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The British Pregnancy Advisory Service.

1972

I have had the most wonderful jobs in my lifetime, my first when I was just seventeen. I left school the moment I could. I never really felt accepted at mine which was one of the King Edwards schools. I didn’t feel rich enough or clever enough and I couldn’t wait to go to work and earn some money. 

My first job came when I was employed by the remarkable Nan Smith (now deceased) who in the 1970’s was one of the people at the helm of The British Pregnancy Advisory Service. I had grown up with Nan’s children and spent a lot of time at her house as a youngster, and was delighted to be going to work for her. 

At BPAS my role was to carry out pregnancy tests and at that tender age, I was often giving positive results to women who did not want to be pregnant and negative results to many who did. It could be heartbreaking work sometimes, but I loved people, and I loved working there. 

I was not at all political in those days, I had no proper understanding of The Abortion Act 1967 or indeed of the difficult choices women are faced with when they are pregnant. I was not in favour of late abortion, but what I did understand is that some women were stalled in making any decision for weeks by their own GPs who did not agree with abortion. Whatever your views may be, that is a terrible thing to do to a woman Happily, one of my enduring memories of pregnancy-testing was seeing a lady whose two small children had tragically died in a house fire. She had been trying to get pregnant for two years and finally got her longed-for positive result. We all cried tears of joy with her.

Upstairs at work was where the canteen was located, and it was run by a lovely Irish woman called Carmel. We all loved her. Sometimes I’d help with the washing up and Carmel would tell me I was giving it a kiss and a promise. One day, one awful day, the pub bombings happened in Birmingham city centre. Carmel had been journeying to work and someone, on hearing her Irish accent, spat in her face and called her all manner of obscene words so we had to look after her that day and hold her while she cried. Carmel did not have a malicious bone in her body.

When Nan asked me if I’d like to work with her, she told me my salary would be £12 a month. It seemed like a fortune! I used to give my mother £8, spend the rest and then borrow it all back. Ten shillings at the weekend would equate to a Number 1 bus ride to the Bulls Head in Moseley Village, two half pints of beer and ten fags. I never missed a weekend.

Nan was like a second mum to me. As a teenager, she was the person I went to with all my trials and tribulations and I think my own mum became a little bit jealous, but Nan never ever judged me. I could tell her anything. In fact one time, I broke into her somewhat mansion of a house when they were all out. I got in through an open kitchen window via the conservatory and when they all returned, she said to me, ‘Well I owe you thanks because you could have been a burglar.’ I loved Nan very much and remained in touch with her until she died aged ninety something. 

Any woman who wanted to decide whether she wished to continue her pregnancy had to be seen by a counsellor and two doctors. I loved the counsellors at BPAS, especially Pamela who along with Nan Smith was one of the original founders. Pamela took all of us out one night to celebrate her divorce and drank lots of Barley Wine to the point where I had to practically carry her home. I always remember that night because I had recently purchased a white, Afghan coat and on the way to the taxi rank, I dropped it in a puddle and muddied it up. I decided in my wisdom to wash it and of course when it came out of the washing machine, it had shrunk to the size for a child. The morning after the celebratory drink I arrived at work to find Pamela had left a large bottle of Charlie (blue) on my desk as a thank you for looking after her.

Another counsellor at BPAS was Freda who was in her seventies. I recall many fond memories of conversations with her usually relating to clandestine sex which she seemed to have enjoyed a lot of in her lifetime. She told me that once she was counselling a woman at work and in a moment of distraction, had signed her counselling sheet Mummy. How ironic. 

Another of our counsellors had been fostering a child from Africa for years, so he could access a good educational grounding in Britain and that was common in the nineties. She absolutely adored him and when he was twelve, he had to return to his parents in Africa to continue his further education there and she was incredibly upset. She’d had a quarter of one lung removed following a cancer diagnosis and I remember if any of us girls smoked a cigarette anywhere near her, she would inhale deeply and sigh, sorrowfully.

BPAS has always been surrounded by controversy as a place where women can go and seek advice about abortion, (amongst other things). I have always held the view that women should be able to determine their own choices around their fertility and I still hold that view fifty-five years later. I remember when my own children were little, going to a demonstration in Birmingham City Centre with hundreds of women and a few men too, shouting out, ‘Not the church - not the state – women’s right to choose their fate!’ At the time, Ireland’s abortion laws were, and remain, severe. It was not unusual for GPs to delay giving young women the results of their pregnancy test for weeks, until they were sixteen weeks pregnant or more and even now in Ireland abortion is only sometimes permissible up until 12 weeks’ gestation. In the nineteen-seventies the result of that legislation was that young women would travel to Birmingham and then to London to have late abortions. My mother used to put them up overnight and I have memories of many of them, very tired after their journey, weeping in my mother’s arms and mum comforting them as they were so scared, in a strange place with no family to hold them and terribly frightened about what lay ahead. The decision to have an abortion is rarely an easy one and the grief some women experience afterwards is never talked about. 

My mother came to be employed by Nan in BPAS when she was in her seventies. Her job was to be the point of first contact by phone to talk to women from Ireland who were seeking a termination. Mum spoke to their families and helped explain the arrangements. One night my mother had an anonymous telephone call from a man who whispered, ‘Are you the woman who kills all the little babies?’ which was horrible for her. She was always supportive of the rights of women to determine their own choices and I know she comforted those who came her way. One of the reasons why my mother had such sympathy for the young women she encountered lay in a memory. She was born and brought up in the early nineteen-hundreds on a farm in Birmingham. She had never forgotten the sight of a young woman being carried away along the Yardley Road on a stretcher. She was bleeding profusely as she had tried to abort her pregnancy and God forbid we should ever go back to those days.

I worked in lots of different departments at BPAS. I worked in the contraceptive clinic and often travelled around schools with a case of condoms, pills, Dutch caps and so on, explaining to young adults how NOT to get pregnant. The case, which was passed around, always came back with condoms missing. I went to talk to students at a school in a part of Birmingham which was then largely a Muslim community. I was instructed by the head teacher to be mindful of my language and remember this is a sensitive area for many parents who had consented for their children to attend my talk. After I had given my little lecture, I asked if there were any questions. A girl of about fifteen stood up and said, ‘Yes miss, can gobbling make you pregnant?’ The teachers were all seated around the assembly hall, horribly embarrassed or creased up trying not to laugh.

For a while I worked in the Artificial Insemination by Donor clinic, (AID) freezing donated sperm and colour coding it for reference. My then boyfriend, Tony, who was to become my husband of many years, was asked to be a donor. Donors were paid £3 a time to donate and as a result, we attracted lots of broke students from the nearby Aston University. For some reason, many of them were blonde, blue-eyed, athletic types while Tony is quite short, swarthy and hirsute. Still he agreed to donate. He used to do the deed at home. Then I would tuck the phial of sperm down my bra to keep it warm and motile until I got to the office where I would freeze it. We have often wondered if those generous gestures of his made some family or families happy. I do hope so. We have occasionally joked over the years that one day there’ll be a knock at the door and outside will be several men in their forties, bearded and olive-skinned calling out, ‘Dad!’

In the vasectomy clinic I encountered the surname Duffdick and Treblecock. Drs would crack jokes with their male patients such as ‘Just a little prick Mr. so and so’ or, ‘You’ll find the operation won’t make any vas deferens.’

I had great relationships with the doctors who worked at BPAS. We were a large team of mostly young women in the offices and clinics and all the doctors were male. They were all friendly, funny, good-natured men and extremely kind to the women who had to be seen and examined by two of them. Several of us girls, including me, had very flirtatious times with the doctors. It was all good fun and entirely consensual and of course would not happen in these altered times. I remember my experiences there with great affection. I expect most of those doctors will have left this mortal coil by now. I used to joke with them that when I was rich, I was going to open a high-class brothel in Edgbaston, a wealthy area of Birmingham where many of them had large and lovely houses. They all said they would come along.

As youngsters in the nineteen seventies, we girls used to wear long skirts, vest tops and no bra. I went in to clean one of the consultation rooms where my favourite doctor was seated. He suddenly asked, ‘Helen do you mind if I look at your breasts?’ I felt entirely safe with him, happy to oblige and whipped up my vest top. He gazed at me from across the room with what I can only describe as a sorrowful expression and said in a small, sad voice, ‘My wife has such small breasts.’

And I carried on with my day.

A friend who worked with me went out with one of the doctors for a while; it was quite serious. They were in his opulent bedroom after a night out and she intended taking a taxi home but on the stroke of midnight, all the internal doors shut and locked as part of their security system, so she had to stay the night and brave his rather fierce mother the following morning.

Another memory. One of the older women I worked with - her name was Julia, a friend of Nan’s - she and I just didn’t get along. One day, aged eighteen, I called her a cow. I can’t recall why; something daft I expect. Anyway Nan, in her wisdom, placed me in the contraceptive clinic on the top floor of the building, virtually on my own for a few weeks which was very clever of her as I was going through an obnoxious phase and making myself unpopular. It was a time of reflection and growing up and, at the time, I needed it!

Sometimes we encountered very difficult situations women and girls found themselves in. I remember a fourteen-year-old who had Downs Syndrome. She had been raped by a member of her family and was far into her pregnancy before anyone even realised and far too late to terminate her pregnancy. I never knew what happened to her and the baby. We saw a woman who had suffered genital mutilation, and the examination was made even more difficult and unhappy for her because of the resulting scarring. The women who came to us were from diverse backgrounds and I can honestly say I never met a
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