they should be ignored.
There is no comprehensive bibliography of Barbara Wootton’s work in A Critical
Woman; that has been reserved for a website (http://www.barbarawootton.co.uk).
The interested reader will also find there examples of her work and some of her
media appearances. Secondly, all biographers have to decide what to call their
subjects: I call Barbara either ‘Barbara Wootton’ or ‘Barbara’. My decision to call
her ‘Barbara’ has the effect sometimes of making the relationship between us seem
too intimate, which is unfortunate, and not intended. (I can hear her arguing with
me about this.) According to several of her friends I interviewed, she did prefer
being called just ‘Barbara’, and, after becoming a baroness in 1958, she announced
her intention of not using the title.'> However, she could get quite shirty at times
with people she did not know well who left off her title, or who got it wrong.
Equally irritating to her were misspellings of the surname which she carried with
her for the seventy-one years after Jack Wootton’s death: there was, she protested,
something that amounted to an ‘international conspiracy’ to rob her of one “T” or
one ‘O’ or both;" the effect of losing one “T” was worst because it made her name
look mean and unbalanced.

One great challenge about biographical life-writing is the one I have left until
last, because it is in many ways the most difficult. The standard Victorian
‘testimonial-to-a-great-life’ tradition of biography made a very clear separation
between public and private aspects of a person’s life. The convention was that the
public story could be told, but the private one should not be; it was irrelevant,
essentially separate. This division has now been worn down by the more modern
view (one promoted by feminists particularly) that the personal is political: how
someone’s private life is lived is an essential part of the public story. It is not only
relevant, but likely to be illuminating. Well-known figures such as the economist
Maynard Keynes and the social reformer Eleanor Rathbone (both of whom Barbara

Wootton knew), have been subjected to both treatments: Robert Skidelsky’s
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mammoth three volume biography of Keynes included Keynes’ homosexuality,
in contrast to the previous version by Roy Harrod, which left it out; Eleanor
Rathbone’s more than forty-year-long relationship with Elizabeth Macadam is
present in Susan Pedersen’s account of her life, but excised from that by Mary
Stocks. Barbara Wootton was married twice, and for two periods in her life she
lived with two women. She was clearly very close to one of these women; her first
live-in female relationship, in the 1920s and early 1930s, was probably more a
matter of practical convenience, though there was also a long-term friendship.
But her second female domestic partner was someone with whom she obviously
enjoyed a considerable emotional and intellectual intimacy. Having considered
the evidence, I do not think there was a physical intimacy as well — at least not
in the sexual sense. Barbara Wootton was seen by all her friends as indisputably
heterosexual, and one nice anecdote relayed by one of them — it is nice because it
introduces a note of frivolity into an otherwise unfalteringly serious life — was that
she would never miss an episode of the detective drama ‘Perry Mason’ on television
because she really fancied the character of private investigator Paul Drake who was
played by the darkly handsome William Hopper."

Actually, T do not even think whether or not Barbara Wootton had a physical
relationship with any female partner is a very interesting question; it seems to me
very much a prurient enquiry thrown up by a culture obsessed by sexual matters.
What is interesting, and important, is how one life meshes with another; the ways
in which social interaction, at the personal level, shapes people’s lives and thus the
difference they make, or do not make, to the world.

There sits on my desk as I write this a small solid brass ornament inscribed with
the name ‘Barbara’ on a tiny plate at the front. It is probably an inkwell; there is a
little pole at the side for a writing implement. When you lift the lid of the pot in
the centre, the faded blue-and-white insignia of the House of Lords blinks at you
from the bottom. The act of lifting the lid causes a tune to be played; the item is
dual-purpose, both a musical box and an aide to writing. But the lid reveals another
surprise: embedded in its underside is what looks remarkably like an amethyst
engagement ring. This ornament is in my possession because Vera Seal gave it to
me: “You should have something of Barbara’s’, she said. Barbara had it because an
unknown admirer gave it to her. The identity of the admirer remains unknown
and, on the whole, I have resisted the temptation to try to find out who it was.

More puzzling to me, and more worthy of puzzle, is the fate of Barbara Wootton’s
potential destiny as a mother. I refer to this at several points in the book. She never,
to my knowledge, had a child. But she made no secret of her regret that she did

not become a mother. She was probably pregnant once or twice; why did she not
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give birth? Why did she leave money to an adoption charity in her will? Were her
feelings about thwarted motherhood behind her awkward position in the debates
which led up to the 1967 Abortion Act? I do not feel I have got to the bottom of
this. But perhaps Barbara did not want me to. Even from the most prying eyes of
the most searching biographer some secrets should remain hidden, because this

saves us from the danger of falling into that illusory trap of the one true story.
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Ladies of the House

Nineteen-fifty-eight was the year suffragette Christabel Pankhurst died; the
Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and Barbie dolls were born; Britain got its
first motorway; instant noodles went on sale for the first time; and the musical
My Fair Lady opened in London’s Drury Lane. Alan Sillitoe published his novel
Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, and economist J.K. Galbraith his less fictitious
The Affluent Society. Growing ethnic diversity on Britain’s streets began to challenge
traditional notions of Britishness, and the ban on portraying homosexuality on the
stage was lifted. On the world’s stage, Egypt and Syria became the United Arab
Republic; Sputnik 2 disintegrated in space; there was a military coup in Algeria
and a revolution in Iraq; and Britain and Iceland started to argue about who had
rights to empty the North Atlantic of fish. In July 1958, one of the oldest political
institutions in the world received a dramatic shock to its constitution when the Life
Peerages Act admitted both non-hereditary peers and women to Britain’s Upper
House for the first time. The House of Lords became a House of Lords and Ladies,
although it was never officially renamed, because that would have meant another
long-drawn out battle to drag Britain into the modern age.

The Life Peerages Act was not the first notable public event in Barbara
Wootton’s life, but it is one of those with which her name is most associated.
She was the first woman to be created a Baroness under the terms of the Act.
Women over thirty got the vote in 1918, but eligibility for the Upper House did
not automatically follow enfranchisement in Britain, as it did in Australia, Austria,
Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, the Irish Free State, the
Netherlands, New Zealand, Poland, Sweden and the USA; for this reason, Britain
was unable to sign up to the United Nations Convention of Human Rights in
1953. Women in Britain could inherit titles, although they did so much less
frequently than men, but they were not allowed to use these to gain entry to the
House of Lords. Two-chamber political systems are common in democracies, with

the second chamber having some function of watching over the constitution and
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revising legislation. The problem with Britain’s two chambers is that they go back
a long way — more than 500 years — and an institution full of dukes, marquesses,
earls, viscounts and barons, who have inherited their titles through no merit of
their own, is fundamentally difficult to fit into a modern parliamentary democracy.
This is one reason why it took women, whose public political roles are exemplars
par excellence of the modern age, such a long time to get in. Gender got mixed up
with the issue of constitutional reform; most people who wanted to do something
about the House of Lords did not want to do anything about women.'

Prime Minister William Gladstone once famously remarked that admitting
women to the House of Lords would be disastrous, since most of the peers would
die of shock and the women thus admitted would die of boredom.? “The main
point is that many of us do not want women in this House. We do not want to sit
beside them on these Benches, nor do we want to meet them in the Library. This
is a House of men,” said the Earl of Glasgow in 1957.% There were centuries of
excuses. Women would be too bossy, too distracting, too frivolous; they would have
bees of various kinds in their bonnets which would buzz far too loudly. Following
the 1919 Sex Discrimination (Removal) Act, which stated that women should
not be disqualified either by sex or by marriage from the exercise of any public
function, Margaret Mackworth, Viscountess Rhondda, who had inherited a title
from her father, argued that these public functions must surely include the ability
to contribute to the work of the House of Lords. A decision in her favour was
overturned by the Lord Chancellor, Viscount Birkenhead, an unrepentant anti-
feminist, who argued unpleasantly that ‘physiologically’ women such as her were
merely acting ‘as a conduit pipe through which the blood of distinguished men
may pass from one generation to another’.* When the House of Lords itself finally
passed a motion in 1949 to admit women, the possibility of equality fell foul of the
Labour Government’s antipathy to it as an unreformed establishment institution.
Socialist politician Jennie Lee spoke for many when she said that she was ‘no more
in favour of ladies being Members of the House of Lords than men, because I do
not believe in the House of Lords’.” Jennie Lee would later eat her words when she
herself accepted a life peerage in 1970, and Barbara Wootton would encourage her
to do so: “There seems not the slightest prospect that the House will be abolished,
as it ought to be,” counselled Barbara, ‘but while it survives, I really don’t think it
ought to be an exclusive Tory platform’.®

Barbara Wootton was another word-eater. ‘It is not...enough to abolish the
House of Lords,” she had announced in her trenchant End Social Inequality, published
in 1941. ‘If we are serious about democracy, it is necessary also to abolish the Lords.”

What all political parties had to recognize was that, by the 1950s, poor attendance
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and an ageing population had made the House of Lords an ineffective tool for any
type of government.® Many peers never turned up, and some of those who did fell
asleep as soon as they got there.” A solution to this problem was the introduction of
selected younger members who would be more likely to stay awake.

Schemes for reforming the House of Lords had been intermittent since the
1830s, and private members’ Bills seeking to create life peerages were introduced
in 1869, 1888, 1907, 1929, 1935 and 1953. The 1911 Parliament Act had
expressed an intention to ‘substitute for the House of Lords as it at present exists
a Second Chamber constituted on a popular instead of hereditary basis’, though
nothing was subsequently done to bring this about. The final push came with
Harold Macmillan’s Conservative Government in 1957. Predictably, however, this
did not bring the sexist nature of the debate to an end; when the Bill that became
the Life Peerages Act was being discussed, Earl Ferrers likened women in politics
to the action of acid on metal, corroding the purity of masculine authority,'® and
the Earl of Home observed that ‘taking women into a Parliamentary embrace
would seem to be only a modest extension of the normal functions and privileges
of a Peer’."!

Barbara Wootton was sixty-one when the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan,
wrote to her to say that he wished to submit her name to the Queen ‘with a
recommendation that Her Majesty may be graciously pleased to approve that the
dignity of a Barony of the United Kingdom for life be conferred upon you’.!?
All the new members of the House were to be known as ‘baronesses’ or ‘barons’.
Barbara Wootton’s elevation to a feudal title came at the instigation of Frank
Pakenham, Lord Longford, who prompted Labour politician Hugh Gaitskell,
then Leader of the Opposition, to suggest her name."? Gaitskell and Longford had
been close friends as undergraduates at Oxford.'* Longford’s complicated political
career had begun in the Conservative Party; converted to socialism by his wife,
he converted her to Catholicism and was famous for the moral stand he took on
such issues as gay rights and prison reform; he and Barbara Wootton would have
much to do with one another in subsequent debates in the House. Longford had
been ‘right-hand man’ to William Beveridge in the latter’s landmark welfare state
Report, an enterprise in which Baroness-Wootton-to-be had also shared.

Gaitskell put Barbara Wootton on the list of the first life peers not because
she was a woman, but because she was the cleverest left-wing person he and his
advisors knew."> Hers was one of fourteen names — ten men and four women — on
the first list of life peers. Six of the men were, or had been, MPs; one was a trade
unionist, one a colonial Governor, one an academic, and one a prominent member

of the Church of Scotland. In The Times announcement, the photographs of the
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four women were placed above those of the men: Dame Katherine Elliot, Lady
Ravensdale, Dowager Lady Reading, and plain ‘Mrs Wootton’. All the new recruits
had brief biographies appended to their names. Both Katharine Elliot and Stella
Reading were described as ‘the widow of ..."; Irene Ravensdale, the unmarried one,
was attached instead to her father, ‘the elder daughter of the late Lord Curzon’.
Barbara’s began ‘Mrs. Barbara Frances Wootton (Mrs. Wright), who was educated
at...’'® Her surnames were a cause of confusion throughout her life. In 1958, she
was still married to her second husband, George Wright, but “Wootton’, the name
of her first husband, was the one she always used. The confusion is neatly marked
in her Writ of Summons to Parliament, which is addressed “To Our right trusty
and well beloved Barbara Frances Wright of Abinger Common in Our County of
Surrey’ and ends with the name ‘Barbara Frances Baroness Wootton of Abinger’."”
For most of her life, Barbara Wootton had worked as an academic. She was tired
of the small-mindedness and seclusion from real life issues of university life, and
with considerable experience behind her of public service, and a fierce conviction
that the point of being alive is to try to improve public welfare, she was looking for
something else to do. Her background was rather different from that of her three
titled female co-entrants, and she was the only one of the four to be chosen after
consultation with the Leader of the Opposition. But there were also some striking
similarities between the four new Ladies of the House: all four had been born within
nine years of one another; all had been brought up by nannies (as was customary
among the British upper classes at the time); all had a reputation for being fearlessly
outspoken; all were childless; one had never married, and three were widows. One
of several ways in which Barbara embarrassed House of Lords™ officials was by
having her second husband, George Wright, still alive. George was very proud
of her achievement; accordingly, he claimed the title of ‘peeress’, and requested
the traditional right exercised by the spouses of peers to sit in a special part of the
House. This raised the demon of ‘facilities’. If George joined the other wives, he
would have to use their lavatory, and as that could not be allowed, he was given a
special place in the front row of the Distinguished Strangers’ Gallery instead.'®
Lavatories, titles and clothes were all formidable problems — details which rapidly
became of absorbing interest to the press. A special Sub-Committee of the House
of Lords’ Offices Committee was set up to consider the ‘facilities’ issue. The Times
thought the creation of a ‘Life Peeresses’ room at Westminster worthy of its political
correspondent’s attention; the room was decorated and furnished in what the
Ministry of Works described as ‘a more feminine style’, with ‘light neutral shades’
on the walls and printed linen curtains. There was a red carpet and ‘attractive seats’

with ‘bright loose covers’; small tables and a mirror were provided." The toilet,
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‘a sort of mahogany throne with blue roses on the bowl’, had to be seen to be
believed.” On the door hung a sign announcing ‘Life Peeresses’, but, as Barbara’s
George had proved, a peeress is the wife of a peer. Barbara was much exercised
about this, writing to Viscount Hailsham as Leader of the House of Lords and to the
Lord Great Chamberlain on behalf of herself and her three female colleagues in an
effort to get the sign changed to “Women Life Peers’. “The point may seem a small
one, she conceded, ‘but the reasons for the request are both practical and a matter
of principle. The principle involved arises from the fact that our peerages have been
personally conferred on us and are not derived from our husbands.’*! The sign was
eventually changed to “Women Peers’, but the new label was enclosed in inverted
commas, as though the sign-writer could not quite believe it.

And then there was the little matter of the clothes. Should the new Ladies
of the House, like the old Lords, wear robes on ceremonial occasions? ‘I don’t
know what the situation would be if a new peer or peeress refused to wear them,’
admitted Sir George Bellew, Garter King of Arms, somewhat desperately, ‘It has
never happened.’”® Robes were expensive; perhaps the ladies could hire them —
it would cost only £8 a day.”? Barbara Wootton, who hoped to avoid the whole
robes issue, agreed that this would be an excellent idea. The traditional robes of
a baron, dating from the fifteenth century, are made of scarlet wool, trimmed
with bars of ermine and gold oak leaf lace, though these days the ermine is
miniver — rabbit fur — painted with black dots, which is cheaper. Baronesses,
as well as barons, could wear such robes, but there was a further problem to be
resolved: the hat. During the introductory ceremony new peers had to undergo,
it was customary for the hat to be raised three times, but this would savage the
ladies’ hair-dos. A special tricorne hat, resembling that worn by women naval
officers, was thus designed by robemakers Ede & Ravenscroft. This consisted of
lightweight black velour with a gold lace rosette on the side — a tiny, sensational
rosette, ‘the feminine touch’® — and its wearers were allowed to keep the hat on
throughout the ceremony. The hat business entertained the journalists: “Women
First to Join Lords: Keep Hats On’ and “The Ladies Join the Lords as Though
Born to It: Revolution Kept under Hat”.” The possibility that women might also
want to wear ordinary hats during the ordinary business of the House also had to
be allowed for, and since the constitution barred peers from wearing hats while
speaking, this was yet another custom that had to be changed.

Of the four women who would wear this negotiated regalia, Barbara was the
first to be ‘gazetted’ with the title Baroness Wootton of Abinger in ‘letters patent’
dated 8 August 1958. She was in the first batch of life peers to be introduced,
the second woman, after Lady Reading. Stella Reading and Barbara had already



18 A CRITICAL WOMAN

crossed paths in their capacity as Governors of the BBC. The main feature of this
first meeting recalled by Barbara had also involved the inconvenience of having
to provide conveniences for token women. When she first went to Broadcasting
House in 1950 to meet Sir William Haley, the then Director-General, Barbara had
been handed a Yale key marked ‘women’s toilet’. This facility she shared with Stella
Reading as the only other woman member. The nailbrush in the toilet was chained
to the basin, and the two women wondered which of them was the target of this
precaution.?® Such privations would, for Stella Reading, have stood out as unusual
in an otherwise well-resourced life. She shared with another of the new ladies,
Irene Ravensdale, an imperial Indian connection: her father had been a member of
the British Foreign Service, and director of the tobacco monopoly of the Ottoman
empire, and the unmarried Stella had served as secretary to the wife of the Viceroy
to India, Rufus Isaacs, Marquess of Reading. When the Viceroy’s wife died, Stella
had married him after a decent interval, thus acquiring the title ‘Marchioness of
Reading’, although this did not stop her from a considerable record of achievement —
most notably, the founding of the Women’s Voluntary Service.

Proceedings on 21 October when the first new peers were introduced went
smoothly. The House was packed and awake. In a ceremony almost unchanged
since the seventeenth century, the peers followed a procession led by Black Rod
and the other officials in their sparkling ceremonial wear, bowed to the throne,
then knelt at the Woolsack while their Writs of Summons to Parliament were
read out. True to her word, Barbara Wootton wore borrowed robes — those of
Lord Catto, one time Governor of the Bank of England, at the suggestion of the
mechanic who serviced her car in rural Surrey, who had observed that Lord Catto,
a neighbour, not being well, would probably not need his robes on this occasion.”’
Lady Reading hesitated slightly when taking the oath of allegiance. As she added
her signature to the great Book of Peers, ‘a solemn hush’ filled the House, followed
by a ‘long, warm murmur of applause’.”® Then came the first of the commotions
Barbara Wootton would cause their Lordships: looking ‘greatly interested in what
was happening to her, though less than overwhelmed with awe’,” she waved the
bible aside and tried to give it to the clerk, who refused to take it.*® Then she
declared in firm tones her conscientious objection to anything other than a simple
affirmation of allegiance to the Queen.?! Each new peer had to have two sponsors
from among existing peers. Barbara’s were Lord Longford and Lord Burden —
Tom Burden, a socialist friend from Barbara’s days in the Workers” Educational
Association. An archive photograph shows the three of them, in descending order
of height, Barbara with strangely angled feet looking rather on her guard between

the two avuncular men. As the senior sponsor, Lord Longford remembered waiting
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uneasily while a search took place at the Clerk’s table for the alternative wording
required for the making of an affirmation. Two old Tories on the bench opposite
wondered out loud (one of them was somewhat deaf) what accounted for the hold
up: ‘She doesn’t believe in God.” “Why the Devil not?’*? But, after that, Barbara
did her three bows, the kneeling and all the rest of it, ‘like a good girl’.*

Once in the House, the four women life peers became part of an expanding
brigade of Ladies whose levels of energy more than matched those of buzzing
bees, and certainly exceeded the political activity of the sleepy or absentee Lords.
According to the calculations undertaken by academics Gavin Drewry and Jenny
Brock in their study of women in the House of Lords in 1980, sixty-five per cent of
women life peers compared with forty per cent of male life peers had attended half
or more of the House’s sessions in the previous year.** At a Fawcett Society party
in honour of the four new Ladies of the House, Stella Reading called the House
of Lords a ‘delicious place to be in. People move so slowly. Nobody runs down
passages; nobody uses used envelopes; nobody does anything for himself if he can
ask a gentleman with a gold chain to do it for him.” Irene Ravensdale wondered
what her father, a swaggering adulterous aristocrat,”® would have said, given that
he had been so violently opposed to the suffrage movement.*® She continued the
insect analogy others had used by comparing the Lords with ‘a drowsy lot of flies
in a very hot room’ among which women like herself might be regarded as ‘an
excited bluebottle coming to disturb their sleep’.’” Katharine Elliot, the daughter
of a baronet and the half-sister of Prime Minister Asquith’s wife,”® spoke more
conservatively about the extreme kindness of their Lordships. Barbara, typically,
had her eye on the future: “There are strongholds that have not yet been breached,’
she declared firmly. “We look forward to a far greater distinction than entry into
the House of Lords, and that is entry for women into the Athenaecum Club.”*” This
was not an achievement she would see in her lifetime: the Athenaeum did not
agree to embrace women until 2002.

As Melanie Phillips mentioned in her book about women at Westminster,
one of Barbara’s elderly Conservative colleagues in the House of Lords once
remarked, ‘Barbara Wootton is quite brilliant, you know, even though she’s
frightfully left-wing, but she’s a bit odd. She married a taxi driver, you know.
Wasn’t that an extraordinary thing to do?"*® It was possibly one of the least
extraordinary things Barbara ever did, and it certainly seems somewhat less
extraordinary than her decision to enter the House of Lords. Ambivalence about its
pomp and circumstance has been a common aspect of the general regard in which
the House has been held, and ambivalence was a thread running through the new

Baroness Wootton’s life. But she was also attuned to evidence, and the evidence
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she encountered once in the House was that here was an establishment where,
perversely, women could be, and were, treated as equals — more so than in The
Other Place (parliamentary terminology for the House of Commons). Interviewed
by The Observer in 1977, Barbara observed that she had never been anywhere else
where the men had treated her more as an equal, except, she added, ‘for that
Longford, who always makes some fatuous remark about one’s dress or hairstyle’.*!

Breaching the masculine citadel of the House of Lords was an element in
women’s long battle to be treated as citizens. When Stella Reading and Barbara
Wootton swayed through the House that day in October 1958 in their scarlet and
gold regalia flanked, preceded and followed by men, their presence symbolized
a very particular version of modernity. The 1950s were an ultra-conservative
decade for women: the militancy of the suffragettes had been swallowed up in
women’s massive mobilization as substitute male labourers during the First World
War, and the token concession of the over-thirties vote in 1918; the traditional
family, with women at its centre, underpinned all programmes of post-war
reconstruction, giving most women no option but to accede gracefully and become
iconic housewives, wives and mothers. Simone de Beauvoir had published her now
classic The Second Sex in France in 1949, less than four years after French women
obtained the vote, but her arguments about masculine society creating restrictive
roles for women took years to permeate other languages and cultures. In the
1950s, the Anglo-American world was dominated by pseudo-psychoanalytic views
of the widespread neurosis inflicted by women’s refusal to be happy housewives at
home.* Day nurseries were closed, and experts pronounced on the importance of
mothers to children’s socialization.® The sinister idea that proper mothering would
prevent all social problems was one that Barbara Wootton tackled in her own Socia/
Science and Social Pathology, finished around the same time as she entered the House
of Lords. Like the notion of ‘the teenager’, that of ‘the working mother’ arrived in
the 1950s to signify the displacement and panic of changing family arrangements.
Women, of course, had always worked, but their equal participation with men in
the world of paid work outside the home has always been another matter. Post-
war, the ideology was that women had simply acquired a new role — they had two,
whereas men had one.*

The widespread conservative turn away from a feminist agenda which occurred
in many countries after the Second World War affected popular culture, fashion,
political propaganda and social science alike. The American harbinger of discontent,
Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, which revealed the unhappy truth behind
the happy housewife ideal, would not be published until 1963, and the new wave

of feminism did not begin its tidal sweep of patriarchal sands until the late 1960s.
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All the countries in which the new women’s movement arose could point to similar
patterns of discrimination: the legal exclusion of women from public functions
persisted; their incursion into formal male politics had been paltry; reproductive
freedom remained a mirage; and women in the labour force worked mainly in
unskilled jobs for half or two-thirds of the equivalent male wage.” Much of this
discrimination persists today. Even some of the more apparently trivial themes
in women’s induction to the House of Lords have been raised to the status of
serious subjects for study. The problems the women peers had with their lavatory
provision continued well into the 1970s, and there is now a respectable body of
research and political campaigning on the topic of ‘urination discrimination’. This
is most notably a place in which women experience the restrictions of both biology
and culture, being allocated about half the public toilets provided for men, despite
spending twice as much time in them, for physiological reasons.

None of the four new baronesses had experienced the ordinary problems of
women’s two roles. It is doubtful whether three of them would have earned their
new passports to ennoblement without the connections they had to men; again,
there is nothing very extraordinary about this. Writing of the four names, The
Duaily Telegraph noted, ‘The list makes history — without unduly disturbing it’.*’
Barbara Wootton was the exceptional new Lady of the House. She was the only
one to have got there under her own steam, commented The Observer, calling her
(incorrectly) “Professor” Wootton’. She was likely to be the most vigorous of the
new creations: ‘A tall, handsome woman of sixty with a formidable deep voice and
a subtle mock-serious wit, she sometimes gives the impression of a stern masculine
character’, but fortunately she also exudes a ‘natural feminine warmth’.*® “To the
ordinary thinking woman like myself,” wrote one admirer, Mrs Margaret Rees, to
Barbara on reading of her life peerage, ‘it will be a great satisfaction to know that
matters which concern women, child welfare & subjects which the male members
can never understand properly, will be left in your capable hands .... My politics are
not yours,” she went on honestly, ‘but there are so many things needing attention
today, which need commonsense, plain speaking & understanding. May God Bless &
guide you during your life & so help to uplift women on to the same equality as

man, in all walks of life.”*
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A Cat Called Plato

Cambridge in 1897, the year of Barbara Wootton’s birth, was a small rural town in
which the trappings of modern life were arriving slowly; few homes had electricity,
coal was used for cooking, and middle-class houses listened to the hissing of the old
unshaded gas-burners. Cattle were still driven to the weekly market, and retired
Newmarket racehorses drew hansom cabs with bells. The town was the place where
farmers and small traders from villages as much as fifteen miles away brought their
goods to sell; but it was also the home of The University. The University was the
business of Barbara’s parents, James and Adela Adam, both classical scholars, both
devoted to the study of earlier civilizations, and both determined to wrestle from
such study habits that would mould the childhoods and characters of their three
children: Neil, Arthur and Barbara. Barbara enjoyed her brothers, who were six
and three years older than her; she made slaves of them whenever she could and
later concluded that this type of family pattern yielded a most useful training in
the development of feminine wiles.'

She was named ‘Barbara Frances’ after a favourite aunt on each side of the family.
These two sides provided contrasting inheritances. James Adam’s origins lay in the
austere soil of Aberdeenshire, where his family had been farmers for generations;
Adela was the daughter of a well-off family based originally in the Channel island
of Jersey, where her ancestors had played important roles in island politics since
the thirteenth century. Most of what we know about Barbara Wootton’s childhood
comes from her own autobiographical account, published when she was seventy,
and from the records assembled by Adela, following the premature deaths of her
husband at the age of forty-seven and of her younger son, Arthur, at the age of
twenty-two. It seems clear that, for Adela, the men in the family were the most
important figures.

The year after James Adam died, Adela published a fifty-five page memoir of his
life. The memoir was the Preface to a volume he had not finished called The Religious

Teachers of Greece, and which she finished for him. In the memoir, she describes the
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hamlet of Kinmuck, in the parish of Keithhall, where the Adam family came from:
“To the north and east the country is very bare and featureless: nothing is to be seen
but an expanse of rolling hillside, divided with pitiless regularity by “dykes” (stone
walls) into fields of grass, oats, or “neeps” (turnips) ... for miles around there is an
absence of any collection of houses compact enough to be called a village.”” Into
this uncompromising landscape, Barbara’s father, James Adam, was born on 7 April
1860, the second child and only son of a family of seven. His father, also called James
(like Abis father before him), worked first as a farm-servant but ‘had ambitions beyond
his calling’ and was given to studying Latin while following the plough. James Adam
senior went away in his twenties to learn the art of village trading, and on his return
started a small grocer’s shop in Kinmuck. This prospered, providing a sound base
for his marriage, at the age of thirty-one, to the twenty-one-year-old daughter of
another farming family in the nearby parish of Clatt. Barbara Anderson, Barbara
Wootton’s paternal grandmother, was the youngest of ten: in a popular tradition,
the boys went to school, but the girls did not, and this family was so poor that all the
children were sent away to earn their own living as soon as they were able to work.
After the birth of James Adam junior, Barbara Wootton’s father, the family moved
to bigger premises in Kinmuck: a good-sized shop, a house and a large garden, and a
smaller house with a tailor’s workshop. James Adam senior was determined that his
children should have the best education possible. He got together with a few local
farmers and built a small schoolhouse. They hired a schoolmistress whose upkeep,
James, with his canny business sense, subsidized by taking her in as a boarder at the
low rate of five shillings a week. He bought maps for the school and was in every way
‘a leading man in the neighbourhood’.?> Unfortunately for the neighbourhood and
for his family, he died at forty-three in a local epidemic of typhoid fever. His widow
carried on the shop business with splendid determination for a further thirty-seven
years, retiring at the age of seventy. Her exceptional efforts ensured a successful start
in life for James and his five sisters — Barbara, Mary, Jeanie, Jessie and Isabella (one
sister had died in infancy). Mrs Adam had special ambitions for her only son. At ten,
he went to the parish school of Keithhall, a mile away, marching off every morning
with a flask of milk and a piece of bread and syrup. A school inspector there was
heard to remark, ‘“That’s a boy who'll go far’,* but the rough boys gave him a hard
time, so at twelve he was sent with his elder sister to live with an aunt in Aberdeen,
where he attended a more congenial school. James and this sister, Barbara, after
whom Barbara Wootton was named, must have had a special relationship on
account of being sent away together, but, as the only boy in a family of girls, he
was much adored by all of them.’ It was at school in Aberdeen that James Adam

discovered the capacity for academic excellence which would drive him for the rest
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of his life. He particularly fell in love with Greek: “The letters looked so nice,” he
would say.® From time to time he helped in the family shop, reading his books in
between customers, as his father had while out ploughing, and his mother therefore
determined that he should go to university. He won a bursary to the University of
Aberdeen, where he studied, not only Greek and Latin, but mathematics, zoology,
geology, English, physics, logic and metaphysics ‘according to the system of that
day’,” adding Sanskrit and German, just for his own satisfaction.

By this time, the pattern of mood swings between exhilaration and depression
which marked Barbara Wootton’s father’s adult life had become established. At
nineteen, he wrote to his sister back in Kinmuck, “With my weighty head burdened
with care and anxiety as to what I am to do when I leave College, and wretched
discomfort and corroding disgust and general debility and what not, I'm afraid I'm
going tosink .. .. I think it is all very good to boast about the pleasures and nobilities
of knowledge and all that, but where is the practical use of it all?’® This question
was one his daughter, Barbara, would ask in her turn, but her answer would be
different from his. James Adam thought about becoming a country parson, because
the peace of the countryside seemed so attractive when he was under such stress, or
perhaps a bishop, but his tutors at Aberdeen thought he should go to Cambridge,
and so, in the end, did he. With first class classical Honours and an array of prizes
from Aberdeen, and no less than three scholarships (necessary for financial reasons),
he proceeded to Cambridge in 1880 at the age of twenty. There he enjoyed the
food and the architecture, but, like many others, not the climate: ‘A stranger would
think it fairyland; but if he had to attend morning-chapel in these freezing mornings
he would very soon change his opinion ... this low-lying place — not a hill is visible
all round ... seems very congenial to frost. So it is to rain.” James Adam was the
best classical scholar of his year, and he talked endlessly with his friends of religion,
Platonism, philosophy and poetry: it was all about ideas, not, according to Adela’s
account, about feelings, or about the practical elements of life. He did, however,
have a playful side; he enjoyed the company of friends’ children, and he learnt to
waltz. Then, at twenty-four, with a second brilliant degree under his belt, he was
offered the post of Junior Fellow at Emmanuel College, a smallish institution that
had just embarked on a growth spurt towards becoming one of the wealthiest of all
the Cambridge colleges. The new Fellow looked young for his age, with his pink-
and-white complexion and fair hair, and his slight figure; he was simply dressed, and
very Scottish in appearance, manner and accent. He lectured on Plato, Cicero and
Pindar, Aristotle’s Ethics and the Greek Lyric Poets, and rapidly became a most
entertaining performer, learning how to insert humorous anecdotes in appropriate

places, and communicating to his students, above all, how classical study could be
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(despite his earlier doubts) such fun. In 1903, when the Classical Tripos was altered
to empbhasize the importance of classical philosophy, the lecture hall was hardly big
enough to hold all those who came to hear James Adam’s thoughts on Plato and
Aristotle.'® He formed a close friendship with the classical scholar and orientalist,
Robert Alexander Neil, of Pembroke College, another ex-Aberdonian, after whom
he would name his first son. The two men lunched together every Sunday for sixteen
years until Robert Neil died, their lunches continuing irrespective of anything else
that was going on, including James’s marriage to Adela Marion Kensington.

James and Adela met in 1885 when he added the task of lecturing to the young
ladies of Girton College to his duties at Emmanuel College. Girton at the time was
still fighting for equality with the Cambridge men’s colleges, and it was an effort
for the College to provide any kind of parallel education. James was rather worried
about meeting the young ladies, but in the event he found them very industrious
‘even when they are not clever’.!" However, one or two were clever, and one of
these was Adela. She was in her first year as a student at Girton, having come from
Bedford College, her first experience of formal education at the age of sixteen.
Under the tutelage of James and others at Girton, she gained two first classes and
a special distinction in philosophy in the Classical Tripos examination. This success
did not result in a degree, however, as women were not allowed to have degrees
at Cambridge then — an absurdity from which her daughter, Barbara, would
also suffer. By this time, Adela and James were in regular correspondence. He
contrived with a couple of his Cambridge friends to join her and her sister, Juliet,
in Greece at Easter, 1890. The party embarked on a trip through the Peloponnesus
and to Delphi and Thebes. James sat with the driver of the carriage practising his
modern Greek, and the other four sat inside. They ate oranges, read Herodotus
and discussed the Platonic theory of education. When they reached the middle
of Arcadia, James proposed marriage to Adela. ‘This is the day that J. Adam
and A.M. Kensington were engaged to be married,” wrote James in his diary on
30 April 1890. Hers for the same day recorded only that the two of them ‘walked
up a hill"."? According to family legend, the hill was the Parthenon."

He was thirty, she was twenty-four. They were married the following summer
at St Mary’s, the parish church in Paddington, with Adela’s mother, Rebecca
Kensington, and her niece, Cicely Ford, as witnesses, and James’s friend, Robert
Neil, as best man. After the wedding, James and Adela had to go straight to
Kinmuck, as his favourite sister Barbara had sadly just died of tuberculosis aged
twenty-six. James registered her death the day after his wedding. The newly-weds
returned to Cambridge where they took a furnished house owned by Millicent

Fawcett of suffragist fame."* Soon, however, they moved to St Giles’ House,
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Chesterton Lane, a large semi-detached establishment conveniently and pleasantly
situated in a street facing the River Cam, with the agreeable aspect of Jesus
Green on the other side. Here, Barbara and her two brothers were born: Neil
on 5 November 1891, Arthur on 25 April 1894, and Barbara on 14 April 1897,
three proficiently-spaced offspring who were expected to meet their parents’ high
expectations for them without too much trouble.

A photograph of Adela about this time shows her as an attractive young woman
with a straight-backed Victorian posture, a high forehead, and a level, no-nonsense
expression. This was definitely a woman with whom you would not wish to tangle. She
came from an even larger family than her husband: born in 1866, she was the tenth
child of Arthur Kensington, and the eighth of Rebecca. Arthut, whose occupation was
described on Adela’s birth certificate as ‘gentleman’, was first married to a woman
called Eleanor Belfield, who bore him two sons, Edgar and Theodore, before dying of
typhoid fever. Arthur was the son of a banker, John Pooley Kensington of Lime Grove,
Putney, who went bankrupt when his firm, Kensington and Company of Lombard
Street, collapsed.” In her autobiography, Barbara says of her maternal grandfather
that he ‘had something to do with banking in the days before this had become the
giant joint-stock enterprise that it is now’.!® He was certainly sufficiently well-off to
maintain ten children and homes in both Jersey and England. Jersey was an attractive
place to live due to the absence of taxes and duties, as all the nineteenth-century
guide books were at pains to point out.'” For a time in the late 1830s and early 1840s,
Arthur Kensington was also a fellow of Trinity College, Oxford, where he had earlier
taken a degree in mathematics. For two years, he lectured to Trinity undergraduates
on classical literature and philosophy. He also served as a most efficient Dean, leaving
for his successors twelve practical ‘rules’, which included providing information to
all new students about chapel and exercise regulations, locking the garden gate at
10.30 pm in summer, and never omitting to send ‘for men if they have done anything
wrong’.'® The rules governing College appointments at the time did not allow Fellows
to marry, which is probably why Arthur resigned from his Trinity post sometime in
the early 1840s.”

Arthur’s second marriage, in 1848, was to Rebecca Le Geyt, Barbara Wootton’s
maternal grandmother. The name Le Geyt' takes us back to a long line of
distinguished Jersey ancestors, a history that is recorded as early as 1274.%° In
2008 there were still eleven Le Geyts listed in the Jersey telephone directory; in
1891, the year after Rebecca’s daughter, Adela, married James Adam, there were
forty-seven. Barbara may not have known a great deal about her Jersey ancestry, or
she may not have been very interested in it, but she knew enough to remark many

years later (in 1981, when she was eighty-four) to her friend Sir William Haley,
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ex-Director-General of the BBC, that a portrait of one of her ancestors hung on
the walls of Elizabeth Castle in St Helier. Haley, brought up in Jersey himself, was
pleased to know this, and remarked that, ‘It is still a good Jersey name ... When
I was a child our family doctor was a Le Geyt’.”!

The said portrait may actually never have decorated the walls of Elizabeth Castle,
an unappetising building stuck on a rock which can be reached from the Jersey
mainland only at high water. In 2009, Charles William Le Geyt (1733-1827),
Barbara Wootton’s great-great-great uncle, resplendent in his red, gold and blue
regimentary Captain’s uniform, gazed out with a piercing blue-eyed clarity, not
unlike Barbara’s own, from the walls of the Jersey Museum in St Helier. Charles
William distinguished himself when young quelling a riot in Bristol, and leading his
regiment most successfully at the battle of Minden in Germany in 1759 during the
Seven Years” War.”? What most Jersey residents knew Charles William Le Geyt best
for, however, was his energetic defence of their rights to stand up against the autocrats
who governed them. Jersey was run by a few rich old Norman-French landowning
families, whose habits of intermarriage ensured a concentration of surnames, interests
and inherited power.” In 1769, the island had its own little revolution with themes
not dissimilar from those that sparked the more famous American and French ones:
the impotence of the poor under a despotic political system; and the imposition
on their labour of duties and revenues which reduced them literally to starvation.
Charles William Le Geyt was on the side of the islanders, several hundreds of whom
gathered in St Helier to protest and request a reasonable list of rights. A few years
later, his political skills were even more famously deployed in resisting a new set of
Acts which proposed duties, not favoured by many islanders, on ‘wines and liquors’.
They got up another petition and dispatched Charles William with it to London,
where he won the argument. On his return, he was hailed as a champion: bonfires
were lit in the town and on the sands, and the cries “Vive Le Geyt!" and ‘Le Geyt for
ever!” ‘resounded everywhere throughout the country’.”

Although the face of Charles William Le Geyt looks at us today from the walls
of the Jersey Museum, the portrait of his wife, Elisabeth, daughter of ‘the notorious
pamphleteer’ John Shebbeare, whose extravagant political writings Lezters to the
People of England (1755-8) landed him in Newgate prison,? is hidden in an inland
storeroom, along with a lithograph of a sour-looking man with an elaborate mane
of dark hair. The dour figure is another of Barbara’s ancestors, Philippe Le Geyt
(1635-1716), who was a judge and a lawyer, educated in Caen and Paris, and the
author of careful and important works on Jersey law which are together known as
the ‘Code Le Geyt', and which are still used in Jersey today whenever it is necessary

to understand the background of Norman customary law.”
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Adela’s childhood and the experiences of the Kensington and Le Geyt families
were populated by multiple aunts, uncles and cousins. George and Rose Marie Le
Geyt, Adela’s maternal grandparents, had a child every year or every other year
from 1813 to 1833, except for one four-year gap (perhaps a miscarriage). In such
families, children were often dispatched to live with other relatives for a while.
When she was fifteen, Barbara’s grandmother, Rebecca Le Geyt, was living in
Devon, together with her younger sister, Frances Maria, in the home of her aunt,
her mother’s sister, the memorably named Angel Heath, and it was from Angel
Heath’s home that Rebecca married Arthur Kensington. Angel was something of
a ‘kin-keeper’ in this family, recording a dense four-page memoir of her parents

8 as it is called,

which was printed in a private publication in 1882. Heathiana,’
packages affectionately, though a little chaotically, many details of this branch of
the family history. It includes the delightful story of Rose Marie and her parentage,
which has the ingredients of all the best family tales: huge and unmanageable
passion in a wild landscape ending in ultimate tragedy. Today George and Rose
Marie Le Geyt rest in a solid ivy-covered tomb in St Helier’s Green Street cemetery.
The Le Geyt tomb is imposing, standing on its own, away from the simpler leaning
gravestones of other less well-to-do families. Barbara must surely have been taken
here as a child, on one of her visits to Jersey. In 1861, when George died, the
family was living at 55 Colomberie, in a house big enough to accommodate four
adults and two servants. The house was rented by the Le Geyts, not owned, and
they seem to have moved around St Helier a fair amount; as the years pass, the
servants disappear from the Census records, and at least one of the St Helier Le
Geyt descendants ends up in penury.”

Adela Marion Kensington, Barbara’s mother, and the daughter of a Le Geyt, was
born near Hyde Park in London. Of ber seven brothers and sisters, Laura (1850—
1926) was the only other London birth; Arthur Hayes (1859-1886) and Harry
Rawlins (1861-1890) were both born in Devon; Fanny (Frances, 1851-1931) was
born in Hastings, and three children — Alfred (1855-1918), Juliet (1853—1923) and
Gertrude Rose (1856-1899) — were born in Jersey. The house in St Helier where
Alfred and Gertrude were born is still standing: a long squat building with eight
windows and a slate roof, now divided into flats, and facing a pub and a corner
shop. The geographical distribution of births suggests a close extended family
with branches in both Jersey and England, though based mainly in England. In
her autobiography, Barbara calls it ‘a cultivated, reasonably prosperous, but not
rich, middle-class family’.>® Of her seven maternal aunts and uncles, it was two in
particular, Aunt Fanny and Aunt Juliet, who played the most important roles in

Barbara’s life. Adela was closest to her sister, Fanny, who was fifteen years her senior;
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and the obituary Adela wrote on Fanny’s death is the closest we have to an account of
her own childhood.”! The family was based in London with long sojourns in Devon
(at the home of Angel Heath) and Jersey. The girls did not go to school, but engaged
in quite wide reading: Virgil, Homer and other Greek texts; Pride and Prejudice, Tales
of the Alhambra, Charles Lamb’s Letters, and the Waverley novels; and Beauty and the
Beast in French. They did a lot of English-French translations. Laura and Fanny went
to French and to German classes for a time, but two gitls were the most the family
could afford to pay for. The eldest ones became Sunday school teachers. Their father
took them to see Shakespeare, and they would always read the play first. In Devon
they enjoyed three donkeys, and consuming quantities of wild fruit.

As a child, Barbara benefited from the resource of these multiple kinships.
She recalled family holidays in the summer spent with various combinations of
aunts, uncles and cousins ‘in some country rectory rented for the purpose while
the incumbent was on holiday’.** The holidays were not always in Britain; in 1905
they went to France, to look at the Loire chateaux and at Christmas the following
year (this was something of a special event), they travelled with two aunts and two
cousins to Morocco on S.S. Sweena of the Forwood Line. Long holidays, in which
extended families gathered together and enjoyed each other’s company, were a
common upper-middle-class habit at the time, and seem uniformly remembered
by the young as delightful.>* The houses rented by the Adams were always chosen
carefully by Aunt Juliet, and they had to have a study for James, who did most of
his writing during the summer vacations. Barbara remembered the large hampers
packed with his books that had to accompany them. He liked to stir up children to
a high pitch of excitement, and would then suddenly decamp to his work,’ recalled
Adela. They used a system of ‘danger signals’: ‘One handkerchief was hung out
from the window, and another outside the door: while these were visible (usually
about eight hours a day), no sound must be heard.”* Despite this discipline, Barbara
and her brothers enjoyed considerable freedom in these summer interludes to swim
or explore the countryside instead of reciting Greek verbs. The atmosphere at home
the rest of the time was quite unrelenting: Adela took the view that ‘the irregular
verbs and similar monstrosities of Greek and Latin’ were best learnt by the very
young, instead of nursery rhymes that did no-one any good at all. Even the cat
was called Plato.”> Ann Ashford, the great grand-daughter of Adela’s oldest sister
Laura, remembers how Adela’s childrearing habits were disapproved of by other
members of the family: Adela was regarded as ‘this incredible intellectual snob’
and as much too harsh in refusing her children any playtime whatsoever.*® While
Adela’s banishment of childish amusements was probably unusual, in university

households at the time the emphasis on Greek and Latin was not: writer Rosamund
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Essex read Latin and Greek before she could spell English;*” the Postgate children
(one of whom, Raymond, later became famous as the editor of the Good Food Guide,
while the other, Margaret, was a well-known socialist writer and wife of the political
theorist and historian G.D.H. Cole) had to speak Latin at dinner on Sundays, under
the stern eye of their father, a Classics don at Trinity. Any failure on their part to
find the Latin equivalents for ‘roast beef and Yorkshire pudding’ resulted in hunger.?®

When James Adam became Senior Tutor at Emmanuel College, the family
moved into a spacious house in the College grounds with their three children and
four servants (an average number for the period). This was the first generation of
married dons in Oxbridge; the rule under which Arthur Kensington had to resign
his Fellowship at Trinity in order to marry was not changed in Cambridge until
1878. The Adam family was therefore an early specimen of a new breed — what
the economist J.M. Keynes called ‘the first age of married society in Cambridge’.”®
Brought up, like Barbara, in such a family, Keynes recalled the propensity of the
first married dons to choose as wives students at the women’s colleges, a habit
which infused the domestic atmosphere with the added spice of an intellectual
bond. Among such ‘a peculiar self-conscious and very talented élite’, the Adams
were, apparently, ‘a legend’.*’ Their new Cambridge home, Emmanuel House, was
ornate and matronly, a brooding red-brick three-storied and bay-windowed edifice
looking out over a paddock where the undergraduates played tennis in summer; an
enormous horse-chestnut tree swept the second-floor windows of the house. There
was a large fish pond, home to a colony of Mallard ducks, and a little wooden bridge
which led to an uncultivated island, where a pair of breeding swans generated an
annual display of fluffy cygnets. James Adam enjoyed nightly walks around the
gardens, watching the moonlight and the yellow light of the College windows
captured in the pond, and admiring the symmetrical elegance of the Emmanuel
front court crowned with its Christopher Wren chapel. His depressions continued —
the rapid alternations from horrible misery to vitality and back again. Adela put
it down to his inability to relax, to his habit of driving himself too hard. In 1902,
when Barbara was five, he published his two-volume edition of Plato’s Republic
which became a classic undergraduate text in every English-speaking country in
the world. This was preceded by translations of other Platonic dialogues: Apology,
Crito, Protagoras and Euthyphro (the latter, jointly with Adela). In 1902 also, he
achieved the honour of being nominated Gifford Lecturer at Aberdeen, choosing as
his subject “The Religious Teachers of Greece’, and delivering the lectures in 1904
and 1905; these are the lectures that Adela would later edit for him.

The reality of James Adam’s world was that of masculine classical scholarship.

It was a closed world, allowing few concessions to any reality other than that
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spoken by the classical Greek and Roman philosophers. His own philosophy,
which very much shaped his children’s childhoods, distinguished a ‘liberal’ from
a ‘professional” education: while the aim of the former was to develop mental and
moral qualities, the latter merely enabled people to earn their living. A liberal
education, which means the study of classical literature and life, implied the power
of intellectual sympathy, the faculty of ‘entering into another man’s thoughts’, but
it was also most importantly about the training of a man’s will and character.*!
James Adam regarded the study of Greek as an essential element in a university
education, and at Cambridge he resisted all attempts to make it optional.*?

Barbara was an obedient daughter; by the age of ten she had been reading the
New Testament proficiently in Greek aloud to her father on Sunday evenings for
some time. Among the few photographs remaining of her childhood, there is one
of her in a white dress and curls aged about two or three with her hand raised and
her finger pointed as though expounding a lecture. In a second, she is a few years
older with longer hair tied neatly in a bow; and she sits on one leg with a large
book open on her lap; she has obviously been told to smile at the camera. Barbara
was fond of her father, and she saw his playful, as well as his austere, side, but they
had relatively little contact: ‘Every morning he used to come into the nursery and
issue a warning to each of us three children to try to keep clear of whatever at the
moment was thought to be our besetting fault; but this was a cheerful, almost
jovial, performance.” He was, she said, a brilliant teacher, warm-hearted towards his
pupils, even if sometimes over-critical, and any success she herself had enjoyed in
public speaking she was sure must have come from these qualities of his.*’

Her relationship with her mother was much more complex. ‘Mother’, she said,
‘was an extremely intellectual woman, as well as what is what is commonly called
a strong character’. She was known as ‘the Boss’, and Barbara was in no doubt that
Adela ran her husband and the marriage.*! She was also formidably accomplished:
a first-rate classical scholar, Adela spoke French, German and Italian well; she was
a distinguished pianist, she played in an orchestra in her Girton student days at a
time when it was thought ‘scarcely proper’ for a2 woman to do 50, and for many
years she sang in the Cambridge University Musical Society (which she could not
abide being called ‘CUMS*). Her politics were what most people today would
regard as an odd mixture of radicalism and conservatism, though it was not odd
at the time, when ‘votes for women’ attracted the commitment of women across
the political spectrum. Conservative associations as well as socialist ones spawned
Women’s Franchise associations, and Adela was on the Executive Committee of

247

the Cambridge branch. She was a ‘fervent feminist’™®’ about the suffrage, and about

women’s rights to an equal education. She was active in the Cambridge branch of



A CAT CALLED PLATO 33

the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, sitting on the platform with
speakers such as the notable suffragist Clara Rackham, who proclaimed: “We are
tired of always working for men and through men. We want to work as voters,
side by side with men."#

Clara Rackham remembered, soon after her move to Cambridge in 1901, being
called on by Adela who told her she was the secretary of a small Women’s Suffrage
Society: the subscription was a shilling a year. Would Mrs Rackham care to join?
The members campaigned for women police officers and for women magistrates;
they started schools for delicate and for sub-normal children, and a women’s
luncheon club.” Florence Keynes, mother of J.M. Keynes, pursued changing the
law so women could stand for election to the local town council; she herself became
the first woman councillor in Cambridge and one of the first woman magistrates.*
Much effort was put into penal reform, which would become one of Barbara
Wootton’s abiding interests. As a child Barbara recalled women gathering in their
drawing room, she supposed to agitate for the vote, and to pass resolutions for
their MPs and so forth, though all in a very ladylike manner.’' But Adela was not
afraid of speaking out: in 1917, she was the leading signatory of a letter in the
local Cambridge press headed “Women’s Suffrage’ protesting about the Electoral
Reform Committee’s assent to the continued disenfranchisement of women. The
position of British women vis-a-vis the franchise was worse than that prevailing
in many countries of the Empire.”? But in other respects, Barbara’s mother was
a ‘very traditional Anglican’,’* a ‘high-and-dry conservative’.’® She despaired at
the invention of Old Age Pensions, and found the stamping of insurance cards
for her servants really too much. Barbara was especially incensed by her mother’s
treatment of the servants; for example, when Adela thought she had discovered
that they were smoking cigarettes, she threatened to cut their wages. Barbara’s
passion for social equality was ignited by these domestic politics, which provided
an intimate and early acquaintance with the evidence of class discrimination.

Whenever Barbara spoke about her mother in later life, she defined their
relationship as difficult: ‘T never felt any affection for my mother. She wanted to
achieve through her children’;’® ‘I was no lover of my own family ... I had a very
hostile relationship with my mother’;’® ‘My earliest recollection — it’s a sad thing
to say it, I know — is tiptoeing past the door she was in so as not to be called in.
I detested my mother, and if I have modelled myself, I have modelled myself...I've
modelled myself by reaction against. I've tried not to get like her.””” Interviewed
by MP Ann Clwyd in 1983, Barbara described Adela as ‘a great slave-driver
intellectually’: ‘I found her very pressing. What are you reading? What are you

reading next? It was like that.””® Barbara was driven to reading books way beyond



34 A CRITICAL WOMAN

the interests and competence appropriate to her age. Yet perhaps, despite herself,
she did slightly have her mother in mind as a role model when she declared at the
age of ten that she wanted to be ‘an organizing female with a briefcase’.”

Adela taught all her children at home, the boys until they were ten, Barbara
until she was thirteen. Neil and Arthur went on to a small preparatory school and
then, with scholarships, to boarding school, Winchester. Barbara was dispatched to
a drawing class, which she hated; to a ‘formidable Alsatian lady’ for French and
German; to a class in Swedish gymnastics; and to a dancing class. She liked and
was good at both of the last two. The dancing class was run by a ‘Miss Ratcliffe’,
and it was the same class as had been attended by little Gwen Darwin, Charles
Darwin’s granddaughter, and several of Gwen’s cousins; but, whereas Gwen hid
under the nursery table and prayed for Miss Ratcliffe’s death,® Barbara liked Miss
Ratcliffe so much she attended the class for fourteen years.°!

Barbara and Gwen shared two experiences which were common among girls of
their class at the time: between them and the world (including their parents) stood
the ever-present figure of a nanny. Of course she stood there for boys as well, but
boys went to school, and girls did not; so the other thing that Barbara and Gwen had
in common was a burning desire to be a#//owed to go to school. Barbara wanted to go
to boarding school, like her brothers, and any childish faith she had in the Almighty
was sorely tested because she knelt down and prayed for this every time she went
to the lavatory, but it never happened — perhaps, she later wondered, because the
Almighty did not consider the lavatory a fitting place for such requests.*

Barbara’s nanny, Elizabeth Haynes, came to the Adam household from another
élite academic household — that of the future economist John Maynard Keynes.
Mrs Keynes and Mrs Adam probably shared information about reliable domestic staff
at their women’s suffrage meetings. Barbara remembered her nanny taking her to
see the Keynes’ cook, Jenny, with whom she maintained a friendship, and the latter
berating ‘Mr Maynard’ for his lazy habits (staying in bed until all hours).®* This was
Barbara’s first impression of a man whose ideas about economics would transform
the management of capitalist economic systems, and would have considerable
resonance with her own.*! In later life, she was fond of attributing the commonalities
in the Keynes and Wootton philosophies of economics to their shared nannying.®

Elizabeth Haynes joined the Adam household when Neil was a month old and she
stayed for fifty years. Although no letters from Adela are preserved in Barbara’s Girton
College Archives, there are ninety-five from her nanny. In later life, Barbara made no
secret of the fact that the ‘mutual devotion’ between herself and her nanny largely
compensated for the lack of affection she felt for her mother.® Barbara and Neil both

supported their nanny financially in her old age, and Barbara sustained a regular
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correspondence with her, and visited her often until she died at ninety-one. She was
always known as ‘The Pie’, though no-one could remember why. The Pie was born in
1868 (so she was twenty-three when she joined the Adam household), the daughter
of a Huntingdonshire farm labourer and his wife, Ebenezer and Margaret Haynes,
the only one of their ten children who never married. She went into service young,
to a family in Bedford, followed by the Keynes’ household, and then to the Adams
to provide for Barbara and her brothers the kind of steadfast warmth and ordinary
kindness that it seems was lacking from their parents. A photograph shows The Pie, a
pretty young woman, dressed in the starched white apron and cap of a nanny, looking
tenderly down into the face of a baby, who was, perhaps, Barbara. The Pie expected
high standards of behaviour from her charges, was a devout Baptist and went about
her business singing hymns. She made dresses and chair-covers, and, despite having
no education to speak of, wrote admirably clear and direct English. From time to
time she would take offence at something that had been said or done, and would be
virtually silent for two or three days; these and other episodes of temporary rejection
at The Pie’s hand afforded Barbara an experience of trauma which she claimed stood
her in good stead in her later work as a juvenile court magistrate.®’

Barbara called The Pie ‘a remarkable specimen of that remarkable but now
nearly extinct race’.® The habit of handing the daily care of one’s children over
to a paid servant who lived in the house but came from a very different echelon of
society is peculiarly British: ‘a unique and curious way of bringing up children’.””
The central character of Winston Churchill’s only novel, Szvrola, is still tended
by his nanny in her old age: Savrola comments: ‘It is a strange thing, the love of
these women. Perhaps it is the only disinterested affection in the world.””® Churchill
himself enjoyed such affection from his nanny, Nanny Everest, until she died when
he was twenty, and for all those years she was effectively his carer, his confidante,
and his friend. Gwen Darwin, who shared the experience of Barbara’s dancing-
class teacher, observed of her nanny that: ‘I can never remember being bathed by
my mother, or even having my hair brushed by her, and I should not at all have
liked if she had done anything of the kind. We did not feel it was her place to
do such things’.”* Social reformer Eva Hubback, born eleven years before Barbara,
was closer to her nanny than to her parents: this nanny stayed with the family for
thirty-two years, but, unlike The Pie, she preferred the two boys in her charge.”

There is no sign of such a preference in the records that exist of Barbara’s
relationship with The Pie. The warmth of those ninety-five letters burns out of the
direct but difficult-to-decipher handwriting like a living flame: ‘My Own Dear,’
writes The Pie to the fifty-seven-year-old Barbara, from her hospital bed in May

1954, Your letter was brought to me today while I was having my dinner ....
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My word you do have a busy time what with one thing & another. But I believe
you enjoy a good deal of it ... I do congratulate you on your lift up but I think
you deserve it.””®> The letters are infused with unwavering affection: Barbara is
called ‘Missie’, so most of the letters begin ‘My Own Dear Missie’. But the style is
also very proper: there is much attention to detail — what Barbara is doing; the
clothes she is buying; the mentions of her achievements The Pie has read in the
newspapers; the socks The Pie is knitting for Barbara’s second husband; the state of
the weather; the temperaments of the staff in the hospital and in the nursing home
which Barbara’s kindness, and that of ‘Mr Neil’ — he is always called ‘Mr Neil’ —
has made possible. Among all this detail are flashes of emotion. As she grows older,
The Pie thinks about the old days a lot. ‘I did love looking after you all three very
much when you were little & we I think had a happy time.””*

Despite The Pie’s devoted care, Barbara said she did not enjoy her childhood.”
This was also despite the beauty and ease of Cambridge, which was then a good
place to be a child in: a town small enough for children to know well, with a
colourful street market and many open spaces; ‘Coe Fen still wild, with no great
road running across it. The water ran sluggishly through it; water beetles danced
endlessly in the sun on the river’s surface; a child could lose himself there quietly
for a whole day through.”® There was the charm of the Backs and the Bridges,
the huge weeping willows, the sun shining through the great windows of King’s
College Chapel.”” What did seep into Barbara Wootton’s soul was the East Anglian
countryside: ‘the flat loneliness, the delicate light and the wide skies of the fen
country’.”® Perhaps she played down in her remembrances the easy pleasure that
is often obtained from being one of several siblings. Her brothers were clever and
industrious as she was, but also thoughtful and humorous companions. One of
Adela’s letters (in James Adam’s Emmanuel College papers) recalls the eight-
year-old Barbara being much occupied, together with her brother Neil, ‘with
glass-blowing at the Balfour laboratory, & extensive carpentering & photographic
works’.”” One day Barbara lay down on the nursery floor and proposed to Neil and
Arthur that the three of them should invent their own language as a protection
from adult interference; they should pronounce all words as though they were spelt
backwards; recalling this years later, she noted that ‘backslang’ was also a habit
of the ‘criminal classes’.®® The three of them became very proficient at backslang,
finding ways round the more awful tongue-twisters, and realising that ‘dog’
backwards would be no good, so their knowledge of Latin came in handy (‘sinac’).
They carried this proficiency into adulthood. Arthur, who died in the First World
War, used some of this language in his letters to his family, and Neil and Barbara

were both able to carry on a conversation in it for the rest of their adult lives.
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There is little record of Neil’s relationship with the sister who was six years youn-
ger than him, but, after Arthur died in the war, Adela put together a memoir based
on Arthur’s letters. In 1904, aged ten, he wrote, with childish honesty, ‘Barbara is
getting on well with her Two Scale Studies. She plays the first one quite nicely but
she does not play the second so well.” Later, he observed rather pompously that,
“We are doing William and Mary now in our history. Sometimes Barbara forgets
the most important things and remembers the things of lesser importance. But
that is by no means always the case. In fact, I think she is making a lot of progress
and I am quite satisfied with her.”® According to Adela, Barbara remembered
vividly the pains he took to teach her the big towns of England on the nursery floor
in Emmanuel House, which was the scene of most indoor occupations. Adela must
have been proud of Arthur when she found a self-congratulatory missive he had
written to the twelve-year-old Barbara about her progress in Greek: “You appear to
be becoming an advanced scholar in the Greek tongue, as you quote Greek in your
letter to Mother which I saw yesterday: still I have no doubt you are yet ignorant
of when you may use {certain letters}, which interesting facts are to be discovered
in my notes on Homeric Grammar taken from the information imparted to me by
Frank Carter Esq. M.A. I should also think you may be unaware of the principles of
Stem Variation and Root Gradation.”®® This was an intensely and highly traditional
hothouse atmosphere, one in which the language of learning and communication
was emblematic of exactly those devotions and differences which turned Barbara
Wootton into one of the most important social scientists of the twentieth century.

The particular constellation of pleasures and difficulties that made up the Adam
children’s childhoods was unalterably affected when their father died suddenly
at the age of forty-seven. Barbara was ten, the boys thirteen and sixteen. James
had been depressed again, and afraid that his mental power was failing; the only
thing that cheered him up was listening to little Barbara reading the Bible in
Greek. In the summer of 1907, he gave his last lecture of the season at Cambridge,
and set off to see his mother in Scotland, planning to join Adela, the children
and the extended family in North Wales later. While in Scotland, he consulted
a doctor about what he thought ‘a slight local complaint’ unconnected with his
depression and insomnia, and general mental misery. Carcinoma of the rectum was
diagnosed; he went into hospital for an operation, but died four hours later with
Adela at his side. For the young Barbara, this was the first of a series of deaths that
would introduce her to the notion, which possessed her for the rest of her life, that
absolutely nothing could ever be counted on, that whatever comfort and certainty

you thought you had was always liable to crumble away at a moment’s notice.
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James Adam’s death at the early age of forty-seven left Barbara’s mother, Adela,
the family breadwinner with three children under sixteen. There was also a new
home to find. Emmanuel House belonged to Emmanuel College, and it was
needed for the next incumbent of James Adam’s post as Senior Tutor. Sometime
between November 1907 and February 1908 — only weeks after James’s death' —
the family moved to a house on the edge of town. Number twenty-one (later
renumbered twenty-nine) Barton Road lies on what is today a busy road leading
from Barton village into the centre of Cambridge. Barbara described it as, ‘a tall,
ugly house with a basement and three stories above’.? Although its fussy red-
brick facade lacked aesthetic appeal, it hid capacious accommodation. Barbara
inhabited a bedroom with The Pie on the top floor of the house, a location that
fuelled the fears she had throughout her childhood of some great conflagration
that would end everything forever. It was usual then for middle-class girls to sleep
either with nannies or mothers until well into their teens or later; writer Naomi
Mitchison, born the same year as Barbara, slept in her mother’s bedroom while an
undergraduate at Oxford,? and Lynda Grier, born in 1880, shared a room with her
mother until she was a forty-year-old Professor of Economics.*

As Gwen Raverat put it in her book about her own Cambridge childhood, ‘For
nearly seventy years, the English middle classes were locked up in a great fortress of
unreality and pretence; and no one who has not been brought up inside the fortress
can guess how thick the walls were, or how little of the sky outside could be seen
through the loopholes’.> In the years between her father’s death and the end of
the First World War, these walls largely protected Barbara from the world outside
upper-middle-class Cambridge. But the sky outside was full of dark clouds: the
massing clouds of war and death. Before she was twenty, death at home and death
abroad would rob Barbara of three more of the people to whom she was closest.
These encounters with mortality left legendary scars, and helped to precipitate a

tendency to depression and self-containment which lasted her entire life. But it
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was also during these years that Barbara rehearsed her parents’ particular dream
for her — that she would become a first-rate classical scholar. The story played out
during this process encapsulates many of the central motifs of the evolution of
women’s education in Britain.

After the death of her husband, Adela expanded her own teaching duties by
adding sessions at two other women’s colleges — Newnham in Cambridge, where for
some years she was Director of Studies in Classics, and Bedford in London, where for
a term she replaced the Greek lecturer — to her duties at Girton, where she had been
teaching Classics for seventeen years; and she went on educating Barbara at home.
Middle- and upper-class families at the time, even those who could have afforded
to send their daughters to school, believed that keeping them at home was much
better suited to the female role in society.® Aristocratic parents boasted that, ‘We do
not send our daughters away to school’, and a particular theory abounded ‘that day
schools for girls were Bad’.” In Cambridge, Margaret Cole, four years older than
Barbara, went to a little private school run by Mrs Berry, wife of a don at King’s,
with her two brothers, mornings only.® Somewhat strangely, Naomi Mitchison,
another daughter of academic parents, attended a boys’ school, the Dragon School
in Oxford (it took the occasional girl) with her brother, but was pulled out and
confined to the care of a governess at home when she reached puberty.” The long-
lived doctrine of men’s and women’s separate spheres carried with it the sociobiology
of female inferiority, according to which women’s main function was reproduction,
and anything that interfered with this — which was more or less everything else, and
certainly education — had to be regarded with grave suspicion.

The routine of Adela’s lessons every morning (Adela must have been very busy),
and listening to her recitation of Walter Scott novels on Sundays, was unvarying and
not very enlivening for someone with Barbara’s appetite for learning. In the school
holidays, with two boisterous brothers around, life was a good deal more exciting;
they played bicycle polo in the back garden, and there were interesting guests at
lunch. And then the Almighty seemed to have been half-listening to Barbara’s
lavatorial prayers, or Adela felt she could not carry Barbara’s education further, or
the supply of local children to be taught alongside Barbara dried up — the reason
did not matter very much: the point was that Barbara was allowed to go to school
for the first time. At the age of thirteen a new world opened up. Adela’s choice for
her daughter was the Perse School for girls, an institution with a respectable history
as an offshoot of the much better known Perse School for boys, which had been
founded in 1618 on a Cambridge site belonging to the Augustinian Friars: the site
was given the name it still has today — Free School Lane. The girls’ version of the

Perse School opened its doors in January 1881, with twenty-eight pupils.'® It came,
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like many others, in the aftermath of the mounting attention given by campaigning
women to the appalling neglect of girls’ and women’s education. In 1867, the
Report of the Schools Inquiry Commission had identified the cardinal faults of
existing educational provision for girls as: “Want of thoroughness and foundation;
slovenliness and showy supetficiality; inattention to rudiments; undue time given
to accomplishments, and these not taught intelligently or in any scientific manner;
want of organisation’.!" The gitls” high school movement, of which the Perse School
was a part, was very much about providing real intellectual training for middle-class
girls, not simply ‘finishing’ them as decorative embellishments, or equipping them
to be the mothers and helpers of men. The strength of the movement was reinforced
by the increasingly recognized reality of the unmarried middle-class woman who
needed to earn her own living.'?

The curriculum of ‘Perse Girls’ (as it was known) when Barbara went included
‘Christian religious education’; geography; history; English grammar, composition
and literature; Latin, French and German; ‘one or more branches of Natural
Science’; mathematics; needlework; ‘Domestic Economy and Laws of Health’;
drawing; music; and ‘Drill, or other physical exercises’." In its early decades, the
school was not highly regarded by Cambridge parents.'* An unfavourable report
by the Board of Education in 1907 persuaded the school’s managers that a new
young headmistress was needed with the focus necessary to improve academic
standards. One of those who made this decision was Barbara’s own mother, Adela.
She had been co-opted as a Perse Girls’ School manager representing Girton
College in 1907, and she went on to become Honorary Secretary of the Perse
Governors for twenty-four years until her death in 1944. In the first twenty years
of her service to the school, Adela managed to attend eighty-two out of ninety-two
Governors’ meetings; no wonder the Governors wanted to place on record their
‘high appreciation’ of her ‘valuable services’."” Surprisingly, since she was otherwise
a cautious mother, Adela took a risk in sending Barbara to Perse Girls; not only
were there questions about academic standards, but numbers were falling: from
217 in 1904, the school roll had dropped to 146 in 1908.'° Perhaps Adela was
confident that things would improve, or perhaps she wanted to convince other
parents that Perse Girls was a worthy place, or perhaps she got reduced fees for
Barbara, which helped with her straitened financial circumstances. The new
headmistress was one Bertha Lucy Kennett, a Girton-trained mathematician. She
was paid partly on a capitation basis — a basic salary of two hundred pounds a year
plus additions calculated according to the number and age of her pupils. Whether
it was this scheme that worked, or Miss Kennett’s brilliant teaching and advanced

administrative ability, by 1911, the year after Barbara joined, the school inspectors
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reported an improvement in standards, and the Perse School for Gitls was added to
the list of those designated as ‘efficient’ by the Board of Education."”

But did Barbara know, and if she did know would she have cared, about any
of this? ‘Equipped with my unbecoming school hat with its black and blue ribbon
and the school crest of a pelican plucking its breast for its young, I embarked,
full of joyful anticipations upon my new life.”'® So efficient had been Adela’s own
education of her, that Barbara was placed in a form ahead of her age; she began to
learn science, and to play netball and tennis, and she acquired a lifelong distaste
for Shakespeare. She was a diligent student, repeatedly winning prizes in Classics,
Greek and English Literature; playing a leading part in the Perse Girls’ School
Debating Society; and helping to found its Literary Club. She took her school
certificate in the summer of 1913: Latin, Greek, elementary mathematics (with
algebra and geometry), German, English, and Scripture. Her proficiency as a well-

behaved student was evidenced by the reference Bertha Lucy Kennett wrote for her:

My colleagues on the Staff and I have been greatly impressed by her powers of
mind and character. Miss Adam is an exceedingly able student who could scarcely
fail to do brilliantly at any subject in which she might elect to specialize. She
possesses, moreover, the perseverance and steadiness of aim not always associated
with brilliancy of intellect. I desire, as Headmistress, to pay a special tribute to Miss
Adam’s helpful influence in School. Her loyalty to the School, her reliability and
her unselfish acceptance of her responsibility as a member of the Upper Sixth Form

have been beyond praise.”

Most importantly, Barbara was very happy at Perse Girls.”® The school offered
her the opportunity to make friends. In her autobiography, she singled out two
for different reasons. The first, Dorothy Russell, was one of those all-round stars
who cause epidemics of envy among their fellows: she was Secretary of the Natural
Science Club; winner of the Science prize; Vice-President of the Debating Club;
Captain of the first netball team; editor of the school magazine; and Head Girl. At
the age of fourteen, when Barbara first met her, Dorothy had decided to become a
doctor, and to specialize in research. This was remarkable at a time when medicine
had only just begun to entertain the idea of women doctors, and also because
Dorothy did not have the advantage of a resourceful and supportive family — she
had been orphaned at the age of eight and sent from Australia to live with her
aunt and uncle in a mournful rectory outside Cambridge. When Dorothy Russell
left Girton, she entered the London Hospital in 1919, the year after women were
first admitted as medical students, and she went on to become Professor of Morbid

Anatomy there, write a textbook on brain tumours, and acquire an international



ALMA MATER 43

reputation in pathology and neuropathology. Not the least remarkable fact
about her was that she charged two friends after her death to make it known
that all her life she had suffered from epilepsy; such a disability was therefore no
bar to achievement in professional life.?! Barbara’s second close friend at Perse
Girls, Helen Grant, another ‘exceptionally gifted and beautiful girl’, was not so
fortunate. She complained of internal pains one day at school, which Barbara and
Dorothy assumed must be appendicitis, but after two operations performed at
home (as they were in those days), she died of cancer at the age of fifteen. Barbara
saw her, in a scene of ‘deep serenity’* a few days before she died.

Barbara’s reaction to adolescence included the voracious reading of poetry, and
books on religion and mysticism. Several poems published in The Persean Magazine —
“To the Moon on a Cloudy Night’, ‘Soul-Wanderings’ and “The Orphan’ — testify
to Barbara’s absorption in matters of the soul.”? On her seventeenth birthday,
she announced her intention of ‘putting her hair up’, an artifice of femininity
customary at the time; Adela considered it too soon, but Barbara did it anyway.
During this period after James Adam’s death, Adela was occupied, not only with
her own extended teaching engagements, but with tidying up for publication
his unpublished lectures and essays, and promoting his ideas about the value
of a classical education in her own papers and publications, although rather
stretching the point beyond where James would have taken it, in recommending
that Classics students should broaden their interests to study the links between
the classical texts and more modern European literature.* Her work shows that
she was a considerable scholar in her own right, but her ambitions outstripped
her circumstances. In 1920, Adela applied for the Cassel Fellowship at Girton
with a major programme of research and writing, which included a history of the
expansion of studies at the University of Cambridge since 1850, the links between
classical literature and medieval Italian comedy, and a non-technical handbook
on classical metres. Although the Council awarded her the Fellowship, she never
had enough time to finish these projects.” But the links with Europe were already
made in practice; in the autumn of 1909, the family went to Austria, where
Barbara (aged twelve) proved herself an excellent walker, managing twenty miles
a day, and proving her superiority to Neil and Arthur by knowing a fair amount of
German.”® In the long hot summer of 1911, they went to Jersey, where they saw
the portrait of their ancestor Charles William Le Geyt. Aunts Juliet and Fanny took
them to Italy, to the Dolomites and then to Venice, Verona and Florence. The Pie
was not allowed to come on these foreign holidays, which Barbara minded, though
whether The Pie did or not, we do not know. At home, the house in Barton Road

was enlivened by boarders (presumably taken in for the money), and Barbara was
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much impressed by one in particular, Rosalind Mendl, an especially beautiful
young woman who scorned Barbara’s childish clothes and introduced her to the
world of alcoholic parties.” According to a later correspondence with Margaret
Cole,”® Rosalind was actually Vera Rosalind Mendel, a student of medieval and
modern languages at Girton just before Barbara in 1913—6. She later married the
poet, book designer and founder of the Nonesuch Press, Francis Meynell, but the
zest for life she displayed in Barton Road eventually evaporated: after leading a
colourful life with Francis and various other men, she committed suicide during
the Second World War.”

Aunts, and especially maiden aunts (a ‘most admirable species*’) were a feature of
many Victorian and Edwardian childhoods. The two who featured most in Barbara’s
childhood, her mother’s sisters, Fanny Kensington and Juliet Mylne, helped not
just with holidays but with many other aspects of the Adam family life. They were
both women of character and public accomplishment with strong connections to
the movement for women’s education, and they must have been convincing models
of energy and public service for the young Barbara. Aunt Juliet had been married
briefly at the age of twenty-eight to a well-off barrister, John Eltham Mylne, who
had the misfortune to die less than a year after their marriage. Like so many of those
attached to the Adam/Kensington family, Mylne was a great protagonist in the field
of women’s education. As Honorary Secretary of an organization called the Ladies’
Educational Association, he had helped to open the doors of London University
to women in 1878, a full forty-two and seventy years before the same landmarks
in Oxford and Cambridge respectively.’! The Ladies’ Educational Association — of
which there were branches in Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, London, Sheffield and
Newcastle — sponsored external courses of lectures given by university staff for
‘ladies’ over seventeen barred from university admission.’? Mylne’s other service to the
Adam/Kensington family was his premature death, which left Aunt Juliet a widow
of considerable independent means. Barbara tells the story of Mylne’s death in her
autobiography: he died supposedly of consumption, although the family suspected
he might have been killed by the cure to which he was subjected — a sea voyage to
Australia. The cure was prescribed by a fashionable London physician, Sir Andrew
Clark, a man of somewhat peculiar clinical habits — when he could not diagnose an
illness, he would follow a patient home and study their ‘moral surroundings’.* In fact,
John Eltham Mylne’s death certificate specifies ‘Phthisis pulmonalis {tuberculosis}
several years’ as the cause of death, so exposure to the oceanic elements probably did
not have the dramatic effect imagined by the family. His will, a lengthy seven-page
document worthy of a barrister, bequeathed his young widow a substantial amount

of money and other material assets — wines, liquors, linen, watches, jewellery, books
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and pictures. When Juliet herself died in 1923, she left money to Adela and to
both Barbara and Neil. Barbara’s portion provided an income of £100 a year which
her socialist principles forced her to give away, although she never disposed of the
capital.** More of Mylne’s wealth was to come Barbara’s way after Adela’s own death.
Aunt Juliet never remarried, but she was a JB a Poor Law Guardian, Chairman of
the Paddington Board of Guardians, an Alderman of the Metropolitan Borough of
Paddington, an active member of the Women’s Local Government Society, and one
of the first women elected as a Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society in 1892.%°
She, Fanny and Adela were all great travellers.

Barbara’s favourite aunt, Fanny — she is Fanny on her birth certificate, but she
also used the name Frances — was the liveliest of the trio. In the 1870s, when in
her early twenties, she did voluntary social work in London (a common occupation
for upper-middle-class women at the time) and otherwise led a jolly social life with
dances, theatricals, picnics and cruises in a friend’s yacht.’® She became Secretary
to England’s first institution of higher education for women, Bedford College, a
place where her niece Barbara would eventually become a professor. During this
period, she featured in a somewhat salacious story about a relationship between a
married ageing Oxford scholar called Mark Pattison, and a young woman, Meta
Bradley. Pattison was an ordained priest and rector of Lincoln College, Oxford.
An ‘emotionally castrated man’,*” he married late in life a woman who was said to
refuse him sex. On the plus side, he played a role in organizing lectures for women
in the 1870s when Oxford was still resistant to the idea. But he is remembered most
vividly for being an inveterate womanizer, enjoying the company of young women,
and especially that of Meta and Meta’s constant companion, Fanny Kensington,
whom for a while he picked as a possible ideal companion. It is a strange semi-
erotic Victorian drama in which the outlines of what actually happened cannot
really be determined. The final perversity is that Pattison had the misfortune to be
treated by the same doctor as had sent John Eltham Mylne on his last fatal voyage;
in Pattison’s case, when the local doctor said there was not a ghost of a chance of
his getting better, Sir Andrew Clark advised a trip to Colorado.*®

Adela was therefore not alone in managing her household: she had her sisters
Juliet and Fanny to help her. They would have participated in plans for Barbara’s
future. It was decided that she would leave school in 1914, spend a few months in
Germany living with a family to improve her German, and then apply for entry to
Girton College as a Classics scholar in October 1915. The middle part of this plan was
doomed, in view of what happened to the world in the summer of 1914. On the day
Britain declared war, Barbara was staying with Dorothy Russell in the countryside

outside Cambridge. On her way home, she met crowds cheering in the streets.
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‘Little though the word “war” conveyed to me at this stage,” she observed in her
autobiography, ‘I knew enough to recognize that theirs was an emotion that I would
never share.” By this time, her brothers Neil and Arthur were both at university.
Neil, at Trinity College, Cambridge, had acquired a double first in natural sciences,
and was established on his path to becoming a distinguished physical chemist and a
world leader in quantitative surface chemistry.*” Arthur had entered Balliol College,
Oxford, with the Senior Balliol Classical Scholarship, much, presumably, to Adela’s
joy. He had given a very able speech in the Union in favour of women’s suffrage,
but had also become acutely aware of social inequality and interested in ‘socialist
schemes of betterment’. Like many male students, he served in the Officer Training
Corps which, when War broke out, inquired whether ‘in the event of a general
mobilization’, he would be interested in a Commission. Once he had overcome the
obstacle of his poor eyesight by finding a doctor prepared to test him in his spectacles,
Arthur joined the 1* Battalion of the Cambridgeshire Regiment. During the early
months of the War, the Battalion was stationed in Suffolk and Cambridgeshire.
By April 1915, Arthur was writing to a friend in France, ‘The voice of Oxford, as
is inevitable, grows fainter as the clouds fall deeper. Surely warfare is a damnable
business, and it gets worse’."! In mid-June, Adela and Barbara met Arthur on the
Fleam Dyke in Lincolnshire, ‘marvellously beautiful with summer flowers’, and at
home in Cambridge he played Bach preludes and sang Italian songs — like Adela, he
was a very accomplished musician. After dark, and despite the War, he engaged in
his favourite habit of running up and down the Barton Road, a ghostly figure in a
white jersey and shorts accompanied by Barbara on a bicycle.*

Barbara’s other brother, Neil, escaped the terrors to which Arthur was exposed
by being a scientist whose services to his country were judged more useful at home
than in the trenches. After starting some biochemistry research on muscle protein,
he was posted to the Royal Naval Air Service at Farnborough, later at Kingsnorth,
in Kent, where he was put to work on the construction of non-rigid airships.®
For a short time, the general gloom and doom of war was relieved when Neil fell
in love with a mathematician colleague at Kingsnorth, Winifred Wright. They
were married in London in June 1916. Arthur, now in France, was unable to get
leave to attend the wedding, so he ate his piece of the wedding cake in the mud
and stench of the trenches. Soon after his marriage, Neil had what was called
in those days ‘a nervous breakdown’; the reasons probably had something to do
with guilt about not being on active service in the War, and he was also without
work. He and Winifred, who was now pregnant with their first child, returned
to live in Barton Road. Neil was very depressed, and Winifred and Adela did not

get on — Adela was beastly to her, and The Pie was violently prejudiced against
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the new mother and her methods of childrearing. Baby Jean was born in Barton
Road in May 1917. Barbara remembered it as a harrowing time, with all of them
wrapped in anxiety about Arthut’s fate in France, about what was wrong with
Neil, and why baby Jean was so difficult; Barbara acted as mediator, through it all
continuing, diligently like the dutiful daughter she was still trying to be, to perfect
her knowledge of dead languages.®

On quiet nights in Cambridge, the distant rumble of guns in Belgium and
France could be heard. The War was confidently expected to be short and sharp.
Then it became clear that it would not be over by Christmas; men began to be
killed, ‘really killed so that we would never see them again’;*® long columns of the
dead and wounded began to appear daily in The Times."” Barbara did volunteer
office work in a military hospital and then helped in a military canteen, and it
seemed increasingly absurd to her that she should be spending her time studying
dead civilizations, when the only living civilization she knew was crashing about
her ears. So she pleaded with Adela to be allowed to study economics, or at least
history. A compromise of sorts was reached. Barbara would attend some lectures
in economics while preparing for her classical scholarship at Girton; she would
then read Classics for three years, following this with a year’s study in economics.
The restrained account of these negotiations in Barbara’s autobiography belies
what was probably an awful row, since it challenged the heart of Adela’s view of
Barbara’s future life. Barbara was destined for a career in the moribund, but safe,
world of classical literature and scholarship — that world which James Adam had
believed so essential a form of both intellectual and moral training.

The new, negotiated plan once in place, Barbara lost no time in making it work;
she went to see the Director of Economics at Newnham College, Lynda Grier — she
who still shared a room with her mother — and Grier set her to read the works of
Alfred Marshall. Barbara read and annotated every line of Marshall’s The Economics
of Industry and his much bigger Principles of Economics, so immensely relieved to have
escaped Greek and Latin that she ignored any further irrelevancies to the problems
of civilization this new subject might have contained.

Barbara left her economics books temporarily behind and went to Girton in
October 1915, armed with a Classics scholarship. Arthur came home from France
for a week, and they spent much companionable time together. One afternoon
he poured out his concerns to her about the prevalence of venereal disease among
the men under his command; familiar from his letters with the blood and squalor
of trench warfare, this was something Barbara had never considered. But they
also talked of other things. She was his little sister, and he had watched over her

babyhood and her early attempts at learning, and now he was finding how much
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they had in common in terms of attitudes to war, and what one ought to do with
one’s life. Later he would write to her from France: ‘I think you know that I want
some day to go and live in a poor part of London, and see what it is all really like;
and I have prayed that it might happen, and that you would possibly be able
to come too; and if this war ever stops whilst I am alive (which I have come to
doubt very much), perhaps it may yet; but at least, if I am killed, I will now have
mentioned the idea to you’.”

Barbara Adam joined fifty-five other new students who entered Girton in 1915.
She left no account of her own induction into Girton life, but Lily Baron, a medical
student, who arrived at about the same time, wrote her recollections of arriving

at Girton:

I travelled up by train sedately clad in a tweed costume, the skirt carefully covering
my calves, a felt hat and kid gloves. In my trunk I had another hat, my best one, and
a pair of white gloves for wearing on Sundays when I went calling. I also had a dinner
dress — I adored it — to wear during the week for Hall, and a ball dress for Saturday
dances in College, where, despite the absence of men (except those officially engaged
to students), the evening was a formal one ... At Girton, in my day, there were strict
rules of protocol. You had to wait to be addressed by a student senior to you; the
use of Christian names was forbidden unless the person had ‘propped’ — that is,
proposed. The magic formula ‘May I prop?’ gave you permission to use the Christian
name, and how honoured you as a fresher felt if a third-year student ‘propped’ to
you. ... We were not admitted as members of the University and any lecturer could
refuse us permission to attend his course. I used to attend some chemistry lectures
where the front two rows were filled by women from Girton and Newnham. Each

morning the Professor sternly said ‘Good Morning, Gentlemen!”.>°

Like the Perse School for Gitls, Girton College has a starred entry in the history
of women’s education. It owed its existence to Emily Davies — dainty, small,
obstinate and highly conventional, rather like Queen Victoria, and possessed of
considerable administrative and networking skills, a woman utterly intransigent in
the pursuit of her vision of a New Jerusalem for women.’! Her New Jerusalem was
about allowing women exactly the same access to the same education as men; she
rejected completely the other idea, fashionable at the time, that women needed a
separate education: it was even proposed at one stage that Oxford and Cambridge
should together sponsor a special women’s university.’? Girton College also had the
status of an Adam/Kensington family institution; it was a home from home. Adela
maintained a connection with Girton from 1882 until her death in 1944: first as

a student, then, after 1890, as a lecturer and/or governor, and Honorary Treasurer
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of a Fund set up in 1912 in memory of Frances Buss to help poor students.”® Her
sister Fanny trod the same path as Adela from Bedford College in London to Girton
in Cambridge, though in a different capacity. At Bedford College, Fanny worked
as Secretary and then, in 1882, Emily Davies recruited her for the equivalent post
at Girton, which she kept for fifteen years: ‘Pre-twentieth century students recall
with admiration the letters and handwriting of Frances Kensington, and her tactful
sympathy in interviews’.”* For part of her time at Girton, Fanny was also Bursar,
and then a member of the Executive Committee and a Governor, and, with Adela,
she was a trustee of the Frances Buss Loan Fund.

Emily Davies believed that women’s capacity to enjoy these new freedoms
required a protected existence. For all her radical views — perhaps because of them —
she considered that women students should be kept away from the distractions of
the men. When it moved from its original location in a rented house in Hitchin, the
College was sited in Girton village, a safe two-and-a-half miles outside Cambridge.
The students’ journeys into Cambridge were carefully arranged and monitored,
with special horse cabs provided, and a space called the Girton Waiting Rooms in
central Cambridge where they could safely pass time between lectures. In the 1880s,
when Adela Kensington was an undergraduate, two of her fellow students kept
their own horses, and another two scandalized the Mistress by riding on a double
tricycle.” When bicycles became more of a general habit, Girtonians were allowed
to ride only halfway, with the cabs taking them the rest.® Most of the Girton girls’
socializing occurred within the College, and twice a year big evening parties were
hosted; there was dancing in the Stanley Library, beautifully illuminated by the
candles in brass candlesticks the students brought from their rooms (these were pre-
electric days) which were set on the tops of the bookcases; candle grease on dresses
was regarded as the distinctive mark of a Girtonian.”” Although Girton was part
of the University, like the other early women's colleges it was also a world apart,
and deliberately kept so in order to conform to the mores of the time. It is a theme
repeated in novels of the period: for example, Judith Earle, the innocent, home-
educated central character of Rosamond Lehmann’s novel Dusty Answer, arriving at
Cambridge in 1918, senses a society of values and behaviour which is completely
beyond her knowledge and experience.’® Another of Emily Davies’s precepts, for
which generations of Girtonians must have been thankful (especially those used
to sharing bedrooms with nannies or mothers), followed Virginia Woolf’s dictum
that every woman should have a room of her own. This emphasis inevitably
produced economies in other areas: although Girton was built in red-brick Gothic
in imitation of the men’s colleges, shortage of money meant that it was some time

before a quadrangle actually materialized. The grounds were not landscaped at first,
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and, since women were not allowed to be seen playing sports outdoors, in winter
they had to exercise inside in the gymnasium or run up and down the fortunately
very lengthy corridors.” Girton had its own swimming pool, built as part of a large
new extension in 1899-1902, and in the early 1900s the College Swimming Club
had a healthy membership. It organized annual water polo matches, which were
played (rather incredibly) by girls in long flowing white dresses.*

Barbara lived in Girton for her first two years. According to Dora Russell, then
Dora Black, who went there in 1912, three years before Barbara, the routine

still resembled that of a boarding school.’!

Facilities were quite primitive: the
oil lamps and the earth closets and ‘the secret activities of the night-soil men’
were not replaced until after the War.®* College servants, known as gyps, filled
the students’ coal scuttles and made their beds and cleaned their rooms every
day except Sundays. Lily Baron recalled that many of the Girton young ladies
were domestically ignorant, never having had to do for themselves things such as
lighting a fire, boiling an egg, or even, in the case of one student, washing one’s
own hair. The life of the gyps was remembered by one of them, Gladys Crane, as
hard but happy. They were assigned their own corridors, and had nine stoves and
nine rooms to do before breakfast by candlelight. They wore blue print dresses
and white aprons in the morning, black dresses and white aprons in the afternoon,
and big white aprons when waiting in hall at night, where there was a constant
danger of slipping and dropping something on the highly polished wooden floor.®

In the evenings, they took small jugs of milk to the students’ rooms:

If someone asked you to “jug” that evening (by a written invitation) you went along
to your hostess’s room armed with your jug of milk. There other guests would have
assembled, and there, before the fireplace, would be a row of jugs, and we drank
hot chocolate during the winter evenings, and coffee when it got warmer. Over a
blazing coal fire, the party-giver toasted crumpets on a brass fork, and everybody

talked themselves hoarse till a warning cry rang out: “SILENCE HOURS Please”.*

A pivotal strategy for protecting women from the misogynies of the outside
world, still in place when Barbara was a student there, was the chaperone system.
Men had uncontrollable passions, and women therefore had to avoid ever being
alone in male company.®” No men could be invited to one’s room in College, and
no outside visits involving men could be made without a chaperone. Known
locally as ‘dragons’, chaperones were either staff or retired ladies (for whom the
system provided a small but reliable income).®® Most young women took the
chaperone system for granted; tactful ‘chaps’ who stayed quietly in the corner were

preferred,®” and sympathetic staff, such as the medieval historian Eileen Power, who
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were willing to make a brief formal entry and then exit, were much in demand.®
A common strategy for subverting the system was just to say that whatever man
one wanted to see was a cousin: ‘It was remarkable how many university men
were cousins of women undergraduates’.”” Like their social interaction, the bodies
of the women students were confined: in bone corsets with tight back lacings and
long skirts, and gloves and hats outside the College.”® Margaret Cole, who went to
Girton four years before Barbara, recalled being rebuked because she went cycling
without a hat.”!

Barbara’s academic record at Girton was impeccable, and included the Agnata
Butler prize in 1917 and the Therese Montefiore prize in 1919. But she did manage
some fun, too. Girton had a Debating Society, a Fire Brigade, a Women’s Suffrage
Club, clubs for tennis, hockey, lacrosse, cricket and swimming, a Society for the
Study of Little Known Literature and something called the Spontaneous Speaking
Society. Barbara’s name crops up in the records of the first two of these. In 1916,
for instance, she proposed the motion at the Girton Debating Society, “That it is
a good thing for society that people are afraid of being peculiar’. It is not entirely
clear what this meant, but Barbara opposed Cubism as being socially undesirable
and deemed the desire for peculiarity the result of conceit or the wish to attract
attention. Afterwards, ‘B.F. Adam’ was congratulated on ‘the remarkable fluency
with which she can speak, using notes only’.”* The initials ‘B.E.” — Bloody Fool — were
something Barbara always held against her parents.” A couple of years later, she is
down as speaking about public schools, and arguing, with the logic for which she
would later become famous, that the so-called evils of the Public School system were
not necessarily a consequence of this, any more than the dandelions on the Girton
tennis courts were a consequence of the higher education of women.”™ In 1915-7,
her name appears as one of three Sub-Captains of Corps II of the Girton College
Fire Brigade. This outfit came into being in 1879 after some nearby haystacks
went up in flames (a large part of the grounds was rented out to local farmers to
raise money). In its heyday, the Girton Fire Brigade was a prestigious society with
rigorous discipline, energetic, well-attended weekly practices, and its own song, set
to the music of ‘John Peel’. There was a Head Captain, and a corps for each corridor,
with its own Captain and Sub-Captain, and training from Captain Shaw and his
men from the London Fire Brigade. Though a wise precaution, in view of all those
students wandering around in the dark with candles, and obviously also a great deal
of fun, it was only ever called out once, to a fire in Girton village, on the first day of
the Easter vacation in 1918.” Those members of the fire brigade who were still in
College, plus several gyps, dragged eighteen leaky hoses across ploughed fields and

prickly hedges — it was an ‘epoch-making occasion’ — but was Barbara there?
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Girton struggled, and so did women at Cambridge, for many years: it was
a history of small numbers, slow gains, multiple setbacks and severe financial
constraints.”® As late as 1940, a history of Cambridge noted that hostility to the
women’s colleges was still almost universal. The University was to be congratulated
on having the strength of mind to exclude women from full membership: “The
most serious indictment of the women students, apart from the fearsomeness of
the women which those students nearly always become unless they marry quickly
and forget it all, is the complete pointlessness of their being there’.”” Cambridge
University would not let women take the examinations set for men, then it
would not allow them to do so on the same terms, then it was not prepared to
acknowledge that the women had been successful and should have degrees. The
most famous of these refusals to admit women was in the year of Barbara’s birth,
1897. The door was closed, and not even half opened until 1923 when women
were allowed to attend lectures by right and not simply as a privilege. They had
to wait until 1926 before they could be appointed to university posts, and until
1948 to become full members of the University. All these points Barbara noted
in her autobiography, but without rancour, for women at the time did not on the
whole expect to be treated fairly. Adela might not have agreed with her daughter’s
interpretation on this point.

It is hard to imagine now how it felt to be a young woman of seventeen poised on
the edge of so many new horizons for women, but stopped in your tracks by the horror
of war. Despite their exposure to the brave new world of women’s higher education,
for Barbara and many of her contemporaries, the world also seemed to have come
to an end. Naomi Mitchison, born in 1897 like Barbara, went to study science at St
Anne’s College, Oxford: ‘It appeared, up to 1914, that one could foresee one’s whole
life. One would grow up, marry, have children ... live ... with a house and servants
and punctual meals, and nothing would ever change. Presumably 1914 was the last
year when young people thought like that.””® The social dynamics of the University
were deeply affected by the young men’s absence at the War. Women considerably
outnumbered men at lectures. On a practical level, Girton responded to the War by
instituting economies such as growing vegetables in the College grounds and giving
over the orchard to pigs; sweeping up leaves, digging potatoes, earthing up celery,
and tying carrots and onions into bundles took the place of afternoon walks and
sports. Students were encouraged to work together in the library rather than in their
own rooms to save coal. They walked the cold corridors with their sparse rations of
bread, margarine and sugar.”” At the beginning of Barbara’s second year, in 1916,
the first-year students entertained wounded soldiers. About thirty soldiers came on

a bitterly cold day for a ‘plentiful tea of sandwiches, sausage rolls and cake’:



ALMA MATER 53

All the First Year helped to wait on them, and some sat at the tables and talked
to them. There was also music at intervals, chiefly trios, by violin, cello and piano.
Tea finished up with crackers, and then all the soldiers sat round in arm-chairs and
smoked ... There were songs and a recitation, and also a toy symphony, which
seemed to amuse them very much. Some of the men performed themselves, which
part of the programme probably pleased them most. They were able to stay about
two hours and a half, and when they were at last obliged to go at 5.30, the hostesses
and the guests cheered one another lustily, and both seemed quite satisfied that

they had spent a successful afternoon.®

The unreality of the Girton teas for wounded soldiers must have impressed
itself on Barbara when the unimaginable (what had always been imagined, because
so ultimately feared) actually happened. Her brother Arthur had been in France,
with spells of leave, since June 1915. On 1 July 1916, the Battle of the Somme
was launched; during the four-and-half months it lasted, some 1,120,000 men,
420,000 of them British, became casualties of war — killed, wounded, taken
prisoner, or missing in action; the advance of seven miles that was accomplished
by the British and their allies cost 1.4 casualties for every inch.*' A major new
offensive, the British Army’s final attempt to force a breakthrough, began on
15 September, with the battle of Flers-Courcelette. Eleven divisions attacked over
a ten-mile front. On the night of September 15-16, a party from ‘A Company’ of
Arthur’s battalion was sent to bomb a German post on the left bank of the river
Ancre. The second-in-command, Lieutenant Shaw, was to do the bombing, and
Arthur was to stay near the portable bridge which they had thrown across the
river, and wait with a covering party for Shaw’s return. Shaw and his party were
unable to carry out their mission and Arthur ordered them all to retire. The two
officers followed the men towards their trenches. Then, for some reason, Shaw
and Arthur turned back, and both were wounded. The adjutant, Captain Sir Guy
Butlin, went out with a stretcher and bearers to rescue them. He found Shaw, who
was lying close under the German wire, about twenty yards behind Arthur, bound
up his wounds, sent back one man for help and was then hit himself, as was the
remaining bearer, who was just able to crawl back. ‘Heroic efforts” were made all
night long to rescue the three officers, but they were never found. Shaw turned
up in hospital, where he died later that month. But no evidence was ever found of
what happened to Arthur Adam and Guy Butlin.*?

Arthur, aged twenty-two, is recorded as having died on 16 September, although
it was not until eleven months later that The Times reported that he had officially

been declared killed.®* According to Barbara’s autobiography, several years later
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a grave was found marked with Arthur’s name. His official memorial lies today
with 1,423 others in the War Cemetery in the village of Achiet-le-Grand, nineteen
kilometres south of Arras. The cemetery, like all of those that pepper the now quiet
but suspiciously uneven chalk uplands of northern France, was constructed after
the Armistice when hundreds of graves were moved from the battlefields around
Achiet. Arthur’s is the last in a row, by a wall, under a large old tree; there are
rows and rows of pure white graves cast from the same uniform marble, evenly
spaced, geometrically planted with flowering shrubs. In the spring, red roses and
purple aubretia are in bloom, and the entrance to the cemetery is draped in white
wisteria; the only sounds, apart from that of the man mowing between the graves,
is the ringing of the church bell and legendary birdsong. There is a manufactured
realism to these cemeteries. The order on the ground is not necessarily matched by
order underneath. Many bodies were in bits and the bits are buried in a mass grave.
That is what war does: it breaks people and societies up.

‘Awake and Sing ye that Dwell in Dust’ is inscribed on the front of Arthur’s grave,
no doubt chosen by Adela, who with his death had lost her favourite child, and who
entered a prolonged period of mourning for him: ‘She could talk about nothing else
but him for years, and Neil and Barbara were forgotten’. Arthur was a genius and
a saint; by comparison Neil and Barbara were both second-class citizens.** In the
immediate aftermath of Arthur’s death, Adela was preoccupied with the fact that
the War Office, the Red Cross, and the other agencies trying to trace him referred to
him as ‘Lieutenant Adam’, whereas he had in fact been Acting Captain. The impact
on the family included Great Aunt Margaret reputedly dropping down dead with
shock.® Adela wrote an effusively affectionate book about him: Arthur Innes Adam
1894—1916. The book is mainly based on the letters he wrote to her, but it also
contains her memories and her pride at his achievements. You can see why she loved
him so much: he used colons in his essays before he was six, and when he went to
the front he took with him the Greek Testament, The Iliad, Virgil, Plato’s Republic
and The Shaving of Shagpat, a fantasy novel by George Meredith. The fair hair and
complexion of his childhood never left him; ‘his men’ called him ‘Parson Snowy’ on
account of his tendency to exhortations and his flaxen head.?

Minus a brother, Barbara went back into residence at Girton at the beginning
of October. But her life had already changed in another way: she had met Jack
Wootton.



4

Jack

Barbara Adam assumed her adult persona as Barbara Wootton on 5 September
1917 at the age of twenty. She remained Barbara Wootton for the rest of her life —
for the thirty-six days of her marriage to Jack Wootton, and for the whole of the
seventy years and three months that she lived after it. She was one of a generation
of women whose pathways into marriage and domesticity were permanently
altered, disrupted or blocked by war. The scars of war appear not only on the bodies
of soldiers, but on the demographics of countries and cultures, in the personal
and collective memories of citizens. This war, the one that accelerated Barbara
Adam’s marriage, was not only the war to end all wars — the ‘Great” War — but
an international conflict that sharpened the edges of history, moving people into a
new age with different customs and habits, cutting them loose from their anchors
in traditional ways of living. And this was particularly so for women.

“Tall and dark and handsome in a rather melancholy-looking sort of way’, Jack
Wootton was a friend of Barbara’s brother, Neil, at Trinity College, Cambridge.
Barbara is somewhat coy in her autobiography: among all the comings and goings
of her brothers’ friends in the house in Barton Road in the early years of the War,
‘the visits of Jack Wootton began to acquire a special significance’.! When she
first noticed Jack, and he presumably her, she was still living at home, awaiting
her entry to Girton, and occupied with the economics books of which her mother
disapproved. Jack, six years older, had already collected his first class history
degree and had been awarded a research studentship for a further year’s study at
Cambridge. We know little about Jack’s interests, beliefs, motivations or emotions.
At Trinity College, he was noted for being an outstanding scholar, a member of
a none-too-serious formal debating society named after a Dutch brothel and a
stuffed bird — the Magpie and Stump? — and a good athlete: he was President of
the Trinity Athletic Club.> There are close associations between sport and war in
the ideology of masculinity — hundreds of football games were played daily in the

army’s base camps and even some in the trenches; the Battle of the Somme began
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with an infantryman kicking a football into no man’s land.* In Edwardian culture,
the duties of ‘a Cambridge man’ included not only athleticism but the obligation
to fight for one’s nation. The University Officer Training Corps, which dragged
many young men like Jack Wootton and Arthur Adam into the awful realities
of war, was a main outlet and expression of this ‘élite masculinity’.’ In 1910, the
year Jack went to Cambridge, one in three male undergraduates belonged to the
Cambridge University Officer Training Corps; it organized drills, parades, lectures
on military strategy, shooting exercises, summer camps, and an annual military
tournament against Oxford. When war was declared in 1914, the Cambridge
headquarters was crowded with young men eager to apply for commissions; by
the time conscription was introduced at the beginning of 1916, seventy-five per
cent of male students at Cambridge had already joined up.°

But there was nothing particularly élite about Jack Wootton’s origins. The
house where he was born survives today in a run-down area of Nottingham, a
large industrial city in the East Midlands with a reputation based on the legend of
Robin Hood and alarmingly high modern crime figures. Jack Wootton’s birthplace
lives on as a shabby red-brick house, large, with five front windows and an uneven
privet hedge, and it overlooks a cemetery where grey graves stand at awkward
angles, leaning in or out of the earth. There are no flowers anywhere; the people
in the earth have been forgotten, like Jack Wootton. A little further down the
street, also facing the cemetery, is the house where Jack’s father was born. Many
working-class families did not move far in those days. The Woottons worked in
Nottingham’s most famous industry — lace-making, an occupation descended from
the manufacture of hosiery, popularized by the Victorian taste for prudery and
privacy, and facilitated by the invention of machines that replaced the tradition of
hand-knitting, although, as late as 1910, it was still ‘a familiar sight in the side
streets of Nottingham to see women sitting at the open door on a warm summer’s
day drawing, clipping, and scalloping lace’.” In the centre of the city today there is
an area called the Lace Market, now given over to aspiring shops, restaurants and
bars, where some of the original flat-fronted many-windowed tenement buildings
still stand, the buildings that housed the lace-workers and the products of their
labour. In the 1901 Census, Jack’s father, Arthur Wootton, is described as a ‘lace
curtain manufacturer’ and as an ‘employer’ rather than a ‘worker’, suggesting a
degree of prosperity that paid for the large house by the cemetery and the large
family that inhabited it. When the 1901 Census was taken, Jack was ten, and his
brothers Tom and Hubert were fourteen and seventeen. Nearest to him in age was
Annie, eleven: the other two girls, Grace and Ethel, were nineteen and twenty.

Their mother, Julia, must have had her hands full, with no living-in servants,
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unlike Adela, Barbara’s mother, in Cambridge, who had four to help her with half
the number of children.

Jack’s full name was John Wesley Wootton, after the founder of Methodism, a
religious movement which attempted a revival of Christian worship by reaching
out to those on the fringes of society, contesting the corruptions of the established
clergy, and focusing on Bible study and a ‘methodical’ way of life. The Woottons
were committed members of a local Wesleyan chapel, and Jack’s brother, Tom, was
a lay preacher. Arthur and Julia Wootton believed in education, which accounts
for their children’s social mobility, and they believed in egua/ education for all their
children. Like his brothers, Jack went to Nottingham High School; the Wootton
girls went to the girls’” version. Both Hubert and Annie became teachers. Annie
was on the staff of Nottingham Girls” High School, while Hubert provided another
link with the world of Cambridge by becoming head of the boys’ Perse School.
‘A tall austere figure, unapproachable, unpredictable’, and given to dogmatic
assertion, he introduced a telephone, school dinners and a ruthless system of rules
in the School; moreover, his phenomenal rudeness did not make him popular.®
The remaining three siblings — Tom, Grace and Ethel — devoted themselves to
the family business. They were a close-knit family. When Barbara first visited
their home in Nottingham, she was shown the mark on the wall where Jack had
thrown his dinner in a fit of rage at one of his brothers. All the Wootton siblings
were prone to hot tempers.’

Early in the war, Jack was commissioned through the University Officer
Training Corps in the Suffolk Regiment (‘The Cambs Suffolk’). This was closely
associated with the Cambridgeshire Regiment in which Barbara’s brother, Arthur,
served. Now she had got to know Jack, and fallen under the spell of those dark
eyes, Barbara worried that she would be the last to know if he were injured; like
many women of her class, she took to scrutinizing the daily list of casualties in
The Times. Jack’s Battalion, the 11, left England and crossed to France in early
January 1916. For a time the men enjoyed reasonably comfortable quarters in
French farmhouses, good food, and the pretty orchards and streams of Northern
France.'” “The men are as happy as sandboys’, declared one officer, ‘the country
is exactly like the fens near Cambridge’.!" They helped the local farmers, driving
pigs and filling dung-carts. The Battalion fought in the trenches in Armentiéres
in February, sustaining its first casualties; by mid-March they had accomplished
three tours in the front line and had been congratulated on this by the Brigade
Commander.'? On 5 May, they went by train to Calais and then to Amiens, where
they walked in drizzling rain on the straight road to Albert, part of a movement

of thousands of men to Picardy in preparation for the Battle of the Somme. By the
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end of June, they were headquartered in Bécourt Chateau, near the village of La
Boisselle, only a thousand yards from the German trenches. The land round the
chateau was a riot of wild flowers, flooded with the song of nightingales during
the hours of darkness."? The first day of the Battle of the Somme, 1 July, was a
clear sunny morning. At 5 a.m. the 11th Battalion followed the 10™ Lincolns
out of Bécourt Wood into ‘an inferno of blood, smoke and iron’.'"* Each attacking
company formed a line, with the men two to three yards apart, four lines in all,
fifty to a hundred yards behind one another. The men walked slowly in straight
lines across no man’s land into the German front line. Private W.J. Senescall in

Jack’s battalion described how it went:

The long line of men came forward, rifles at the port as ordered. Now Gerry started.
His machine guns let fly. Down they all went. I could see them dropping one after
the other as the gun swept along them. The officer went down at exactly the same
time as the man behind him. Another minute or so and another wave came forward.
Gerry was ready this time and this lot did not get as far as the others ... Then during
the afternoon Gerry started shelling no man’s land in a zig zag fashion to kill the rest
of us off. As each shell landed they gave a burst of machine gun fire over where it fell,
to catch anyone who should jump up ... A very large shell fell some yards to my left.
With all the bits and pieces flying up was a body. The legs had been blown off right
to the crutch ... It sailed up and towards me. I can still see the deadpan look on his

face under the tin hat, which was still held on by the chin strap.”

The outcome of the battle was decided by 8 a.m., but throughout the day further
rushes were attempted by survivors, many of whom were instantly burnt to death
by German flame-throwers. Jack Wootton was one of 120,000 men who ‘went
over the top’ along the thirteen-mile front of what was afterwards known as the
Battle of Albert. But to Barbara’s relief and delight, he escaped with ‘a splendid
wound’'® — in other words, a small wound that took a long time to heal. A shell
fragment had severed the Achilles tendon in one of his heels, and it kept him safe
in England for fourteen months.

Many years later, a man who described himself as Captain Wootton’s servant,
a ‘Mr H. Allgood’, wrote to Barbara on reading her autobiography to tell her
more about what happened to Jack that day: “We were going forward in rows.
One row was leaving too large gaps, Captain shouts, Fill those gaps up. Soon after
that I heard his voice. I looked back, he was on the ground, I went back & took
off his boots, saw a hole through his ankle. He said, You will have to go, Allgood.
I hope I shall see you again.” Allgood got a bullet in his neck, but he was back at

the front three months later. “The next time I saw Captain Wootton was when he
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was in command of a Labour Battalion. He came to ask me to go with him as his
servant again but I was not allowed to go. I would have liked that.’

Jack had been lucky: of the 750 men of the 11 Battalion who climbed out
of their trenches early in the morning of 1 July 1916, 196 were dead before the
end of the day, most within thirty minutes of the opening assault, and many of
the 495 who were injured died of their wounds. Of his fifteen fellow officers in
the 11% Battalion, seven others were wounded, four were killed and two were
registered as missing.'”® On hearing the news of Jack’s own splendid wound,
his mother immediately telegraphed Barbara’s mother, although nothing had
officially been said at this stage about the growing attachment between the two
young people. Some time later, Jack upset Barbara greatly by confessing that a
letter proposing marriage had been in his pocket the day he was wounded: did he
not have the imagination to understand, she asked furiously, how she might have
felt if proposed to posthumously?' The dust settled, and the family holiday that
summer in Wiltshire included Jack, and Barbara’s first experience of working for
wages — they all went hop-picking. Then, in October, Barbara returned to Girton,
and Jack to Nottingham, a semblance of ordinary life. In November he visited,
but obviously was not quite courageous enough to broach the issue of marriage, so
it was only after he had gone that Barbara finally received a letter proposing they
get engaged. Adela was happy, though adamant that this must not interfere with
Barbara’s degree: the future was uncertain, and women ought to be able to earn
their own living. Neil was happy: Jack was one of his closest friends, and perhaps
his absorption into the family might soften the loss of Arthur. The Pie was not
happy, not because she disliked Jack, but because no-one would be good enough
for her ‘Own Dear Missie’. Jack bought Barbara an engagement ring, an opal set
in a cluster of rowan berries, and Barbara became one of a small band of Girtonians
who had ‘a fiancé with a ring’. The young couple’s good luck continued when Jack
was posted to an Officer Training Corps actually in Cambridge. He could now visit
Barbara regularly, although only according to the Girton protocol which required
no more than one visit a fortnight and a note each time requesting permission from
the Mistress of the College. Even in cases of allowable visits from men (fathers,
brothers, married uncles, fiancés with rings, but the young man in question had to
be acknowledged by the student’s parents), unchaperoned entertainment was still
not allowed.”

For around six months, Barbara and Jack saw each other regularly in Cambridge
under these carefully supervised conditions, and then Jack was declared fit for active
service and ordered to rejoin his regiment in France. Adela, to her credit, as Barbara

acknowledged,” suggested that this meant they should bring the marriage forward.
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If Jack were injured, Barbara would then be able to go to him. The young couple were
easily persuaded, although Barbara notes that Jack may have had ‘some conscientious
worries about the remoter future’ (she does not say what these were). He thought
that after the War he might seek an academic job in a Commonwealth university,
and they both liked the idea of eventually producing ‘a considerable family’.>* The
wedding was announced in The Times on 21 August 1917: “The marriage of Captain
John Wesley Wootton, the Suffolk Regiment, youngest son of Mr. and Mrs. Arthur
Wootton, 137, Foxhall-road, Nottingham, and Barbara Frances, only daughter of
the late Dr. James Adam of Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and Mrs. Adam, 21,
Barton-road, Cambridge, will take place at St. Mark’s, Barton-road, Cambridge,
on Wednesday, September 5, at 2. All friends will be welcome at the church.’
Barbara did not have far to go; St Mark’s, an undistinguished red-brick building,
was in the same street as the Adam household. Despite the haste with which the
ceremony was arranged, Adela made sure that everything was done properly. Her
musical taste ruled out the popular Mendelssohn Wedding March; Barbara entered
the church instead to the Bach Cantata Slegpers Wake played by the Girton Organ
Scholar, Miss I. G. Bonnett. Adela gave Barbara away and second cousins Mary and
Arthur Hetherington, aged ten and six respectively, the grandchildren of Adela’s
sister Laura, acted as bridesmaid and page. The best man was Arthur Ritchie, a
friend of Neil’s, later to be a Professor of Logic and Metaphysics, and the author of
a key philosophical work on the scientific method.?”” The bride wore a long white
dress and a veil; in the wedding photograph published in the local newspaper,
she looks feminine and almost demure, her arm through the much taller and
handsome uniformed Captain’s. Barbara is smiling, Jack is not. They were both
victims of misprints, ‘Barham Frances’ rather than ‘Barbara Frances’, and ‘Captain
Wooton” with a missing ‘t’, both of which, if her irritation at such errors in later life
is anything to go by, probably annoyed Barbara greatly.**

They thought they were going to have two weeks’ honeymoon in Norfolk, but
the day before the wedding Jack got a telegram ordering him to leave London early
on 7 September. The honeymoon was cancelled, and a friend found a low white
farmhouse in a village called Haslingfield, in the flat fen country a few miles from
Cambridge, where they could go for their wedding night. So there they went, in the
autumn sunshine, ‘with the last of the corn stooks standing in the fields’. Looking
back, Barbara thought both of them very young for their ages (twenty and twenty-
six), with little conception of what they were doing and little idea of what they were
committing themselves t0.”” They were both virgins; it would not have occurred
to them to be anything else.?® Writer Naomi Mitchison, the same age as Barbara,

and marrying her Dick the year before Barbara married Jack, recalled a general
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expectation that men and women would ‘keep themselves’ for their future spouses;
there were plenty of virgin soldiers around.” The day after the wedding, Barbara
and Jack took the train to London and stayed at the Rubens Hotel so as to be near
the station for Jack’s early departure. ‘I saw him off from Victoria along with a
train-load of other cannon fodder.?® The term ‘cannon-fodder’ was his, not hers.?
It is hard to appreciate how she must have felt, how the constant imagining and
reality of violent death must have infused the very emotion of love. Margaret Cole
called it, ‘this narrow margin between vigorous life and muddy and gangrenous
death’.*® The future together Barbara and Jack envisaged was a precarious thing,
and they both knew it. When Jack rejoined his regiment, the men were stationed in
Péronne, on the banks of the Somme. In October they moved to the neighbourhood
of Langemarck and Poelcappelle to take part in the Ypres-Passchendaele action.
The 11™ Battalion was responsible for filling shell holes and otherwise repairing
the roads in the forward area close to the front line. It was a horribly unpleasant
task, carried out under constant shell- and machine-gun fire. The German painter
and war realist Otto Dix famously described the trenches with a barrage of nouns:
‘lice, rats, barbed wire, fleas, shells, bombs, underground caves, corpses, blood,
liquor, mice, cats, artillery, filth, bullets, mortars, fire, steel’.’! Trench warfare meant
living with the dead, with bodies and bits of bodies stacked up in untidy piles.
On 9 October, the attack on Poelcappelle was launched, but only minor advances
were secured at the cost of 13,000 casualties for the Allies.>? Everything was worse
in the bad weather conditions. Most of the Battle of Passchendaele took place on
swampy reclaimed marshland; sometimes the soldiers simply drowned in mud. Jack
Wootton did not drown; he was shot through the eye while repairing the roads. He
was one of fifty men in his Battalion to be killed in this way. He died on a French
ambulance train somewhere in either France or Belgium forty-eight hours later.”’
The individuality of loss is muted by statistics: between 1914 and 1918, half
Jack’s Battalion died,* some 722,785 British men, one in eight of those who
set out to fight;” altogether thirteen million people were killed in the War.*® It

7 a war of ‘staggering carnage’.’® But the young

was ‘industrialized slaughter’,?
Mrs Wootton, who received the official telegram announcing her husband’s death,
was unaware of these statistics; she had lost her husband of five weeks, the man with
whom she had planned to spend the rest of her life. A corner of the telegram was
torn; she became unreasonably obsessed with this trivial detail, just as her mother,
Adela, had complained at the War Office’s description of her beloved son Arthur
as a ‘Lieutenant’ instead of a ‘Captain’. Eventually Jack’s blood-stained kit was
‘punctiliously’ returned to Barbara.” Inflicting ‘the terrible smell of mud and

blood’ directly on grieving relatives was common practice.
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Jack Wootton was, according to an officer in the 9* Battalion Northumberland
Fusiliers, a ‘most conscientious and hard-working officer’ who was well liked by
all the members of his Company.' An officer in Jack’s Battalion wrote to Barbara
after hearing her on the radio in December 1958 to tell her that he used to feel
Jack’s men would follow him anywhere. This correspondent, C. Lloyd Morgan, had
taught Jack history at school and had known Jack’s family well; his daughter had
taught at Nottingham Girls’ High School with Annie Wootton. He and his wife
well remembered a Sunday lunch at Barbara’s home in 1914, when the Battalion
had been training at Cambridge. “You were there, with your mother and, I think,
both of your brothers and Jack. Not far short of a half-century ago. We wonder
what has happened to your brothers.#

After Jack’s death, Barbara stayed at Barton Road with Adela, Neil, Winifred,
baby Jean and The Pie, but she resumed her Classics studies at Girton. Dora Russell,
Barbara’s contemporary there, remembers ‘vividly seeing her blank, shut-in face’.**
By the time Barbara wrote her own autobiography half a century later, she had
evolved an organized presentation of Jack’s death and its meaning: it was one of four
deaths of people close to her (father, school-friend, brother, husband), all before her
twenty-first birthday. ‘In ten years I had learned little about life, much about death.’
She was clear, but not over-dramatic about the psychological consequences. ‘I do
not think that anyone can live through such experiences without some significant
and permanent marks remaining. Had these years been different, I am sure that
I should have been different too, even to-day. But at least I entered upon my adult
life with a realistic sense of the impermanence of earthly relationships.’*

John Wesley Wootton’s grave is in the Longuenesse Souvenir Cemetery in the
southern outskirts of St Omer in France. The road that passes the cemetery is busy, the
route to an Auchan supermarket, a McDonalds, a Citroén garage; a nearby restaurant
is called L’Envo:. Christ on a blue cross faces the local cemetery which abuts the military
one; in the military cemetery, the white graves and manicured lawns follow the standard
pattern, exactly like the cemetery where Arthur Adam is commemorated, a few miles
away. In the Longuenesse Cemetery, a path divides the 2,874 First World War graves
from the 403 of the Second; Jack is 54® from the right in row 119. He shares his
tombstone with a twenty-year-old Lance Corporal from the Yorkshire Regiment, J.W.
Holmes, who died the same day. A red rose is planted in front of the grave. At the
bottom are inscribed the words: “These are they which came out of great tribulation’.
This passage from the Bible (Revelation 7:14) continues, ‘they have washed their robes
and made them white in the blood of the Lamb'.

Did Barbara choose these words, or was it Adela? In 1984, when Barbara was

eighty-seven, MP Ann Clwyd asked her how she remembered Jack, and what his
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death meant to her. Barbara said she remembered him most as a strong-minded
person, and that his death had been ‘completely shattering’. The scar it had left
was ‘a total mistrust of life’.** It was one reason that it took her eighteen years to
marry again. But she was not much given to psychological speculation. As she
explained in her autobiography, she was brought up with the attitude that one
did not succumb to emotion or wallow in unhappiness: “Whatever happened, one
was expected to go ahead and make the best of whatever the next job might be’.*¢
This was a markedly different response from the one spelt out in that iconic First
World War text, the book that William Haley, editor of The Times and a man who
would later become a close friend of Barbara’s, called ‘the war book of the Women
of England’:*” Vera Brittain’s Téstament of Youth. There were many parallels between
Barbara Wootton’s and Vera Brittain’s lives. They were born within a year of one
another, and experienced solid middle-class upbringings; Vera became a student
at Oxford, Barbara at Cambridge; they both lost brothers and lovers to the War.
Vera’s brother, Edward, acquired a splendid wound on the first day of the Battle of
the Somme, like Jack Wootton, and his convalescence was nearly as long as Jack’s;
like Jack, he was killed shortly after returning to the front the following year.
Roland Leighton, Vera’s fiancé, was her brother’s friend, just as Jack was Barbara’s
brother Neil’s. Roland Leighton was killed in December 1915 when Vera was
twenty-one. He had been out in the moonlight inspecting the barbed wire at the
front of a trench when he was shot in the stomach by a German sniper.*

It was this action, one that served no military purpose and was utterly devoid
of heroism, that provoked Vera Brittain’s memoir. Testament of Youth was a mixture,
as Brittain acknowledged, of fiction and fact, although much of its power
emanated from its almost universal acclamation as fact.* The book, subtitled ‘An
Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900-1925’, was first published in 1933,
and it rapidly became, and remained, a bestseller; reprinted by Virago in 1978,
and boosted by a BBC Television five-part dramatization in 1979, sales by the
mid-1990s had reached three-quarters of a million.’® Téstament offered itself as a
testimony of women about #heir War, and in so doing confirmed a dominant legend
of the War — the sacrificed generation, the tremendous wastage of ideals.”' But the
book upset some, including Barbara, for what they read as its self-centred and self-
indulgent rendering of women’s war experiences. Vera Brittain treated herself as
special, but loss and grief were the ordinary experiences of millions of women: war
losses touched virtually every household in the country.

The First World War and its deaths gave rise to a literature of grief, anger
and despair at the barbarity and insanity of war, and to litanies about ‘the lost

generation’.’? This gentle phrase belies the reality, which is that those who were
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lost were killed, because, after all, the main business of war is not dying but
killing.>® The War converted many, including Vera Brittain and Barbara Wootton,
to pacifism. ‘It’s one’s future, not one’s past, that they really hide, those graves
in France,” says one of the young women in Vera Brittain’s much less successful
novel The Dark Tide, written well before Testament of Youth, in 1922.>% There is no
evidence that Barbara ever visited her hidden future in the St Omer Cemetery,
or evidence that she did not — other than her wish to close the door on the past
and carry on. But she could hardly have avoided seeing Jack’s name on the roll of
honour borne by the now badly-weathered war memorial which stands at the front
of St Mark’s Church in Barton Road, Cambridge, the same church in which they
had been married. Jack’s is the last of fifty-one names, and Arthur Adam’s is the
second: Barbara’s experience of grief nearly spanned the alphabet.

So twenty-year-old Barbara Wootton, widowed after five weeks of marriage, had
to make sense of life without Jack. Along with the invocation ‘the lost generation’
went another, that of ‘Surplus Women’, the generation of women who expected
to marry but found themselves deprived through the slaughter of the First World
War of adequate numbers of possible mates. The War killed fifteen per cent of
British men under 29; the 1921 Census showed a gap of a million-and—three-
quarters between the numbers of males and females.”® This indicated ‘a seismic
effect’ of the War on marriage rates. Most of the effect was confined to the upper
and middle classes where War deaths had been concentrated, because the poor
physical state of many industrial workers had saved them from active service.”
One consequence was more intermingling of the classes, as upper- and middle-
class women married ‘down’; this is what Barbara Wootton was herself perceived
to have done when she married for the second time in 1935. But the inter-war
years were also years when spinsterhood became a real choice. Some professions
required women to resign on marriage, which was a reason why ambitious women
might not marry in the first place. Feminism combined with demographics to make
women'’s financial independence increasingly plausible. Surplus Women gave birth
to the New Woman who eschewed traditional feminine pathways, thus providing
a focus for male anxiety and castigation of the politics of female freedom, although
neither the idea of being surplus to requirements nor the notion of womanhood
reinvented was actually quite new.

The story of what happened to Barbara Wootton combines both these themes:
her life, forever scarred by the killing of Jack Wootton, became one of unbroken
female achievement. It was hard at first — well, it probably went on being hard, but
she rarely commented later on the difficulties. In the months following Jack’s death,

life in Barton Road began to get easier as her remaining brother’s mental health
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improved. The pages of The Girton Review for that term and the next two make
little mention of Barbara, though she was awarded a £20 Classics scholarship, and
she remained one of the ‘consuls’ of the Classical Club. In May 1918, she was due to
take the Part I examination of her Classics Tripos. Thereby hung a considerable tale
which did not please her mother. A week or two before the examination was due
to begin, Barbara, who was never normally ill, developed raging tonsillitis. Adela
wandered restlessly from room to room, eaten up with anxiety about her daughter’s
potential imminent failure to prove herself as a brilliant Classics scholar. Letters flew
back and forth between Adela and Girton and the University of Cambridge Local
Examinations and Lectures Syndicate. The examination was relocated to Barbara’s
bedroom. ‘I am to fetch the paper,” wrote Adela to the Mistress of Girton on
15 May, ‘and Lizzie [The Pie} will be allowed to take it to Syndicate Buildings.’
Adela would also take the doctor’s certificate to the Guildhall. She changed the
time of her Plato class to the afternoon to make these arrangements possible. Then
she reported that, ‘The little girl’ — rather an odd designation, given Barbara’s
status as a twenty-one-year-old war widow — ‘finished both her papers to-day in
spite of her troubles. She has a slight temperature, 99 1/2°.>" Four days later the
little girl’s temperature had risen to 102.6, and the doctor considered she might not
be able to take any more papers.’® In her autobiography, Barbara spelt out what
Adela may or may not have suspected: she pleaded with the doctor to certify her
as ill so she would not have to continue with the examination. The result was what
was known in peculiar Oxbridge parlance as an ‘aegrotat’ (Latin, literally ‘s/he is ill’)
degree. This is an honours degree awarded on the assumption that the candidate,
if well, would at least have passed, but it lacks the crucial classification into first
class, second class etc, and so it deprived Adela of the ability to claim her daughter
as a first-class Classics scholar. By the time she published her autobiography, half a
century later, Barbara acknowledged that the whole business had been a conscious
and deliberate act of revenge on her part: ‘revenge for the Greek verbs on my
lovely summer holidays, revenge for years of being exhibited as the clever daughter,
revenge for a world which could value my distinction as a classical scholar above the
extra hours that Jack and I might have had together’.”®

When the Armistice was declared on 11 November 1918, the bell of Girton
College chapel rang, like many across the land, and the flag went up over the
tower. A notice was put up in the Reading Room: ‘Students may smoke in their
own rooms after dinner.’®® Many of those who were in Cambridge at the time
attended a thanksgiving service in the dim candlelight of King’s College Chapel.
After dinner in Hall, Girtonians toasted the King, the Navy, the Army, and the

future League of Nations, and then retired for their own chapel service which ended
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with Kipling’s Recessional, with the refrain, ‘Lest We Forget’.®! There was never any
danger of Mrs J.W. Wootton doing that. For decades, Barbara kept in touch with
Jack’s family: with Tom, who ran the family business; with Ethel, who ran the
Nottingham household; and with Annie, the teacher at Nottingham Girls’ High
School. ‘Always uses her first husband’s name’, someone has written on the form
Barbara filled in for The Girton Register in 1973. Barbara herself, then aged seventy-
six and widowed for the second time, wrote on the form ‘(Mrs) WOOTTON,
otherwise WRIGHT [her second husband’s surname} (not ADAM)’.%?> She called
herself Wootton for the rest of her life, although nowhere publicly did she ever
comment on the reason why. Perhaps the inquisitive reporters just did not ask the
right question: ‘I presume that one takes a title. I wish still to be known as Barbara
Wootton’, she told The Evening Times when she was made a peer forty-one years
after Jack died.®® Did she love Jack Wootton for the rest of her life? If so, was it
the man himself she loved, a man whom she had only just started really to get to
know, or was it what his disappearance from her life symbolized: the enormous
and pointless waste of life occasioned by man’s folly towards man; the urgent need
for human beings to create the meanings of their lives out of what exists here on
earth? And/or was holding on to the Wootton name a way of keeping in touch with
that parallel life of wifehood and motherhood his death stole from her? Whatever
shaped her decision to remain Barbara Wootton, Jack stayed around. Fifteen years
after he first gave it to her, Barbara thought she had lost Jack’s ring in a hotel
bathroom, and was so distressed that she managed to remember the name of its
designer, who made her a replica which she wore for the rest of her life. Then, a
few years before she died, Barbara’s faithful colleague and friend, Vera Seal, found
the original ‘in a drawer with all kinds of rubbish and stuff’, and Barbara told Vera
to wear it, so she did. They both wore Jack’s ring. Vera even did the gardening
wearing it. As Barbara’s mind declined, one day when they were out visiting
friends, Barbara unhappily accused Vera of stealing it.** Stealing Jack’s ring was
something that mattered very much, even at a distance of more than seventy years.
And the photograph of Jack, unsmiling in his military uniform, with his clipped

moustache and his dark brooding eyes, looked down from her bedside as she died.
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Cambridge Distinctions

The First World War changed the world and Barbara Wootton’s life. For women in
general, it proved a combustious mixture of liberation and repression. It issued in a
modern age of revamped social habits in which traditional forms of exploitation —
of one social class by another, of women by men — emerged from their cultural
hiding places and began openly to be challenged. Over these quiet and unquiet
revolutions hovered the mass reality of death and bereavement. People were
immersed in the paradox that something as terrible as a war that killed millions
could also be a unique cultural moment offering up new possibilities for personal
transformation and social change.

Some changes happened more suddenly than others. Economically, the War
had a major destabilizing effect; it had cost Britain thirteen per cent of its national
wealth, and immense war debts to the USA permanently transformed the
country’s economic position.! Higher wages and people’s willingness to pay for
goods and services that had been in short supply led to a rise of over a hundred
per cent in the cost of living; the decline of traditional industries combined with
other dislocations produced the creeping growth of mass unemployment.? “With
national indebtedness mounting up, the birth rate at its lowest, the death rate at
its highest, unemployment increasing day by day, one wonders when the crash
will come,” wrote Beatrice Webb morbidly, but presciently, in her diary for March
1919.% Across the land, fortune-telling became hugely popular.” The December
1918 election returned a victory for the Coalition Government with its ambitious
programme of reconstruction. It also, importantly, transformed the Labour Party
into the official opposition for the first time.

During the War, women’s work had become more and more essential, and this
included increasing demand for the services of university-educated women. ‘Past
students of the women’s colleges, beginning as scrubbers in hospitals or waitresses
in canteens, were found to be valuable as scientific investigators, chemists, clerks

in government offices, or teachers in boys’ schools.” Suffrage for women arrived in
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1918, over half a century since it had first been proposed in the British Parliament.
Women had been ‘given’ the vote ‘rather like a chocolate is given to a child who has
behaved unexpectedly well under trying circumstances’.® This treat was reserved for
women over thirty on the presumption that they would be less given to radicalism
than younger women, and also disinclined to register, for surely many women of
that age would not want openly to admit to it?” But what was given with one hand
was taken away with the other. By the autumn of 1919, nearly three-quarters of
a million women had lost their jobs, and by 1921 the percentage of women in the
labour force had fallen below its 1911 level.® ‘It was back to the kitchen sink for
bus conductors, insurance clerks, landgirls and electricians alike.” The problem
of finding jobs for former servicemen forced the government to create ‘the dole’ —
originally an out-of-work donation for discharged soldiers — but there was no such
provision for unemployed women.*°

A series of changes in the law allowed women to claim their status as morally
responsible persons for the first time. For example, the 1920 Larceny Act disposed
of the rule that a woman living with her husband could not be accused of stealing
from him; and the 1925 Criminal Justice Act abolished the presumption that
a woman who committed a crime in her husband’s presence could do so only
because he made her. But, at the same time, doors that had been opened were
slammed shut: Barbara’s friend from school and university, Dorothy Russell, left
Girton to study medicine at the London Hospital Medical College in 1919 when it
decided to admit women students, but this decision was rescinded in 1922."
The Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act of 1919 theoretically enabled women
to exercise most public functions, judicial offices and professions, and to serve as
jurors. Years later, Barbara Wootton reflected that she and other young women
at the time had mistakenly believed that the Act had meant what it said."”” And
looking back on it all in 1982 at the age of eighty-five, she observed that young
women would be staggered to realize how recent were the gains on which a new
feminist movement could build."

As Barbara returned to her studies at Girton in the autumn of 1918, she had
other things on her mind. The disgrace of her aegrotar degree confirmed the pre-war
agreement she had reached with her mother — that, after three years of Classics, if
she still disliked the subject, she could change to economics. Jack’s death was the
final blow to any interest in extinct civilizations she might once have pretended.
Margaret Cole, who read Classics at Girton from 1911 to 1914, observed that, ‘if
you have leisure to think about Roman society and Greek society, it is improbable
that your thinking will stop there’.!* Vera Brittain, back in Oxford after her fiancé’s

death, gave up English in favour of History for similar reasons — the preference for a
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subject that might offer a greater chance of yielding an understanding of the modern
world.” Girton awarded Barbara a fourth-year College Scholarship of £20, and she
put away her Classics texts forever. Out came the economics books she had read in
the fallow time between leaving school and entering Girton: the enlivening World
of Labour by G.D.H. Cole, and the works of Alfred Marshall. Marshall dominated
Cambridge economics for many years, inheriting the Chair of Political Economy
from Henry Fawcett, the husband of suffragist Millicent Fawcett, from whom
Barbara’s newly-married parents had rented a house. Keynes called Marshall ‘the
father of economic science’ as it existed in England in the 1920s;'® it was Marshall’s
combination of mathematical approaches and acknowledgement of complex human
motives for economic behaviour that produced the enduring term ‘neoclassical
economics’.'” This structure of thought was one which Barbara would later dissect
and decisively reject. As a new economics student, she must have realized that
Marshall’s vehement opposition to women’s participation in university work was
not to his credit. He conducted a long-drawn out private war against it, believing
that women’s characters would be damaged if they lectured to male audiences,
and that the feminization of the University would cause immediate degeneration.'®
Married himself to an economist, Mary Paley (one of Newnham College’s first five
students), Marshall relegated her to a subordinate role as wife and assistant, even
reissuing under his own name the book, The Economics of Industry, that had originally
been her book. In a life merged with Alfred’s, Mary Paley Marshall suffered from
her husband’s belief, referred to with sensitive outrage by Keynes in his obituary of
Mary, ‘that there was nothing useful to be made of women'’s intellects’."
Cambridge University’s only concession to the enhanced public contribution
of women during the War was to allow them, from 1916, and initially as a War
emergency measure only, to sit for the first and second M.B. (Bachelor of Medicine)
examinations in order to speed up the process of qualifying as doctors. Otherwise,
the University tried very hard to stand still or even to walk backwards. There
was an organized campaign by Cambridge women, including Adela Adam, to
remove the many absurdities of women’s position: the fact that their attendance at
lectures was up to the ‘courtesy’ of the individual lecturer, not a right; they could
sit for university examinations but not be awarded degrees; they were eligible
for only five of the 145 available university scholarships, studentships and prizes;
staff of the two women’s colleges could take no part in decisions about syllabuses
and examinations; and women staff and students were admitted to the University
Library only on the same terms as the general public. A syndicate appointed by the
University, reporting in May 1920, reflected Marshallian conservatism in iterating

a litany of ambivalence and prejudice — for example, that it was not desirable for
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women to become full members of the University since they lacked originality and
the capacity for high standards of scholarship, and were capable of routine work
only. All three proposals put to the Senate in December — to admit women as equal
members, to establish a separate university for them, and to let them in under
restricted conditions — were decisively rejected.*® When Girton’s founder, Emily
Davies, died in 1921, the position of women at Cambridge was (with the exception
of the M.B. examinations) exactly as it had been in 1881.

But Cambridge was not exempt from other changes in the position of women and
gender relations. Many of the old taboos had worn thin: ‘Smoking, swearing, and
playing tennis in shorts became inalienable feminine rights’;*' short skirts, originally
a war economy measure, lived on; and the ‘pull-over’, the first gender-neutral
garment, was born. Some of the women dons even acquired sports cars.”> A quarter
of the male students who went off to fight never came back, and those that did were
older and less inclined to put up with traditional protocols separating the sexes.?
Chaperones as a breed died out and dance clubs and love poems flourished. In the
Michaelmas Term of 1918, Girton held the first dance to which men could be invited.
It was a good time to be poor and intellectual, as Oliver Postgate, Margaret Cole’s
nephew, remembered his parents’ lives in the 1920s: there were still servants to be
had; motor cars were arriving; wine and chickens were cheap; and there were ideals —
love, life and liberty were all new and all their own invention.?* Life for middle-
class young women lapsed into fun as a relief from the seriousness of war: ““Ain’t
we got fun?” was a line in a popular song, recalled writer Ethel Mannin. ‘It was a
sardonic song, to be sure, but still we liked it, we sang it, we danced to it, kicking up
our heels.’” The big towns nurtured dancing, jazz, cocktail parties and nightclubs.
Seaside holidays overwhelmed towns such as Great Yarmouth and Clacton; Sunday
picnics in cars deprived the churches of their custom; commercial flying started,
albeit slowly, at only 100 miles an hour; and the first wireless broadcasts by the
Marconi company entertained people with weather forecasts and time signals.?

Barbara Wootton’s raw widowhood fostered a temporary immunity to these
social and technical revolutions. She threw herself into her work, and the pastimes
she chose were more serious ones. Although, after Jack’s death, she never returned
to live in Girton College, she did take part in various College Debating Society
debates with motions such as ‘Strikes are essential to progress’, ‘Modern inventions
do not tend to increase human happiness’, and ‘The party system is unnecessary’;
she opposed the first two and spoke in favour of the third.?”” It must have been with
a real sense of pride that she achieved the outcome recorded in The Girton Review
for the May Term of 1919: ‘B.E. Wootton’ had ‘passed with special distinction’

the Economics Tripos Part II, Class I: “This distinction has not been conferred
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on any man or woman candidate before, since the foundation of the Economics
Tripos’, announced The Review with a blast of collegiate pride.”® Female economics
students generally did well at Cambridge. At Newnham in 1908, Eva Spielman,
later the social reformer Eva Hubback, had gained a first class in Part II of the
Economics Tripos, as had Lynda Grier, and both had achieved higher honours than
any of the men reading economics in that year.”” After her own success, Girton
awarded Barbara a J.E. Cairnes Scholarship (for £60) and the Therese Montefiore
prize (worth ‘about £66°). She hoped her distinctive first in the Economics Tripos
would make up for her mother’s disappointment at the aegrotat episode, although
there is little sign that this happened. Dorothy Russell unkindly, but perhaps
truthfully, observed that Adela, ‘an unmaternal and undomesticated woman whose
whole heart and soul seemed bound to the chariot wheel of academic life’ would
never relinquish the loss of the vicarious glory of her daughter’s abandoned first
in Classics.”! But of course daughter, like mother, left Cambridge without being
entitled to put the letters ‘B.A." after her name.

What to do next, after Cambridge? The inhospitality of Cambridge towards
women, particularly in economics, suggested the alternative of a more sympathetic
and democratic institution, the London School of Economics (LSE).*? In this path,
Barbara followed other eminent students, such as Alice Clark, Ellen McArthur,
Lilian Knowles, Ivy Pinchbeck and Eileen Power. She secured a research scholarship
there, although the LSE today has no record of Barbara’s sojourn as a postgraduate
student,?® perhaps because it was one of the few enterprises in her life that came
to nothing. She was vague about what she wanted to research, and the ‘eminent
economist’ appointed as her supervisor was even vaguer about his obligations to
her. No-one at the LSE, she said, ever tried to find out what had happened to her.*
By the summer of 1921, Barbara had resigned her scholarship, and so had another
Girtonian, a Miss Welsby, who had gone to the LSE at the same time, although
nothing was officially said about the reasons why either of these young women had
chosen to desert their new academic home.”

Before she abandoned the LSE, Barbara had taken on part-time teaching duties
at another institution with a significant place in the history of women’s education.
Westfield College in north London had been opened in 1882, four years after
the progressive London University first admitted women. Its founder, Constance
Maynard, had herself been one of Girton’s first students in 1872. She was a devout
proponent of education for women, religious, overworked and lonely, and given
to complex relationships with favoured students and colleagues.’® Her ambition
had been to establish a small residential college for women in London, which

would be like the early Oxbridge women’s colleges, but would be run on avowedly
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Christian principles and would provide a protected environment affordable by
the kind of middle-class parents whose means would not stretch to Oxbridge. In
1891, Westfield College moved to a site on the south-west corner of Hampstead
Heath, whose ‘bracing air’ provided the students with most of their leisure-time
entertainment. (They did also venture as far as the shops in Golders Green, but
central London was out of bounds.)

The Westfield College staff were young, the first generation of university-
educated women, and they taught traditionally female subjects, such as art, history,
Greek and Latin, but also stretched the boundaries by adding mathematics and
botany and, then, economics. Nearly a quarter of the regular tuition was given by
visiting lecturers, in a system of ‘piecemeal teaching arrangements’,”” and it was
under this scheme that Barbara Wootton joined the staff. By that time, Maynard
had retired, and Westfield’s Principal was Bertha Surtees Phillpotts, another ex-
Girtonian, a cousin of the better known Sophia Jex-Blake, one of the first woman
doctors, and aunt of Katharine Jex-Blake who had been Mistress and Director
of Studies in Classics at Girton when Barbara had studied there. Phillpotts was
a ‘brilliant scholar’,*® ‘absolutely charming’,”” and evidently an extraordinary
woman: she was the first woman to enter the male realm of Scandinavian studies
as a specialist in Icelandic literature, and she much impressed the Icelanders with
her journeys across their harsh landscape, especially in 1909 when she wore out
several pairs of shoes, clocking up 500 miles.®* When Phillpotts first went to
Westfield, she offered a prize for the best entry in an examination testing students
on their first-hand knowledge of Hampstead Heath,*! but, more seriously, it was
under her leadership that Westfield became an official part of London University,
with a grant from the London County Council; salaries were raised to university
levels and staff became eligible for the university pension scheme. After her spell
at Westfield, Phillpotts returned to Cambridge as Mistress of Girton and later
as Director of Scandinavian Studies. It was a closed circle, this world of the first
university women; most of them knew, or were related to, one another.

Like other institutions for women’s higher education, Westfield College
experienced a considerable rise in demand after the War. In 1919, when Barbara
Wootton became a part-time Visiting Lecturer, there were 110 students, and much
needed extensions to the buildings were in progress. The student intake reflected
Maynard’s original aspirations for an affordable education: of the thirty-three students
entering the year Barbara went, only three had fathers of independent means; other
fathers included a commercial traveller; a manufacturer of sports goods; managers
of a building society and a steel and tinplate factory; a mill cashier; a lighterman; a

tailor; and a book-keeper. Some of the students Barbara taught were close to her in
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age: six of the thirty-three were the same age or older.” Her lectures, ‘Elementary
Principles of Economics’, one per week, were part of a two-year Citizenship Diploma
Course intended to provide a broad educational base for social work ‘and also to fit
those who may not intend to become professional workers to gain a knowledge of
the foundations of modern life and to take their part in civic affairs’.* The majority
of Westfield graduates went into charity work or became teachers. “What I put into
my Westfield lectures, I now tremble to think’, wrote Barbara forty-eight years later.
Most of the students were not aiming to be professional social workers but were
young ‘do-gooders’ with independent means and leisure, who ‘came in their cars and
their pearls and their elegant clothes to hear what I and others had to say; and I for
my part dutifully tried to teach them what I had myself been taught, and not to be
put off by the fact that they appeared to be so much more sophisticated and worldly-
wise than I was myself’.* This admission in her autobiography drew a sarcastic letter
from one ex-student, Eileen Wicksteed: ‘Dear Lady Wootton, Ever since, dripping
with pearls and in my elegant clothes and car, I attended your lectures at Westfield
College, I have followed your subsequent career with interest’. She wished to point
out that at the time she had owned no peatls and had walked everywhere, and had
been puzzled when Barbara noted of her essay that ‘for her age’ (more or less the
same as Barbara’s) she had ‘an unusually wide vocabulary’.®

Westfield College provided Barbara with lodgings, which she used for part of the
week, returning to Barton Road in Cambridge for the rest of it. Although she took
her teaching duties in London seriously, there was little intellectual stimulation. The
job was clearly just a filler. She was rescued from it when, in 1920, Girton invited
her back to become Director of Studies in Economics. It was an invitation she felt
she could not refuse. No alternative full-time job had presented itself, and she had
not come up with any other ideas about what to do.* The model of enforced and
unhappy spinsterhood for bereaved war widows such as Barbara dominated the
cultural imagery of the time. It robbed women in this position of an alternative
reality: that they might anyway, in the presence of new freedoms for women, actually
have chosen to do something with their lives other than (or as well as) marriage and
motherhood.”” One problem was that there were very limited opportunities for
women in the 1920s. The good posts were reserved for the men who had survived
the War, and great persistence was required to negotiate this obstacle.®

The complexity of the financial terms Girton proposed definitely merited
someone with expertise in economics. The College offered Barbara a salary made
up of four components: first a ‘€40 Directing Fee for ten or more students, or for
less than ten students, £3.3.0 for the first student and £1.1.0 for each additional

student’; second, a ‘guarantee for teaching’ fee of £120; thirdly, a ‘retaining fee’ of
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£40 rising by increments of £5 a year to £120; and fourthly, board and lodging
throughout the year.” Quite what this added up to financially is not clear, but
Barbara regarded herself as well-paid by the standards of the time.”® As Dora
Russell, who also became a junior don at Girton in 1918, noted, a small income
did not matter so much when combined with the perks of free accommodation and
subsidized board at the College.’' The College Council formally appointed Barbara
in June 1920; her reply to the letter announcing this was delayed owing to her
‘absence touring the rivers of England in a canoe’.”? Experiencing the peace of the
English countryside from the perspective of its waterways was a favourite escape for
Barbara during this period. She went with a friend, Diana Rhodes, and they took
no tent or other protection from the weather, preferring to sleep in the cramped
canoe, and enjoying many incidents involving water rats, weirs and irate swans.>?
In the process of memory people use to construct a linear story of their lives, there
are often episodes or events which acquire emblematic status. One such in Barbara
Wootton’s life was her experience of being asked to lecture outside Girton to other
university undergraduates in Part IT of the Economics Tripos. ‘People don’t any longer
believe the stories (though they are true) of what used to be,” she said of this. “We all
know the days when we couldn’t take our degrees perhaps, but stories of things like
the first lectures that I ever gave in Cambridge when the Economics Board, who were
unusually progressive, asked me if I would give some compulsory lectures — lectures
for compulsory subjects for the Economics Tripos, and very nervously I said “Yes”, and
the General Board of Studies said — “We can’t prevent this person from lecturing, but
since she is not a Member of the University we cannot advertise her lectures in the
University Reporter” ... Well now, things are very different today, nobody believes
this; I sometimes wonder if I made it up myself.”* The Cambridge University Reporter for
12 January 1921 listed under ‘Lectures proposed by the Special Board for Economics
and Politics’ a series by a Mr Henderson on ‘Economic Functions of Government’. A
footnote added, “This course will be delivered during the Lent term by Mrs Wootton
in the Girton Lecture Room, St Edward’s Passage, on Tuesdays and Saturdays at 9.
Barbara did not remember feeling any resentment at the time: ‘I suppose women in
my position were so accustomed to what we would now regard as outrageous insults
that we took them as all in a day’s work’.>* However, her disguise as Mr Henderson
was cited as quite ‘disgraceful’ by the famous Keynes in the case he put against the
humbug of the Cambridge opposition to women: it was disgraceful, he said, that
Barbara Wootton’s name appeared only in a footnote to the lecture list, and that
the male teachers were debarred from electing their women colleagues to Boards
of Studies, ‘however useful we may deem the assistance of particular individuals to

be’.>” Hubert Henderson, the kindly liberal economist who lent his name to the
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arrangement whereby Mrs Wootton was permitted to render her assistance, was a
brilliant lecturer on his own account, and author of a famous textbook on Supply and
Demand;, he subsequently led a distinguished career as an Oxbridge academic and as
economics advisor to various governments.’®

It was the first time a woman had given university lectures at Cambridge.
Barbara was only twenty-four, and her sole previous experience of teaching had
been the do-gooders at Westfield. When she first started giving the Cambridge
lectures, she was terribly nervous. She wore a green suit she had made herself. “The
skirt had an elastic band round the waist and I was so worried that it might break,
that I made two skirts and wore one on top of the other.”” Perhaps the experience
of lecturing to men altered her character forever, as Alfred Marshall predicted.
The economist Austin Robinson took the Economics Tripos in 1922 (having, like
Barbara, deserted Classics) and he sat at her feet when she gave the lectures; he
was grateful to her for helping him to defeat in the Tripos one of his examiners
‘who, I understand, wrote the paper on that subject — a young London School
of Economics Lecturer called Hugh Dalton’® — a man who would subsequently
become a leading Labour politician and a friend of Barbara’s. Robinson was lectured
to by many clever economists of that generation — Keynes, Arthur Pigou, Dennis
Robertson, Frederick Lavington, Gerald Shove, Hubert Henderson himself — but
Barbara was the best of the lot: ‘Tall, smartly turned out, and always immensely
audible and clear’. Only later did Robinson realize she was exactly the same age
as himself, and that it must have been quite a challenge lecturing to an audience
mostly made up of men who were her exact contemporaries or older.®! Unlike them,
and all male lecturers, Mrs Wootton did not wear an academic gown when she
lectured; she was not entitled to, being a woman with no official degree.®> Another
of Barbara’s students, Kingsley Martin, the future editor of the New Statesman,
remembered her ‘as a slim, dark, intense woman’ when he arrived in Cambridge
as an undergraduate in 1919. ‘She had the reputation of being a first-rate classical
scholar.” He admitted to finding her ‘extremely attractive’ but was too immature
and too interested in other things to do anything about it — one gains the sense of
a mutually missed opportunity here.®® They thought of her as a war widow, and she
was much respected. It was probably around this time that the liquid-eyed, long-
haired (though the hair is arranged ‘up’) photographs of Barbara give way to the
much more serviceable ones. In all the photographs, she is a strikingly handsome
woman, but in none of them is she smiling.

The other thing Kingsley Martin remembered was Barbara’s close involvement in
Cambridge socialist politics through the University Labour Club. She remembered

this as the chief source of her intellectual stimulation at the time. The Cambridge
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socialists met and argued and enjoyed one another’s company, and not incidentally
designed the future. There were the Cambridge dons Maurice Dobb and R.B.
Braithwaite, scientists Pat Blackett and J.D. Bernal, and Kingsley Martin. It was
through the University Labour Club that Barbara first met Beatrice and Sidney
Webb at a country house in Sussex in the company of Kingsley Martin, Bertrand
and Dora Russell, Harold and Frida Laski, Eileen Power and others. Barbara heard
heated arguments about Guild socialism, and about events in China and Japan,
and she listened to Bertrand Russell accusing Beatrice Webb of only liking the
Japanese because they were efficient and sanitary, and of disliking the Chinese
because they had no urinals at their railway stations.®*

Giving lectures disguised as Hubert Henderson proved to have hidden
advantages. Because Barbara was not a member of the University, the fees that
students had to pay for the course could not go to her College, which was the normal
arrangement. Instead she was told to bill all the students individually (except the
first, who was quaintly always treated as a ‘free sample’). She waited until the
second lecture to assess how much money she might earn from this source, and,
when most of the first considerable audience reappeared, she went to the shop
round the corner and bought her first typewriter.” It would be nice to think that it
was on this machine that she typed her first full-length academic paper, ‘Classical
Principles and Modern Views of Labour’, which appeared in The Economic_Journal
in March 1920,° a month before her twenty-third birthday, but the timing is
wrong — the paper came before the typewriter. This first academic publication was
a dense fourteen-page engagement with the implications of the clause contained
in the 1919 Versailles Peace Treaty stipulating that ‘labour should not be regarded
merely as a commodity or article of commerce’.®” Barbara argued that the only
way in which this could happen was through the introduction of socialism, which
would organize the labour of human beings on moral principles very different from
the profit motive underscoring capitalism. She doubted whether the authors of
the phrase which headed the Labour Charter of the Peace Treaty had adequately
realized what a ‘radical reconstruction of industry’ their dictum implied.®® Margaret
Cole called it ‘cloud-cuckooland economics’.®’

The style of Barbara’s early papers was designed to appeal to a conventional
academic audience, and they lacked the accessibility of her later writings on economics.
At this stage in her life, she was still concerned to impress other economists with her
ability in the subject, and the path of her later detachment from the unreal world of
neoclassical economics was only beginning to loom mistily ahead. In 1921, she gave
a paper at the British Association Meeting in Edinburgh in the prestigious company

of names such as William Beveridge, Josiah Stamp, and Edwin Cannan. Lynda Grier,



CAMBRIDGE DISTINCTIONS 77

the economist whose advice Barbara had taken on the reading of economics texts,
talked about vocational training and the labour of women; Barbara’s paper had the
impressively long title of ‘Self-supporting Industries; An Inquiry Into the Principle
of Regulating Wages and Provision against Unemployment in Accordance with
Industrial Capacity’.’”® The reviews of economics books she was commissioned to
write for The Economic Journal by Keynes, its editor from 1911 to 1944, address the
interests of academic economists too, although signs of the older Barbara’s irritation
with misprints and, more seriously, with the extreme tendency of many economists to
dress up common-sense as ‘laws’ of this and that, do become increasingly evident.”
Her objection to the reverence for Marshallian economics and other outdated pre-war
treatises begins to emerge: students of economics, she declared in a review of one 1920
economics textbook, are unfortunately apt ‘to assume with sublime academicism that
the conditions described in these volumes are as eternal as the principles predicated
of them ... The economist is rightly sensitive to the charge of unreality’.”* Another
early article gives rein to a rather impenetrable set of reflections about the moral
values of contemporary civilization in relation to ‘the theistic hypothesis’. ‘Is Progress
an Illusion?” was published in The Hibbert Journal — a quarterly review of religion,
theology and philosophy — in 1920.7 It is a very clever piece, laced with Greek and
Latin quotations (a sense of Adela’s approbation lurks in the background), and it is
quite impossible to tell from it whether the author, a ‘Mrs J.W. Wootton’, is or is not a
believer. She would later acknowledge in her autobiography that these were the years
in which she disposed of religion, became to all intents and purposes a pacifist, and
developed an analytical and political rejection of the class system.

Despite the unfriendly treatment of women at Cambridge, life as a lecturer at
Girton was very comfortable. Barbara had no domestic responsibilities, and the
bath water was always hot. She was lucky enough to be given the most attractive
set of rooms in the College, with a ‘charming polygonal window seat overlooking
the garden’.”® Nestled in the Girton archives is a watercolour sketch of Barbara’s
sitting-room, probably painted by the historian Helen Maud Cam, who became a
Fellow at Girton in 1921.7 The painting shows part of the window, the tall trees
outside, and a cushioned window seat in front, with a small table and a vase of tulips.
The exterior view is hardly altered today, though the window seat has become an
extension of a modern desk, the columns and architraves in front of the window
have been repainted yellow, and the curtains have also changed their colour.

When not engaged in nervously teaching male undergraduates, Barbara took
some part in the non-academic life of the College. In the Lent term of 1921, she
followed a performance by staff for the students of Moliere’s Les Femmes Savantes

given by the Modern Languages Club with another amusing entertainment in aid
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of the Imperial War Relief Fund.”® However, the emotional devastation of Jack’s
death restrained her. She recommended life as a don in an Oxbridge women’s
college as one of the ‘most sheltered lives’ available to an unmarried woman.”
The trouble was, Barbara did not really want to be sheltered. The Girton job
did not occupy all her time, a fact she admitted to the College Secretary when
negotiating her resignation. It was not where her heart lay. Her heart lay in the real
world of socialist public policy.”® She may also have felt that she needed to leave
Cambridge in order to separate herself from her family, particularly her mother.
When Barbara’s appointment to Girton had been announced in The Girton Review,
the news was followed in its pages by a piece entitled “Women at Cambridge’
by Adela Adam.” Barbara needed to become a woman no¢ at Cambridge, and
the socialist fervour which now increasingly gripped her drove her to seek more
appropriate and overtly democratic outlets in London: extra-mural classes, the
Workers” Educational Association and other such bodies. After a day thus spent
she would return on the last train to Cambridge, exhausted but far more satisfied

than after a day in the comfortable life of a Cambridge don.*



6

Real Work

A major restructuring of party politics in Britain was one of many unanticipated
consequences of the First World War. During the 1920s, the political and the
economic landscape altered, and it was these reconfigurations which opened up
opportunities for Mrs Wootton, Cambridge University’s undercover economics
lecturer, to step out of the academic shadows onto the brighter light of the public
policy stage.

The 1920s were a Jekyll and Hyde era: a time for bright young things, ‘short-
skirted flappers ... and young men with Valentino haircuts ... playing noisy
ukuleles in the dickey seats of open touring cars’;' but the other face of this gay
abandon was extreme poverty, misery and industrial unrest. Lloyd George, Liberal
Prime Minister since 1916, had marked his symbolic promise to the nation by
establishing a Ministry of Reconstruction in 1917. Out of the chaos and ruins of
war, a new Britain would be created, a far better home for everyone, not just for
heroes. His leadership of the Coalition Government of Liberals and Conservatives
transformed the political scene for the Labour Party, making possible its first spell
of national government in 1924; a longer one followed in 1929-1931. Political
parties, citizens and all sorts of associations and pressure groups struggled to
understand and control the economic instability that mirrored the shifts in political
platforms: a boom in 1919-20, and an ‘economic blizzard” in 1929-32.2 Economic
expertise, such as that which Barbara Wootton had acquired in Cambridge,
was much in demand. The War had left Britain, like many other nations, in
an economic mess. Her traditional heavy industries suffered from antiquated
methods, most of her raw material needed to be imported, and her traditional
European customers were too poor to buy. In this desperate situation, organized
labour had a pivotal role. Labour had a definite presence on the party political
scene, and the old symbiosis of the unions and the Labour Party was weakening, so
that the Trades Union Congress (TUC) was free to develop the industrial side of its

work. The problem was the lack of a single body to co-ordinate industrial action.
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This serious deficit was highlighted in 1919 by a wave of strikes by the police,
army, miners, printers and transport workers. In 1921, a TUC General Council
charged with the co-ordination of industrial action was created, and out of the
same mood of reorganization a new Research and Information Department was
born. Although the term ‘labour research’ could be interpreted in different ways —
research into subjects of importance to Labour, or research designed to prove the
Labour case® — both the Labour Party and the trade union movement needed access
to evidence. They needed to know what was going on in order to decide strategy.
Since duplication of effort would be wasteful, why not combine the efforts of both
organizations in a Joint Research Department?

Barbara Wootton, restless in the confines of academia, spotted the advertisement
in The Daily Herald for two Research Workers in the new Research and Information
Department of the General Council of the Trades Union Congress and the Labour
Party Executive Committee, to give it its full name. The Department would be
housed in Eccleston Square in London, where the TUC and the Labour Party
occupied adjoining premises. Its staff would be drawn mainly from existing Labour
Party appointments, but there would be two new research posts and a typist.* Walter
Milne-Bailey, who had worked as a research officer for the Union of Post Office
Workers, was appointed to the first research post, and Barbara Wootton to the
second. She was interviewed by the ‘affable and booming” Labour politician Hugh
Dalton, 