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Margaret Forster presents the ‘edited’ diary of a woman, born in 1901, whose life spans the twentieth century. On the eve of the Great War, Millicent King begins to keep her journal and vividly records the dramas of everyday life in a family touched by war, tragedy, and money troubles. From bohemian London to Rome in the 1920s her story moves on to social work and the build-up to another war, in which she drives ambulances through the bombed streets of London.

Here is twentieth-century woman in close-up coping with the tragedies and upheavals of women’s lives from WWI to Greenham Common and beyond. A triumph of resolution and evocation, this is a beautifully observed story of an ordinary woman’s life – a narrative where every word rings true.
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Introduction

IN MAY 1999, I received a letter from a stranger, Joanna King, which seemed at first to be one of those pleasant fan letters that authors are occasionally cheered by, but which turned out to be something else. Joanna King’s husband had an aunt, Millicent King, aged 98 in July, who had kept a diary from the age of 13 until she was 94. Neither Joanna nor her husband nor any member of their family had ever been allowed to read any of these diaries but they were sure that, because their relative was a woman of strong opinions, they would be interesting. The point of writing to me was to ask my advice on what might be done with them after their owner’s death. Joanna had read a memoir I’d written (Hidden Lives, about my grandmother and mother) and, because it was the story of two ordinary women with no claim to fame, it had made her wonder if I might agree that there was some value in Millicent King’s diaries as a social document. Could I suggest what might be done with them?

What I suggested was that one of the universities with a department devoted to Women’s Studies might be keen to accept the diaries, and I enclosed various names and addresses. I said the thought of anyone keeping a diary over such a length and span of time, so neatly covering most of a century, was in itself extraordinary, and I would love to read them myself. This brought another letter from Joanna saying this was what she had hoped, that is, that I myself would be intrigued enough to want to ‘make something of them’. I hadn’t, in fact, meant that I’d like to do this but once it had been suggested, in that vague kind of way, I began to toy with the prospect. But what form could this ‘making something of them’ take? Whatever Millicent King’s diaries turned out to be, she was hardly Virginia Woolf. If I tried to edit the diaries I’d be stuck with the problem of how to make the ordinary interesting unless I was very lucky and the content turned out not to be ordinary at all. Or could I use them to write a biography? But who would want to read the biography of someone of whom they had never heard?

I wrote back again saying that I was drawn to trying to use the diaries in some way but that I thought Joanna should think very carefully about the possible consequences of letting me have them. She, and more importantly Millicent King herself, might not like whatever I made of them. I pointed out that it is quite dangerous letting a writer loose in a field of very personal material – I might run amok and trample on sensitive areas. I said that, in any case, I was busy finishing a book and wouldn’t be free to consider anything else for at least six months; so why didn’t she discuss with her husband’s aunt whether it would be wise to let me have a free hand with her diaries, and they could let me know in October. A week later, I had a phone call from Millicent King herself. Her voice was strong and confident and, if I hadn’t known she was 98, I would never have guessed. She said she was delighted to hear that I thought her diaries might have some worth but that she worried that Joanna might have given me the impression that they contained exciting material, and she was afraid this was not the case. ‘They may be trash,’ she said. I said I was sure they would not be; but she said I should not be so sure, and that she wanted to send me some samples and then I would know if it was worth ‘putting up with another eighty-odd years’. If I decided it was, I could come and collect all the diaries in the autumn.

The samples arrived a few days later, with a covering note from Millicent King herself, the handwriting a little faint, but clear, even though she apologised for its untidiness (it’s true it wavered all over the page). They were, she wrote, from the first diary she ever kept, in 1914, when she was 13. They’d been photocopied from what looked like a lined exercise book with the dates written in the margin. I was fascinated by them straightaway. The writing was fluent and lively, and seemed driven by some sort of inner energy which, though the content was mundane enough, gave it a sense of drama. I kept a diary myself at that age and it was embarrassing to look it out and compare how I wrote with how young Millicent wrote. If she could write with such vigour at 13, how would she write at 23, 33, right up to 93? I was suddenly filled with enthusiasm to find out, and wrote yet another letter, saying that nothing would give me more pleasure than to read all the diaries and perhaps try to edit them. Could I come in October and collect them? Millicent said yes, and we agreed to fix a date once I returned to London from the Lake District.

I have promised the King family not to identify the village in which they still live (or did at the time of writing) except to say it is in the West Country. I got a train from Paddington to the station in the town nearest their village and Joanna King met me there. She told me a little about herself as she drove me to Millicent King’s home, describing how she had met her husband Harry and had come to know Millicent herself, who, it turned out, had only comparatively recently moved from London to be near them. She explained that Millicent was living in a cottage at the end of the lane leading to their farm, so it was very easy to keep an eye on her without her forgoing her independence. Joanna passed the cottage at least twice a day, taking her two dogs for the walks they needed, and Harry was always coming and going in that direction as he went about his work on the farm. Millicent was frail but perfectly capable of looking after herself and she resented any suggestion that the time might soon come when she could no longer do so. She had been in hospital recently for a minor operation (Joanna didn’t say for what) and had agreed, though most reluctantly, to go into a nursing home afterwards to convalesce. She was booked in for two weeks but after one night had discharged herself, saying she felt fine and couldn’t abide being among so many old and sickly folk, and had taken a taxi home. She was, said Joanna, indomitable.

It was hardly surprising that by the time we arrived at Millicent’s cottage I had built up a picture of her as a suffragette type, imagining her to be a physically as well as mentally formidable woman, even though I knew that people of 98 are unlikely to fit such a description. I thought she would be tall and imposing so the biggest surprise when she opened her door was to find she was small, quite tiny in fact, I guessed no more than five feet or so. She was not in any way bowed or hunched but held herself erect, seeming to push her shoulders firmly back as she greeted me and holding her head high. She wore gold-rimmed spectacles and I could see a deaf aid in her left ear. She had on a pretty, flowery dress and a lilac cardigan which picked out the colour of the floral pattern. When she turned to lead the way into the cottage she steadied herself with one hand on the wall but then walked (without a stick) quite steadily into her living-room.

It became immediately apparent that she did not want Joanna to stay and equally apparent that Joanna had intended to. Millicent suggested that Joanna was busy and had lots to do, and she did it in such a way that for Joanna not to agree would have seemed rude. Joanna did try to say that she had been going to make me some lunch after my long journey but Millicent said she already had something prepared and that, if Joanna came back about three o’clock to run me to the station, this would fit in very nicely with helping to pack up the diaries. So Joanna left, if reluctantly, and Millicent smiled and said she was a good girl but inclined to fuss. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘shall we get down to business?’ Business is what the next hour or so felt like. Somehow, I’d imagined that I’d sit and sip tea and be shown photograph albums while Millicent rambled on about her past. But no. First I was closely questioned about my own life and then about my reading habits. Millicent, it transpired, had been a great reader all her life and warned me that her diaries were full of comments on her reading which I might find tedious. I said that, on the contrary, I’d be fascinated and would read along with her, just as I’d done with Elizabeth Barrett Browning when I had been working on a biography of her. This, I think, pleased her. She then moved on to raise the question of what I thought a diary was for. Why, she asked, did I think an ordinary woman such as herself had gone on keeping a diary all these years? It was obviously a test question and I took time answering it, carefully suggesting several possible reasons, and emphasising that it seemed not as extraordinary to me as it might do to others. I hadn’t kept a diary every one of the fifty years since I kept my first, aged 10, but I’d kept enough diaries to know how compulsive the habit can become and what strange satisfaction it can give. We discussed this, the satisfaction, and she said that hers had sometimes annoyed as much as satisfied her and that sometimes she had hated her diary and had felt horribly bullied by the compulsion to keep it.

I was beginning to wonder if we would ever get to the stage when I would be shown these diaries, but after a snack of cheese and biscuits, and some delicious rhubarb tart which Millicent had made herself, she took me into a little room at the back of the cottage which she referred to as ‘my sewing-room’ (and which did indeed have an old treadle sewing-machine underneath the window, though since there were several pot-plants on it, the machine looked as though it might no longer be in use). There was a floor-to-ceiling cupboard to the right of the window which Millicent unlocked. Odd, I thought, to feel the need to lock a cupboard in a house where she lived alone. Inside, there were three shelves packed with hardback exercise books, most of them red but some black. She stood back and surveyed them, telling me that whenever she looked at them like this, she felt her life must, against all the evidence, have amounted to something after all. She said that there were more than eighty diaries (she’d already told me she’d had to give up at the age of 94) because some years she had filled more than one book. She had never been drawn to the printed sort of diary, she said, with its one page per day, as though every day was worthy of exactly the same space, but instead had from the beginning preferred to put the date in the margin and then write for as long, or as briefly, as she wished. She went on standing in front of the open cupboard, gazing lovingly at its contents, for what seemed like a long time and then she invited me to take out as many as I thought I could carry. Later, Joanna or Harry would bring the rest to me when next they drove to London, which they did from time to time to visit Joanna’s sister who, it emerged, lived fairly near to me in North London.

I took out the first ten diaries, feeling it was almost sacrilegious to touch them at all, and then carefully put them into the rucksack I’d brought with me. There was plenty of room still, so I added another ten, and then, testing the rucksack for weight, added yet another five. She herself, clearly counting as she watched, added another one, saying that would take me up to 1939, a good place to get to, a significant year. I assumed she meant the outbreak of the war, but she said that, though this was indeed significant, she hadn’t meant the war, but she didn’t say what she had meant. She closed the cupboard door and locked it again and then said we had time for a cup of tea before Joanna came to take me to the station. She seemed a little sad as we sat sipping the tea she’d made and I worried that, now the moment had come, she might be regretting parting even temporarily with her beloved diaries. I said something to that effect but she shook her head and said, no, she was glad I was going to read them and perhaps be able to make something of them (that phrase again) and that she’d merely been ruminating on what her diaries might mean to someone who did not know her. ‘One thing,’ she said, ‘I never lied to them.’ (I noted she said ‘to’ and not ‘in’, as though the diaries had life themselves and were not inanimate objects.) She said I wouldn’t realise the importance of this until I’d read them and repeated again that she had never lied, never once lied.

Joanna returned promptly, at 3 p.m., and then there was a rather awkward and touching departure. It was clear to me, and, I think, to Joanna, that Millicent didn’t really want to see her diaries go, whatever she said. She inquired whether my rucksack was waterproof, and when I said that, though it might not look it, the bag had withstood torrential Lake District rain without any contents getting wet, she remarked, ‘Good, because ink runs, you know.’ I was careful to keep the rucksack on my knee when I got into Joanna’s car, and not put it on the back seat or in the boot, and I thought she looked relieved to see me cradling it like a child. She stood at her door waving as we left and I waved until we were out of sight. I said to Joanna that I hoped she wasn’t going to regret this, but Joanna assured me this was unlikely, that once her mind was made up she seldom changed it.

*

In the following weeks after Joanna had brought me the remaining diaries, I read straight through them completely absorbed in Millicent’s growing up and constantly surprised by the odd turns her life took. I still hadn’t made a single note nor had I come to any decision as to what I might ‘make’ of them. By the time I’d read the whole lot, I could see that the obvious thing to do, and what I wanted to do, was edit them. They could not possibly be published in their entirety – the material was far too bulky, and the content varied enormously in interest. Editing would involve a rigorous selective process which, because it would be done according to my particular tastes, might not please Millicent. There would also have to be a certain amount of bridging work and to do it I’d have to research all kinds of background material which I either knew nothing about or of which I had only the sketchiest knowledge. But I had no doubts at all that I wanted to do it, to ‘make something’, if I could, of an ordinary woman’s life, so meticulously recorded. I saw a thread running through it which captivated me and which I hoped would intrigue and captivate others. I hope I have let Millicent King tell her own story and that my editing has not been too obtrusive or in any way unfaithful to it. It has not always been possible to refrain from comment – what Millicent does and says and thinks is inclined to invite reaction – but I have tried hard to keep this to a minimum.

One thing I feel bound to say: there was nothing ordinary about this woman. Indeed, I now wonder if there is any such thing as an ordinary life at all. 


26 November 1914

FATHER SAID IF I want to keep a diary I must begin it on New Year’s Day. He said no one starts a diary in November. But New Year’s Day is five weeks away and I do not want to wait. I don’t see why I should either. Why should diaries have to start on 1st January. It is tidy, I admit, and I am a tidy person, but that is all.

Father said he doubts very much whether I have it in me to be a diarist. He said I have no sticking power and will soon get bored. He said Matilda is more likely to keep a diary properly. He can see her writing in it every day. She has the discipline. He said he thought even George could manage a diary, though if he did it would be awfully badly written. But Father thinks I am a flibberty gibbet (I don’t know how to spell that but I don’t care about spelling, it is my diary). Mother told him not to be so unkind but he was laughing and said he was not being at all unkind, he was merely amused and wanted to know what had put the idea of keeping a diary into my funny little head. Mother said there was nothing in the least odd or unusual about it, it is a stage girls go through. She said Matilda had probably already kept one but had been secretive about it. Diaries, she said, are for telling secrets to. She smiled herself then, and Father asked why was she looking so mysterious and had she ever kept a diary and she nodded and blushed and Father said, What secrets did you have to confess, my love, but she would not tell him. They were very merry about it and forgot about me.

I can’t think of any secrets. My diary, this diary, is not going to be for telling secrets to. Why should I tell myself secrets when I know them already, it is silly. I don’t know yet what I want to keep a diary for. In fact, I don’t see why I have to have a reason. I want to, and I can do what I like. I don’t see why I have to write in it every day either. If I don’t feel like it, I won’t, and that is that.

I don’t want a diary like Matilda’s. Mother is right. Matilda did used to keep a diary. I have read it. It is in her stocking drawer, inside an old pair of black woollen stockings she never wears. I know it is wicked to look through my sister’s things but I can’t help it. I don’t see why it is wicked. Matilda often calls me a sneak and I suppose she is right and I should be ashamed but I don’t care. I do no harm. I haven’t told anyone about her diary and I never will. It is very dull. She kept it the whole year, though, writing every day. She started it on 1st January 1912, when she was 13 as I am now. She wrote exactly one page every day though sometimes left a few lines empty at the bottom of the page. Every day she described the weather and what we had for dinner. There is quite a lot about me in the diary. It hurt me to read so much about what a pest I was, and a cry-baby and a nuisance who caused all the trouble in the family. I don’t know what trouble she meant and my heart beat fast thinking about it. I wanted to ask her what this trouble was but of course I could not and had to endure the pain as my punishment for reading her stupid diary.

Matilda always wrote down what she was reading, too. It was pure swank. She tells the plots of Kipps and A Tale of Two Cities and it is very boring. I never saw her reading those proper books either. I am almost sure she never did. Sometimes I have the feeling I am going to turn out to be something queer when I grow up. Matilda is so ordinary she makes me feel special. I am not like her. I want to be different, I don’t know how. Matilda hates to be different. I am different already.

6 December

I hate music lessons. I never improve and Miss Bryant thinks I am a dunce, I know she does, and only keeps on for the money, I expect. Today I did scales until I thought I would go mad and then I had an idea. I asked Miss Bryant how scales were invented and she took the bottom out of the piano and showed me all the inside and explained and then there were only five minutes of the lesson left. Before she left Miss Bryant said, You think you are very clever, Millicent. I pretended I didn’t know what she meant. I am thinking about it now. Well, I do think I am clever. Everyone knows I am clever. Why should I pretend I don’t agree. But I know Miss Bryant did not mean that. She meant she knew I’d tricked her and she was cross. I don’t care. She doesn’t like me and I don’t like her and it is unfortunate we have to be together. I don’t care if people I don’t like do not like me. It makes sense. I am determined to be strong about this. I cannot go through life currying favour, I have decided.

12 December

George is 18 today, though he behaves in such a childish way sometimes, it is impossible to believe it. Father gave him a gold watch with the date of his birth and his initials engraved upon it.

Mother gave him a leather wallet. That had his initials on too. Matilda embroidered six linen handkerchiefs for him which I thought a very dull present and I am sure George did though he said they were topping. He asked me where my present was which I thought very rude and I said that because of his rudeness I might not give him anything. He said he didn’t care because knowing me it would not be much, he had never seen me go to any trouble for anyone. I thought I might cry and I left the room but Mother called me back and said not to spoil George’s birthday so I was forced to go back and give him the pen I had bought at very great expense. He looked at it and asked why I had given him a pen when I knew he already had two and was not fond of writing. I said it was a good pen and could go with him to the war if he went. Mother burst into tears and Matilda said, Now you really have spoiled George’s birthday and you are very horrid and mean, Millicent. They are all against me. George did not even look at his pen properly. He did not see it is made of steel and will not break even if a bullet hits it and it has a clip on it to clip on the pocket of his uniform when he gets it which his other pens do not have. If he is killed I hope it will be returned with his Special Effects. I should then keep it as a memento of him. Father took his photograph standing outside the front door. He made Ivy polish the brass knocker before he took it. I could tell Ivy was not pleased. She had already polished it that morning and doubtless thought it clean enough. And it is not really her job to polish but since Pearl left she has had to do it as well as tend to the children.

26 December

Christmas Day was a great disappointment to me, I must confess. I could not get in the way of it. I wished I were young again when I heard Baby shouting and the twins running in and out of Mother’s and Father’s bedroom to show what Santa Claus had brought them. They blew their toy trumpets and banged their drums and it gave me a headache. I did not enjoy dinner either. Being a vegetarian is very hard. I ate only the roast potatoes and parsnips but without gravy they were dry and I could not partake of the gravy because it was made from the juice of the turkey. I was hungry until we were given pudding. Uncle Ernest laughed at me and said next thing he would find was that I would be chaining myself to railings. I do not know what he meant. Father said he was not to put ideas into my head because it was full of too many silly ones already. I asked what were the ideas I had which are silly and everyone round the table shouted ‘vegetarianism’. I tried to explain why I am a vegetarian but Father told me to stop before I started because he was not having arguments on Christmas Day. If Mother had not given me more pudding I would have cried.

4 January 1915

I have been too ill to write in this diary for a whole nine days. I am not yet fully recovered which is bad news with which to begin the fateful year 1915. It is Father who declared, This will be a fateful year, mark my words, so I am marking them. My illness began with a really sore throat, so painful it was like swallowing a sword every time I swallowed, and then began a headache so bad I could not turn my head and had to lie in a darkened room. Hardly anybody came to see how I was or to ask me if I needed anything except for Mother and she was rushing and said it was the flu going about and she hoped Baby would not catch it, I must keep away from Baby. I hardly slept for three nights and could not read because I was dizzy and the print jumped about before my poor eyes. It was very pitiful. I would have thought Mother would have sent for Dr Robinson but she said she did not think it necessary and that hot drinks and keeping warm and quiet were all that mattered. I know if it had been George or Matilda she would have had Dr Robinson. George is her precious first-born and Matilda is said to be delicate, though I don’t know why. I am most unfortunately placed in this family, coming after Matilda and before the twins and Baby. I am special to nobody, and that is the truth.

5 January

I feel shaky on my feet but at least I can read again. What would I do, I wonder, if I could not read. My very existence would be unbearable. I had two books out from the library and finished them both today. One was Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen which Miss Bailey said we should read in the holidays because we are going to study another of Jane Austen’s novels next term. I dread it. Pride and Prejudice I found very slow and I could not be bothered with it. Mother says I will appreciate it when I am older. She is always saying things like that. I don’t care how old I am, I will always think Jane Austen dull if Pride and Prejudice is anything to go by. The other was Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, which made me cry, it is so terrible what happens to Tom. I wish Miss Bailey would let us do Uncle Tom’s Cabin instead of something by Miss Austen. There would be so much to write about and consider. I mentioned this to Father and he said Jane Austen is literature and Uncle Tom’s Cabin is something different. I do not know what he means. He said Miss Bailey will explain better than he could. I shall ask Miss Bailey.

6 January

I was well enough to go out today. It is not so cold and there was a little sun, but I am not going to waste ink on the weather. I walked to the library to change my books. I wish they did not have this stupid rule that only two fiction and two non-fiction can be taken out at one time. I want only novels, I have no interest in any other sort of book. I want stories. I wish I knew how to find the stories I like. I read the first page of books but I find that is not a good guide to the rest. Dickens sometimes has good first pages but then he so often goes off and becomes heavy. I wish the Brontes had written more. I have read them all. They are full of passion and I know I am a passionate person. I feel things very deeply, nobody knows how deeply. I chose The Way of an Eagle by Ethel M. Dell, but confess it was because of the cover and I do not have high hopes of it. The other is Tom Jones by Henry Fielding, but I may have made a mistake because it looks heavy and I only chose it because I liked the name. I felt gloomy coming home. There was nothing else to do except go to the library and I had done that. Mother said I should invite a friend to tea but there is no one I would like to invite and certainly not to tea. Tea in our house is dreadful. The twins shout and run about and Baby cries and throws food and it is altogether an ordeal. I could not submit a friend to it. Also, I cannot tell Mother this but there is no girl I really like. I do not have a best friend and I don’t want one. I don’t think I do. Florence Richardson used to be my best friend and I was always having to keep in with her. She cried if I walked to hockey with anyone else. I did not like her house either. It smelled and she has three cats and I hate cats. When she came to my house she annoyed me because she liked to play with the twins or hold Baby and I had not invited her for that.

10 January

School began again. Edna swanked about going to the theatre four times as she always does and there was lots of swanking about fathers and brothers going to give the Germans a good hiding. Iris asked me if my brother had joined up and I said no, he wanted to but Father needed him in the business. She said her brother was only 16 but he looked older and he had run away and joined up and been taken and only told them at home afterwards. Her mother hadn’t stopped crying since but her father, although angry, was quite proud and said the boy had spunk and no harm would come to him because the war would soon be over and he probably would never see battle. I do not think George has spunk. He would never run away to join up. I wonder if I would, if I were a man. I am sure I have more spunk than George. But I do not agree with war. Father sighs when I say that and he says he wishes it was as simple as that. He said sometimes war is inevitable because if someone attacks you and your country you must defend yourself, what else can be done. I said turn the other cheek as it tells us to do in the Bible. Father groaned and said unfortunately this does not always work. George laughed and said he could see me turning the other cheek, he didn’t think. He said, Milly’s temper is so bad she’d punch anyone who slapped her. Then they all laughed, as though I were a child and had said something funny. I left the table in a dignified way.

11 January

I wish I had a room of my own. It is insufferable to have to share with Matilda, but I suppose it must be insufferable for Matilda to have to share with me because after all she is older and even more entitled to privacy. I have thought and thought about how it could be managed and I don’t see why a wall could not be built in our room. It is a big enough room to divide into two. I have examined the wall where the door is and it would be easy, I should have thought, to knock a hole in it and make another door. There are two windows in this room so we could each have a window. It would make me so happy. I told Matilda about my idea but she was not at all responsive. She said Father would never agree because of the cost and trouble and mess and all for what, and Mother would say that she had shared her room with her two sisters and not even had her own bed and had been quite content. I suggested it to Father all the same when he was in a good mood. He laughed very hard and said, What would I think of next and why did I want a room of my own, did I hate my sister so much? I said no, I only sometimes hated her and that mostly I wanted my own room because the presence of another person unsettles me and makes me irritable. You are a funny little thing, Father said in a strange voice. I said I knew I was and had accepted it. He frowned and said he did not want to hear any more of this kind of thing. That is how it always ends with Father. I wish we were not such a big family. If it were not for the twins there would be enough bedrooms for me to have my own room. I would like to have been an only child, or at the most one of two.

15 January

Mother has gone to see Aunt Jemima taking Baby with her and I have been forced to look after the twins the whole long day because Ivy has left to work in a factory. Mother is horrified. She dreads Gladys leaving too. Matilda has First Aid class all day. I do not know why she needed to give her hair such attention if all she is doing is going to First Aid class. She has bought a bottle of Danderine because she has dandruff and believes it will cure it. She spent hours last night taking a moist cloth with Danderine on it through her hair, one strand at a time. It cost 1s 1d a bottle and frankly I cannot see it has made any difference, but she is convinced her dandruff has gone (it has not) and that her hair is now glossy and wavy. I am glad I am not vain. I have no dandruff either. I believe I will never have children. I do not see the point. They are so much trouble and for what? I took the twins to the park in the morning and let them feed the ducks and run around, hoping to tire them, but it did not tire them and when we came home they were noisier than ever and fighting all the time and doing damage for which I will be blamed. It is a very terrible thing to say but the twins wrecked my life. I do not see why there was any need to have them. Matilda says I am a ninny if I do not understand how babies happen and cannot be helped sometimes if people are married, but she misses the point. I do know what happens but I have heard at school that there are ways of making sure it does not happen. Edna found something in her father’s dressing-gown pocket which she said was like a balloon before it is blown up and her brother told her what it was for when she showed it to him. She was very shocked and disgusted and dropped it and could not put it back and her brother did so, saying he did not know why she was looking in her father’s dressing-gown pocket. Edna said she was looking for a cough sweet. At any rate, Edna only has one brother. She is so lucky. The twins spoil everything. When Mother told me something nice was going to happen soon I thought she meant that we were at last to have a dog, but it was twins. And then there was Baby, as if twins could not be an end to it.

I am very tired and discontented about my fate in life.

10 March

Gladys has given in her notice. Mother is distraught. She says she thought Gladys, unlike Ivy and Pearl, had more sense. Now we will have nobody except Mrs Norris who comes on Fridays to scrub the floors. I don’t blame any of the maids. I would rather be anything but a maidservant, especially in a house like ours. Father says that in the present circumstances we will be unlikely to engage new maids and so we must all help in the house. I asked if he included himself and was told not to be impertinent.

2 April

Father has read an article about how garden patches can conquer the Germans if they are used to grow vegetables. Instead of importing food, we must grow it, Father says. He started straightaway on our garden, which is not very big. Jack Peel usually comes to do it, but he has joined up and Father has to manage himself. Mother could not believe he was going to dig up the grass and asked where would the twins play, but Father said the grass must go, it was the supreme sacrifice. He dug it all up, peeling the turf off with a spade and then breaking the soil up with a fork. Then he dug holes all over and dropped some silver sand into each hole and then he planted potatoes. Mother dared to ask if it was the right time of year and Father said it was. I could tell he was not sure. When he had finished with the potatoes he planted radishes in between the rows. Mother said had he forgotten that he himself did not care for radishes and neither did anyone else, but Father said it was no time to be faddy and that at least she could make soup. Mother said she had never heard of radish soup and she would rather he planted onions. The garden looks awful now, all muddy and black. Mother cannot let the twins out into it because they jump on the plants and get all filthy. It is altogether a disaster and Mother cannot believe any vegetables will grow.

4 June

I had a fight with George today. We are too old to fight, it is undignified, but George provoked me beyond endurance. He says I have no sense of humour but what he did, or rather instructed the twins to do, was not funny. What is there to laugh at when one’s plaits are tied to a chair? I was sitting reading at the dining-room table, which has not got comfortable chairs but it is the only quiet room in the house except for my bedroom, and Matilda was there tidying her drawers so noisily, and I had just got to the bit in Oliver Twist where Bill Sikes murders Nancy and I was nearly crying and did not hear the twins creep in and tie one plait each to the chair. Half an hour or so later, I am gleefully told, I stood up and dragged the chair with me as I tried to walk. George and the twins were watching and screamed and laughed. The pain in my head was intense and I had to shout and shout to be freed.

6 June

Today I got my revenge on George. I know it is petty to want revenge, but all the same I relished it. George could not find his cricket bat. Well, of course he couldn’t because I had hidden it. It was almost time for the match and he was frantic. Have you seen my bat, he asked, and I said dear me, no, have you mislaid it, what a pity, you are late already. I then said I would help him search for it, and called for the twins to help too, and we rummaged through the house making a fearful mess. George was almost in tears before I said I knew where it was and that I would only produce it if he apologised for setting the twins to tie my plaits to the chair. He said sorry, and I gave him the bat, which I had hidden in the laundry-room, and he immediately slapped me and said he was not sorry at all, so I snatched back his beastly bat and threw it out of the window. It landed in the water butt and George vows it is ruined. Mother came to see what the commotion was and said we should both be ashamed. I am ashamed, but only slightly. George isn’t, I’m sure.

6 August

Father says he cannot come on holiday with us this year, the business will not allow it. They are already short-staffed because of men going to the war and he is training replacements. George cannot come either. There was a fearful row last night because George wants to volunteer. At least, he does not really want to, in my opinion, but most of his pals are in uniform and he feels embarrassed not to be. I am sure that is it. Father told him not to be a fool. He asked him, Have you no imagination do you not know what war is? I do not think George does have any imagination whereas I have plenty and I know what Father is talking about. I have read his newspaper, about the trenches and the poison gas and the Germans mowing everyone down and I can see it all in my head. Edna’s brother was wounded at a place called Ypres and he told her what it was like and she told me. He has lost his sight in one eye and Edna says he screams at night. I thought I should tell George this but he would not listen.

7 August

Father is furious because now Matilda says she does not want to go on holiday, she wishes to join the Voluntary Aid Detachment. Father says he has never heard such selfishness and that her place is at Mother’s side in these difficult days when we have lost Ivy as well as Gladys and Pearl, and there is so much to do in the house. He says if Matilda wants to do her bit she can do it right here at Number 25 Victoria Road. Matilda cried and said she was not selfish, that Mrs Pankhurst herself had said women want to fight just as much as men, and Father interrupted her and said he did not want to hear that dratted woman’s name. Then Matilda said she had been to a big meeting last month and she had been persuaded it was her duty to become a VAD and she wondered at Father not wanting her to do her duty. But it did no good. Father just repeated that her duty was at home. Matilda cried all night, which was very wearing for me, but I bore it well because for once I agreed with Matilda. If I were as old as her I would want to be a VAD even though I do not agree with war and have decided to be a pacifist. The atmosphere in our house is not pleasant. Father scowls and cannot be spoken to and Mother sighs and is very tired and does not want to go on holiday either, but the house is taken so she is bracing herself. Father says he wants us out of London because there are rumours that there will be more Zeppelin raids and it is no place for children. He is going to look into renting the holiday house in Westmorland for the duration of the war. I cannot believe he means it. We have rented that house before. There is no library for miles and miles, and no school for me. I would be entirely at the mercy of the twins and Baby.

12 August

We are in Westmorland, only Mother and I and the twins and Baby, and I am so unhappy. I cannot think of one single thing to be glad about. It is raining and the house is cold and I have been made to play with the twins for hours and hours. Baby has earache and cries all the time and Mother has been sick and says she depends on me. I do not want to be depended on. I am weighed down with the responsibility and there is no one to share it. I wish Matilda was here. I never thought I would say that. Mother says I ought to be happy because I have my own room here but what good is that when I am tied to the twins and have no chance to be in it. There is no peace or time to read and in any case I must be sparing with what I have to read because there is no hope of getting to a library. I have made Lorna Doone last for ages and I do not even like it.

13 August

There was a letter from Matilda today. It was addressed to Mother but began dear Mother and Milly so it was partly mine and I was glad she had thought to include me. Her life as a VAD is very hard, just as Father said it would be if she defied him. She rises at 5.30 a.m. and walks to the hospital and works until 8 p.m. or later. She rolls bandages and empties slops and does much other unpleasant menial work but she is glad to do it and feels useful and that is all she wanted to be. The plight of the men in the wards is distressing, with so many of them missing limbs and in great pain, but there is no time to waste being in tears if you are a VAD. Her legs ache but otherwise she is well. Mother says she will get varicose veins with all the standing and suffer from them the rest of her life. I said I did not know how Mother could worry about such a trifle when there is a war being fought and men are losing legs and Mother burst into tears at what she said was my unkind tone.

1 September

Father has come to take us home in three days’ time. I am vastly relieved, and so I think is Mother because she has not liked it here any more than I have. We have had some fine days since the rain stopped but the twins had chicken-pox and were quite ill and we could not take advantage of the good weather. Father looks very worried and thin. He is afraid that there will soon be new rules and that George will be called up and he will not be able to claim exemption. Even worse, he himself may be eligible for service if the war continues. I was astonished and said, But Father you are surely too old, and he smiled sadly and said I might think so but in fact he is only 42. I have never known Father’s age, or Mother’s. I thought about it afterwards and felt shocked to realise he and Mother must have married when he was only a little older than George is now. I suppose Mother must have been near Matilda’s age. How sad everything seems. What we will do if Father is called upon, I shudder to think. I wish I understood why we are fighting. I have tried to understand but it makes no sense to me.

6 September

We are home, hurrah. I am so glad to be back in London I have not complained once about standing in for Ivy as nursemaid to the twins. I am sent to do the shopping now so there is some respite from them, but this is no easy matter. The queues outside every single shop are long and my legs get tired standing. Mother said I was to go to the butcher’s first and if possible buy 2 pounds of the best pork sausages, but to take anything if sausages have run out. I did not know what she meant by ‘anything’ but when I asked her what she meant she was cross and told me to use my intelligence for heaven’s sake. I dreaded finding there were no sausages but there were. I hate sausages. I hate meat. It is cruel of Mother to make me go into that loathsome place of slaughter. I almost fainted at the sight of those bloody carcasses swinging from hooks. The knives make me shiver and the dirty aprons are disgusting. It was a relief to go on to the greengrocer and buy fruit and vegetables. My basket was very heavy and I had to stop and put it down often. When I got home Mother was lying down and the twins and Baby were screaming and she said she couldn’t stand the noise and I was to take them to the park. My life is one of drudgery but because of the war I am supposed to bear it without complaint.

10 September

Mother is expecting! It is too awful. Baby is not yet I year old and now there will be another. I am embarrassed and I am angry. I am reminded all the time about the war and now this happens and I would like to remind them about the war. What will happen if Father is called up? They should have thought of that. When Mother told me I could not believe it and was horrified. I blushed and wanted to run away. She said she would need me to help her and then she wept a little and said she felt weak and sickly and did not know what she would do without me. I was her treasure. I do not want to be her treasure, or anyone’s. I have told no one at school. I am ashamed. It is so careless to have seven children. It is too bad.

*

These extracts, taken from the very first of Millicent’s diaries, give something of the flavour of her personality – outspoken, quite selfish, restless, ambitious and inclined to self-pity. During the rest of 1915, the self-pity gets a little out of hand. She spends pages complaining in her diary of how put-upon she is because of her mother’s pregnancy. Her indignation is often so fiercely expressed, and so out of proportion, that it becomes comical. The twins, 7-year-old Albert and Alfred, particularly annoy her – ‘sent by some malevolent force to be a burden upon my weary back’ – and yet she is obliged to be constantly in charge of them. Michael, the baby, she resents less but she cannot see ‘any charm’ in him. School provides an escape, but she is not entirely happy there either. There is no mention of its name, or exactly what kind of school it was, but it sounds like a small, fee-paying establishment. No exact location of her home is given either – there are thirty-six Victoria Roads in London – but from internal evidence it was clearly in South London, possibly Peckham. Also not revealed is the nature of her father’s business, but he was obviously engaged in either the making or selling of furniture (perhaps both) and was quite prosperous. Millicent is clearly very fond of her father and continues to worry that he will be called up. But it is her brother George who, in the middle of September 1915, goes off to the war and then the tone as well as the content of her diary changes. She says she writes regularly to George and tries to be cheerful.

*

6 November

George is still in this country, being trained how to fight. Father says he will be forced to grow up quickly, he is very young and immature for his age. Mother bridled at this and defended her darling son saying he was very loving. Father said not loving enough to write what I would call a decent letter. I agree with Father. George has only written once and his letter was full of food. He wrote that the grub was fine, and listed all his meals, every one of them, enthusing over bacon and tomatoes and eggs for breakfast and trays full of bread slices and butter and jam and oat-cakes for tea. He wants cakes sent to him and Mother immediately got out Gladys’s recipe book and began making gingerbread, but we had no treacle left and it was essential. I think George thoughtless to ask for cakes.

10 January 1916

A letter, at last, from George, only the third in four months, though we have all written to him every single week. He is in France, under canvas, and says he likes it fine. The camp is on sandy soil and in spite of the incessant rain he is dry. He wants cigarettes to be sent and is most particular about what kind. They have to be Three Castles (Star), and sent in a tin box. Apart from that, he only wants butter. He says army butter is frightful stuff. It all sounds so trivial, as though he was at school camp and not in a war. I said so, and Father frowned at me, and made a gesture to indicate I should not say such things in front of Mother. Afterwards, he said George was doing a good job pretending, for Mother’s sake, but that he himself was not fooled and he was surprised that I was. I suppose he is right. Things can’t be as jolly as George makes them sound.

25 January

To our great surprise, another letter from George. He is billeted in a small village back from the firing line. The owner of the house is a voluble French woman. He writes that when she gets in a state, which is often, she rambles away at a terrific speed in a mad, high-pitched voice ‘just like Milly when she is in one of her tempers’. My eyes filled with tears as Mother read this out. She was laughing as she did so. I swallowed hard and tried to bear this insult bravely.

4 February

Mother got a beautiful postcard today from George. It is so pretty. There is a border of pale cream thick paper with little flowers all over it and in the centre there are three pansies embroidered in silk and all around the purple flowers are green leaves. Above this flap, for the embroidery is done on a gauze flap, are the words ‘To My Dear Mother’ also embroidered, in pale blue, and underneath ‘From Your Loving Son’. And that is not all. When the flap is lifted it reveals another card, very small, resting in a kind of pocket. This card has a castle on it but we do not know where this castle is though we studied it for ages. The words ‘loving greetings’ are printed in ink, and George has written ‘from your own boy’ beside it. Mother was quite overcome. On the plain side of the card it says Carte Postale but though there is space to write George has only written that he is well but the weather not very good, and he trusts we have
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Afterword

The hymn Millicent is probably thinking of is ‘O God, our help in ages past’, where in verse five ‘Time, like an ever-rolling stream, / Bears all its sons away’. There is a note after this, saying that Millicent decides not to go on because trying to speak her diary does not feel comfortable. Harry then suggests a tape-recorder, so that his aunt can have the privacy she feels essential but, though she tries this, it is no more successful – the two existing tapes are mostly full of her fussing about whether the tape-recorder is working, and whether her voice is loud enough. But the failure of these methods focuses attention on what is going to happen to her diaries and, as related in the introduction, that is how I came into the picture.

So, the diaries end, after all those years, not with a bang but with something of a whimper. They fade out with a dream. But of course when I’d finished studying them, Millicent was still alive and had promised to let me visit her again to ask her questions arising from them. I was looking forward to this, and spent a long time deciding which areas to concentrate on, feeling that if I bombarded her with what were essentially trivial inquiries, to do with dates and places and names, then she might not have the energy to satisfy my curiosity on deeper issues. Most of all I wanted her to concentrate on the significance to her of her diary throughout her life, and especially at times of crisis, those periods when she simply stopped writing it. The gaps spoke louder to me than the entries before and after, and though I worried about how painful it might be for her if I probed these areas, I wanted to do it. I also very much wanted, perhaps most of all, to get her to decide whether she felt she had indeed taken wrong turns in her life, and if so at what stage. Had life, in her opinion, been a series of choices, or did she see it as a random affair, a matter of being dealt a certain set of cards and her only choice that of how to play them? All the other people I’d known who had lived to almost a hundred, including my own father, had been remarkably firm believers in what is called ‘fate’ and I’d always found it interesting that this didn’t depress them, but instead appeared to please them. I guessed because it freed them from responsibility.

When I was ready, I made an appointment through Joanna to visit Millicent again. In fact, Joanna herself drove me down, picking me up after another trip to see her sister. I was relieved to hear from her that Millicent was still in good health, though she had been having some trouble with breathing and was becoming a little bit forgetful. This last bit was not good news, since I wanted her to do a great deal of remembering, but Joanna assured me it was just normal forgetting of names and nothing approaching senile dementia. On the drive down she asked if there had been any great surprises in the diaries and I said it depended what one already knew. Since I had known nothing, beyond the fact of Millicent’s age and status, everything had been a surprise. I hadn’t, I said, expected her to have had love-affairs of the kind that she did, wrongly thinking that she would have been too respectable and that for women of her generation it had been a case of nice girls didn’t. Joanna said she was glad that Millicent had had lovers. She’d always thought it odd that Millicent had never married because even now it was obvious that she’d been pretty and lively, and Joanna had always imagined she must have had a fiancé who was killed in the war. I told her then a bit about Robert, but not about the baby in case Millicent wanted that kept private till after her death. But then Joanna asked a question I’d given a lot of thought to: when, on the evidence of the diaries, had Millicent been at her happiest and her unhappiest? The first part was the easiest to answer – she’d been at her happiest, I was sure, during the beginning of her love-affair with Robert – but the second was harder. There were many times, I knew, when Millicent had been wretchedly unhappy – on the death of her father, after her miscarriage, and after several other deaths – and, apart from those tragedies, there were the miserable years teaching in Brighton and enduring lonely years in Blockley. She had had quite a lot of unhappiness in her long life and yet her spirit had never been broken, she’d never succumbed to despair.

Millicent was standing looking out of the window when we drew up and rushed to open the door but it wasn’t us she was so enthusiastically waiting to welcome but her beloved diaries. Helping her to stack them back in their cupboard was touching – she almost stroked each exercise book as she put it on its shelf and smiled with enormous satisfaction when the task was done and she had closed and locked the door. She asked me how long it would take for me to edit the diaries. I said, now that I had read them all and selected and photocopied the entries I wanted to use, it was a question of shape, of making sure that my own contribution provided a framework for her words. It would, I reckoned, take me about a year. I thought she might think that was far too long, but on the contrary she was pleased, saying that, as she’d told me at the beginning, she didn’t want the book published till after her death, so the longer it took me, the more likely she was to have departed this life.

We then went back into her sitting-room and settled down with some tea and she told me to ‘fire away’. I fired, and almost immediately became aware that for all her outward brightness and apparent coherence, Millicent’s mind was not nearly as sharp as it had seemed when I first met her. I hadn’t then, of course, been subjecting her to detailed questioning, but even so I estimated there had been considerable deterioration. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t recall names, or even that when names were mentioned they seemed to mean nothing to her (though that was more alarming), but it was so disappointing that she couldn’t begin to discuss emotions and feelings at crucial periods of her life. When I tried, as delicately as possible, to talk about the loss of her baby she looked shocked and said, ‘Did I have a baby? Are you sure, dear?’ When I produced the relevant pages I’d photocopied, and read them out to her, she became agitated and I ended up apologising and consoling her, regretting I’d ever tried to bring the subject up. After that, I was much more careful, sticking to the less traumatic mysteries, such as why did she not go ahead and gain her Open University degree. She was happy enough to offer explanations here but, even then, there was a lack of conviction in her voice. I knew there was no point hoping for enlightenment on sensitive matters, and our conversation quickly degenerated into general chat. ‘Well, you know everything about me now,’ she said, ‘my whole life, every little detail, is in those diaries.’ It would have been cruel to disagree, but I left full of regret that Millicent was not ten years younger and able to supply vital information as a kind of codicil to her own diaries.

A month later, she fell and broke her hip. On 13 January 2000, the anniversary of her father’s death, she died. At her own request, there was no funeral. If there had been, I would have gone to it, longing as I did to meet Connie and any other members of the family who might have attended. In her will, Millicent had left everything equally divided between Harry, Toby and Connie, with a small legacy to Julian, Alfred’s son (whom she had never met and knew nothing about). In an earlier will (in which Connie alone had been left the house), the diaries had been bequeathed to Connie, and this bequest still stood, which surprised me. Joanna told me that when Connie came down from Scotland to collect them, she told her of her aunt’s agreement that I should edit them, and that after her death they should be given to a university archive, but as far as she knows Connie has not yet deposited them anywhere. Connie has not contacted me.

I hope she will indeed entrust the diaries to some responsible person and that they will be treasured. They tell the story of an unremarkable life and yet what Millicent King experienced in her very ordinariness was shared by so many of her generation. To me, she is as symbolic, in her way, as the unknown soldier: the Unknown Woman of her times. 
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