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Abstract 

This thesis is a study of the everyday lives of fifty working-class individuals in 

the first half of the twentieth century. These twenty-six women and twenty-four 

men were all born between 1899 and 1915 in England and self-identified as 

working class. These individuals were not politicians, influential historical 

figures or famous household names – such life histories have been recounted 

on many occasions – rather these are ‘ordinary average’ people, whose 

unpublished autobiographies this thesis draws upon to offer an insight into the 

everyday struggles, sacrifices and triumphs that the working class 

experienced between the years 1900 and 1945.  

By taking a microhistorical approach and focusing on this sample of fifty life 

stories, this thesis sheds light on wartime life, the impact of social change and 

the continued importance of working-class family values during the first half of 

the twentieth century. It uses these autobiographies to question the 

assumption that living through a period that witnessed two world wars would 

automatically equate to a life that was completely overshadowed by them. It 

also challenges the often accepted idea that wider social changes such as 

educational reform, the opening up of new employment opportunities and the 

fertility decline would have necessarily affected each working-class individual, 

suggesting instead that whilst change in these areas had certainly occurred by 

the end of the twentieth century, it was often too late to affect the lives of these 

autobiographers. Instead, the autobiographies suggest that the working-class 

lives were shaped by other issues of significance, most notably domesticity 

and the family life cycle. 
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The thesis’ chapters focus on the five topics that the autobiographers most 

frequently discussed: death, absence, family relationships, consumption (with 

a particular focus on leisure, food and housing), and education and 

employment opportunities. The reminiscences on these topics revealed much 

that confirmed existing academic insights into working-class life between the 

years 1900 and 1945, including the importance of domestic ideals to working-

class family life and the continued popularity of marriage as an institution  

Yet, importantly, as this thesis argues, they also revealed a variety of differing, 

although equally relevant and noteworthy experiences that have thus far been 

overlooked. These include a distinct lack of war-related deaths or war-related 

absences of immediate family members despite living through two conflicts, 

the subtle shift towards a companionate style of marriage and the significance 

of expectations of the working-class family life cycle in responses to instances 

of death or absence. 
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Introduction - ‘This is about an ordinary average life with all its ups and 

downs’1 

Aims and questions 

This thesis is a study of the ‘ordinary average’ lives of fifty English working-

class individuals between 1900 and 1945. The above quotation is taken from 

the autobiography of Stanley Rice, one of the fifty working-class 

autobiographies which comprise the primary source base for this thesis. 

Stanley was the son of a milkman and a housewife, born in London in March 

1905.2 Despite growing up during the first half of the twentieth century, a period 

which undeniably bore witness to a multiplicity of notable events, Stanley 

described his life as ‘ordinary’ and ‘average’.3  

There exists a large body of research which argues that life during this period 

was anything but ordinary and that events including the First World War, the 

Second World War and the Great Depression, resulted in considerable social, 

cultural, political and economic changes for the people who lived through 

them. This thesis aims to assess the extent to which these events truly resulted 

in fundamental changes to the everyday lives of the working class, questioning 

whether there was more continuity with late nineteenth-century working-class 

experiences than is generally acknowledged. It will do so by exploring personal 

 
1 Stanley Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone: Times and Incidents 

Remembered’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 1. Burnett Archive of Working Class 

Autobiographies (hereafter Burnett Archive) – Brunel University – 2:661. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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life occurrences and recollections of larger events or social changes through 

the lens of individuals’ life histories. It will follow the life stories of fifty working-

class individuals, all born between 1899 and 1915, from childhood to 

adulthood.  

This thesis will focus on the themes that the autobiographers deemed to be 

most important in their life history: experiences of death, family absence, 

relationships, consumption, education, and employment. It will use their 

reminiscences about these different topics to answer the following questions: 

Having lived through two world wars, to what extent were the lives of these 

fifty individuals overshadowed by war-related death or war-related absence?  

What impact did these two conflicts have on the autobiographers’ family 

relationships, their consumption patterns and their employment opportunities?  

To what extent did the social changes which occurred during the twentieth 

century – including educational reform, changing employment opportunities 

and the decline in the fertility rate – impact the opportunities and the personal 

lives of the autobiographers in the sample?  

What do these autobiographical reminiscences reveal about working-class 

expectations of the family life cycle, family relationships and domestic ideals 

in the first half of the twentieth century? 
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Literature review 

Autobiographies and the historian 

Although there is no shortage of autobiographical material in existence – 

indeed, as John Burnett notes, ‘after letter-writing, autobiography was, and 

probably still is, the most common form of personal literary expression’4 – up 

until the 1980s historians had paid little attention to the life stories of the 

working class. Thus, little was known about how a significant proportion of the 

English population viewed the world around them. This lack of attention was 

initially attributed to a lack of primary sources,5 until that is, as J.F.C. Harrison 

notes, historians decided to go out looking for them.6 Before then, it had been 

widely accepted that this section of the population did not write about their own 

lives.7  

Since the 1980s there have been a variety of projects that have sought to 

examine how the working class understood and recorded their lives. Some of 

the earliest such works were authored by John Burnett and David Vincent. In 

 
4 John Burnett, Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood, Education 

and Family from the 1820s to the 1920s (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 

9. 
5 Claire Lynch, ‘Critical Humanist Thoughts on the Burnett Archive of Working 

Class Autobiography – “Nobody Wages War with Dostoevsky or Dickens” ’, in 

Liz Stanley (ed.), Documents of Life Revisited: Narrative and Biographical 

Methodology for a 21st Century Critical Humanism (Oxon: Routledge, 2016), 

pp. 31-44 (p. 33). 
6 J.F.C. Harrison, The Common People: A History from the Norman Conquest 

to the Present (London: Fontana Paperback, 1984), p. 16.  
7 Ibid. 
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1974, when Burnett published his book Useful Toil: Autobiographies of the 

Working People from the 1820s to the 1920s, he aimed to bring the voices of 

the English working class to the forefront.8 He criticised historians for focusing 

solely on a handful of autobiographical material, published by those deemed 

to have achieved something noteworthy.9 Drawing upon twenty-seven 

autobiographies, organised by occupation, Burnett painted a picture of 

working-class people who were ‘materially very poor by contemporary 

standards, who are uncomplaining in their poverty, who lead lives of hard work 

… and, for whom the family, interpersonal relationships and relationship with 

God are centrally important’.10 

Burnett’s investigation into the everyday life of the working-class did not end 

there. In 1982, he published a second monograph, which focused on working-

class experiences of childhood, education and family in England between 

1820 and 1920.11 Crucially for this thesis, his work was based on a collection 

of autobiographies that he, David Vincent and David Mayall had gathered and 

then catalogued in the 1980s.12 Drawing on these anecdotal memories, 

Burnett identified both commonalities and differences in working-class 

experiences of schooling, religion and housing in the nineteenth and early 

 
8 John Burnett, Useful Toil: Autobiographies of Working People from the 1820s 

to the 1920s (London: Allen Lane, 1974). 
9 Ibid., p. 9. 
10 Ibid., p. 18. 
11 Burnett, Destiny Obscure.  
12 Unknown, ‘Burnett Archive of Working Class Autobiographies’,  

https://www.brunel.ac.uk/life/library/Special-Collections/Burnett-Archive-of-

Working-Class-Autobiographies , accessed 15 January 2020. 
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twentieth centuries.13 This book has proved to be invaluable for this thesis, 

which aims to build on his work by extending the analysis into adolescent and 

adulthood experiences after the 1920s. 

David Vincent’s work Bread, Knowledge and Freedom, published in 1981, also 

used autobiographies to explore working-class lives during the nineteenth 

century.14 Like Burnett, Vincent let the autobiographers’ memories speak for 

themselves, although he focused more closely than Burnett on the impact of 

industrialisation and the autobiographers’ sense of class consciousness.15 

More recently, Jane Humphries also relied on working-class autobiographies 

to examine British children’s experiences of industrialisation. In her book, 

published in 2010, she drew upon more than 600 autobiographies to analyse 

childhood and child labour during the industrial revolution.16 Drawing not only 

qualitative but also – rather more controversially – quantitative data from the 

autobiographies, she concluded that there was a surge in child labour between 

1790 and 1850.17 She also analysed family and household relationships to 

argue that the nuclear family with a ‘breadwinning’ father actually pre-dated 

industrialisation.18 Emma Griffin explores similar topics in her book Liberty’s 

 
13 Burnett, Destiny Obscure, pp. 7-8. 
14 David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth-

Century Working Class Autobiography (London: Methuen, 1981), p. 1. 
15 Ibid., pp. 11-13. 
16 Jane Humphries, Childhood and Child Labour in the British Industrial 

Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 366. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., p. 367. 
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Dawn, published in 2014.19 Using a smaller sample of 350 autobiographies, 

Griffin also focuses on working-class experiences of industrialisation. She 

argues that the autobiographers chose to focus on the positive changes 

brought about by industrialisation, rather than painting these years in the 

‘relentlessly dark colours’ that historians have so often used.20  

Since the 1980s, then, important research has been conducted on the subject 

of working-class experiences of the industrial revolution, using 

autobiographies as the main source of information. Focusing on the slightly 

later period of between 1860 and 1914, Julie-Marie Strange’s book 

Fatherhood and the British Working-class is another excellent example of how 

autobiographical accounts can be used to address gaps in scholarly 

knowledge or challenge the existing historiography; she used them to counter 

the idea that all working-class fathers of the period were rough and drunken.21 

Rather, she argues that working-class fathers played various roles in their 

children’s lives: ‘fathering meant different things, at different times, to different 

actors’.22 

Of course, working-class autobiographies are not the only autobiographical 

source that can offer an understanding of the past as seen from an individual’s 

perspective. In her recent book, Alison Fell addressed the experiences of 

 
19 Emma Griffin, Liberty’s Dawn: A People’s History of the Industrial Revolution 

(Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2013). 
20 Ibid., p. 244. 
21 Julie-Marie Strange, Fatherhood and the British Working-Class, 1865-1914 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 1. 
22 Ibid., p. 2. 
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nursing veterans in Britain and France after the First World War.23 Chapter 

four, in particular, drew upon female veterans’ war memoirs and 

autobiographical writings.24 In this chapter, Fell noted that female veterans 

were unable to draw upon the ‘male combat narrative’ which was ‘understood 

as the “real” war story’.25 She analyses how nurses used their memoirs to 

‘write women back into the war story’, arguing that ‘writing about individual 

experiences provided the chance not only to gain “cultural capital” from 

promoting an author’s veteran status but equally to articulate opinions about 

the war’s lessons and consequences to a wider public’.26 By writing and 

subsequently publishing their memoirs, these women gave themselves an 

important platform from which to disseminate their knowledge and 

experiences of wartime. In a similar way to Fell, Laura Ugolini used 

autobiographical recollections to shed light on ‘themes of importance to the 

author’s life, as well as to explore issues of identity and the individual’s place 

in society’.27 She focused on the insight that reminiscences of menswear 

consumption between the years 1880 and 1939 offered on the subject of 

masculine identity and selfhood.28 Her work delved beneath the 

 
23 Alison Fell, Women as Veterans in Britain and France after the First World 

War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). 
24 Ibid., pp. 127-160. See also Alison Fell and Martin Hurcombe, ‘Veteran 

Identities: One Hundred Years of the First World War’, Journal of War and 

Culture Studies 6:4 (2013), pp. 263-266. 
25 Fell, Women as Veterans, p. 128. 
26 Ibid., pp. 130-133. 
27 Laura Ugolini, ‘Autobiographies and Menswear Consumption in Britain, c. 

1880-1939’, Textile History 40:2 (2013), pp. 202-211 (p. 202).  
28 Ibid., p. 207. 
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autobiographical descriptions of clothing to demonstrate how consumption of 

clothing and themes such as ‘poverty and material hardship’ are intrinsically 

linked.29 Whilst these and other works have different approaches, cover 

different periods and focus on different topics, they demonstrate how valuable 

autobiographies can be as a source to the historian. 

Oral history also emerged as a discipline in the 1970s and 1980s, providing 

new sources of information about past historical events, including the everyday 

lives of the working class.30 Especially significant for this thesis was Elizabeth 

Roberts’ book A Woman’s Place, published in 1984.31 Roberts’s aim, like 

Burnett, Vincent and Mayall’s, was to explore the everyday lives of the working 

class using their own voices, but with a specific focus on women. She 

considered topics that included employment, marriage, and family between 

1890 and 1940; topics which have helped to shape the present study. Roberts, 

 
29 Ibid., p. 203.  
30 Other notable works that draw upon oral histories to shed light on aspects 

of working-class life include Keith Gildart, Images of England through Popular 

Music: Class, Youth and Rock ‘n’ Roll, 1955-1976 (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

McMillian, 2013); Penny Summerfield and Corinna Peniston-Bird, Contesting 

Home Defence: Men, Women and the Home Guard in the Second World War 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007); Elizabeth Roberts, Women 

and Families: An Oral History, 1940-1970 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1995); 

Elizabeth Roberts, A Woman’s Place: An Oral History of Working-Class 

Women 1890-1940 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984); Stephen Humphries, 

Hooligans or Rebels? An Oral History of Working-Class Childhood and Youth 

1889-1939 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1981). 
31 Roberts, A Woman’s Place. 
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however, was not concerned with male voices, and this thesis aims to bring 

these experiences into focus too. 

Such a rich historiography provides a solid methodological framework for using 

autobiographies as primary sources and further underlines the value of 

recording the everyday lives of individuals to be used as historical sources. 

However, as insightful and detailed as these analyses of everyday lives 

certainly are, they all focus on selected parts of individuals’ autobiographies 

or oral history accounts. These selections are used skilfully to explore a 

particular topic, for example, childhood in Destiny Obscure or marriage in A 

Woman’s Place, but they only offer one part of the individual’s story, rather 

than considering its place within an overarching life history.32 This thesis tracks 

the lives of fifty autobiographers across nearly fifty years, covering childhood, 

youth and adulthood, thus making it possible to assess how their lives 

progressed as a result of their choices or the opportunities available to them, 

highlighting both continuities and changes in working-class lives during the 

first half of the twentieth century.  

Family history 

John Benson notes that ‘no student of nineteenth and twentieth century Britain 

can fail to appreciate the crucial role that the family played in the lives of 

working people’.33 He argues that the years between 1850 and 1939 

 
32 Burnett, Destiny Obscure, pp. 23-134; Roberts, A Woman’s Place, pp. 81-

124.  
33 John Benson, The Working Class in Britain 1850-1939 (London: I B Tauris 

and Co Ltd, 2003), p. 95.  
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witnessed fundamental changes to working-class family life, which have led to 

what is thought of as a ‘traditional working-class family’: families that are 

smaller, in better health, financially better off and more ‘inward’ facing.34 Mary 

Abbott attributes historians’ interest in the family in part to a ‘curiosity about 

other people’s lives and relationships’.35 To study the everyday lives of 

individuals, it seems, one must also study the family. That said, working-class 

family life has only recently become the focus of serious academic analysis, 

rather than a background feature, discussed mainly when it was subject to and 

altered by outside economic forces. Labour history has thus tended to focus 

on issues such as labour politics, community and class consciousness.36 For 

example, the classic study by E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English 

Working Class only explored family life when it was affected by changing 

labour patterns.37 Harry Hendrick argues that it was not until the 1960s that 

the social history of the family became a popular, productive and somewhat 

 
34 Ibid., p. 96. 
35 Mary Abbott, Family Ties: English Families 1540-1920 (London: Routledge, 

1993), p. 1. 
36 See Joanna Bourke, Working Class Cultures in Britain, 1890-1960 (London: 

Routledge, 1994); David Cannadine, Class in Britain (Connecticut: Yale 

University Press, 1998); Eric Hopkins, The Rise and Decline of the English 

Working Classes 1918-1990: A Social History (London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1991); Ross McKibbin, The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in 

Britain 1880-1950 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); Gareth Stedman-

Jones, Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History 1832-

1982 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); Eric Hopkins, A Social 

History of the Working Class 1815-1945 (London: Edward Arnold, 1979). 
37 E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: 

Penguin, 1963).  
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controversial area of study in its own right.38 Michael Anderson remarked in 

1980 that there could be no simple history of the family due to the diversity of 

different family relationships, family functions and the lack of a single-family 

system in Europe.39 Scholars, he suggested, would not find the study of the 

family an easy one, and as ‘family history developed so too did controversy, 

activity and disagreement amongst scholars’.40  

That, of course, has not stopped them trying. In 1976, Edward Shorter’s The 

Making of the Modern Family provided an influential but controversial account 

of family history.41 Shorter aimed to offer a comprehensive account of the 

development of the family since 1750.42 He argued that this period witnessed 

the development of the modern nuclear family, born in ‘the shelter of 

domesticity’ and focused solely on its own close internal family bonds.43 The 

modern family, he suggested, was characterised by the devaluation and 

weakening of traditional relationships with wider kin, which included aunts, 

uncles, neighbours and peers.44 Shorter’s conclusions have been challenged 

 
38 Harry Hendrick, Children, Childhood and English Society 1880-1990 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 16. 
39 Michael Anderson, Approaches to the History of the Western Family 1500-

1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 2. 
40 Ibid., p. 1. 
41 Edward Shorter, The Making of the Modern Family (Glasgow: Harper 

Collins, 1976). 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., p. 5. 
44 Ibid. 
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for making generalisations based upon a few examples of working-class 

families who viewed wider kin and communal bonds as insignificant.45  

More recently, The Family Story: Blood, Contract and Intimacy, 1830-1960, 

which focuses on family and kinship bonds during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, has had a considerable influence over the field of family history.46 

Published in 1999, this collaborative work drew upon the specialist expertise 

of Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink and Katherine Holden.47 

Their work aimed to challenge the prominence of the ‘nuclear family’ in 

scholarly research. They did this by examining the familial relationships that 

existed outside of the ‘nuclear unit’.48 The book featured case studies of 

fatherhood, domestic service, unmarried women and illegitimacy, all topics 

that had as yet received little academic attention.49 These case studies do 

shed a good deal of light on the unusual family situations that existed 

alongside the more common nuclear family during this period. While not 

ignoring such atypical family relationships, this thesis is concerned with more 

mundane, conventional nuclear family relationships, that Steve Humphries 

 
45 Patricia Branca, ‘Review: The Making of the Modern Family by Edward 

Shorter’, The Journal of Modern History 49:1 (1977), pp. 118-120 (pp. 118-

119). 
46 Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink and Katherine Holden, The 

Family Story: Blood, Contract and Intimacy 1830-1960 (London: Longman, 

1999). 
47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid., p. 5. 
49 Ibid., pp. 221-265.  
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and Pamela Gordon also address in their book A Labour of Love.50 Drawing 

upon a variety of autobiographical accounts of family life, their work primarily 

comprises of case studies. They do not attempt to unpick the individual 

accounts to offer an in-depth understanding of what these individuals’ 

recollections reveal about wider social issues or change. Rather, they start 

each chapter with a short overview of the topic that the case studies relate to, 

such as ‘childbirth’.51 Letting the individuals’ stories speak for themselves in 

this way certainly adds to our understanding of how these people perceived 

their experiences of parenting and parenthood between 1900 and 1950. This 

thesis builds on the approach taken by Humphries and Gordon by analysing 

autobiographical accounts against the backdrop of social change and 

internationally significant events such as the two world wars.  

Until recently, social histories of the modern family have also tended to focus 

predominantly on the experiences and roles of female family members.52 

 
50 Steve Humphries and Pamela Gordon, A Labour of Love: The Experience 

of Parenthood in Britain 1900-1950 (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1993). 
51 Ibid., pp. 5-12. 
52 Angela Davis, Modern Motherhood: Women and Family in England, 1945-

2000 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2014); Selina Todd, Young 

Women, Work, and Family in England, 1918-1950 (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2005); Judy Giles, Women, Identity and Private Life in Britain, 1900-50 

(London: Macmillan Press, 1995); Jane Lewis, Women in Britain since 1945: 

Women, Family, Work and the State in the Post-War Years (Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, 1992); Jane Lewis (ed.), Labour and Love: Women’s Experience of 

Home and Family 1850-1940 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986); Diana Gittins, 

Fair Sex: Family Size and Structure, 1900-39 (London: Hutchinson & Co, 

1982). 
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Shorter’s work, for example, was also criticised for focusing primarily on 

women, therefore excluding male relationships from the analysis.53 More 

recently, historians have begun to pay attention to male family members. In 

particular, Laura King, Julie Marie-Strange and John Tosh have begun to 

redress the gender imbalance in the historiography of the family by focusing 

on husbands, fathers and fatherhood. Whilst their work is important, it is not 

principally concerned with the experiences of the working class during the 

twentieth century. Both King and Tosh focus on middle-class fathers and 

families, while the endpoint of Strange’s research is 1914.54 This leaves a 

historiographical gap for research that addresses the changes to working-

class fatherhood during the first half of the twentieth century, which this thesis 

partly addresses. 

A similar lack of attention has been paid to how children experienced their own 

childhood. Instead, academic focus has been on how different societies 

viewed and understood the concept of childhood. Much debate has revolved 

around whether, in the past, childhood was viewed as a distinctly separate 

period of the life cycle. Linda Pollock notes that earlier historians had 

suggested that there was ‘no concept of childhood in the past’.55 Rather, 

 
53 Branca, ‘Review: The Making of the Modern Family by Edward Shorter’, p. 

119. 
54 Laura King, Family Men: Fatherhood and Masculinity in Britain, c.1914-1960 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Strange, Fatherhood and the British 

Working Class; John Tosh, A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class 

Home in Victorian England (London: Yale University Press, 1999). 
55 Linda Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-Child Relations from 1500 to 1900 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 1. 
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children were merely treated as smaller adults and ‘there was no appreciation 

of the needs of children and thus they were neglected’.56 Similarly, Martin 

Hoyles argues that ‘both childhood and our present-day nuclear family are 

comparatively recent social inventions’.57 Pollock points to the work of Edward 

Shorter, Lawrence Stone, Ivy Pinchbeck and Margaret Hewitt who all agreed 

that up until the nineteenth century, children from poorer backgrounds were 

ignored by their parents and exploited for their labour.58 It is also widely 

accepted that by the twentieth-century attitudes towards childhood had 

changed: ‘as the 20th century progressed, an interest in the child’s natural 

intellectual and social development led to more permissiveness in the rearing 

of children … children are to be cuddled and enjoyed’.59  

Pollock was, however, critical of some of the conclusions that these historians 

reached, arguing that wider social attitudes towards childhood or conceptions 

of childhood were not actually reflected in the experiences of children.60 

Drawing upon adult diaries, child diaries and autobiographies, she argues that 

parent-child relationships have historically been more caring, intimate and 
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58 Pollock, Forgotten Children, p. 10. See Shorter, Making of the Modern 

Family; Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-

1800 (London: Harper & Row, 1977); Ivy Pinchbeck and Margaret Hewitt, 

Children in English Society: From the Eighteenth Century to the Children Act 

1948 (London: George Routledge & Sons, 1969). 
59 Pollock, Forgotten Children, p. 11.  
60 Ibid., p. 89.  
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affectionate than had previously been suggested.61 Pollock emphasises that 

there has been far more continuity than there has been change in terms of 

parent-child relationships.62  

As Hugh Cunningham has pointed out Pollock’s work ‘established a new 

paradigm for the 1980s’.63 Historians had previously relied upon statistical 

data, such as fluctuations in birth rates, infant mortality, nutrition, diseases, 

cases of infanticide and overall family size when discussing childhood, rather 

than drawing upon first-person voices. Following Pollock’s example, academic 

works on childhood have started to branch out from solely analysing the social 

construct of ‘childhood’ and have begun to include the voices of the individuals 

themselves.64 Antony Fletcher, for example, adopts a similar approach to 

diaries as Pollock.65 He uses a small sample of upper-class English children’s 

diaries to ‘bring alive the responses of these children to the upbringings that 

parents provided’.66 Like Pollock, Fletcher seeks to unpick how these diarists 

understood key aspects of their childhood using their private writings.  
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However, as Cunningham also notes, the underlying issue with this more 

recent scholarship on childhood is that it tends to be more about the parents 

and their children’s relationship with them, than about the children 

themselves.67 He suggests that concepts and experiences must be 

considered together and his book focuses on teasing out ‘the relationships 

between ideas about childhood and the experience of being a child’ since the 

1500s.68 Whilst the scope of this thesis does not allow for an in-depth 

discussion of changing concepts of childhood, such as offered by 

Cunningham, the idea of a working-class ‘childhood’ and how this changed 

during the twentieth century is addressed briefly in chapter three. Moreover, 

this thesis addresses changing ideas about domesticity and gender roles 

which are interwoven throughout the autobiographers’ reminiscences of both 

childhood and adulthood.  

This thesis follows the example set by Pollock and Fletcher, using 

autobiographical reminiscences to analyse how the fifty autobiographers, that 

comprise the primary source sample, understood key events in their childhood. 

The focus is not on the relationship with their parents, although this is touched 

upon in chapter three. Rather, this thesis explores what it was like to be a 

working-class child in the early decades of the twentieth century, using the 

autobiographers' descriptions of their childhood experiences of grief, 

consumption of food, leisure and housing, wartime life and education. This is 

similar to the approach taken by Burnett in his work on working-class 
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18 
 

childhood. Although Burnett does touch upon both parent-child relationships 

and the changing concept of ‘childhood’, he is more concerned with finding out 

what it was like to be a working-class child during the period 1820 to 1920.69 

He does this by letting the autobiographers’ writings inform his areas of 

research.70 The autobiographies that Burnett analysed, focused on ‘education, 

home and family relations’ and so these were the topics that he concentrated 

on.71 

Following in the footsteps of Burnett, the topics considered in each of the five 

chapters that make up this thesis are guided by the ‘major themes’ that the 

fifty autobiographers discussed or noted as being of importance.72 These were 

experiences of death and loss, family absences, changes to family structure 

and relationships through birth and marriage, the consumption of food, leisure 

and housing and education and employment opportunities. Although often 

touched upon in works on family history, each of these topics has its own body 

of literature, which cannot be covered in their entirety in this introduction. 

Therefore, this review will now focus on the main debates and historiographical 

gaps that this thesis attempts to address. 
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Death, grief, and absence 

Death and grief in the twentieth century have been the subject of a good deal 

of research.73 Pat Jalland’s work, for example, analyses the rituals and 

processes of mourning in England between 1914 and 1970.74 Jalland 

emphasises the influence of the First World War in altering attitudes towards 

death and grieving. She suggests that England was acutely affected by the 

high levels of mortality amongst young men during the war because this 

occurred just as families were becoming accustomed to falling infant mortality 

rates.75 Whilst children may have been more likely to survive infancy than ever 

before, the war suddenly forced many families to face the potential or actual 

death of healthy adult sons.76 Jalland argues that the estimated three-quarters 

of a million British war dead resulted in overwhelming communal grief, which 

in turn had a profound impact on attitudes towards death and mourning 

practices.77 In the wake of the war, public mourning which was characteristic 
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of Victorian grieving practices was replaced with more private forms of 

grieving, so much so that when war broke out again in 1939, the English met 

death with a stoic attitude that discouraged expressive sorrow.78 Not only did 

grieving patterns change in the course of the twentieth century, so too did the 

main causes of mortality. Tony Walter’s work tracks the change in the most 

common cause of death, from infectious diseases in the early twentieth 

century, to cancer and coronary complaints by the end of the century, as a 

result of advances in medical care and understanding of diseases.79 It is in the 

context of this rapidly changing landscape of death and mourning that the 

autobiographers who are the focus of this thesis recalled their experiences of 

death and grief. 

The emphasis on mortality is a significant feature of the historiography of the 

First World War. Although death was also, of course, a significant feature of 

the Second World War, it is much more strongly associated with the First. As 

Dan Todman notes: ‘death has been … a major constituent of the mythology’ 

of the First World War and yet ‘the Second World War – still a bloody conflict 

for Britain, if not as deadly as its predecessor – was not mythologised in terms 

of death’.80 Death also has a central place in First World War commemorative 
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events and collective memory.81 Although Todman has questioned the 

preoccupation with wartime death, noting that whilst the death toll was far from 

insignificant, and that contrary to popular belief, not every man who served 

died, the focus has remained overwhelmingly on servicemen experiences.82 

The experiences of individuals, such as nearly all of the autobiographers 

examined in this thesis, whose wartime life was not overshadowed either by 

death or by military service, remain largely unexplored.  

The history of childhood in the First World War has also received little scholarly 

attention, as academic works solely dedicated to childhood rarely discuss the 

war. Fletcher’s book ends in 1914, just before the years he describes as 

‘cataclysmic’, destroyed the hierarchy of upper-class English family life.83 

Similarly, Carolyn Steedman’s work on childhood examines the period 

between 1860 and 1931, but only mentions childhood during the First World 

War on five occasions.84 Even Cunningham, who argues that the ‘century of 

the child’ began in 1900, concentrates on the threat posed to children by the 

Second World War rather than the First.85  

There are two notable exceptions to the lack of attention paid to childhood 

during the First World War: Rosie Kennedy’s The Children’s War in Britain, 
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1914-1918, published in 2014 and Richard Van Emden’s The Quick and the 

Dead, published in 2011.86 Kennedy’s work examines various aspects of 

wartime childhood, such as play, education, uniformed movements and the 

family, evidenced with oral history testimonies and autobiographies. However, 

she places a good deal of emphasis on the absent serviceman father and 

devotes a substantial amount of attention to how the absence and potential 

death of the father affected the family.87 Richard Van Emden’s work, 

furthermore, is solely focused on the childhood experiences of those who lost 

their father during the war.88 There has been until recently little research that 

addresses the family life of those, like many of the autobiographers considered 

in this thesis, who had no immediate family members engaged in the conflict.89 

The overwhelming focus on servicemen fathers has also overshadowed the 

fact that many sibling relationships were affected by the war. In fact, sibling 

relationships have generally been ignored by historians. As Leonore Davidoff 
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notes: ‘in academic and professional analysis siblings have until recently 

remained an absent presence’.90 Davidoff’s book Thicker than Water seeks to 

make up for this absence by exploring the psychological importance and 

historical significance of sibling relationships in the long nineteenth century.91 

Her work is one of the few to address the emotional toll caused by the death 

of a sibling, an event which was experienced by several of the individuals 

studied in this thesis at various points during their lives, both in peace and in 

wartime. The way in which the autobiographers experienced, and then 

recalled and described grief, is a central theme of chapter one. 

As well as emphasising the death toll, the literature on the First World War has 

also focused on the experiences of those children whose father was absent 

on military service. With a few exceptions, civilian fathers have received little 

academic attention. Laura Ugolini’s book Civvies: Middle-Class Men on the 

English Home Front, 1914-1918 challenges the soldier-focused narrative 

offered by many historians and explores the under-researched experiences of 

middle-class English men who remained on the home front.92 However, we 

still know little about the experiences of working-class men who were not 

enlisted during the war. Jay Winter’s analysis of military records provides some 

insight as to why many working-class men were rejected from military service, 
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but there is little reference to individual cases or experiences.93 The fathers of 

thirty-three of the fifty autobiographers considered in this thesis did not serve 

in the military during the First World War, and the autobiographers’ 

reminiscences offer insights into their father’s motives and experiences. 

Studies of family life during the First World War have also stressed that even 

the temporary absence of a father in wartime would cause almost irreparable 

damage to their relationship with their child.94 Timothy Fisher, whose PhD 

examined working-class fatherhood in early twentieth-century Britain, noted 

the strain endured by many families caused by the ‘hundreds of thousands (if 

not millions) of fathers’ who had to fight.95 Julie Summers examines 

predominately female reminiscences of paternal or spousal absence during 

the Second World War.96 She argues that for many families the return of the 

husband or father was not an easy transition, particularly for children who had 

no prior relationship with their father.97 Whilst undoubtedly true for some 

families, this thesis will argue that such an approach to wartime absence 
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excludes the experiences of individuals who noted that their families had been 

able to reconnect quite quickly after the return of the absent male family 

member, particularly as these absences had in some cases been quite short.  

Studies of the British experience of the Second World War have focused not 

only on absent fathers but also on absent children, particularly the child 

evacuee sent away from their homes during periods of heavy aerial 

bombardments. Historians such as Martin Parson have analysed the 

experiences of child evacuees, often focusing on the traumatic aftermath of 

being separated from their parents.98 This thesis will challenge this exclusive 

focus on traumatic or prolonged wartime separation, suggesting that this was 

not the universal experience of the autobiographers studied here, as only a 

handful were separated from their children and this was often only for a short 

period of time.  

Moreover, just as not all families experienced wartime absences, not all 

remained together in peacetime, and the permanent absence of a close family 

member had considerable economic and social implications for several of the 
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families considered in this thesis. In recent years historians have been paying 

new attention to households such as these, that did not fit the model of nuclear 

families. Ginger Frost, for example, focuses on the experiences of illegitimate 

children in a society that disapproved of sexual relationships outside of 

marriage,99 while Claudia Nelson’s book Family Ties in Victorian England 

offers important insights into the barriers to working-class separation, which 

could lead to desertion as a way of escaping a failed marriage.100 Failed 

relationships and their impact on family life are two of the themes explored by 

a number of the autobiographers and are examined in chapter two.  

Family relationships 

There were a number of notable changes to English family structures between 

1900 and 1945. One of the most widely discussed has been the decline in 

fertility which resulted in progressively smaller family sizes from the 1870s. 

Historians such as Hera Cook have analysed the role of wider availability and 

understanding of contraceptive methods in limiting family size.101 Wally 
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Seccombe offered a different approach by focusing on the relationship 

between fertility and employment. He adopted a Marxist theoretical framework 

to analyse how capitalism and employment affected working-class family 

structure in England.102 His work was influenced by both feminism and 

women’s history, and he suggested that most of the changes in the modern 

family occurred because of decisions taken by female family members.103 

Seccombe uses working-class female voices to demonstrate that men and 

women during the industrial period had different attitudes towards 

contraception and the advantages of limiting family size.104 Working-class 

women were left to deal with childrearing but had little say over the control of 

the number of children that they had. That was until the early twentieth century 

when he suggests that men and women’s views began to converge, leading 

to couples beginning to adopt contraceptive methods, which in turn led to the 

fertility decline.105 Diana Gittins’ work also explores changes to fertility, family 

size and structure but between the later period of 1900 and 1939.106 She 
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attributes the decline in fertility to a variety of factors, including women’s 

greater control over fertility within marriage and the gradual opening up to 

women of new employment opportunities.107 Although the autobiographers 

studied in this thesis are notably silent about contraception, the work of these 

demographic historians provides a useful background to the observable 

decrease in their own family size in comparison to their parents’ generation.  

The changing nature of marriage in the twentieth century, particularly as it 

evolved in the aftermath of the First World War, has also been at the centre of 

considerable debate.108 The virtues of marriage received renewed emphasis 

after 1918, in the context of growing concerns that many women were rejecting 

marriage after gaining independence during the war. There were also 

concerns that wartime death had restricted marriage opportunities. Katherine 

Holden’s work examines how the ‘spinster’ became a recognisable figure in 

post-First World War Britain.109 She argues that these women were pitied by 

the public for being denied the joys of marriage and motherhood.110 Yet, 

despite public expressions of pity, Holden suggests that spinsterhood was for 
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many women a liberating experience, particularly for those who chose not to 

marry, allowing many to focus on their career instead.111  

The autobiographers considered in this thesis certainly do not appear to have 

been unduly affected by any shortage of suitable spouses after the First World 

War, as all but four got married. That said, their expectations and experiences 

of married life differed somewhat from their parents’. In this context, Claire 

Langhamer, Margaret Lane, Janet Finch and Penny Summerfield have all 

argued that the twentieth century witnessed the rise of a new form of 

‘companionate’ marriage, which they described as one in which the spouses 

shared more equal roles within the family than the male breadwinner and 

female housewife dichotomy that had arguably been prevalent at the 

beginning of the century.112 Although there is no clear consensus about 

exactly when in the twentieth century the companionate model of marriage 

became popular with the working class, this thesis will argue that evidence of 

this type of marriage can be found in these autobiographical recollections as 

early as the 1920s. Overall, the autobiographies show that marriage was not 
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a fixed institution but one that changed in step with the rest of society during 

the twentieth century. 

Consumption 

In recent years, historians have begun to pay new attention to consumption, 

including the consumption patterns of the working class.113 John Benson, in 

particular, has contributed much to this field of study. He argues that the 

twentieth century witnessed the growth of British consumption and that as 

incomes rose, so did people’s spending.114 Benson discusses how factors 

including age, gender and social class affected an individual’s consumer 

power.115 He notes that there was a transitional period during the 1900s in 

which working-class resources and aspirations changed, desiring and 
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acquiring more consumer goods as the century progressed.116 He suggests 

that consumption increased so rapidly that those living in the 1950s were 

spending 50 per cent more than their parents and grandparents in the early 

1900s.117 He argues that the generation who retired in the 1960s and 1970s 

had enjoyed a life of continually improving living standards, thanks to the 

increase in leisure time and the increases in real wages that had occurred.118  

Benson suggests that the twentieth century saw the working class consuming 

a growing range of commodities. This thesis focuses on the three topics most 

frequently mentioned in the autobiographies: food, leisure and housing. 

Historians have long been interested in assessing the nutritional intake of the 

working class during the twentieth century, as well as its effect on health and 

ability to work.119 The impact of food shortages during the First World War has 

attracted particular attention.120 However, what has been awarded less 
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attention is the meaning attached to food in autobiographies, and what 

autobiographical food reminiscences indicate about familial relationships or 

ideas about domesticity. Elizabeth Roberts’ work touches upon this, as her 

oral history interviewees noted that a good working-class mother possessed 

the virtues of being a good cook and an effective budgeter to ensure that 

sufficient food was provided for her children.121 This thesis builds on this, 

suggesting that not only did the autobiographers use food to portray their 

mother’s ‘goodness’ (or ‘badness’ if she failed to live up to these standards) 

but also to portray their childhood as simpler, less excessive, even potentially 

healthier than that enjoyed by subsequent generations.  

There is also a growing literature on leisure, including working-class leisure, 

however, this has concentrated mostly on young adults, predominantly with a 

focus on the significance of gender and income. David Fowler, for example, 

analyses the consumption and leisure patterns of young wage earners 

between 1918 and 1939.122 He argues that young people in the interwar period 

spent any earnings not contributed to the family on leisure activities including 

the cinema, magazines and dance halls.123 He suggests that the extra 

disposable income they enjoyed led directly to an increase in leisure.124 Claire 
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Langhamer pays more attention to family-centred leisure activities than Fowler 

and criticises the usual over-reliance on male accounts of working-class 

leisure.125 Her research centres on the leisure experiences of both young and 

adult women in England between 1920 and 1960, without a specific focus on 

class and suggests that women’s choice of leisure activities are often rooted 

within their family and as a result, they facilitated the leisure of other family 

members, rather than their own.126 Andrew Davies makes a similar point. He 

too suggests that leisure activities were frequently structured around gender 

and that women often had fewer opportunities than their male counterparts.127 

Davies’ work, like Fowler’s, also makes much of the link between leisure and 

employment.128 While insightful, such an approach tends to marginalise 

childhood experiences of leisure, which are explored in this thesis, reflecting 

the autobiographers’ own preoccupations: their memories of leisure were not 

wholly tied up with their employment, their income or even their gender.  

This thesis also addresses the important subject of working-class housing. In 

1986 Burnett noted that ‘the social history of housing, like that of man’s other 
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basic needs, food and clothing, has for long remained a neglected study’.129 

Since then, more work has been conducted into the housing of the British 

population, although it remains a relatively under-researched area. The 

general consensus appears to be that up until the twentieth century, the vast 

majority of people lived in unsuitable conditions.130 Thereafter the debate has 

focused on when the quality of housing started to improve and when house-

buying became more affordable for the general population.131 Burnett argues 

that the improvement in housing is a recent one: ‘noticeable in the inter-war 

period, but particularly concentrated in the decade of the 1950s’.132 Peter 

Scott, however, points out that although it is ‘widely believed that the 

considerable expansion in home ownership during the 1930s was essentially 

confined to the middle class’, the number of working-class individuals who 
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were financially secure enough to purchase their own home during this period 

has been underestimated.133  

Although now offering a comprehensive overview of housing costs and the 

housing situation of the British population, existing research tells us little about 

the individual’s experience of housing. Some recollections of housing are to 

be found in Burnett’s Destiny Obscure, in which he analyses childhood 

autobiographical accounts of home.134 He notes that autobiographers often 

included a detailed list of the number of people living together and of the 

objects contained in the home.135 Such topics are also touched upon in the 

autobiographical sample studied for this thesis, as are the reasons behind the 

transitory nature of working-class housing. 

Education and employment 

Gary McCulloch has argued that the history of education ‘helps us to 

understand the organization of education and to illuminate the educational 

ideas which the organization was designed to achieve’.136 Indeed, to date, 

British scholars have paid most attention to how policy change and educational 

reform altered and shaped the education system to achieve certain standards 

of education among the British population.137 David Mitch’s work, for example, 
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suggests that one of the primary drivers behind British educational reform was 

the fact that industrial techniques required more literate and educated workers. 

He argues that ‘although a worker did not have to be literate to run a spinning 

mule in a cotton factory … he did in order to run a railroad locomotive or deliver 

a letter in the last half of the nineteenth century’.138 Far less attention has been 

paid to what it was actually like to be taught. Whilst McCulloch notes that the 

history of education helps us to ‘understand humanity itself and the aspirations 

of individuals and groups’,139 this history is surely further enriched by including 

the voices of the individuals themselves, something which this thesis will 

attempt to do.  

Unlike education and schooling, social and labour historians have 

understandably paid a good deal of attention to working-class experiences of 

work. Arguably, the history of women’s work has received the greatest share 

of scholarly consideration in recent years, particularly female employment 
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during the First and Second World Wars.140 The history of working-class male 

labour has tended to focus on specific occupations with strong occupational 

identities. For example, David Hall’s work draws together various testimonies 

of cotton workers, shipbuilders, ironmongers, and miners to analyse the sense 

of identity and belonging that accompanied working in such labour-intensive 

industries in the post Second World War era, in which ‘toughness, hard graft 
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and knowing your place in the hierarchies of family, work and community were 

essential qualities for survival’.141 Keith Gildart examines similar themes to Hall 

but with a particular focus on miners: drawing upon autobiographical accounts 

of Welsh working-class miners, he uses their voices to offer a deeper 

understanding of their occupational identity and their wish to create a ‘sense 

of history within their workplace and community’.142 These works focus on the 

post-Second World War era and concentrate on industrial occupations that are 

linked to strong working-class identities and communities. However, there still 

exists plenty of scope to explore the experiences of working-class men whose 

employment patterns were more erratic and whose sense of identity was not 

tied to a particular occupation, as this thesis hopes to show, the 

autobiographies analysed in this study can also help us with this line of 

enquiry.  

Regardless of gender, most of the autobiographers studied in this thesis 

reached working age after the end of the First World War and so their 

employment history was set against the backdrop of wider economic instability 

and employment insecurity during the interwar period. Much work has been 

conducted into the economic consequences of unemployment during this 

period.143 Arguably one of the most comprehensive studies is Nicholas Crafts, 
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Ian Gazeley and Andrew Newell’s Work and Pay in 20th Century Britain, which 

draws together a series of chapters providing a ‘century-long perspective’ on 

the British labour market and employment patterns.144 This collection 

addresses mass unemployment during the inter-war period, the reorganisation 

of the economy during the Second World War and the long period of growth 

which followed, concluding with a discussion of the social and economic crises 

of the 1970s.145  

Although interwar unemployment is briefly touched upon in this thesis, this was 

not a prominent theme in the autobiographies. More significant in discussions 

were familial and gendered expectations, which influenced both the 

employment decisions and opportunities of these authors. This issue is 

touched upon in Selina Todd’s work, as she unpicks the pressures that male 

and female juveniles experienced from employers, family and state as 

employed working-class youths in England between 1918 and 1955.146 This 

thesis builds on Todd’s findings, and analyses the social and family pressures 

that influenced the autobiographers’ employment opportunities as they 

progressed into adulthood. 
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The sources 

The main source base for this thesis consists of fifty unpublished 

autobiographies authored by working-class individuals born in England. These 

are a sample of the working-class autobiographies collected by John Burnett, 

David Vincent and David Mayall in the 1980s as part of a project to prove that 

working-class people did write records of their lives.147 Claire Lynch notes that 

Burnett, Vincent and Mayall aimed to ‘question the assumptions that illiteracy 

prevented self-reflection, or that an unpublished narrative necessarily meant 

an unpublishable one’.148 A copy of 230 of the autobiographies collected by or 

sent to Burnett has been catalogued and stored in the Burnett Archive of 

Working Class Autobiographies in the Special Collections archive at Brunel 

University.149 Several other uncatalogued autobiographies were subsequently 

sent to the university after the project was completed. However, these are just 

a fraction of the material that Burnett, Vincent and Mayall received or located 

in the 1980s. After an appeal on BBC Radio Two’s Woman’s Hour in 1978 for 

such material, they received over 800 writings.150 They also collected 

autobiographical documents from local libraries and record offices, as well as 
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seeking out ‘private memoirs, many of which remain hidden in family attics, 

known only to the author or a handful of relatives’.151  

Burnett, Vincent and Mayall compiled three annotated critical bibliographies 

detailing all the autobiographical material that they had received. These 

bibliographies include brief descriptions of each autobiography, information 

about the author, the title of the autobiography and its location (at the time of 

publication – typically a library or an archive).152 To be included in Burnett, 

Vincent and Mayall’s bibliography, the autobiographies had to comply with 

three criteria. The first stipulated that the autobiographer had to have been, or 

considered themselves, working class for at least a part of their lives. 

Secondly, the account had to be written in English, and thirdly the author had 

to have lived for at least a period of time in England, Scotland or Wales 

between 1790 and 1945.153  

The specification by Burnett and his colleagues that the autobiographers had 

to have been or had to have considered themselves working class was of great 

significance to this thesis. The working class has never been one homogenous 

group: differences could include not only income or occupation but also family 
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size and composition.154 There is also often no clear demarcation between the 

upper working class and the lower middle class. Focusing on autobiographies 

from this archive ensured that this thesis explored the memories and life 

histories of individuals who, while very different in terms of background, 

occupation and life trajectories, all self-identified as working class. 

The focus of this thesis is specifically on the English working-class. Although 

the Burnett archive has autobiographical material from England, Scotland and 

Wales, there were only a couple from either Scotland or Wales that fit the 

criteria used to select the fifty autobiographies for this study. Therefore, to 

avoid making generalisations about working-class experiences in Scotland 

and Wales based on such limited evidence, the decision was taken to focus 

solely on the recollections of autobiographers who were born in England. 

Regenia Gagnier also observes that the ‘geographical spread of the 

bibliography is virtually comprehensive’ although perhaps unsurprisingly there 

is a ‘concentration on London’.155 This thesis takes advantage of the archive’s 

geographical spread and approximately half of the counties in England are 

represented in the sample examined. 

Having identified this large archive of working-class autobiographies, a 

substantial sample of fifty was selected. Forty-five of the autobiographies 

selected are held in Brunel University library’s Special Collections archive. A 
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further five autobiographies were found using the information provided in the 

annotated bibliography: they are held in their original repository of 

Walthamstow Forest Library, the Huntingdonshire Archives, University of 

Bradford Special Collections, Richmond upon Thames Local Studies Library 

and Archive and the Bolton Archives and Local Studies Library.156  

These autobiographies were selected based on the following considerations. 

Firstly, the thesis aims to explore the autobiographers’ experiences and 

responses to events throughout their life course, and thus it was necessary to 

select writings that documented an individuals’ whole lifespan, from childhood 

to adulthood, rather than focusing on a particular moment in their lives. 

Unfortunately, many of the autobiographies in the Burnett archive only 

described their childhood. Secondly, the thesis seeks to examine working-

class life experiences and memories of the first half of the twentieth century 

across both world wars, and as a result, the autobiographers selected were all 

born between late 1899 and early 1915. This ensured that the autobiographers 

were all of similar age and thus experienced the first half of the twentieth 
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century whilst in a similar stage of their lifespan: for example, they all 

experienced the First World War whilst they were children or youths.  

Precedence was also given in the selection of the sample to unpublished 

autobiographical material, as the aim was to analyse writings that had not been 

edited or amended for publication. The annotated bibliography listing all 858 

autobiographies included many that had already been published.157 

Unsurprisingly, these are more widely available than manuscript 

autobiographies and have received most academic attention. This thesis 

sought to uncover less familiar working-class life stories and thus, 

autobiographies that had already been published in full were excluded in 

favour of unpublished ones. There were two exceptions: Hilda Ann 

Salusbury’s autobiography was published in 1990 as Only My Dreams: An 

English Girlhood,158 while in 1985 Ernest Martin self-published 250 copies of 

his autobiography The Best Street in Rochdale.159 Brunel University library 

has the original typescript versions of these autobiographies, sent in before 

they underwent any sort of editing process needed for publication and it is 

these unpublished versions that have been used for this thesis. 

The autobiographies used in this thesis vary greatly in length, style, and 

composition. They range from only a few pages to several hundred pages 
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long, some are not consistently paginated, and one is written as a series of 

letters. Burnett and his colleagues did not set any requirement about writing 

proficiency or style and there was no minimum writing standard required. 

Whilst it might be expected that only the more educated members of the 

working class would have had the ability or indeed the desire to write down 

their life history, this was not the case. Several of the authors included in this 

thesis wrote their autobiographies despite stating that they had not achieved 

any proficiency in writing whilst at school. This is evidenced by spelling 

mistakes, grammatical errors, and reliance on colloquialisms. Annie Lord’s 

autobiography, for example, is several pages long, yet it contains little 

punctuation and is in effect written as almost one continuous sentence.160 The 

autobiographies gathered by and sent to Burnett, Vincent and Mayall suggest 

that regardless of their level of literacy, working-class individuals were still 

driven by the desire to record their lives. This ensured that a range of working-

class lives were represented both within this thesis’ sample and in the archive, 

ranging from those who achieved higher education to those who barely 

attended school.  

Gagnier also notes that women are underrepresented in Burnett, Vincent and 

Mayall’s bibliography, with only ‘one-tenth of the autobiographies having been 

written by women’.161 The sample used for this thesis, however, has a near 

equal split between male and female autobiographers, ensuring that male and 

female working-class experiences and memories are equally represented: 
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twenty-four of the autobiographers were male and twenty-six female. It was 

not possible to find any information about the autobiographers’ ethnic origin, 

as this was provided neither by Burnett and his colleagues nor by the 

autobiographers themselves. However, based on the lack of any in-depth 

discussion of race in their autobiographies, or indeed any mention of racial 

discrimination, it can be assumed that all were likely Caucasian. Their religious 

beliefs were also often not explicitly stated but the numerous reminiscences of 

Sunday school attendance suggested that the autobiographers were 

predominantly Christian, including a number who were Catholic. The only 

other religion discussed was Judaism, as one of the autobiographers 

described his Jewish heritage.162  

Autobiographies are of course not entirely straightforward historical sources. 

Authors may embellish certain aspects of their life, overlook experiences that 

they believe to be uninteresting or irrelevant, omit anecdotes that would paint 

them in an unfavourable light, or simply misremember small bits of information. 

It is for these reasons that literary scholars advise caution when relying on 

autobiographies as factual accounts of individuals’ lives, suggesting that they 

must be viewed as a ‘creative literary form’ in which ‘events are never inscribed 

exactly as they happened’.163 Laura Marcus, for example, argues that 

‘autobiography is itself a major source of concern because of its very instability 
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in terms of the postulated opposites between self and world, literature and 

history, fact and fiction’.164  

Gagnier, however, argues for the distinctiveness of the Burnett collection of 

working-class autobiographies. She points out that they were submitted as 

part of an effort to record everyday working-class lives, not in order to be 

disseminated to the general public but to be used in academic research.165 

Arguably because of this, the authors were less likely to lie, overly embellish 

or unduly worry that their account was too mundane. The autobiographers also 

do not appear to shy away from sensitive or difficult topics. Those addressing 

particularly private matters had the option of using a pseudonym to protect 

their anonymity. Katherine Henderson used a pseudonym to write, apparently 

quite candidly, about the murder of her son by his father.166 Likewise, H.J. 

Harris also wrote under a pseudonym, which allowed him to go into detail 

about his struggles with mental illness, his time in prison and his discharge 

from the army.167 Most of the writers did not use a pseudonym, but they still 

wrote about a variety of issues they experienced in their life. Harry Dorrell, for 
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example, wrote about his battle with depression, his longstanding insecurity 

and his two suicide attempts.168 

Indeed, whilst one must take into consideration that an individual may be 

selective or even misremember certain details, these potential drawbacks still 

pale in comparison to the wealth of information that can be garnered from 

autobiographical writing. We may also view the fact that autobiographies are 

intrinsically selective in a positive light. As Burnett notes, this is a merit and not 

a weakness of autobiographies; the writer selects their own facts, events, or 

details and by doing so this process reveals their personal attitudes, values 

and beliefs.169 

Moreover, Jane Humphries argues that the value of autobiographies is not as 

witness accounts of an event, but instead as a ‘source of information about 

their own author’s experience’.170 Such an approach is also taken by this 

thesis. The value of this autobiographical sample does not depend on whether 

the recollections are infallible or not. Rather, they are important because they 

are direct records of how an individual experienced and reacted to notable 

changes to their lives during the early twentieth century.  

R.G. Collingwood argued in 1946 that any statement of memory cannot be 

considered historical unless it is supported by factual documentation.171 For 
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Collingwood, ‘historical knowledge was distinguishable by its obligatory 

relationship to citable evidence’.172 However, this certainly does not invalidate 

autobiographies as historical sources; not least because, as Jonathan Rose 

notes, uncertainties are evident in all archival and published records.173 

Furthermore, one might argue, following Philippe Lejeune, that historians can 

reasonably assume that most autobiographies are truthful because there is an 

unwritten ‘autobiographical pact’ between the author and the reader that what 

they have written is true.174 Indeed, Penny Summerfield notes that numerous 

historians, including Burnett and Vincent, have successfully used 

‘autobiography as a source of factual evidence about the author, their 

experiences and their social world’.175 Overall, none of the uncertainties 

inherent in using these sources disqualifies memoir as a historical document. 

As Rose argues ‘we can minimize those uncertainties if we use these sources 

with some awareness of their limitations, and if we check them against other 

kinds of documents’.176 
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Methodology 

This thesis adopts a microhistorical approach. Given the different ways that 

this term has been interpreted, some clarification is offered for the present 

study. Historians of microhistory have argued that it ‘eludes formal definition’, 

and therefore it is hard to clearly define the methodological boundaries of this 

approach.177 Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon and István Szijártó note that 

‘microhistory is highly diverse, so it is misleading to refer to it as if it were a 

single, consistent ideology’.178 This lack of consistency is further complicated 

by the different approaches taken by scholars in Italy, Germany and English-

speaking countries.179 In 2009, Zoltán Boldizsár Simon argued that there is no 

such thing (and possibly that there could be no such thing) as a theory of 

microhistory, partly because the theoretical issues of the subject are not 

‘distinctively or exclusively microhistory-issues’.180 This thesis thus adopts a 

fairly broad working definition of ‘microhistory’ as a study that focuses on a 

micro-scale, such as an individual, a group of people (as in this thesis), or one 

historical event, and uses this small sample to answer questions about larger 
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issues. It does so by ‘placing the small unit of study in a broader context’.181 

Magnússon and Szijártó state that ‘microhistory is grounded, essentially, in the 

same principles as the qualitative approach. It pursues the idea that a small 

unit (an individual, event or small community) can reflect a larger whole’.182 

The growing field of microhistory has also led to the development of two 

different categories of approach: ‘episodic’ and ‘systematic’.183 An ‘episodic’ 

microhistory focuses on a ‘single, spectacular episode or event involving one 

person or a small group of individuals’.184 A ‘systematic’ microhistory 

‘reconstructs the complex web of familiar and extra familial social relations in 

a small community’.185 Whilst this thesis does deal with spectacular events 
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see Helmut Walser Smith, The Butcher’s Tale: Murder and Anti-Semitism in a 

German Town (New York: Norton, 2002); Robert Darnton, The Great Cat 

Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic 

Books, 1984); Carlo Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a 

Sixteenth-Century Miller (Maryland: The John Hopkins University Press, 1980, 

English translation). 
185 Port, ‘History from Below’, p. 106. For examples of systematic microhistory 

see David Warren Sabean, Property, Production and Family in Neckarhausen, 
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(the First and Second World Wars in particular), it is predominantly a study of 

changing family and social relations, and therefore fits more closely with the 

‘systematic’ definition. As Brad Gregory notes, systematic microhistories offer 

an understanding of how life was experienced by ordinary people, which is the 

central focus of this thesis.186  

Microhistory began to gain popularity in the 1970s and 1980s when historians 

including Carlo Ginzburg and Giovanni Levi (arguably the best-known 

historians of microhistory) aimed to shift the historical lens away from 

generalisations about society by placing the individual back into the centre of 

the discussion.187 Georg Iggers attributes the rise of microhistory to a backlash 

against histories informed by social science theories, on both political and 

ethical grounds.188 Like political history, such history was criticised for 

neglecting the ‘little people’ and the history of everyday life.189 Szijártó argues 

that the microhistory approach is advantageous over macrohistory for four 

reasons: ‘it is appealing to the general public, it is realistic, it conveys personal 

 
1700-1870 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Giovanni Levi, 

Inheriting Power: The Story of an Exorcist (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1988, English translation).  
186 Gregory, ‘Review: Is Small Beautiful?’, pp. 102-103.  
187 Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms; Levi, Inheriting Power. 
188 Georg Iggers, Historiography in the Twentieth Century: From Scientific 

Objectivity to the Postmodern Challenge (Connecticut: Wesleyan University 

Press, 1997), p. 102. 
189 Ibid.  
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experience and whatever it has in its focus, the lines branching out from this 

reach very far’.190  

That being said, microhistory is not an approach without methodological 

pitfalls. Even microhistory advocates Magnússon and Szijártó end their book 

What is Microhistory? with a recommendation that microhistorians should not 

focus on the ‘great historical questions’ or the ‘grand narrative’, suggesting 

instead that they should focus on their actual topic and study ‘as minutely as 

possible the fragments they have in their hands’.191 The most frequent criticism 

levied against microhistory relates to representativeness. The radically 

reduced scale of the microhistorian’s sample leaves it open to criticism as to 

whether that sample does, or indeed can, represent other people, groups or 

places.192 While the representativeness of the fifty autobiographies studied in 

this thesis should not be underestimated, Gregory points out that ‘systematic 

microhistorians must recognize the restricted character of their work’.193 It is 

certainly not the intention of this thesis to make generalisations about the 

entire English working-class population during this period based on fifty life 

histories. Rather, the aim is to explore how these individual experiences were 

shaped and influenced by wider social trends and events during the first half 

of the twentieth century. 

 
190 István Szijártó, ‘Four Arguments for Microhistory’, Rethinking History 6:2 

(2002), pp. 209-215 (p. 209).  
191 Magnússon and Szijártó, What is Microhistory?, p. 158. 
192 Port, ‘History from Below’, p. 111. 
193 Gregory, ‘Review: Is Small Beautiful?’, p. 108. 
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Overall, microhistory proved the most useful and appropriate approach for this 

thesis for several reasons. As this thesis deals primarily with autobiographical 

sources, using a microhistory framework provided a fruitful alternative to purely 

biographical studies. As Jill Lepore notes, microhistories that deal with 

individuals are quite different from biographical studies because they are not 

just a description of one person or a group of people’s lives: microhistory 

crucially answers ‘important historical – and historiographical – questions … 

by using an individual’s life as an allegory for culture as a whole’.194 Moreover, 

microhistory allows a deeper analysis of everyday life because it is based upon 

accounts of the actual lived experiences of ordinary people. As Palle Ove 

Christiansen argues, ‘in microhistory the reader feels that he is coming directly 

to the people of the past, closer than it is otherwise possible in historical 

studies’.195 Furthermore, examining these autobiographies at the micro-level 

reveals much about the twentieth century as well. As István Szijártó notes: 

‘what we can gain is not only the more intimate knowledge of a person, but 

that of a past society as well’.196 

 

 

 
194 Jill Lepore, ‘Historians Who Love Too Much: Reflections on Microhistory 

and Biography’, The Journal of American History 88:1 (2001), pp. 129-144 (p. 

133). 
195 Palle Ove Christiansen, Kultur og historie: Bidrag til den etnologiske debat 

(København: Studiebøger, 1995), p. 9. Translated and quoted in Szijártó, 

‘Four Arguments for Microhistory’, p. 210. 
196 Szijártó, ‘Four Arguments for Microhistory’, p. 211. 
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Content 

This thesis is shaped around the events and memories that were most 

important and of note to the autobiographers, and the five chapters reflect this, 

focusing in turn on mortality, absence, family relationships, consumption, 

education and employment opportunities. Not only are these the most 

prominent themes in these individuals’ life stories, but they are also topics 

which have received significant historiographical attention, as areas of 

working-class life that underwent dramatic social and cultural change in the 

first half of the twentieth century. 

The first chapter addresses the autobiographers’ experiences of death and 

grief. It suggests that responses to loss were affected not only by who died but 

also by the point in the autobiographers’ life cycle at which the death occurred. 

The focus is on recollections of the death of an immediate family member 

(parent, sibling, spouse, child) in order to give an insight into the 

autobiographers’ experiences of grief in their inner family circle. Recollections 

indicated that the death of a parent when the autobiographer was a child were 

particularly distressing, but as the autobiographers grew older and started 

families of their own, the expectations of their family life cycle changed, and 

the death of an aged parent was then seen as part of the natural order. Rather 

more surprising, and highlighted here, was the minimal impact of the First 

World War on the mortality patterns of these autobiographers’ families. The 

chapter then ends with a discussion of mortality during the Second World War, 

when the chances of death on the home front increased significantly from the 

First World War.  
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The second chapter analyses recollections of family absences. It explores both 

temporary or permanent absences of an immediate family member, often due 

to external factors such as being enlisted into military service or as the result 

of family breakdown. The chapter begins with an examination of absences in 

the autobiographers’ early years and as they grew into adulthood. It includes 

experiences of absence that occurred in cases where families did not conform 

to the nuclear family ideal: most often in the case of illegitimacy when the father 

was absent. The chapter then moves on to consider cases of fathers who were 

absent during the First World War, suggesting that these absences were less 

traumatic than often suggested by historians. The chapter then concludes with 

a discussion of wartime absences during the Second World War, including 

those caused by military service or evacuation and argues that these 

absences were infrequent but when they did occur, families were able to 

rebuild relationships upon their return.  

The third chapter explores the changing family relationships experienced by 

the autobiographers, from childhood to adulthood. It begins with a discussion 

of their relationship with their parents, their natal family’s size, and any cases 

of sibling infant deaths. It also addresses working-class expectations about 

what constituted appropriate and virtuous behaviour in matters concerning 

sex, particularly among women, expectations that often resulted in ignorance 

or confusion about topics including puberty, pregnancy, childbirth, and 

menstruation. The chapter then discusses the autobiographers’ changing 

family relationships as they courted and married. The chapter concludes with 

an analysis of the number of children that these autobiographers had and their 

relationship with them, in comparison to the previous generation. 
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The fourth chapter discusses the autobiographers’ experiences of 

consumption, with a focus on the topics they discussed most frequently: food, 

leisure and housing. The chapter argues that the autobiographers wrote about 

their childhood experiences of food, leisure, and housing in an almost nostalgic 

fashion, to portray a simple but often wholesome working-class childhood that 

they suggested was no longer enjoyed by subsequent generations. Beginning 

with food, this chapter suggests that recollections of consumption offer an 

insight into working-class ideas about domesticity and gender roles within the 

household. It then goes on to discuss memories of leisure: assumptions about 

domesticity and gender roles are also evident here. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of experiences of housing, which indicates that childhood housing, 

even when unsuitable, was still recalled fondly. Their consumption of housing 

in adulthood suggested that purchasing a home was more common amongst 

the working-class during this period than is often assumed.  

The final chapter examines experiences of education and employment. It 

explores how factors including gender and family responsibilities influenced or 

steered education and employment decisions. It begins with a discussion of 

the autobiographers’ time in education, focusing both on its duration and their 

enjoyment of the experience, before analysing the opportunities that existed 

for them to continue their education. The chapter argues that such 

opportunities were on occasion turned down when family finances and 

responsibilities meant that they could not afford the lost income of a child, or 

the extra costs associated with secondary school, even with a scholarship. For 

those who were able to progress, opportunities were still largely determined 

by their parents’ decisions, rather than their own. On matters of employment, 
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parents also had a large influence over, at least the initial, employment path 

of their children, as they needed to ensure that they contributed as much and 

as soon as possible to the household income. The chapter then argues that 

the expectation of domesticity placed upon women affected and even halted 

the female autobiographers’ career progression as they had to leave work 

either after marriage or after the birth of their child. It will also demonstrate that 

the male autobiographers rarely had a strong occupational identity. Those who 

did not commit to a particular occupation tended instead to obtain any work 

that was available, no matter the job. 
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Chapter One 

‘On my head was a black hair-ribbon and in my heart I carried a lasting 

sadness’:1 Death in fifty working-class families 

Introduction 

It may seem odd to begin a study of fifty lives by considering death, and yet 

this was a recurring theme in autobiographical writings, marking different 

points in the life narrative and providing a backdrop against which family 

relationships were recalled and described. This chapter argues that the 

autobiographers had certain expectations, although likely unconscious ones, 

about when the death of an immediate family member would occur during their 

life cycle. James White, David Klein and Todd Martin observe that historically 

the family life cycle is a process of ‘birth, growth, maintenance, shrinkage, and 

eventually death’.2 Arguably, the autobiographers’ preconceptions about when 

and in what order the death of an immediate family member would likely occur 

in their own family life cycle was influenced by the previous generation’s 

patterns of mortality. Therefore, this chapter will examine how continuity and 

change to this ‘expected’ life cycle, affected or shaped the autobiographers’ 

reactions to the death of a loved one.  

 
1 Ellsye Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” or “Sing Towards Evening”: Autobiography 

1903-1978’, Britain, 1978-1983, p. 35. Burnett Archive of Working Class 

Autobiographies (hereafter Burnett Archive) – Brunel University – 

Uncatalogued. 
2 James White, David Klein and Todd Martin, Family Theories: An Introduction 

(London: Sage Publications, 2015, fourth edition), pp. 105-106. 
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This chapter will follow a chronological order, beginning by examining 

recollections of immediate family deaths between 1900 and 1914, the period 

during which the autobiographers were children. It will suggest that the death 

of a parent during this period was wholly distressing for the autobiographers 

and that their distress reflects the perceived untimeliness of such loss. The 

chapter will then examine the autobiographers’ experiences of war-related 

death during the First World War. It will argue that whilst much of the literature 

associates this conflict exclusively with death, this was not the version of war 

experienced by the majority of the autobiographers. As the chapter goes on to 

show, it was the interwar period that was the deadliest in terms of their family 

members’ mortality. This period also coincided with the sample’s transition into 

adulthood, a transition which brought with it a shift in priorities regarding their 

family relationships. As they married and began to have children of their own, 

their parents were less central to their family life cycle, which was reflected in 

the terms that they used when describing their aged parents’ death. The 

chapter will then examine the threat posed by death to both them and their 

family when the country was plunged into another conflict during the Second 

World War, before briefly highlighting how the trends in their family life cycle, 

apparent in the interwar period, continued after 1945. 

Death in the pre-war period 1900-1914 

The start of the twentieth century was a period of high mortality and short life 

expectancy for the working class.3 The average life expectancy in the early 

 
3 Judy Giles, Women, Identity and Private Life in Britain, 1900-50 (London: 

Macmillan, 1995), pp. 34-35. 
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1900s was forty-six for men and fifty for women.4 F.B. Smith notes that the 

high mortality rate was caused by ‘infectious diseases, poor nutrition and 

heavy labour’.5 Evidence of this high mortality rate can be found in the 

autobiographies considered here, as six of the individuals lost a father to 

infectious disease during this period. Guy Oates’ father died of influenza after 

refusing to take time off work, despite his poor health.6 Hymie Fagan’s father 

died of tuberculosis; Ellsye Finnie’s father also likely died of tuberculosis, as 

she described the cause of his death as ‘a weak chest’.7 Henrietta Burkin’s 

father died after contracting enteric fever, and Hilda Snowman’s of rheumatic 

fever.8 Charles Hansford’s father died of an unspecified cause (it was likely an 

infection as there is no mention of an accident).9 

David Vincent suggests that the premature death of a close relation was so 

common in the nineteenth century ‘that at worst it seemed no more than an 

 
4 Ibid., p. 35. 
5 F.B. Smith, ‘Health’ in John Benson (ed.), The Working Class in England 

1875-1914 (London: Croom Helm Ltd, 1985), pp. 36-62 (p. 38). See also Tony 

Walter, The Revival of Death (Oxon: Routledge, 1994), p. 48. 
6 Guy Oates, ‘Volume One’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 97. Burnett Archive – 

Uncatalogued. 
7 Hymie Fagan, ‘An Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 1. Burnett 

Archive – 2:261; Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” ’, p. 35. 
8 Henrietta Burkin, ‘Memoirs of :- Henrietta Burkin’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 

4. Burnett Archive – 2:118; Hilda Snowman, ‘Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. 

[c.1980s?], p. 1. Bolton Archives and Local Studies Library – ZZ/199 (A1). 
9 Charles Hansford, ‘Memoirs of a Bricklayer: The Life of Charles Lewis 

Hansford’, Britain, 1980, p. 6. Burnett Archive – 2:360. 
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intensification of the misery of existence’ for the working-class.10 Yet, for these 

six autobiographers, who lost a father in the early twentieth century, it was 

clear that their father’s death was not accepted as an ‘intensification’ of a 

miserable existence. Rather, for these six individuals, this death was 

shockingly premature and out of sync with their expectation of when the death 

would occur in their family life cycle. Hamilton McCubbin and Charles Figley 

note that ‘the death of a parent, for example, during the child’s school-age 

years rather than during his/her adulthood … may be considered off schedule’ 

and thus particularly distressing.11  

Unsurprisingly this provoked a feeling of sorrow for the relationship that the 

autobiographers had missed out on. Hymie Fagan, who lost his father when 

he was six years old, recalled the envy that he experienced when he saw his 

peers at the synagogue holding their father's hand and that as a result, ‘I was 

sorry he [had] died’.12 A similar sentiment was expressed by Guy Oates, who 

lost his father prematurely at the age of only three years old: ‘all through my 

life I have missed the guiding hand of a good father ... “if life was a gamble, 

then I lost heavily on the first toss” ’.13  

 
10 David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth-

Century Working-Class Autobiography (London: Methuen & Co, 1981), p. 59. 
11 Hamilton McCubbin and Charles Figley, ‘Bridging Normative and 

Catastrophic Family Stress’, in Hamilton McCubbin and Charles Figley (eds.), 

Stress and the Family. Volume One: Coping with Normative Transitions (New 

York: Brunner/Mazel, 1983), pp. 218-229 (pp. 219-220). 
12 Fagan, ‘An Autobiography’, p. 11. 
13 Oates, ‘Volume One’, pp. 97-98.  
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Both Hymie and Guy noted that the loss of their breadwinner father also 

resulted in a loss of financial security for their family.14 McCubbin and Figley 

note that this would not have been an uncommon response, as the premature 

death of a loved one ‘can become a major source of family stress and strain, 

since mobilizing sufficient resources may detract attention from other areas’.15 

Yet again, their focus on the practical stress and strain caused by the sudden 

death of a family member did not mean that either Hymie or Guy accepted 

their father’s death as just part of the ‘misery of existence’.16  

Moreover, the autobiographers’ distress at losing a relationship which they 

believed to be vital to their development into adulthood counters the 

stereotypical image of the working-class father as a distant, potentially violent 

figure (see also chapter three).17 Lynn Abrams argues that the importance of 

the working-class father has often been underestimated by historians of family 

life, who portray him as an outsider to the family, separated from his home by 

the workplace.18 She notes that many fathers played more than a purely 

economic and disciplinary role.19 The fact that both Hymie and Guy expected 

 
14 Oates, ‘Volume Eight’, p. 20; Fagan, ‘An Autobiography’, p. 11. 
15 McCubbin and Figley, ‘Bridging Normative’, p. 220. 
16 Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom, p. 59. 
17 The stereotype has been challenged by historians Julie Marie-Strange and 

Lynn Abrams. See Julie-Marie Strange, Fatherhood and the British Working 

Class, 1865-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Lynn 

Abrams, ‘ “There was Nobody like my Daddy”: Fathers, the Family and the 

Marginalisation of Men in Modern Scotland’, The Scottish Historical Review 

78:206 (1999) pp. 219-242. 
18 Abrams, ‘ “There was Nobody like my Daddy” ’, pp. 220-221.  
19 Ibid., pp. 222-223. 
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to have a relationship with their father, one where he guided them through life, 

suggests that Abrams is correct. Ellsye Finnie’s emotive description of her 

father’s death, which occurred at some point before her eleventh birthday 

(‘[my] happy days ended … in my heart I carried a lasting sadness’) further 

demonstrates the affection which could exist between a working-class child 

and father, her grief clearly depicting an intimate and affectionate paternal 

relationship that was cut short.20 These reminiscences suggest that positive, 

loving relationships between working-class fathers and their children were not 

only common but expected. Of course, there is no guarantee that the 

autobiographers would have had a positive relationship with their father had 

he survived; as Strange points out, fathers took on varied roles within families, 

and the relationship between them and their children varied depending on the 

personality of both father and child.21 Yet, these examples certainly suggest 

that working-class fathers were to many children far more than just 

breadwinners. 

Although historians have recently begun to acknowledge the importance of the 

working-class father, they have long emphasised the role of the working-class 

wife and mother as crucial to the family’s health and survival; the central point 

for the family, around whom everything revolved.22 Mrs Wooland was the only 

 
20 Ellsye did not state how old she was when her father died, but she was born 

in 1903 and her father’s death occurred between 1911 and 1914. See Finnie, 

‘ “Touch-Down” ’, p. 35.  
21 Strange, Fatherhood and the British Working Class, p. 211. 
22 Leonore Davidoff, Megan Doolittle, Janet Fink and Katherine Holden, The 

Family Story: Blood, Contract and Intimacy, 1830-1960 (London: Longman, 

1999), pp. 119-120. 
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autobiographer to lose her mother as a child. She was just seven years old in 

1914 when her mother died giving birth to twins (who also died during the 

birth).23 Between 1911 and 1930, maternal mortality was second only to 

tuberculosis as the major cause of death amongst married women.24 Often, in 

cases where the mother had died or was absent, the oldest female sibling 

would be tasked with taking over the family responsibilities.25 However, Mrs 

Wooland was too young to take on the full weight of such responsibilities. She 

praised her father for his role in keeping their family together after the death of 

her mother. Mrs Wooland’s account downplayed grief in favour of a narrative 

which focused on her family’s survival. We read that she admired her father 

for taking on both domestic and breadwinner roles; not only did he work (in an 

unspecified role) from 4.30 am until 6 pm, he also single-handedly reared four 

girls, whilst keeping the ‘house very clean’, until she and her siblings were able 

to take over such domestic chores.26 Yet by focusing on the domestic upheaval 

caused by her mother’s death, Mrs Wooland, like Guy and Hymie, drew upon 

established tropes to explain the impact on her and her family. Her mother’s 

 
23 Mrs H. Wooland, ‘Untitled’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 1. Burnett Archive – 

2:853. 
24 Barbara Brookes, ‘Women and Reproduction, 1860-1939’, in Jane Lewis 

(ed.), Labour and Love: Women’s Experience of Home and Family, 1850-1940 

(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp. 149-174 (p. 153).  
25 See also chapter two – Although her mother had not died, Hilda Salusbury 

had to take on extra family responsibilities after her mother abandoned the 

family. Hilda Salusbury, ‘Only Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 125-129. 

Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued.  
26 Wooland, ‘Untitled’, p. 1. 
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‘off-schedule’ death meant she could no longer fulfil the role of good working-

class mother, nor could she provide female domestic security.  

The autobiographers’ expectations of their family life cycle may also explain 

their offhand attitude towards the death of infant siblings. Cases of infant 

mortality were frequent amongst the working class until the First World War 

marked an overall improvement in infant health in Britain.27 Many of the 

autobiographers came from large families; the average number of children per 

family was 4.6.28 It is unsurprising, therefore, that eight of these 

autobiographers noted the death of an infant sibling.29 It is worth noting that 

infant mortality may have occurred in the other autobiographers’ families but 

not included in their accounts because they may have been unaware of such 

losses or decided not to mention them. Such an omission would be significant 

as it could suggest that these deaths produced no memorable response at all.  

Noteworthy, however, is that those who did recall cases of infant sibling 

mortality did so in such a perfunctory manner. For example, Harry Dorrell 

simply wrote: ‘very many children died very young in those days; in our family 

 
27 Jay Winter, The Great War and the British People (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan 1985), pp. 141-153. 
28 The average is worked out from the biographical information about the 

autobiographers and their siblings. This total includes any siblings who they 

stated died in infancy, as well as any half siblings but excluded stepsiblings. 

This equalled 232 children in total /50 sets of parents = 4.64 children on 

average per family. See Appendix Three: Family Information. 
29 See Appendix Four: Mortality Information. 
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twins whom I never knew’.30 The emotional language used to describe the 

premature death of a parent is not used to describe the early death of an infant 

sibling. This could suggest that the autobiographers had no preconceived 

expectations of siblings forming part of their family life cycle. Pregnancy and 

childbirth were kept so quiet amongst working-class families (see also chapter 

three) that very often siblings appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Moreover, 

the autobiographers had little time (or no time if the baby died before their 

birth) to develop a relationship with their sibling before death occurred. The 

sudden appearance of a sibling, combined with their short life span, meant 

that early bonds with the other children may not have developed. The resulting 

death, therefore, was seemingly less distressing than that of a parent.  

Death during the First World War 

Despite the improvements to the overall health of the English population during 

the years 1914 to 1918, this period has become almost exclusively associated 

with war-related death. As Pat Jalland argues, ‘the war forced another major 

shift … [people] suddenly had to face the mass deaths by violence of young 

adults, whereby children died before their parents, a complete reversal of the 

natural order’.31 Given the age range of the autobiographers, it was 

predominantly their father or brother(s) who were of military service age during 

the war. The only exception was Wilfred Middlebrook, who served briefly in the 

 
30 Harry Dorrell, ‘Failing Cadence: An Authobiography [sic] of Failure’, Britain, 

n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 3. Burnett Archive – 2:231. 
31 Pat Jalland, Death in War and Peace: A History of Loss and Grief in 

England, 1914-1970 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 8. 
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Navy during the last year of the conflict.32 It has been estimated that around 

722,782 British men died during the First World War.33 However, whilst it 

cannot be denied that many British men lost their lives, the war ‘did not claim 

the life of every man who served’.34  

Indeed, the understandable focus on death and suffering in commemoration 

and historical accounts has obscured other experiences of the conflict. As Jay 

Winter notes, public commemorations and war memorials have fixed the 

narrative of death into contemporary British culture because death is the 

central message that they convey.35 Indeed so pervasive was death in post-

war rhetoric, that ‘in the aftermath of the war, there were few Britons who could 

look back without thinking of the dead’ despite not necessarily having 

experienced a war-related loss.36 

This preoccupation with servicemen’s experiences has also filtered into 

discussions on childhood and juvenile experiences of the war. Historians have 

regularly placed the absent or killed servicemen father at the centre of 

children’s experiences of the First World War. Richard Van Emden’s work 

focuses solely on the 400,000 children who lost their father during the 

 
32 Wilfred Middlebrook, ‘Trumpet Voluntary’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], Book 

Two, pp. 68-284. Burnett Archive – 2:527. 
33 Jay Winter, ‘Britain’s “Lost Generation” of the First World War’, Population 

Studies 31:3 (1977), pp. 449-466 (p. 451). 
34 Dan Todman, The Great War: Myth and Memory (London: Bloomsbury, 

2005), p. 46. 
35 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European 

Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 78.  
36 Todman, The Great War, p. 45. 
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conflict.37 Rosie Kennedy’s discussion of wartime childhood also explores the 

relationship between children and their absent serviceman father.38 Likewise, 

Timothy Fisher's analysis of working-class fathers briefly covers the ‘hundreds 

of thousands (if not millions) of fathers’ who had to fight.39 However, the 

autobiographies considered in this thesis offer a different insight into the 

prevalence of death during the First World War. Of the forty-six 

autobiographers who had a surviving father or stepfather in 1914, only thirteen 

wrote of their father being enlisted into military service. Of those thirteen, only 

one father died.40 The low incidence of war-related mortality is not surprising. 

As Todman notes ‘about one in nine households lost a man to the war, and 

about one in six lost a member of the immediate family group’.41 

There are a variety of reasons to explain why there was a high survival rate 

amongst the enlisted fathers. Their age likely played a part. Although the exact 

age of these fathers was not possible to ascertain from the autobiographies, 

they were likely over twenty-five, and the mortality rate was highest amongst 

 
37 Richard Van Emden, The Quick and the Dead: Fallen Soldiers and Their 

Families in the Great War (London: Bloomsbury, 2011). 
38 Rosie Kennedy, The Children`s War Britain 1914-1918 (Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan 2014), pp. 21-50. 
39 Timothy James Fisher, ‘Fatherhood and the Experiences of Working-Class 

Fathers in Britain, 1900-1939’ (Unpublished PhD Thesis, Edinburgh 

University, 2004), p. 44. 
40 This total does not include the fathers of Hymie Fagan, Ellsye Finnie, H.J. 

Harris and Guy Oates, as their fathers died before the war and their mother 

did not remarry. See Appendix Four: Mortality Information and Appendix Five: 

First and Second World War Information. 
41 Todman, The Great War, pp. 44-45. 
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men below this age.42 One in seven of the male population under twenty-five 

was killed, in comparison to one in ten men aged between twenty-five and 

forty.43 This then dropped to one in twenty when men were over the age of 

forty.44 

Age was not the only factor in influencing their chance of survival. Winter 

points out that men deployed to France or Flanders were the most likely to be 

killed. For every nine men sent to these fronts, five were killed, wounded or 

missing, a much higher figure than in any other combat zones.45 Although the 

deployment area of their fathers is not always explicitly stated by the thirteen 

autobiographers, it seems plausible that the majority were not in France or 

Flanders. Fred Baxter’s stepfather served in Palestine and Kay Garrett’s father 

served in Egypt.46 Bessie Wallis’ father was invalided out of the army with 

tuberculosis after the Gallipoli campaign.47 May Rainer’s father remained in 

England working in various hospitals as a cook after being enlisted into the 

Royal Medical Corps.48 Cyril Smith’s father was discharged from the army after 
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developing a disease in his eye before he was posted overseas.49 Eleanor 

Hutchinson, Marion Owen and Jack Vallance wrote that their fathers were 

away on active service, but they did not mention where.50 Joe Ayre only 

mentioned that his father was at the ‘front’.51 Only Florence Cooter, Nellie 

Driver, Syd Metcalfe and James Challender Newton explicitly stated that their 

father was posted to either France or Flanders.52 

Despite the higher mortality rate for the soldiers in those areas, James 

Challender Newton was the only autobiographer whose father died while 

serving. He had enlisted in the Royal Fusiliers in 1915 and was killed in 1918 

at Delville Wood in Flanders.53 Although James’ wartime experience is unique 

within this sample, the premature loss of a father was not. Notably, the 

language that he used to describe this death parallels the linguistic choices of 
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those whose father died in the pre-war period. He does not draw upon any 

post-war rhetoric to describe the loss, there is no language of disillusionment 

with the conflict, nor does he rely on the patriotic or heroic imagery that often 

adorned war memorials.54 It was not the cause of his father’s death that James 

focused on, nor the consequences of it, rather what he emphasised was the 

abrupt end to the relationship with his father. Like Hymie and Guy in the pre-

war period, James mourned the relationship with his father that was abruptly 

ended. This is clear in his pursuit of a fatherly relationship with a male family 

friend, who would take him and his brother to football games.55  

Whilst the impact of losing a father during the war has received significant 

academic attention, the impact of losing a sibling has not. Leonore Davidoff 

notes that ‘it was parents, sweethearts, wives, and children who received the 

lions’ share of attention’.56 Yet of the fifty autobiographers, nine wrote of at 

least one of their brothers enlisting, and of those nine, four lost at least one 

sibling.57 Among this autobiographical sample, it was brothers, not fathers, 

who had the highest mortality rate during this period, reflecting the high 

mortality rate of servicemen under twenty-five. 

Perhaps influenced by the absence of mourning siblings from post-war public 

discourses, the autobiographers do not draw upon the common post-war 

themes to recall the loss of their sibling. There are no references to wasted 
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youth, sacrifice, duty, honour or heroism.58 Rather, their reminiscences 

suggest that the wartime context of their sibling’s death was secondary to the 

premature ending of a relationship. Whereas the loss of an infant sibling did 

not elicit an emotional response, the loss of a sibling with whom the 

autobiographers had developed a relationship, was described as distressing. 

Their death was ‘off-schedule’ and went against the autobiographers’ notion 

of a ‘normal’ family life cycle. Harry Dorrell’s brother Alfie died shortly after the 

Armistice when he fell from a Naval ship.59 The sudden loss of his brother 

clearly caused Harry great anguish, but he makes little mention of the war and 

themes of heroism or duty were certainly not used as consolation. He wrote: 

‘a sense of isolation surrounded me ... not comprehending, not believing, but 

knowing it was true. I should never see my Alfie again. Never see him again? 

Never see him again. I did not cry. I stayed silent’.60  

His description of his grief is similar to that of Eleanor Hutchinson, whose 

younger brother Charlie died of an unspecified cause in 1923: ‘how can this 

beautiful, vivacious child be dead? ... oh God, it’s bad enough to stab at a 

child’s heart, but you didn’t have to turn the sword as well’.61 Similar language 

is also used by Guy Oates after he learnt of the death of his older brother 

Septimus from tuberculosis in 1920: ‘I sat and sobbed, I felt sick and 

desperately unhappy, and very much alone. The shock seemed to blanked 
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[sic] my mind, all I could do was to cry’.62 The context of their sibling’s death 

received little emphasis. Instead, their focus was on the fact that their 

relationship with their sibling had come to a sudden and premature end.  

However, the incidence of sibling deaths on active military service among the 

autobiographers should not be exaggerated: five mentioned their brother(s) 

returning home after the war, and the rest of the autobiographers had no 

sibling involved in the conflict. What is more, forty-three of the autobiographers 

included no recollection of an immediate family member, male or female, being 

killed during the First World War, either as a result of war service or as a 

civilian.63  

In fact, civilian health was improving during this period, thanks to the war 

eliminating ‘some of the worst features of urban poverty’.64 After 1915, death 

rates due to infectious diseases in the female population began to drop and 

there was also a slight decline in maternal mortality rates.65 Winter argues that 

the mortality rates for working-class men also declined during the war and that, 

‘the totals of wartime deaths were actually lower than they would have been 

without the war’.66 Indeed, for this sample of people, the war was a period of 
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decreasing mortality, as more of these individuals lost a parent to infectious 

disease in the pre-war period than they did to any other cause during the 

entirety of the conflict. Overall, death was simply not the dominant experience 

of the First World War for the majority of these autobiographers. 

Death in the interwar period 1919-1939  

Despite the historical preoccupation with mass death during the First World 

War, it was the interwar period which proved to be more deadly for the 

immediate family members of the autobiographers between 1900 and 1945. 

This was despite a general increase in the overall health of the working-class 

population thanks to an improved diet, rises in real wages and better medical 

facilities.67 At least fourteen of the autobiographers lost one or more immediate 

family members in these years.68 During this period there were also some 

changes to the main causes of death for the working-class. Tony Walter 

argues that frequent sudden mortality caused by infectious diseases was 

being replaced by a ‘modern type’ of death from cancer or coronary disease.69 

The experiences of the autobiographical sample follow the pattern of these 

demographic statistics, as several of the autobiographers’ parents died during 
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this period from medical complications, cancer or heart complaints such as 

Eleanor Hutchinson’s father who died of a heart attack.70  

The autobiographers who were still youths at the start of the interwar period 

described paternal or maternal death in the same terms as those who had lost 

a parent in the pre-war period. Winifred Relph was only eight years old when 

her father died in 1920 after an accident at work.71 So distressing was his 

death that she saw it as splitting her childhood into two parts, her childhood 

before his death and her childhood after.72 According to Winifred, the death of 

her father changed them from ‘a happy secure family with a loving father … to 

a fatherless family with a worried irritable mother, struggling to “make ends 

meet”, with the few shillings she now had to live on’.73 Winifred stressed the 

financial hardship caused by his death, but underlying her narrative was not 

only the loss of financial stability but also the disruption to the expected family 

life cycle. Much as it had been for Guy and Hymie, this was an event so 

sudden, premature and traumatising that it fundamentally changed her 

childhood.  

Similarly, Eleanor Hutchinson lost her mother when she was around seven 

years old.74 She stated: ‘I was numb with grief ... I had been thrown into the 
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abyss of hell and, to a child, that hell is really bottomless’.75 She further 

described her suffering by referring to the uselessness of her child-like 

responses to distress: ‘all the kicking, all the crying would not bring my mother 

back’.76 Eleanor’s mother’s death was untimely and therefore devastating, 

creating a significant break with the past and leaving Eleanor to feel that 

‘everyone was gone and I was alone’.77 Eleanor had a very different reaction 

to her father’s death in 1932 when she was seventeen. Her recollection of his 

death is far less emotive. This is unsurprising, as Eleanor was now older and 

was by this point independent of her father as she lived in a convent school. 

Discussing her father’s death, she wrote simply that she had returned home 

from the convent, to ‘find that my father had died of a heart attack’.78  

Like Eleanor, as the autobiographers progressed into adulthood, the language 

that they used to describe the death of their parent appears pragmatic, stoic 

and accepting, reflecting the changing expectations of relationships with 

parents in the course of their family life cycle. McCubbin and Figley note that 

such examples ‘clearly indicate that children change, adults change, and 

families change with different timetables through the life cycle’.79 Emily 

Gertrude Lea’s recollection of her mother’s death reiterates this pragmatic 

acceptance. When her mother died in December 1934, Emily was an 

independent adult; she was approximately thirty-four and married with a young 
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daughter of her own.80 Although she described the loss as upsetting, she 

focused on her mother finding relief in death. This death was not a tragedy but 

an inevitability, a natural part of life. She wrote: ‘I took one look at mum’s empty 

chair, and felt like running straight out again. Still after years of ill health I was 

glad for her to be at rest’.81 

Independence as an adult seemingly offered consolation when a parent died. 

Marion Owen also focused on the theme of self-reliance when describing the 

loss of her father. At the time of his death, she was ‘footloose and fancy free’, 

having gained independence from her parents through employment.82 She 

wrote that ‘it was as well that we [her and her sister] were becoming self-reliant, 

as we were shortly going to need it’.83 While on holiday their father had 

suffered a severe asthma attack, resulting in several months of ill health before 

his death.84 For Marion, the death of her father was upsetting, but it was also 

part of her transition into independence and adulthood. She wrote that his 

death initially left her ‘stunned and shocked, there was a finality about it which 

was beyond our grasp’.85 It was then that she realised that she ‘had to sink or 
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swim by our own efforts, the prospect did not daunt us. It was the end of one 

era, but the beginning of another’.86 

Not only were adults expected to live longer by the interwar period but infant 

mortality rates had also dropped from 154 per 1000 in 1900, to 75 per 1000 in 

1925.87 The autobiographers’ progression into adulthood during this period 

often coincided with, or was shortly followed by, the next milestone of marriage 

and children. Although infant mortality rates had dropped, the loss of a child 

was still a possibility for these autobiographers and, perhaps unsurprisingly, 

when they did occur, these were some of the most distressing deaths recalled 

in the autobiographies. Stanley Rice recalled his ‘anticipated joy’ when his wife 

Ethel was expecting a baby in 1937.88 His wife appeared to be doing well with 

her pregnancy, until ‘Ethel went through an extremely bad time for a number 

of hours and then the baby was still-born’.89 He wrote: ‘I cannot describe the 

disappointment and feeling of personal distress’.90 Distress that would be 

compounded by the death of his mother from a ‘haemorrhage’ over the same 

weekend.91 The language he used to describe his grief over these two deaths 

revealed the different significance he now placed on his relationships with 
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different family members, as well as offering an insight into the order that he 

expected his family life cycle to take. Whilst the death of his mother was a 

painful event, his reaction to it was distinctly different from that to the death of 

his child. He stated that ‘he lost a wonderful mother’, but he did not recall the 

same sense of ‘personal distress’ as he did over the loss of his baby.92 Grace 

Martin and her husband also lost an infant child during the interwar period: ‘the 

baby was born, (still born) a lovely day in April 1939, it was a “breach” [sic] 

birth, inexperienced doctor, by the time he got the specialist the child had died, 

much to our grief’.93 Likewise, Charles Sanderson described his and his wife’s 

‘bitter disappointment’ when they lost their first baby at birth, noting that this 

was their ‘first real knock’ as they had ‘dearly wanted a child’ of their own.94 

His grief was only mitigated by the fact that ‘a couple of years later, we were 

rewarded with a daughter’.95  

It was not until the dramatic drop in infant mortality towards the end of the 

twentieth century that parents could safely ‘assume with good reason that their 

child will live’.96 Before that point, although traumatic, the historic frequency of 

infant mortality, particularly amongst the working-class, likely meant that the 

autobiographers were aware that such deaths might well occur in their family 
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life cycle. This may have gone some way towards mitigating their distress, as 

they were also able to console themselves with the knowledge that this 

‘misfortune had been the lot of many’.97 Both Stanley and Grace seemingly 

found some consolation and comfort in the fact that their grief was part of a 

communal working-class experience of infant mortality. Stanley recalled that ‘I 

know this misfortune has been the lot of many, but at the time you feel to be 

the only one’.98 Likewise, Grace noted that such a loss ‘in those days was a 

common experience’ but comforted herself ‘with the thought that I had my little 

daughter’.99 

Death in the Second World War 

In 1939, Europe was again plunged into a ‘carnival of death’.100 Twenty-one 

years after the ‘war to end wars’ the announcement came that Britain was 

again at war with Germany. Having already lived through one war during their 

childhood, the autobiographers experienced another worldwide conflict as 

adults. In contrast to the First World War, death during the second is 

conspicuously absent from English collective memory. Todman posed the 

question: ‘why was it that the Second World War – still a bloody conflict for 

Britain, if not as deadly as its predecessor – was not mythologised in terms of 

death?’.101 The answer to this question is simple: fewer individuals died in 

military service. Winter estimates that during the Second World War, the total 
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number of British servicemen killed was around 264,443 in comparison to the 

estimated 722,782 killed during the First World War.102 As a result, Cannadine 

notes that death during the Second World War was remembered and 

commemorated in its aftermath in a markedly different way, at least partly 

because the casualties were fewer.103 Yet, the rhetoric of death which 

dominated the memory of the First World War was not only absent but actively 

discouraged during the Second World War. Lucy Noakes argues that 

expressions of grief were managed, with stoicism and restraint of feeling being 

encouraged.104 Feelings of grief were rarely mentioned in public discourse as 

they had been in the First World War.105 It was not only men who were 

expected to maintain their ‘stiff upper lip’ attitude; this stoicism, or at least a 

restraint of emotion, was expected of everyone.106 

The relative absence of death in the collective memory of the Second World 

War is nonetheless surprising as it was not only servicemen who were in 
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danger; aerial bombardment posed a much greater threat to civilian life than it 

had during the First World War. Angus Calder notes that the aerial 

bombardment of Britain between the years 1940 and 1941 was an 

unprecedented experience.107  

This said, it is worth highlighting the fact that this was not the first time that the 

autobiographers had lived through a period of aerial bombardment in England. 

During the First World War, German Zeppelin raids and later aeroplane raids 

killed a total of 1,239 British civilians.108 Susan Grayzel argues that the air 

raids of the First World War have been almost completely overshadowed, both 

by combatants’ deaths between 1914 and 1918 and by the air raids during the 

Second World War.109 She rightly stresses that this is an oversight in the 

historiography of First World War experiences as for the first time ‘non-

combatants undergoing raids could be perceived as experiencing stresses 

normally associated with combat’.110 Surprisingly, however, the 

autobiographers rarely mentioned any fear of the aerial raids as children, and 

if they did, they added that it was quickly stilled by the reassuring presence of 

an adult. Ellsye Finnie, for example, wrote that a passing policeman calmed 

her fears and so ‘the childish excitement of adventure began to take their 

place’.111 The autobiographers who witnessed the raids as youths described 
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them as exciting or even majestic events. Kathleen Betterton focused on her 

excitement: ‘air raids provided Hilda [her friend] and me with our happiest 

diversions. Mild as they seem now, compared with the terrible raids of the last 

war’.112 Likewise, Henrietta Burkin recalled: ‘one night, Mother called me to 

look through the landing window; there was a most beautiful sight. In the bright 

moonlight, there was a huge silver Zeppelin, just gliding along’.113  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the autobiographers did not meet the much deadlier 

aerial bombardment of the Second World War with the same innocent and 

childish excitement. As the death toll began to rise (67,000 British and 

Commonwealth civilians were killed in Britain as a result of enemy action),114 

the autobiographers, now adults, were fully aware of the danger to themselves 

and their families. The mass deaths caused by the aerial campaigns meant 

that a new narrative about wartime sacrifice had to be fashioned to ensure that 

the country remained supportive of the war. This narrative was increasingly 

necessary for civilian morale, as by 1943 more civilians than soldiers had been 

killed during the war.115 This narrative of the ‘Blitz spirit’ aimed to minimise the 
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horror of death by focusing on solidarity in a time of crisis. Noakes argues that 

the more traumatic memories of the Blitz have in this way been sanitised in 

English memory; the fear, injuries and deaths which dominate some 

individuals’ memories have been excluded in favour of images of togetherness 

and community.116  

Yet, the reminiscences of these autobiographers highlight both experiences of 

death or destruction and of togetherness. The air raids in Birmingham were 

described by Samuel Mountford as destructive and lethal: whole streets were 

wiped out and houses flattened, his own home set ablaze.117 Moreover, he 

witnessed death first hand, only a short distance away: ‘I was in fact only ten 

or fifteen yards away when those two people got killed’.118 Yet, Samuel also 

dedicated space to his recollections of his neighbours coming together to help 

his family prepare for future aerial bombardments. At the time he suffered from 

a form of rheumatism, which rendered him unable to use his arms or legs; as 

a result, he was powerless to build the shelter for his family.119 He recalled that 

his neighbours rallied around, ‘making themselves busy digging and erecting 

air raid shelters, not forgetting the Mountfords. What a grand lot of people to 

have around’.120 Later in the war, his neighbours also protected his new-born 
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son in an air raid shelter, whilst he remained with his wife in the hospital. He 

praised their selflessness: ‘I repeat, what a grand lot of people they all were’.121  

Wally Ward also wrote quite candidly of the fear that he experienced during 

the air raids. He explained that ‘Winston Churchill would give one of his 

marvellous morale boosting speeches and we cheered up and carried on ... 

then there would be another raid which would destroy all that confidence 

again’.122 He recalled one particular aerial attack that targeted the factory in 

which he worked: ‘this was it – the big one ... we all sat there, terrified ... a 

string of bombs came hurtling down ... one fell at the end of our shelter’.123 

The impact of the bomb lifted the ventilator and the rush of air caused the 

shelter to lift up before rolling over, just as another bomb fell.124 According to 

Wally, ‘we were very lucky to have been so close to death and still come out 

of it unscathed’.125  

Yet, whilst noting the proximity with which he came to death during this raid, 

Wally also highlighted the humour and stoicism of his colleagues in the 

aftermath of the ordeal: ‘the man nearest the door crept up the steps and 

poked his head out. He came back with a smile on his face. “Looks as thought 

[sic] dinner will be half an hour late again” he said. “They’ve dropped one right 
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in the middle of the canteen’.126 Likewise, another colleague ventured out of 

the air raid shelter and returned holding the headlamp of a car. He jokingly 

asked the group whether they wanted a ‘ “raffle for a car head lamp”? … a 

voice further down the shelter yelled “Hey - I think that’s mine”. It could well 

have been too’.127 These examples suggest that experiences of death were 

not sanitised from these civilian autobiographers’ recollections of the Second 

World War, rather that examples of stoicism, community and humour were as 

significant to the autobiographers as experiences of destruction and proximity 

to death and were therefore recorded. 

Of course, the home front was not the only place where the autobiographers 

were in close proximity to death; all twenty-four of the male writers were under 

the upper age limit for conscription, which was forty-one at the start of the 

Second World War.128 Of these twenty-four (like their fathers’ generation 

before them) thirteen ended up either enlisting or being conscripted into some 

form of war service.129 However, reminiscences of near misses or brushes 

with death are conspicuously absent from their recollections. Only two of these 
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autobiographers wrote about incidents in which they felt that their life was 

directly threatened. Joe Ayre was serving in the merchant navy as a stoker in 

1942.130 He recalled one occasion when a convoy was chasing their ship: ‘it 

was pretty scary knowing that if we got behind the convoy we would be a sitting 

duck for the enemy, with that cargo of gasoline and bombs, we wouldn’t stand 

a chance. I worked like I never worked before to try to maintain steam’.131 

Likewise, Syd Metcalfe noted his initial anxiety when he was deployed to 

France, writing that ‘in my mind, looking back to the course of the First World 

War, when a man who was “over there” at the very beginning had little chance 

of still being there at the end’.132 

The remaining enlisted male autobiographers were far less forthcoming about 

experiences of fear, danger, or death. Ernest Martin, for example, served in 

the Royal Navy between 1941 and 1945 but included no details of his war 

service.133 Such silences could indicate trauma or a reluctance to divulge 

unseemly, shameful, or disturbing wartime experiences. However, it could also 

suggest that at least some of the men were posted to relatively safe locations. 

Stanley Rice decided to enlist as an armourer for the RAF and was sent to 

Sierra Leone in August 1942.134 Apart from contracting various dysentery-type 

 
130 Ayre, ‘The Socialist’, pp. 140-143. 
131 Ibid., p. 149.  
132 Syd Metcalfe, ‘One Speck of Humanity’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 196. 

Burnett Archive – 2:526. 
133 Ernest Martin, ‘The Best Street in Rochdale’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 27. 

Burnett Archive – 2:514. 
134 Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone’, p. 44.  
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illnesses, Stanley’s war service appeared to have been fairly pleasant; he 

described the beautiful birds and how ‘the monkeys were amusing’.135 He felt 

that the civilians at home in England were more in the firing line than him. He 

wrote that ‘I was home on leave during some of these raids and quite cockily 

used to watch them darting over ... on one occasion one of them turned round 

and started to come back. Not so cockey [sic] from then on’.136 He emphasised 

that his concern was also for his wife’s safety rather than his own, particularly 

as ‘the air raid sirens generally sounded as my train pulled out of London’.137 

Percy Vere expressed a similar concern for his family, rather than himself. He 

was called up to the army and assigned as a driver, so he spent most of his 

military service travelling around England.138 Reflecting on this time he wrote: 

‘I must count my blessings. They [his family] had had a worse time than I had 

with bombs, rockets and doodle bugs ... still we were all undamaged and thank 

God for that’.139 

Stanley and Percy were not unique in suggesting that it was civilians who had 

faced a greater danger than themselves, despite their status as servicemen. 

Thomas Waddicor, for example, was called up in 1940 and placed in war work. 

This meant that he remained in civilian employment but had the rank of an 

 
135 Ibid., p. 46. 
136 Ibid., p. 50. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Percy Vere, ‘The Autobiography of a Working Man’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], 

pp. 7-17. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
139 Ibid., p. 17. 
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army captain.140 He wrote that ‘for many, the war was a succession of 

dangerous and bloody events. For me, there was little direct contact with that 

side of it’.141 There were only two occasions when he professed to having been 

in any mortal danger. One occurred when he was aboard an aircraft which lost 

a wing and ‘slewed off the runway at Delhi’, the other when he was in proximity 

to ‘the flying bombs – never very close but close enough for comfort’.142  

Similarly, John Sawyer received his call up papers in June 1940 and was 

transferred from his infantry unit to the Royal Corps of Signals and stationed 

in North Wales.143 John described his unit as ‘a privileged body and life was 

easy’.144 In fact, his closest experience with death occurred whilst he was off 

duty during the height of the aerial attacks on London, when a V-1 flying bomb 

was dropped on Waterloo station. He was there with his girlfriend when ‘the 

crowd went down on the platform like a pack of cards, the engine cut out. Then 

the devastating explosion – the glass roof of the station disintegrated and 

showered those on the platform. I saw a sliver of glass enter a girl’s leg in front 

of my face’.145  

 
140 Thomas Waddicor, ‘Memories of Hightown and Beyond’, Britain, n.d. 

[c.1980s?], p. 45. Burnett Archive – 2:787. 
141 Ibid., p. 55. 
142 Ibid. 
143 John Sawyer, ‘One Man in His Time, or, the First Sixty Years: An 

Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 29-31. Burnett Archive – 

Uncatalogued. 
144 Ibid., p. 33. 
145 Ibid., p. 52. 
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Despite a few brushes with death, none of the autobiographers nor any of their 

immediate family members were killed as a direct result of the war. As Edna 

Bold wrote: ‘If ever I should believe in the influence of the stars in human 

affairs, it would be because of the preservation of our men throughout the two 

world wars’.146  

That is not to say that no instances of death occurred during this period. Two 

of the autobiographers lost their father towards the end of the war. However, 

their reactions revealed once more how death could be accepted as part of 

the family’s life cycle if it were seen to be ‘on schedule’. These autobiographers 

use the same language of acceptance as those who lost their ageing parents 

in the interwar period. Florence Cooter described the death of her ‘dear father’ 

from lung cancer as initially hard to deal with, but concluded that ‘time passed 

and healed’.147 Like Emily Gertrude Lea and Marion Owen, Florence seems 

to have consoled herself with the knowledge that the death of an elderly parent 

was part of the natural order. A sense of generational change underlies her 

observation that ‘we thought we would like a family [,] after 9 yrs of marriage 

we were blessed with a son R. John born April 20th weight 7lbs 10oz … at last 

my dads [sic] words had come true he said just before he died that I should be 

blessed with a child’.148 A similar sense of acceptance can be found in William 

Abington’s description of the death of his aged father. His father’s death 

 
146 Edna Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it: Being the Recollections and 

Reminisceces [sic] of Edna Bold’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 125. Burnett 

Archive – 2:85. 
147 Cooter, ‘Seventh Child’, pp. 38-39.  
148 Ibid., p. 39. 
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signalled the end of the war and a return to the natural order: ‘he was a gentle, 

kindly man, upright and simple in his life ... he died the weekend that saw the 

end of the war … the war was over; we could after nearly six years of upheaval, 

go to bed without anxiety and fear of disturbance’.149  

Conclusion 

A thorough analysis of the autobiographers’ responses to death after the end 

of the Second World War is beyond the scope of this thesis, but it is worth 

noting that the trends which began during the interwar period continued after 

1945. Although the Second World War caused the mass death of many 

servicemen and civilians, Cannadine argues that death did not hang as 

sorrowfully over Britain as it had after the first.150 Names of the dead were 

added to existing memorials, and there was no ‘Unknown Warrior’ brought 

back.151 Furthermore, the health of the nation continued to improve with the 

introduction of the National Health Service, in addition to further improvements 

in standards of living and housing.152  

Peter Jupp and Tony Walter note that by the end of the twentieth century 

England was becoming a ‘society where death was largely deferred to old 

age’.153 As a result, dying of old age in the post-war period has become the 

 
149 William Abington, ‘Thus it was: Kimbolton in the Early 1900s’, Britain, n.d. 

[c.1980s?], pp. 110-111. Huntingdonshire Archives – E49/C.59. 
150 Cannadine, ‘War and Death’, p. 233. 
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152 Jupp and Walter, ‘The Healthy Society’, p. 261. 
153 Ibid., p. 259. 
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norm, and as such is now treated ‘in as cavalier a fashion as our ancestors 

treated [the death of] their infants’.154 The language that Ellsye Finnie used to 

describe the death of her mother in 1950 certainly suggests that death in old 

age was accepted as part of the natural life and death cycle. Whilst Ellsye is 

not cavalier, she was certainly not as distraught over the death of her aged 

mother, as she had been over the premature death of her father when she was 

a child. Ellsye wrote that her mother ‘slipped quietly away’.155 Although she 

felt the loss was ‘irreparable ... we were able to rejoice in the sure and certain 

knowledge that for her all was well’.156 Ellsye believed that her mother’s death 

occurred at the appropriate time in her life cycle and this brought her peace.  

In comparison, whilst death in old age has become the norm, the dramatic 

drop in infant mortality rates combined with advancements in health care 

meant that the premature death of a child (at any age) before his or her parent, 

has been considered since the mid-late twentieth century to be one of the most 

traumatic events a parent can endure.157 The perception now is that it is 

unnatural for a parent to outlive their child. Cyril Smith testifies to this when 

describing the death of his son Buster, who died in a motorcycle accident. He 

wrote that he was ‘grief stricken’ but ‘apart from the simple grief at the death 
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of our son I was angry at the manner of his death and that he and I should end 

our lives in the wrong order’.158  

Overall, the reminiscences of death found in these fifty autobiographies testify 

to the importance of expectations about the working-class family life cycle. The 

autobiographers had preconceptions (although likely unconscious ones) of 

when death should occur within this cycle. The autobiographers’ grief was 

most clearly articulated when the loss of an immediate family member 

happened prematurely and ‘off-schedule’.  

The death of a parent during childhood caused particular distress, with those 

autobiographers often focusing on the fact that their formative relationship was 

cut short. Responses to such deaths were also partly shaped by the prevailing 

social norms of the time, as beliefs about family life influenced the way the 

autobiographers described the consequences of these deaths. The 

autobiographers’ responses to the death of an infant sibling during childhood 

can also be best understood in the context of their expected family life cycle. 

At the start of the twentieth-century infant mortality was a frequent experience 

for the working-class and was by no means ‘off-schedule’. When the 

autobiographers recounted their childhoods, there was no emotional 

outpouring over the death of an infant sibling. This was unsurprising for several 

reasons: children were often unaware that they were about to acquire a sibling, 

as babies often appeared in working-class homes seemingly from nowhere. 

They also had a limited time to bond with an infant sibling. In comparison, they 
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95 
 

expected to have both parents survive at least until they had gained 

independence. 

By the end of the Second World War, the majority of the sample were married, 

with children of their own. By this point, the death of a parent, who was by then 

older and had fulfilled his or her parental role, was upsetting, but nevertheless 

accepted as part of the natural order. The autobiographers no longer focused 

on the trauma of their death, but instead sought comfort in the knowledge that 

their parents had lived a full life, were no longer suffering, and had died 

peacefully.  

Such consolation was not possible for the autobiographers who lost a child. 

Those who lost a child during the inter-war period stressed their grief: there 

was no way to justify the loss, as there was for an elderly parent. However, 

they appeared to take some solace in the knowledge that they were not alone 

in the experience, as they noted that infant death was still a relatively common 

working-class experience during this period. By the post-1945 period, pre-

natal and post-natal medical care had progressed, meaning that infant 

mortality dropped significantly. The autobiographers who lost a child after 

1945 were unable to even find consolation in a communal experience of grief. 

The death of a child before a parent was just a complete reversal of the natural 

order of the family life cycle. 

These reminiscences also revealed surprisingly few cases of war-related 

mortality. Despite being children during the First World War, parental mortality 

was more frequently recorded during the pre-war period than during the war 

itself. Indeed, the autobiographers’ recollections suggest that death was not a 
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part of every child’s experience of the war. There was in fact only one 

autobiographer who lost a father during the conflict and his recollection of the 

event is similar to that of the autobiographers who lost a father in the pre-war 

period. Responses to the death of a brother during the war were more 

complicated. By this point, the autobiographers had had time to develop a 

closer relationship with their siblings (who had survived infancy) and so if their 

sibling died prematurely during the war (or at any other point) these deaths 

were now distressing, without the consolation of knowing, as you would for an 

aged family member, that they had lived a full life or were no longer suffering. 

However, the death of a brother or a father during the war was still a rare 

occurrence amongst the sample. This counters the collective memory of the 

conflict which suggests that every English family was grieving during the war 

for a family member. 

The picture to emerge of the Second World War was more complicated, as the 

chances of war-related mortality increased, either through war service or the 

air raids. Death is often excluded from the collective narrative of the Second 

World War, but the autobiographers made it clear that their proximity to death 

was a part of their experience of the war. That being said, they paid equal 

attention to anecdotes that highlighted the ‘Blitz spirit’. Moreover, whilst they 

were often at great risk themselves, the autobiographers invariably focused on 

their concern for their loved ones, not themselves. Several of the male 

autobiographers, enlisted into military service, believed that they were safer 

away from their homes undertaking their duties than civilians during the air 

raids. However, mortality during the war was still a rare occurrence for the 

autobiographers and only two individuals lost a loved one, although these were 
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aged parents whose death was not as a result of warfare. Overall, the 

autobiographers' experiences of the First and Second World War were by no 

means completely overshadowed or dominated by death.  



98 
 

Chapter Two 

‘They know nothing of the feelings of men and women sick to death of 

war and all the separations involved’:1 Absence in fifty working-class 

families 

Introduction 

Whilst the first chapter of this thesis dealt with the impact of the death of an 

immediate family member, this chapter is concerned with the effect of 

permanent or temporary family absences, as reflected in the reminiscences of 

the fifty autobiographers. This chapter will focus on absent parents, spouses, 

and children (rather than, for example, absent siblings) as it was the absence 

of these figures that appeared to have had the most impact on the 

autobiographers and their families.  

This chapter will follow a chronological order, beginning with a discussion of 

family absences between 1900 and 1914, where it will argue that an absent 

parent often resulted in an unhappy childhood and an altered sense of self. It 

will then move on to discuss instances of paternal absence during the First 

World War, suggesting that these separations were not always irrevocably 

damaging to the family. Although the cases in which a family member’s fate 

was unknown were remembered as distressing, most separations were 

temporary, and families were reunited. Here the chapter will also draw 

attention to the fact that despite the literature’s focus on servicemen’s 

 
1 Charles Sanderson, ‘Half a Lifetime in the 20th Century: A Book of Memoirs’, 

Britain, 1979-1980, p. 100. Burnett Archive of Working Class Autobiographies 

(hereafter Burnett Archive) – Brunel University – 2:668. 
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experiences, it was more common for fathers to remain at home as civilians 

than to be absent on active service, due to their age, poor health or occupation. 

The chapter will then analyse cases of family breakdown or absences during 

the interwar period, suggesting that permanent absences were uncommon, as 

divorce and separation remained an unlikely choice for the working class. The 

chapter will then explore the second spike in temporary absences experienced 

by the autobiographers during the Second World War. It will suggest that these 

absences, like those experienced during the First World War, were testing but 

they did not permanently damage the autobiographers’ family relationships. 

The chapter will conclude that the most traumatic absences recorded by the 

autobiographers were not caused by temporary wartime separations but 

occurred as a result of family breakdown when a parent (or in some cases 

both parents) left the family permanently. 

Absences during the pre-war period 1900-1914 

In the first half of the twentieth century, as many as one in ten children were 

brought up by someone other than their natural parents.2 As one might expect, 

such childhoods were often unhappy,3 and this was at least partly true of two 

of the autobiographers who were brought up by a substitute parent. However, 

it was not the physical absence of a parent that caused their unhappiness, but 

the absence of an expected parental relationship at a formative point in their 

 
2 Steve Humphries and Pamela Gordon, A Labour of Love: The Experience of 

Parenthood in Britain 1900-1950 (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1993), p. 165. 
3 Ibid. 
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life, the absence of which altered their sense of personal identity and their 

autobiographical narrative.  

H.J. Harris was born in 1903 and he was placed in an orphanage following the 

death of his father in 1906, where he remained until 1917.4 H.J.’s family story 

was complicated. Whilst he was aware that his father had died, he was 

unaware of his mother’s fate for much of his youth: ‘I did not know whether my 

mother was alive … I recollect that the last I heard of her was in 1910. She 

came to see me’.5 It was not until he left the orphanage in 1917 that he found 

out, in a rather haphazard fashion, following a chance encounter with a 

policeman who informed him that his mother had been committed to a ‘lunatic’ 

asylum in 1913.6 He was told that ‘my mother had to be put away and was 

never likely to be let out again’.7 He also discovered some distressing details 

regarding his father’s death. These are not related in the account, but they 

were clearly so traumatic that he felt the need to write under a pseudonym.8 

The unexplained absence and incarceration of his mother, combined with the 

revelations about his father and his early years in an orphanage left H.J. with 

a strong sense of uncertainty about his place in the world. These events firmly 

shaped his identity as an orphan, which persisted into adulthood. Furthermore, 

not only did H.J. feel abandoned by his parents, but he was also unable to 

 
4 H.J. Harris, ‘Autobiographical Letters’, Britain, 1978-1984, p. 1 of letter dated 

18 April 1978. Burnett Archive – 2:363. 
5 Ibid., p. 3 of letter dated 3 May 1978. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 See Appendix Two: Bibliographical Details. 
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form any sort of lasting relationship with his siblings following their separation 

upon entering the orphanage. He recalled that ‘none of the family has ever 

been together again. I wouldn’t know any of them if I saw them, nor would they 

know me’.9 His short life story is one of abandonment, trauma and the lasting 

effect of institutionalisation on his behaviour.  

Fred Baxter’s life narrative was shaped by his identity as an illegitimate child. 

He was born in Bury St Edmunds in 1908 and never knew the identity of his 

biological father. For a period during his childhood, the true identity of his 

mother was also hidden from him: ‘[I] was taken care of by my grandmother 

because my mother, Lily Baxter unfortunately got herself into trouble with a 

man whose family would not allow a marriage ... I grew up thinking my 

grandmother was my mother and my aunt my sister’.10 Such secrecy was not 

unusual in cases of illegitimacy during the early twentieth century. As Ginger 

Frost notes, ‘families hid the truth about their relationships from youngsters … 

the roles of “mother” and “father” were filled by non-biological parents’.11 Fred 

later learnt the truth about his parentage (presumably) when his mother 

remarried and his illegitimate status became less of a concern. He 

subsequently lived with his biological mother, his stepfather, and half-siblings.  

Like many illegitimate children, Fred fantasised about what it would have been 

like if their absent parent had been part of their life. He blamed his father’s 

 
9 Harris, ‘Autobiographical Letters’, p. 5 of letter dated 3 of May 1978. 
10 Fred Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years: The Life Story of a Bury St. 

Edmunds Man’, Britain, 1993, p. 1. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
11 Ginger Frost, Illegitimacy in English Law and Society, 1860-1930 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), p. 179. 
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absence on his paternal grandparents, suggesting it was they who forbade 

him from marrying Fred’s mother. He believed (perhaps unrealistically 

considering his absence) that his father had ‘dearly wanted a son’.12 Ginger 

Frost suggests that in the case of an absent father, the child’s natural desire 

‘to know their paternal relatives’ often resulted in a strained, conflict-ridden 

relationship with their mother.13 Fred clearly experienced such conflict with his 

stepfamily, as he had an unwavering belief that he was ‘wanted’ by his 

biological father (who he believed he was being prevented from seeing) yet 

was ‘unwanted’ by his stepfamily (who he was forced to live with), which 

resulted in feelings of inferiority and displacement. Fred’s entire life was 

shaped by his illegitimacy, his complicated relationship with his stepfamily and 

his absent biological father. This resulted in him feeling ‘like a mongrel in the 

family. I have never known the love and affection of my brothers and sister ... 

I have always felt in a different class’.14 

Fred’s insecurities stemmed from the absence of a close paternal relationship, 

a burden many children with illegitimate status bore, and one which Frost has 

highlighted. She notes that the importance of the father figure ‘was 

underscored again in the case of illegitimates; most of their struggles were due 

to paternal absence’.15  

Indeed, further evidence of the importance of a formative relationship with a 

paternal figure can also be found in the relationships that some of the 

 
12 Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years’, pp. 39-40.  
13 Frost, Illegitimacy, p. 196. 
14 Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years’, pp. 39-40. 
15 Frost, Illegitimacy, p. 196. 
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autobiographers developed with their stepfather in the absence of their birth 

father.16  

Ernest Martin, like Fred, was also born illegitimate, although the exact 

circumstances surrounding his birth are not clearly stated in his autobiography. 

Yet, his reminiscences suggest that the formation of a positive relationship 

with a stepfather could have countered the struggles associated with 

illegitimacy that Frost identified.17 Ernest’s stepfather filled the vacant paternal 

role in his life when he was only three years old: ‘my mother married my step-

father in 1910, and I shall call him father in my writings’.18 The fact that Ernest 

made the conscious decision to refer to his stepfather as ‘father’ suggests a 

level of intimacy in terms of their relationship. The fact that his mother re-

married when he was so young may also have protected him from the social 

stigma attached to illegitimacy. Moreover, Ernest did not have to struggle with 

the experience of being abandoned by his paternal father, before being 

 
16 There is also evidence of this in Henrietta Burkin’s and Hilda Snowman’s 

autobiographies. Their fathers both died when they were in infancy and they 

developed a close relationship with their stepfather, who they affectionately 

referred to as ‘Dad’ in their writings. Henrietta Burkin wrote that ‘my step-father 

idealized me’ after that she referred to him consistently as ‘Dad’. Likewise, 

Hilda noted that her mother married her stepfather and then referred to him 

subsequently as ‘Dad’. Henrietta Burkin, ‘Memoirs of :- Henrietta Burkin’, 

Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 7. Burnett Archive – 2:118; Hilda Snowman, 

‘Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 1. Bolton Archives and Local 

Studies Library – ZZ/199 (A1). 
17 Frost, Illegitimacy, p. 196. 
18 Ernest Martin, ‘The Best Street in Rochdale’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 6. 

Burnett Archive – 2:514. 
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rejected by his stepfather. As a result, illegitimacy did not shape Ernest’s 

sense of self in the same way that it had shaped Fred’s.  

Like Ernest, Charles Hansford noted a similarly strong relationship with his 

stepfather after his mother and father ‘parted ways’ in 1912 when he was ten 

years old.19 It is not clear whether his parents divorced, as Charles merely 

wrote ‘parted’, which suggests that they merely moved away from each other, 

rather than separating through a legal process. After their separation, his 

mother quickly moved in with a Mr Stephenson, who Charles referred to as his 

‘future’ stepfather.20 Aside from highlighting the complicated impact on 

working-class relationships caused by separation, cohabitation and death, 

Charles’s experience is notable because he did not recall his parents’ 

separation as traumatic or distressing. Perhaps this was because Charles was 

not an illegitimate child and he had a relationship with both of his biological 

parents. Furthermore, his parents appeared to be on relatively good terms 

despite the separation: he recollected that his mother ‘returned for a while to 

nurse’ his father before his death.21 Thus, Charles likely still saw his father 

 
19 Charles Hansford, ‘Memoirs of a Bricklayer: The Life of Charles Lewis 

Hansford’, Britain, 1980, p. 5. Burnett Archive – 2:360. 
20 The fact that Charles used the term ‘future’, suggests either that his mother 

and his stepfather may not have been romantically involved to begin with or 

that his mother was unable to marry Mr Stephenson immediately because she 

was still married. However, Charles’s father died shortly after their separation 

and it was likely that upon his death, Mr Stephenson became Charles’s 

stepfather, presumably through marriage to his mother, although this is not 

stated. Ibid. 
21 Ibid., p. 6.  
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despite his parents’ separation: his father had not simply abandoned the 

family. Moreover, like Ernest, Charles formed a good relationship with his 

stepfather. It was his stepfather who brought him into the building trade, the 

subject that Charles’s autobiography focused on (see also chapter five).  

Notwithstanding these specific cases, the overall lack of family separations 

and related absences in this sample suggests that their families were relatively 

harmonious. As is discussed further in chapter three, there were many 

examples of affectionate and loving bonds between the autobiographers and 

their family; the problems that befell Fred, H.J. and to some extent Ernest and 

Charles, seem to have been unusual. 

Absences during the First World War 

Whilst absences due to family breakdown during the autobiographers’ 

childhood were rare, temporary wartime absences were not. As discussed in 

chapter one, the majority of the autobiographers did not experience the loss 

of a father during the war. Wartime separations, however, were comparatively 

frequent, with thirteen of the fifty autobiographers noting the absence of their 

father or stepfather as a result of war service.22 Jay Winter argues that such 

wartime separations tore families apart; he maintains that ‘nothing could have 

reversed completely this tide of separation and loss’.23 Whilst it is likely that 

many family relationships were indeed fundamentally altered, the 

autobiographers’ accounts suggest that not all wartime absences were 

 
22 See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
23 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European 

Cultural History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 29. 
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remembered as traumatising. Despite Winter’s bleak analysis, the 

autobiographies suggested that responses to wartime separations varied 

depending on each individual family’s circumstances. Moreover, these 

wartime separations appeared to have had a far less lasting and destructive 

impact on these autobiographers’ sense of identity or on their family 

relationships, than the pre-war parental absences experienced by Fred Baxter 

and H.J. Harris. 

There were a variety of different factors that may have lessened the stress 

caused by separation, including their length and the age of the autobiographer 

when they occurred. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the wartime absences that were 

recalled as the most distressing were cases where the fate of the father was 

unknown. Florence Cooter’s mother received a telegram concerning her 

husband in 1918. She tried to shelter the younger children from the report that 

their father was missing, presumed dead.24 Florence was unaware of the 

circumstances but recalled her concern for her mother: ‘during this time I 

remember my dear mother was very sad and worried, once putting a shovel 

of coal in the saucepan which was on the hob instead of on the fire’.25 The 

fears understandably caused by the telegram were dispelled when ‘one day 

my dad walked in, no wonder my dear mother fainted with relief and shock’.26 

Florence’s reminiscences of her father’s absence and her family’s subsequent 

reunion demonstrates how family relationships could be restored to relative 

 
24 Florence Cooter, ‘Seventh Child’, Britain, 1977, p. 8. Burnett Archive – 

2:181. 
25 Ibid., p. 6.  
26 Ibid., p. 9. 



107 
 

normality in the aftermath of the conflict, but, equally, that the return of soldiers 

both during and after the conflict could initially cause distress or confusion to 

their children. As Florence had only been two years old when her father was 

enlisted into the army, she was unaccustomed to his presence when he 

returned home on leave and found the return of a stranger a confusing and 

frightening event. She wrote: ‘I remember it so well, because I was so terrified 

when I saw this man in clothes I had not seen before’.27 Even more memorable 

to Florence was her father’s reaction to her fear of him. Her distress caused 

him to begin ‘crying and saying “my God my own children don’t know me” ’.28 

Despite her initial trepidation, Florence was able to build a relationship with 

him when he eventually returned for good. The strength and closeness of this 

relationship are evidenced by the inclusion of various stories and anecdotes 

of time spent with him in her autobiography.29 Nellie Driver had a similar 

experience. She recalled her fear when a strange man appeared in her home: 

‘a dark, handsome man in khaki, who, on one of his rare leaves from the Front 

advanced on me with open arms’.30 Despite initially running away screaming, 

she quickly bonded with him, writing that ‘when he had to return to France, I 

could not be consoled’.31  

 
27 Ibid., p. 3. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., pp. 25, 33, 34 and 38. 
30 Nellie Driver, ‘From the Shadows of Exile’, Britain, 1965, p. 1. Rawnsley 

British Union of Fascists Collection – University of Bradford Special Collections 

Library – GB 0532 BUF/1/A. 
31 Ibid. 
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Of course, not all servicemen fathers were separated from their family for the 

entire duration of the war. The nature and location of their service combined 

with the relative ease with which the working class could move from rented 

property to rented property (see also chapter four) could help reduce the length 

of wartime separation. May Rainer’s father remained in England when he was 

enlisted into the Royal Army Medical Corps after failing his medical 

examination. He ended up working in a hospital as a cook and was later posted 

to Salisbury Plain.32 The family were able to relocate to be near him. May wrote 

that ‘after a month or two of separation my mother decided to put the home 

into store [and] go to Wiltshire … to be near my father’.33  

Ill health or injury could also see a serviceman father return home before the 

end of the war. Cyril Smith noted that his father was absent on two occasions 

during the conflict, first when he was engaged in war work in Drayton and later 

when he was called up to join the Norfolk Regiment.34 This period of service 

only lasted a few months before he was medically discharged after developing 

a disease of the eye during training.35 The temporary nature of these absences 

meant that they did not alter the close relationship Cyril had with his father.36 

 
32 May Rainer, ‘Emma’s Daughter’, Britain, 1977, p. 35. Burnett Archive – 

2:644. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Cyril Smith, ‘This is Mine: The Recollections and Reflections of C.D. Smith’, 

Britain, 1987, p. 34. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Cyril described time spent with his father visiting the cinema, riding their 

bikes and helping him in the garden. Ibid., pp. 34-35. 
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The separation was important enough to be noted but it was so short-lived that 

it did not have a lasting impact. 

Of course, the ability to build (or re-build) a relationship after a wartime 

separation varied depending on the personality of both the father and the child. 

Syd Metcalfe noted that his difficult relationship with his father was not eased 

by his absence and subsequent return. He described how his father had ‘made 

it so clear that he had no time for me that eventually I grew to fear him’.37 

Despite his lack of warmth towards him, Syd still believed that his father’s 

return home after being invalided out of the army with trench fever and 

shrapnel wounds would help unite his family, as in her husband’s absence, his 

mother had been spending time away from the family home meeting with other 

men (see also chapter three).38 Syd wrote that ‘the house took on more the 

atmosphere of a home with both a mother and a father present … [my father 

was] the very foundation upon which our whole family rested, or so he seemed 

to me’.39  

His hopes for a harmonious family life were to prove misplaced: ‘for my mother 

now had formed habits that she found it quite impossible to break’.40 He had 

little doubt that the blame lay with what he saw as his mother’s shortcomings 

as a wife and mother: her ‘love of the “outside world” now was her master’ and 

 
37 Syd Metcalfe, ‘One Speck of Humanity’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 20. 

Burnett Archive – 2:526. 
38 Ibid., p. 19.  
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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her infidelities continued.41 Syd detailed how his mother would bait his father 

into altercations with other men, until ‘eventually he went around the corner to 

do battle and didn’t come back. He’d had enough ... [he] didn’t bother to even 

pick up his things. He’d left home’.42 After his father abandoned the family, 

things did not improve for Syd. His mother’s time at home became more 

sporadic until after a ‘very short space of time she disappeared altogether and 

to this day not one of us has known what were the circumstances that caused 

her to go ... we assume that she is dead’.43  

Whilst Syd’s relationship with his father was altered by his wartime absence, 

it was not the war that was to blame, but rather his parents’ inability to nurture 

a relationship with him and ultimately, their decision to abandon him. The 

absence of both his parents altered Syd’s life completely, as he had no 

parental figure to depend upon. It is therefore unsurprising that, in a similar 

vein to H.J. Harris and Fred Baxter, Syd ended up feeling ‘unsure of myself, 

lacking confidence ... this feeling, nurtured in childhood, persisted right through 

life and is very much a part of me yet’.44  

Syd’s mother’s adultery also speaks to wider social concerns that many wives 

were committing adultery whilst their husband was absent – such concerns 

were not unfounded, as both illegitimacy and divorce rates increased during 

 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid., pp. 54-55.  
43 Ibid., p. 83. 
44 Ibid., p. 14. 



111 
 

the war.45 Jay Winter notes that ‘for some veterans, their wives’ adultery was 

more than a soldier’s cliché’.46 Yet, one of the autobiographies considered in 

this thesis suggests that adultery in wartime was not uniquely a servicemen’s 

cliché. Hilda Salusbury’s father was exempt from service due to his 

employment as a marine engineer and draughtsman.47 Although he remained 

on the home front, the demands of her father’s war work meant that ‘we, his 

four children, seldom saw him. His wife was, she felt, neglected and found it 

hard to accept the situation’.48 Hilda considered that her father’s employment 

was to blame for the breakdown of their family. She felt that they had not fared 

any better than the families of servicemen who were forced to leave their 

homes: ‘[our] family life was as shattered as if he had been in the trenches in 

France’.49 In his absence, Hilda’s mother, like Syd’s, had the opportunity to 

spend time with other men. She was a singer and would often entertain 

soldiers who were on leave at their home. Hilda described her mother as ‘a 

gay, lovely, restless creature, always laughing’.50 One night, following a party, 

 
45 Roy Porter and Leslie Hall noted that the First World War ‘appeared, through 

the flood of divorce and illegitimacy, to be undermining the institution of 

marriage’. See Roy Porter and Leslie Hall, The Facts of Life: The Creation of 

Sexual Knowledge in Britain, 1650-1950 (London: Yale University Press, 

1995), p. 208. 
46 Jay Winter, The Great War and the British People (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 1985), p. 264. 
47 Hilda Salusbury, ‘Only Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 39. Burnett 

Archive – Uncatalogued. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
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Hilda saw her mother sitting on a soldier’s lap, crying and kissing him – it later 

transpired that her mother had been having an affair, and one day, upon 

returning from school when she was thirteen, she found that her mother had 

gone.51 A note for Hilda’s father simply read: ‘I can’t stand it any longer. I am 

leaving you for good’.52  

In her autobiography, Hilda emphasised that she had struggled with this 

abandonment, writing: ‘I couldn’t understand what she couldn’t stand any 

longer ... she doesn’t love us, was all I could think and I was inconsolable’.53 

Her mother later attempted to return to the family home, but her father agreed 

to ‘take her back as a housekeeper only, not as his wife’, terms that she would 

not agree too.54 The abandonment and subsequent refusal of her father to 

forgive his wife’s transgressions had a significant influence on Hilda’s life. She 

noted that as the oldest female child, the absence of her mother directly altered 

her future. Her father informed her that she would have to leave school, 

despite being in the running for a scholarship (see also chapter five), to help 

run the household and look after her younger siblings.55 Hilda’s autobiography 

detailed her struggles with being forced to take on a pseudo-maternal role that 

she was not prepared for. She wanted her mother to come home ‘and look 

after her children herself’ which was ‘her job not mine’; Hilda perceived herself 

to be ‘fighting against my imprisonment, the waste of my youth, my 

 
51 Ibid., pp. 39-56. 
52 Ibid., p. 56. 
53 Ibid., p. 57. 
54 Ibid., p. 151. 
55 Ibid., pp. 125-129. 
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frustrations’.56 Her account, like H.J. Harris’, Fred Baxter’s and Syd Metcalfe’s 

articulates feelings of entrapment and deep resentment following the absence 

of a parental relationship.  

Wartime conditions clearly had an impact on the behaviour of both Syd’s and 

Hilda’s mothers, but it is worth noting that the war did not actually cause their 

family breakdown. Syd’s account stressed that his mother’s behaviour 

continued despite his father’s return from military service, eventually driving 

him away, after which his mother abandoned the family. Likewise, whilst Hilda 

blamed her mother’s affair on her father’s absence whilst engaged in war work, 

it was not the war that caused a permanent absence. It was her mother who 

chose to run away from the family, followed by her father’s refusal to let her 

return.  

Notwithstanding these two cases, family separation and breakdown during the 

war (caused by an affair or any other reason) were rare. Whilst the common 

assumption is that England was devoid of men during the war, some forty-two 

per cent of the Scottish, Welsh and English adult male population of military 

service age remained on the home front as civilians.57 The majority of the 

autobiographers’ fathers formed part of this significant minority. Although 

thirteen fathers were absent because of their war service, thirty-three 

 
56 Ibid., pp. 209-210. 
57 Jay Winter, ‘Britain’s “Lost Generation” of the First World War’, Population 

Studies 31:3 (1977), pp. 449-466. 
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(including four stepfathers) remained on the home front.58 Despite propaganda 

calls which encouraged them to enlist – including the poster ‘Daddy, what did 

you do in the Great War?’59 which questioned a father’s sense of duty both to 

his family and to his country if he did not enlist – it appears that the majority of 

the autobiographers’ fathers were not inclined to join up and leave their 

families. Kathleen Betterton is the only autobiographer who recalled her father 

having any desire to volunteer for service, although he was found to be 

medically unfit.60 Eventually, as more men were required for service, 

enlistment stopped being voluntary. The Military Service Act passed in 

January 1916 required all single men between the ages of eighteen and forty-

one to enlist.61 In May 1916 the Act was extended to include married men, but 

despite the introduction of conscription, the thirty-three fathers remained 

civilians. 

Although rarely explicitly stated by the autobiographers, it is possible to 

deduce the grounds on which they obtained exemption: this is likely to have 

been due to a combination of factors including occupation, health and age, 

 
58 This total does not include the fathers of Hymie Fagan, Ellsye Finnie, H.J. 

Harris, Guy Oates as their father died before the war and their mother did not 

remarry. See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
59 Unknown, ‘ “Daddy, what did you do in the Great War?” : A British 

Recruitment Poster’, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/daddy-what-did-you-

do-in-great-war, accessed 29 May 2020. 
60 Kathleen Betterton, ‘White Pinnies, Black Aprons...’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], 

p. 22. Burnett Archive – 2:71. 
61 Anna Kramer, Conscientious Objectors of the First World War: A 

Determined Resistance (Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2013), p. 25. 
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rather than conscientious objection. The most common ground for exemption 

was employment. Individuals could be granted exemption if their job was listed 

as a protected occupation.62 The protected occupation list changed during the 

war, but information published in 1916, 1917 and 1918 included occupations 

that fifteen of these fathers were employed in.63 Percy Vere’s father, for 

example, was a flour miller, and excluding those engaged in trucking, sack-

filling or packing, men working in flour mills were exempted from service.64 

Edna Bold’s father was also exempted, partly because he was a baker but 

also because he suffered from ill-health.65 Bakers were exempt from service 

providing they baked bread and not ‘fancies’, ‘small bread’ or ‘confectionery’.66 

Henrietta Burkin’s stepfather was also exempt due to his occupation: ‘dad was 

exempt as he knew where all the electric cables were laid in the West End 

 
62 Ibid., pp. 25-26. 
63 His Majesty’s Stationery Office (Hereafter HMSO), ‘Schedule of Protected 

Occupations: For Men Employed on Admiralty, War Office of Munitions Work, 

or in Railway Workshops’, Britain, 1918, pp. 1-40. National Archive – MH 

47/142/3; HMSO, ‘List of Certified Occupations: 1st February 1917’, Britain, 

1917, pp. 1-24. National Archives – MH 47/142/2; HMSO, ‘List of Certified 

Occupations: 7th July 1916’, Britain, 1916, pp. 1-18. National Archives – MH 

47/142/1. The author would like to extend her thanks to Carol Henderson for 

alerting her to these sources. See also Appendix Five: First and Second World 

War Information. 
64 Percy Vere, ‘The Autobiography of a Working Man’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], 

p. 1. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued; HMSO, ‘List of Certified Occupations: 

1st February 1917’, p. 18. 
65 Edna Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it: Being the Recollections and 

Reminisceces [sic] of Edna Bold’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 31 and 35. 

Burnett Archive – 2:85. 
66 HMSO, ‘List of Certified Occupations: 1st February 1917’, p. 18.  
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(having helped to lay most of them), but was given a badge to wear in his lapel, 

to say he was exempt’.67  

Charles Hansford’s stepfather also moved temporarily into a protected 

occupation during the war. He was a bricklayer, a trade that was not protected, 

but Charles recalled that his stepfather had ‘taken the opportunity of switching 

to munition-making as building operations tailed off. For a couple of months, 

he worked in an annealing foundry, a “reserved” occupation which exempted 

him from conscription’.68 Charles noted his mother’s frustration when his 

stepfather left this employment, presumably because this meant that he could 

be conscripted: ‘to mother’s consternation … ennui soon set in; he left to 

resume his travels. Fortunately he escaped being called up’.69 

In addition to the fifteen fathers in protected occupations, one managed to 

avoid service through a combination of employment, strategy and good 

fortune. Jack McQuoid’s father was a commercial traveller who sourced fruit 

for jam. Jack wrote that ‘my father’s age group was coming up for conscription 

… working in the food line might possibly get my father a few months remission 

from being “called up”, [but] he knew in his heart he would have to go in the 

 
67 Burkin, ‘Memoirs’, p. 22.; HMSO, ‘Schedule of Protected Occupations’, p. 

11. 
68 Hansford, ‘Memoirs of a Bricklayer’, p. 20. 
69 Ibid. 
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end’.70 To ensure his family’s welfare in his absence, they all went to stay with 

family in Ireland, although the war ended before he was called up.71  

Another reason for exemption was age. By analysing the autobiographers’ 

descriptions of their fathers and the occasional reference to birth dates, it was 

possible to identify three of the thirty-three fathers or stepfathers who would 

have been exempt from military service due to their age.72 These three fathers 

were over the upper age limit for conscription of forty-one; a limit that remained 

in place until the last few months of the war, when a new military service act 

raised it to fifty-one (a change which had no impact on the exemption status 

of any of the autobiographers’ fathers).73 Gertrude Freeman’s father, for 

example, was exempted due to his age. She wrote that ‘we were fortunate in 

our family, having no near relations of military age, Father was much too old, 

so we did not have to see any of the family go’.74 

Some men were also simply too unhealthy for military service. Jay Winter 

reminds us that the ‘appallingly low standards of health in many urban working-

class districts ... probably saved the lives of many industrial workers’.75 Like 

 
70 Jack McQuoid, ‘One Man in His Time: An Autobiography’, Britain, 1985, p. 

53. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
71 Ibid.  
72 See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
73 Unknown, ‘Conscription: The First World War’,  

https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-

lives/yourcountry/overview/conscription/ , accessed 4 April 2020. 
74 Gertrude Freeman, ‘Recollections of my Childhood and Later Days’, Britain, 

1957, p. 23. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
75 Winter, The Great War, pp. 48-49. 
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the Boer war before it, the First World War highlighted the poor physiques of 

the English working class: ten per cent of the British men medically examined 

between 1917 and 1918 were deemed completely unfit for service.76 It is not 

surprising, therefore, that seven of the autobiographers’ fathers were 

exempted on medical grounds.77 

It should not be assumed that all men were pleased to be rejected on the 

grounds of health. Harry Young’s father’s health became a family joke because 

it was so poor: he suffered chronic lifelong ill health due to childhood 

starvation.78 Harry wrote that when he was called to undertake his medical 

examination, the sight of his father ‘undressed petrified the Doctor who 

ordered him to “get dressed and go home at once”! This was the source of 

great merriment and laughter to family and friends, with my father joining 

ruefully in the joke’.79 Kathleen Betterton noted her father’s shame when he 

was unable to enlist in the army, as a result of having suffered from rheumatic 

fever as a child: ‘my father remained at home, having been to his mortification 

rejected for the army as medically unfit’.80 Her father did not forget his 

humiliation and during the Second World War Kathleen recalled that he walked 

 
76 Ibid., p. 59. 
77 See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
78 Harry Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], Chapter ‘Father’, 

p. 1. Burnett Archive – 2:858. 
79 Ibid., p. 4. 
80 Betterton, ‘White Pinnies’, p. 22. 
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the streets during air raids and refused to leave London: ‘this time it was his 

war and he was not going to miss his share in it’.81 

The medical exemption of one father was a case of tragic irony. Eva Holland’s 

father was one of the estimated 2,886 civilians injured in the aerial 

bombardment of the English home front during the war.82 He was working for 

the railway, driving a horse and cart, but his occupation was clearly not 

deemed vital to the war effort, as he was called up for medical examination in 

June 1917.83 He was being examined on board a train at Liverpool Street 

station when a German plane bombed the station.84 His examining physician 

was killed instantly, and Eva’s father was left disabled as the explosion 

damaged both of his legs.85 At the very moment her father was in all likelihood 

being passed fit for military service he was mutilated by enemy bombing.  

Surprisingly, however, seven of the autobiographers offer no information as to 

why their father was exempt from war service, nor do they mention his age, 

health or employment in an exempted occupation.86 These fathers appear to 

have remained at home, as they are mentioned as being there during the war, 

and no absence is recorded. For example, Wally Ward recalled that a Zeppelin 

 
81 Ibid., p. 45. 
82 Susan Grayzel, At Home and Under Fire: Air Raids and Culture in Britain 

from the Great War to the Blitz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2012), p. 21. 
83 Eva Holland, ‘An Eastender at Heart: My Memories written 1986-1987 for 

the Family’, Britain, 1989, p. 3. Burnett Archive – 2:858. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
86 See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
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raid burnt down a local factory, resulting in his father being unemployed once 

more.87 Whilst it is likely that these fathers were exempted for one or more of 

the reasons already discussed, the lack of explanation offered by these 

writers, even when reflecting on their wartime childhood, suggests that a father 

remaining on the home front was not so uncommon that they felt it needed to 

be justified.  

In fact, of the thirty-three authors whose father or stepfather remained on the 

home front, only twelve explicitly stated the reason for their fathers' exemption 

from military service.88 Of these twelve, only Henrietta Burkin recalled her 

father wearing an item that signalled his exemption, and only Edna Bold wrote 

of her father having to attend a tribunal, which authorised his exemption on 

both professional and medical grounds.89 The lack of explanation or defence 

of fathers’ continued civilian status suggests that they did not feel that he 

should have enlisted. The autobiographies reveal no concerns over their 

fathers’ inability to undertake their patriotic duty. Instead, the conspicuous 

absence of any defence suggests that exemption was more common than 

collective memory might imply and that fathers’ presence on the home front 

was by no means abnormal. 90 

 
87 Wally Ward, ‘Fit for Anything’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 2. Burnett Archive 

– 2:798. 
88 See Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information. 
89 Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it’, p. 35. 
90 See Cyril Pearce and Helen Durham, ‘Patterns of Dissent in Britain during 

the First World War’, War and Society 34:2 (2015), pp. 140-159; James 

McDermott, ‘Conscience and the Military Service Tribunals during the First 

World War: Experiences in Northamptonshire’, War in History 17:1 (2010), pp. 



121 
 

Absences during the interwar period 1919-1939 

In the years following the war, the majority of the autobiographers’ families 

appear to have continued with the steady progression of their lives. Absences 

due to relationship breakdowns remained a rare occurrence. In fact, during the 

inter-war period, only Wally Ward detailed the break-up of his biological family 

in 1928 when he was fourteen. His sister had become engaged and her fiancé 

had written to his aunt to give her the news. Upon receiving the letter, his aunt 

had recognised the surname of her nephew’s fiancé and asked: ‘wasn’t that 

the name of the man who frequently visited Mrs X down the road?’.91 After a 

few discreet enquiries, the aunt discovered that Wally’s father was indeed 

being unfaithful and decided to inform her nephew’s family, who in turn wrote 

to his fiancé so that she could tell her mother.92 Upon learning of the affair, 

Wally’s older brother ordered his father to leave home, and following a brief 

physical altercation, the family decided that because his father was the tenant 

they would leave him behind and find alternative accommodation.93 Wally 

noted: ‘little did I realise as we carried our furniture out of the house, how long 

it was to be before I saw my father again. A twist in this unhappy story was the 

fact that the son of the “other woman” was my best pal at school’.94  

 
60-85; Nicoletta Gullace, ‘White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female 

Patriotism and the Memory of the Great War’, Journal of British Studies 36:2 

(1997), pp. 178-206. 
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93 Ibid., p. 10. 
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Wally Ward’s comical anecdote about his half-brother and childhood friend is 

telling. Wally addresses this parental absence in a very different way to H.J., 

Fred, Syd, and Hilda. This is because, as was the case for Charles Hansford, 

the absence of his father did not have such a profound impact on his life. Wally 

was never institutionalised, he was not illegitimate, he was not abandoned, nor 

was he required to take on extra responsibilities. It is also likely that this event 

did not feature as fundamental in his life narrative because subsequent events 

had greater importance: he began to have epileptic fits in his teenage years. 

His diagnosis, combined with his subsequent struggle to control his fits whilst 

maintaining a job and a social life, is at the heart of his autobiography.95 In 

terms of Wally’s life cycle, the absence of his father was upsetting, but it was 

far less life-altering than his need to come to terms with his medical condition 

and its consequences. 

As the autobiographers’ narratives progressed into adulthood, parental 

separation was infrequently commented upon. Perhaps this was because no 

separations occurred and if they had, they would likely have had less 

significance to the life story. As adults, the autobiographers gained 

independence, moved out of the family home and the majority shifted their 

priorities to their spouse and children. Marriage could have brought with it the 

potential for marital or family breakdown, however, as discussed in chapter 

three, the majority of the married autobiographers described their marriage in 

affectionate terms.  

 
95 Ibid., p. X (Preface). 
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Indeed, only two of the autobiographers separated from their spouse. Claudia 

Nelson argues that the working class were ‘cut off by financial and cultural 

reasons’ from divorce proceedings and instead ‘evolved less formal ways of 

dealing with failed marriages’.96 Kay Garrett certainly employed an informal 

way of separating from her husband when she left him in South Africa to return 

home to England with her daughter: ‘for various reasons, including [his] 

constant drunkenness’.97 Kay notes that the decision ‘was against his will’, so 

this was likely an unofficial separation.98 

Harry Young, in contrast, did obtain an official separation from his first wife, 

although not a divorce. Harry recalled that his first wife ‘quite correctly’ left him 

after he had a string of affairs: ‘the result of this was that my wife, quite 

correctly, immediately walked out to reveal a secret admirer who eagerly 

accepted her.’99 Harry did not petition the court to divorce his wife but he was 

able to have his marriage ‘annulled on presumption of demise of the first 

spouse after non appearance for seven years’.100 He then married his second 

wife, with whom he had two children.101 After twenty years they also 

separated. It is not clear whether on this occasion Harry divorced his wife, but 

it does not seem likely, as he wrote that he was ‘now utterly estranged from 

 
96 Claudia Nelson, Family Ties in Victorian England (London: Praeger, 2007), 
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100 Ibid.  
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my wife who would hardly speak to me’.102 Obtaining a divorce was perhaps 

unnecessary, as Harry did not marry again, although he did date other women.  

These examples indicate that the working-class did not often petition for 

divorce in order to separate from their spouse. Indeed, two of the 

autobiographers refer to the difficulties that working-class women (in 

particular) who sought to divorce their husbands faced in the early twentieth 

century. Notably, whilst the historiography has often focused on the economic 

dependency of a working-class wife on her husband as being the major barrier 

to divorce, these two autobiographers suggested that it was the legal process 

itself which hindered separation. As discussed previously, Hilda Salusbury’s 

mother had abandoned her family after an affair with a soldier in the First World 

War. Her husband had agreed to take his wife back as household help but not 

as his spouse: she refused this proposition. Hilda noted that her father also 

refused to give her mother a divorce: ‘today, separations and divorces are 

made so much easier. My mother would have been able to get a divorce in 

time, in spite of my father’s attitude. Who knows, two lives might have been 

mended’.103 Hilda’s mother was not dependent on her husband at the time, 

yet it was the divorce legislation in England that stopped her (as a woman) 

from divorcing her husband. In the first part of the twentieth century, a husband 

could divorce his wife grounds of adultery, yet a wife had to prove not only that 

her husband was unfaithful, but that he had ‘deserted her, committed incest or 

bigamy, or abused her in a way that went beyond his legal right to chastise her 
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physically’.104 In this case, Hilda’s father was the only one who could have 

initiated divorce proceedings, which he refused to do.  

By 1923, the legislation had changed so that women now had the same 

divorce rights as men, yet for Annie Lord it was still impossible to divorce her 

violent husband: ‘there was nothing I could do no money to get a separation 

so just had to take it’.105 Like Hilda’s mother, Annie was not economically 

dependent on her husband, as her husband had been injured during the First 

World War, which meant that Annie continued working in order to supplement 

the meagre pension he received: ‘I had to be the breadwinner’.106 Instead, 

Annie appeared to blame her inability to obtain a divorce on the actual cost of 

the separation process. This would have been a common barrier for working-

class individuals, as it was not until 1950 that legal aid was given to help the 

poorest access the divorce process.107  

Absences during the Second World War 

Apart from those of Kay Garrett and Harry Young, there were no other cases 

in the 1920s and 1930s of separations among the autobiographers in which a 

spouse left. However, with the start of the Second World War, temporary 

separation as a result of military service was once more a common theme. 

During this conflict, thirteen of the twenty-four male writers performed some 
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form of military service (either voluntarily or through conscription) that took 

them away from their home.108 Of these, eight had married and six had at least 

one child before the end of the war.109 Unsurprisingly, the men with wives and 

children described the prolonged period of separation from their family as 

challenging. Joe Ayre stated that he was separated from his pregnant wife and 

child after he was ‘conscripted’ into the merchant navy as a stoker in 1942 

after a government order instructed all British men over the age of eighteen 

with previous merchant ship experience to re-join.110 He wrote of his ‘very sad 

parting from Dorothy and our eighteen month old son Norman ... knowing that 

Dorothy would be having our second child in about three months and 

wondering when I would see them again’.111 

The prolonged separation from their family led some of the men who had 

voluntarily signed up for service to question their decision. Charles Sanderson 

decided to join the RAF as he had relatives fighting overseas and did not wish 

to be accused of not doing his part.112 He wrote that ‘henceforth I saw the war 

through the eyes of a serviceman and not of a civilian … we tried to be gay 
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about it, but I know I had a heavy heart and very mixed feelings. It was a great 

wrench’.113 Charles wrote of his regret over the decision to enlist, as by 1945 

he had been apart from his family for three years; he was then informed that 

he was being sent to fight in the Far East.114 Charles believed that it would be 

at least another year before he returned home if he survived at all: ‘I felt that 

perhaps I would never see home again. I was really depressed’.115 His desire 

to be reunited with his family is palpable in his writing; he even defended the 

decision to drop the atomic bomb, as he believed that it saved him and many 

others from prolonged fighting and enabled him to return home. Charles 

explained that he had ‘no twinge of conscience ... this saved the lives of many, 

many thousands of men’.116 He denounced those individuals who later 

criticised the decision to bomb Japan, stating that ‘they know nothing of the 

feelings of men and women sick to death of war and all the separations 

involved’.117  

These men also emphasised that their main concern was for how their 

absence was affecting their family. Stanley Rice joined the RAF in 1941 as an 

armourer, and although he missed his wife, the novelty of his situation 

distracted him. He believed that the whole ordeal was much harder on his wife: 

‘after all the years of working and being very close together this was our first 

real break apart. Whatever the man’s feelings, he is absorbed into new 
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surroundings with fellows being similarly situated ... the lot of the mother or 

wife is so much harder’.118 Percy Vere also recognised that his wartime 

absence had affected his relationship with his wife and son. He noted that he 

needed to return home as he had been unable thus far to form a relationship 

with his child, and so he turned down the chance for further career progression 

in the forces in 1945: ‘had I not been happily married with a son I think I might 

have done … [but] my son hardly knew me as I was never home long enough 

to play with him’. 119 Whilst Percy did not explain whether he was able to 

develop a relationship with his son, the fact that he believed it to be possible, 

despite his long absence, is reminiscent of the effort made by some of the 

autobiographers’ fathers during and after the First World War. 

Once again, wartime absence did not mean that relationships were damaged 

beyond repair. Although these absences were at times upsetting and difficult, 

once the male autobiographers returned home, their temporary absence does 

not appear to have had a lasting effect on family relationships. Stanley Rice 

acknowledged that his absence ‘temporarily caused a void’ between him and 

his wife but that it soon passed. It just ‘took time to catch up on all the things 

we had not written to each other about’.120 Likewise, Charles Sanderson wrote 

that ‘the war years had left their mark on my wife’, but that they ‘were still young 

and had many years before us, we were thankful to be together again’.121 
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Ernest Martin noted that he, like many men and their families, simply carried 

on with their lives once they returned from the war: ‘there was a sad period 

when I was away in the navy, but like many others we got over it’.122 

Just as in the First World War, not all men were conscripted and the remaining 

eleven male autobiographers remained on the home front as civilians for the 

duration of the conflict. Their exemption from military service was worthy of 

note, although perhaps unsurprising, considering the wider criteria for 

exemption used during the Second World War. Roger Broad notes that the 

protected occupations list of the First World War had focused on industry and 

was largely formed through a process of trial and error.123 Improving on the 

previous approach, in addition to reflecting the major technological changes 

during the interwar period, the initial ‘Protected Occupation Act’ passed in 

1939 covered a variety of occupations including pastry cooks, gardeners and 

horse trainers; in addition to a wide range of industrial jobs which were deemed 

necessary to the Second World War effort.124 Eight of the eleven male 

autobiographers, who remained on the home front, were exempted from 

service as their occupation remained protected.125  

Charles Hansford was a bricklayer whose experience paralleled that of his 

stepfather in the First World War, as he ended up moving temporarily into a 
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protected occupation during the Second. He had found work as a general 

labourer just before the start of the war. He wrote: ‘I realized my luck in 

obtaining this job, because, classified as a “reserved occupation”, the position 

removed me from the jurisdiction of “direction of labour” legislation; other 

bricklayers I knew were sent all over the country repairing war damage’.126 Not 

only did his war work prevent him from being deployed elsewhere but it also 

provided Charles with exemption from military service. Moreover, the war 

provided him secure and regular work: ‘shameful though it might seem in view 

of the misery and loss suffered by millions, to me personally World War II 

brought tangible good fortune; for practically the first time in my life I held a 

steady job’.127  

Like Jack McQuoid’s father in the First World War, Cyril Smith managed to 

escape conscription partly due to his job but also thanks to a bit of good 

fortune. Cyril was a press telegraphist and so was not immediately enlisted, 

but, as the demand for men grew, he knew that he would soon be called up. 

However, he managed to run out the clock and the war ended before he was 

conscripted: ‘as the war went on several of my workmates left for the services 

... had the war gone on longer I would have been the next to go’.128  

Of course, being employed in a protected occupation could be strenuous, time-

consuming and result in long periods of absence from the family home. Both 

Guy Oates and Samuel Mountford lamented the fact that they had spent 
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prolonged periods away from their families as a result of their work. Guy Oates 

was likely exempt from military service because of his occupation. He ran a 

workhouse which was partly re-commissioned as a military hospital during the 

war.129 Despite his family living on-site with him, his long work hours during 

this period meant that he was unable to see his child as often as he would 

have liked. He explained: ‘I knew there were thousands of fathers who were 

fighting in France and may never see their children again, but that did not stop 

me being anxious at not seeing more of mine’.130 Likewise, Samuel Mountford 

noted that his war work frequently took him away from his family: ‘being a 

craftsman I was assigned for special work on Spitfires and sometimes did not 

come home for three or four days’.131 Despite these absences, Samuel was 

thankful that he was not conscripted and that ‘our family at least did stay 

together all through this terrible time’.132 

Just as in the First World War, ill health could prevent men from enlisting or 

being conscripted and despite improvements in working-class health during 

the inter-war period, three male autobiographers were found unfit for military 

service during the Second World War. Wally Ward had suffered from epilepsy 

since adolescence and during the war he endured near-daily fits.133 William 

Abington was also rejected after failing his medical examination in July 1943 
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due to the lack of a reflexive response during a ‘nerve reaction’ test on his 

knees.134 He was grateful as this meant that he could continue his Air Raid 

Warden duties and look after the family shop.135 H.J. Harris was rejected 

because of his poor mental health, perhaps understandably, considering that 

he was committed to a mental asylum at some point during the 1930s. He 

recalled that ‘in 1938 I joined the Territorials (after Munich), with the 

corresponding call of National Defence. I was, of course, called up at the 

outbreak of war, but after one month was discharged, as a person of unsound 

mind’.136  

There is little evidence that the men had any qualms about their civilian status. 

Only Cyril Smith stated that he held anti-war opinions and considered objecting 

to conscription on the grounds of conscience, but decided that the title of 

‘conscientious objector’ did not fully reflect his beliefs: ‘in early 1940 I was 

prepared to be a conscientious objector but, of course, my objections were 

political, not matters of conscience’.137 Cyril was an ‘enthusiastic’ member of 

the ‘Federal Union’ – a Pro-European organisation established in 1938 to 

advocate a Federal Union of Europe.138 
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Aside from Cyril’s political objections to war, these civilian male 

autobiographers did not feel the need to defend their lack of military service, 

but nor did they wish to appear to have shirked all patriotic responsibilities, 

and several mentioned their membership of organisations that helped with the 

war effort. As Sonya O. Rose notes ‘the common sense of the time was that 

men naturally wanted to fight to defend their countries’ even if that could only 

be done through organisations such as the Home Guard.139 Cyril, despite 

being opposed to the war, decided to join the Home Guard: ‘I had come to 

realise that the war against Nazi Germany had to be fought and that I must do 

my bit’.140 Similarly, Charles Hansford admitted his relief when he was 

exempted from military service, but did not wish to portray himself as 

uninvolved in the war effort. He wrote that ‘most people helped the defence 

effort in their spare time, joining the Home Guard and A. R. P. (Air Raid 

Precaution) organisations, also by fire-watching at workplaces. In the evenings 

I served with the Auxiliary Fire Service’.141  

As the majority of the female autobiographers had children by the Second 

World War they were exempt from having to ‘do their bit’ through war work.142 
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Only Florence Cooter stated that she was conscripted into the war effort. She 

was childless at the time and was instructed to work as a ‘lady gardener’ at 

Hampton Court Palace.143 It also appears that the majority of the female 

autobiographers' husbands remained civilians as well. The absence of 

spouses due to military service was uncommon among the sample, with only 

four of the female autobiographers who had married by 1945 forming part of 

the one million wives who were separated from their husbands during the 

war.144 Yet, these wives are conspicuously silent about the reason for their 

husband’s exemption from service. May Rainer, simply noted that her 

‘husband was in an exempted occupation’,145 and Florence Cooter only stated 

that her husband was ‘doing his bit’.146 Mrs H. Wooland even joked that it was 

lucky for the entire war effort that her husband was not conscripted because 

‘he would have been more trouble than help’.147 These silences may suggest 

a desire to focus their narrative on their own life history, rather than on their 

partner’s, or it could also suggest – much like discussions of fathers’ roles 

during the First World War – that they felt little need to defend their or their 

husband’s activities during the Second World War. 
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Yet, just as in the First World War, for those who were separated from their 

spouses the duration of wartime absences could vary a good deal. Ellsye 

Finnie (like May Rainer’s mother during the First World War) was able to move 

closer to the location of her husband’s posting. She recalled: ‘I heard of a 

house for sale at Oswestry ... at that time George was stationed in Shropshire, 

not very far away’.148 George remained on the home front for the duration of 

the conflict and was able to visit the family in Oswestry frequently on twenty-

four-hour leave.149 Henrietta Burkin also explained that after only a few months 

of separation, her husband was posted closer to the family and so he was 

frequently able to return home.150 Her husband also did not spend the entire 

war on military service. In fact, his enlistment in the first place had come as a 

surprise to Henrietta: ‘I was amazed when he said he’d been passed “Grade 

A” ... I can only assume they were desperate for men, to pass a man of thirty-

six years, with two growths [on his arm]’.151 Whilst difficult to confirm, it is likely 

that Henrietta was correct in her assumption. Broad suggests that medical 

standards did drop during the war as the need for men grew.152 Eventually, in 

1942 Henrietta’s husband was discharged after another medical examination, 

during which the doctors decided that they could do nothing about the growths 

on his arm.153  
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Unlike Ellsye and Henrietta’s husbands, Grace Martin’s was posted overseas 

for the duration of the war. As a reservist, he was one of the first whose number 

was called over the wireless.154 Although she does not go into great detail 

about how his absence affected her, she obviously experienced some anxiety. 

She mentioned her concern that she would not be able to pay the bills as her 

husband was only a private, and also recalled that she was always grateful for 

his time home on leave, particularly during the heavy bombing of their home 

city of Coventry.155  

Of course, the absence of a husband was not always an upsetting affair. 

Katherine Henderson had a turbulent relationship with her husband due to his 

violent temper. When he was enlisted Katherine ‘had mixed feelings about 

this, relief and anxiety, the former because he had become such a burden, he 

seemed to be deteriorating in so many ways’.156  

As adults during this conflict, there was also the possibility that the 

autobiographers might be separated from their children. It is noteworthy that 

of the autobiographers only Annie Lord saw her sons depart for active service. 

By the time the Second World War broke out she had a daughter and three 

sons, all of conscription age. Annie recalled that she was just ‘getting on my 

feet getting a bit of home together when one after the other was called up for 

 
154 Grace Martin, ‘From 1906’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 15. Burnett Archive 

– 2:515. 
155 Ibid., pp. 15-16. 
156 Katherine Henderson, ‘Had I but Known’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 31. 

Burnett Archive – 2:384. 



137 
 

service’.157 She was eventually reunited with her sons at the end of the war as 

they all survived and returned home following demobilisation.  

Other autobiographers were also separated from their children but as a result 

of the evacuation scheme. One and a half million children were separated from 

their families as a result of evacuation during the war.158 The government 

initiated the scheme as soon as war was declared. According to the 

‘Evacuation: Why and How?’ pamphlet published in 1939, plans were made 

‘for the removal from what are called “evacuable” areas ... to safer places 

called “reception” areas of school children, children below school age ... 

expectant mothers and blind persons’.159  

The story of evacuees has become integral to the collective memory of life on 

the home front in Britain during the Second World War.160 Nevertheless, 

evacuation does not figure prominently in the memoirs examined here. Only 

six of the autobiographers who had children by 1945 noted that their child or 

children were evacuated from the family home. Yet, even in these minority 
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cases, the absences were generally short-lived. This was unsurprising as by 

1940, 900,000 evacuees had returned to their homes, due to a lack of enemy 

action.161 At the outbreak of war Ellsye Finnie had arranged for her sons to be 

evacuated from their home in Leicester to stay with a family a few miles outside 

of the city. She soon decided that ‘after a month of separation, and with no 

attention from the Nazi planes, we felt it safe to fetch the children home’.162 

Despite Leicester suffering ‘its share of attacks’, Ellsye decided to keep her 

children at home.163 

Likewise, Samuel Mountford and his wife (based in Birmingham) also sent 

their two sons to stay with his wife’s brother: ‘rushed off to the country, 

‘“evacuated” as they were called. Our two boys went to live at a village near 

Hereford’.164 After a while, he and his wife brought them home. He wrote that 

‘nothing seemed to be happening as regards the war. So back the children 

came to spend Christmas at home’.165 This was not uncommon; Mike Brown 

notes that many families brought evacuated children back at Christmas.166 

Like Ellsye, Samuel did not re-evacuate his children, noting that his wife felt 

‘more relaxed with the children at home’.167 Again, despite the subsequent 

bombing, they decided that it was better for their family to remain together. 

 
161 Welshman, Churchill’s Children, p. 109. 
162 Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” ’, p. 86.  
163 Ibid. 
164 Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, p. 18. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Welshman, Churchill’s Children, p. 109 
167 Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, p. 19. 



139 
 

Parents brought their evacuated children home for a variety of reasons. May 

Rainer’s children were evacuated to Southport from London as the war 

progressed and ‘the pace hotted up’.168 They were not separated for very long; 

her children contracted a skin infection seemingly after being allowed to run 

through a field of wheat.169 May was no longer convinced that her children 

were safe, so after a period of confinement in a hospital, she ensured that her 

sons were billeted with a different family for the final part of their 

convalescence. When they were fully rested May brought them back to 

London.170  

Despite popular perceptions of evacuation, children were not necessarily 

separated from their family. Depending on the area, and if heavy bombing was 

expected, whole towns could be evacuated together. Two of the female 

autobiographers noted that both they and their children were evacuated. 

Henrietta Burkin had remained in her home in Bexhill with her daughter Elaine 

for as long as possible after her husband was enlisted into the armed forces 

but, as the town was located close to the coast, the civilians in the town were 

eventually evacuated for their safety.171 Henrietta stayed with her husband’s 

parents, which she found to be a stressful experience, so despite the possible 

danger, they returned home after only one month.172 For a time, Grace Martin 

and her daughter also had to leave their home in Coventry after it was bombed, 
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but they too returned as soon as possible after the War Damage Commission 

repaired it.173 Cyril Smith’s wife also decided to move with her children from 

near London to her parents’ house in Stobo, after the air raid attacks in June 

1944: ‘off she went in considerable haste, bag and baggage including the cat 

and its kittens’.174 However, his wife decided that she and her children would 

return home after only two months, for the sake of her daughter’s educational 

prospects: ‘Babs and the children returned home’ because his daughter had 

received a place at a secondary school for girls in Guildford.175  

Notwithstanding these cases, evacuation was the minority experience; the 

majority of the autobiographers remained together with their family in their 

homes for the duration of the war, adopting strategies that minimised 

separation as much as possible during the conflict.  

Conclusion 

Any family breakdown or absences after the end of the Second World War are 

beyond the scope of this thesis. However, it is worth noting that some of the 

family estrangements that began in the early decades of the twentieth century 

ended after 1945: both Syd Metcalfe and Wally Ward were reunited with their 

respective fathers. Syd Metcalfe’s brother had run into their father whilst Syd 

was away in India, and upon his return, Syd decided to reconnect with him as 

well.176 This reunion is depicted in Syd’s narrative as the realisation of a 
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relationship that had not been possible when he was a child. He wrote: ‘I saw 

quite a lot of him and he and I became really good friends, buddies. Any lack 

of regard for me that he might have felt in those earlier years had now gone’.177 

Wally Ward was also reunited with his ageing father.178 In the thirty years since 

his mother had left him after his infidelity, he had drifted from place to place, 

before eventually being placed in a hospital for the elderly. The hospital 

managed to contact Wally, who agreed to visit to confirm whether the man was 

his father. Upon meeting him, he ‘assured the matron that this was indeed my 

father and from now on I would be visiting him regularly, and I introduced my 

wife to him’.179 Wally wrote that ‘his father ‘was so overcome all he could do 

was cry’.180 Wally was also equally pleased, regardless of what had taken 

place in the past.181 Syd and Wally’s reunions with their estranged fathers 

suggested a desire to build even a semblance of the relationship that they 

sought to have with their father as children. Reconciliation and reunion were 

clearly important elements in their life stories. 

Overall, however, Syd and Wally were two of only seven autobiographers who 

recollected one, or sometimes both, of their parents being absent from the 

family home. The lasting effect of these absences on the autobiographers 

seemed to be dependent on the extent to which they altered their life course. 

Fred Baxter’s autobiography is peppered with recollections highlighting his 
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desire to have a relationship with a paternal figure, his conflict with his 

stepfamily and the insecurity caused by his illegitimate status. Similarly, H.J. 

Harris’s life story was centred around his identity as an orphan after the death 

of his father and the institutionalisation of his mother into a mental asylum. 

Likewise, both Syd Metcalfe and Hilda Salusbury were affected by parental 

absence because it left them with unexpected responsibilities at a young age.  

In comparison, Ernest Martin, Charles Hansford and Wally Ward offered a far 

more pragmatic and certainly less traumatic account of parental absence or 

family breakdown. In Ernest’s case, although he was illegitimate, it appears 

that his stepfather fulfilled the paternal role that he was missing and so he was 

not unduly affected by his illegitimacy status. For Charles Hansford, although 

his parents separated, he appears to have kept in contact with his father, in 

addition to forming a close relationship with his stepfather. For Wally Ward, 

the absence of his father (following his father’s affair with a local woman) was 

less life-altering because it was overshadowed by his ill health.  

As adults too, family breakdown and absence were rare. Indeed, only two 

autobiographers – Kay Garrett and Harry Young – separated from their 

spouse. This suggests that separation continued to remain a difficult and often 

costly choice for the working-class. 

Overall, this chapter has demonstrated that permanent absences were rare 

amongst the families of the autobiographers. However, temporary absences 

were recollected a good deal more frequently, all the result of wartime 

circumstances. The historiography of both the First and the Second World 

Wars has focused on the detrimental and long-lasting effect of wartime 
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separation on family relationships. Yet during the First World War only thirteen 

of the autobiographers’ fathers were absent on active service. Contrary to the 

historiography, this separation does not appear to have had a lasting effect on 

their relationships. The majority of the thirteen individuals with a servicemen 

father developed (or continued enjoying) a close and caring relationship with 

him upon his return. A similar picture emerges as the autobiographers detailed 

their experiences during the Second World War. Just as in the First World War, 

thirteen of the male autobiographers spent time away from their family on 

military service and four of the female autobiographers noted their husbands’ 

enlistment. The male autobiographers focused on the resilience of their family 

ties and both the male and the female autobiographers noted that whilst their 

separations were difficult, they were able to continue with their marital lives 

after the end of the war.  

Notwithstanding these examples, most of the autobiographies highlighted a 

conspicuous lack of certain wartime absences. The historiography of the First 

World War has focused so closely on the experiences of servicemen (see also 

chapter one) that one could be led to believe that the home front became 

devoid of men, yet thirty-three of the surviving autobiographers’ fathers (or 

stepfathers) remained at home. Their continued civilian status was due to a 

variety of different factors, including age, health, occupation, or a combination 

of all three. These thirty-three accounts suggest that a working-class father’s 

presence on the home front during the First World War may not have been as 

exceptional, or perhaps as problematic, as is often assumed.  

In the historiography of the Second World War it is the absent child evacuee, 

rather than the absent serviceman, who has become central to narratives of 
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the war. Yet, this absence was also unusual amongst the autobiographers 

examined here. Most of those who had children chose not to evacuate them, 

and the few who did, brought them home after only a short period of 

separation, believing them to be better off there.  

In conclusion, the autobiographies suggest that, contrary to popular belief and 

despite separations caused by two worldwide conflicts, English working-class 

family relationships during the first half of the twentieth century continued to 

be secure, amicable and durable. 
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Chapter Three 

‘I dearly loved my mother, but somehow, I never got within miles of 

Father, he was an unknown quantity’:1 Working-class family 

relationships  

Introduction 

This chapter will analyse the relationships and family ties of the fifty working-

class individuals who comprise this sample. It will suggest that continuity 

between generations was more notable than change in terms of family 

relationships, indicating relatively stable and widely accepted expectations of 

working-class family behaviour throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century. 

This chapter will follow the autobiographers’ childhood through to adulthood 

and will adopt a thematic approach, beginning by questioning whether families 

followed the general English trend and decreased in size. It will then explore 

the relationships between the autobiographers and their parents, paying 

particular attention to understandings of sexual respectability and virtue, which 

resulted in family silences surrounding sexual activity, pregnancy, birth and 

puberty. The chapter will then go on to discuss courtship and the decision 

behind when and whom to marry, before turning to the changing demographics 

of marriage in the 1930s and the evidence for a move towards a 

‘companionate’ style of marriage. It will also examine the issue of domestic 

 
1 Marion Owen, ‘I Follow my Nose: A Potted Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. 

[c.1980s?], p. 24. Burnett Archive of Working Class Autobiographies (hereafter 

Burnett Archive) – Brunel University – Uncatalogued.  
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violence and the tacit acceptance of certain violent behaviours. The chapter 

will conclude by analysing the procreation patterns of the sample and 

comparing their relationships with their children with those between 

themselves and their parents. 

Childhood family patterns and relationships 

The autobiographers were born at the start of a century that brought with it a 

variety of changes to English family life, including a decline in the number of 

children women could expect to have between the ages of twenty and forty-

nine. Wally Secombe argues that during the industrial revolution working-class 

women were left to deal with child-rearing but had little say or control over 

family size.2 However, by the early twentieth century, men and women’s views 

on the advantages of limiting their family size aligned and so couples began 

to adopt contraceptive methods, which in turn led to the decline in fertility.3 

The fertility decline had indeed begun by the start of the twentieth century, as 

the average number of children per natal family had dropped from about six in 

1870 to around four in 1900.4 The autobiographers’ parents’ fertility patterns 

were in line with national demographic trends, as on average they had 4.6 

children.5 However, large working-class families had clearly not disappeared, 

 
2 Wally Seccombe, Weathering the Storm: Working Class Families from the 

Industrial Revolution to the Fertility Decline (London: Verso Books, 1993), pp. 

157-194. 
3 Ibid.  
4 Michael Anderson, Approaches to the History of the Western Family, 1500-

1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 7. 
5 The average is worked out from the biographical information about the 

autobiographers and their siblings. This total includes any siblings who they 
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as the autobiographers’ families ranged in size from just one child to up to 

fifteen. Although nationally fertility was on the decline, large families were still 

common amongst the working class, arguably at least in part because poverty 

prevented the use of even rudimentary contraception.6  

That said, it was not always the case that a large family equalled an 

impoverished one. Guy Oates came from one of the largest families in the 

sample, as his mother had ten children of her own (there were also four step-

siblings) but he attributed his family’s financial difficulties not to family size, but 

to his father’s failed business and premature death (see also chapter one).7 

Likewise, smaller families did not always indicate prosperity. Kay Garrett had 

no siblings but came from a turbulent home and believed that her parents 

wasted their income. Kay recalled that ‘my chief memory is that they drank, 

gambled and fought’.8 

None of the autobiographers mentioned – or likely had any knowledge of – 

their parent’s attempts to limit their family’s size. However, other factors 

inadvertently limited the number of siblings within the autobiographers’ family: 

most notably infant mortality, which reduced eight of the autobiographers’ 

 
stated died in infancy, as well as any half siblings, but excludes stepsiblings. 

There were 232 children in total and 50 sets of parents = 4.64 children on 

average per family. See Appendix Three: Family Information and Appendix 

Four: Mortality Information. 
6 Patricia Knight, ‘Women and Abortion in Victorian and Edwardian England’, 

History Workshop Journal 4:1 (1997) pp. 57-69 (p. 62). 
7 Guy Oates, ‘Volume Eight’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 20-22. Burnett 

Archive – Uncatalogued. 
8 Kay Garrett, ‘Untitled’, Britain, 1978-1984, p. 1. Burnett Archive – 2:305. 
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family size by up to three children (see also chapter one).9 Wilfred 

Middlebrook, for example, was the first of three children to survive beyond 

infancy.10 Likewise, Florence Cooter was one of ten children, three of whom 

died in infancy.11 Similarly, the short average lifespan and high mortality rates 

of both men and women at the turn of the century could have affected fertility 

(see also chapter one). Although second marriages were common in the case 

of the premature death of a spouse, they would have taken place further along 

in a woman’s fertility lifecycle than the first, which may have prevented or at 

least limited the number of children conceived.  

The First World War was not one of the circumstantial factors that limited the 

autobiographers’ parents’ fertility in the early twentieth century. Many of the 

autobiographers were the youngest, or one of the younger children, which 

meant that a significant proportion of these individuals’ parents had already 

completed their family by the time the war started. However, for the parents 

yet to complete their family, the war did not appear to unduly impact fertility; 

children continued to be born regardless of a global conflict. This finding was 

perhaps unsurprising, as already noted in chapter two, only thirteen of these 

autobiographers’ fathers were absent from their home during the war. For the 

fathers who remained on the home front as civilians, the war presumably had 

little impact on copulation rates. Edna Bold, for example, recalled the birth of 

 
9 See Appendix Four: Mortality Information.  
10 John Burnett, David Vincent and David Mayall, The Autobiography of the 

Working Class: An Annotated Critical Bibliography, Volume II: 1900-1945 

(Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1987), p. 213. 
11 Ibid., p. 70. 
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her younger twin siblings during the war.12 Significantly, a father away on 

military service did not necessarily preclude pregnancy from occurring, 

although procreation was presumably limited to the time when he was on 

leave. Florence Cooter’s mother appears to have had a child roughly every 

two years (up until the final birth of her tenth child) and this pattern was not 

interrupted by the war: whilst her husband was absent serving overseas, she 

gave birth to their eighth child.13 Likewise, James Challender Newton’s 

younger sister was born in 1916 whilst his father was in the army.14  

Not only do these reminiscences offer useful insights into working-class family 

patterns of fertility in the early twentieth century, which were in line with 

national trends, they also shed light on working-class children’s relationships 

with their parents, a relationship which occupies a central position in many of 

the accounts. The majority of the autobiographers’ reminiscences suggested 

that they enjoyed a good relationship with their mother. They often described 

her using the familiar imagery of a working-class maternal figure: one who was 

resourceful and sacrificed her own welfare for her family.15 Harry Young 

 
12 Edna Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it: Being the Recollections and 

Reminisceces [sic] of Edna Bold’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 35. Burnett 

Archive – 2:85. 
13 Florence Cooter, ‘Seventh Child’, Britain, 1977, p. 3. Burnett Archive – 

2:181. 
14 James Challender Newton, ‘The Life, Times and Experiences of One Man, 

1912-1977’, Britain, 1977, p. 18. Richmond upon Thames Local Studies 

Library and Archive – L 920 NEW, shelf 40:1. 
15 For expectations of working-class mothers see Joanna Bourke, 

‘Housewifery in Working-Class England 1860-1914’, Past and Present 143:1 

(1994), pp. 167-197; Carl Chinn, They Worked all their Lives: Women of the 
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described his mother as ‘incredibly resourceful and cheerful’.16 Similarly, Guy 

Oates wrote that ‘I know of no word that is big enough to express my 

admiration of her courage, and strength of character, and the splendour of her 

most wonderful nature. Her deep and sincere love’.17 May Rainer also 

remembered her mother as ‘without any malice ... we were fond of her, and as 

I got older we were very close to each other, real friends’.18 Of course, not all 

the relationships between mothers and children were so harmonious. For 

example, both Hilda Salusbury and Syd Metcalfe had a difficult relationship 

with their respective mothers, both condemned them in their autobiographies 

for failing to fulfil their maternal roles after they abandoned their families (see 

also chapter two). Their condemnation of their mother was indicative of wider 

working-class attitudes towards domesticity and family responsibilities: Hilda 

and Syd castigated their mother for her failure to live up to the self-sacrificing 

behaviour widely expected, including by the autobiographers themselves, of a 

good working-class mother.  

The autobiographers’ fathers were portrayed in a different light. Whilst 

historians have challenged the image of the working-class father as a distant, 

 
Urban Poor in England, 1880-1939 (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 1988); Elizabeth Roberts, A Woman’s Place: An Oral History of 

Working-Class Women 1890-1940 (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1984). 
16 Harry Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], Chapter ‘Mother’, 

p. 2. Burnett Archive – 2:858. 
17 Oates, ‘Volume Eight’, p. 20. 
18 May Rainer, ‘Emma’s Daughter’, Britain, 1977, p. 43. Burnett Archive – 

2:644. 
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strict (even potentially abusive) disciplinarian, such fathers clearly did exist.19 

Several of the autobiographers suggested that their fathers conformed at least 

partly to this stereotype. May Rainer believed her father’s strictness to be 

typical of the time: ‘by legend or implication all fathers of my generation were 

stern disciplinarians or even tyrants, mine was no exception’.20 Charles 

Sanderson described his father as a ‘stickler for discipline’.21 Marion Owen 

also wrote that her father was distant and strict.22 She received no 

encouragement from him and he made her feel foolish: ‘I dearly loved my 

mother, but somehow, I never got within miles of Father, he was an unknown 

quantity’.23  

However, whilst these fathers were strict and perhaps distant, they were 

generally not described as abusive or as behaving outside the accepted norm. 

There were only two cases in which a father’s violence was noted to have gone 

past the accepted boundaries of physical chastisement. Joe Ayre recalled that 

his father would regularly hit his children when drunk, his account also 

indicating that such violent behaviour was not provoked by misbehaviour: 

 
19 Laura King, Family Men: Fatherhood and Masculinity in Britain, c.1914-1960 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015); Julie-Marie Strange, ‘ “She cried a 

very little”: Death, Grief and Mourning in Working-Class Culture, c.1880-1914’, 

Social History 27:2 (2002), pp. 143-161; Lynn Abrams, ‘ “There was Nobody 

like my Daddy”: Fathers, the Family and the Marginalisation of Men in Modern 

Scotland’, The Scottish Historical Review 78:206 (1999) pp. 219-242. 
20 Rainer, ‘Emma’s Daughter’, p. 43. 
21 Charles Sanderson, ‘Half a Lifetime in the 20th Century: A Book of Memoirs’, 

Britain, 1979-1980, p. 23. Burnett Archive – 2:668. 
22 Owen, ‘I Follow my Nose’, p. 24. 
23 Ibid.  
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‘when he came home all we got was abuse and he beat us quite often’.24 Harry 

Young also noted that although his father was ‘not violent by temperament’, 

he had on occasion vented his exasperation towards Harry in a physically 

aggressive way. Despite rarely striking him, when he did, he did so 

‘dangerously’.25 On one occasion his father hit him over the head with a long 

iron rod with a hook at the end, causing him to bleed profusely. As a result of 

his father’s violence, Harry ‘despised and detested him’.26  

Notwithstanding Joe and Harry’s abusive fathers and despite depictions of 

working-class fathers as potentially violent, physical chastisement of any sort 

appears to have been rarely used by the autobiographers’ fathers. Such 

corporal punishment was perhaps unnecessary anyway. As Katherine 

Henderson noted, she was already too ‘afraid of father’s belt’ to misbehave 

enough to warrant being punished.27 Likewise, Mary Hollinrake stated that she 

would never have dared disobey her father: ‘my father was very strict and I 

should not have thought of questioning any rules or orders given … I was 

never smacked perhaps this was because I daren’t disobey’.28 

The lack of physical punishment from fathers revealed that the disciplining of 

children generally remained in the remit of the mother in working-class homes. 

 
24 Joe Ayre, ‘The Socialist’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 16. Burnett Archive – 

2:29. 
25 Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Chapter ‘Father’, p. 5. 
26 Ibid., p. 6. 
27 Katherine Henderson, ‘Had I but Known’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 5c. 

Burnett Archive – 2:384. 
28 Mary Hollinrake, ‘Lancashire Lass’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 34, Burnett 

Archive – 2:413. 
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As Bessie Wallis recalled: ‘the raising of the children was always the task of 

the mother in those days. No father would demean himself to interfere unless 

serious discipline was called for’.29 Indeed, among the autobiographers, it was 

more often the mother who was stated as having used corporal punishment to 

ensure good behaviour. Kay Garrett recalled that her mother ‘kept a cane 

behind the door; and at meal times it was always on the table – for elbows’.30 

Adeline Hodges also wrote that her mother had on occasion punished her and 

her siblings using ‘a leather strap with tails cut half way up. One lash with “the 

tars” and you submitted’.31 

Moreover, loving relationships between the autobiographers and their fathers 

clearly did exist. Samuel Mountford rather tellingly wrote that his father ‘was, 

strange as it may seem, a gem’,32 suggesting perhaps an awareness that his 

father was the antithesis of the image of the ‘unkind’ disciplinarian working-

class father. In fact, it appears that having a ‘gem’ of a father was not 

uncommon. As Julie-Marie Strange notes, father and child relationships 

varied, normally depending on the personalities of the individuals involved, but 

that a loving intimate relationship between father and child was not unusual.33 

Edna Bold’s admiration of her father confirms this: ‘I loved my father more than 

 
29 Bessie Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 2. Burnett Archive – 

2:794. 
30 Garrett, ‘Untitled’, p. 1. 
31 Adeline Hodges, ‘I Remember’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 46. Burnett 

Archive – 2:411. 
32 Samuel Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, Britain, 1976, p. 5. Burnett Archive – 2:544. 
33 Julie-Marie Strange, Fatherhood and the British Working Class, 1865-1914 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 211. 



154 
 

I loved God. If I was ever to love the Deity it would be because I knew how to 

love my father’.34 Many of the autobiographers, like Edna, wrote of their father 

fondly.  

A good deal of older scholarship has argued that early modern parental 

relationships with their children were perfunctory and unloving, suggesting that 

‘childhood’ was not deemed a separate part of the life-cycle and that 

consequently children were often neglected, viewed only as smaller adults 

who needed to contribute to the home.35 Such a negative portrayal of early 

modern parenthood has been challenged by more recent scholarship. It is now 

widely accepted, furthermore, that by the end of the twentieth century a shift 

had occurred: ‘an interest in the child’s natural intellectual and social 

development led to more permissiveness in the rearing of children’, who now 

are to be both ‘cuddled and enjoyed’.36  

Although there is some debate as to whether this shift occurred earlier or later 

than by the end of the twentieth century, the autobiographers’ reminiscences 

suggest that many working-class children in the early 1900s experienced a 

close and intimate relationship with their parents, based on mutual feelings of 

love. Such feelings of love were frequently recollected in their memoirs. 

 
34 Bold, ‘The Long and the Short of it’, p. 24. 
35 See Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 

(London: Harper & Row, 1977); Ivy Pinchbeck and Margaret Hewitt, Children 

in English Society: From the Eighteenth Century to the Children Act 1948 

(London: George Routledge & Sons, 1969). 
36 Linda Pollock, Forgotten Children: Parent-Child Relations from 1500 to 1900 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 11. 
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Florence Abel wrote that ‘we were a happy contented family’.37 A similar 

sentiment was expressed by Mrs V. Austin: ‘I had a very happy childhood. Our 

parents, while not being able to give us many material things, did all they could 

to make life happy and interesting’.38  

Even in the cases where parents were portrayed as strict, several 

autobiographers also noted the positive aspects of their relationship with their 

parents. Charles Sanderson, whose father he described as a keen 

disciplinarian, hinted at the fact that he was more fortunate than many children, 

who did not enjoy an affectionate relationship with their parents: ‘we who 

belonged to families were the luckier ones, who shared the love of our 

parents’.39 Kay Garrett (whose parents were often drunk) acknowledged that 

her childhood ‘wasn’t all misery. When she was sober and in a good mood my 

mother was marvellous company. Dad too’.40 Even Adeline Hodges noted, 

despite the physical punishments from her mother, that ‘we had a lot of love’.41  

Youth and the subject of sex 

No matter how close or intimate the autobiographers’ relationship with their 

parents may (or may not) have been, as they transitioned into adulthood, there 

was a clear reluctance on the part of parents to discuss or divulge information 

or advice on the topics of pregnancy, sex and puberty. These working-class 

 
37 Florence Abel, ‘A Cockney Looks Back’, Britain, 1970, p. 2. London Borough 

of Walthamstow Forest Library – W 60.01. 
38 Mrs V. Austin, ‘Untitled’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 3. Burnett Archive – 2:22. 
39 Sanderson, ‘Half a Lifetime’, p. 23. 
40 Garrett, ‘Untitled’, p. 1.  
41 Hodges, ‘I Remember’, p. 46. 
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families held entrenched ideas about correct behaviour and appropriate 

subjects for conversation at home. As a result, most of the autobiographers 

appear to have learnt about topics such as sexual intercourse, pregnancy and 

menstruation from a third party outside their immediate family. Very often such 

discussions resulted in confusion, unanswered questions and the passing on 

of little or inaccurate information. 

Whilst working-class children may have inadvertently been introduced to both 

pregnancy and sexual activity at an early age because of their physical 

proximity to their parents, there was still an air of secrecy around procreation. 

Elizabeth Roberts notes that it was surprisingly common for children not to 

notice their mother’s pregnancy.42 Therefore, the frequency of pregnancies 

and births amongst the autobiographers’ families did not necessarily help to 

shed any light on the process of procreation. Children were often sent out of 

the house during labour and told a fictional story to explain the appearance of 

a new baby. For example, Jack McQuoid was seven years old when his 

brother was born. He asked where his mother had obtained a baby from, to 

which the nurse replied: ‘under the cabbages in the garden’.43 Jack recalled 

that ‘this remark was followed by laughter all around the room. Yes, in those 

days we children had to make do with such explanations regarding birth’.44 

 
42 Roberts, A Woman’s Place, p. 16. 
43 Jack McQuoid, ‘One Man in His Time: An Autobiography’, Britain, 1985, p. 

49. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
44 Ibid. Similarly Ernest Martin believed during his childhood that babies were 

brought in the nurse’s bag. Ernest Martin, ‘The Best Street in Rochdale’, 

Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 7. Burnett Archive – 2:514. 
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Pregnancy and sex were topics not discussed in these families. Winifred 

Relph’s introduction to sexual activity was a by-product of her love of reading. 

She had read a book which had various references to pregnant women and in 

a conversation with her mother she accidentally referred to a friend’s teeth as 

‘pregnant’ instead of ‘prominent’.45 Winfred recalled ‘mother was about to pour 

out tea; a look of horror froze on her face … “don’t you ever let me hear you 

use that word again you naughty, wicked girl” ’.46 Her mother’s angry reaction 

and curt words left Winifred with no understanding of why ‘pregnant’ was a 

bad word. It was a friend who eventually informed her of how procreation 

worked. Winifred did not believe her and developed an explanation based on 

her own experiences, combined with what she had been taught in religious 

education. She thought, presumably at least until adulthood, that district 

nurses stood ‘in the road with outstretched arms waiting for the babies to be 

tossed down by the Angels from above, under the supervision of God, of 

course!’.47 

Bessie Wallis noted that sexual intercourse was not a secret in her house 

because of the lack of privacy, but she was not informed by her parents about 

the facts of life: ‘there was no mystery about sex to any of us children ... the 

smaller ones had to sleep in the same room with their parents. I had wondered 

about hearing the whisperings and sighs’.48 Like the rest of the 

 
45 Winifred Relph, ‘Through Rough Ways’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 14, 

Burnett Archive – 2:657. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., p. 16. 
48 Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, p. 13. 
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autobiographers who discussed this topic, she was informed about sex by 

somebody outside of the family. She recalled that ‘as soon as I started school 

I was enlightened. The bigger girls made it sound so horrible and dirty’.49  

The revelation about sexual activity and childbirth could be quite traumatic. 

Edna Bold found the information so distressing that it halted any desire to have 

children. Whilst walking to school with her cousin Dorothy, a child (seemingly 

out of the blue) informed them of how procreation worked. Edna described the 

revelation as a ‘torrent of obscenity’, so shocking that she felt ‘the fear and 

revulsion of “seks” crippled and stunted our natural appetite till affairs of the 

heart shed a more credible and acceptable meaning to a dark and terrible 

business’.50 In order to find a more appealing description of the process than 

the one offered by this stranger, Edna and her cousin consulted a large 

medical book and a volume of Fox’s Book of Martyrs that they found at home.51 

It appears to have been during this process that religious belief and biology 

became mixed up. Although Edna later got married, she never did get 

pregnant. In her mind ‘childbirth and martyrdom were synonymous. We 

suffered the torments of the damned. Neither my cousin Dorothy nor myself 

ever underwent such physical torture ... we never “reproduced”. On this score 

she went unrepentant to the grave as I shall go to mine’.52  

Sex was not the only area in which silence resulted in uncertainty or a lack of 

understanding. The female autobiographers’ reminiscences, in particular, 

 
49 Ibid. 
50 Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it’, p. 21.  
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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confirm that menstruation and puberty were little discussed amongst the 

working class during the first half of the twentieth century. Roberts argues that 

whilst menstruation was impossible to ignore, women were only given basic 

information by their mother.53 Winifred Relph trained as a nurse in Kent, during 

which time she remained remarkably ignorant about the workings of the body. 

Her roommate Winnie had passed on some information: ‘she told me that her 

mother had been a nurse but the only bit of knowledge which she seemed to 

have passed on to her daughter was to remember that the correct name for 

[a] monthly period was menstruation!’.54  

Perhaps unsurprisingly such reticence to pass on any knowledge about 

puberty and menstruation was amplified in religious institutions. Kathleen 

Betterton gained a scholarship to a convent boarding school when she was 

eleven and moved there in 1924.55 She believed that the nuns were inspired 

by feminist ideas, as they encouraged the girls to achieve a career, rather than 

to get married. She recalled that ‘to have gained a degree, to be launched on 

a career – these were high achievements. Compared with them, marriage 

must have seemed a blind-alley occupation, an intellectual cul-de-sac’.56 

However progressive this attitude may have been for nuns in the 1920s, the 

strict focus on passing examinations did not help to fill the large gaps in 

knowledge about puberty and pregnancy. Kathleen recalled that: ‘we were not 

 
53 Roberts, A Woman’s Place, pp. 16-17. 
54 Relph, ‘Through Rough Ways’, p. 90. 
55 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
56 Kathleen Betterton, ‘White Pinnies, Black Aprons...’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], 

p. 117. Burnett Archive – 2:71. 
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taught biology because that would have brought us up against the dangerous 

subject of sex … of the working of our own bodies we learned nothing at all’.57 

She recalled that ‘menstruation was for me an incomprehensible shock for 

which I was wholly unprepared. I left school at eighteen, ignorant of how 

babies came or why’.58  

Eleanor Hutchinson had a similar experience when she attended a convent 

school, although these nuns were neither progressive nor informative. 59 The 

natural progression into puberty when she was fourteen was met by the nuns 

with disgust. Eleanor recalled her humiliation the first time she experienced 

menstruation: ‘this was unforgivable as I had messed up my underwear, my 

nightdress, the sheets and the mattress as well ... my misdemeanour was 

brought to her [Sister Mary Agnes] notice by an ignorant member of the staff 

who thought it was a huge joke’.60 No further information was offered to 

Eleanor to explain what was happening to her body, except for what she had 

managed to obtain from an older girl. She recalled that ‘vaguely, I knew that 

something would happen when I was 14. The information was scanty and 

garbled ... how it would happen, why it should happen or what I should do 

about it I hadn’t the vaguest idea’.61 Eleanor was then left with a profound 

sense of confusion and guilt. Eleanor concluded that it was individuals such 

 
57 Ibid., p. 118. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Eleanor Hutchinson, ‘The Bells of St. Mary’s’, Britain, 1985, p. 68. Burnett 

Archive – 2:429. 
60 Ibid., p. 119. 
61 Ibid. 
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as the nuns who ensured that ‘the same attitudes, the same ignorance, the 

same shame continued to be instilled into future generations’.62 

The female autobiographers’ reminiscences also suggest that whilst their 

family were silent about sex and puberty, they still passed down working-class 

ideas about respectability and virtuous behaviour. The female 

autobiographers who discussed such topics clearly internalised such attitudes 

and desired to portray themselves as respectable, virtuous adults by focusing 

on their sexual propriety.63 Marion Owen recalled that even discussions in her 

workplace of encounters with the opposite sex were conducted within strict 

parameters of respectable behaviour, which she compared to contemporary 

sexual mores; her workmates were perhaps outgoing, but they were not 

promiscuous. She wrote that they ‘were all interested in the opposite sex, and 

used to discuss their “affairs”, none of them were permissive, in the modern 

sense and [they] guarded their virtue carefully’.64  

She acknowledged that the concern over one’s ‘virtue’ may not have been 

universal in the 1920s, but ‘in this particular corner, the straight and narrow 

was the order of the day’.65 Likewise, Kay Garrett protected her own sense of 

 
62 Ibid., p. 120. 
63 Mary Jo Maynes suggests that working-class autobiographical accounts of 

sexual relationships demonstrate that ‘norms about sexual propriety were an 

important component of the process of becoming a particular type of adult’. 

See Mary Jo Maynes, Taking the Hard Road: Life Course in French and 

German Workers’ Autobiographies in the Era of Industrialization (London: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 1995), p. 131. 
64 Owen, ‘I Follow my Nose’, p. 42. 
65 Ibid. 
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self-worth by reiterating her virtue and virginity. Kay worked as a kitchen clerk 

at the National Liberal Club in London from 1916 to 1917, which gave her a 

certain degree of independence.66 However, despite contemporary fears 

about ‘khaki fever’,67 she sought to make it clear to the reader that her 

behaviour remained virtuous, noting that whilst she spent many evenings out 

with different soldiers, she and her friend ‘were both virgins. Most young girls 

were, in those days ... the most we ever allowed any of our escorts was a 

prolonged (but not too prolonged) goodnight kiss’.68  

May Rainer blamed both her father’s misguided warnings and what she 

believed to have been outdated attitudes towards sexual propriety, for her 

reluctance to have sex with her first partner. When May was fifteen, she met 

her first boyfriend at a local dance. Her father had warned her to stay away 

from men, who he presumably saw as sexually aggressive and predatory 

towards young women. Whilst not explicitly warning her against pregnancy, he 

had instilled in her a sense of apprehension about getting pregnant, telling her 

that he knew what happened to girls who ‘played fast and loose’.69 May quickly 

realised that her boyfriend was not sexually predatory, but she was still too 

fearful of pregnancy to engage in sexual activity. She reminisced that ‘I have 

regrets, not about the things I did do, but about the things I did not do’.70 May 
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believed, even decades later, that ‘we still had not rid ourselves of the Victorian 

prudery ... I wonder how different my life would have been, it was not for the 

want of persuasion on the part of the boy I was so attached to, it was just that 

I was afraid of getting caught out [pregnant]’.71 

Such concerns over acceptable sexual behaviour were not as evident in the 

male autobiographers’ memories. Rather, their descriptions of their first 

introduction to sex were humorous. Harry Dorrell recalled that when he was a 

young boy he and his presumably male friends would meet up in his father’s 

garden shed.72 He explained that ‘we would talk and joke, snigger at what we 

understood as dirty stories, perhaps talk around that peculiar subject of sex’.73 

William Abington and his brother Arthur were informed about sexual 

intercourse by soldiers who were bathing in the local fish pond during the First 

World War. William wrote that his ‘first introduction to sex started in the 

company of these men. They told us ribald stories of some of their experiences 

in France and laughed when we did not understand. We sometimes stumbled 

across these men with their girls and they made little attempt to hide what they 

were doing’.74  

Presumably, the pressure placed on women to remain ‘virtuous’ was not 

applied as firmly to men. Syd Metcalfe had various romantic relationships 
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during his life, but it was one of his descriptions of a sexual encounter that 

unconsciously exposed his different expectations of female and male sexual 

morality. He described, in detail, an incident in which he felt that a woman 

lacked the appropriate level of female respectability. One evening, a neighbour 

who Syd had come to think of like a mother figure, tried to seduce him. He 

focused on her age, in particular, to highlight why he believed her behaviour 

to have been repugnant. He wrote that her ‘over-use of make-up showed poor 

psychology on her part. It made her even less appealing to a young fellow. No 

amount of disguise could have deluded me into seeing her as other than a 

grown woman’.75 His reaction is telling of his belief that female sexuality should 

not be overtly expressed and that it should be limited to a woman’s earlier 

years: ‘sex could surely no longer interest her’.76  

Courtship and marriage 

Strict attitudes towards sexual respectability and virtue also prompted long 

periods of courting, as it allowed partners to vet potential spouses. Likewise, 

marriage was still deemed to be the only moral avenue to a sexually intimate 

relationship with another individual, to ensure there were no illegitimate births. 

Fred Baxter noted that subsequent generations were not tied by such 

expectations and moral standards: ‘the younger generation get to know too 

much about each other before marriage, sex etc. So the novelty of marriage 

has worn off. In my day you would have to court a girl for several weeks before 
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you kissed her goodnight’.77 If Fred is to be believed, his generation was the 

last to enjoy the novelty of marriage, to refrain from premarital sex and to 

spend lengthy courting periods with prospective spouses. Whilst this is 

unlikely, Fred’s criticism of subsequent generations for disregarding strict 

attitudes towards respectability and virtue indicates that working-class ideas 

about respectability had indeed been passed down and upheld by many of his 

generation.  

Indeed, as Fred noted, a virtuous period of courtship was an important part of 

the majority of the autobiographers’ life narratives. Although most of the 

autobiographers did not discuss in detail how their parents met, a few 

examples suggest that ways of meeting a potential partner had not changed 

much from the previous generation. Mrs V. Austin reminisced that her parents 

met whilst both singing in a church choir, after which her father ‘courted’ her 

mother.78 Syd Metcalfe noted that his father met his mother ‘at a local dance’.79 

Just as for the previous generation, locality and mutual interests were 

important in finding a suitable partner and most of the autobiographers met 

their future spouse at work, church or through a leisure activity. Edna Bold 

explained how marriages were arranged in the close-knit community of her 

district in Manchester: ‘couples paired off at the mills, factories, chapels or 

churches’.80 Wally Ward met his future wife at a dance: ‘as I walked into that 
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dance hall, I saw her … don’t ask me why or how … I knew that this was the 

smile. The one I’d been looking for all my life’.81 Ellsye Finnie also recalled that 

her local church encouraged their young people to ‘look for their life partner in 

the meeting[s]’ and it was during a church event that she met her future 

husband.82  

Only one of the autobiographers’ marriages occurred outside of a courting 

scenario. H.J. Harris met his wife after responding to an advertisement in a 

shop window. The advert stated that ‘a woman would like to meet a gent with 

a view to friendship’.83 Whilst personal ads are often associated with the late 

twentieth or early twenty-first century, they in fact date as far back as the 1690s 

when advertisements were used to find a husband or wife.84 By the First World 

War, these advertisements were also used to help find friends: ‘advertising for 

“chums” of both sexes suddenly became fashionable and modern’.85 Thus, 

responding to such an advert for friendship was not unusual in the first half of 

the twentieth century. However, H.J.’s motive for responding was his need for 

a housekeeper to perform domestic tasks, rather than a desire for a friend or 

wife. By this point, he had managed to save enough money to buy a house 
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and wished ‘to have someone to cook and do for me, whereas in return she 

could have free somewhere to live’.86 He was clearly not attracted to the 

woman whose advert he responded to. He described her as ‘in a shocking 

state of health. Unkempt, bad teeth, wizened in appearance and in a very 

distressed condition’.87 However, he felt that he was ‘duty-bound to marry her’ 

because of ‘her distressed condition’ (by which he meant that she was 

pregnant, though not with his child).88 Despite such an inauspicious start, H.J. 

considered their marriage to have been a successful one, stressing not 

romantic love, but friendship. He wrote: ‘she has turned out to be a good and 

loyal friend’.89 

Notwithstanding H.J.’s unusual circumstances, most marriages occurred after 

a period of courting and overall, forty-six of the fifty autobiographers got 

married. The high incidence of marriage amongst the sample indicates the 

continued popularity of marriage as an institution amongst the working class 

in the mid-twentieth century.90 Of the four other autobiographers, only Syd 

Metcalfe stated explicitly that he was a bachelor. This was not the result of a 

rejection of marriage. Rather, at several points during his autobiography, he 
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stated that he was at an appropriate age to marry.91 However, after several ill-

fated romances, he had accepted ‘the fact that marriage is not of me, I must 

remain a crabby old bachelor’.92 The marital status of the remaining three 

autobiographers is unclear. For Nellie Driver and Hymie Fagan, it is possible 

that marriage just did not fit into the autobiographical narrative that the writers 

were trying to create, one that was concerned with political matters rather than 

personal ones. Whereas Marion Owen simply did not extend her 

autobiographical narrative as far into adulthood and it is possible that she did 

marry, but due to her self-imposed cut-off date, this was not mentioned. 

Overall, just like their parents before them, most of the autobiographers 

accepted marriage as a natural step in their life course. Elizabeth Roberts 

notes that working-class marriages at the start of the twentieth century were 

‘seen as a life-long working partnership, both husband and wife having 

different, clearly-defined roles … the man was seen as the basic wage earner 

and the woman as the household manager’.93 John Gillis also argues that 

‘companionship was not something working men and women expected to find 

in marriage’ at the start of the twentieth century.94 He argues that working-

class married couples in the early 1900s did not expect to spend their free time 
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together, rather they spent large parts of their leisure time as well as their 

working hours apart: ‘fathers and sons sought their gratifications outside of the 

home … [whereas] the lives of married women were confined largely to the 

home’.95  

Whilst the autobiographers provided scant information about their parents’ 

marriage, there were a couple of examples that support Roberts’ and Gillis’ 

assertions. Katherine Henderson noted that ‘women in those days lived in awe 

of their husbands’.96 Ernest Martin also observed that ‘as was the custom 

those days very few parents went out together except on special occasions, 

the mother staying at home watching the children, the father generally going 

to the pub or club’.97 Likewise, Florence Cooter noted that her mother was 

nearly always at home and rarely went out with her father. In fact, she was 

only able to recall a single occasion when her parents went out together, and 

that was a special day trip that her mother and father took after he had returned 

home following the end of the First World War.98 The trip (on a steamer from 

Kingston to Windsor) was short-lived as her sister decided to dress in her 

mother’s clothes and take a walk along the river. Her parents happened to be 

passing by on the steamer and having seen her, disembarked, and brought 

her back home. On their return, they found Florence’s uncle struggling to feed 

her younger brother vegetables that had not been peeled. Afterwards, 
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Florence’s mother stated that ‘I will never leave the children again’, which 

according to Florence she never did.99 

Margaret Lane suggests that by the time the autobiographers began to get 

married during the interwar period, the working class were frequently enjoying 

more companionate marriages. She argues that this generation sought 

marriages that were based on love and affection: ‘these couples loved and 

supported each other, enjoyed fairly equal status and made decisions 

jointly’.100 There is some debate amongst historians as to when the 

‘companionate marriage’ model was adopted by the working class. Claire 

Langhamer, like Lane, has suggested that it ‘emerged as an ideal model in the 

interwar years’.101 Likewise, Janet Finch and Penny Summerfield point out that 

the phrase ‘companionate marriage’ was being employed as early as the 

1920s.102 During the post-war years, the phrase was used to describe a variety 

of marriages that ‘ranged from the notion that there should be greater 

companionship between partners whose roles were essentially different, 

through the idea of marriage as “teamwork”, to the concept of marriages based 
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on “sharing”, implying the breakdown of clearly demarcated roles’.103 

However, Roberts is sceptical of these claims, suggesting that this type of 

marriage did not appear consistently even in post-Second World War 

marriages. Although, she notes that ‘contemporary observers in the post-war 

period appeared to have believed the companionate marriage had arrived in 

working-class homes’.104 It is within this complex understanding of a 

‘companionate marriage’ that these autobiographers’ marriages should be 

placed.  

The autobiographers’ descriptions of their own marriages and of their spouses 

are often suggestive of a companionate marriage. Both male and female 

married autobiographers referred to ideas of love, sexual attraction, mutual 

interests, and shared leisure time, as being important factors in their marriage. 

Surprisingly, however, it was the male autobiographers who most often used 

a rhetoric of romantic love when describing their spouse. Joe Ayre, for 

example, felt that his marriage had been successful because of the love, 

sexual attraction and trust that he shared with his wife. He wrote that she was 

‘my wife, my lover, my companion yes and my counsellor, my comrade, the 

mother of my children and we are still in love after thirty nine years’.105 Wally 

Ward also wrote of the love that he had for his wife: ‘all the things I have written 

would not be complete without the mention of Violet … without her, I am sure 

I would have achieved nothing … I have always loved her with a true love and 
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always will’.106 The female autobiographers in comparison tended to be more 

matter-of-fact or pragmatic when describing their husband. Mrs V. Austin, for 

example, did not use such romantic language but she did emphasise their 

shared mutual interests and the leisure time that she spent with her husband: 

‘both my husband and I loved to walk, and he shared my love of reading’.107  

Whilst many of the autobiographers emphasised love and affection, shared 

interests and shared leisure time, this does not mean that there had been a 

revolutionary rejection of traditional working-class expectations of gender 

roles. Kathleen Betterton was pretty typical in her belief that her husband’s 

primary responsibility was to support his family. Although she had ‘no doubts 

that this time I was really in love’ when Richard, her future husband proposed, 

they still had a lengthy engagement, due to Richard’s insecure financial 

position.108 Despite finding emotional satisfaction in the relationship, Kathleen 

waited to marry Richard until he could fulfil the role of family breadwinner and 

‘support a wife’.109 Many of the female autobiographers left work upon 

marriage, or upon the birth of their first child, to look after their home and 

children, as their mothers had done before them. (see also chapter five). This 

meant that they relied on their breadwinner husband for financial security. The 

shift towards a companionate style of marriage – whilst evident in this sample 

of autobiographies – was thus nuanced and had hardly revolutionised working-

class marriage by 1945. 
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Furthermore, the prevalence of marriage amongst the sample during the 

interwar period suggests that marriage rates did not decline dramatically after 

the First World War. It is often assumed that a generation of women were 

unable to marry because they had lost a majority of their eligible male partners 

in the war. This so-called ‘lost generation’ of men supposedly resulted in an 

entire generation of widowed and spinster women.110 Only one autobiographer 

referred to this notion of a lost generation. Winifred Relph recalled her cousins 

playing on the seesaw in their back garden with a khaki-clad figure.111 She 

wrote: ‘we were not to know that most of the boys would never return and the 

cousins would never marry – they were the generation whose young men were 

killed off like flies, in the flower of their youth’.112  

Whilst the myth of a lost generation is well-entrenched into the memory of the 

First World War, in reality, unmarried women were not that common in the 

interwar period, and there were a variety of reasons why Winifred’s cousins 

may have refrained from marriage. Jay Winter argues that the generation of 

women who reached maturity in the immediate aftermath of the First World 

War may have just married later than they would have done otherwise, or to 

men of different social backgrounds as a result of wartime casualties.113 

Women have also long outnumbered men: in 1851 there were 355,159 more 
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females than males in England and Wales, and by 1901 this gap had grown, 

women outnumbering men by more than a million.114 As a result, statistically, 

there would always be some women who remained unmarried.  

Moreover, many young men did return from war and then got married. Wilfred 

Middlebrook was born just two months before the turn of the century and was 

the only autobiographer to see any active service during the First World War. 

His time spent in the Navy appears to have been very enjoyable; he recalled 

his travels and leisure activities, such as swimming and attending parties.115 

Whilst on leave, he decided to make the most of it ‘by going to the North of 

England and proposing to a certain young lady who had filled quite a large 

portion of my thoughts while in the Navy’.116 He asked Margret to wait for him 

to be demobilised and they married in 1921.117 The war did not prevent 

Wilfred’s marriage. Rather, it prompted it.  

Far from preventing marriages, the war actually created new courting 

opportunities because of new geographical mobility. Winter states that for the 

working class the war ‘enlarged both geographically and numerically their pool 

of potential marriage partners’.118 Kay Garrett only met her husband because 

he was posted in England. She was waiting in London for a friend, who stood 
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her up, when she met a South African soldier. Their courtship was brief, likely 

due to the shortness of his leave, but they decided to get married, a decision 

her mother did not approve of: ‘my mother didn’t trust my husband and made 

him promise to wait till I was 21 (three years)’.119 Her mother’s concern may 

be viewed in the context of the widespread moral panic over young women’s 

reactions when exposed to uniformed men. Angela Woollacott argues that 

during the First World War it was widely believed that young women were 

unable to resist their attraction to young men in uniform.120 She suggests that 

‘khaki fever’ grew out of fears over female sexual independence.121 It is not 

clear whether Kay’s mother’s misgivings towards the union were based solely 

on Kay’s age, a general distrust of her suitor, or out of concern over ‘khaki 

fever’. Either way, Kay ignored her mother’s misgivings and lied to the registrar 

about her age to get married without parental consent, before moving to South 

Africa with her husband. Her mother’s misgivings proved correct and in 1930 

she returned to England: ‘for various reasons, including constant 

drunkenness, I left my husband’.122 
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Likewise, the Second World War also facilitated romance for two of the 

autobiographers, who benefited from the resulting large-scale movement of 

people. John Sawyer met his wife whilst on active service in 1944. While 

posted in London he attended a dance in a community centre in Richmond. 

John wrote that ‘it was here that I met the girl who was to play such an 

important part in my life. In fact, the girl who was to share my life’.123 They 

continued to see each other frequently during the war and eventually married 

in 1946.124 Jack McQuoid also met his future wife after being posted in 

Newtownards in Ireland when he was serving in the RAF. It was there that he 

met Eleanor, whom he married in 1943.125 Jack was at pains to emphasise 

that although the marriage had taken place after only a brief period of 

courtship, it had nonetheless been successful. Clearly aware of wider 

concerns that such hasty nuptials were unlikely to survive the test of time 

(indeed divorce rates did spike after the end of the war),126 he wrote: ‘it was 

one of those war-time rushed weddings ... [but] I would like to mention that we 

are still married’.127 
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The uncertainty of war also convinced Wally Ward to move forward his 

wedding date. After the declaration of war, Wally suggested to his fiancé Violet 

that they should set a date for their wedding. Although Violet was initially 

hesitant due to the short duration of their engagement, Wally convinced her 

that it was the right decision: ‘the first world war [sic] had lasted four years and 

this one might last ten; so we ought to start getting a home together whilst 

there was still something in the shops to buy’.128 Syd Metcalfe, on the contrary, 

used the war as a convenient excuse not to get married. As rumours of war 

started to circulate, Syd’s girlfriend Phyllis felt they should get married straight 

away. Social pressures from friends had been pushing them towards marriage: 

Phyllis, according to Syd, was determined to be wed, not out of love but 

because marriage was the expected thing to do: ‘to her [marriage] represented 

some degree of promotion from the lowly rank of miss’.129 He decided that his 

imminent deployment into active service gave him the perfect opportunity to 

repel her advances. He told her ‘that it would be quite wrong of me to marry 

with so much uncertainty ... nothing could persuade me, I was like an accused 

man with no defence suddenly finding an alibi ... that was my story and I was 

sticking to it’.130 Either way, these autobiographical reminiscences 

demonstrated that neither world war hindered their marital opportunities. 
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Domestic violence 

Reflecting on working-class marriages at the start of the century, Gillis notes 

that ‘nobody expected marriage to go smoothly and domestic dispute was a 

major theme of music hall comedy at the turn of the century’.131 Cases of 

dispute and indeed of domestic violence were apparent in these recollections. 

For Stanley Rice, his father’s violence towards his mother was not a music hall 

joke. He recalled that his parents’ relationship had been turbulent. His father 

would often get drunk, which would make him ‘bad tempered and quarrelsome 

… I can recall how I used to lay awake in bed waiting for the last word to be 

said, so that I could feel it safe enough to go to sleep’.132 His father was quite 

clearly capable of violence as ‘more than once, I’ve seen mother with a black 

eye’.133 Kay Garrett also stated that her parents ‘fought’ and remarked that 

whilst domestic violence was common on her street, her mother’s behaviour 

was out of the ordinary: ‘in our street it was normal for a father to come home 

drunk on a Saturday night and black his wife’s eye. But not your mum’.134  

Although in the minority, these examples demonstrate that domestic violence 

was an issue in some working-class marriages. Marcus Collins notes that 

whilst ‘the stereotype of the brutal working-class husband … has fallen out of 

favour with historians of the family … the figure of the working-class patriarch 
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cannot altogether be laid to rest’.135 This is certainly the case for at least two 

of these autobiographers, who experienced first-hand a violent husband. 

Annie Lord stated that ‘really my life was a misery [,] beaten and knocked about 

for nothing at all’.136 Annie blamed her husband’s aggressive behaviour on 

pain caused by a war-related injury that he had hidden from her when they first 

met.137 Any subsequent medical treatments to help her husband worsened his 

injured leg, which in turn ‘made him worst still’.138 Annie’s attempt to justify her 

husband’s behaviour is telling of working-class women’s attitudes to domestic 

violence in the first half of the twentieth century: they were led ‘to expect less, 

and endure more, from men’.139 In the early 1950s, Ferdynard Zweig similarly 

noted that working-class women exhibited a ‘great reluctance to complain 

about their husband’s behaviour, even if the behaviour was shocking. There 

was always an understatement of their case’.140  

Katherine Henderson, as Zweig suggests, appeared to downplay and justify 

her husband’s behaviour. In her autobiography, she explained that she had 

married her husband John despite some reservations because he persevered 

in pursuing her. She made little mention of feelings of love or romantic longing 

for him. However, unbeknown to her before they married, her husband was 
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clearly prone to extreme levels of violence. During their marriage, he had 

several violent outbursts which she later found out were due to the mental 

illness that ran in his family. She noted that his first episode of violent temper 

occurred when the ‘unemployment benefit was very poor, and it was a 

constant source of worry to make ends meet, apart from being utterly soul-

destroying and depressing to the men concerned. It was this I blamed for the 

sudden outburst of temper’.141 

Kay Garrett may have alluded to domestic violence, without mentioning it 

explicitly. She wrote that she left her husband due to his constant 

drunkenness, and there is, of course, the possibility that he was also violent.142 

Indeed, individuals skirted around the issue, with violence only being alluded 

to through euphemisms such as ‘violent temper’. Yet, despite a ‘well-

established expectation that working-class adult males constituted the 

category most prone to outbursts of physical violence, including domestic 

ones’, recollections of domestic violence do appear to be uncommon amongst 

the sample.143 Of course, not all working-class men of the autobiographers’, 

or the previous, generation would have condoned such behaviour. Hilda 

Salusbury’s father was one such man. After her uncle had informed him that 

both their wives had been unfaithful (which her father dismissed incorrectly as 

 
141 Katherine Henderson, ‘Had I but Known’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 29. 

Burnett Archive – 2:384. 
142 Garrett, ‘Untitled’, p. 8. 
143 Judith Rowbotham, ‘ “Only when Drunk”: The Stereotyping of Violence In 

England, c. 1850-1900’, in Shani D'Cruze (ed.), Everyday Violence in Britain, 

1850-1950: Gender and Class (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), pp. 155-169 (p. 159). 
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lies) her father threw her uncle out of the house, stating that ‘if you think you 

have cause to “beat up” your wife that’s your affair, but nothing justifies a man 

using violence to a woman’.144  

Furthermore, the term ‘violent temper’ can be ambiguous and therefore 

occasionally be misleading, as it did not always translate into physical 

violence. Whilst in Katherine Henderson’s case it appears likely that it meant 

domestic violence, this was not always so. Eleanor Hutchinson, for example, 

wrote that ‘my father had a violent temper; yet I never witnessed it. Everybody 

within the family seemed warm and kind’.145 Edna Bold also described her 

father as having a violent temper but noted that ‘like so many fiery-tempered 

people, he had virtues in excess of his faults. He had the warmest heart and 

the quickest imaginable response to need’.146 Joe Ayre also wrote that his 

mother was ‘a very violent character, she had very little fear’, however, her 

violence appeared to have been directed at people outside their home (‘she 

would break the windows of the Chinese laundries’) rather than towards her 

family.147 Joe never recalled her hitting him or his siblings (as his father did).148 

Children 

Just as marriage was seen to be part of the expected lifecycle for most of the 

autobiographers, so too was the decision to have children. At least thirty-seven 

 
144 Hilda Salusbury, ‘Only Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 46-47. 

Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
145 Hutchinson, ‘The Bells of St Mary’s’, p. 41. 
146 Bold, ‘The Long and the Short of it’, p. 24. 
147 Ayre, ‘The Socialist’, pp. 3-4. 
148 Ibid., p. 16. 
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had biological children of their own.149 The size of their families reveals much 

about wider changes to the demographics of working-class families by the mid-

twentieth century. From the information provided, it was possible to work out 

that they had an average of 2.2 children each.150 This average was in line with 

national trends: in 1931, the average English family had 2.2 children.151 This 

was two children fewer than their parents, who had an average of 4.6.152  

There was a notable absence of references to contraception in the 

autobiographies and yet this significant drop in family size suggests an 

increased awareness or use of effective birth control.153 Silence amongst the 

 
149 This total does not include H.J. Harris, who raised a non-biological 

daughter. See Appendix Three: Family Information. 
150 This number is based on the total number of biological children the 

autobiographers had, including any that died in infancy. Although thirty-seven 

autobiographers had biological children of their own, only thirty-six stated the 

number of children that they had. This total was 79 which divided by 36 = 2.19. 

see Appendix Three: Family Information. 
151 Thomas Heyck, A History of the Peoples of the British Isles: From 1870 to 

the Present (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 156. 
152 This number is based on the total number of siblings recalled by the 

autobiographers. The total included the autobiographers themselves, plus 

their siblings (including any half siblings or siblings who died in infancy). The 

total was 232 children which divided by 50 = 4.64. See Appendix Three: Family 

Information and Appendix Four: Mortality Information. 
153 For work on contraceptive methods see Kate Fisher and Simon Szreter, 

Sex before the Sexual Revolution: Intimate Life in England 1918-1963 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Hera Cook, The Long Sexual 

Revolution: English Women, Sex and Contraception 1800-1975 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2004); Kate Fisher and Simon Szreter, ‘ “They Prefer 

Withdrawal”: The Choice of Birth Control in Britain, 1918-1950’, The Journal 
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autobiographers about the subject further indicates that working-class ideas 

of respectability had indeed been passed down to them. They likely considered 

it too private a topic to write about, or equally, that it was not essential to their 

life narrative and therefore omitted.154 Regardless, these autobiographers 

must have taken steps to limit their fertility, as thirty-one of the thirty-seven 

autobiographers had either the same number or fewer children than their 

parents.155 There were only a few exceptions: Ellsye Finnie had five children 

but came from a family of four; Kathleen Betterton had four children but came 

from a family of two; Jack Vallance had four children but mentioned no siblings 

 
of Interdisciplinary History 34:2 (2003), pp. 263-291; Lesley Hall, ‘Venereal 

Diseases and Society in Britain, from the Contagious Diseases Act to the 

National Health Service’, in Roger Davidson and Lesley Hall (eds.), Sex, Sin 

and Suffering: Venereal Disease and European Society since 1870 (London: 

Routledge, 2001), pp. 120-136; Simon Szreter, Fertility, Class and Gender in 

Britain, 1860-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Diana 

Gittins, Fair Sex: Family Size and Structure 1900-39 (London: Hutchinson and 

Co, 1982). 
154 There is only one stand out exception amongst the sample: Harry Young 

noted that when he and his first wife ‘became pregnant we readily agreed to 

an abortion because we were dedicated soldiers of the revolution, who could 

not afford children’. At this point Harry and his Russian wife were heavily 

involved in the Communist Party and although he later brought his wife back 

from Russia they may have had the abortion when they were still residing in 

Russia, where abortion was legal until 1936, unlike in Britain at the time. See 

Mark Savage, ‘The law of Abortion in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republic of 

China: Women’s Rights in Two Socialist Countries’, Stanford Law Review 40:4 

(1988), pp. 1027-1117 (p. 1030). Harry later separated from this wife (see also 

chapter two) and when he re-married, he had two children with his second wife 

in England. See Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Chapter ‘Women’, p. 4. 
155 See Appendix Three: Family information. 
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of his own; Cyril Smith had three children but was an only child and Harry 

Young had two children of his own but had no siblings.156 Yet even these 

families were still relatively small by earlier working-class standards. The 

biggest outlier among the sample was Fred Baxter, who had nine children.157 

Michael Anderson suggested that families with over six children had almost 

completely disappeared by 1915,158 yet Fred’s large brood of children 

indicates that whilst such large families may have been unusual, they clearly 

still existed.  

The autobiographers were too young to have had children during the First 

World War, but their recollections suggest that just as for their parents during 

the First World War, childbirth occurred regardless of conflict. If anything, the 

war represented only an inconvenience during childbirth itself: Ellsye Finnie 

noted her relief that it was a ‘blessedly peaceful night’ with no air raids when 

she gave birth to her fourth child in 1941.159 Ten of the thirty-seven 

autobiographers who had biological children had a child during the war. 160 

Indeed, none mentioned a decision to postpone having children because there 

was a war raging.  

 
156 Ibid. 
157 Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side’, p. 40. 
158 Michael Anderson, ‘British Population History, 1911-1991’, in Michael 

Anderson (ed.), British Population History: From the Black Death to the 

Present Day (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 359-409 (p. 

386). 
159 Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” ’, p. 86. 
160 See Appendix Three: Family Information. 
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Although the autobiographers did not always dedicate much space in their 

writings to detailing their relationship with their children, the comments that 

were included, indicate that they shared a loving and intimate relationship with 

them. There were only two instances in which the autobiographer noted that 

the relationship was a difficult or troubled one.161 As previously noted, 

Katherine Henderson married a jealous, strict and aggressive husband who 

grew increasingly resentful of the close relationship between Katherine and 

their son Colin. She wrote that her husband was ‘moody and withdrawn, and 

terribly jealous of Colin. I used to tell him that a mother’s love was different 

from the love of a husband and wife … but he didn’t seem to grasp it’.162 Her 

husband’s insecurity, likely caused by his mental ill health, eventually had dire 

consequences: ‘without warning, tragedy struck our home, John Killed Colin 

with an axe’.163 Katherine’s autobiography is titled ‘Had I but Known’, likely a 

reference to the fact that had she known about her husband’s mental illness, 

she never would have had a child with him. She wrote: ‘had I have [sic] known 

[about his mental illness], I would have considered very carefully marrying 

John and if I had taken the risk, would certainly never have had a child to risk 

passing on such an affliction’.164 

 
161 This is not including Kay Garrett’s daughter who presumably had no 

relationship with her father after her mother left South Africa. Garrett, ‘Untitled’, 

p. 8. 
162 Henderson, ‘Had I but Known’, p. 31. 
163 Ibid., p. 37. 
164 Ibid., p. 39. 
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In a less extreme case, although one still affected by mental illness, Harry 

Dorrell described his complicated relationship with his children. He wrote that 

he and his wife decided to have children: ‘against all commonsense [sic] 

arguments that we could devise we decided the years were passing and we 

could wait no longer. We wanted children, or maybe needed children’.165 

However, Harry struggled to build a close relationship with his son and 

daughter, partly because he frequently worked away from home but also 

because of his poor mental health: he described his violent temper, periods of 

depression and two suicide attempts.166 He clearly felt that he had failed in his 

role as a father by not connecting emotionally with his children: ‘to the children 

I was the strange man who arrived regularly and occupied their mother’s 

attention’.167  

Such experiences, however, appear to have been unusual. For 

autobiographers such as Ellsye Finnie – who recalled a loving relationship with 

their own parents – there was a degree of continuity in their reminiscences, as 

they detailed their own loving relationships with their children. Ellsye wrote of 

the love that she felt when she held her firstborn child: ‘my heart overflowed 

with joy as she put him in my arms and I knew I should go on loving him 

forever’.168 Moreover, even those who noted that their relationship with their 

own parents had been difficult, strove to have a better relationship with their 

own children. H.J. Harris, who had struggled in his childhood due to his early 

 
165 Dorrell, ‘Failing Cadence’, p. 79. 
166 See Appendix One: Short Overviews of the Autobiographies.  
167 Dorrell, ‘Failing Cadence’, p. 101. 
168 Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” ’, p. 71. 
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separation from his parents (see also chapter two), recalled that he had formed 

a loving and close relationship with his wife’s baby, even though biologically 

she was not his.169 Similarly, Harry Young, whose father had been violent 

towards him as a child, believed himself to be a ‘dedicated, devoted single-

minded husband and father’.170  

Conclusion 

The accounts provided by the autobiographers suggest that there was a good 

deal of continuity in English working-class family relationships between the 

years 1900 to 1945. That being said, change was not entirely absent: one of 

the most notable between the autobiographers’ parents’ generation and their 

own, was the number of births per family. At least thirty-seven of the 

autobiographers had biological children and from the information they 

provided, it was possible to work out that they had on average 2.2 children per 

natal family, less than half the number of the previous generation, who had on 

average 4.6. Although this is never explicitly stated by the autobiographers, 

this drop suggests an increased use or awareness of effective birth control 

methods.  

Such use of birth control is perhaps surprising, as the autobiographers noted 

that their parents supported a working-class notion of respectability that limited 

the discussion of certain topics with their children. Their parents’ attitudes 

towards sexual propriety and the appropriateness of certain topics for family 

discussion meant that the autobiographers received limited information 

 
169 Harris, ‘Autobiographical Letters’, p. 4 of letter dated 3 May 1978. 
170 Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Chapter ‘Women’, p. 14.  
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concerning puberty, sexual activity, pregnancy and childbirth. Whether the 

autobiographers were any more forthcoming in discussing such topics with 

their own children is unclear, but they clearly learnt the necessary information 

themselves, seemingly from other sources, on how to limit their family size. 

However, whilst the autobiographers certainly had smaller families, there is 

little evidence of any dramatic change in parenting styles or attitudes towards 

child-rearing. Loving and intimate relationships between the autobiographers 

and their parents were frequently mentioned, and when they themselves had 

children, the majority certainly suggested that they enjoyed a similarly close 

relationship. The intimacy that many of the autobiographers enjoyed with their 

father is particularly notable. Whilst historians have often portrayed working-

class fathers of the early twentieth century as strict, or even tyrannical, this 

type of father appears infrequently in the accounts studied here. Moreover, 

having a strict father did not preclude feelings of affection towards him. 

Working-class mothers have often been presented in a more favourable light 

than fathers, as long as they adhered to a model of hardworking and self-

sacrificing motherhood, and this was certainly the case amongst this sample. 

Whilst some of the autobiographers had complicated or difficult (or in rare 

cases abusive) relationships with their parents, it was far more common for 

them to describe a happy childhood with loving parents, often emulated by 

themselves once they had children of their own. 

There was also little change in the marriage patterns of the sample in 

comparison to their parents’ generation. Forty-six of the fifty autobiographers 

stated that they got married, although an additional three may have done so 

too: their autobiographies do not state their marital status and only one 
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autobiographer confirmed that he was a bachelor. Not only was corporal 

punishment rare amongst this sample, so too were cases of domestic violence, 

despite the perception that working-class husbands were often violent. Only 

two of the autobiographers hinted that their parents were ever violent towards 

one another and only three of the autobiographers experienced unhappy 

marriages in which violence may have occurred. Overall, both the 

autobiographers’ parents’ marriages and their own appear to have been 

amicable, affectionate ones.  

That said, there seems to have been a move towards a more companionate 

style of marriage amongst the sample, compared to that experienced by their 

parents. Many of the autobiographers detailed the romantic love they shared 

with their spouse, their sexual attraction, and the time they spent together 

sharing mutual interests. Their parents’ generation in comparison would have 

likely spent their leisure time apart and their marriages were more clearly 

defined by the very strict gender roles of wife as homemaker and husband as 

breadwinner. However, this was a small shift, and whilst many of the 

autobiographers’ relationships appear to have been more companionate, 

working-class marriages were by no means transformed during this period. 

Married lives still revolved around the same gender roles, although they were 

perhaps less strictly adhered to.  

Finally, the two world wars seem to have had very little impact on the sample’s 

marital or procreation patterns. Although historians have often focused on the 

seemingly devastating effects of both conflicts on the institution of marriage 

and childbirth rates, the impact of the two total wars on the working-class 

family patterns of the sample was scarcely catastrophic. Rather, these 
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accounts revealed how the wars led to new courting opportunities, marriages, 

and babies – who continued to be born (even during air raids). Overall the 

period 1900 to 1945 did see a continuous drop in fertility levels and a subtle 

shift in marital relationships, but these fifty autobiographies suggested that 

people expected to, and indeed did, meet partners (of the opposite sex), marry 

and have children in a broadly similar way to their parents. 
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Chapter Four 

‘It never seemed to be a problem to move’.1 Consumption: Food, leisure, 

and housing  

Introduction 

This chapter will explore the fifty autobiographers’ recollections of 

consumption, focusing particularly on food, leisure, and housing. Recently, the 

history of consumption has begun to receive new academic attention.2 John 

Benson’s work, in particular, focuses on working-class consumption, which he 

argues increased dramatically during the twentieth century, as incomes rose 

and families had more disposable income.3 However, an increase in 

disposable income was not the main theme of these individuals’ consumption 

 
1 Henrietta Burkin, ‘Memoirs of :- Henrietta Burkin’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 

6. Burnett Archive of Working Class Autobiographies (hereafter Burnett 

Archive) – Brunel University – 2:118. 
2 See Frank Trentman (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the History of 

Consumption (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012); Roberta Sassatelli, 

Consumer Culture: History, Theory and Politics (London: Sage, 2007); Laura 

Ugolini and John Benson (eds.), A Nation of Shopkeepers: Five Centuries of 

British Retailing (London: I.B Tauris & Co, 2003); Victoria de Grazia and Ellen 

Furlough (eds.), The Sex of Things: Gender and Consumption in Historical 

Perspective (London: University of California Press, 1996); Frank Mort, 

Cultures of Consumption: Commerce, Masculinities and Social Space (Oxon: 

Routledge, 1996); W. Hamish Fraser, The Coming of the Mass Market 1850-

1914 (London: Macmillan, 1981); John Burnett, A History of the Cost of Living 

(London: Penguin books, 1969). 
3 John Benson, Affluence and Authority: A Social History of Twentieth-Century 

Britain (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2005), p. 29. 
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anecdotes. When remembering instances of death, absence and changing 

family relationships, the autobiographers' reminiscences were suggestive of 

both continuity and change between their own and their parents’ generation. 

This chapter will argue that in the ‘childhood’ section of their life histories, the 

autobiographers drew upon reminiscences which depicted their consumption 

of food, leisure, and housing as being distinctly different from that of 

subsequent generations.  

Both discussions of consumption and comparisons between previous and 

current generations appear throughout the autobiographers’ life histories, but 

they are predominantly confined to reminiscences about childhood. This is 

likely because, as David Vincent argues, when autobiographers write about 

their childhood, they will invariably remember less of this period and therefore 

draw upon the memories that are most clear and important to them.4 Their 

childhood narratives are constructed around these fragments of memories, 

rather than following a chronological order, as is generally the case in their 

accounts of adulthood.5 The autobiographers used these reminiscences to 

conjure up a version of the past that they believed to be no longer recognisable 

to the reader. This is because, as Laura Ugolini notes, autobiographers intend 

to ‘write for a readership they believed to be removed from the experiences 

depicted’, and when it comes to consumption, they devote more attention ‘to 

 
4 David Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom: A Study of Nineteenth-

Century Working Class Autobiography (London: Methuen and Co, 1982), p. 

87. 
5 Ibid. 
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what had changed than to what had remained the same’.6 The 

autobiographers thus tended to focus on anecdotes of consumption that 

created what could be termed an ‘in my day’ narrative which reveals as much 

about consumption patterns as it does about working-class domestic ideals 

and aspirations during the first half of the twentieth century. 

Discussions of consumption are not entirely absent when the autobiographers 

detailed their adolescence and adulthood. Rather, the chapter will argue that 

in adulthood these topics became less important than the depiction of other 

events that marked the expected flow of working-class life. As a result, food, 

leisure, and housing are only really mentioned in connection with adulthood 

when they relate to a special or notable event, often marking a significant 

moment in the individual’s life course, or when it was central to a specific 

anecdote. 

Food  

Food consumption is frequently discussed not only in the autobiographies 

studied for this thesis but more generally in working-class autobiographies.7 

John Burnett notes that ‘many autobiographers, particularly those from poorer 

families, make mention of the food which they had as children … there was a 

 
6 Laura Ugolini, ‘Autobiographies and Menswear Consumption in Britain, 

c.1880-1939’, Textile History 40:2 (2009), pp. 202-211 (p. 204). 
7 Susie Protschky, ‘The Flavour of History: Food, Family and Subjectivity in 

Two Indo-European Women’s Memoirs’, The History of the Family 14:4 

(2009), pp. 369-385; John Burnett, Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of 

Childhood, Education and Family from the 1820s to the 1920s (Middlesex: 

Penguin Books, 1982); Vincent, Bread, Knowledge and Freedom.  
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constant struggle for survival’.8 Typical in this respect was Samuel Mountford, 

who recalled in his autobiography that a ‘shortage of food … was common. 

You could not get away from it’.9 However, there was more to these 

autobiographical recollections of food consumption than memories of 

hardship. Food was used as a narrative tool to portray the authors’ working-

class past. The autobiographers described their experiences of food and food 

consumption in such a way as to suggest that they were distinctly different 

from those of subsequent, post-Second World War, generations. Food 

provided the autobiographers with a way of ordering and creating a coherent 

narrative of their working-class identity that was very much rooted in their 

childhood.  

Burnett argues that a significant proportion of the working class at the start of 

the twentieth century lived in such abject poverty that many must have 

struggled to survive.10 However, Ian Gazeley and Andrew Newell’s research 

on the nutritional aspects of working-class food consumption suggests that 

whilst food during this period was of poor quality, generally the working-class 

diet was calorific enough to sustain them.11 The autobiographers’ 

reminiscences appear to support Gazeley and Newell’s findings. Whilst they 

never described their childhood food consumption as excessive, they certainly 

 
8 Burnett, Destiny Obscure, p. 56. 
9 Samuel Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, Britain, 1976, p. 2. Burnett Archive – 2:544. 
10 Burnett, Destiny Obscure, p. 56. 
11 Ian Gazeley and Andrew Newell, ‘Urban Working-Class Food Consumption 

and Nutrition in Britain in 1904’, Economic History Review 68:1 (2015), pp. 

101-122 (p. 101). 
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did not describe themselves as malnourished. Mrs V. Austin, for example, 

noted that food was ‘cheap’ yet ‘nourishing’.12 Fred Baxter went as far as to 

suggest that the food of his youth was healthier than that consumed at the time 

of writing in 1993: ‘I feel the food and drink was much better in those days … 

the people although being poor, lived well having such food as real salmon, 

bloater, kippers, red herring, cod, crab, sprats, all kinds of meat, pure 

vegetables not tinned’.13 

Like Fred, the autobiographers often included detailed lists of the food that 

they consumed in childhood. These lists certainly indicate that their food 

consumption was frugal yet nutritionally sufficient for health. Henrietta Burkin, 

for example, described her weekly lunches of ‘a piece of topside of beef, or 

pork on Sunday … cold on Monday … the remainder of the week, it was an 

egg, boiled rice, or a stew’.14 No food was left to waste and any leftovers were 

used as part of the next meal. Mrs V. Austin recalled that ‘on Monday, it was 

always the same, cold meat, “bubble and squeak”, which was left over 

potatoes and cabbage from Sunday’.15  

The autobiographers rarely offered a purely negative portrayal of nutritional 

deprivation, but they did emphasise the rarity and thus the importance of 

receiving extra food outside set mealtimes. This food was often in the form of 

 
12 Mrs V. Austin, ‘Untitled’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 15. Burnett Archive – 

2:22. 
13 Fred Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years: The Life Story of a Bury St. 

Edmunds Man’, Britain, 1993, pp. 3-5. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
14 Burkin, ‘Memoirs’, p. 16. 
15 Austin, ‘Untitled’, p. 5. 
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treats including confectionery, cakes or other, often sweet, food items bought 

by a parent or with their own pocket money. Ellsye Finnie, for example, 

reminisced about the sweet shop opposite the school, where she and her 

sister could spend half a penny during their mid-day break. She recalled 

gazing ‘in daily wonder at the array of toffees, chocolate drops, packets of 

Khali with a liquorice “straw” through which to draw up the white powder, and 

jars of humbugs’, before choosing which treat to purchase.16 Likewise, Stanley 

Rice also recollected that ‘with our small amount of pocket money we could 

buy sweets for a halfpenny which included Barrett’s sweet tobacco … sherbet 

dabs, tigers nuts … [or] a piece of sponge-like cake with pink sickly icing on 

top’.17 Mrs V. Austin also noted how ‘special’ it was when her family bought 

‘tins of fruit’.18 She criticised later generations for their unlimited consumption 

of items such as sweets and confectionery: ‘the modern generation have no 

special treats, if they fancy something they just go and buy it, whatever the 

cost, which makes life very dull’.19 

These reminiscences of food consumption also reveal much about working-

class family responsibilities. Although it was the mother who budgeted for the 

weekly food bill, many of the autobiographers were expected to help by 

running errands, a responsibility that they believed was no longer placed upon 

 
16 Ellsye Finnie, ‘ “Touch-Down” or “Sing Towards Evening”: Autobiography 

1903-1978’, Britain, 1978-1983, p. 12. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
17 Stanley Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone: Times and Incidents 

Remembered’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 5. Burnett Archive – 2:661. 
18 Austin, ‘Untitled’, p. 15. 
19 Ibid. 
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contemporary children. Some of the autobiographers recalled running errands 

fondly. Henrietta Burkin, for example, stated: ‘I always looked forward to Friday 

nights, because, as soon as Dad arrived home with his wages, Mum and I 

would go shopping’.20 While Henrietta stressed the pleasure she derived from 

her mother’s companionship, others pointed to the responsibility placed upon 

them at a young age. Fred Baxter considered children to be ‘much better off 

these days … most children are not asked to run errands nowadays, if they do 

they want £1’.21 Likewise Edna Bold wrote that as soon as ‘arms and legs were 

strong enough’, ‘every child was obliged to run errands … of all the many 

resentments that every child harboured in its exuberant heart, this running of 

errands was the chief. It interfered with and subtracted from the play-way of 

the beautiful, long intoxicating excitement of the day’.22 

The inconvenience and burdensome nature of these childhood errands were 

likely increased during the First World War. The disruption to the importation 

of food worsened from 1917 with the unrestricted attacks by German U-boats. 

Measures to combat food shortages, including rationing, were introduced only 

gradually, but by 1917 food deliveries to shops were being seriously affected, 

with the worst queues for food occurring in working-class areas.23 Ernest 

 
20 Burkin, ‘Memoirs’, p. 10. 
21 Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side’, p. 41. 
22 Edna Bold, ‘The Long and Short of it: Being the Recollections and 

Reminisceces [sic] of Edna Bold’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 2-3. Burnett 

Archive – 2:85. 
23 Gerard DeGroot, Blighty: British Society in the Era of the Great War (Essex: 

Pearson Education, 1996), pp. 89-91. For work on British food shortages see 

Margaret Barnett, British Food Policy during the First World War (London: 
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Martin recalled that in Manchester there were ‘men queuing for their “smokes”; 

women borrowing babies so they would be allowed to get to the front of the 

queue on sympathy, or taking one or more of their own children and telling 

them to pretend not to be the family so they could get more of the goods’.24 

The purchasing of food was now a prolonged and often fruitless wartime chore. 

As Samuel Mountford noted, his ‘part’ in the war revolved around his time 

spent in queues trying to purchase food for his family: ‘war had really got a 

hold of things, and food was getting short in the shops, and long queues 

everywhere. I have been part of all this, taking up position and then one of my 

sisters taking over’.25  

The autobiographers’ reminiscences about food also highlight widely shared 

early twentieth-century working-class ideals of domesticity. The 

autobiographers who had enough food in childhood attributed this in no small 

part to their mother. John Benson noted that it was the mother who was left 

with the important task of spending and stretching the budget.26 The 

autobiographies in the sample confirm this, as many praised their mother for 
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25 Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, p. 8. 
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her effective budgeting and frugal usage of what little money their family had. 

Hymie Fagan hailed his mother for knowing how to shop economically, a task 

that became much harder after the death of his father.27 He wrote: ‘she worked 

miracles with the money my father brought home’.28  

Not only were early twentieth-century working-class mothers expected to 

prove their worth by stretching the weekly budget to ensure that enough food 

was purchased, but they were also expected to be proficient cooks.29 The 

autobiographers made much of their mothers’ abilities in these areas, and it is 

thus notable that as adults even the forty-six who married rarely commented 

on their own budgeting or culinary skills. Katherine Henderson stands out in 

admitting to the difficulties that she experienced budgeting for her and her 

husband after they married: ‘I had no idea of the cost of food … the first winter 

was a problem, trying to get sufficient food on what money we could spare’.30 

Their silence on this topic could suggest that the female writers felt that they 

(like their mothers before them) had achieved an acceptable standard of 

female domesticity, and likewise the male writers may have felt that their wives 

had done so too and therefore they did not need to comment on this. Either 

way, as children, the autobiographers frequently highlighted their mother’s 

ability to turn what little food they purchased into nutritious meals. Even 
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mothers whose efforts with food were not always fruitful, but were at least 

resourceful and not wasteful, were applauded. Kathleen Betterton recalled that 

her mother had ‘a robust cheerfulness … if a cake turned out badly (for her 

cooking though very good was sometimes temperamental) it turned up [the] 

next day as [a] most delicious pudding. Any egg dish that went wrong she 

served as a soufflé and we knew no better!’.31  

A mother’s ability to provide for the family was presumably tested during the 

First World War. The extent to which food shortages affected the nutritional 

intake and health of working-class families continues to be the subject of 

debate.32 However, the autobiographies suggest that although children may 

have spent more time running errands, the working class were able to adapt 

to wartime food shortages because their family, particularly their mother, were 

already so competent at making the most of what they had. Ernest Martin, for 

example, noted that they quickly got used to any wartime dietary changes: 

‘bread became quite dark during the war, and coarse too. This was because 

the flour wasn’t processed as much as normal. I don’t think this did anyone 
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any harm, it just didn’t look like the kind we were used to’.33 Likewise, Kathleen 

Betterton admired her mother for her domestic ingenuity in the face of wartime 

food shortages, noting that she made foodstuffs such as cake ‘using vinegar 

and bicarbonate of soda as [raising] substitutes’.34 As a result, Kathleen felt 

that ‘if we suffered dietetically, as no doubt we did, we never knew it, and I 

cannot recall any real hunger pangs, even in the worst days of the war’.35  

The autobiographers also noted that their mothers often prioritised the needs 

of the family over their own, even if this meant them going short. Henrietta 

Burkin recalled that whilst food was ‘very frugal’ for all members of her family, 

she suspected that her mother may have gone without to ensure that she fed 

the rest. She noted that ‘sometimes, I don’t think Mother had a mid-day meal, 

because, very often when I arrived home from school at twelve fifteen, she 

said she’d already had her’s [sic]’.36 The prioritisation of a fathers’ food 

consumption, over both his wife’s and his children’s, also indicated the 

importance placed upon him as the family’s main breadwinner. Kathleen 

Betterton wrote that ‘father as the breadwinner had any bacon that was going, 

but we had the bacon fat with our bread’.37 

Yet despite the unequal distribution of resources, this pattern of consumption 

was generally viewed by the autobiographers, if not with approval, at least with 

acceptance: good mothers provided frugal, adequate meals and good fathers 
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were entitled to enjoy the largest share, as long as they provided the income 

with which to purchase further food. Whilst it is not clear whether in adulthood 

the male writers (or the female writers’ husbands) were given a 

disproportionate share of food as the breadwinners, to the potential detriment 

of their family, this seems less likely than for an earlier generation, although 

D.J. Oddy notes that it was not until the early 1950s that ‘long standing 

patterns of self-denial’ of food by working-class wives in favour of their 

husband’s food consumption began to break down.38  

Of course, not all mothers conformed to the working-class ideal of careful 

housewifery. Mothers who failed to live up to these standards, or worse still, 

did not even attempt to provide adequate food for their family could be a 

source of contempt. In Syd Metcalfe’s case, his mother’s frequent absence 

from the home (often at the pub) meant that she rarely provided her three 

children with food, and when she did it was often at an unsuitable time. Syd 

noted that ‘sometimes we had even gone to bed without our dinner and mum 

had woken us upon her arrival home at midnight to eat an infernal pie’.39 He 

realised that this was not the behaviour of the mothers of his peer group: ‘I had 
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seen other children in our street sitting down to a real dinner, at a real dinner-

time and I knew that mum was trying to fool us’.40  

As the autobiographers’ narratives progressed into adulthood, food was less 

frequently commented upon. One exception was food rationing during the 

Second World War. Whilst food consumption during the First World War was 

used as a way of supporting a ‘frugal but sufficient’ narrative about their 

working-class childhood, in adulthood food shortages were viewed as a cross-

class communal experience that was necessary to win the war. Indeed, 

rationing was generally accepted by the British public as a sensible and 

essential wartime measure to ensure that the country remained fed.41 This 

idea that the British people pulled together to work as one selfless cohesive 

unit is reflected in the autobiographers’ memories of rationing. Florence Abel 

noted the helpfulness of strangers, who would pass on information about 

where to shop: ‘complete strangers would stop in the city to say “there are 

tomatoes at carter pages [a local shop]” ’.42 Florence viewed rationing as a fair 

leveller of the British people. She recalled that on one occasion she had 

managed to purchase marmalade and when walking home ‘a stock-broker 

type, complete with bowler, briefcase and rolled umbrella stopped me and 

asked apologetically … where did you get your marmalade? I told him, and 

 
40 Ibid. 
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thanking me profusely, he went off … war is a great leveller’.43 Whilst not all 

were as positive as Florence, the majority of the autobiographers still remarked 

on the effective, fair and necessary nature of the rationing system. Katherine 

Henderson recalled that ‘everything we needed was rationed … it was the 

fairest way of distribution, when everything was in short supply’.44  

In the autobiographers’ accounts of adulthood, the focus appears to switch 

from everyday consumption to special occasions, such as weddings and 

Christmas. May Rainer, for example, recalled that on her wedding day her 

father and she made a ‘very nice wedding breakfast’ and that he ‘made us a 

two tier wedding cake, there is a photo of it in my scrap book’.45 Edna Bold 

included a memory of the last Christmas she spent with an ill friend. She wrote 

that they gathered for the usual Christmas meal, which comprised of ‘turkey, 

beef and ham, the salads, chutneys, trifles, jellies, compotes, pastries, cakes 

and chocolates’.46  

However, the relative absence of references to food consumption in 

recollections of the interwar and the immediate post-Second World War period 

might be indicative of the fact that there was no great change in their food 

consumption between childhood and adulthood. Elizabeth Roberts suggests 

that there were ‘no dramatic changes in the style and content of the meals’ for 
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the working class until the 1970s.47 By the time the majority of the 

autobiographers began writing their autobiographies, towards the end of the 

twentieth century, there had occurred a shift in the food consumption patterns 

of the working class. Different ‘new’ types of food were becoming more 

accessible, including a range of takeaway options.48 With the availability of 

food increasing and its cost declining, food consumption arguably had become 

less of a defining part of working-class identity and working-class ideas about 

domesticity by the end of the twentieth century. The autobiographers may 

have described their simple, frugal but sufficient and possibly healthier, 

childhood food consumption patterns because they wanted to convey the fact 

that subsequent generations’ experiences of food were very different. 

Leisure  

This section will analyse the autobiographers’ recollections of leisure.49 As 

with food consumption, it will be argued that the autobiographers described 

their childhood leisure in such a way as to suggest that their past recreational 

pursuits were distinctly different from those enjoyed by succeeding 

generations. The autobiographers appeared to view their past leisure activities 
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as more wholesome and communal than those of contemporary generations, 

who they thought spent ‘the evenings glued to … television sets’.50  

In his autobiography, William Abington argued: ‘now that almost everyone has 

so much leisure, it could be assumed that life would become fairer and happier 

for us all … in fact, with the growth of leisure has gone the growth of crime, 

gross materialism and a decided drop in the standard of our art and 

entertainment’.51 Whilst the other autobiographers were not as critical of the 

leisure practices of subsequent generations, there certainly was a nostalgic 

element to their recollections of their childhood leisure time. The many detailed 

lists of the games they had played as children implicitly contrasts them with 

the limited leisure activities they believed to be practised by present 

generations. Ernest Martin reminisced about ‘hop-scotch’, ‘marbles’ and top-

spinning.52 Likewise, Edna Bold recalled playing with ‘shuttlecocks and 

paddles, hoops and sticks, balls, ropes, dolls and prams, tricycles and 

scooters. We played a variety of racing, catching games, ring games, singing 

games’.53 

Even memories of the First World War did not differ from this nostalgic view of 

childhood play. This is perhaps unsurprising. As Rosie Kennedy notes: 

‘children adopted war as a recurring theme in their games because they were 

 
50 William Abington, ‘Thus it was: Kimbolton in the Early 1900s’, Britain, n.d. 
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surrounded by it in everyday life’.54 Even on the rare occasions when warfare 

physically entered their childhood space, they turned a dangerous wartime 

situation into a playful childhood leisure activity. Stanley Rice explained that 

the Zeppelin bombing of London created a treasure hunting game: ‘we as 

youngsters, found it great fun digging up all sorts of bits of metal … to us it 

was always shrapnel!’.55 Kathleen Betterton also recalled having similar fun 

hunting for the detritus left by the raids in London: ‘in the morning on our way 

to school we hunted for bits of shrapnel to pass from hand to hand round the 

class’.56 Even when describing sheltering during the raids Kathleen focused 

on her childish excitement and desire to play: ‘Hilda [her friend] and I wanted 

everyone to play Ring o’ Roses. After all, I argued, “if we’re all in a ring there’ll 

be plenty of room for a bomb to fall in the middle.” Those nights held for the 

two of us all the fun of midnight picnins [sic]’.57 

It was this kind of outdoor play with peers that William Abington believed to 

have been lost, in part due to advances in technology: ‘the games we played 

would be considered childish nonsense by youngsters of the present 

generation. They were, however, healthy games in the open air … the world 

of adventure that we knew is closed to them and they have second-hand thrills 

watching television’.58 It was not just television but also the increased 
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popularity and availability of motor vehicles which William further blamed for 

the demise of such outdoor play. He reminisced about playing a game called 

‘foxhunting’ in his home town of Kimbolton: ‘two boys best suited for foxes 

were chosen for their running ability … the two foxes were given three minutes 

start and then the whole pack gave chase’.59 He was quick to point out that 

‘there would be small chance to play games in the High Street today. It is 

chock-a-block with cars on both sides’.60 William was not the only 

autobiographer to lament the increased traffic. Fred Baxter also noted that 

‘during my school days, because of the streets being traffic-free, boys had 

hoops … you could also bowl along the streets … you could also play marbles 

and girls had skipping ropes. We could also play leapfrog’.61 

The autobiographers described their Sunday school leisure activities in a 

similarly positive way. Andrew Davies notes that in the early twentieth century 

‘the most active participants in church activities were the children, who 

attended Sunday schools’.62 Although they spent most of their time being 

taught religious scripture, regular attendance was rewarded with ‘increasingly 

secular forms of leisure’.63 Joe Ayre, for example, noted that his Sunday 

school rewarded regular attendance by taking ‘the kids on a picnic in the 
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summer but if you did not attend regularly they would not allow you to go’.64 

These individuals did not attend Sunday school purely out of an interest in 

religious education. Rather, as Davis stated, they attended because of the 

leisure events that the Sunday schools hosted. One autobiographer found a 

way around this system. Harry Dorrell wrote that ‘the attraction of Sunday 

school attendance was the annual Christmas party provided by those kindly 

Sunday school people’.65 Harry and his friends had no interest in attending 

every week but did not wish to miss out on the Christmas party, so they ‘simply 

pushed a hole through the card in the weekly square with a pencil’.66 This 

cunning solution is indicative of the importance of such events to working-class 

children, which were often the ‘highlight of the year’.67 Adeline Hodges wrote 

that the ‘greatest day for the children was the Sunday School treat … we 

marched in procession from the school … then into the Jubilee grounds … 

these grounds were large and had swings and roundabouts and may poles’.68 

Similarly, Mrs V. Austin recalled that ‘in summer, we had a Sunday school 

treat. We always went to Burnham Beeches, just a few miles from Slough’.69 

So excited were the children that ‘we sang as we went along at the tops of our 
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voices’.70 Likewise, Katherine Henderson reminisced that ‘the Sunday school 

anniversary, on the first Sunday in May, was the highlight of the year. First, we 

had special hymns to sing … we had books for prizes … but most of all, we 

had a new rig out [outfit]’.71 Despite their infrequent occurrence during the 

year, such Sunday school events clearly did prompt regular attendance.  

Reminiscing about leisure time spent at home with their family was also a 

common theme. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the variety of relationships 

found in the sample (see also chapter three) not all the autobiographers 

mentioned enjoying leisure time with their family. There was a conspicuous 

lack of any mention of leisure activities in the memoirs of those who had a 

more difficult or unconventional childhood. Joe Ayre, whose family was one of 

the poorest and unhappiest in the sample, included little discussion of how he 

spent his free time. Instead, his memories were dominated by his and his 

family’s struggle to survive, his poor relationship with his father and stepmother 

and his eventual decision to run away from home. Similarly, H.J. Harris, who 

spent his childhood in an orphanage, noted that leisure activities were not 

permitted: ‘we had no games. Indeed, such activities were frowned upon as 

worthless frivolities’.72 Such attitudes were seen by H.J. as ‘illustrating “How 

NOT to bring up a child” ’.73 
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In contrast, the autobiographers who had enjoyed a positive relationship with 

their family described their family-based leisure activities in a way that helped 

construct an image of simple and wholesome working-class leisure. Adeline 

Hodges, for example, believed that ‘the young are much more knowledgeable 

than we were. When I look back we were simplicity personified. We had to 

make our own enjoyment’.74 Likewise, May Rainer wrote that family ‘life was 

lived simply’.75 The autobiographers frequently detailed the ‘simple’ pastimes 

that they had enjoyed with their family, often including activities such as 

playing the piano and singing. Frank Prevett reminisced about his family’s 

piano: ‘what a difference this made to our long winter evenings. Sing-songs 

around the piano were of course one of the only means of entertainment in the 

country’.76 Similarly, May Rainer explained that ‘people made their own 

entertainment in their own homes. Nearly every house had a piano of sorts’.77  

Not all family recreations occurred in the home. Whilst the outdoor activities 

enjoyed by the autobiographers with their families were likely less 

rambunctious than those with peers, they further contributed to an idyllic image 

of working-class childhood. William Abington reminisced about fishing with his 

grandfather. When he retired, he ‘introduced a sport to me. He bought me a 

rod and fishing tackle and we fished in the fishpond … I sat there for a long 
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time on drowsy summer afternoons’.78 Cyril Smith also recalled that ‘looking 

back I now realise that I joined my father in very many activities’.79 He helped 

his father in his allotment and they ‘went on bicycle rides into the country’.80 

Likewise, Ellsye Finnie reminisced about her family going for walks, a leisure 

pursuit that she seemed to suggest was no longer as common: ‘in the early 

1900’s walking was very much part of life … as a family we went long distances 

for the sheer pleasure of exercise’.81 

The autobiographers also described the rarity and thus the importance of the 

day trips that they took with their families. Day trips were a cost-effective way 

for the working class to enjoy an extended period of family time together, as 

there was no added expense of accommodation and they did not require any 

extra leave from work. Kathleen Betterton explained that on her father’s 

fortnightly Sunday off, her family would travel by train for a day out to explore 

‘pastures new’.82 Florence Abel also stated that her family did not have 

holidays, but were on occasion able to enjoy day trips together: ‘Bank Holidays 

were red-letter days when we would go by bus to Hampstead Heath, or train 

to Chingford … although these excursions were rare, we were a happy, 

contented family’.83  
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Holidays longer than a day away from home were rarer still. Adeline Hodges’ 

indignation over a particular incident was telling. She explained that she had 

recently received visitors, whose ‘greatest concern in life is their overseas 

holiday. Will they or won’t they be able to make it my goodness’.84 Adeline was 

unsympathetic to their woes as she reflected on her parents’ difficulties in 

affording even a half-day trip away: ‘I remember when I was very young and 

mother and father were going to Stockton for a half day excursion trip … all 

kinds of things affected the outcome. Would father have to work? ... would 

there be sufficient money left?’.85 Likewise, Florence Abel recalled that ‘my 

parents’ income in these early years did not run to summer holidays’.86  

Holidays (or a lack of them) contributed to a portrayal of consumption in which 

the autobiographers sought to differentiate their childhood experiences from 

those of subsequent generations. Ernest Martin noted that when he was a 

child ‘there were scores of families who could not afford to go away, ours was 

one of them’.87 Although historians such as John Walton have pointed to the 

increased popularity and affordability of seaside holidays for the working-class 

in the twentieth century,88 the autobiographers stressed that holidays with the 

entire family were a rarity.  
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There were some exceptions. Henrietta Burkin recalled that ‘Mum and Dad 

usually tried to take me away for a week in the summer ... twice we went by 

steamboat to Ramsgate’.89 Gertrude Freeman also noted that ‘during the war 

our parents did not like to go very far from home so in 1915 we spent a holiday 

at Stratford-on-Avon which we all very much enjoyed … for the fortnight we 

spent long days on the river and went to the theatre in an evening 

occasionally’.90 Presumably, before the war, the family had taken other 

holidays further away from home. Both Henrietta’s and Gertrude’s families 

were relatively well off. Henrietta was an only child and her stepfather earned 

a good wage working as a foreman for an electrical company.91 Gertrude 

classified her family as working-class but they were certainly at the upper end 

of the working-class scale as her father had managed to purchase a factory 

that produced rulers.92 She also came from a small family of just three, and 

although her father later had to close this factory, more disposable income and 

a better job had allowed their family both time and money to holiday together.93  

Notwithstanding Henrietta’s and Gertrude’s experiences, holidays with the 

whole family were uncommon. In some cases, relations who presumably had 

some extra disposable income took the children on holiday with them. Ernest 
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Martin recalled that his first holiday was with his ‘Aunty Polly’ and her family, 

who ‘took me with them’ to Blackpool for a week.94 It may have been easier 

for relatives with no dependents of their own to find the extra money and time 

to take children on holiday. Ellsye Finnie also described how ‘one summer 

holiday excitement ran high. Two maiden aunts decided to take Marjorie [her 

sister] and me to Bournemouth for our first holiday by the sea’.95 Most 

autobiographers, however, only experienced childhood holidays when visiting 

family members. Mrs V. Austin noted that her family ‘never went away for 

holidays, except to relatives’.96 Likewise, Marion Owen recalled that her 

childhood holidays consisted of visits to her aunt and cousin who lived in 

Balham, not far from her home in Brixton. She and her cousin Stuart ‘used to 

take it in turns to stay in each other’s homes during the school holidays’.97 

Presumably sending children to visit family was an affordable way to keep 

them occupied during the summer holidays. Yet it is worth reiterating that 

generally the autobiographers rarely mentioned childhood holidays and whilst 

many wrote of time off school during the summer, it appears that the majority 

did not actually leave their hometown.  

Overall, it seems that depictions of childhood leisure helped the 

autobiographers to construct an idealised version of a carefree simple 

working-class past. As the autobiographers’ narratives moved on to discussing 
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their adolescence and adulthood, leisure, like food, became a background 

event, mentioned often sporadically or when it related to a notable event, such 

as a holiday or a meeting with a future spouse. However, the lack of references 

to recreational activities does not mean that the autobiographers did not 

partake in them.  

Andrew Davis argues that working-class leisure must be understood within the 

‘financial constraints’ which were the ‘main factor shaping working-class social 

life’.98 Such constraints were indeed reflected in the leisure activities of the 

autobiographical sample. A number of them noted that as adolescents they 

had opted for the cheapest forms of leisure, adapting the activities to their 

means. Henrietta Burkin, for example, recalled that she and her friend ‘played 

tennis and hockey, and went to dances at Caxton Hall, Convent Garden, or 

the Lyceum Theatre … if we were short of cash mid-week, we just went to 

Hyde Park and listened to the band’.99  

At the same time, single individuals who did not yet have dependents but were 

engaged in employment were likely to have some surplus income. Historians 

such as John Benson have noted this brief period of ‘affluence’ amongst 

youths.100 For some, this stretched far enough to allow for a holiday. These 
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holidays were generally taken with an organisation or friends, rather than with 

family. Harry Dorell recalled that his first visit abroad was in the 1920s: ‘the 

Workers Travel Association advertised a week in France … I went’.101 Harry 

‘enjoyed foreign travel so much that the next year I took the WTA [Workers 

Travel Association] week to the Black Forest’.102 The Workers Travel 

Association, formed in the 1920s, provided low-cost all-inclusive holidays for 

workers to international destinations.103 Henrietta Burkin also wrote that in 

1931 she decided ‘to go for a holiday in Switzerland, so booked with the 

Polytechnic; I went to Basle, which was a great thrill’.104 Emily Gertrude Lea 

also recalled various holidays (either alone or with friends). For example, in 

1920, she and five female friends ‘went to Bournemouth and stayed at the 

Y.W.C.A [Young Women’s Christian Association], ten days for 33/-’.105 

Economic considerations seem to have been more significant than gender in 

the autobiographers’ choice of leisure activities. Although historians have 

noted the gendered nature of working-class leisure, this was not a significant 
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theme in the autobiographers’ reminiscences of their adolescence.106 

Although this does not necessarily mean that they did not feel some social 

pressure to undertake gender-appropriate leisure activities, they certainly did 

not make much of it in their writing. Rather, the leisure activities that they 

described were predominantly ones that included both sexes, particularly 

those that provided opportunities for courting (see also chapter three). Wally 

Ward reminisced about attending a local dance in the 1930s; it was at this 

dance that he met his future wife.107 Gertrude Freeman joined a local rambling 

club when she was twenty and it was on one of the rambling club’s August 

bank holiday walks that she met her future husband.108  

As the autobiographers grew older, married, and had children – as most of 

them did – not only did their financial status change, so too did their priorities 

about leisure time. Claire Langhamer notes that ‘women’s own individual 

leisure preferences were subsumed into those of the family, with “leisure” 

becoming a vehicle for service to husband and children’.109 Gertrude 
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Freeman’s reminiscences certainly support this: ‘naturally with the coming of 

a baby my life altered considerably, all evening activities being given up’.110 

Having children likely did limit the amount of leisure time that the 

autobiographers, particularly the female writers, could enjoy outside the home. 

That, of course, does not mean that women like Gertrude never enjoyed any 

leisure time again, rather that their recreational activities now centred 

predominantly on the home or family.111 Furthermore, the autobiographers’ 

family leisure activities may have benefited from the drop in family size noted 

in chapter three. A smaller family would likely have had more disposable 

income, which in turn may have presented opportunities for more varied 

recreational pursuits than those enjoyed by the previous generation. Mrs V. 

Austin’s parents, for example, ensured that she and her three siblings had a 

happy childhood, but ‘were not able to give us many material things’, and a 

holiday would certainly have been out of the question.112 In later years, 

however, she, her husband and their only daughter, ‘had to live carefully, but 

were always able to afford a holiday each year’.113  

It is very likely that the autobiographers also continued to enjoy a variety of 

leisure activities during the Second World War. Although one might assume 

that leisure was not a priority, it appears from the sample that for many it 

remained business as usual, with recreational activities, such as the cinema 

remaining popular. As May Rainer noted: ‘few people allowed the war to stop 
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their activities, cinemas and theatres were open and were always well 

attended’.114  

Housing  

Just as with reminiscences of food and leisure, the autobiographers used their 

childhood memories of housing to shed light on a working-class past that they 

believed was very different from the present. Burnett observed that working-

class autobiographers ‘almost always record in greater or lesser detail the 

physical environment of the home – the kind of house, the number and 

furnishing of rooms … the character of the street or area in which the home is 

set’.115 Invariably these descriptions are found in the part of the 

autobiographies that deals with childhood, with most reminiscences focusing 

on the first home the authors could remember. Indeed, the majority of the 

autobiographers included some form of description of their childhood home (or 

homes). The type of housing the autobiographers lived in of course varied 

depending on the income of the family, the size of their family and their 

location, but descriptions of childhood homes generally support the idea that 

improvement in working-class housing ‘was a recent one, noticeable in the 

inter-war period, but particularly concentrated in the decade of the 1950s’.116 

Yet, as Burnett noted, even the writers who had ‘clear recollections of 

apparently unacceptable housing conditions … generally recorded them 
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without resentment and even with feelings of nostalgia’.117 This appears to be 

true of these autobiographers’ recollections. Kathleen Betterton, for example, 

wrote that her home ‘was small and stuffy’ and that they ‘suffered from [a] lack 

of privacy even inside our own kitchen’ but, she still ‘found it cosy and 

comfortable enough … a child can be happy in a slum, provided he never 

guesses a brighter world beyond it’.118 

One possible reason for the autobiographers’ detailed and nostalgic 

descriptions of their childhood homes and neighbourhoods, even while 

acknowledging their shortcomings, was because of the changes to the urban 

landscape that had taken place during their lives. Indeed, with their detailed 

descriptions of childhood homes and neighbourhoods, they may have sought 

to ensure that the world of their childhood was not lost, particularly where 

childhood neighbourhoods or homes had long since been demolished as a 

result of slum clearance or through the general expansion of many urban 

areas. Thomas Waddicor recalled that his childhood home on Cluny Street in 

Manchester had long since been demolished: ‘Cluny Street is no more. On a 

visit to the area a few years ago it was only with difficulty that I was able to 

locate, very approximately, where it might have been before slum clearance 

and new houses erased it from the map’.119 Likewise, Mrs V. Austin described 

the effect of urbanisation on her childhood town: ‘when I was a child, Slough 

was a pleasant country town, surrounded by farms, fields, woods and large 
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estates … gone now is the lovely countryside I remember, swallowed up by 

houses and factories’.120 Gertrude Freeman also chose to focus on the 

preservation of her local childhood park, which survived urbanisation. 

Although the surrounding area of Moseley in Birmingham had changed since 

she was a child, the ‘park is still there, looking much as it did then’ thanks to a 

group of concerned neighbours who purchased the land to ensure it was not 

lost.121 

Not only did the autobiographers describe their home and their 

neighbourhood, they also commented on ‘the presence or lack of amenities’ 

within their home.122 If, as this chapter argues, the autobiographers used their 

memories of consumption to illustrate the differences between their working-

class past and the practices of the present, it is unsurprising that they should 

focus on the lack of certain household amenities. Some commented on the 

lack of indoor plumbing and indoor toilets. For example, Joe Ayre described 

his childhood home’s ‘tiny scullery (this is where the washing and bathing was 

done) there was no bath … the toilet or WC as we called it, was in the back 

yard’.123 However, it was the lack of labour-saving amenities within their 

households that were more frequently commented upon. Samuel Mountford 

tellingly condemned contemporary generations for not appreciating these 
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advancements: ‘if folks have no car, no telly, no washing machines, or what 

have you, they say they are hard up!’.124  

The autobiographers’ comments on appliances such as washing machines 

can best be understood in the context of early twentieth-century working-class 

ideals of domesticity, respectability and household management. As Burnett 

notes, there was a ‘concern with cleanliness and polish, order and tidiness … 

this preoccupation, amounting almost to an obsession in some housewives, 

was a distinguishing feature of the “respectable” working class’.125 The 

working-class preoccupation with cleanliness and respectability explains why 

the autobiographers often focused on how much easier modern labour-saving 

devices would have made the lives of their mothers. Florence Abel wrote that 

‘my mother was a very busy housewife much occupied with washing, cooking 

and housework, without the aid of the many gadgets that we now take for 

granted’.126 Likewise, Ernest Martin wrote: ‘washing days were hard work … it 

was wonderful how mothers managed to get the dinners ready on time. I am 

all in favour of today’s washing machines, spin-dryers, hot-air dryers, electric 

irons, etc. These are real progress … a pity these wonderful helps weren’t 

going in our parents’ days’.127  

Another common theme to emerge from the autobiographers' accounts of their 

childhood homes was the frequency and ease with which their families were 

able to move. Henrietta Burkin explained: ‘everybody rented their house … it 
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never seemed to be a problem to move; someone always knew of a house 

becoming vacant … you made enquiries of the rent collector, when he came 

on Monday for the rent’.128 May Rainer also noted that her family moved six 

times before she even started school: ‘it seems incredible now that people 

could move with such ease’.129  

The autobiographers also detailed the various reasons that prompted a move 

to another home. One reason was for their father to pursue alternative 

employment opportunities or to be nearer to his place of work. Harry Dorrell 

recalled that his family moved from Bethnal Green to Plaistow and then to 

Belgrave Road, likely because of his father ‘losing a job, finding another job, 

saving travelling expenses or of a larger total of family earnings’.130  

A death in the family, particularly that of the father, could also prompt a move. 

As noted in chapter one, several of the autobiographers’ fathers died relatively 

early. Death did not automatically mean that a family had to move: Guy Oates 

noted that his family were able to stay in their home after the death of his father 

thanks to a small sum of money that he had left behind.131 This was not the 

case for every family. Hymie Fagan, for example, recollected his mother’s 

struggle to pay the rent after the death of his father: ‘unable to pay the arrears 

of rent we were evicted … we were left with nothing but the clothes in which 
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we stood’.132 Henrietta Burkin also noted the lack of financial support for 

widows: ‘when my Father died, there was no widows’ pension, only what 

remained of the insurance money after the funeral had been paid for’.133 

However, she believed that it was the emotional stress of remaining in a house 

after the death of a loved one which prompted the move following the death of 

her father, rather than financial necessity. She wrote that ‘most widows 

changed houses soon after the funeral, I don’t know why, perhaps because 

they’d spent most of their married lives there ... and the house held too many 

memories’.134 Grief, however, seems a less likely reason for the move than 

financial trouble. A widowed mother’s remarriage also tended to prompt a 

move into a new house. Hilda Snowman’s mother took up baking to provide 

for her family after the death of her husband, which allowed them to remain in 

their home, but upon remarrying the family moved ‘into another house’.135  

Family separation or breakdown could also give a family the impetus to move. 

Charles Hansford recalled that after his parents separated in 1912 his mother, 

siblings and he moved to ‘Southampton, where we were to live with Mr 

Stephenson, our future stepfather … he now rented a small terrace house in 

Mortimer Road; this was at Woolston’.136 In Wally Ward’s case, his family 

moved after his mother discovered that his father had been unfaithful. His 
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mother ‘agreed that as Dad was the tenant of the house we could hardly throw 

him out. So the only thing left for us to do was find somewhere else to go’.137 

As indicated in chapter two, the temporary nature of working-class housing 

during this period offered an unexpected benefit for May Rainer’s family during 

the First World War, as they were able to relocate to be near her father who 

was posted to Salisbury Plain to work as an army cook after failing his medical 

examination.138 The ability to move quickly also proved vital for two other 

autobiographers’ families during the war. The First World War witnessed the 

first targeted aerial attacks on the British home front.139 Although the bombing 

was less severe than in the Second World War, both Florence Abel and Syd 

Metcalfe’s childhood homes in London were destroyed. Florence recalled that: 

‘my mother and brothers were buried under debris … except for shattered 

nerves, they were unhurt … the bomb had dropped on the long flight of stone 

steps leading to the front door and the ground and first floor had taken the full 

force of the blast’.140 As a result of the damage to their home, the family quickly 

relocated to ‘a little house on Higham Hill in Walthamstow’.141 Although Syd 

Metcalfe does not state where his family relocated to, his family would have 

had to move (at least temporarily) after a bomb set his home on fire. He 

recalled been awoken to ‘find a blaze of light pouring into the room from both 
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back and front’ when a bomb ‘dropped in our back garden starting a huge 

bonfire’.142  

Unsurprisingly, none of the autobiographers resided with their parents for all 

their lives. As they progressed through adolescence and early adulthood in the 

inter-war period, their next place of residence depended on their employment, 

their marital status, or, in some cases, their further education, which often 

included residential accommodation for the duration of their studies (see also 

chapter five). Overall, the majority of both the male and female 

autobiographers lived at home until they married. That was unless their 

employment or their education took them out of the local area first, although 

Elizabeth Roberts notes that even the daughters who left to work as domestic 

servants or sons who went away to work as farm labourers were not 

considered to be independent of their household just because they did not 

reside their fulltime.143 There were a few individuals whose housing situation 

deviated from this pattern, but these were the result of family breakdown. Joe 

Ayre ran away from home when he was only ten years old and was placed in 

a ‘sheltering home for fatherless and destitute children’ until he was sent to 

Canada, after which he mostly lived in accommodation provided by his 
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employers.144 H.J. Harris was in an orphanage for most of his childhood, 

before he was sent to a half-way house. This proved unsuccessful and after a 

period tramping, he was committed into a mental asylum.145 Syd Metcalfe and 

his brother were also left to fend for themselves from their meagre earnings 

after their mother abandoned them.146  

For most of the autobiographers, the type of employment they obtained 

influenced whether they remained at home or not. The female autobiographers 

who entered domestic service straight after leaving school moved into 

accommodation at the home where they were working. Although they moved 

from post to post, they likely stayed in employment-provided accommodation 

until they married. Very few of the female autobiographers who went into other 

occupations, including clerical work, teaching or factory work, left the parental 

home while they were still single. 

Although their choices of occupation were far more varied than those enjoyed 

by the female autobiographers, the male autobiographers who obtained work 

in the local area also continued to live in their parents’ home until they married. 

However, far more of the male autobiographers ended up in jobs that required 

them to move away from home. Cyril Smith, for example, recalled that he 

moved from his home in Eastbourne to West Ealing to work for the Western 

Union.147 Others were engaged in occupations that required frequent travelling 

whilst working on temporary contracts. Charles Hansford, for instance, began 
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his occupation as a bricklayer travelling around the country with his 

stepfather.148  

Marriage also prompted a change of accommodation for the autobiographers, 

as they moved either from a parental home or from rented accommodation 

into a marital home. There was no explicit mention of cohabitation before 

marriage, which suggests that just as for the generation before them, the 

autobiographers waited until marriage to live together. Moreover, at least 

seventeen of these individuals were able to buy, rather than rent a property, 

which was a marked shift from the earlier generation, but also probably 

consistent with a broader trend.149 As Peter Scott has noted, during the inter-

war period ‘the overall growth of working-class home ownership remained 

modest’ but the working classes had become ‘important participants’ in the 

suburbanisation of Britain during the inter-war period.150  

A variety of reasons made it possible for some of the autobiographers to 

become homeowners. House prices had fallen during the 1920s due to 

decreasing costs of both building materials and labour, mortgage periods were 

also extended from twenty to thirty years, which reduced the weekly 

repayments and the cash deposit needed to buy a house fell to around £25.151 
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As Scott notes, the initial payment of around £25 was now ‘more in keeping 

with working-class expectations, as it had a parallel in the house rental 

market’.152 Grace Martin recalled that she and her husband bought their 

‘terraced housing … people could secure a three bedroomed house for £25 

down’.153 Likewise, Samuel Mountford and his wife ‘made up our minds to 

become owner occupiers! £25 deposit! So we saved and saved, and at last 

made it … then made regular trips to the site and watched the house grow’.154 

Even H.J. Harris managed to save up enough money to put a deposit on a 

home after years of incarceration, tramping and mental ill-health: ‘I saved the 

£10 required … and laid this deposit on a house in Sheldon’.155 The high 

incidence of house buying amongst this sample also supports Benson’s 

argument that working-class consumption was increasing steadily during the 

twentieth century as wages increased.156  

Homeownership, however, brought with it new challenges during the Second 

World War. Some autobiographers recalled the difficulty of managing 

mortgage repayments. When her husband was called up, Grace Martin’s 

income dropped significantly: ‘I began to wonder how I should be able to pay 

the mortgage and other bills as my husband was only a private’.157 However, 

she managed to procure extra income by renting out their spare rooms until 
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her husband returned from the war. In circumstances reminiscent of those May 

Rainer’s mother found herself in during the First World War, Ellsye Finnie 

decided to move her family from Leicester to Oswestry, to be closer to where 

her husband was posted during his military service.158 She did not have 

enough cash to afford the property. However, the existing landlord of her home 

in Leicester wished to sell the property, to which Ellsye ‘reasoned that, as 

sitting tenants, we could buy at a lower price than the one at which we could 

sell with vacant possession’.159 She decided to approach the bank to ask for 

a loan to purchase ‘two houses’.160 The bank manager, although ‘taken aback’ 

by her request, as he believed that she was taking on a lot with her husband 

in the military, agreed to the loan.161 The bank manager’s response suggests 

surprise that a working-class woman could be so confident in negotiating the 

financial landscape and his concern over the lack of male presence indicates 

that the decision to buy a house was generally considered a man’s decision. 

Regardless of his worries, Ellsye secured the loan, bought the house she was 

currently renting in Leicester and sold it; the profit from this sale alongside 

some other savings and the remaining loan meant that she had enough to 

purchase the house in Oswestry.162 

The Second World War also brought with it more extensive aerial 

bombardment of the home front than the First. Although not experienced by 
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most of the sample, at least two of the autobiographers recalled having to 

leave their home due to damage caused by bombing. Both Florence Abel and 

Florence Cooter owned their home when it was damaged and so they could 

not as easily relocate to another property, but instead, had to rely on the 

kindness of friends and family to house them while they waited for their home 

to be repaired. In a notable parallel with her family’s experiences during the 

First World War, Florence Abel’s London home was hit by a bomb during the 

Second World War. She recalled ‘quite suddenly it seemed that all hell was let 

loose; I have no recollection of sound but an intensified rocking and shaking 

and pounding and crushing, a feeling that the world was tumbling about me’.163 

After collecting a few personal belongings her family were ‘taken to the rest 

centre while arrangements were completed to house those who were 

temporarily homeless. We stayed with relatives until essential repairs to our 

house were completed’.164  

The looting of houses damaged by bombs was also a possibility during the 

war. Florence Cooter recalled that after her new home was bombed, she and 

her husband stayed at a friend’s house, from where they could see their road. 

One day she saw some strangers entering her home and try to take her 

wireless. She confronted them and threatened to call the police. After this 

incident, they secured their home and stored their belongings in a house that 

had been designated for such purpose.165 The government was better 
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prepared during this conflict to rehouse civilians in the event of war damage 

and funds were set up to repair individuals’ homes in the wake of bombings. 

However, as none of the autobiographers or their families were injured during 

these aerial attacks – although the destruction of their housing must have been 

distressing – it had only a temporary impact on their life.  

The fact that at least seventeen of the autobiographers became homeowners 

marked a change from the previous generation – who predominantly rented – 

but these individuals were still a minority of the sample and the majority, like 

their parents before them, did not or could not, purchase a home. As Scott 

notes, by ‘1930 buying a new house would still have required a weekly income 

in excess of £4’.166 Such disposable income does not seem to have been 

enjoyed by many of the autobiographers in adulthood. However, the fact that 

they did not always state explicitly whether their housing in adulthood was 

rented or purchased could suggest that they had not viewed homeownership 

as a pinnacle of working-class domesticity. Mrs V. Austin, for example, stated 

that she moved into a bungalow with her husband, but did not specify whether 

they rented or owned this property.167  

The autobiographers rarely went into much detail about their marital home and 

there was no real focus on the furniture or furnishings. The lack of focus on 

household items was surprising as Fiona Hackney suggests that during the 

interwar period there was a ‘domestic revolution’, out of which came a growing 
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emphasis on the link between the acquisition of new goods and domesticity.168 

She argues that women were bombarded through magazines and publications 

with aspirational advertisements for items to improve their housing.169 Whether 

these individuals felt such pressure to maintain or reach this new domestic 

standard within their home is not clear. Yet their silence on the topic once more 

suggests that their attitudes towards domesticity had not dramatically changed 

during this period, and therefore their (actual or aspirational) consumption of 

household items had not changed – or at least not radically – since their 

childhood.  

Conclusion 

In her work on autobiographical accounts of menswear consumption, Laura 

Ugolini notes that the authors wrote ‘for a readership they believed to be 

removed from the experiences depicted’, and so they generally paid greater 

attention ‘to what had changed than to what had remained the same’.170 The 

same can also be said of the autobiographers’ memories of food, leisure and 

housing. These individuals chose to stress how the consumption of food, 

leisure and housing of subsequent generations had, in their opinion, 

dramatically changed since they were a child. This partly explains why 

discussions of consumption are found overwhelmingly in the autobiographers' 

 
168 Fiona Hackney, ‘Reimagining Homes, Housewives and Domesticity: 

Introduction’, in Catherine Clay, Maria DiCenzon, Barbara Green and Fiona 

Hackney (eds.), Women’s Periodicals and Print Culture in Britain, 1918-1939 

(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), pp. 207-210 (p. 207). 
169 Ibid., p. 208.  
170 Ugolini, ‘Autobiographies and Menswear Consumption in Britain’, p. 204. 



235 
 

recollections of childhood. They were often also disparaging of the changes to 

consumption patterns in contemporary society. This was surprising, as most 

of the sample experienced varying degrees of poverty during their childhood, 

which frequently limited their consumption, especially in terms of food and 

leisure. However, they tended to frame their childhood reminiscences of these 

topics in a positive and nostalgic light. They consciously focused on the stoic 

and self-reliant elements of their childhood consumption and then compared 

this to a supposedly greedy, spoiled, and dependent contemporary consumer.  

When describing the food of their youth, they drew upon working-class ideals 

of domesticity and focused on the central role that the working-class mother 

played as the frugal budgeter and resourceful family cook. They also noted the 

rigidity of strict mealtimes which were enjoyed in the family home. To the 

autobiographers, the food that they ate was sufficient without being excessive. 

Any food outside of these mealtimes warranted special mention because it 

was only enjoyed as a special treat. In their opinion, the excessive and 

unrestrained consumption of food in contemporary society has resulted in a 

generation which did not appreciate the food that they had because it was 

available in such abundance. The autobiographers also highlighted similar 

comparisons in their leisure patterns. The autobiographers portrayed their 

childhood leisure as simple but wholesome. Play with peers was described as 

occurring predominantly outdoors, involving adventure and imagination. 

Leisure time with family was described as relaxing, involving communal 

activities such as walking or singing around the piano. Family holidays were 

uncommon and so it was this home-based communal leisure time with families 

that was prioritised. The implicit and sometimes explicit critique of 
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contemporary society here was that leisure was no longer wholesome or 

communal: everyone had become preoccupied with television and travel 

abroad. Even with housing, the autobiographers offered a positive account of 

their childhood home. They also made much of the ease with which their 

families could move from property to property because housing was usually 

rented and not purchased.  

It could be argued that the autobiographers focused predominantly on 

changes to consumption and adopted this ‘in my day’ discourse about their 

working-class past because they were writing their autobiographies during a 

period of rapid change to working-class lives and culture. Food consumption 

had changed, with food, including takeaway foodstuffs, becoming far more 

readily accessible and cheaper.171 Leisure had been revolutionised with the 

invention of the television and increasingly more affordable holidays. Housing 

and the urban landscape of England had also changed with urban 

redevelopment and new technology. The autobiographers may have felt the 

need to record their differing past experiences because they believed that they 

had become unrecognisable to the present-day generation.  

This could also explain why they did not focus on consumption in adulthood. 

As they progressed into their adult lives and their consumption patterns 

changed, particularly after the Second World War, they no longer embodied 

the stoic, almost heroic image of working-class resilience that they portrayed 

in their childhood. They likely enjoyed the various new foods available to them, 

enjoyed new leisure activities (it is highly likely that they all had a television) 

 
171 Roberts, Women and Families, p. 42. 
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and many purchased their own homes. Their adult consumption patterns were 

likely much closer to those of the present-day consumers whose practices they 

criticised, rather than those of their younger selves. 
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Chapter Five 

‘It was a child’s bad luck if [s]he were both clever – and poor’:1 Education 

and Employment  

Introduction 

The twentieth century brought with it a host of changes to both the education 

and employment opportunities of the working class in England. A number of 

historians have noted both the extent and the pace of such change,2 but this 

chapter will argue that whilst there were some notable differences between the 

education and employment experiences of the autobiographers’ generation 

and the previous one, their accounts also point to significant continuities, at 

least until after the Second World War.  

 
1 Bessie Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 33. Burnett Archive of 

Working Class Autobiographies (hereafter Burnett Archive) – Brunel University 

– 2:794. 
2 For education see Andy Green, Education and State Formation: The Rise of 

Education Systems in England, France and the USA (Basingstoke: Macmillan 

Press, 1990); Harold Silver, Education as History: Interpreting Nineteenth- and 

Twentieth-century Education (London: Methuen and Co Ltd, 1983); John 

Lawson and Harold Silver, History of Education in England (London: Methuen 

and Co Ltd, 1973); David Wardle, English Popular Education, 1780-1975 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970). 

For employment see Nicholas Crafts, Ian Gazeley and Andrew Newell (eds.), 

Work and Pay in Twentieth-Century Britain (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2007); Krista Cowman and Louise Jackson, Women and Work Culture: Britain 

c.1850-1950 (London: Routledge, 2005); Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska, 

Women in Twentieth-Century Britain: Social, Cultural and Political Change 

(Oxon: Routledge, 2001). 
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The history of education in England has been primarily written from the 

perspectives of policy change and educational reform.3 Such an approach 

offers important insights into how social and political changes moulded the 

education system into the system which exists in England today. However, it 

offers little information about how individual children experienced their time in 

school. The autobiographers’ recollections, on the other hand, do provide 

some important insights here, as all attended some form of local schooling to 

obtain a basic education, with several remaining on into secondary education. 

This chapter will not examine the school curriculum, as this was not discussed 

by the autobiographers in any depth.4 Instead, this chapter will focus on the 

school experiences that were the most memorable for the autobiographers, 

particularly the impact of poverty, relationships with teachers and the 

opportunities (or lack thereof) that existed for continuing on into secondary 

education. The chapter will also explore the influence of gender on educational 

opportunities before examining the autobiographers’ recollections of 

employment up until 1945. Like education, employment was central to the 

autobiographers’ life histories and, as these accounts make clear, there was 

often no clear dividing line between leaving education and entering work, as 

 
3 Gary McCulloch, The Struggle for the History of Education (Oxon: Routledge, 

2011); Peter Gordon, Richard Aldrich and Dennis Dean, Education and Policy 

in England in the Twentieth Century (London: Woburn Press, 1991). 
4 Sunday school education, on the other hand, was commonly recalled in these 

autobiographies, but such reminiscences tended to focus on the social side of 

the experience, rather than the educational. Sunday school, therefore, has 

been discussed in chapter four, which focuses on memories of leisure 

activities. 
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many also had part-time jobs while they attended school. Here this chapter will 

also consider how parental influence shaped the autobiographers’ 

employment decisions, before moving on to discuss how gender also affected 

job opportunities. The employment life cycle of the male autobiographers was 

different to that of the female ones, not only in the length of time that they were 

in work, but also in the type of work that was open to them. The chapter will 

conclude by exploring the changes to employment opportunities that occurred 

in the course of the first half of the twentieth century, concluding that – for 

these women at least – it was not until the Second World War that there were 

any significant changes to working-class women’s work.  

Education 

The fifty autobiographers who comprise this sample spent on average over a 

decade of their childhood in some form of education. It is not surprising 

therefore that their reminiscences of school form a significant part of their 

childhood memories. As John Burnett notes, almost all ‘received some 

schooling, however brief and rudimentary, and almost all included some 

account of it in their memoirs’.5 As the autobiographers were all born near the 

start of the twentieth century, they experienced a system of education that had 

been shaped by the significant social and legislative changes of the previous 

century. David Wardle notes that ‘at the end of the eighteenth century it was 

possible for a parent to obtain a good schooling for his children if he was 

 
5 John Burnett, Destiny Obscure: Autobiographies of Childhood, Education 

and Family from the 1820s to the 1920s (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 

135.  
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prepared to pay for it’.6 Such a payment would have been beyond the means 

of most working-class families. Whilst there were charitable organisations that 

offered a limited education to a relatively small number of impoverished pupils 

by the end of the eighteenth century, the education of working-class children 

did not receive much attention until the nineteenth.7 Wardle argues that there 

were three distinct stages to the development of popular education in England, 

the first occurring between 1780 and 1870 when limited elementary schooling 

was provided by charitable organisations and individual volunteers.8 After 

1833 these efforts were enhanced by ‘a progressively increasing amount of 

government grant’.9 Then between 1870 and 1903 elementary schooling was 

gradually made compulsory.10 David Mitch argues that it was the 

industrialisation of Britain which prompted such educational reform, 

suggesting that the new industrial techniques required more literate and 

educated workers.11 He notes that ‘although a worker did not have to be 

literate to run a spinning mule in a cotton factory … he did in order to run a 

railroad locomotive or deliver a letter in the last half of the nineteenth 

century’.12 Michael Sanderson also suggests that the literacy requirements of 

these new occupations meant that by the early 1900s there was a ‘clear 

 
6 Wardle, English Popular Education, p. 61. 
7 Ibid., p. 62. 
8 Ibid., p. 61. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 David Mitch, The Rise of Popular Literacy in Victorian England; The 

Influence of Private Choice and Public Policy (Pennsylvania: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1992), p. 37. 
12 Ibid. 
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premium on literacy in workers’ wages … education and literacy gave 

advantages to a labour force seeking advanced earnings and social 

mobility’.13 The more literate the workers, the more likely they were to obtain 

better-paid employment. 

However, whilst education may have offered some social mobility, many 

working-class children were debarred from such opportunities because they 

were expected to enter the labour force at an early age to supplement their 

family’s income. To ensure that children remained in education, various pieces 

of legislation were passed, such as the Lord Sandon’s Act of 1876, which 

prevented the employment of children under the age of ten who lived within 

two miles of a school.14 The act stipulated that all parents must ensure that 

their children achieved a basic elementary proficiency in reading, writing and 

arithmetic.15 The easiest way for many parents to achieve this was to send 

them to school.16 Although subsequent legislation passed in 1880 made it 

compulsory for all children between the ages of five and ten to attend school 

full time, education was not yet free.17 Obtaining school fees from an already 

impoverished working-class population proved to be a challenge and as a 

result, a ‘fee grant of ten shillings a head was introduced, making education 

virtually free’ in 1891, although it was not until the Education Act of 1918 (also 

 
13 Michael Sanderson, Education and Economic Decline in Britain, 1870 to the 

1990s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 8. 
14 Ibid., p. 4. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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known as the Fisher Act) that all public elementary school fees were 

abolished.18 Although none explicitly stated this, the autobiographers studied 

in this thesis were likely to be the first generation of children within their family 

whose elementary education was both compulsory and free.  

Not only were the autobiographers far more likely than their parents to attend 

elementary school, they were also likely to remain in education for longer. The 

majority remained in education until the age of fourteen (or in some cases 

longer).19 This was likely on average two years longer than their parents, 

whose maximum school leaving age would have been twelve, as it was not 

until 1900 that legislation changed once more to allow some children to remain 

in free education until fourteen. Individual School Boards now had the power 

to enact by-laws that could raise the school leaving age in their area to 

fourteen, although it was not until the Education Act of 1918 that this became 

the standard leaving age across England.20 That being said, seventeen of the 

twenty-three autobiographers born before 1906 (and who therefore would 

have turned twelve before 1918) remained in school up until at least the age 

of fourteen. This may have been an outcome of the wider trend towards 

prioritising childhood education, as it is likely that these individuals resided in 

districts where the School Board deemed it beneficial to encourage children to 

remain in education. The remaining six autobiographers who were born before 

1906 did indeed leave school earlier, but only by one year – and this would 

 
18 Ibid., p. 5. 
19 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
20 Ibid., p. 4. 
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likely still have been a year longer spent in education than their parents’ 

generation.  

The other twenty-seven autobiographers in this sample were born during or 

after 1906 and therefore would have been twelve or under by the time the 1918 

Education Act raised the leaving age to fourteen.21 Whilst this Act prohibited 

children from leaving education any earlier, there were three notable 

exceptions among the autobiographers. Joe Ayre ran away from an abusive 

home when he was just ten years old. This ended his education in England, 

as he was sent to Canada to work as part of an emigration scheme for 

orphaned youths, although he did attend school in Canada while working until 

he was fourteen.22 Ernest Martin also left education prematurely, in his case 

as a result of the half-time system. Introduced in 1833, the system aimed to 

allow children to work reduced hours so that they could attend some form of 

schooling. This was not a nationwide scheme; it was only employed in counties 

with industries that employed children on a large scale.23 For example, in 

Lancashire, children were employed in the cotton industry; in Cheshire in 

agriculture and in Yorkshire in the woollen industry.24 Although the Education 

Act of 1870 began the gradual phasing out of half-time work in favour of 

compulsory education, Sandy Hobbs, Jim McKechnie and Michael Lavalette 

 
21 See Appendix One: Short Overviews of the Autobiographies. 
22 Joe Ayre, ‘The Socialist’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 9-25. Burnett Archive 

– 2:29. See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
23 Lawrence Andrews, The Education Act, 1918 (Oxon: Routledge, 2017 

edition, first published in 1976), p. 7. 
24 Ibid. 
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argue that the textile industries were the most reluctant to do away with half-

time employment, which was not abolished until the introduction of the 1918 

Education Act.25  

Whilst Ernest Martin was not the only autobiographer in this sample to enter 

work through the half-time system, as both Wilfred Middlebrook and Hilda 

Snowman began working half-time as weavers at the age of twelve,26 he was 

the only autobiographer to obtain half-time work after the compulsory 

education age had been raised. Ernest’s reminiscences suggest that despite 

the introduction of the Education Act in 1918, some working-class families 

(most likely in industrial areas) still prioritised early entry into part-time work 

over education, as the former frequently led to full-time positions. Ernest’s 

mother and stepfather both worked in cotton mills in Manchester. He recalled 

that when he turned twelve in 1919 his parents expected him to start working 

there too.27 He wrote that he was ‘eligible to start half-time work’ and so his 

mother went to the local education authorities to obtain permission for him to 

begin working in a local mill.28 Ernest noted that ‘their agreement depended 

on how you had attended school. I must have had enough attendances so I 

 
25 Sandy Hobbs, Jim McKechnie and Michael Lavalette, Child Labor: A World 

History Companion (Santa Barbara: ABC-CLIO Inc, 1999), p. 111.  
26 Wilfred Middlebrook, ‘Trumpet Voluntary’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], Book 

One, p. 73. Burnett Archive – 2:527; Hilda Snowman, ‘Autobiography’, Britain, 

n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 12. Bolton Archives and Local Studies Library – ZZ/199 

(A1). 
27 Ernest Martin, ‘The Best Street in Rochdale’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 19. 

Burnett Archive – 2:514. 
28 Ibid. 
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got my “half-time papers” ’.29 He worked half-time until ‘just before my 

thirteenth birthday I had to ask the overlooker would it be alright to work full-

time. He agreed, and so I left my school days at thirteen’.30 A reluctance to 

enforce the later school leaving age in industrial cities may also explain why 

Fred Baxter was able to leave school prematurely at the age of thirteen in 1920 

and work full time at ‘Pawsey’s store’ (a grocery store), despite falling under 

the remit of the 1918 Education Act.31 Like Ernest, Fred lived in Manchester, 

where half-time work in the cotton industry was common and the education 

authorities may have favoured more traditional routes into labour over 

education. 

Either way, by the end of the 1900s, English working-class children were 

remaining in education for a longer period of time than the previous generation, 

as the average age at which the autobiographers left school was just over 

fourteen.32 They also had more opportunities to progress into secondary 

education than their parents. At the age of eleven children were required to 

take an examination.33 If they passed it, they could continue with their 

schooling, although secondary schooling, unlike elementary education, 

required funding. Even the state secondary schools, known as grammar 

 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid., pp. 19-20. 
31 Fred Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years: The Life Story of a Bury St. 

Edmunds Man’, Britain, 1993, p. 5. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
32 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
33 Deidre Beddoe notes that secondary education was aimed at the eleven to 

eighteen age group. See Deirdre Beddoe, Back to Home and Duty: Women 

between the Wars, 1918-1939 (Suffolk: Pandora Press, 1989), p. 40. 
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schools, charged fees, which prevented ‘all but a small minority of working-

class children from attending them’.34 To ensure that at least a proportion of 

the working-class population could enter these schools, it was stipulated in 

1907 that ‘twenty-five per cent of places should be awarded free of charge to 

pupils from local elementary schools’.35 However, working-class students still 

formed a small minority of the fourteen per cent of elementary school pupils 

who had progressed into secondary education in England and Wales by 

1938.36  

Even if a child was able to secure one of these free places to attend grammar 

school, secondary education often required extra funds to purchase textbooks 

and equipment.37 Sourcing this extra money was often impossible for working-

class families and because of this shortfall several of the autobiographers 

considered in this thesis were unable to stay on into further education: for 

them, the expanding opportunities to access a secondary education were still 

unattainable. May Rainer noted that although she had passed all the 

necessary examinations to obtain a scholarship to a grammar school, when 

her ‘mother saw the list of equipment I had to have she said, “it’s quite 

 
34 Selina Todd, The People: The Rise and Fall of the Working Class, 1910-

2010 (London: John Murray Publishers, 2014), p. 216; Penny Tinkler, 

‘Girlhood and Growing Up’ in Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska (ed.), Women in 

Twentieth-Century Britain (Oxon: Routledge, 2014), pp. 35-50 (p. 39). 
35 Beddoe, Back to Home and Duty, p. 40. 
36 Todd, The People, p. 216. 
37 Tinkler, ‘Girlhood and Growing Up’, p. 39. 
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impossible we cannot afford that”. The girl who was second to me … had her 

chance and I did not’.38 

Wally Ward also missed out on a scholarship because of these extra costs. 

When he told his mother that he was eligible for a scholarship, she told him 

that she hoped that he was not awarded one, as it ‘only pays your entrance 

fees. We would still have to find your uniform and your books and sports 

equipment and we can’t really afford it’.39 Although Wally stressed his 

disappointment, he agreed with his mother’s reasoning: ‘young as I was, I 

knew mum was right … we couldn’t afford it’.40 Wally noted that he failed his 

examination on purpose to avoid being offered a scholarship: ‘when the papers 

were handed out for the examination ... I was determined to do badly. I left the 

Maths paper blank and skimped the rest’.41 Harry Young had a similar 

experience to Wally. He had the opportunity to obtain a scholarship but was 

told by his father that his attendance at grammar school was impossible. He 

therefore ‘treated the whole thing as a joke and failed’.42  

Not only did secondary education require extra funding, it also delayed an 

individual’s entrance into the workplace and many working-class parents 

needed the extra income that their children could provide. If a child’s parents 

 
38 May Rainer, ‘Emma’s Daughter’, Britain, 1977, p. 39. Burnett Archive – 

2:644. 
39 Wally Ward, ‘Fit for Anything’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 3. Burnett Archive 

– 2:798. 
40 Ibid., p. 4. 
41 Ibid.  
42 Harry Young, ‘Harry’s Biography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], Chapter ‘My 

Schools – My Teachers’, p. 5. Burnett Archive – 2:858. 
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believed that it was financially beneficial to the family as a whole for their child 

to be employed, they were likely to prevent their entry into further education.43 

Such prioritisation of employment over education by some working-class 

families continued well into the twentieth century, as education reforms were 

not necessarily readily accepted or found feasible, given the loss of income 

they entailed.44 Bessie Wallis, for example, lived in a mining community in 

Yorkshire where girls usually left school as soon as possible to go into 

domestic service.45 Although she won a county scholarship, her parents could 

not afford the extra money for ‘books, uniforms or fares’.46 The headmaster 

offered an alternative solution, suggesting that Bessie could become a pupil-

teacher, an idea that Bessie was enthusiastic about, as she would receive ‘a 

small wage and I thought it was marvellous. The answer to my dreams’.47 Her 

 
43 Tinkler, ‘Girlhood and Growing Up’, p. 39. 
44 Selina Todd argues that there was strong working-class support for free 

secondary education after the Second World War and that post-war Labour 

government education reforms meant that ‘working-class children were 

receiving more formal education than ever before … children born in the 1940s 

were almost twice as likely to obtain formal qualifications as those born in the 

inter-war years’. Todd, The People, pp. 217-218.  
45 Tinkler, ‘Girlhood and Growing Up’, p. 38. 
46 Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, p. 33. 
47 Ibid. A pupil teacher was a student selected to help teach classes alongside 

the teacher as a form of teacher training; pupil teachers were common in the 

late 1800s and early 1900s, but the practice was phased out in the interwar 

period. See David Coppock, ‘Respectability as a Prerequisite of Moral 

Character: The Social and Occupational Mobility of Pupil Teachers in the late 

Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries’, History of Education 26:2 (1997), 

pp. 165-186. 
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parents disagreed, believing that Bessie would fare better in domestic service. 

She wrote despondently that her ‘parents turned the idea down flat. I had to 

take my chance in service like any other girl’.48 She added that ‘it was a child’s 

bad luck if he were both clever - and poor’.49 Whilst Bessie used the pronoun 

‘he’, she was clearly referring to her own circumstances and her general 

meaning is clear: for impoverished working-class children (like herself) being 

intelligent was of no real benefit.  

Even starting secondary education did not guarantee that family finances 

would not interfere. In 1923 James Challender Newton was awarded a place 

at a Central School, which he described as ‘intended for boys who would work 

with their hands and minds, i.e. for intending skilled craftsmen’, but family 

financial troubles meant that he had to leave early to get a job: ‘our family’s 

finances were short … and so I left at fourteen years old although the normal 

leaving age was sixteen’.50 

Family obligations could thus result in missed educational opportunities. This 

was felt most acutely by working-class girls, who even while attending 

elementary school were expected to undertake a variety of domestic chores.51 

Florence Abel described how ‘from about the age of eleven I would help with 

 
48 Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, p. 33. 
49 Ibid. 
50 James Challender Newton, ‘The Life, Times and Experiences of One Man, 

1912-1977’, Britain, 1977, p. 1. Richmond upon Thames Local Studies Library 

and Archive – L 920 NEW, shelf 40:1. 
51 Tinkler, ‘Girlhood and Growing Up’, p. 39. 
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the ironing and looking after my younger brothers’.52 Similarly, W. Westley 

recalled that on Saturdays she was ‘firmly occupied in cleaning cutlery … and 

other household chores’.53 For Hilda Salusbury, it was such family obligations 

that curtailed her dreams of becoming a teacher. When her mother abandoned 

her family, Hilda, as the oldest female child, was informed by her father that 

she would have to leave school at the end of the term to run the household 

full-time and take care of her siblings.54 Hilda wrote of her disappointment, 

which was worsened by the fact that her teacher had wanted her to apply for 

a scholarship so that she could train to become a teacher.55 Unfortunately, her 

family responsibilities meant that such ‘dreams and ambitions came tumbling 

down’.56  

Overall, nine of the autobiographers were denied the opportunity to take full 

advantage of a scholarship due to family circumstances.57 However, not every 

autobiographer missed out. Four of the autobiographers were able to accept 

a scholarship to remain in full-time education past the age of fourteen and an 

additional nineteen continued into some form of education, often with parents, 

 
52 Florence Abel, ‘A Cockney Looks Back’, Britain, 1970, p. 3. London Borough 

of Walthamstow Forest Library – W 60.01. 
53 W. Westley, ‘Condensed Autobiography of W. Westley (nee Fallon) Born 

1906’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 5. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
54 Hilda Salusbury, ‘Only Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 125-129. 

Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
55 Ibid., pp. 126-128. 
56 Ibid., p. 128. 
57 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
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employers or even themselves meeting the cost.58 Six of these twenty-three 

individuals continued their studies until the age of sixteen. Florence Abel, 

William Abington, Adeline Hodges, Guy Oates, Marion Owen and Cyril Smith 

all left school at sixteen,59 presumably after passing some form of leaving 

examination, although only Cyril Smith confirms this, stating that he took the 

Oxford Local Examination.60 By 1917, students could take the school 

certificate (matriculation) at the age of sixteen, or the higher school certificate 

at the age of eighteen (which was later recognised by universities as the 

entrance examination).61  

Six of the autobiographers – all female – also progressed from secondary 

school straight into college.62 Winifred Relph also achieved a college-level 

 
58 Florence Abel, Kathleen Betterton, Mary Hollinrake and Cyril Smith all stated 

that they were able to accept a scholarship. For Florence and Cyril this allowed 

them to stay in education until the age of sixteen. For Mary it allowed her to 

study at grammar school, after which she progressed to college (although it is 

not clear who funded her college education). Kathleen won a scholarship to 

attend a convent school and later was awarded a grant to study at university. 

See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
59 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
60 The Oxford Local Examination was a steppingstone to university entrance, 

although Cyril left school after passing the exam. Cyril Smith, ‘This is Mine: 

The Recollections and Reflections of C.D. Smith’, Britain, 1987, p. 40. Burnett 

Archive – Uncatalogued.  See also Lionel Rose, The Erosion of Childhood: 

Child Oppression in Britain 1860-1918 (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 170. 
61 Rose, The Erosion of Childhood, p. 170. 
62 Kathleen Betterton, Edna Bold, Henrietta Burkin, Ellsye Finnie, Mary 

Hollinrake and Eleanor Hutchinson. See Appendix Seven: Education and 

Employment Information. 
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education but only later in life. At fourteen she was forced due to family 

financial constraints to leave school and take up work in domestic service.63 

In her late twenties, she was encouraged by her employers and a group of 

other domestic workers who had formed a book club, to continue her 

education.64 She enrolled in night classes at Ruskin College, studying 

economic history before being accepted into a specialist college for working 

women aptly named the ‘Hillcroft College for Women’, where she began 

studying in 1940, aged twenty-eight.65 Winifred was not the only 

autobiographer to return to education later in life, as Harry Young also returned 

to college and then achieved a degree from the Open University after the 

Second World War.66 

An additional nine autobiographers also recalled that they had undertaken 

some form of part-time further education after leaving elementary school, for 

example, night classes, to broaden their knowledge or skills.67 Gertrude 

Freeman attended evening art classes, although this was perhaps more for 

pleasure than to further her employability.68 The other eight autobiographers 

 
63 Winifred Relph, ‘Through Rough Ways’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 46, 

Burnett Archive – 2:657. 
64 Ibid., pp. 114-117. 
65 Ibid., pp. 116-120. 
66 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
67 This total does not include Adeline Hodges and Marion Owen who remained 

in full time education until sixteen but also took evening classes. See Appendix 

Seven: Education and Employment. 
68 Gertrude Freeman, ‘Recollections of my Childhood and Later Days’, Britain, 

1957, p. 16. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. Gertrude attended art school in 
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took classes alongside their employment to learn new skills. Eva Holland went 

to night school to learn bookkeeping, although she eventually entered 

domestic service.69 Jack McQuoid was taken on as an apprentice fitter at a 

ship repair dock and had the option of attending evening classes two nights a 

week at technical college to learn maths, machine drawing and machine-shop 

practice, although he later emigrated to America without finishing his 

apprenticeship.70 Wilfred Middlebrook worked as a weaver and took evening 

classes at ‘Bradshaw Street School’ and took ‘technical school classes at 

weaving school’.71 John Sawyer attended Sonnet College to learn shorthand 

and typing whilst working as a junior clerk and Thomas Waddicor attended 

evening classes at Manchester College of Technology.72 

It is notable that of these nine autobiographers who attended part-time further 

education, two had been unable to accept a scholarship to progress into 

further full-time grammar school education. May Rainer, whose family had to 

 
the evening whilst also at grammar school. Although she does not say so, she 

likely left school around the age of sixteen. 
69 Eva Holland, ‘An Eastender at Heart: My Memories written 1986-1987 for 

the Family’, Britain, 1989, p. 1. Burnett Archive – 2:858. 
70 Jack McQuoid, ‘One Man in His Time: An Autobiography’, Britain, 1985, pp. 

104-108. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
71 John Burnett, David Vincent, David Mayall, The Autobiography of the 

Working Class: An Annotated Critical Bibliography, Volume II: 1900-1945 

(Sussex: Harvester Press Ltd, 1987), p. 213. 
72 John Sawyer, ‘One Man in His Time, or, the First Sixty Years: An 

Autobiography’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], pp. 13-14. Burnett Archive – 

Uncatalogued; Burnett, Vincent, Mayall, The Autobiography of the Working 

Class: Volume II, p. 309. 
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turn down her scholarship at fourteen due to the costs, learnt shorthand, 

typing, English and history at night school, which no doubt helped her obtain 

clerical work in later life.73 Likewise, Bessie Wallis’s family responsibilities had 

prevented her from accepting a scholarship, but she studied shorthand and 

typing at evening classes when she was fifteen.74 In addition, although unable 

to remain at Central School until sixteen even with a scholarship, James 

Challender Newton ended up operating a small printing machine at a firm in 

London, during which time the London County Council opened ‘part time day 

release courses of instruction for printers’, which his employer sent him on.75 

Surprisingly, of these twenty-three individuals who continued into some form 

of education past the age of fourteen, nine were male and fourteen were 

female. Carol Dyhouse has argued that in general it was ‘much harder for girls 

to secure the financial support necessary’ to attend higher education.76 This 

was in part because the education of working-class males was prioritised over 

that of females, as men spent a greater proportion of their adult life in 

employment. Yet, over half of the twenty-six women in this thesis’ sample 

attended some form of further education.  

This is not to say that gender did not influence educational opportunities. 

Whilst it was predominantly the female autobiographers who accessed 

college-level (or higher) education, these women were still steered towards 
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education, and ultimately into employment, which was deemed appropriate for 

women, such as teaching and clerical work.77 The six working-class women 

who continued straight into full-time college education had limited autonomy 

over their choice of education or career path. Parents and even teachers were 

particularly influential. Edna Bold, for example, went to teacher training 

college. She recalled that the decision to become a teacher was made for her 

by her family: ‘with hindsight I realise that the direction of my life began in my 

Grandmother’s kitchen’.78 It was there that her parents, alongside various 

uncles, discussed her future. She heard an uncle ‘boom “let her teach” ... I 

glanced at my father, who gave little or no reaction to the remark. Nor did he 

ever speak directly to me on the matter. The subject was between my mother 

and himself’.79 Mary Hollinrake also recalled her lack of involvement in the 

decision for her to attend Hull Teacher Training College, noting that her father 

‘had decided quite early on that I was destined for college and teaching, but 
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without any discussion with me’.80 Henrietta Burkin’s mother used an 

endowment she had taken out when Henrietta was born to fund her daughter 

through college. Whether she specified that Henrietta attend secretarial 

college is not clear, but she did remind her daughter that she was fortunate to 

be in education, telling her to stop messing around and concentrate on her 

studies (Henrietta had been flirting with the teacher), as she had paid twenty 

pounds for her education.81 After she graduated, Henrietta’s parents still 

influenced her career path. She obtained her first secretarial job in the Soho 

district of London, but her father visited the office and deemed it unsuitable 

(although Henrietta does not specify why), and so she was forced to quit.82  

Although Kathleen Betterton’s story was unique amongst the sample, as the 

only female to attend university, she shared a similar lack of agency over her 

future with the other female autobiographers. She progressed through 

elementary school to be awarded a scholarship to Christ’s Hospital, a convent 

school, where she remained until 1931.83 At the age of fifteen, she was 

informed by her teacher that she was to stay on in school and then go to 

university to prepare for a career in teaching.84 Kathleen’s opinion on this 

matter was apparently unimportant both to her teacher and to her parents. She 

recalled: ‘I did not want in the very least to teach, which seemed then the 
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inevitable sequel to university; but both these points were impossible to explain 

to Miss Craig who had already hypnotized my parents into accepting her plans 

for me’.85  

Kathleen was reluctant to become a teacher because she believed that she 

would end up as a spinster. Indeed, because of the ‘marriage bar’, the 

profession was associated with unmarried women. Kathleen’s worry about 

spinsterhood reflected a widely held belief that marriage, not work, was a 

woman’s true destiny.86 Her concern was therefore understandable, although 

she did eventually marry. In any case, the decision to pursue a career in 

teaching was made for her at fifteen, long before she had a chance to 

experience a world beyond her childhood home and education. She also 

struggled with the idea of being launched into a world totally removed from the 

working-class one she was familiar with: ‘at fifteen the word “Oxford” held no 

magic connotations … no one I knew at home had been to a university … I 

wanted to be allowed to go back to my own world, in spite of its limitations’.87 

Although Kathleen admitted that it took her a while to get used to life at the 

university, she did enjoy her time at Oxford: ‘looking back on my very happy 

years at Somerville, I find it odd to remember the anxieties that possessed 

me’.88 

In attending Oxford University, Kathleen had in many respects beaten the 

odds. Whilst by 1914 women could study at all British universities, Oxford and 
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Cambridge still refused to let women graduate with a degree. Oxford conceded 

in 1920 but Cambridge withheld graduation for female students until 1948.89 

Kathleen began studying at Oxford in 1931, at a time when attending university 

as a woman was in itself a rarity (in 1930 women only made up twenty-seven 

per cent of British undergraduates), but to hail from a working-class 

background was even rarer: in 1920 there were only 200 state university 

scholarships.90 Kathleen would have been unable to attend Oxford without 

sponsorship, as the fees were £160 a year.91 The scholarship she was offered 

came with an obligation to teach upon graduation, and so she chose to exert 

(albeit a limited) agency by rejecting it and approaching the London County 

Council for a grant which would allow her to study classics without this 

commitment.92 Eventually, Kathleen swapped to English and graduated with 

an upper second, but in a roundabout twist of circumstances still ended up 

working as a private tutor, although by that time she was engaged, removing 

all her fears of spinsterhood.93  

As well as offering an insight into how class and gender influenced education 

opportunities at the start of the century, the autobiographies also shed light on 

working-class children’s experiences of schooling. John Burnett argues that 

most working-class children found their school experience to be a difficult or 

unhappy one: ‘certain common themes stand out clearly. The most frequently 
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expressed is the dislike of school, the punishments, and the constant fear of 

teachers’.94 Harry Dorrell was certainly one of the autobiographers who 

strongly disliked his time in education: ‘from my early school days I learnt to 

hate school and retained that hate throughout my school days. For me it was 

years of daily torment that only a shy child can know’.95 Teachers were indeed 

depicted in several of the memoirs as quick to humiliate or inflict harsh 

punishments. Harry’s reminiscences certainly support this view. He recalled 

that his teachers were frequently unkind and apt to subject their students to 

public ridicule. Such practices meant that he disliked his ‘teachers in degrees 

ranging from hatred to indifference’.96 Adeline Hodges also believed that her 

teachers were too quick to inflict physical punishment, noting that ‘school was 

a terrible place. It was the rule of the rod … it was supposed to be good for 

us’.97 Clearly, girls were not immune to physical chastisement. Katherine 

Henderson recalled one particularly violent incident. She had been falsely 

accused by her teacher of lying and refused to write a hundred lines on a slate 

stating that all liars were to be burnt in brimstone.98 In frustration the teacher 
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‘snatched the slate from me and hit me on the head with it, breaking the slate 

and giving me a nose bleed for hours afterwards’.99 

The autobiographers’ recollections of schooling also reveal the prevalence 

and visibility of poverty: children’s lack of shoes, poor personal hygiene and 

nits were commonly recorded. William Abington described how his ‘school 

reeked of a mixture of unwashed bodies, ink, a coke stove … washing facilities 

were scarce, soap expensive and heads seldom washed … children sat close 

together at small desks and lice were easily transferred’.100 It was not only 

poor hygiene that indicated poverty, so too did a lack of appropriate clothing. 

The autobiographers and their peers were frequently unsuitably dressed for 

school because their parents could not afford to clothe them properly. Joe 

Ayre, for example, noted that in Liverpool most working-class children 

attended school with no shoes. He recalled that ‘my brother Bill and I had to 

walk to school in our bare feet as nearly all working class kids did … one of 

the teachers applied to a fund that the Policemen of Liverpool had to buy clogs 

for the kids who had no boots’.101 Samuel Mountford, who lived in Birmingham, 

described a similar incident. He had been sent to school in a pair of his sisters’ 

hand me down boots, as his family could not afford new shoes: ‘was I 

embarrassed when the teacher called me to the front of the class and looked 

me over!’.102 The teacher applied for funding from the Birmingham Mail, which 
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provided children with boots and clothes.103 Resorting to the help of such 

charitable organisations to properly clothe children was long-established and 

remained common up until 1914.104  

Not all reminiscences of education were so negative. Indeed, the 

autobiographers do not offer a clear-cut image of working-class schooling as 

either entirely bad or wholly good at the start of the twentieth century. Ellsye 

Finnie wrote that she ‘had mixed feelings’ about her school.105 The 

autobiographers' experiences varied from the extreme of H.J. Harris, who felt 

that the orphanage in which he lived and was educated was so ‘depressing as 

to be unbelievable’, to Frank Prevett, who fondly recalled his days ‘at the little 

village school’.106 The frequency with which the working class moved from 

property to property (see also chapter four) also meant that very often these 

individuals attended multiple schools, some of which may have been more 

enjoyable than others. In addition, the level of poverty varied within the sample 

and so too did the quality of their school environment.  

The personality of the teachers also had a considerable impact on the 

autobiographers’ enjoyment of school. Frank Prevett, for example, wrote 

fondly of ‘the friendly teachers whose work did not finish with their daily duties 
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inside the school’.107 Hilda Snowman also enjoyed her time in education 

thanks to her headteacher: ‘I loved my school life which was due I think to the 

wonderful head master we had’.108 Similarly, it was both her music teacher 

and her friends who made Florence Abel’s time in school enjoyable. She 

reminisced about the ‘happy years’ during which she ‘made many friends and 

under the guidance of an inspired music master, learned to appreciate good 

music’.109  

For those individuals whose home life was tumultuous, time at school could 

also provide welcome relief as a stable part of their childhood. Kay Garrett 

certainly felt that her time in school allowed her a chance to escape the 

argumentative atmosphere of her home. She recalled: ‘school I loved. Mostly 

it was much more peaceful and happy than home’.110 Similarly, the 

autobiographers whose adulthood consisted of a variety of struggles 

suggested that their school years were an easier, carefree time. Annie Lord 

described her school days as one of the few positive periods in her life. She 

wrote that she was ‘very happy [in] those days we had lots of friends and all 

use to help an nother [all used to help one another] every way we could, well 

I went throu[gh] life this [way] till I left school’.111 This period provided a stark 

contrast to the rest of her narrative, which detailed the years she spent in an 

abusive relationship (see also chapter three).  
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Overall, whether the autobiographers enjoyed or hated their time in education, 

the educational reforms of the previous century did ensure that they all 

achieved a base level of literacy that would have been unheard of among 

previous generations of the working-class.  

Employment 

As indicated above, the autobiographers’ recollections suggest that there was 

not always a clear dividing line between leaving school and beginning 

employment. Those employed as half-timers (Hilda Snowman, Ernest Martin 

and Wilfred Middlebrook) had already begun working part-time in cotton mills 

before they left school.112 Having a part-time job (often at weekends, before or 

after school) was an experience many of the autobiographers shared. Stanley 

Rice described working in an off-licence in the evenings ‘delivering beers, 

keeping crates and empty bottles ready for collection’ when he was around the 

age of eleven or twelve.113 Likewise, Percy Vere recalled that ‘on Saturdays I 

used to help to pull a baker’s barrow with a rope across my shoulder ... this 

was a whole day, from about 7.30am until 6.30pm’.114 

Such part-time jobs enabled these children to bring in much needed additional 

income for their family before reaching school leaving age. Percy reminisced 

about earning his ‘first shilling and some stale cakes. These were of course, 
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very welcome, as we were quite poor, and every little helped’.115 Likewise, 

Samuel Mountford recalled his satisfaction at being able to lessen his family’s 

financial strain by working ‘an hour and a half at night after school, Saturday 

nine in the morning till about seven at night, and nine till one on Sundays’ as 

a lather boy in a barber’s shop.116 He wrote: ‘what a thrill it was to be really 

doing something worthwhile’.117 Although Samuel emphasised his eagerness 

to help out his parents by giving them his wages, it is worth noting that working-

class juveniles would likely have been expected to hand over their earnings 

without question, willingly or not. Kay Garrett noted that her mother took the 

wages that she earned cleaning a local house every morning before school: ‘I 

received from the housekeeper tuppence a day and breakfast – lovely hot 

dripping toast and a big mug of cocoa. (My mother took the tuppence)’.118 

So, whilst Selina Todd argues that juveniles frequently dreaded the sudden, 

often overnight, move from education to full-time employment,119 many 

children would already have been employed in some form of paid work. 

Moreover, the autobiographers generally do not appear to have been upset at 

the prospect of obtaining full-time employment. Perhaps unsurprisingly those 

who hated school did not wish to continue into secondary education, but even 

those with aspirations to do so nevertheless acknowledged the necessity of 

entering employment when they were required by limited family finances to 
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leave school. For example, although Bessie Wallis wished to accept her 

scholarship and remain in education, she noted that it was not starting work 

that perturbed her, but the particular occupation that she was being forced to 

enter – ‘I dreaded it. I didn’t mind going out to work’ – she just hated the idea 

of being forced into domestic service.120 Likewise, Katherine Henderson did 

not express upset at having to start work, acknowledging its inevitability.121 

Instead, she was upset at having to leave her school, writing that she ‘loved 

school and was completely happy there … I was very sad at having to 

leave’.122 

Other autobiographers stressed their eagerness to start working. Harry Dorrell 

recalled that ‘my schooldays were passing and I was looking forward to the 

days of working, earning money and spending it as I wanted’.123 A similar 

sentiment was expressed by Frank Prevett, who (rather unusually) had gone 

against his parents’ wishes and decided that he was ready to leave school 

when he turned fourteen: ‘although the Head master of the school appealed 

to them and to me, to continue for at least another year, I finally obtained their 

[his parents] permission as I reached the age of 14 years before the end of the 

summer holiday’.124 Grace Martin was also eager to start work, although with 

hindsight she acknowledged that she had not been properly prepared for the 

working world. She wrote that she was: 
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eager to launch out into the wider world so persuaded mother to let 

me go. This of course was the common experience of young girls 

of my generation, we were in the main uneducated … simple soul’s 

[sic], totally unsuited to leave our homes and cope with the outside 

world, but we had to earn our living.125  

Regardless of whether the autobiographers were prepared or not to enter the 

world of work, the majority left school ‘on a Friday and started [full-time] work 

on the Monday’.126 It is clear that those no longer in education were expected 

to earn a full-time wage upon leaving school, just like the previous generation 

before them. Stanley Rice noted that at the age of fourteen he had ‘to do 

something about earning some money’.127 Although he would have liked to 

have remained in education, he conceded that ‘facts had to be faced as far as 

the need of money was concerned, to help meet the daily necessities at home. 

So leave at fourteen I did’.128 Just as the female autobiographers who 

continued into further education had their choices made for them, so too were 

the early employment decisions of these juveniles made, or at least heavily 

influenced, by their parents. It seems to have been the mother who had the 

biggest influence over employment decisions and presumably continued to do 

so until the children left home. As Selina Todd notes, the ‘importance of 
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mothers in this respect’ should not be overlooked,129 and although Todd 

focuses on the influence that mothers had on obtaining work for their 

daughters, it appears that this influence could extend to sons as well. Harry 

Dorrell recalled that his mother was already scoping out potential roles as he 

neared the end of his time at school: ‘Mother watched the job vacant 

advertisements in our local weekly … she found two likely jobs advertised in 

one week ... I tried the job learning the wine trade. I got the job. Start 

tomorrow’.130  

A mother’s influence over her child’s employment did not always end once 

they had their first job. It appears that some mothers even instructed their 

children as to when they could, or should, leave a position. Winifred Relph 

emphasised that she had hated her first domestic service position: ‘although I 

never complained I think mother knew I was not happy, she always said we 

must stay twelve months to get a reference … towards the end of the summer 

Mother said we could leave in the spring when my year was up, this was really 

something to look forward to’.131 It was not long before her mother found her 

another position. Winifred returned home one afternoon to find a ‘prospective 

employer’ waiting for her.132 

Mothers appear to have encouraged, or even demanded, that children moved 

from one job to another to obtain better-paid employment. Hilda Snowman 

recalled that her mother made her leave her apprenticeship in a department 
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store to find a ‘better job’.133 Her mother clearly meant a job that paid more in 

the short term, rather than one that offered opportunities in the future. Hilda 

wrote that ‘one day I got a letter telling me I would have to leave and find a 

better job, I was dreadfully upset’.134 This experience is paralleled in Fred 

Baxter’s memoir. He recalled that he had left a job as a clerk to work in an 

‘agricultural office’, which offered less money, but more opportunities.135 That 

was until he ‘heard my parents say that I was keeping them poorly off so I 

applied for an office job at the Bury Sugar Factory’.136 Mothers were not trying 

to limit their children’s potential for career advancement out of callousness, but 

out of necessity. Nellie Driver certainly believed that working-class parents had 

little choice but to force their children into certain jobs. She drew upon her own 

experience working in a sweet factory, a job that she detested: ‘it was a terrible 

school to thrust any child into, yet poor parents had scarcely any choice’.137 

The above examples suggest that up until this point in the autobiographers’ 

lives there had been little difference between the experiences of the female 

and male juvenile workers. However, gender was certainly an influential factor 

in the sample’s employment experiences over their life-course. Men born 

before the First World War typically entered employment as teenagers and 
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then worked almost continuously until the age of sixty-five.138 Joanna Bourke 

notes that ‘between ninety-two and ninety-six per cent of men aged between 

fifteen and sixty-five claimed an occupation in the [1911] census’.139 The male 

autobiographers could thus expect to be in employment from the moment they 

left school until the moment they retired in their sixties. Brad Beaven suggests 

that in this respect there was a clear continuity in the working patterns of young 

males between 1870 and 1945.140 Indeed, whereas the female 

autobiographers had a very similar work life-cycle as their mothers, often 

leaving paid employment upon marriage, the male autobiographers had a very 

similar work life-cycle to their fathers, remaining in paid employment until 

retirement age.  

David Martin argues that working-class sons generally ‘went into the same 

occupations as their fathers’,141 but this does not appear to have been the 

case for this thesis’ sample, as only eight of the twenty-four male writers went 

into an occupation directly related to that of their father.142 These included 

Ernest Martin, who followed in his stepfather’s footsteps when he started 
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working in a cotton mill.143 Similarly, Wilfred Middlebrook became a cotton 

weaver like his father.144 As Michael Childs has pointed out, it was also 

common for working-class fathers to use their connections within their own 

trade to get their sons a job, and although their sons may not have remained 

in that trade, they often moved into comparable employment.145 Charles 

Hansford’s stepfather arranged his ‘start’ in the bricklaying business as a tea 

boy on a building site.146 Samuel Mountford’s father also used his connections 

as a tailor to find his son a job training to become a pattern maker. Samuel 

wrote of his gratitude towards his father for finding him ‘not just a job’, but for 

giving him the opportunity to ‘learn a trade, with a future to look forward to’.147 

Harry Dorrell’s father got him a job working in the tobacco factory where he 

was employed: ‘father told me to go along to the factory and ask for Mr. Snell 

– I would get a job … “are you Charlie’s boy?” he asked … I diffidently admitted 

I was Charlie’s boy and got the job’. 148 Harry worked in various tobacco 

factories for a number of years.149 

The remaining sixteen male autobiographers ended up in employment 

different from their father’s. A number followed a steady career path through 
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related occupations. Guy Oates, for example, worked in various positions in 

different workhouses and infirmaries until he became the superintendent of the 

‘Social Welfare Committee’s Children’s Homes’.150 Cyril Smith trained to be a 

telegraphist with the Western Union but left at the end of 1922. He then started 

at a press association where he used his telegraphist skills to receive incoming 

news, before moving ‘for higher wages’ into a similar role at the London office 

of the Daily Herald.151 James Challender Newton progressed from working at 

a small printing firm to working for His Majesty’s Stationery Office after passing 

an examination.152 Thomas Waddicor began working for an advertising 

agency before eventually branching out and starting his own advertising 

company.153 

Perhaps understandably the men listed above attached more importance to 

their occupational identity in their autobiographies than others did. The careers 

of the other male autobiographers tended to follow a more random path and 

as a result, they did not note any sense of attachment to a particular career or 

type of work. Jack Vallance, for example, was a newspaper boy, a quarry 

worker, a railway porter, a horse parcel van man, a relief clerk and a university 

porter.154 Although they predominantly worked in blue-collar roles, there was 

a seemingly endless variety of jobs that they could apply for. Indeed, these 
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male autobiographers appear to have moved easily into jobs for which they 

seem to have had no relevant experience. Fred Baxter recalled that he 

decided to try his hand at selling fish: ‘I bought myself a new white coat and a 

basket for the fish’.155 Unfortunately, he had not considered that the 

established fishmongers did well because they knew their customers well 

enough to ‘let them have fish on tick and pay Friday. I could not afford to do 

this so … we had fish for breakfast dinner and tea for a week … so much for 

the fish trade’.156 After another failed venture trying to sell bundles of wood, 

Fred decided to apply for a manager’s job in a menswear shop, he admitted 

that ‘I knew nothing about the trade but I thought I would have a go’.157 Fred 

told his prospective employer as much, but to his surprise was offered the job 

because the interviewer liked the look of him and decided to train him for the 

position.158  

These male autobiographers moved from one seemingly unrelated job to 

another, mostly in pursuit of a better-paid position, but the lack of secure 

employment often prompted such job changes too. The inter-war years were 

characterised by economic depression and uncertainty, which meant that job 

security was far from being guaranteed.159 As Samuel Mountford noted: ‘the 
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future did not look too good. The General Strike. The Hunger Marchers. 

Poverty was again on the horizon’.160 A common theme among the male 

autobiographies was the struggle to find secure employment. In 1938 Wally 

Ward caught scarlet fever, which resulted in him missing a week of work. 

When he returned to the engineering firm where he was employed, he found 

a notice informing the employees that the company was to be taken over by 

new employers who ‘could not guarantee a place for all’.161 Wally recalled that 

a former workmate had told him that there was work available helping to build 

a factory in Bristol. Making use of the information, Wally promptly caught a 

train, found the building site, and was offered a job immediately.162  

Male autobiographers who were less fortunate in finding alternative 

employment frequently recorded their dislike of being reliant on the dole. 

Samuel Mountford wrote that in 1931 he was ‘thrown out of work. The 

unemployed were beginning to multiply week by week … dole queues were 

miles long. We could see no shining light in the distance’.163 Syd Metcalfe also 

described his time amongst the ‘huge mass of useless, unwanted, dispirited 

men who knew that once they had achieved this position they had little hope 
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of ever working again in the foreseeable future’.164 Eventually, after months of 

unemployment, Syd was no closer to finding a job, and so he decided to join 

the army. He wrote that ‘to be a soldier was perhaps only one degree on the 

social scale above that of being an out-of-work but at least it was above’.165 

Unemployment was not only solely a problem for the male autobiographers. 

Nellie Driver wrote bitterly of being ‘unemployed for years’ during the ‘years of 

the Great Depression’ after she was fired from her work in a sweet factory 

once she turned sixteen.166 However, unemployment, or at least extended 

periods of unemployment, do appear to have been less common among the 

female autobiographers than the male, a lower incidence that may have also 

been partly due to the fact that many of the female autobiographers had 

married by the 1930s, and as such had left work.167 

The economic uncertainty of the interwar period was brought to an abrupt end 

by the start of the Second World War. Thirteen of the male autobiographers 

suddenly left their civilian occupations, as they either volunteered or were 

conscripted into military service.168 For the men left behind as civilians, the 

war could provide new employment opportunities. Before the outbreak of the 

war, Thomas Waddicor had worked in an advertising agency. He recalled that 

in 1940 while waiting for his call up to join the army, he was contacted by an 
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old colleague, who asked him if he would be interested in joining him in his 

war work.169 Thomas noted that his friend had been very reticent about the 

details, but he decided to go along for the interview anyway. He was given the 

job, ‘even if anything I knew about my job could have been written on the edge 

of a postage stamp’.170 He ‘signed the Official Secrets Act three times’ before 

being informed that he was now employed creating British propaganda to be 

dropped onto enemy countries.171 Charles Hansford also felt that the war had 

provided him with stable employment for the first time in his life: ‘shameful 

though it might seem in view of the misery and loss suffered by millions, to me 

personally World War II brought tangible good fortune; for practically the first 

time in my life I held a steady job’.172  

The Second World War did not have such a positive impact on all the 

autobiographers. For example, it effectively ruined Stanley Rice’s business. 

Stanley had started a company that rented out furniture for movie productions, 

which proved quite lucrative.173 When the war broke out, all film production 

was cancelled and although filming did restart after a few months, it was too 

late for Stanley: ‘business was to be had, but not enough to make it worth while 

 
169 Waddicor, ‘Memories of Hightown and Beyond’, p. 45. 
170 Ibid. 
171 Ibid., pp. 45-47. 
172 Hansford, ‘Memoirs of a Bricklayer’, p. 120. 
173 Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone’, p. 38. 



277 
 

[sic] … I began to think seriously about the uncertain future in war-time. I 

closed the business’.174 He then joined the RAF as an armourer in 1941.175 

The female autobiographers’ experiences of employment differed in many 

important respects from those of their male counterparts. During the first half 

of the twentieth-century women generally entered work at a similar age to men, 

but on average they spent far less of their life in paid employment. Many 

employers expected women to leave work once married, a common practice 

in many occupations until well into the 1950s.176 Therefore, it is perhaps 

unsurprising to find that in 1901 women constituted only twenty-nine per cent 

of the total British population recorded as being in employment, although it is 

likely that many women undertook paid work, both inside and outside the 

home, that was never officially recorded in the census.177 By the end of the 

twentieth century, by contrast, women were spending far more time in 

employment than previous generations. As Paul Johnson and Asghar Zaidi 

argue: ‘the life-course employment trajectory of women has been completely 

transformed over the course of the twentieth century’.178 This shift had its 

beginnings in the First World War, which opened up new employment 

opportunities for women. However, many of these wartime positions were 

temporary, with many women being encouraged or even forced to leave their 
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employment at the end of the war.179 After the end of the conflict, the few 

female autobiographers who had been employed in war work returned to areas 

which had been the biggest employers of female workers before 1914, such 

as domestic service.180 Grace Martin, for example, was employed in her first 

job at the age of fourteen in a factory that made military headgear and when 

the war ended went into domestic service as a kitchen maid.181 

Like Grace, all of the female autobiographers ended up in employment 

gendered as feminine. As discussed earlier in this chapter, those who were 

able to stay on into secondary education were steered towards working as 

teachers or clerical workers.182 Kathleen Betterton, Mary Hollinrake and Edna 

Bold all worked as teachers or private tutors after completing college.183 

Although it is worth noting that further education was not the only route into 

teaching work: Adeline Hodges had stayed on at her school as a pupil-teacher 

and eventually progressed to become a schoolteacher in her own right.184  

An additional eight of the female autobiographers were employed in clerical or 

office work, making this the second most common female occupation in the 
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autobiographical sample, after domestic service.185 Clerical or office work, 

including tasks such as filing and typing, was becoming increasingly popular 

with working-class women in the inter-war period. It was considered more 

desirable than domestic service, involving shorter hours, better job security, 

generally a less strenuous workload, more opportunities to socialise and more 

independence.186 This positive assessment is visible in the autobiographies: 

Ellsye Finnie recalled the pride she took in her work as a secretary in a 

solicitor’s office: ‘I think I was one of the happiest employees of all time and I 

revelled in the work I was given to do’.187 Florence Abel also enjoyed her time 

working as a clerk because she ‘made friends of a lifetime. There were 

hundreds of girls of my own age … we worked hard but when off duty there 

was time for fun’.188 

The popularity of this occupation is evidence of a twentieth-century change in 

employment opportunities for working-class women. Todd argues that the 

entrance of working-class women into clerical work was ‘one of the most 

significant changes in the English labour market during the period between 

1918 and 1951’, leading to a notable ‘shift in the composition of the clerical 

workforce by class, gender and age’.189 Gertrude Freeman’s account, in 

particular, is suggestive of such increased opportunities in the inter-war period: 
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‘Mother decided it would be better for me to go into an office as so many girls 

were doing then’.190  

It was not only those female autobiographers who attended full-time further 

education who found clerical work. Bessie Wallis obtained the necessary skills 

by attending evening classes. May Rainer had a variety of jobs, including 

domestic service, but one of her last jobs before marriage was as a clerk, likely 

drawing upon the skills she too learnt at night school.191 It was also clearly 

possible to learn on the job. As Alison Oram notes: ‘commercial offices could 

be entered at school-leaving age’.192 Mrs V. Austin began working in an office 

as soon as she left school at the age of fourteen and Gertrude Freeman was 

taught by her friend’s father who was ‘prepared to take one or two pupils’ on 

in his office.193  

However, whilst the opening up of such opportunities for working-class women 

was a significant development, such work was still only accessible to a minority 

who had the means or opportunities to train in this vocation. The remaining 

female autobiographers spent the majority of their working life in domestic 

service or manufacturing.194 Ten of the twenty-six female autobiographers 
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went into some form of domestic service almost immediately after leaving 

school. For many working-class women who left school at (or before) the age 

of fourteen, domestic service was one of the few employment opportunities 

available to them, and it continued to remain the largest employer of women 

between 1918 and 1950.195 This rapid entry into domestic service suggests 

that many working-class families still considered this suitable employment for 

girls. This view was certainly reflected in the autobiographers’ recollections. 

As mentioned above, Bessie Wallis’s parents believed that working-class 

women fared better in domestic service than in other occupations.196 Katherine 

Henderson also chose to go into domestic service instead of farm work. She 

wrote: ‘mother did not want me to go out to work … but I knew this was not the 

life I wanted. I wanted to go out into the world and make a life of my own, 

besides I was afraid of cows’.197 Reflecting on the limited opportunities open 

to working-class girls, Grace Martin believed that ‘domestic service was the 

lesser of the prevailing work evils of our time’.198  

The transition from living at home to residing in the employer’s home was not 

always easy for these young women. Katherine Henderson recalled that she 

‘did not fare too well in my first job, I hated it, was terribly homesick, and only 

stayed for three months’.199 Grace Martin recalled similar feelings when she 
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left home to enter domestic service, stating that ‘like so many other young girls 

in the same situation I was very home-sick and lonely’.200  

Aside from homesickness, employers’ behaviour was one of the main reasons 

cited in the autobiographies for leaving a position. Annie Lord’s account, for 

example, is revealing of female servants’ vulnerability to male employers’ 

sexual advances. She recalled that her mistress’s father drove her to return 

from her post in Belgium to England as he was ‘awful to be left with’, so awful 

in fact that Annie saved up the necessary fare home and travelled back to 

England as soon as she could.201 Katherine Henderson was apparently 

happily employed by Mrs Thompson for three years, presumably as a maid, 

and recalled that she had been ‘treated more like one of the family. Mrs 

Thompson was very sweet and kind and so was Margaret the daughter’. 202 

However, her dislike of Mr Thompson eventually forced her to leave her post: 

‘I grew to hate him, and only stayed on because Mrs Thompson and Margaret 

were so kind to me, but after three years with them I could stand no more and 

left’.203 Other employees could also create an unpleasant working 

environment. Katherine noted that the governess in one of the households she 

had worked in had made a practice of ‘sneaking and prying on the staff and 

then telling tales to the mistress’.204  
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Despite these difficulties, the autobiographers generally managed to find 

employment in a different household where they were content. Grace Martin, 

for example, left a post where she was unhappy and found new employment 

as a cook-general elsewhere.205 She recalled that this family were ‘the kindest 

people imaginable, more friends than master and mistress’.206 Grace moved 

with the family to several new homes, only leaving this post because she had 

to return home to care for her mother when she became ill.207 If happy in a 

position, it was not unusual for women to remain employed for many years in 

the same household. Mrs H. Wooland started her first job as a kitchen maid in 

a ‘castle’, where she remained for seven years, finally leaving upon 

marriage.208 Florence Cooter obtained her first job as a nursemaid when she 

was just over fourteen years old. She felt particularly suited to this role 

because she was ‘very fond of children’ and did such a good job that by the 

time she ‘was 15 I did everything for her [the baby] and stayed 8 yrs’.209  

Of course, even domestic service in a pleasant household could take an 

emotional and physical toll on the individual, particularly when caring for 

children. Lucy Delap argues that ‘the character of the relationships servants 

sustained with employing families was necessarily complex and 
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ambivalent’.210 The exhausting nature of care and service is clear in Florence’s 

reminiscences: ‘owing to my work bringing up two children I had a break-down 

and was in bed for weeks’.211 After recovering, she did not return to domestic 

service, but instead took on another caring role as an assistant to a local 

doctor, helping to look after patients.212  

Finally, two female autobiographers were employed in manufacturing: Hilda 

Snowman worked as a weaver in the cotton industry in Bolton, whereas Marion 

Owen found work in a newer industry, in a firm that painted lampshades. 

Despite the very different settings, the two accounts share some commonalties 

concerning manufacturing work: the biggest complaint appeared to be the 

inadequate measures taken by their employers to ensure the health of their 

workers. Marion noted that the factory was not always ‘comfortable’ as the 

building only had one large fire which would often go out, and as a result ‘most 

of us suffered from chilblains’.213 Hilda Snowman also recalled how the labour-

intensive work in the cotton factory caused her ill health: ‘the harder work 

began to take its toll for me as it had done for other workers on these machines 
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and like others I had a breakdown’.214 However, both women noted the 

happiness that they found through their work. Hilda Snowman stated that once 

she had recovered her health, ‘life seemed to be happy once more, I was 

getting on well with my weaving and earning a nice steady wage’.215 Marion 

Owen also focused on the pleasure of workplace socialising and friendships. 

She felt that her time at the factory ‘was all very valuable, and above all, 

enjoyable. Friendships made at this firm, endured for years … I look back upon 

it as one of the happiest periods of my life’.216  

Regardless of whether the women enjoyed or disliked their work, their time 

spent in full time paid employment was much shorter than that of their male 

counterparts. The majority of the female autobiographers left full-time work 

once married,217 one exception being Annie Lord who had to be the 

‘breadwinner’ for her family as her husband ‘never had [a] regular job’.218 She 

even took her children with her to her work as domestic help ‘and they use[d] 

to have to play in the ladies garden while I did the work’.219 This general trend 

towards leaving full-time employment after marriage is unsurprising. For those 

employed in teaching and clerical roles, there was a formal ‘marriage bar’ 
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which prohibited women from being employed in these positions after their 

wedding. Ellsye Finnie worked as a secretary in a solicitor’s office and recalled 

having to leave her post: ‘a girl automatically left her career when she married, 

and settled down into housekeeping as a fulltime job’.220 Florence Abel also 

noted that she was ‘bound to retire on marriage’ from her job as a civil 

servant’.221  

In most occupations, there was not an actual bar on married women’s work 

and there were still employers who hired married women. For example, 

married women comprised thirty-six per cent of all female textile workers in 

1931.222 However, there were other more practical reasons for leaving 

employment upon marriage. For example, those employed in domestic service 

often had to leave their post because they had been required to live in their 

employer’s dwelling, which would not have been possible, or desirable, once 

married.  

Maternal responsibilities after the birth of a child also often ended working-

class married woman’s full-time employment because of a lack of alternative 

childcare. Hilda Snowman explained that she had ‘intended to stay on working 

so that Fred [her husband] and I could give something to our mothers each 

week, for both were widows’.223 Her plans soon changed when she became 
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pregnant. After the birth of her child, Hilda never returned to the workplace.224 

Gertrude Freeman also recalled that shortly after her marriage ‘two of the 

office staff fell ill’ where her husband Val worked, so she was asked to go in 

and help in the afternoons: ‘I very much enjoyed this as it helped me to 

understand more about that side of Val’s life’.225 It appears that she then gave 

up her ‘regular work in the office’ after the birth of her son.226  

Ellsye’s and Florence’s expressions of sadness upon leaving their work 

suggests that many working-class women were unhappy at being expected to 

leave their job to run the home. However, Elizabeth Roberts notes that even 

those women who ‘were proud of their skill, their efforts, and their contributions 

to the family budget … rarely had any ambition to go on earning wages all their 

lives’.227 Some at least of the female autobiographers were glad to leave full-

time work. May Rainer, for example, wrote that it suited her ‘not to have a 

regular job’ after she was married, although she did take up some ‘outdoor 

catering work’ with her mother.228 Such part-time work was not unusual and 

many of the female autobiographers and the male autobiographers’ wives may 

have taken on part-time work when it was needed. As Roberts notes ‘for 

economic reasons it was often not possible in practice for working-class 

women to pursue this idyll’ of a domestic angel whose only job was to run the 
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home.229 So whilst the expectation may have been for a wife to stop working 

after marriage, it was not uncommon for wives to undertake part-time work in 

times of trouble. For example, Harry Dorrell recalled that his wife’s part-time 

work was invaluable in keeping them afloat when he was unemployed at the 

start of their marriage: ‘Joan was working part-time, I had left Short Bros. and 

was seeking another appointment in personnel management … somehow 

Joan managed our family finances with her accustomed calm and 

confidence’.230 

The Second World War marked the start of a significant change in the 

employment rates and opportunities for married women. Penny Summerfield 

notes: ‘in 1931, ten per cent of married women worked, but twenty-two per 

cent did so in 1951. They now represented forty-three per cent of all female 

employees … the pattern of a predominantly young female workforce was 

changing’.231 Yet for the female autobiographers, the biggest change to 

employment opportunities noted was the relaxation of the marriage bar in 

clerical and teaching occupations due to wartime labour shortages, which 

prompted a few of the female autobiographers to return to the workplace. 

Florence Abel, for example, recalled that the government department where 

she had previously been employed had lifted the marriage bar to hire extra 

clerks.232 Like many working-class wives who took on part-time work, Florence 
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stressed that she had re-entered the workforce solely to earn a little more 

income for the family.233 The danger of travelling to work during the persistent 

aerial bombardment of London eventually made her quit, but she later got a 

part-time job closer to home as a wages clerk.234 Mary Hollinrake also took 

advantage of the lifting of the marriage bar and returned to teaching. She wrote 

that ‘there was no chance in those days of teaching after marriage … this was 

to change with the onset of the Second World War when married teachers 

were in demand. I taught part time during this war’.235 Florence and Mary both 

stressed their husband’s dislike of their re-entry into the workforce. Florence 

recalled that her husband had put up ‘a good deal of opposition’ when she 

decided to return to the civil service.236 Similarly, Mary recalled that her 

husband had ‘a rather Victorian attitude about working wives and he didn’t 

care for me having a job’.237 Although her husband tolerated her work, she 

considered that men at the time still ‘did not like their wives following their own 

profession’.238 

Conclusion  

Some of the female autobiographers took advantage of post-war changes to 

married women’s employment. It is not clear whether Florence Cooter stayed 

on in her part-time role as a wages clerk, but regardless of her husband’s 
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opposition, Mary Hollinrake continued to teach part-time after the war. She ‘did 

supply teaching’ before getting a permanent teaching post.239 Kathleen 

Betterton also took up teaching again after the abolition of the marriage bar 

when her husband was out of work.240 This was not necessarily out of any love 

for teaching but in order to contribute to her family’s finances: ‘we were hard-

up most of the time, but only once desperately so. That was when Richard was 

made redundant and I nervously plunged into teaching Latin in a mixed 

grammar school’.241  

These two women were still in the minority and for the majority of the female 

writers, employment opportunities or patterns hardly changed after the war. 

Overall, the autobiographers’ reminiscences suggest that between 1900 and 

1945 there was a great deal of continuity with the previous generation’s 

patterns of employment. The autobiographers recalled their entry into the 

world of work, on average at the age of fourteen, with varying degrees of 

acceptance and trepidation. Yet their overarching attitude was that their full-

time employment was ‘a matter of family concern’.242 Regardless of any 

potential opportunity to further their education, the majority of these working-
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class families still relied on their children entering employment as soon as 

possible in order for them to bring home much needed extra income.243  

Like their fathers, the male autobiographers entered into employment after 

finishing their education and remained dutifully employed until they retired. 

Their work was affected by the Great Depression and the Second World War, 

yet these issues were not unique to this generation, as job insecurity had 

frequently plagued the working-class and their fathers had also faced potential 

disruption to their own employment during the First World War, either through 

enlistment or through war work (see also chapters one and two). Overall, the 

male autobiographers had far more potential avenues of employment open to 

them than their female counterparts. Eight followed their father into his trade, 

while the remaining sixteen went into a variety of different occupations. Some 

followed a steady career path in one area of employment, while others jumped 

from job to job: the variety of unskilled work they could obtain seems to have 

been almost limitless.  

In contrast, the female autobiographers had far fewer opportunities open to 

them. They, like the preceding generations before them, were funnelled into 

occupations deemed to be suitable for working-class women. There is 

evidence in this sample of the increasing popularity and availability of clerical 

and teaching work, although the eight who went into these occupations often 

did so at their parents’ direction: like most working-class children, they had 
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little control over their initial employment. In any case, despite the growing 

popularity of clerical or office work, domestic service remained the biggest 

area of female working-class employment, with ten of the female 

autobiographers being employed in this sector.  

Not only did the female autobiographers have far less autonomy and fewer 

options available to them, but their employment life cycle also differed from 

that of their male counterparts. Like their mothers before them, the majority 

entered full-time work after leaving school and left shortly after marriage. This 

was either due to the bar which prevented the employment of married women 

in white-collar occupations such as teaching, or a tacit one that made 

employment after marriage impossible, such as the live-in requirement of 

domestic work, or pregnancy and a lack of childcare provision. The female 

autobiographers’ lives conformed to the previous generation’s ideas of female 

working-class domesticity, which prioritised housewifery. The biggest change 

to these working-class women’s employment took place during the Second 

World War when restrictions of the employment of married women were 

relaxed, but this affected only a minority of the female autobiographers.  

It was in education, rather than employment, that the autobiographers noted 

the most significant changes compared to their parents’ generation. The 

various legislative changes that occurred during the early twentieth century, 

particularly the raising of the school leaving age from twelve to fourteen, meant 

that they would likely have stayed in education on average two years longer 

than their parents. They also had more opportunities to access further 

education and fourteen of the autobiographers continued directly into 

secondary or higher full-time education or returned to full-time education in 
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adulthood.244 Yet even though some places were now being awarded free of 

charge to pupils of local elementary schools,245 family obligations were such 

that many were denied the chance for progression: scholarships may have 

covered the fees, but not extras such as uniforms. They certainly did not cover 

the lost earnings of a family whose child was not working.  

That said, secondary schooling was not the only way to obtain further 

education. An additional eleven autobiographers attended part-time classes, 

mostly funded by employers. Surprisingly, although working-class girls had 

additional domestic and family obligations, more of the female 

autobiographers went on into further education. Yet, unlike their male 

counterparts, the six female autobiographers who obtained college level, or 

higher education, were directed into specific educational areas that would 

ultimately lead to employment in a gendered field, notably clerical work, or 

teaching. 

Overall, whilst the twentieth century did witness a variety of changes to both 

the education and employment opportunities of the working-class, the majority 

of these changes occurred after the Second World War. For both the male and 

female autobiographers studied here, their ability to take advantage of these 

changes were still influenced and limited by ideas about domesticity, family 

obligations and by poverty, which prevented many from furthering their 

education, securing autonomy over their employment path or remaining in the 

workplace once married. 

 
244 See Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information. 
245 Beddoe, Back to Home and Duty, p. 40. 
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Conclusion - ‘How far the world has progressed in my time … I must not 

forget – two world wars. Hope that there is or will not be a third’1 

 

This thesis has considered the extent to which two world wars, various social 

changes and shifting working-class family patterns and attitudes towards 

domesticity, influenced or altered the lives of fifty working-class individuals 

who grew up and grew older in England between 1900 and 1945. By analysing 

their autobiographical reminiscences, this thesis has argued that these events 

and changes did not drastically alter the lives of these individuals. This is not 

to deny that the twentieth century bore witness to many changes that affected 

the working-class population as a whole. Indeed, there have been many 

excellent academic works testifying to the fact that they did. Rather, the 

autobiographical reminiscences examined in this thesis demonstrate that not 

all of these changes would have been impactful or indeed perceived as 

relevant to the personal lives of each individual. Whilst exploring these events 

and changes at this micro-level – through the lens of fifty autobiographies – 

this thesis highlighted many experiences that are echoed in much of the 

existing historiography detailed in the literature review and referenced 

throughout the thesis, but importantly, it also uncovered everyday experiences 

that have not received academic attention. This thesis has attempted both to 

correct this oversight, shedding new light on the complexities of working-class 

 
1 Samuel Mountford, ‘A Memoir’, Britain, 1976, p. 17. Burnett Archive of 

Working Class Autobiographies (hereafter Burnett Archive) – Brunel University 

– 2:544. 
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lives in the first half of the twentieth century, and to examine the ways in which 

these were remembered and recorded in their autobiographies, noting both 

what was seen as worthy of mentioning and what was, sometimes surprisingly, 

forgotten.  

The First and Second World Wars 

The quotation that begins this conclusion is taken from the autobiography of 

Samuel Mountford and is telling. For Samuel, the two world wars were almost 

forgettable, so little impact do they appear to have had on his life. It may seem 

surprising that one could live through two worldwide conflicts and yet only 

reference them as an afterthought. However, this is indicative of the first main 

finding of this thesis: that neither the First nor the Second World War 

completely overshadowed or irrevocably altered the autobiographers’ lives. 

There is a general agreement, both in academic writing and in collective 

memory, that both wars resulted in almost universal experiences of death and 

absence. The all-pervasiveness of these experiences was questioned in 

chapters one and two of this thesis. As chapter one argued, the First World 

War, in particular, is viewed as a ‘massacre of young men’ which ‘left a 

generation of parents without sons, wives without husbands, children without 

fathers’.2 However, the reminiscences studied in this thesis offered a different 

story in terms of war-related mortality. Overall, the First World War had 

markedly little effect on these fifty autobiographers’ family mortality rates: only 

four lost a brother(s) and only one autobiographer lost their father. The war-

 
2 Gary Sheffield, Forgotten Victory, The First World War: Myths and Realities 

(London: Headline, 2001), p. 19. 
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related death of an immediate family member was remarkably uncommon. 

Indeed, more of the autobiographers lost a father to infectious disease in the 

pre-war years than as a result of the conflict. Death by no means dominated 

the majority of the autobiographers’ experiences and memories of the First 

World War. 

Chapter one also revealed a similar lack of war-related mortality in the 

autobiographical recollections of the Second World War. In this conflict, none 

of the autobiographers lost an immediate family member as a result of warfare. 

Notably, references to death were either downplayed or conspicuously absent 

from their wartime narratives. This was unexpected, as all twenty-four of the 

male autobiographers were now of military age and thirteen were involved in 

some form of military service. Despite serving in the war, the thirteen 

servicemen focused on their concern for their loved ones at home, rather than 

their own safety or dangers they had endured. Yet, even those who remained 

on the home front as civilians – often in close proximity to both death and 

destruction caused by aerial bombing – did not focus overwhelmingly on death 

when recalling their personal experiences. The conspicuous absence of death 

in either the servicemen’s or the civilians’ autobiographical narratives can 

partly be attributed to the obvious fact that they must have survived the war in 

order to write their life story. Regardless, whether unconscious or conscious, 

this silence suggests that death was not an overarching part of their wartime 

experiences. The recollections of these fifty individuals indicated that contrary 

to collective memory and much academic writing, living through two world 

wars, during which the proximity to death may have increased, did not 

automatically equate to a life that was dominated by it.  
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Chapter two highlighted similar findings in connection with wartime absences. 

Just as death did not overshadow the autobiographers’ life stories, neither did 

wartime absences. It is often assumed in academic literature that the absence 

of a father or spouse on military service would have been so traumatic that it 

would have irreversibly altered family relationships. Yet, as chapter two has 

shown, for these fifty individuals, when wartime separations did occur, during 

both the First and Second World War, family relationships took a little time to 

settle back to some normality, but they were by no means all irrevocably 

damaged. Reflecting on their youth during the First World War, the temporary 

absence of a father on military service was more frequently recorded by the 

autobiographers than instances of death. However, it was still only just thirteen 

of the fifty autobiographers who stated that their father was absent from the 

family home while on active duty of some kind. The low incidence of 

servicemen fathers in this sample also counters the assumption that England 

was practically devoid of civilian men during the war. As chapter two 

highlighted, not every man of military service age was enlisted or conscripted 

into the armed forces and the fathers who remained on the home front were 

not part of a minority group. Many men, as was the case for the majority of 

these autobiographers’ fathers, remained on the home front as civilians for a 

variety of reasons: their occupation was protected as vital to the war effort, 

they suffered from ill health, they were too old, or they objected to the war as 

a matter of conscience – although notably, none of the fathers in this sample 

were conscientious objectors. 

Yet even in cases when wartime absences did occur, they do not appear to 

have had a long-lasting effect on the autobiographers’ lives. Chapter two 
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concluded that having a father absent during the war did not preclude the 

autobiographers from having a close relationship with him upon his return. 

Arguably it was notions of working-class fathers as distant breadwinner 

figures, which led to the assumption that it would be hard for them to reconnect 

with their family upon their return. However, as chapter three revealed, many 

of the autobiographers enjoyed a loving and close relationship with their father. 

These reminiscences suggest, therefore, that the ability of a father to 

reconnect with his family after a wartime separation had much more to do with 

the individual’s personality than with the duration or cause of his absence. 

A similar picture emerged in chapter two regarding absence in the Second 

World War. As adults during this conflict, thirteen of the male autobiographers 

enlisted or were conscripted, as did the spouses of four of the female 

autobiographers. Yet, once more, their absence was not remembered as 

unduly altering their relationships with other family members once they 

returned home. Whilst it may have taken some time for them to become 

reacquainted with each other, their absence certainly did not lead to family 

breakdown. Furthermore, chapter two revealed that one war-related 

separation was mentioned surprisingly infrequently in these recollections: that 

of child evacuees. Evacuees are synonymous with the Second World War in 

collective memory and the historiography of life on the British home front, and 

yet although thirty of the autobiographers had children before 1945, only six 

noted that their child or children were relocated as part of the evacuation 

scheme. Moreover, these absences tended to be short, with children returning 

home in the absence of enemy action. So, whilst many parents did evacuate 
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their children, this was by no means the experience of all parents and children, 

and neither was it their experience for the whole duration of the war.  

Just as chapters one and two exposed a distinct lack of memories of war-

related deaths or absences, the final three chapters revealed a similar lack of 

impact of both world wars on other areas of the autobiographers’ lives. Chapter 

three demonstrated that marriage and childbirth continued despite wartime 

conditions and wartime absences. Chapter four also argued that the 

autobiographers’ consumption patterns altered little. They discussed food 

rationing in both world wars, but as they were already accustomed to a frugal 

diet, they do not appear to have been unduly affected by the shortages. 

Similarly, the autobiographers noted that their leisure pursuits continued 

despite the war, and their housing was only affected in the rare cases of bomb 

damage. Likewise, chapter five revealed that whilst many of the fifty individuals 

ended up in war-related work during both wars (although war-related work was 

more common amongst the sample during the Second World War due to the 

age range of the autobiographers), their employment opportunities were by no 

means revolutionised as these jobs ended as soon as the conflict was over. 

Those entering employment after the First World War or returning to 

employment after temporary war-related work ended in 1918, experienced 

very similar employment patterns and opportunities as the working-class 

generation before them. The only significant change noted was the lifting of 

the marriage bar for women employed in teaching and clerical jobs following 

the end of the Second World War, but this was generally of little consequence 

to the female autobiographers' employment patterns.  
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Social changes 

Whilst the two world wars were undoubtedly the predominant events of the 

first half of the twentieth century, there were other changes to society occurring 

in the background. The three that this thesis addressed are educational 

reform, employment opportunities and the fertility decline. Historians have 

tended to look at these changes across a longer time frame and from a broader 

perspective, arguing that such an approach sheds light on the profound 

changes in the lives of the working class by the end of the twentieth century. 

However, the second main finding of this thesis was that whilst there certainly 

was change occurring in working-class education, employment and fertility, 

the slow progressive nature of this change across the whole century meant 

that it only had a limited impact on the autobiographers’ lives between 1900 

and 1945 – social changes are certainly reflected on in the individuals’ life 

stories, but they are not foregrounded in the autobiographical narrative.  

As noted in chapter five, by the start of the twentieth century, England had 

already seen decades of educational reform, as the need for a more literate 

class of workers prompted action to ensure that working-class children 

obtained an elementary education. In 1880 it was made compulsory for all 

children to attend primary school. This gradual social and legislative shift 

towards prioritising elementary education for all children was undoubtedly 

important in ensuring that the fifty autobiographers obtained at least a basic 

education. Indeed, although the school leaving age was not officially raised 

from twelve to fourteen until the 1918 Education Act, the autobiographers in 

this sample on average left school at the age of fourteen, including the majority 

of those born before 1906, who could have left school at the age of twelve. 
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The fact that most remained in education up until the age of fourteen could 

indicate a shift by some working-class parents towards prioritising a slightly 

longer time spent in education over earlier entry into the workplace. 

This finding is corroborated by the number of autobiographers who also 

progressed into some form of further education. Overall, twenty-three of these 

fifty individuals continued studying at secondary school, college, technical 

college, evening classes or even university. Although not quite the majority 

experience, the fact that twenty-three individuals had the chance to undertake 

some form of further education also indicates a shift among the working class 

towards acknowledging the importance of education in terms of employability 

or even social mobility. The most surprising finding, however, was that 

fourteen of those twenty-three were female. This was unexpected, as the 

suggestion in the academic literature is that the working class continued to 

prioritise the education of their sons over that of their daughters during this 

period, as they typically spent the longest time in paid employment. That is not 

to say that these female autobiographers experienced a radical newfound 

autonomy regarding their education. Working-class parents remained firmly in 

charge of the decisions made about their children’s education. As chapter five 

showed, it was predominantly parents, and occasionally teachers, who chose 

the educational path that they deemed to be most appropriate for their 

children, both boys and girls. For the female autobiographers, this was an 

education that led to a gendered form of employment: clerical work or 

teaching.  

Whilst the reminiscences studied in this thesis do indicate that educational 

reform during the early twentieth century provided the autobiographers with 
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more opportunities than their parents to progress into further education, this 

change did not mean that all working-class families could, or did, allow their 

child’s further education. As chapter five also revealed, at least eight of these 

fifty working-class individuals were unable to continue into further education 

due to family obligations. Whilst scholarship places were free, they did not take 

into account the levels of poverty that these working-class families 

experienced. They did not cover the extra costs associated with further study, 

such as uniforms or books, and many families did not have the disposable 

income to cover these costs. In addition, many working-class families 

continued to rely on the extra income that their children brought into the family 

home, and whilst they may have waited for them to finish elementary school, 

they could not necessarily wait much longer. It was not until after the Second 

World War that further extensive educational reform made it possible for all 

working-class children to attend secondary education, by raising the 

compulsory school leaving age and making secondary education free for 

everyone: too late for many of these autobiographers. As Bessie Wallis noted, 

for children of her generation: ‘It was a child’s bad luck if [s]he were both clever 

– and poor’.3 

Chapter five also questioned whether the first half of the twentieth century 

ushered in changes to working-class employment opportunities and 

suggested that the majority of the autobiographers had little choice but to 

follow the same employment patterns as their parents. This was particularly 

 
3 Bessie Wallis, ‘Yesterday’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 33. Burnett Archive – 

2:794. 
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the case for the female autobiographers, whose employment opportunities 

remained limited. Those who were unable to access, or did not seek further 

education, all ended up in either domestic service or factory work, sectors that 

were at the start of the twentieth century two of the biggest employers of 

working-class women and continued to be so, at least until after the Second 

World War. As already noted, the female autobiographers who progressed into 

further education went into different forms of employment, although these were 

still occupations that were deemed to be suitable for women – either clerical 

work or teaching. These women had managed to enter a new form of 

employment, but they were still tied by contemporary ideas about domesticity 

and a woman’s place in the family. The marriage bar in teaching and clerical 

work forced women to resign after marriage. It took another world war for this 

bar to be lifted, although perhaps unsurprisingly, considering their family 

responsibilities, not many of the female autobiographers previously employed 

in these occupations returned to work. Indeed, the majority of the female 

autobiographers’ employment was similarly affected by contemporary 

working-class domestic ideals, as they left work either upon marriage or 

childbirth because the running of the home and any child-rearing inevitably fell 

to them.  

Chapter five also demonstrated a similar lack of change to the male 

autobiographers’ working patterns or employment opportunities. Like the 

previous generation, all the men in this sample started work as soon as they 

left school and continued to work until they reached old age. Like the female 

autobiographers in the sample, most of the men went into blue-collar and 

manual work, with only a couple of cases where individuals obtained a job that 
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could possibly be considered white-collar: James Challender Newton ended 

up working for His Majesty’s Stationery Office and Thomas Waddicor started 

his own advertising company.4 Furthermore, although scholars have 

emphasised the importance of occupational identities to early twentieth-

century working-class masculinities, these reminiscences revealed a different 

picture of male working-class work during this period. Many of the male 

autobiographers appear to have taken whatever job was available to them, 

frequently moving between different employment areas, even if they were not 

obviously qualified to do so. Their priority seems to have been to earn an 

income, to ensure that they could fulfil their breadwinner role.  

Finally, the impact of the fertility decline on the autobiographers’ lives, and the 

ways in which it was reflected in their memories were explored. As argued in 

chapter three, the autobiographers' fertility patterns paralleled the more 

general twentieth-century trend towards smaller family units. At the start of the 

twentieth century, the average number of children per natal family in England 

was around four.5 This was reflected in the sample’s birth family’s 

demographics, as on average their parents had 4.6 children. By the 1930s the 

number of children on average per natal family had dropped to 2.2.6 Again, 

 
4 James Challender Newton, ‘The Life, Times and Experiences of One Man, 

1912-1977’, Britain, 1977, p. 4. Richmond upon Thames Local Studies Library 

and Archive – L 920 NEW, shelf 40:1; Thomas Waddicor, ‘Memories of 

Hightown and Beyond’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 33. Burnett Archive – 2:787. 
5 Michael Anderson, Approaches to the History of the Western Family, 1500-

1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), p. 7. 
6 Thomas Heyck, A History of the Peoples of the British Isles: From 1870 to 

the Present (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 156. 
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this drop was reflected in the sample’s fertility rate: the average number of 

children they had per natal family was 2.2. On average this was two fewer 

children than their parents’ generation, although large working-class families 

by no means disappeared, as several of the autobiographers had four or more 

children. Yet, the trend towards a smaller family size was not discussed within 

the autobiographies, nor were they forthcoming with the methods used to limit 

their family size. This suggests that the autobiographers considered the topic 

either too private or too mundane to be shared with the reader. 

Family relationships and domesticity 

Whilst the drop in fertility was indicative of a significant change in working-

class family patterns during the first half of the twentieth century, this does not 

mean that working-class family and domestic ideals had radically changed too. 

The third main finding of this thesis was that working-class experiences of, and 

attitudes towards, the family life cycle changed little in the course of the first 

half of the twentieth century and that the domestic aspirations of this 

generation paralleled those of the previous one.  

Chapter three established that the sample were highly likely to get married, 

indicating the continued popularity of marriage among the English working 

class by the mid-twentieth century. The one discernible change was the type 

of marriage that the autobiographers expected to have. As various academic 

works have argued, and as is discussed in chapter three, marriage at the start 

of the twentieth century came with a specific idea of domesticity attached to it. 

Wives were tasked with looking after the domestic side, often in charge of 

budgeting, housework, and the rearing of children. Husbands, in contrast, 
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were expected to be the breadwinners, tasked with working to ensure that 

there was money for their family. At some point during the twentieth century 

this model of marriage – characterised by its unequal share of power and 

responsibility – lost some ground. In its place, a ‘companionate’ style of 

marriage gained popularity. In a companionate marriage, partners were seen 

to be more equal, holding a more equal share of responsibilities, adopting a 

more romantic attitude towards one another and enjoying leisure time 

together. There is some debate as to when this style of marriage became 

popular with the English working class, but these autobiographies suggest that 

such attitudes towards marriage had gained some currency by the interwar 

period. Many of the autobiographers described their marriage partners in 

affectionate terms, often noting the activities that they enjoyed together. 

However, ideas of domesticity were by no means radically changed during this 

period. As already noted, many of the female autobiographers left their jobs, 

either after marriage or after childbirth, to run the home, which meant that, like 

their mothers, they relied on their breadwinner husband to provide the majority 

of their income.  

The autobiographers’ decision to marry before having children also testified to 

the fact that married two-parent families, with children born in wedlock, 

remained the acceptable, desirable, and expected family pattern for this 

generation of the working class. As chapter two noted, very few of the 

autobiographers came from non-conventional family groups. Nearly all came 

from two-parent households and only a handful were born out of wedlock. This 

thesis has shown that the autobiographers, although likely unconsciously, 

aspired to adopt the same pattern of family life as their parents. Expectations 
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about a ‘normal’ family life cycle pattern were also explored in chapter one, 

which focused just as much on working-class expectations of life as it did on 

death. Whilst the death of an immediate family member as a result of warfare 

was rare, the autobiographers inevitably lost loved ones during their lifetime. 

It is apparent that their reactions to the loss of an immediate family member 

were influenced by their expectations of when, and roughly in what order, their 

close relatives were likely to, and ‘should’ die. 

It was when death occurred ‘off schedule’ that the autobiographers were 

particularly emotive in their descriptions of their grief. The individuals who lost 

a parent as a child dedicated a good deal of their narrative to expressing their 

upset over the premature loss of their loved one. However, as they progressed 

into adulthood, the language used to describe a parent’s death became far 

more pragmatic and stoic: these deaths were upsetting but seen as inevitable. 

This change in linguistic style also reflected their changing priorities in 

adulthood as they progressed away from their parental family and gained 

independence, often with their priorities switching to the wellbeing of their 

spouse and children.  

These findings are perhaps not surprising, but they do offer a nuanced 

understanding of death, grief, and working-class family relationships in the first 

half of the twentieth century, particularly regarding infant mortality. The infant 

mortality rate had begun to drop by the start of the twentieth century. However, 
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around 154 per 1000 children still died before the age of one.7 Tony Walter 

noted that in the past, parents had treated the death of an infant in a cavalier 

manner because infant mortality was so common.8 Chapter one argued that 

this was not the case. These autobiographers’ reminiscences suggest that, 

although common, infant mortality was by no means a painless experience. 

For the four autobiographers who lost an infant child in the years before the 

Second World War,9 these deaths were undoubtedly traumatic, and they 

devoted a good deal of space in their reminiscences to documenting their grief. 

To them, it did not matter that infant mortality rates were high, the loss of their 

child was still deeply upsetting.  

However, it is notable that whilst these four autobiographers did mourn their 

infant child, they also found a modicum of comfort in the shared experience of 

working-class infant mortality. For example, Stanley Rice reflected after the 

loss of his infant child that ‘this misfortune has been the lot of many’.10 It could 

be argued that historians have misread working-class attempts to find comfort 

in shared trauma as a lack of emotional response to the death of infant 

children. Taken on its own, the ‘this misfortune has been the lot of many’ 

response seems rather cavalier, but in fact, it can be interpreted as an attempt 

to console oneself with the knowledge that other families had experienced the 

 
7 Peter Jupp and Tony Walter, ‘The Healthy Society: 1918-98’, in Peter Jupp 

and Clare Gittings (eds.), Death in England: An Illustrated History 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), pp. 256-282 (p. 259). 
8 Tony Walter, The Revival of Death (Oxon: Routledge, 1994), p. 51. 
9 See Appendix Four: Mortality Information. 
10 Stanley Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone: Times and Incidents 

Remembered’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 37. Burnett Archive – 2:661. 
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same loss. Such comfort was not available to the four autobiographers whose 

child died in the years after the Second World War. As health care improved 

and infant mortality rates continued to fall, the death of a child, at any age, 

before his or her parents became so rare that it could only be viewed as the 

most traumatic experience a parent can go through. Indeed, Cyril Smith 

testifies to this when describing the premature death of his son: ‘apart from the 

simple grief at the death of our son I was angry at the manner of his death and 

that he and I should end our lives in the wrong order’.11  

This thesis, furthermore, has shown not only that the autobiographers aspired 

to follow a similar family life-cycle pattern as the previous generation, but also 

that they had internalised and almost idolised the working-class expectations 

of domesticity that had been passed down to them, recalling these memories 

with rose-tinted nostalgia. Evidence of this was found, rather unexpectedly, in 

descriptions of consumption. Chapter four revealed that consumption matters, 

particularly relating to food, leisure, and housing, were predominantly 

relegated to the childhood portion of the autobiographers’ narrative. Yet further 

to this, the autobiographers also used the recurring focus on the supposedly 

simple and carefree nature of their childhood consumption to reiterate the early 

twentieth-century working-class domestic and family ideals that were closely 

bound up with them. This was particularly the case with food consumption. 

The majority of the autobiographers described the food that they had 

consumed as children as sufficient and healthy, if not plentiful. The importance 

 
11 Cyril Smith, ‘This is Mine: The Recollections and Reflections of C.D. Smith’, 

Britain, 1987, p. 155. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
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of the working-class mother in providing this food cannot be overestimated. 

The autobiographers often focused on their mother’s ability to be a frugal 

budgeter and a resourceful cook, all markers of ‘good’ working-class mothers. 

Any mothers who failed to live up to these standards were condemned by the 

author. Although not stated, presumably these were also the standards of 

domesticity that they aspired to as adults.  

There was a similar theme of working-class family domesticity to be found in 

descriptions of leisure and housing. The autobiographers focused on their 

inexpensive, wholesome leisure activities, both inside and outside the home. 

They described singing, reading, or playing games together with their family in 

the home and playing street games with their peers outside it. Even their 

homes, which they often described as small, cramped or even unsuitable for 

human habitation, were still paradoxically remembered fondly as cosy family 

spaces and a place of domesticity and childhood innocence. The 

autobiographers, furthermore, insisted that such domestic ideals and family 

values were no longer valued by contemporary generations. They suggested 

that the excessive consumption of cheap food in contemporary society had led 

to a generation of gluttons. As well as lamenting the continued destruction of 

the urban landscape of their childhood, they also criticised families for 

supposedly no longer spending quality time together and for their over-reliance 

on television for entertainment.  

Indeed, the autobiographers appear to have been rather critical of the changes 

they perceived to have occurred between their youth and the time of writing in 

the latter half of the twentieth century. Syd Metcalfe, for example, wrote that 

life had been much simpler at the start of the century. He mused at the time of 
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writing that ‘I am sure that opportunities for adventure and excitement were 

greater then than now … we were simpler then … it made for higher peaks 

and lower troughs of emotion, which left us less time for the boredom that 

seems to be so much a part of today’.12 He even took the view that the Second 

World War was the sort of adventurous event that the next generation had 

missed out on: 

It is unlikely too that he will ever be stranded for two days on Dunkirk 

beach, struggling to find a way off, while the skies are filled with 

enemy planes. He might well say, ‘well, who wants to?’ But it was 

these things that gave life an intensity and colour that makes a story 

worth telling.13  

There also appears to have been an underlying concern that changes to 

society had resulted in a loss of innocence. This ‘new’ society was viewed as 

more dangerous and destructive than the one they grew up in, even with two 

world wars. W. Westley wrote: ‘I sometimes wonder, [what] have we found in 

place of the innocence, peace and tranquillity?’.14 Fred Baxter was particularly 

vocal in condemning contemporary society for being far more dangerous than 

the one he had grown up in: ‘people talk about those bad old days which 

according to today’s terrible happenings were marvellous good old days. 

Today’s world is a disgrace to humanity; more murders, rapes, muggings, 

 
12 Syd Metcalfe, ‘One Speck of Humanity’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 2. Burnett 

Archive – 2:526. 
13 Ibid., p. 2. 
14 W. Westley, ‘Condensed Autobiography of W. Westley (nee Fallon) Born 

1906’, Britain, n.d. [c.1980s?], p. 11. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
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burglaries, not enough religion … forgive them Father for they know not what 

they might do’.15 

Whilst not all of the autobiographers held such a negative view of society in 

the final quarter of the twentieth century, these reminiscences suggest that 

change may not always have been viewed as wholly positive by those who 

actually lived through it, despite the assumption that social, economic and 

political changes were of most benefit to the working class. Despite the 

sometimes traumatic and difficult events experienced by many in their early 

lives, nostalgia, and a sense of a ‘lost morality’ were just as prevalent in 

autobiographical writings as notions of ongoing progress. Although the first 

half of the twentieth century is often portrayed as a time of radical turmoil, 

overshadowed by destructive events and underlined by social inequality, by 

analysing these fifty individuals’ life stories on this micro-scale, it has been 

possible to demonstrate that not every English working-class individual would 

have experienced, been influenced by, or had their entire life completely 

overshadowed by such issues. This thesis has drawn upon these 

autobiographical reminiscences to conclude that, for many, like these fifty 

individuals who grew up between 1900 and 1945, theirs was quite simply ‘an 

ordinary average life with all its ups and downs’.16 

 

 
15 Fred Baxter, ‘Cemetery Side of 83 Years: The Life Story of a Bury St. 

Edmunds Man’, Britain, 1993, pp. 42-43. Burnett Archive – Uncatalogued. 
16 Rice, ‘The Memories of a Rolling Stone’, p. 1. 
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Name 
(Surname, 
Forename) 

Date of 
birth 

Birthplace A short overview of the autobiography 
 
 

Abel, 

Florence 

1900 Just outside London Florence Abel’s short autobiography documents the ups and downs of 

her family life. Her father died of influenza in 1919 when Florence was 

nineteen and she had to take over as the breadwinner of the family. 

Although engaged for several years, Florence waited to marry until her 

youngest brother finished school, after which point Florence’s 

breadwinner duties were over. She then married her fiancé in 1928. In 

1931 she gave birth to one daughter.  

Abington, 

William 

1903 Kimbolton 

(Cambridgeshire) 

William Abington’s in-depth autobiography covered many different topics, 

including street games, Sunday school treats, the general strike and 

civilian life during the Second World War. He joined his father in the 

tailoring business after finishing school in 1919 and married his wife in 

1936 but included no information as to whether they had any children. 

William’s autobiography ended with the death of his father which 

coincided with the end of the Second World War.   

 

Appendix One: Short Overviews of the Autobiographies 
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Austin, Mrs 

V 

1910  Slough 

(Berkshire) 

Mrs V. Austin’s autobiography covered her poor but happy childhood in 

Slough, meeting her husband whom she married in 1935, and the birth of 

her daughter.  

Ayre, Joe 9 March 

1910 

Liverpool 

(Lancashire) 

Joe Ayre’s autobiography focused on his hatred of capitalism as a 

Socialist. Joe and his younger brother ran away from home when Joe 

was ten years old following the death of his mother and the subsequent 

remarriage of his father to his abusive stepmother. When he and his 

brother refused to tell the police where they lived, they were placed in a 

sheltering home for fatherless and destitute children. Although ostensibly 

a charitable institution, many of the children (including Joe) were sent to 

Canada as cheap labourers for farmers. In Canada, he was placed on a 

farm in Ontario where he worked and attended school until he was 

fourteen. After he finished school, he worked on the farm full time. In 

1926 he was told that he had to leave Toronto and was to be placed on 

another farm. He was later unemployed because of the economic 

depression in Canada in the 1920s/30s. He appears to have spent the 

first half of the 1930s living as a hobo on railway trains and chasing after 

work. Eventually, after several failed work ventures he decided to return 

to England in 1936. After a period of unemployment, he was sent by the 

labour exchange to London where he trained as a welder. He also met 

his wife during this time at a local dance. They married in 1939. Joe then 
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recounted the outbreak of war, the birth of his two children and his 

‘conscription’ into the Merchant Navy. His autobiography ends abruptly 

whilst describing his time in military service.  

Baxter, Fred 2 May 

1908 

Bury 

(Greater Manchester) 

Fred Baxter’s autobiography began with his childhood belief that his 

mother was his sister and that his grandmother was his mother. The truth 

was only revealed to Fred when his biological mother remarried. He then 

lived with his mother and stepfather who had a daughter and two sons. 

Fred’s autobiography focused on his struggle with his illegitimacy. He 

often felt like a ‘mongrel’ in his family. In 1932 he met his wife who he 

had nine children with. During the war, he joined the RAF, a decision that 

his wife was not happy about, and he described his time in service. Fred 

also dedicated much of his autobiography to describing the various jobs 

that he had during his life including dairy worker, rag and bone man, 

sugar factory worker and fishmonger.  

Betterton, 

Kathleen 

1913 London Kathleen Betterton’s detailed autobiography covered various aspects of 

her life, including her poor but happy childhood with parents who always 

strived to do the best for their children. Although only a few years old 

during the First World War, Kathleen described various air raids, hunting 

for shrapnel and food shortages. Her autobiography also documented 

her time spent in education. She was very bright and was accepted into 

a boarding school on a scholarship. Her teachers then convinced her 
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parents that she should go into teaching and encouraged her to apply to 

Oxford University. She was accepted into Oxford to study classics, but 

she had no desire to teach, fearing that she would become a spinster if 

she did. After graduating from university, she worked briefly as a private 

tutor, a children’s nanny and a secretary. She married in 1939 and gave 

birth to two sons and two daughters. One of her sons dies in infancy and 

another died in 1960 during a fleet air rescue operation.  

Bold, Edna 1904 Manchester Edna Bold wrote her autobiography for her grand-nieces and nephews. 

Her autobiography covered her childhood in Manchester, her father’s 

exemption from war service due to his health and employment, her time 

in school and the decision for her to become a teacher. She also 

discussed her childhood revulsion of sex and pregnancy. Although she 

later married, she did not have children.  

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

1904 London Henrietta Burkin’s autobiography included many happy memories of her 

childhood, her employment, and her married life. She worked for the 

same company as a secretary for eleven years before leaving to marry 

her husband in 1935, with whom she had one daughter.  

Cooter, 

Florence 

August 

1912 

Kingston-Upon-

Thames 

(Surrey) 

Florence Cooter’s autobiography is entitled ‘seventh child’ because she 

was the seventh child of a seventh child. Florence’s autobiography 

begins with her father’s absence on military service. After he returned 

(although he was incorrectly reported missing in action) their family life 
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carried on quite happily. After leaving school, she worked as a 

bookkeeper in a department store before becoming a nursemaid. 

Although she loved the children this job caused her to suffer a 

breakdown. She then worked for a local doctor after she recovered. 

Florence married her husband in 1938 and they had two sons after the 

Second World War. During the war, she was conscripted as a gardener 

at Hampton Court Palace.  

Dorrell, 

Harry 

11 

November 

1903 

Plaistow 

(London) 

Harry Dorrell’s autobiography began with his mental health struggles as 

he attempted to commit suicide twice. He underwent electroconvulsive 

therapy which helped but only for a short period. Alongside some brief 

comments on his family relationships, his autobiography predominantly 

focused on his various jobs including labourer at a tobacco factory, 

poultry farmer and personnel manager.  

Driver, Nellie 1914 Nelson 

(Lancashire) 

Nellie Driver’s autobiography starts with her impoverished childhood and 

her disillusionment with Christianity after the death of her father. She 

also detailed her struggles to find employment during the interwar years. 

As a result of these frustrations, she turned to fascism, believing that this 

was a movement that would help the country regain its prestige. She 

included a detailed account of the British Union of Fascists propaganda 

techniques, memberships, leadership training and prominent members. 

In 1940 she was imprisoned for her fascist connections. She served her 
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time in Holloway prison but was later sent to an internment camp at Port 

Erin on the Isle of Man before being released in 1945. Whilst 

incarcerated she returned to religion and converted to Catholicism; this 

was prompted by her pleas to God for her survival as the prison was hit 

during an aerial strike on London.  

Fagan, 

Hymie 

1903 Stepney 

(London) 

Hymie Fagan was the son of Russian Jewish parents who had emigrated 

to England before his birth. His autobiography is split into three main 

parts. The first detailed his childhood and his struggles connecting with 

other children from different cultures. He also discussed the poverty that 

befell his family after his father’s death and the various religious rituals 

he had to perform as the oldest male in the family. The second section 

detailed his employment history, including his time working as a tailor. 

During this time, he became involved in politics. The third part covered 

his political involvement in the Communist Party.  

Finnie, 

Ellsye 

1903 Sutton Coldfield 

(West 

Midlands/Birmingham) 

Ellsye Finnie’s autobiography covered a variety of topics, including her 

time in school, the First World War, the death of her father and her 

religious beliefs. Religion was particularly important to her; she met her 

future husband at a Brethren Assembly meeting. After leaving school she 

attended commercial college where she studied typing and shorthand. 

This training enabled her to get a job working as a secretary. She left 
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work upon marriage and had several children, two of whom died in 

adulthood.  

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

2 January 

1901 

Birmingham Gertrude Freeman wrote her autobiography in the hope that it would be 

of interest to her grandchildren. Her autobiography covered her 

childhood, in-depth as she described school, holidays and visits to her 

grandmother. Her autobiography also detailed her attendance at evening 

school so that she could be employed in office work. She also noted her 

membership of a rambling club where she met her future husband when 

she was twenty. He was only seventeen but he asked her to wait for him 

until he was eighteen and she did. After they were married, they had one 

child together.  

Garrett, Kay 10 

December 

1899 

London Kay Garrett’s short autobiography covered her tumultuous childhood 

living with parents who were often drunk. After leaving school her first job 

was as a kitchen clerk for the National Liberal Club. In 1917, she joined 

the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. Due to her previous clerical work, 

she was placed in a job filing. During the war, she met a soldier from 

South Africa. She ended up marrying him, against her mother’s wishes 

and travelling to South Africa to live with him after she was demobilised. 

They had one child together, but she found life in South Africa very 

challenging. For various reasons, including her husband’s constant 

drunkenness, she travelled back to England with her daughter. Having 
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been out of the country for so long, she found it initially hard to get work 

and so she had to work as a domestic servant. Eventually, she managed 

to find work as a clerk. Kay then detailed life during the Second World 

War and her change in career. After sending a letter to the editor of the 

Daily Mirror, she was hired as a writer for seventeen years under the 

name Mary Brown. 

Hansford, 

Charles 

13 

November 

1902 

Brockenhurst, New 

Forest 

(Hampshire) 

Charles Hansford’s autobiography was written to record his working life 

as a bricklayer. During his childhood, his mother and father separated, 

and his father later died of an unspecified cause in 1912. After the death 

of his father, his mother remarried a bricklayer. When Charles finished 

school he decided to follow the same occupational path as his 

stepfather. Although he does include some personal anecdotes his 

employment history is the main focus of his memoir. 

Harris, H.J. 

(pseudonym) 

1903 Not clear  

(Maybe Bristol – later 

was in Birmingham) 

H.J. Harris’s autobiography is written as a series of letters to John 

Burnett. The letters detailed his childhood in an orphanage in 

Birmingham, where he was placed after the death of his father and 

disappearance of his mother. He described his many unhappy years 

spent in this institution. After leaving the orphanage at the age of 

fourteen in 1917, he struggled to reintegrate into wider society. He ended 

up tramping for a period before later being incarcerated into a mental 

asylum. During the Second World War, he tried to join the army but was 
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rejected as a person of unsound mind. He managed to find work and 

eventually purchased a house. H.J. then decided that he would like to 

find a woman to clean his house in exchange for free accommodation. 

He ended up meeting a woman who was pregnant and felt duty-bound to 

take her in and marry her. Although he stressed that it was not a 

romantic union, he did raise the baby as his own.  

Henderson, 

Katherine 

(pseudonym) 

23 

February 

1908 

Ruckinge 

(Kent) 

Katherine Henderson’s lengthy autobiography covered many aspects of 

her life. It began with her childhood on her parent’s farm: she was 

terrified of the cattle. She left school at the age of fourteen to become a 

domestic servant. She ended up marrying a man named John after he 

pursued her, although she had been in love with another man but broke 

the relationship off because it was long distance. Her marriage was not a 

happy one due to her husband’s violent outbursts of temper. He was also 

jealous of any relationship that she had with other people, including their 

son Colin. During the war, her husband was enlisted into the navy and 

she hoped that the discipline of military life would help him. That was not 

the case: one day his aggression escalated, and Katherine returned 

home to find that he had killed their son Colin with an axe. John had 

turned himself in at a local police station while Colin died in Katherine’s 

arms. She recalled the trial and her mixed relief that John was deemed 

to be mentally unfit and therefore was not put to death for his crime. The 
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title of her autobiography is a reference to the fact that she would not 

have married John or bore children with him had she known that mental 

illness ran in his family. The rest of her autobiography dealt with her 

return to domestic work and her attempts to rebuild her life after the 

tragic death of her son. 

Hodges, 

Adeline 

26 May 

1899 

Dawdon 

(County Durham) 

Adeline Hodges’ autobiography covered a wide range of topics but not 

always in chronological order. She described her childhood in a mining 

village. After finishing school, she was taken on at her elementary school 

as a pupil-teacher, a job that she very much enjoyed, and she worked as 

a teacher until she left work after marrying her husband. They had three 

children. 

Holland, Eva 1908 Bethnal Green 

(London) 

Eva Holland’s autobiography was written for her family and focused on 

her life as an ‘Eastender’. During the First World War, her father lost both 

of his legs during a medical examination for military service. The 

examination was taking place on board a train when Liverpool Street 

train station was bombed. She described how her father’s disability 

affected their family, including her mother’s return to work as a cleaner. 

The family later moved to Suffolk and Eva began working in domestic 

service. She met her future husband and they lived together on the farm 

that he worked on. They had two children. 
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Hollinrake, 

Mary 

1912 Todmorden 

(Lancashire) 

Mary Hollinrake’s autobiography focused on her respectable upbringing. 

When she was in elementary school, she won a scholarship to grammar 

school and so her parents decided that she should continue in education 

and become a teacher. She attended a teacher training college in Hull. 

During this time, she met a man who would later become her husband. 

They had one daughter. She had to leave her job as a teacher once 

married but returned part-time during the Second World War and 

continued to teach after the war.  

Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

1915 Paddington  

(London) 

Eleanor Hutchinson’s autobiography began with her rather tragic 

childhood. Her father was arrested and during his incarceration, her 

mother died from an unspecified cause. She and her siblings were then 

taken to a workhouse where they are separated. She was placed into a 

residential school, where she spent the majority of her youth. However, 

she did well at school and progressed to college, whilst at college, she 

lived in a convent until she is 19. After leaving education she found that 

the high unemployment of the inter-war period made it hard for her to get 

a job, so she ended up working as a domestic servant for a short while. 

Her autobiography ends with her obtaining work as a civil servant.  

Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

16 

September 

1899 

Wellingborough 

(Northamptonshire) 

Emily Gertrude Lea’s short autobiography covered her time in school 

until the age of thirteen when she began working in a sweet shop. She 
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hated the job and quit. She ended up in domestic service until she met 

her future husband. They had one daughter together.  

Lord, Annie Turn of the 

century 

c. 1900 

Hornsey? 

(Middlesex) 

Annie Lord’s autobiography is written with barely any punctuation and is 

essentially just one long sentence. Although only eleven pages in length 

her autobiography detailed her many life struggles. She was born deaf in 

one ear but this went unnoticed until she was much older. When she left 

school, she was launched into the working world. She met and married 

her husband who turned out to be violent. Due to a war-related injury, he 

also could not work and so she was the main breadwinner. Although they 

had three children together, Annie had to continue working as a domestic 

servant and she would often take her children with her to work. At the 

time of writing her autobiography, she was still employed in domestic 

work.  

Martin, 

Ernest 

7 October 

1907 

Rochdale 

(Great Manchester) 

Ernest Martin was an illegitimate child but his mother married his 

stepfather when he was only a few years old. Both his mother and 

stepfather worked in the cotton industry, an industry that he followed 

them into. His autobiography detailed his experiences living on the same 

street in Rochdale for forty-eight years. He also discusses his marriage 

in 1936 and the birth of his son.  

Martin, 

Grace 

1903 Near Maidenhead 

(Berkshire) 

Grace Martin’s autobiography detailed her childhood, her time in school, 

her work in a military headgear factory during the war and her time as a 
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kitchen maid/cook. She left work when she married her husband in 1931. 

After they were married money was tight and her husband worked for a 

time as a miner, but she did not like living in the mining community. Her 

husband found a new job as a conductor for Coventry Transport and 

they were able to move to Coventry. They had one daughter and one 

son who was stillborn.  

McQuoid, 

Jack 

1910 Liverpool 

(Lancashire)  

Jack McQuoid’s long and detailed autobiography covered his childhood 

in Liverpool, his family’s return to Ireland during the First World War, his 

move to America in the 1930s in pursuit of work and his return to Ireland 

because of the economic depression in America. He enlisted into the 

RAF during the Second World War and trained in Liverpool. Hr was later 

posted back to Ireland where he met and married his wife. They had one 

son. 

Metcalfe, 

Syd 

5 January 

1910 

London Syd Metcalfe’s in-depth autobiography detailed his rather turbulent life. 

When his father left to serve in the First World War, Syd’s mother spent 

most of her time at the pub with other men. When his father returned 

from the war Syd’s mother would bring men home for his father to fight. 

One day his father left for a fight and never returned. In 1926, his mother 

also went out one night and never came home. At the time of writing his 

autobiography, Syd still did not know what happened to her. Syd also 

dedicated much of his autobiography to describing the various jobs that 
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he had and his decision to sign up for the army in 1930 after a period of 

unemployment. During the Second World War, he was called back into 

the army and served in France. He wrote a detailed account of his time 

in there, including two days stuck on Dunkirk beach. When he was 

demobilised, he went through a series of other jobs. He never married, 

despite being in several serious relationships throughout his lifetime.  

Middlebrook, 

Wilfred 

18 

December 

1899 

Blackburn 

(Lancashire) 

Wilfred Middlebrook was the only autobiographer to have been in military 

service in the First World War, although he was only in the Navy for one 

year from 1918-1919. His time in military service seemed quite 

enjoyable. His lengthy autobiography is split into three different books 

which mostly focus on his work in the textile industry. He married in 1921 

and had one daughter and two sons.  

Mountford, 

Samuel 

22 May 

1907 

Birmingham Samuel Mountford’s autobiography begins with his happy although rather 

impoverished childhood. His father was a crippled tailor and he did not 

earn very much money. Samuel thanked his father for helping him to 

learn the tailoring trade as he worked for many years as a patternmaker. 

During the Second World War, he worked in an aircraft factory. After the 

war, he set up his own business making patterns, but it was not very 

successful. He married in 1931 and had three sons.  
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Newton, 

James 

Challender 

20 July 

1912 

Hoxton 

(North London) 

James Newton Challender was the only autobiographer whose father 

died in military service during the First World War. His autobiography is 

written in three parts. The first focused on his experiences in school, his 

work as a lab technician, his later employment in a printing shop and 

then his job as a clerk in His Majesty’s Stationery Office. He was then 

enlisted for military service during the Second World War and he 

described his time abroad serving in France working with radars. The 

second part of his autobiography is entitled ‘life and times’ and focused 

in more detail on his childhood and the interwar period. The final section 

of his autobiography discussed holidays.  

Oates, Guy 1905 Knaresborough?  

(North Yorkshire) 

Guy Oates’ lengthy autobiography is split into eight different volumes and 

includes photos as well as newspaper clippings. The various volumes 

cover his childhood, his family, his education, and his employment. He 

worked predominantly in workhouses and later ran several of these 

institutions with his wife. They had one daughter.  

Owen, 

Marion 

Born just 

before 

1914 

Brixton  

(London) 

Marion Owen’s autobiography is split into different chapters based on a 

particular smell and the memories that each smell evoked for her. After 

leaving school she and her sister both worked for a company that 

painted lampshades. Later she attended art classes and became a 

commercial artist in adulthood. Her autobiography covered her life up 

until the death of her father and so it is not clear if she ever married.  
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Prevett, 

Frank 

1904 Brighton 

(East Sussex) 

Frank Prevett’s autobiography is predominantly an account of his work 

for the railway and his progression to becoming a stationmaster. He 

dedicated his account to his wife who he married in 1930 and with whom 

he had twin sons. He credited her for helping change his way of life and 

outlook.  

Rainer, May 22 

September 

1909 

Fulham 

(London) 

May Rainer’s autobiography begins with her time in school and her 

decision to take up shorthand and typing at night school which allowed 

her to get a job as a junior clerk in a printer’s office. She also described 

her different areas of employment including biscuit factory worker, still 

room maid, trainee cook and a general clerk. She married in 1931 and 

had two sons. She returned to work during the Second World War when 

there was a demand for clerks, and she continued to work part-time after 

the war.  

Relph, 

Winifred 

1912 Edenbridge 

(border of Kent and 

Surrey) 

Winifred Relph’s autobiography is split into two parts. Her childhood 

before the death of her father and her life after. Before the death of her 

father, Winifred described her happy childhood. However, following his 

death, the family struggled for money and her mother was often 

stressed. The second part of her autobiography detailed her time in 

employment as a domestic servant. In her last domestic post, she was 

encouraged by her employers to pursue education. Her autobiography 

ended with her starting at Hillcroft college for women in 1940.  
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Rice, 

Stanley 

23 March 

1905 

London Stanley Rice’s autobiography detailed his impoverished childhood and 

his entry into employment which introduced him to a world of glamour 

and celebrities after he founded a business that rented out furniture for 

films. This business had to close during the Second World War, and he 

spent a brief period as an armourer in the RAF. After the war, he had 

various jobs until he was unable to work anymore due to an illness in old 

age. He was married in 1931 and had one stillborn child with his wife. 

Salusbury, 

Hilda 

1906  Great Yarmouth 

(Norfolk) 

Hilda Salusbury’s autobiography focused on her family struggles and 

responsibilities. Her mother abandoned their family at some point around 

the end of the First World War after she had an affair with a soldier. Hilda 

was then forced to take on the running of the family household, which 

she resented, particularly as this prevented her from fulfilling her dream 

of becoming a teacher. She spent much of her young adult life caring for 

her father and her siblings until her father told her that he could not afford 

to keep her at home any longer. She left home to look after a relative and 

she later trained to be a district nurse. Her autobiography ends with her 

meeting her future husband. 

Sanderson, 

Charles 

23 

December 

1906 

Sutton-on-Coldfield  

(Nottinghamshire) 

Charles Sanderson’s very detailed autobiography covered the majority of 

his life, including his marriage in 1933 and the birth of his children. He 

also paid particular attention to his experiences during both world wars, 

including his regret after enlisting in the RAF. 
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Sawyer, 

John 

1914 Beeston 

(Nottingham) 

John Sawyer’s autobiography described his childhood memories, his 

time employed in a solicitor’s office, his social life, and his military service 

during the Second World War. During the war he was posted to Wales. 

He seemed to enjoy his time in military service because he felt that his 

position was safe, easy and had a good social side to it. He was later 

posted to London where he met his wife, whom he married after the end 

of the war. 

Smith, Cyril 30 

January 

1904 

Eastbourne 

(East Sussex) 

Cyril Smith’s autobiography covered a variety of topics, including his 

childhood and his time training as a student with the Western Union 

Cable Company to become a telegraph operator. He remained in this 

line of work for the majority of his life, working as a telegraph operator for 

the Daily Herald for thirty-nine years. He was married in 1930 and had 

three children. One of whom was killed at the age of twenty-seven in a 

motorcycle accident. 

Snowman, 

Hilda 

20 June 

1901 

Bolton 

(Greater Manchester) 

Hilda Snowman’s autobiography offers a detailed overview of her life, 

she covered her employment history in-depth, including her ill health 

caused by work in a cotton mill. She also described her personal life, her 

marriage in 1921 and the birth of her two daughters. 

Vallance, 

Jack 

20 July 

1914 

Cromford 

(Derbyshire) 

Jack Vallance’s autobiography is unpaginated and contains many 

additions/amendments. He sporadically covered his employment in a 
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variety of different jobs, his marriage in 1939 and the birth of his four 

children. 

Vere, Percy 

(pseudonym) 

March 

1913 

London Percy Vere’s autobiography is only brief, but it gave an overview of his 

employment history and his time spent in military service. It also touches 

upon his personal life as he was married in 1936 and they had one son. 

Waddicor, 

Thomas 

1906 Salford 

(Greater Manchester) 

Thomas Waddicor’s autobiography is one of upward social mobility and 

is focused specifically on his employment history. After various jobs, he 

ended up working in advertising and left in 1934 with an ex-colleague to 

start an advertising agency. His work in the advertising business led to 

an opportunity to work making propaganda to be dropped into enemy 

countries during the Second World War. He noted that he was married 

and had children, but he did not include many personal details 

concerning his family.  

Wallis, 

Bessie 

1904 West Melton 

(Yorkshire) 

Bessie Wallis’s autobiography focused on her impoverished childhood 

and the unequal treatment of working-class women. She had won a 

scholarship to attend secondary school but was unable to accept it 

because her family needed her to work. This meant that she had to go 

into domestic service. However, she studied shorthand and typing at 

evening classes and so managed to obtain employment as the first 

cashier in a London bank during the Second World War. 
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Ward, Wally 15 

February 

1914 

Somerset Wally Ward wrote his autobiography to offer hope to other people 

suffering from epilepsy. His seizures did not begin until he was a young 

adult, but they had a marked effect on his life. He detailed his struggles 

to find work and his struggles to manage his condition – particularly as 

there was little effective medication. He also noted his feelings of 

isolation as people were often scared or wary of him. However, this all 

changed when he attended a local dance and met his future wife. She 

had a family relative who also had epilepsy and was familiar with the 

condition. They married at the outbreak of the Second World War and 

had two children together. After the war, he was given a new medication 

which helped limit his fits and they eventually stopped altogether.  

Westley, W 

(nee Fallon) 

1909 Plymouth 

(Devon) 

W. Westley’s very short autobiography focused on her childhood, her 

family and her father’s work running a laundry. She ended her 

autobiography by reflecting on how much easier life had become with 

modern labour-saving devices that came about after the end of the 

Second World War. Her autobiography includes little personal details but 

she included her maiden name in the title of her autobiography which 

suggests that she married.  

Wooland, 

Mrs H 

2 October 

1907 

Warwickshire Mrs H Wooland’s short autobiography begins with a description of her 

affection for her father who raised her and her sisters after the death of 

her mother. She also detailed her time in education and her job 
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employed for several years as a kitchen maid and cook before she left to 

get married in 1937.  

Young, 

Harry 

1901 Islington  

(London) 

Harry Young’s autobiography was predominantly focused on his time as 

a member of the Communist Party both in the Soviet Union and in 

England. The first part of his autobiography detailed his childhood. He 

hated school and his father – who was on occasions violent – although 

he was very fond of his mother. The second part of his autobiography 

covered his time in the Soviet Union and his various sexual encounters. 

He was married twice, once to a Russian woman known only to the 

reader as E. She later abandoned him and returned to Russia. He 

married his second wife with whom he had two children, but this 

marriage also broke down after twenty years.  
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Name 
(surname, 
first name) 

Title of autobiography Length of autobiography Archival location and 
Number 

Year the autobiography 
was written  
(if no date was given, then 
it has been recorded as 
‘1980s?’ – the 
autobiographies were 
archived in 1987). 

Abel, 

Florence 

‘A Cockney Looks Back’ pp. 12 

c. 5,000 words 

London Borough of 

Waltham Forest 

W 60/01 

1970 

Abington, 

William 

‘Thus it was: Kimbolton 

in the Early 1900s’ 

pp. 111 

c. 53, 000 

Huntingdonshire 

Archives 

 

E49/C.59 

 

No date is given 

Austin, Mrs 

V 

‘Untitled’ pp. 34 

c. 11,000 words 

Burnett Archive of 

Working Class 

Autobiography - Brunel 

University Library 

No date is given  

Appendix Two: Bibliographic Details 
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(hereafter Burnett 

Archive) 

2:22 

Ayre, Joe ‘The Socialist’  pp. 178 

c. 43,250 words 

Burnett Archive  

2:29 

No date is given 

Baxter, Fred ‘Cemetery Side of 83 

years: The Life Story of 

a Bury St. Edmunds 

Man’ 

pp. 43 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

1993 

Betterton, 

Kathleen 

‘White Pinnies, Black 

Aprons…’ 

pp. 300 

c. 90, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:71 

No date is given 

Bold, Edna ‘The Long and the Short 

of it: Being the 

Recollections and 

Reminisceces [sic] of 

Edna Bold’ 

pp. 127 

c. 40,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:85 

No date is given 

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

‘Memoirs of :- Henrietta 

Burkin’ 

pp. 86 

c. 50, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:118 

No date is given 

Cooter, 

Florence 

‘Seventh Child’ pp. 71 

c. 71, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:181 

1977 
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Dorrell, 

Harry 

‘Falling Cadence: An 

authobiography [sic] of 

failure’ 

pp. 161 

c. 97, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:231 

No date is given 

Driver, Nellie ‘From the Shadows of 

Exile’ 

pp. 119 

c. 45, 000 words 

Rawnsley British Union 

of Fascists Collection - 

University of Bradford 

Special Collections 

Library 

GB 0532 BUF/1/A. 

1965 

Fagan, 

Hymie 

‘An Autobiography’ pp. 154 

c. 68, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:261 

No date is given 

Finnie, 

Ellsye 

‘Touch-Down’ or ‘Sing 

Towards Evening’: 

Autobiography 1903-

1978’ 

pp. 134 

c. 40, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

Between 1978 and 1983 

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

‘Recollections of my 

Childhood and Later 

Days’ 

pp. 32 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

1957 

Garrett, Kay ‘Untitled’ pp. 12 

c. 9, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:305 

pp. 1-4 written in 1978 

pp. 5-12 written in 1984 
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Hansford, 

Charles 

‘Memories of a 

Bricklayer: The life of 

Charles Lewis 

Hansford’ 

pp. 149 

c. 52,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:360 

1980 

Harris, H.J. 

(pseudonym) 

‘Autobiographical 

Letters, 1978-1984’ 

pp. 13 

c. 5, 000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:363 

 

1978-1984 

Henderson, 

Katherine 

(pseud. of 

Katherine 

Dudley) 

‘Had I but Known’ pp. 88 

c. 44,500 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:384 

No date is given 

Hodges, 

Adeline 

‘I Remember’ pp. 90 

c. 42,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:411 

No date is given 

Holland, Eva ‘An Eastender at Heart’ pp. 24 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

1989 

Hollinrake, 

Mary 

‘Lancashire Lass’ pp. 76 

c. 18,500 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:4113 

No date is given 

Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

‘The Bells of St. Mary’s’ pp. 176 Burnett Archive 

2:429 

1985 
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Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

‘Reflections in the 

Setting Sun, or “I 

Remember” after Fifty 

Years Commencing 

1902’ 

pp. 32 

c. 18,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:469 

No date is given 

Lord, Annie ‘My Life’ pp. 12 

c. 2,750 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:486 

1973 

Martin, 

Ernest 

‘The Best Street in 

Rochdale’ 

pp. 46 Burnett Archive 

2:514 

No date is given 

Martin, 

Grace 

‘From 1906’ pp. 22 

c. 5300 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:515 

No date is given 

McQuoid, 

Jack 

‘One Man in His Time: 

An Autobiography’ 

pp. 328 

 

Burnett Archive 

uncatalogued 

1985 

Metcalfe, 

Syd 

‘One Speck of 

Humanity’ 

pp. 335 

c. 103,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:526 

No date is given 

Middlebrook, 

Wilfred 

‘Trumpet Voluntary’ pp. 687 

c. 126,000 words 

(Written in 3 books) 

Book One: pp. 1-108 

Book Two: pp. 1-391 

Book Three: pp. 1-188 

Burnett Archive 

2:527 

No date is given 



339 
 

Mountford, 

Samuel 

‘A Memoir’ pp. 28 

c. 8,700 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:544 

 

1976 

Newton, 

James 

Challender 

‘The Life, Times and 

Experiences of One 

Man, 1912-1977’ 

pp. 50 

c. 45,000 words 

Richmond upon Thames 

Local Studies Library 

and Archive  

L 920 NEW, shelf 40:1 

1977 

Oates, Guy ‘Volume One’ 

‘Volume Two’ 

‘Volume Three 

‘Volume Four’ 

‘Volume Five’ 

‘Volume Six’ 

‘Volume Seven’ 

‘Volume Eight’ 

pp. 152 

pp. 71 

pp. 87 

pp. 52 

pp. 70 

pp. 100 

pp. 102 

pp. 99 

(written in 8 separate 

volumes) pp. 733 in total 

Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued  

No date is given 

Owen, 

Marion 

‘I Follow my Nose: A 

Potted Autobiography’ 

pp. 48 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

No date is given 

Prevett, 

Frank 

‘Memoirs of a 

Railwayman’ 

pp. 114 Burnett Archive 

2:638 a/b 

1967-1968. 
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(written in 2 volumes a and 

b) 

Rainer, May ‘Emma’s Daughter’ pp. 165 

c. 62,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:644 

1977 

Relph, 

Winifred 

‘Through Rough Ways’ pp. 120 

c. 63,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:657 

No date is given 

Rice, 

Stanley 

‘The Memories of a 

Rolling Stone: Times 

and Incidents 

Remembered’ 

pp. 68 

c. 33,600 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:661 

No date is given 

Salusbury, 

Hilda 

‘Only Yesterday’ pp. 577 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

No date is given 

Sanderson, 

Charles 

‘Half a Lifetime in the 

20th Century: A Book of 

Memoirs’ 

pp. 85 Burnett Archive 

2:688 

1979-1980 

Sawyer, 

John 

‘One Man in His Time, 

or, the First Sixty Years: 

An Autobiography’ 

pp. 120 

c. 38,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

No date is given 

Smith, Cyril ‘This is Mine: The 

Recollections and 

pp. 214 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

1987 
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Reflections of C.D. 

Smith’ 

Snowman, 

Hilda 

‘Autobiography’ pp. 73 

c. 20,000 words 

Bolton Archives and 

Local Studies Library – 

ZZ/199 (A1) 

No date is given 

Vallance, 

Jack 

‘Jack of all Grades’ Approx. pp. 80 

Unpaginated 

Burnett Archive 

2:780 

 

No date is given 

 

Vere, Percy 

(pseudo of 

H. V. Smith) 

‘The Autobiography of a 

Working Man’ 

pp. 25 

c. 6,500 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:783 

No date is given 

Waddicor, 

Thomas 

‘Memories of Hightown 

and Beyond’ 

pp. 61 

c. 32,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:787 

No date is given 

Wallis, 

Bessie 

‘Yesterday’ pp. 31 

c. 12,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:794 

No date is given 

Ward, Wally ‘Fit for Anything’ pp. 88 

c. 28,000 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:798 

No date is given 

Westley, W ‘Condensed 

Autobiography of W. 

Westley (nee Fallon)’ 

pp. 11 Burnett Archive 

Uncatalogued 

No date is given 
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Wooland, 

Mrs H 

‘Untitled’ pp. 18 

c. 3,500 words 

Burnett Archive 

2:853 

No date is given 

Young, 

Harry 

‘Harry’s Biography’ 18 chapters 

 

Chapters paginated 

separately – Each chapter 

begins at p.1.  

Burnett Archive 

2:858 

No date is given 
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Name 

(surname, 
first name) 

Total number of 
siblings – 
including any 
who died and any 
step-siblings or 
half-siblings 

Any 
stepparents? 

Marital 
status/ 
Year of 
marriage 

Did they leave 
work upon 
marriage? 

Number of 
children 

DOB of children 

Abel, 

Florence 

Three younger 

brothers 

Two younger 

sisters 

 

 

No Married – 

August 

1928 

Yes, due to the 

marriage bar – 

but she returned 

to her previous 

work as a 

clerical officer in 

the civil service 

in 1939 (due to 

temporary 

wartime staff 

shortages). She 

left this job after 

one year 

One daughter March 1931  

Appendix Three: Family Information 
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because of the 

intense bombing 

of London and 

got a job closer 

to home as a 

part-time wages 

clerk  

Abington, 

William 

One younger 

brother 

 

 

No Married – 

1936 

N/a No information 

provided 

No information 

provided 

Austin, Mrs 

V 

One older sister  

Two older brothers 

 

 

No Married – 

1935 

Yes One daughter 1937  

Ayre, Joe Two older brothers Father 

remarried in 

1919  

Married – 

late 1939 

N/a One son  

One daughter 

Son born 1940 
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One younger 

brother 

Four sisters 

 

 

Daughter born 

between the 

years 1942 and 

1943  

 

Baxter, Fred One half-sister  

Two half-brothers 

 

 

Fred was an 

illegitimate 

child – mother 

later married 

his stepfather  

Married – 

10 

December 

1932 

N/a  Nine children Not stated when 

they are all born 

but at least 2 are 

born before 1939 

Betterton, 

Kathleen 

One older brother 

 

 

No Married – 

7 

September 

1939 

Yes – but after 

the Second 

World War, she 

returned to work 

as a 

schoolteacher  

Two sons 

Two daughters 

Not stated 

Bold, Edna One twin brother No Married – 

no date is 

given but it 

No – although 

she was a 

teacher, she 

No  N/a 
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Three other 

brothers 

Two sisters 

 

 

was likely 

after the 

Second 

World War. 

was working 

during the 

Second World 

War and likely 

got married after 

the removal of 

the marriage bar 

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

None 

 

 

Mother 

remarried in 

1908 

Married - 

26 October 

1935 

Yes One daughter March 1938  

Cooter, 

Florence 

Nine siblings 

 

 

No Married – 

9 April 

1938 

Yes Two sons First son born 20 

April 1947  

 

Second son born 

22 June 1950  

 

Dorrell, 

Harry 

Seven siblings No Married – 

date not 

N/a One son No exact dates 

are given but 
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stated but 

before the 

Second 

World War 

One daughter after the Second 

World War 

Driver, 

Nellie 

None stated 

 

 

No No 

information 

provided 

on marital 

status 

Not clear if she 

married  

N/a N/a 

Fagan, 

Hymie 

Two sisters 

 

 

No No 

information 

provided 

on marital 

status 

N/a Not stated N/a 

Finnie, 

Ellsye 

One older sister 

Two younger 

brothers 

 

No Married – 

27 April 

1931 

Yes Three sons 

Two daughters 

First son born 16 

May 1932  

 

Twin sons born 

27 October 1934  
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First daughter 

born 27 January 

1941 

 

Second daughter 

born 23 February 

1946  

 

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

One older sister 

One younger sister 

 

 

No Married – 

10 July 

1927 

No, but it 

appears that 

she stopped 

working full-time 

after the birth of 

her children 

One son 22 September 

1932 

Garrett, Kay None 

 

No Married – 

January 

1919 

Not stated One daughter 1927 
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Hansford, 

Charles 

Two siblings 

 

 

Mother 

remarried 

some time 

around 1912 

Married – 

31 May 

1924 

N/a One daughter 1925  

Harris, H.J. Two older sisters 

Two older brothers 

 

 

No Married – 

no date is 

given but 

after the 

Second 

World War 

N/a One daughter (not 

biological) 

No dates are 

given but after 

the Second World 

War 

Henderson, 

Katherine 

Thirteen older 

siblings 

 

 

No Married – 

October 

1937 

Yes, but she 

returned to 

domestic work 

after the death 

of her son and 

the 

imprisonment of 

her husband 

One son Either November 

or December 

1939  

 

Hodges, 

Adeline 

Five brothers No Married – 

no date is 

Yes – marriage 

bar in teaching  

Two daughters No dates are 

given but they 
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Three sisters 

 

 

given but it 

was before 

the 

Second 

World War 

One son  were all born 

during the 

Second World 

 

Holland, 

Eva 

One sister 

One brother 

 

 

No Married – 

14 October 

1933 

Yes – but she 

did help her 

husband on the 

farm that he 

was employed 

on 

One son 

One daughter 

Son born in 1938 

 

Daughter was 

born in 1944  

 

Hollinrake, 

Mary 

None stated 

 

 

No Married – 

no date is 

given – 

likely after 

the 

Second 

World War 

Not clear – the 

marriage bar 

affecting female 

teachers was 

lifted after the 

Second World 

War when Mary 

married 

One daughter Not stated 
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Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

Two older siblings  

Three younger 

siblings 

 

 

Father 

remarried in 

1927 

Married – 

no date is 

given – 

likely after 

the 

Second 

World War 

Not stated  One daughter Not stated 

Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

One older brother 

 

 

No Married – 

August 

1928 

Yes One daughter 5 December 1929 

 

Lord, Annie Fourteen siblings 

 

 

No Married – 

no date is 

given but 

Annie 

stated that 

she was 

25 so 

possibly 

1925 

No – her 

husband was 

injured during 

the First World 

War, so he was 

unable to work 

full time. So, 

Annie was the 

Three sons 

One daughter 

Not stated 
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 main 

breadwinner 

Martin, 

Ernest 

Two brothers 

Two sisters 

 

 

Born 

illegitimately – 

mother 

married his 

stepfather in 

1910 

Married – 

April 1936 

N/a One son 1944  

Martin, 

Grace 

Eleven siblings 

 

 

No Married – 

1931 

Yes One daughter  

One son 

Daughter born in 

March 1931  

 

Son was stillborn 

in April 1939  

 

McQuoid, 

Jack 

One younger 

brother 

 

 

No Married – 

June 1943 

N/a One son Not stated but 

after the Second 

World War as he 
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was in military 

service 

Metcalfe, 

Syd 

Two sisters 

One brother 

No Single N/a No N/a 

Middlebrook

, Wilfred 

Three siblings 

 

 

No Married – 

9 April 

1921 

N/a One daughter 

Two sons 

Daughter born 5 

February 1922  

 

First son born 23 

August 1924  

 

Second son born 

27 June 1936  

 

Mountford, 

Samuel 

Six siblings No Married – 

26 

September 

1931 

N/a Three sons First son born 2 

October 1932  
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Second son born 

24 June 1937  

 

Third son born 1 

September 1940 

Newton, 

James 

Challender 

One brother 

One sister 

 

No – although 

his father dies 

during the First 

World War, his 

mother did not 

remarry  

Married – 

No date is 

given 

N/a Not stated N/a 

Oates, Guy Four stepsiblings  

Nine biological 

siblings 

 

 

No – his 

mother did not 

remarry 

following the 

premature 

death of his 

father  

Married – 

19 October 

1929 

N/a One daughter February 1938  
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Owen, 

Marion 

One sister 

 

 

Not stated 

whether her 

mother 

remarried after 

the death of 

her husband – 

Marion’s 

autobiography 

concluded with 

his death in 

the inter-war 

period 

No 

information 

provided 

on marital 

status 

Not stated Not stated N/a 

Prevett, 

Frank 

Four siblings 

 

No Married – 

3 

September 

1930 

N/a Twin sons 1933  

Rainer, May Two brothers 

 

 

No Married – 

29 August 

1931 

Yes – but she 

re-entered 

employment in 

1941 

Two sons First son born 18 

July 1935  
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Second son born 

17 November 

1936  

 

Relph, 

Winifred 

Two sisters 

One brother 

 

 

No Married – 

1951 

Not stated but 

seems unlikely. 

The marriage 

bar was lifted 

after the Second 

World War so 

she would not 

have had to 

leave her work 

None stated N/a 

Rice, 

Stanley 

One brother 

Three sisters 

 

 

No Married – 

22 August 

1931 

N/a One child (no 

gender specified) 

First and only 

child was stillborn 

in November 

1937  
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Salusbury, 

Hilda 

Two sisters 

One brother  

 

 

No Married – 

6 January 

1934 

Not stated but 

likely that she 

gave up work 

when she had 

her children  

One daughter 

One son 

Daughter born in 

January 1935  

Son born in 

September 1943  

 

Sanderson, 

Charles 

Four siblings 

 

 

No Married - 

1933 

N/a One child lost at 

birth (no gender 

specified) 

Two daughters 

One son 

First child 

(stillborn) in 1936  

 

First daughter 

born in 1938  

 

Two more 

children born 

after 1945 

 

Sawyer, 

John 

None stated 

 

No Married – 

April 1946 

N/a None stated Na 
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Smith, Cyril None stated 

 

 

No Married – 

1930 

N/a One son 

Two daughters 

No dates are 

given for the birth 

of the first two 

children 

 

Third daughter 

was born in 1939  

 

Snowman, 

Hilda 

One sibling 

One half-brother 

One half-sister 

 

 

Yes – Hilda’s 

mother 

remarried – no 

date given but 

before Hilda 

was four 

Married – 

September 

1921 

No, but she left 

work when her 

first child was 

born in 1922 

Two daughters First daughter 

born in 1922  

 

Second daughter 

born in 1931  

Vallance, 

Jack 

None stated 

 

No Married – 

29 April 

1939 

N/a One son 

Three daughters 

Not clear 
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Vere, Percy One older sister 

 

 

No Married – 

19 

September 

1936 

N/a One son 1940  

Waddicor, 

Thomas 

Five brothers 

Two sisters 

 

 

No Married – 

No date is 

given but 

before 

1939. 

N/a Yes, but not clear 

how many (at least 

two as he writes 

‘children’  

Not stated but 

before 1934 as 

he recalls an 

anecdote 

involving them at 

this time 

Wallis, 

Bessie 

Two brothers 

mentioned by 

name – possibly a 

third brother but it 

is not clear 

 

 

No Married – 

no date is 

given – 

likely after 

the 

Second 

World War 

Not clear if she 

had to leave her 

work as a 

cashier in a 

bank after 

marriage  

None stated N/a 

Ward, Wally One older sister No Married – 

late 1939/ 

N/a One daughter Daughter born 18 

months after their 
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One older brother 

One half-brother 

from his father’s 

affair 

 

early 1940 

– exact 

date not 

stated 

One son marriage – so 

possibly 1941  

Son born in 1942  

 

Westley, W Three older 

brothers 

 

 

No Married – 

no date is 

given but 

the title of 

her 

memoir 

states that 

her maiden 

name was 

Fallon 

Not stated None stated N/a 

Wooland, 

Mrs H 

Five sisters 

 

 

No – father did 

not remarry 

after the death 

of her mother 

Married – 

no date is 

given but 

before the 

Second 

Yes None stated N/a 
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World War 

as she 

noted that 

her 

husband 

was not 

enlisted 

Young, 

Harry 

None 

 

 

No Married 

twice – first 

marriage 

was in the 

mid-1920s, 

his wife 

later went 

back to 

Moscow to 

visit her 

parents in 

the 1930s 

N/a One son  

One daughter  

(both with his 

second wife) 

Not stated 
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and did not 

return 

 

Remarried 

later in life 

after the 

Second 

World War 
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Name 
(surname, 
first name) 

Any cases of 
sibling 
mortality? 

Any cases of 
child mortality? 

Cause of death of 
the father/ year of 
death 

Cause of death of 
mother/ year of death 

Any war-related 
mortality in the 
immediate family?  

Abel, 

Florence 

Two younger 

sisters died in 

infancy 

None stated Influenza in 1919 – 

Died aged forty-four 

 

Not stated – Died in 

1962 aged eighty-six 

No 

Abington, 

William 

None stated None stated Not stated – 1945. Not stated No 

Austin, Mrs 

V 

One brother 

died in military 

service in 1917 

aged nineteen 

None stated Not stated  Not stated Yes – one brother 

Ayre, Joe One brother 

died in military 

service in 1916 

at the Battle of 

the Somme 

None stated Not stated Tuberculosis – 1918. Yes – one brother  

Baxter, Fred None stated None stated Did not know his birth 

father 

Not stated No 

Appendix Four: Mortality information 
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Betterton, 

Kathleen 

None stated One of her sons 

dies in infancy 

 

One son dies in 

the 1960s during a 

Fleet Air rescue 

operation 

Before his wife but no 

other information is 

given 

Aged seventy-one – 

presumably of old age 

No 

Bold, Edna One died in 

infancy 

N/a Not stated Not stated No 

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

N/a Has a miscarriage 

and lost a son in 

September 1936 

Enteric Fever in 1904  Not stated No 

Cooter, 

Florence 

Three died in 

infancy 

None stated Not stated – died just 

before the end of the 

Second World War 

Not stated No 

Dorrell, 

Harry 

Two died in 

infancy 

 

One brother 

died aged 

nineteen in 

None stated Not stated – but 

during the interwar 

period 

Not stated – but during 

the interwar period 

Yes – one brother  
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military service 

in 1918 after 

slipping off the 

navy ship he 

was serving 

aboard 

Driver, 

Nellie 

None stated None stated Illness potentially 

caused by his military 

service in the First 

World War – died in 

1929 

Not stated No – but her father 

dies in 1925 and 

Nellie blamed his 

death on his war 

service during the 

First World War 

Fagan, 

Hymie 

None stated None stated Tuberculosis – died in 

1909 

Not stated No 

Finnie, 

Ellsye 

None stated Oldest son died of 

asthma – no date 

is given but it 

seemed like it was 

in the mid-1970s. 

Youngest daughter 

died of an 

Weak chest – likely 

tuberculosis, died 

between 1910 and 

1914 

Old age – 1950 No 
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unspecified cause 

in 1974  

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

None stated None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Garrett, Kay None stated None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Hansford, 

Charles 

One sister died 

at age fifteen of 

meningitis 

None stated Unspecified cause 

presumably infectious 

disease as there is no 

mention of an 

accident – 1912 

Not stated No 

Harris, H.J. None stated None stated Unspecified cause – 

around 1906 

Not stated – but he 

was in a mental 

asylum from 1913 

No 

Henderson, 

Katherine 

Two brothers 

died in combat 

during the First 

World War 

Her son was 

murdered by her 

husband – no date 

is given but after 

the Second World 

War 

Not stated Not stated Yes – two brothers 

Hodges, 

Adeline 

None stated None stated Unspecified cause 

between 1914-1918.  

Not stated No 
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Holland, 

Eva 

None stated None stated Old age – died aged 

seventy-eight – no 

date given 

Old age – died aged 

ninety-three – no date 

given 

No 

Hollinrake, 

Mary 

None stated None stated Not stated Undiagnosed cerebral 

haemorrhage – died 

aged forty-four – no 

date is given 

No 

Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

Her younger 

brother Charlie 

died in 1923 

None stated Cardiac trouble – 

1932 

Unspecified cause – 

1922/early 1923 

No 

Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

None stated None stated Not stated Unspecified cause – 

1934 

No 

Lord, Annie None stated None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Martin, 

Ernest 

None stated None stated No mention of his 

biological father, nor 

did he state when his 

stepfather died 

Not stated No 

Martin, 

Grace 

None stated Son was stillborn 

in 1939 

Not stated Not stated No 
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McQuoid, 

Jack 

None stated None stated Complications 

following surgery – 

1939 

Not stated No 

Metcalfe, 

Syd 

One sister died 

in infancy. 

N/a Old age – no date 

given. 

Mother disappeared in 

1926. 

No 

Middlebrook

, Wilfred 

Two siblings 

died in infancy 

None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Mountford, 

Samuel 

None stated None stated Not specified – aged 

seventy-four – no 

date is given 

Not specified – aged 

ninety-three – no date 

is given 

No 

Newton, 

James 

Challender 

None stated N/a Father killed in 

military service in 

1918 

Not stated but still alive 

at ninety-two. 

Yes – father  

Oates, Guy One brother 

died of 

tuberculosis in 

1920 

None stated Influenza – 1909. Cancer – 1943 No 

Owen, 

Marion 

None stated N/a Unspecified – related 

to an asthma attack – 

No date given 

(interwar period) 

Not stated No 
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Prevett, 

Frank 

None stated None stated No date is given but 

not long after 

retirement 

Old age – died aged 

ninety – no date given 

No 

Rainer, May None stated None stated Unspecified reason – 

1936 

Unspecified cause – 

1940 

No 

Relph, 

Winifred 

None stated N/a  Work accident – 1920  Not stated No 

Rice, 

Stanley 

None stated One child lost at 

birth in 1937 

Not stated Mother died the same 

weekend as their baby 

– 1937 – she was fifty-

six 

No 

Salusbury, 

Hilda 

None stated None stated Unspecified cause – 

1950s. 

Mother lived into her 

nineties, but they lost 

touch with her in 1952 

No 

Sanderson, 

Charles 

One died in 

infancy 

One child lost at 

birth in 1936 

Not stated General ill health – 

died aged fifty-two – 

no date is given but it 

was in the interwar 

period 

No 

Sawyer, 

John 

None stated N/a Unspecified cause – 

1933 

Not stated No 
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Smith, Cyril None stated Son died in a 

motorcycle 

accident in 1964 

Not stated Not stated No 

Snowman, 

Hilda 

None stated None stated Rheumatic fever – 

1901 

Not stated No 

Vallance, 

Jack 

None stated None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Vere, Percy None stated None stated Not specified – but he 

died during the 

Second World War 

whilst Percy was 

away in military 

service 

Not stated No 

Waddicor, 

Thomas 

None stated None stated Not stated Not stated No 

Wallis, 

Bessie 

None stated N/a Not stated Not stated No 

Ward, Wally None stated None stated Old age – the date is 

not given – after the 

Second World War 

(Wally had been 

Not stated No 
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estranged from his 

father until after the 

war) 

Westley, W None stated N/a Not stated Not stated No 

Wooland, 

Mrs H 

Twin sisters 

died during birth 

N/a Not stated Mother died giving 

birth to twin girls – 

1914 

No 

Young, 

Harry 

None stated  None stated Chronic ill health – 

1943 

Old age – Died aged 

eighty-nine 

No 
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Name 
(surname, 
first name) 

Any 
siblings 
enlisted 
in the 
First 
World 
War? 

Was their 
father in 
military 
service in 
the First 
World 
War? 

Possible or 
stated 
reason for 
their 
father’s 
exemption 
from 
military 
service 

Father’s 
civilian 
occupation 

Were they 
enlisted into 
military 
service 
during the 
Second 
World War? 

Possible or 
stated reason 
for exemption 
from military 
service during 
the Second 
World War 

Civilian role 
during the 
Second World 
War 

Abel, 

Florence 

No  No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

 

 

Cheesemonger  No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Returned 

temporarily to her 

previous role as a 

clerk in a 

government 

department. She 

left because of 

the air raids and 

worked closer to 

Appendix Five: First and Second World War Information 
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home as a wages 

clerk 

Abington, 

William 

No  No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

Tailor  No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Called up for 

medical 

examination in 

July 1943 – 

Deemed to be 

medically unfit 

due to a lack of 

leg reflexes 

Ran a shop 

Austin, Mrs 

V 

Yes – 

one 

brother 

No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Likely 

exempt 

because he 

had lost an 

eye during a 

Engineer (would 

have also been 

reserved 

occupation) 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Not stated – likely 

a housewife 



374 
 

work 

accident  

Ayre, Joe Yes – 

two 

brothers 

Yes – 

Father was 

in the army 

and he 

served on 

the ‘front’ 

N/a N/a Yes – at the 

outbreak of 

war, Joe tried 

to join the 

army, but he 

was told that 

he was in an 

exempted 

occupation 

working as a 

welder. Then, 

in 1942, the 

government 

called upon 

any men who 

had been on 

a merchant 

ship to return 

to the 

N/a N/a 
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merchant 

navy and so 

he had to 

serve on a 

merchant 

navy ship 

Baxter, Fred No Yes – 

Stepfather 

served in 

Palestine 

N/a N/a Yes – his job 

at the sugar 

factory was 

reserved but 

he wanted to 

join the RAF 

– served in 

the motor 

transport 

section for 

the duration 

of the war 

N/a N/a 

Betterton, 

Kathleen 

No No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Lift operator on 

the London 

underground 

No Not stated – she 

may have had 

children at this 

Housewife 
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Kathleen 

stated that 

her father 

was 

rejected on 

medical 

grounds due 

to childhood 

Rheumatic 

fever having 

affected his 

heart 

time, but this is 

not stated 

Bold, Edna No No Reserved 

Occupation/ 

Medically 

exempt 

 

Edna stated 

that her 

father went 

to tribunal 

Baker (married 

bakers over the 

age of twenty-

seven were in a 

reserved 

occupation 

providing they 

did not make 

No Not stated – she 

was a teacher 

so may have 

been exempt 

based on 

occupation 

Teacher 
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and was 

exempt 

based on a 

combination 

of his poor 

health and 

his 

occupation 

as a baker 

cakes or 

confectionery) 

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

No No Birth father: 

Deceased 

 

Stepfather: 

Reserved 

occupation 

 

Henrietta 

stated that 

he was in a 

reserved 

occupation 

Foreman for an 

electrical 

company 

(reserved 

occupation) 

No  Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 
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Cooter, 

Florence 

No  Yes – he 

was a 

sergeant 

Mayor in the 

army and 

served in 

France 

N/a N/a Yes – 

although she 

is married in 

1938, 

Florence was 

childless and 

so was 

eligible for 

conscription. 

She was 

conscripted 

to work as a 

gardener at 

Hampton 

Court Palace  

N/a N/a 

Dorrell, 

Harry 

Yes – 

two 

brothers 

enlisted 

into 

service  

No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Likely 

medically 

Operative 

tobacconist 

No Reserved 

occupation. 

He trained as an 

engineer – a 

protected 

occupation 
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exempt as 

he was deaf 

Driver, 

Nellie 

No Yes – 

Father 

served in 

the Royal 

Field 

Artillery in 

France 

N/a N/a No She was in 

prison for the 

duration of the 

war because of 

her Fascist 

Party affiliation 

N/a 

Fagan, 

Hymie 

No No Deceased: 

 

Father had 

died before 

the war from 

tuberculosis 

N/a Yes – served 

in the army 

between the 

years 1941 

and 1945 

N/a Worked for the 

Communist Party 

before and after 

the war  

Finnie, 

Ellsye 

No No Deceased: 

 

Father had 

died before 

the war from 

what Ellsye 

N/a No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 
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termed a 

‘weak chest’ 

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

No No Age: 

 

Gertrude 

stated that 

he was 

exempt 

because he 

was too old 

for service  

Shopkeeper No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 

Garrett, kay No Yes – he 

served in 

Egypt 

N/a  No Partly – she had 

to work as a 

clerical officer 

by order of the 

Ministry of 

Labour 

Promoted from 

typing grade to 

clerical officer 

because of the 

shortage of 

clerical workers  

Hansford, 

Charles 

No No Birth father: 

deceased 

 

Stepfather: 

His stepfather 

was a bricklayer 

(not necessarily 

a protected 

No Reserved 

occupation 

Was employed to 

do building 

maintenance on a 

military base 
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Reserved 

occupation 

 

Charles 

noted that 

his step-

father was 

exempt for 

part of the 

war due to 

his 

occupation 

 

 

occupation 

unless working 

on certain 

projects) 

Harris, H.J. No No Deceased: 

 

Father died 

before the 

war began 

N/a No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Tried to join the 

army but was 

rejected as a 

person of 

Ordered by the 

Ministry of Labour 

to work at the 

local Royal 

Ordnance 

Factory as an 

engineering 
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unsound mind 

Later was 

involved in war 

work 

inspector until the 

end of the war  

Henderson, 

Katherine 

Yes – 

six 

brothers 

(five in 

the 

army 

and one 

in the 

Navy) 

No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Small farmer 

and dairyman 

(protected 

occupation). 

Father had 

served in the 

army previously 

but was likely 

exempt due to 

his occupation 

as a farmer 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 

Hodges, 

Adeline 

No No Reserved 

occupation 

then 

deceased 

 

Stoneman in the 

mine (miners 

were exempt 

from 

conscription) 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Not stated – likely 

a housewife 
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Father likely 

would have 

been 

exempt due 

to his 

occupation. 

He died 

either in 

1915 or 

1918 

(Adeline is 

not clear) 

Holland, 

Eva 

No No Medically 

exempt: 

 

Eva stated 

that her 

father was 

called up for 

a medical 

inspection 

Railway worker 

(not all railway 

workers were 

exempt – her 

father was 

called up for 

medical 

examination but 

was injured by 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Helped on the 

farm that her 

husband was 

employed on  
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on board a 

train. The 

train was 

bombed 

during the 

inspection 

and her 

father lost 

both of his 

legs 

an aerial 

bombing attack) 

Hollinrake, 

Mary 

No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Owner of a 

grocery and 

confectionery 

shop (married 

grocery 

managers were 

exempt over the 

age of thirty-

one) 

No  Women with 

children were 

exempt  

She returned to 

teaching part-

time as teachers 

were badly 

needed during 

the war 

Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

No Yes – 

although 

N/a N/a No Reserved 

occupation. 

Civil servant – 

ends up in a 



385 
 

she did not 

state in 

what 

capacity 

government job 

which she stated 

that she cannot 

write about 

Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

Yes – 

Her 

brother 

had 

moved 

to 

Canada 

and 

joined 

their 

army 

but did 

not see 

active 

service 

No  No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

N/a No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 
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Lord, Annie No No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

 

Not stated No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Domestic service. 

Martin, 

Ernest 

No No Birth father 

unknown as 

Ernest was 

illegitimate 

 

Stepfather: 

Reserved 

occupation 

Cotton mill 

worker (a 

protected 

occupation) 

Yes – served 

in the Royal 

Navy 

between 

1941 and 

1945 

N/a Worked in an oil 

distillery before 

1941 

Martin, 

Grace 

Yes – 

one 

brother 

in the 

army 

 

No Age: 

 

Grace noted 

that her 

father was 

too old for 

service 

Waiter No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 
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McQuoid, 

Jack 

No No Reserved 

occupation/l

uck: 

 

Jack noted 

that his 

father 

avoided 

conscription 

because he 

worked in 

the food 

industry, but 

he would 

have been 

called up 

eventually if 

the war had 

not ended in 

1918 

Commercial 

traveller selling 

jam 

Yes – joined 

the RAF. 

N/a Worked on a farm 

after the war. 
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Metcalfe, 

Syd 

No Yes – in the 

army 

N/a N/a Yes – went 

back into the 

army in 1939 

N/a He was a trainee 

electrician just 

before the war  

Middlebrook

, Wilfred 

No, but 

Wilfred 

served 

in the 

Royal 

Navy in 

1918 for 

one 

year 

No Medically 

exempt: 

Wilfred 

noted that 

his father 

was 

deemed 

unfit for 

service 

Weaver  No Reserved 

occupation but 

may have also 

been his age 

 

 

Overlooker in the 

silk mills 

 

Mountford, 

Samuel 

No No Medically 

exempt: 

 

He was 

‘crippled’ 

Tailor No Reserved 

occupation 

 

Also, likely 

medically 

exempt: 

 

he developed a 

form of 

Assigned special 

work on Spitfires 



389 
 

Rheumatism in 

early 1939, but 

after he 

recovered, he 

was involved in 

war work 

Newton, 

James 

Challender 

No Yes – 

Father 

served in 

Belgium 

N/a N/a Yes – 

Enlisted into 

the RAF in 

1942 – 

worked with 

radars 

N/a N/a 

Oates, Guy Yes – 

three 

brothers 

were 

enlisted 

 

All 

returned 

home 

No Deceased: 

 

Father died 

before the 

war 

N/a No Reserved 

occupation 

Ran a workhouse 

that was partly 

transformed into 

a military hospital 

during the war 
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but one 

was a 

prisoner 

of war 

for a 

while  

Owen, 

Marion 

No Yes – 

although 

she did not 

note in what 

capacity 

N/a N/a Not stated Not stated Not stated 

Prevett, 

Frank 

No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Railway worker 

(various railway 

workers’ jobs 

were exempt) 

No Reserved 

occupation  

Stationmaster 

Rainer, May No Yes – in the 

Royal Army 

Medical 

Corps as a 

cook after 

failing his 

N/a Baker’s 

journeyman 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Insurance agent 
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medical 

exam 

because of 

hammertoe 

Relph, 

Winifred 

No No Age: 

 

Winifred 

noted that 

her father 

was too old 

for service 

Carpenter  No No reason was 

given 

Domestic servant 

but started 

college in 1940 

Rice, 

Stanley 

No No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

Various odd 

jobs – often 

unemployed 

Yes – joined 

the RAF as 

an armourer 

in 1941 

N/a Hired out props 

for movie sets but 

the wartime ban 

on production 

ruined his 

business, so he 

decided to join 

the RAF 
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Salusbury, 

Hilda 

No No Reserved 

occupation: 

 

Hilda noted 

that her 

father was 

not 

conscripted 

due to his 

work 

 

 

Marine engineer 

and 

draughtsman 

(reserved 

occupation) 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 

Sanderson, 

Charles 

No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Mine (Reserved 

occupation) 

Yes – joined 

the RAF in 

1942 

N/a Worked in a 

Hosiery factory 

until he enlisted 

Sawyer, 

John 

No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

Grocery store 

owner (Married 

grocery 

managers were 

exempt over the 

Yes – was 

called up in 

1940 

N/a Worked in a 

solicitor’s office 
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age of thirty-

one) 

Smith, Cyril No Yes – but 

he was 

medically 

discharged 

before 

seeing 

active 

service 

N/a Owned a 

boarding house  

No Reserved 

occupation – but 

if the war had 

continued, he 

would have 

been called up 

Press 

telegraphist 

Snowman, 

Hilda 

No No Birth father 

was 

deceased 

 

Stepfather: 

Reserved 

occupation 

Stepfather 

worked in the 

bleach works 

(married 

workmen 

working with 

‘dyestuff’ were 

exempt over the 

age of 31) 

No Women with 

children were 

exempt 

Housewife 
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Vallance, 

Jack 

No Yes – father 

was a 

corporal  

N/a Quarry worker No Likely in a 

reserved 

occupation 

Signalman, then 

a horse parcel 

van man then a 

relief clerk 

Vere, Percy No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Flour miller 

(reserved 

occupation). 

Flour millers 

were exempt 

from service 

unless engaged 

in packing and 

filling 

 

Yes – 

conscripted 

as a driver 

with the 

Royal Army 

Service 

Corps 

N/a Worked as a 

salvage 

destructor before 

the war 

Waddicor, 

Thomas 

Yes – 

four 

brothers 

in the 

army 

No Reserved 

occupation 

Cotton mill 

worker (many 

cotton workers 

were exempt 

from service) 

Partly – he 

was a civilian 

but with the 

rank of an 

army captain 

N/a Taught 

propaganda 

techniques to 

national 

resistance 

movements 
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Wallis, 

Bessie 

Yes – 

one 

brother. 

Yes – but 

he was later 

invalided 

out with 

tuberculosis 

N/a Rope splicer in 

the mines 

No No clear reason 

for exemption. 

Cashier in a 

London bank 

Ward, Wally No No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

Various odd 

jobs – often 

unemployed 

No Medically 

exempt: 

He had epilepsy  

Inspector in an 

engineering shop. 

Westley, W No No Reserved 

occupation 

 

 

Father was a 

manager of a 

laundry 

business 

(reserved 

occupation) 

Not stated Not stated Not stated 

Wooland, 

Mrs H 

No No No clear 

reason for 

exemption 

 

 

Not stated No No clear reason 

for exemption 

Housewife 

Young, 

Harry 

No No Medically 

exempt: 

Ran a bicycle 

shop 

Partly – his 

age group 

‘conditional 

exemption’ 

In war work as a 

munition’s 
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Harry noted 

that his 

father 

underwent a 

medical 

examination 

but was 

rejected due 

to his very 

poor health 

was called 

up, but he 

was 

determined to 

fight it. Made 

a case as a 

conscientious 

objector and 

was given 

‘conditional 

exemption’ so 

he was 

forced to join 

the 

ambulance 

service 

based on 

matters of 

conscience 

worker, then a 

taxi driver and 

later conscripted 

as an ambulance 

driver 
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Name (Surname, 
Forename) 

Homeowner Information 

Abel, Florence Purchased a home with her husband in 1932. 

Abington, William Wiliam and his wife later moved into his childhood home – not clear if this house was rented 

or owned by his parents. 

Austin, Mrs V Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Ayre, Joe Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Baxter, Fred Rented but his family were later given accommodation provided by the council. 

 

Betterton, Kathleen Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Bold, Edna No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Burkin, Henrietta Purchased a house with her husband in 1935 – cost £600 with a £25 deposit but her father 

gave them a wedding gift of £100 which they used as a deposit. 

 

Appendix Six: Homeowner Information 
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Cooter, Florence Florence and her husband purchased their house at some point before the Second World 

War. 

Dorrell, Harry Harry and his wife purchased land just after the Second World War and had a house built. 

 

Driver, Nellie No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Fagan, Hymie No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Finnie, Ellsye Ellsye and her husband rented after they married. During the Second World War, Ellsye 

wanted to move her family to be closer to her husband who was posted near Oswestry whilst 

enlisted in the RAF. Her landlord also wanted to sell the house that they were currently sitting 

tenants in and so she applied for a loan from the bank which she used to purchase her rented 

home. She then sold that property before using the profit and the remaining loan to pay for the 

second house. They later sell this house after the end of the war, but it is not clear if they 

rented or purchased their subsequent properties.  

Freeman, Gertrude After Gertrude and her husband married, they moved into one of the houses that her 

husband’s firm had built – this was likely provided as part of his employment terms. This row 

of houses later burnt down. Gertrude’s aunt gave her £100 that would have been left to her in 

her will and they used this as a deposit. Their house was built from the ground up in 1934 and 

cost £668 including £100 for the land. They borrowed £500 from a building society.  
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Garrett, Kay Kay lived in a hut with her husband in South Africa. After she left her husband and returned to 

England, she likely rented property.  

Hansford, Charles After marrying, Charles and his wife temporarily lived in a caravan that he bought for £75. In 

1925 he built them a house after the birth of his daughter.  

Harris, H.J. H.J. managed to save a £10 deposit for a house after blagging his way into a job in the late 

1930s. 

Henderson, Katherine Katherine and her husband bought a house after they married in 1937. 

 

Hodges, Adeline Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Holland, Eva Eva and her husband lived in accommodation on the farm that her husband worked on.  

 

Hollinrake, Mary No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Hutchinson, Eleanor No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Lea, Emily Gertrude Emily and her husband bought a house in 1929 – they nicknamed it the ‘Millstone’ because 

the mortgage repayments were much higher than rent.  

Lord, Annie Rented. 

 

Martin, Ernest Rented.   
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Martin, Grace Grace and her husband managed to save the £25 deposit to buy their own home in 1937. 

McQuoid, Jack Lived on his wife’s parent’s farm in Ireland after they married.  

 

Metcalfe, Syd He moved around a lot – was also in the army for a while. Likely rented when needed.  

 

Middlebrook, Wilfred No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Mountford, Samuel Rented a house after he was married. They later moved into a council house in Birmingham. 

Eventually, they saved enough for a house and put down a £25 deposit in 1938.  

Newton, James Challender Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Oates, Guy His accommodation was provided through his work running workhouses.  

 

Owen, Marion No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Prevett, Frank Once married, Frank and his wife moved into a cottage – likely rented. When he was 

promoted to stationmaster his family moved into accommodation provided by his employers.  

May, Rainer May and her husband bought a house in 1935 with a £35 deposit after her husband won 

some money on a sweepstake.  

Relph, Winifred No information on adult housing provided. 
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Rice, Stanley He and his wife rented a property. Later in life, they bought a flat which they then sold. They 

rented for a while before purchasing another flat.  

Salusbury, Hilda Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Sanderson, Charles Not stated if ever a homeowner. 

 

Sawyer, John John and his wife lived with friends shortly after marrying. He then got a job which provided 

staff with housing. Later they were given a large flat by the local authority.  

Smith, Cyril Bought a house with his wife but they did not like the neighbours, so they sold it and bought 

another in 1935. He did not remember borrowing any money for the second house so he must 

have had enough from the previous house sale.  

Snowman, Hilda Hilda and her husband rented her Grandfather’s house after his death. They later purchased 

a house of their own in 1931. 

Vallance, Jack Bought a house with his wife in the 1940s.  

 

Vere, Percy Percy and his wife bought a bungalow after the Second World War.  

 

Waddicor, Thomas Not clear but he does buy a car for £125 so had some disposable income.  

 

Wallis, Bessie Not stated if ever a homeowner. 
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Ward, Wally Rented a flat with his wife and later a house. They were offered the chance to purchase it 

during the war but could not afford it. Later they got the chance to purchase it again for the 

price of £800. 

Westley, W No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Wooland, Mrs H No information on adult housing provided. 

 

Young, Harry Not stated if ever a homeowner. 
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Name 
(Surname, 
Forename) 

Summary of the 
autobiographers’ 
education/ scholarship 
information 
 
 
 
 

Age they left full-
time education to 
start work 

Father’s 
employment 
 
 

Summary of the autobiographers’ 
work history 

Abel, 

Florence 

Educated at a London 

County Council School 

and high school. 

 

She won a Junior 

County Exhibition which 

allowed her to stay in 

education until she was 

sixteen. 

Sixteen Cheesemonger 

 

Junior clerk in a counting-house of a 

large store, she was then employed in 

an insurance office. During the years 

1919 and 1928, she worked as a clerical 

officer in the civil service. She returned 

briefly to this work during the Second 

World War before becoming a part-time 

wages clerk. 

Abington, 

William 

Educated at a village 

school and Kimbolton 

Sixteen Tailor 

 

Joined his father in the tailoring 

business after leaving school in 1919. 

Appendix Seven: Education and Employment Information 
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Grammar school (1914-

1919). 

 

Not clear how his 

grammar school 

attendance was funded. 

 

 

Austin, Mrs 

V 

Educated at a local 

school. 

Fourteen Machinist in an 

engineering 

factory 

 

 

Housewife 

Worked in an office. 

Ayre, Joe Educated at St. 

Emmanuel’s church 

school from the age of 

six until he ran away 

from home at the age of 

ten and was sent to 

Canada as part of a 

programme to rehome 

Fourteen Dock Labourer 

 

Housewife 

Various jobs throughout his life. Worked 

in Canada as a farm boy, then in an 

assembly plant, then for a coal and 

wood merchant. Spent a brief time as a 

merchant seaman (which led to him 

later being conscripted into the Royal 

Merchant Navy during the Second 

World War). He was also a welder.  
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orphaned children. He 

was educated in 

Canada until the age of 

fourteen. 

Baxter, Fred Educated at a local 

school. 

 

Thirteen Born illegitimately 

and did not know 

his birth father. 

 

Stepfather also 

had a variety of 

jobs.  

Worked part-time while in school. After 

leaving school he had various jobs 

including working in a grocer, a millinery 

shop, dairy worker, an errand boy, a rag 

and bone man, sugar factory worker, 

fishmonger and he sold wood. During 

the war, he was in the RAF and after the 

war, he had various jobs including 

publican.  

Betterton, 

Kathleen 

Educated at Queensmill 

Road Council School, 

then attended Christ’s 

Hospital (a convent 

school) between the 

years 1924 and 1931, 

she then attended 

Sommerville College at 

Twenty-two Liftman on the 

London 

underground. 

 

 

Secretary to the warden of a hall of 

residence in Birmingham between the 

years 1935 and 1936, then worked as a 

private tutor in Scotland. Worked briefly 

as a children’s nanny in 1937 before 

becoming a secretary at a London 

training college in 1937. After the war, 

she taught Latin.  
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Oxford University 

between the years 1931 

and 1935. 

 

She won a scholarship 

to attend Christ’s 

Hospital convent school. 

 

She applied for a 

London County Council 

grant to study at Oxford 

University. 

Bold, Edna Educated at state 

school, then at 

secondary school. After 

which she attended the 

Church of England 

Teacher Training 

College. 

 

Twenty Baker and 

confectioner 

 

Weaver (left after 

the birth of her 

children). 

Schoolteacher 
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She also attended art 

college part-time. It is 

not clear who funded 

this. 

Burkin, 

Henrietta 

Educated at church 

school then attended 

Pitman’s secretarial 

college. 

 

Her mother had taken 

out an endowment when 

Henrietta was born 

which paid for her to 

attend college. 

Not stated – Likely 

around eighteen. 

Lighterman (died 

when Henrietta 

was 10 days old) 

 

Stepfather was a 

foreman for an 

electrical 

company.  

 

Tea packer for 

Co-op before she 

married but after 

the death of her 

husband she went 

back to work in a 

workhouse. 

Secretary for eleven years at the same 

firm.  
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Cooter, 

Florence 

Educated at Bonner Hill 

school. 

Fourteen Blacksmith and 

general farrier, 

later as a 

publican. 

Bookkeeper in a motor accessory firm 

until 1926, she was then a nursemaid 

before suffering a breakdown. After 

recovering she worked for a doctor. 

During the Second World War, she was 

conscripted as a gardener at Hampton 

Court Palace for four years. 

Dorrell, 

Harry 

Educated at various 

schools. 

 

His teacher asked his 

parents if they could 

enter for the grammar 

school examination, but 

he knew that his parents 

would not be able to 

afford it if he succeeded. 

Fourteen Operative 

tobacconist 

His first job was supposed to be learning 

the wine trade, but he ended up bottling 

beer and washing bottles, so he quit. He 

then worked selling ladies’ hats before 

moving to the dispatch and goods 

department. He was sacked in 1919 

because he did not keep the records 

properly. He then worked in the tobacco 

industry until 1928 before becoming a 

poultry farmer. He then became an 

engineer in 1929, before being 

employed in several jobs from which he 

was fired. During the Second World 

War, he trained in personal 
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management after seeing government 

propaganda.  

Driver, Nellie Educated at a council 

school – missed two 

years of education due 

to heart disease. 

Fourteen Worked in North 

East shipyards – 

parents later took 

on a grocery shop. 

 

 

Worked in a ‘blind alley’ job in a sweet 

factory from 1928 until 1930. Then was 

unemployed for several years. Worked 

for a short period as a weaver. Spent 

the Second World War in prison due to 

her Fascist leanings and found it very 

hard to find work as a result after the 

war. Eventually found work part-time in 

a bakery then full time in an engineering 

company between the years 1948 and 

1968.  

Fagan, 

Hymie 

Educated at 

Commercial Street 

school, Rochelle Street 

school, Jews’ Free 

School, Westborough 

Road Boys’ school. 

 

Fourteen Printer by trade 

but forced to find 

work in the 

tailoring 

sweatshops when 

they moved from 

Russia to England 

(London).  

At the age of fourteen, he started in a 

carpet workhouse, then he was an 

apprentice tailor. Later he was articled 

to a solicitor’s firm. After which he 

worked full time for the Communist 

Party from 1928 to 1968 apart from a 

brief period during the Second World 

War when he was in the army.  
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Finnie, 

Ellsye 

Educated at a local 

school, then attended 

South Yardley grammar 

school, she then went to 

a commercial college. 

 

Not clear who funded 

her to attend college. 

Not stated – Likely 

around eighteen 

Father was a 

partner in a family 

business that 

made maths 

instruments and 

drawing office 

equipment.  

Worked as a secretary. 

Freeman, 

Gertrude 

Educated by a 

governess in another 

girl’s home after the age 

of seven – mother had 

taught her up until then. 

Then attended King 

Edward VI grammar 

school. 

 

She also attended 

evening classes at 

Moseley Road Art 

school with her sister 

Not stated – Likely 

around fourteen 

Ran various 

business which 

failed – primarily 

due to her father’s 

kind nature which 

meant that he 

often did work in 

advance of 

payment.  

 

 

Wanted to work in her mother’s shop but 

her mother said that she would be better 

off working in an office. After learning 

shorthand and typing she got a job in a 

solicitor’s office. After two years the 

office moved to Dudley, so she got 

another job working in a shipping office. 

After another couple of years, her 

mother decided that she could do with 

some help in the shop after all and so 

Gertrude left her office job to help her 

mother. Left the shop when she was 

married but helped to run their local 
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just before she left the 

grammar school. 

church’s Sunday school for nearly fifty 

years. Shortly after she was married, 

she also helped in her husband’s firm in 

the office. 

Kay, Garrett Educated at Sacred 

Heart Convent school in 

Hammersmith, then St. 

Mary Abbott’s school in 

Kensington until 1914 

(father wanted her to 

move to a Catholic 

school).  

Fourteen In the army then 

he worked as a 

caretaker. 

Worked as a general servant before 

becoming a kitchen clerk in the National 

Liberal club between 1916 to 1917 due 

to the shortage of men. She then served 

in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps 

between 1917 and 1919. After she was 

demobilised, she moved to South Africa 

with her husband. She was a housewife, 

but learnt to type. When she returned to 

England with her daughter (but without 

her husband) she got a job as a maid in 

1930. She then worked as a counter 

hand before getting a job as a typist and 

filing clerk in 1931. She eventually 

joined the staff of the Daily Mirror in 

1946 after sending in a short article. She 
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worked under the name ‘Mary Brown’ at 

the newspaper for 17 years. 

Hansford, 

Charles 

Educated at a private 

dame school in 

Brockenhurst, then 

attended Ludlow school 

in Woolston until 1916. 

Fourteen Policeman  

 

Stepfather was a 

bricklayer 

 

 

His first job was as a tea boy on a 

construction site in 1916 before 

becoming a bricklayer’s assistant. He 

was briefly apprenticed as a shipwright 

and boat builder for about a year. He 

then became a fire-work bricklayer, then 

a contract builder. He had his first 

regular wage during the Second World 

War. 

Harris, H.J. Educated in the 

orphanage where he 

spent his childhood 

between 1906 and 

1917. 

Fourteen Not stated Orphanage labelled him unsuitable for a 

trade because he was a bed wetter. 

Managed to find work sorting rags and 

bailing scrap metal in 1917. He was 

then a tramp for a period before 

becoming a garage labourer. He tried to 

join the army in 1939 but was 

discharged due to his mental health. He 

then became an engineering inspector 

during the Second World War. After the 
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war, he was an electrician and a 

machine tool fitter.  

Henderson, 

Katherine 

Educated at Ruckinge 

school until thirteen then 

moved to Belsington 

school after the 

headteacher was 

vindictive to Katherine.  

Fourteen Small farmer and 

dairyman 

Domestic servant. After the death of her 

son and the imprisonment of her 

husband, she worked as a children’s 

nanny.  

Hodges, 

Adeline 

Educated at a village 

school in County 

Durham, then went into 

the upper standard girl’s 

school, she also took 

evening classes.  

Not stated but 

possibly sixteen – 

she became a pupil-

teacher whilst in the 

upper standard girl’s 

school at sixteen 

then became a 

schoolteacher. 

Stonemason in a 

coal pit. 

Pupil-teacher and then a schoolteacher.  

Holland, Eva Educated at a local 

school across the street 

from her home. 

 

Fourteen but 

attended night 

school. 

Railway worker 

 

 

At the age of fourteen, she began work 

embroidering underwear. When 

embroidering went out of fashion she 

got a job in a factory and warehouse. 

She worked wrapping lozenges, putting 
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Whilst working she 

attended night classes 

to learn bookkeeping 

three nights a week. 

She did not have to pay 

for her bookkeeping 

classes because she 

passed the necessary 

tests. 

flower petals in potpourri boxes and 

filling bottles with various liquids. She 

left when her family moved to Suffolk in 

1924 due to her father’s health. She was 

then employed in various domestic 

service roles, after which she found 

employment as a domestic servant on a 

farm for four years. 

 

  

Hollinrake, 

Mary 

Educated at a council 

school, then attended 

grammar school until 

she was eighteen, she 

then attended Hull 

Teacher Training 

college from 1930 until 

1932. 

 

She won a scholarship 

to grammar school, but 

Twenty Ran a grocery and 

confectionery 

business. 

Schoolteacher 
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it is not clear who funds 

her college education. 

Hutchinson, 

Eleanor 

Educated at a convent 

school from the age of 

five. Then taken into a 

London County Council 

Residential school in 

1922 after the death of 

her mother. Was also 

living in a convent at the 

age of nineteen while 

attending Clark’s 

College.  

 

It is not clear who paid 

for her education. 

Possibly an aunt who 

sent some money, 

although the rest may 

have been charitable. 

Nineteen Painter Struggled to get a job after leaving 

college due to mass unemployment in 

the interwar period. After a year of being 

unemployed, she went to France to 

work as an au pair. Then she went to 

work for Smith’s English Clocks in 

Cricklewood translating letters from 

French to English. In 1937 she took the 

Civil Service Competitive Examination 

which she passed. She then got a job in 

government civil service but signed a 

document to state that she would not 

disclose the details of her work without 

prior permission.  
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Lea, Emily 

Gertrude 

Educated at a local 

school from the age of 

three until she left one 

month after her 

thirteenth birthday in 

1912. 

Thirteen  Father worked in 

the shoe trade for 

a period of time. In 

1920 he got a job 

on a poultry farm.  

Counter assistant in a toy shop from 

1912 until 1913. Then apprenticed as a 

dressmaker in 1913, until her mother 

decided that Emily needed a better 

paying job. Was employed in domestic 

service as a personal maid. 

Lord, Annie Educated at a local 

school. 

Fourteen Not stated Started in domestic work aged fourteen 

but was fired from various employment 

posts because she was partly deaf. 

Worked for the Hornsey gas company 

on the sulphur plants and in a munition’s 

factory. After the war, she returned to 

domestic work and was still working in 

her seventies. 

Martin, 

Ernest 

Educated at Newbold 

Council school from the 

ages of three until 

thirteen. 

Thirteen Stepfather worked 

in the cotton mills 

Started half-time in the cotton mill in 

1919 before being hired fulltime in 1920. 

In and out of employment during the 

1920s. Employed in an oil distillery from 

1939 until 1941, served in the Royal 

Navy between the years 1941 and 1945. 

Upon his return, he worked at a bleach 
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works from 1949 until 1968, then in a 

mail-order firm until 1971. His final job 

was at Carrington and Dewhurst’s 

textiles from 1971 until 1972. 

Martin, 

Grace 

Educated at a local 

village school, then 

attended St. Peter’s 

Church school until she 

was thirteen. 

Thirteen Parents ran a 

general store, but 

the business 

collapsed.  

Father later 

worked as a 

waiter.  

After leaving school, Grace helped at 

home looking after her siblings. During 

the First World War, she worked in the 

finishing department of a military 

headgear factory. Was employed as a 

kitchen maid from 1917 until 1921. She 

was then a cook from 1922 until 1931.  

McQuoid, 

Jack 

Private kindergarten 

school, then at council 

school. He then 

attended a school in 

Belfast when his parents 

moved back to Ireland 

during the war.  

 

Whilst employed as an 

apprentice fitter at a 

Not stated likely 

fourteen. 

Commercial 

traveller 

First job was an apprentice fitter in a 

ship repair yard. He later emigrated to 

America in 1930 where there was a lot 

of unemployment. Worked in Pasadena 

on an orange ranch. Decided to return 

to Belfast because the financial situation 

in America was getting worse. Later 

worked on his wife’s family farm.  
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ship repair dock he had 

the opportunity to attend 

evening classes at 

technical college. 

Metcalfe, 

Syd 

Educated at a local 

school.  

Fourteen Painter and 

decorator 

At the age of fourteen, Syd worked as 

an errand boy. He was later employed in 

various jobs including baker’s 

roundsman and warehouse storeman. 

Due to mass unemployment in the 

interwar period, where he remained 

from 1930 until 1938. He was then a 

trainee electrician for a year until he was 

called back up into the army in 1939. 

After the war, he was a clerk in the civil 

service for a year before working as a 

cook in the Merchant Navy until 1946. 

Then he worked in Australia as a 

milkman/gardener, greenkeeper at a 

tennis club, porter in a cancer clinic and 

then a statistical officer in the cancer 

clinic. When he returned to England, he 
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found work as a waste inspector before 

getting a job as a greenkeeper for a 

bowling club from 1960 until 1962. Then 

travelled to New Zealand and became a 

caretaker.  

Middlebrook, 

Wilfred 

Educated at Church 

school, then at a council 

school, he attended 

technical school before 

later attending a 

‘weaving school’. 

 

His employers paid for 

his subsequent 

education after 

elementary school. 

Left school at 

thirteen but later 

takes various 

classes in the 

evenings. 

Bother parents 

were weavers 

As a child, he sold chocolate at a 

theatre. When he was twelve, he 

worked half-time in a cotton mill as a 

‘tenter’ before being employed full time 

when he was thirteen. He was promoted 

to weaver and worked there until 1916 

when he became a boy writer in the 

Royal Ordnance Office until 1918. He 

then enlisted in the Royal Navy and 

served until 1919. After demobilisation, 

he returned to weaving. Was 

unemployed for one year in 1921 before 

finding work as an overlooker in the silk 

mills until 1959. He was then a cloth 

examiner until 1965. 
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Mountford, 

Samuel 

Received minimal 

formal schooling.  

Not stated – Likely 

fourteen. 

Tailor Worked part-time as a lather boy in a 

barber’s shop. Then he was an 

apprentice patternmaker in a cycle and 

motorcycle works. Unemployed for part 

of the 1930s but worked in an aircraft 

factory during the Second World War. 

Set up his own business as a pattern 

maker in 1947 but it did not do very well 

so he became a commercial traveller. In 

1948 he returned to work in a foundry, 

but he was made redundant in 1970 

after eighteen years of employment. He 

then worked repairing machines in an 

amusement arcade.  

Newton, 

James 

Challender 

Educated at Belmont 

Road school in Chiswick 

from the age of five until 

eleven, he then 

attended a Central 

school from the age of 

eleven till fourteen. He 

Left school at 

fourteen but took 

evening classes.  

Journeyman 

butcher 

He was a newspaper boy at the age of 

ten, then after leaving Central School at 

the age of fourteen he became a 

laboratory assistant at London 

University from 1926 until 1928. He was 

then a journeyman compositor from 

1928 until 1939 before becoming a clerk 
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was awarded a free 

place at a Central 

School until sixteen but 

left early due to family 

financial issues. 

 

As an adult, his 

employers paid for him 

to attend classes. 

 

Took evening classes 

related to his 

employment.  

in His Majesty’s Stationery Office. He 

left this role briefly during the Second 

World War when he served as a radar 

mechanic in the RAF from 1941 until 

1946. After the war, he returned to his 

role as a clerk until 1973.  

Oates, Guy Started school aged five 

but was often truant, 

sent to a charity 

boarding school which 

closed in 1916. He was 

later sent to another 

boarding school which 

Sixteen From a wealthy 

background. 

Owned a tannery 

which burnt down. 

This meant his 

father had to find 

work. The Parish 

Council found him 

His first job was working on a farm. He 

then began working in the 

Knaresborough Union workhouse as a 

junior. He then became master clerk 

and relief officer at Cowley Road 

hospital between the years 1924 and 

1926. From 1926 till 1927 he worked as 

the senior master clerk at Oldchurch 
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he enjoyed more. He left 

in 1921. 

employment as an 

assistant 

overseer. His 

health was 

affected by his 

sudden drop in 

income and 

having to work – 

he died of 

influenza.  

Hospital in Romford. He then worked as 

a storekeeper at a workhouse in York 

from 1927 to 1928 before moving to 

another in Cambridge until 1931. From 

1931 to 1932 he and his wife were 

master and matron of the workhouse at 

Holm Dale in Norfolk. They then 

became master and matron of Wayland 

infirmary from 1932 till 1937. After which 

they became master and matron of the 

County Hospital in Ormskirk. When the 

workhouses closed, he and his wife 

became superintendent and matron of 

the Social welfare committee’s 

Children’s Homes from 1945 until 1962. 

Owen, 

Marion 

Educated in a dame 

school before starting 

elementary school. She 

attended secondary 

school. It is not clear 

who paid for her to 

Sixteen Worked in the 

antique trade 

before the war. 

Not clear what he 

did afterwards. 

Her first job was painting designs onto 

lampshades, she later became a 

commercial artist.  
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remain in secondary 

school. 

 

Later in her life, she 

attended evening 

classes at art school.  

Prevett, 

Frank 

Educated at a village 

school, then at higher 

grade school. 

Thirteen Railwayman  Wanted to work in a butcher’s and 

worked for his uncle’s butcher business 

for a couple of weeks before starting at 

a butcher shop closer to home. He left 

when he was expected to work as a 

delivery boy and so decided to start a 

career in the railways at the age of 

sixteen. Started as a clerical learner 

before rising to the rank of stationmaster 

in 1942.  

Rainer, May Educated at 

Peterborough Road 

school except for a brief 

period during the First 

World War when the 

Fourteen but she 

later attended night 

school. 

Baker’s 

journeyman 

She started as a junior clerk in a 

printer’s office in 1923 before becoming 

a biscuit factory worker then a packer in 

a laundry in 1925. She then became a 

still room maid and card room girl in a 
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family moved to follow 

her father around 

England when he was 

enlisted as a cook in the 

army. 

 

She passed the 

examinations for a 

scholarship but was not 

able to attend due to 

cost. 

private bridge club until 1926 when she 

became a trainee cook in a nursing 

home. She later returned to the bridge 

club as a private dining maid. She was 

then a restaurant cashier and spent one 

season in Belgium as an English 

tearoom maid in 1929. She then worked 

as a clerk and telephone operator for a 

tyre and rubber company from 1929 

until 1930. Then she was a caterer from 

1931 until 1932. She left work upon 

marriage before re-entering work during 

the Second World War as an insurance 

agent from 1941 until 1944. She was 

then a totalisator on various 

racecourses before stocking shelves in 

a laundry in 1957. She also ran an 

antique stall for several years.  

Relph, 

Winifred 

Educated at South 

Godstone Church of 

Fourteen but 

returned aged 

twenty-eight. 

Carpenter and 

joiner 

  

Began work as a domestic servant in 

1926 before becoming a kitchen maid 

and then later housemaid, parlourmaid, 
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England elementary 

school until 1926. 

 

Later in life, she 

attended Hillcroft 

College for women 

(1940). She did not 

state how her studies 

were paid for. 

cook, nursery maid and nanny. Began to 

train as a nurse at Tadworth General 

Hospital but had to leave because of 

acute rheumatism. She returned to work 

as domestic help in 1932. She returned 

to education in 1940 at Hillcroft College 

for Women. Post-1941 she became a 

youth leader and nursery school 

assistant.  

Rice, 

Stanley 

Attended many schools 

because of frequent 

changes of address. 

The last school was 

West Square Central 

school which he left in 

1919. 

 

He had achieved the 

standard to stay on at 

school until he was 

sixteen but his family 

Fourteen Often unemployed 

but was a milk 

roundsman at one 

point.  

Began work in 1919 as a delivery boy in 

a publisher’s office. After nine months 

he left and became a carpenter’s 

assistant. He then worked as a general 

hand to a builder and decorator between 

1921 and 1923. He then worked as a lift 

attendant, then a locomotive engine 

cleaner from 1923 until 1924 before 

being upgraded to a junior fireman. He 

did not wish to work on the railway any 

longer and so left. Following a period of 

unemployment, he found work as an 
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needed him to earn 

money. 

assistant in a ‘decorative art’ shop 

working for the Earl of Latham. He later 

moved to a smaller showroom and 

started his own business in 1937 renting 

out props to the film industry. The 

business collapsed after the Second 

World War restricted movie production. 

He then became a full-time air raid 

warden before joining the RAF in 1942 

until 1945. After demobilisation he 

worked for a friend in his tobacconist 

shop, becoming the general manager in 

1946 until 1957. Ran a tobacconist from 

1958 until 1961. He was prevented from 

working full-time in his later fifties due to 

arterio-sclerosis.  

Salusbury, 

Hilda 

Attended a local school. 

 

Her teacher told her that 

she would be eligible for 

a scholarship to become 

Fourteen Marine engineer 

and draftsman 

 

Housewife 

Worked as a housekeeper at home until 

her father said he could no longer afford 

to keep her. She was then a governess 

on a farm in Nottinghamshire and a 



427 
 

a teacher, but Hilda’s 

father told her that she 

needed to leave school 

to help around the 

house. 

secretary before training to be a nurse. 

She became a district nurse/midwife.  

Sanderson, 

Charles 

Father wanted him to 

stay in school until he 

got a job, turned out to 

only be one extra week 

and left in January 

1920, shortly after 

turning fourteen. 

Fourteen Miner Started work in a hosiery factory in 

1920. Then joined the RAF in 1942 

Sawyer, 

John 

Educated at a private 

school until he began at 

his local elementary 

school. He then 

attended Sonnet 

College whilst working.  

 

He did not state who 

paid for his college, but 

Not clear – possibly 

eighteen. 

Managed a chain 

of grocery and 

provision stores.  

Worked in a solicitor’s office until the 

war when he was called up for military 

service in 1940. After the war, he 

worked for an international oil company.  
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it was likely paid for by 

the solicitor firm that 

hired him. 

Smith, Cyril Attended a local school, 

then in 1916 attended 

Eastbourne Municipal 

Secondary School until 

1920. Studied for at 

least six months at the 

Western Union Training 

School until he was 

qualified as a telegraph 

operator. 

 

When he started 

secondary school, his 

parents paid for his 

education. In the middle 

of his time at school, he 

won a scholarship. 

 

Sixteen Owned a boarding 

house.  

Trained as a telegraph operator with the 

Western Union Cable Company. Then in 

1922, he left to work for the press 

association. He then worked as a 

telegraph operator at the Daily Herald 

for 39 years. Became interested in 

politics and became the chairman of the 

Esher constituency Labour Party. In 

1951 became a Justice of the Peace.  
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Snowman, 

Hilda 

Educated at a council 

primary school in 

Bolton.  

 

She was encouraged to 

sit the exam to get a 

place in grammar 

school, but she knew 

that she would have to 

start half-time work 

when she turned twelve. 

Thirteen Father died five 

weeks after Hilda 

was born so no 

mention of his 

employment. 

 

Stepfather worked 

as a caster in a 

bleach works 

 

 

She became a half-time weaver at the 

age of twelve before being hired full time 

when she turned thirteen. Worked in the 

cardroom then on drawing frames. The 

pressure of her work caused her to have 

a breakdown. She was then apprenticed 

as a shop assistant in a millinery 

showroom of a department store. She 

later was an armature winder in a 

munitions factory before being 

employed in a confectionery shop. She 

then went back to work as a weaver. 

Vallance, 

Jack 

Educated at Cromford 

school. 

Fourteen Quarry worker Worked as a newspaper boy, then in a 

paint works between the ages of 

fourteen and sixteen. He was then a 

quarry worker like his father until he was 

twenty. Worked as a railway porter from 

1934. He was then a signalman, before 

working as a horse parcel van man in 

1941. After this, he worked as a relief 

clerk, time clerk and station master. His 
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wife’s illness meant that he got a job 

close to home as a yard inspector. In 

1965 he accepted redundancy but then 

got a job as a university porter from 

1965 until 1979. 

Vere, Percy Educated at a local 

school from the age of 

five until fourteen.  

Fourteen Flour miller 

 

 

Started in the building trade when he 

was fourteen, he then drove dustcarts 

before becoming a night worker as a 

salvage destructor in 1939. He was then 

conscripted as a driver for the army. 

After the war, he was a bricklayer, but a 

spinal injury meant that he found less 

strenuous work as a maintenance 

carpenter at a factory. After this, he 

worked as a press operator at a motor-

body factory before becoming a lay-out 

inspector. In 1967 he ran a general 

store before later becoming a 

maintenance worker at a brickyard.  
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Waddicor, 

Thomas 

Educated at schools in 

Manchester. 

 

Later attended evening 

classes at Manchester 

College of Technology.  

Fourteen – although 

he went back in later 

life.  

Maker up and 

packer in the 

cotton trade. 

Part-time draper’s errand boy in 1917. 

He was then a part-time firelighter for 

Jewish families on the Sabbath. He then 

worked as an office-boy in an 

advertising firm. The boss took a liking 

to him which meant that he rose to take 

charge of his department. He left to start 

a new advertising agency with an ex-

colleague in 1934. During the Second 

World War he was employed by the 

Inter-Services Research Bureau 

teaching propaganda techniques to 

national resistance movements. After 

the war, he started his own advertising 

business as his previous business 

partner was unreliable.  

Wallis, 

Bessie 

Educated at school in 

Brampton, then at Park 

Road school. 

 

Thirteen – then 

attended evening 

classes. 

Head rope-splicer 

in a coal mine. 

Unpaid domestic servant for a wealthy 

family member from 1917 until 1919. 

Then a clerk after this. She later got a 

job as the first cashier in a London bank 

during the Second World War. Later in 
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She later studied 

shorthand and typing in 

evening classes when 

she was fifteen. 

 

She had won a county 

scholarship to attend 

grammar school, but her 

family’s circumstances 

prevented her from 

carrying on into 

secondary education. 

her life, she was a post office relief 

worker.  

Ward, Wally Educated at a Church of 

England school until 

1928. 

 

He stated that he 

deliberately failed a 

scholarship to attend 

secondary school 

Fourteen 

 

Often 

unemployed, 

sometimes got 

money working as 

a busker.  

Apprenticed to an oil engineering firm 

that his father worked at but was often 

messing around. In 1930 he was 

unemployed when the firm closed. 

Forced to take on work as an 

ironmonger’s errand boy. When the 

engineering works re-opened, he was 

taken back on as an apprentice. His 

epilepsy, which began in 1934, caused 
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because his family could 

not have afforded it. 

problems for his employment. He was 

unable to take up work in a machine 

shop because of his fits and so was 

transferred to another department. He 

then became a gardener/handyman 

before later becoming an inspector in an 

engineering shop.  

Westley, W Not stated – likely a 

local school 

Not stated – likely 

fourteen. 

Manager of the 

Co-operative 

Society’s laundry 

in Plymouth.  

No employment details given.  

Wooland, 

Mrs H 

Not stated – likely a 

local school.  

Not stated – likely 

fourteen. 

Father was a 

soldier.  

After the death of 

his wife, he raised 

the children by 

himself. Had 

another job at the 

time but it is not 

stated what that 

job was.  

Kitchen maid and cook. 



434 
 

Young, 

Harry 

Educated at various 

elementary schools, the 

final one was 

Westbourne park 

school. 

 

His school wanted him 

to take the examination 

for a scholarship to 

grammar school, but his 

father told him they 

could not afford for him 

to attend so he treated it 

as a joke and failed the 

examination. 

 

In 1948 he attended the 

Working Men’s College 

and later achieved an 

Open University degree. 

Thirteen –but went 

back into education 

in 1948. 

Ran a bicycle 

shop 

Teaboy before making bomb cases in 

1914. Worked in various jobs including 

post boy in a manufacturing firm, a 

piercer in a cartridge factory, assistant 

to a music hall magician and an 

unskilled dock worker. In 1920 he was 

an office worker for the Communist 

Party offices. Then from 1922 until 

1929, he was the National Organiser of 

the Young Communist League in the 

Soviet Union. He then worked as a 

foreign language operator in London 

from 1929 until 1930 but was demoted 

when they found out about his 

communist ties. He was then the editor 

of the Communist International from 

1932 until 1935. During the Second 

World war, he was a taxi driver but was 

conscripted as an ambulance driver. He 

was then a science teacher before 

becoming a lecturer after the war. 
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