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About the Book

In 1848 Mary Moffatt became the devoted wife of the missionary and explorer David Livingstone in Africa – and it eventually killed her. A hundred and twelve years later, in 1960, Margaret Forster married her school sweetheart Hunter Davies in a London Registry Office – and forty years later they are still married. Between those two marriages and their experience is a huge gulf during which time women’s lives changed immeasurably, and the notion of marriage evolved – through the other two marriages under the spotlight here, that of the unconventional Fanny Stevenson (wife of Robert Louis Stevenson) in the late 19th century and across continents and of our own charismatic 20th century Jennie Lee (wife of Aneurin Bevan), a politician in her own right. But curiously some aspects and attitudes remained fixed and immutable and found an echo in Forster’s own life. Have these fixed points finally shifted now, with the coming of the 21st century? What was and is now a ‘good wife’? Why do couples still marry in church in an age of unbelief? Taking up where Hidden Lives left off, these are some of the questions Forster asks as she weaves personal experience, and the experiences of her own mother and grandmother, through the stories of three women who have long fascinated her. The emphasis is on aspects of these women’s lives never focused on before, on the kind of personal and intimate and everyday detail which has intrigued and gripped readers of Forster’s memoirs, biographies and fiction.


About the Author

Margaret Forster is the acclaimed author of best-selling novels, most recently The Memory Box, as well as biographies, of Elizabeth Barrett Browning and Daphne du Maurier, and two memoirs, Hidden Lives and Precious Lives. She lives in London and the Lake District.


Also by Margaret Forster

Fiction

Dame’s Delight

Georgy Girl

The Bogeyman

The Travels of Maudie Tipstaff

The Park

Miss Owen-Owen is At Home

Fenella Phizackerley

Mr Bone’s Retreat

The Seduction of Mrs Pendlebury

Mother Can You Hear Me?

The Bride of Lowther Fell

Marital Rites

Private Papers

Have the Men Had Enough?

Lady’s Maid

The Battle for Christabel

Mothers’ Boys

Shadow Baby

The Memory Box

Over

Non-fiction

The Rash Adventurer:

The Rise and Fall of Charles Edward Stuart

William Makepeace Thackeray:

Memoirs of a Victorian Gentleman

Significant Sisters:

The Grassroots of Active Feminism 1838–1939

Elizabeth Barrett Browning

Daphne du Maurier

Hidden Lives

Rich Desserts & Captain’s Thin:

A Family & Their Times 1831–1931

Precious Lives

Poetry

Selected Poems of Elizabeth Barrett Browning (Editor)


List of Illustrations

Facing Prologue


1. Margaret Forster, front right, as bridesmaid, aged 11.

2. Margaret Forster and Hunter Davies on their wedding day.

3. David Livingstone, aged 39. (National Portrait Gallery, London)

4. Mary Livingstone, in her thirties. (David Livingstone Centre, Blantyre)

5. Map showing how far Livingstone travelled between 1841 and 1852. (from Livingstone by Tim Jeal/ Pimlico Press)

6. The Livingstone family in 1857. (David Livingstone Centre, Blantyre)

7. Fanny Osbourne, aged thirty-six. (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)

8. Portrait of Robert Louis Stevenson, c. 1880, by Alice Boughton. (National Portrait Gallery, London)

9. The Stevenson family in 1891, on the veranda at Vailima, Samoa. (National Portrait Gallery, London, from Camera Portraits: 150 Portraits from the National Portrait Gallery 1839–1989, photo J. Davis)

10. The Stevensons photographed on a trip to Sydney in 1893. (Writers’ Museum, Edinburgh/City of Edinburgh Council)

11. Jennie Lee, newly elected MP for North Lanark. (Sport & General Press Agency, London/Alpha)

12. Jennie Lee and Aneuran Bevin on their wedding day. (Hulton Deutsch Collection Ltd, London)

13. Jennie Lee addressing a rally in Trafalgar Square in 1937. (NMPFT/Science & Society Picture Library)

14. Jennie and Aneuran Bevin, married for over 25 years. (PA Reuters Photos Ltd)

15. Margaret and Hunter Davies, silver wedding anniversary.

16. Margaret and Hunter Davies, June 2001.




Margaret Forster

GOOD WIVES?

Mary, Fanny, Jennie and Me
1845–2001

[image: image]


Prologue

In July 1949, when I was eleven years old, I was a bridesmaid. I was just young enough still to be thrilled with the rose-pink satin dress and with the coronet of tiny rosebuds, which sat so perfectly on my long, wavy fair hair. At last I was that creature I’d always yearned to be, a princess. I could hardly wait for the wedding, when I would have the honour of carrying the bride’s white chiffon train all the way down the aisle. But my deeply religious mother disapproved of my wild excitement. Weddings were serious. A man and a woman were to be married in the sight of God – this was not a party, not an excuse for the sort of preening in which I gloried. She didn’t want me being ‘silly’. There were to be no giggles, no tossing of my hair, no calling of attention to myself. Instead, in church I was to listen. I was to listen very carefully indeed to the words.

So I listened, as my mother undoubtedly knew I would. For a child, I was a good listener (too good, it was often said, because my listening inevitably resulted in irritating questions of the sort difficult to answer). I stood behind the bride, glad to have the posy of white and pink roses back in my eager hands once I’d relinquished the train, and I listened intently to what the vicar said. It was simple enough when it came to the vows, merely a question-and-answer routine. But I spotted the difference in the questions easily. ‘Wilt thou have this woman to thy wedded wife?’ the bridegroom was asked, and then, a little later on, ‘Wilt thou love her, comfort her, honour, and keep her in sickness and in health? …’ But to the bride, the vicar said, ‘Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband … wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour, and keep him, in sickness and in health? …’ I remember looking around to see if anyone else had noticed something odd, and catching the eye of my mother, who frowned and gestured that I should pay attention. But I was paying attention. And I’d heard that word obey only when the bride was being questioned. Why did she have to promise to obey and he did not?

It was only 1949. It was only an ordinary parish church in Caldewgate, a poor area of Carlisle. It was only a marriage service which had been used for hundreds of years without anyone apparently finding one word in it unfair. I doubt if there was a single woman, never mind a man, in that congregation who objected to the bride’s making that promise. But I objected. The moment the photographs had been taken, I was pulling at my mother’s sleeve. ‘Why did Jean have to say she’d obey Ian, and Ian didn’t say he’d obey her? Why?’ ‘Because that’s the order of service in the prayer-book,’ my mother said. ‘Who said it had to say that? Who? Why?’ My mother sighed. She knew it was no good just telling me to be quiet, or saying I should just accept that this was how things were, because that, in her experience, would only result in exhaustion – her exhaustion – as she valiantly tried to satisfy my curiosity. So she said what she was quite often obliged to say – ‘Later, we’ll go into it later, not now.’

She wasn’t hoping I’d forget. Alas, she knew I wouldn’t, and I didn’t. Wedding over, the inquisition began. She didn’t know who had designed the marriage service, how those words had got into the prayer-book, but she thought the ‘obey’ word must have been put into the bride’s vow because men earned the money, they were the bosses in that respect, and so the woman had to be prepared to acknowledge this. Before I could ask why, or attempt to tear holes in this flimsy explanation, she said it was useless to pester her any more, and if I was going to want to know more I would have to ask the vicar, but not that vicar, our own vicar. ‘I will, then,’ I said, but I guessed that I wouldn’t – it was quite daunting, even for cheeky girls such as myself, to go up to our vicar and put such questions to him. But I had one question I knew my mother herself could answer. ‘Did you do it?’ I said. ‘Did you promise to obey Dad?’ ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Well, I won’t,’ I said, ‘I wouldn’t promise to obey the man if he won’t promise to obey me.’ ‘Then you won’t be able to get married,’ my mother, my dutiful church-going mother said. ‘You won’t ever be a wife.’ She said it smiling, not trying to dismay me, and if pressed I’m sure she would have mentioned register office marriages where there was no need to promise to obey, but for once I didn’t press her. In a way I felt quite satisfied. Something had been decided.

I never wanted to be a wife, that feeble creature who obeyed.

It was a conviction that only hardened during adolescence. I spent those years watching as well as listening and I hated what I saw. The lot of a wife seemed terrible to me. Wives, in 1950s Carlisle, on our council estate anyway, cooked and cleaned and shopped and looked after children, and never went anywhere or did anything else. They had no money of their own. Every Friday, my father came home from the Metal Box factory, where he worked as a fitter, a maintenance engineer, and opened his wage packet. Out of it he extracted an undisclosed amount (precious little) and gave my mother the rest (precious little) for housekeeping. It was always a struggle for her to make it last the week, no matter how carefully she budgeted, and that was very carefully indeed – she was a genius at managing. There was nothing to spare for herself. The money was my father’s, the reward for his labours. Her labours got no monetary reward (and not much of any other kind either). This was the bargain she accepted when she got married, and I thought it a poor one. More than ever, I knew it was one to which I would never, never agree.

The puzzle to me was not only that my mother had entered into this one-sided contract in the first place, but that she still, in spite of everything, seemed to think it inevitable. When she was referred to as ‘a good wife’ she was gratified – she didn’t seem to appreciate that it was like being called ‘a good beast of burden’. There was one Christmas when, at the end of the traditional dinner, my father’s elderly aunt, who was with us for the day, suddenly said, ‘Arthur, you’re a lucky man, you’ve got such a good wife in Lily. Such a good wife.’ My father, mellowed by the vast amounts of turkey he’d consumed and the two port wines he’d had before it (only allowed, together with sweet sherry, at Christmas, and otherwise no alcohol in the house), said, ‘And I’ll tell you something, Jessie, I’ve never regretted making her my wife either.’ What? I was beside myself with fury. I don’t think I’d yet made the acquaintance of the term ‘patronising’, but I understood the concept, that he was patronising my mother, implying that by marrying her he’d been conferring an honour and that she ought to be pleased he had never regretted it. To my astonishment, my mother appeared flattered – that was quite the worst and most inexplicable part of this little scene. She blushed. She even smiled. She got up to clear the dishes self-consciously, as though she had just won a prize and the spotlight was on her. She had been paid what was for my father the most extravagant of compliments, and in public too. She was a good wife. What more could she want than such a tribute?

A very great deal, in my youthful opinion.

Some years later, aged nineteen, I stood on a doorstep in Manchester and said no, I was not his wife. That’s what the woman who had opened the door had asked – ‘Are you his wife, then?’ We, Hunter and I, had come in answer to an advertisement, for a bed-sitting-room to be rented. He had just started working as a journalist on the Manchester Evening Chronicle and I was in my first year at Oxford. We wanted to live together in my vacations, so we’d both gone looking for a suitable bed-sit for him to rent full time and for me to join him there. It was 1958.

The landlady gave a little smirk. ‘Thought not,’ she said, and then, ‘you’ll have to look elsewhere. I don’t take unmarrieds.’ She looked so proud of herself as she closed the door, as though her own virtue had been put to some sort of test and proved incontestable. Her attitude was ridiculous, but also common – this was the fourth advert we’d replied to; the fourth time we’d been turned down, though never in such a straightforward fashion. No pets, no children, no coloureds, no unmarrieds, and no one in the least worried about saying so. What were we to do? The obvious thing. Let him rent the room, then smuggle me in when I came. Either that, or pretend to be married. But I wouldn’t pretend to be his wife. Why should I? (Answer easy, of course: so that nobody would mind renting a room to us.)

The bed-sitting-room we ended up in was in Cheetham, next to a raincoat factory. It was horrible. One not very large room on the ground floor of a dark and neglected house. The furniture was battered and ugly – a settee which opened up into a bed, a gate-legged table with four heavy chairs round it, and a large mahogany wardrobe. I got to know the wardrobe rather well, because I stepped into it every time the landlord paid an unexpectedly late visit to collect the rent. Sometimes we’d be eating and there’d be two plates, two unfinished meals, on the table when I leapt into the wardrobe, but the landlord never seemed to think this strange. This was during the Easter vacation, a matter of a few weeks, but the thought of months in the summer, popping in and out of my hiding place like a figure on a weather-house was too much. For the long vacation we would have to find somewhere better.

Reader, I compromised my principles. No, I didn’t marry him, not then, but I did pretend to be his wife. We bought a ring in Woolworths – where else? – and I jammed it on to my protesting finger (it was a curtain ring and too small, one of those tiny little things which get attached to bigger ones, sold then in packets of twenty). Immediately, we were respectable. We rented a two-room flat in Daisy Bank Road in a much nicer area of Manchester. I was the wife who ‘worked away’. Either that, or I paid regular visits to sick relatives – such a caring soul, I was. The other people in the house were only mildly inquisitive and the landlady was seen only once, when we paid the rent three months in advance. I was known as Mrs Davies but I managed to bear it. Wearing the wretched ring was the most maddening part of this trivial deception, even after I bought a cheap but proper one. I felt I was branded and made a fuss about it, pulling it off as soon as we were in the flat and there was no one to see.

I was a mistress, I supposed, though I didn’t like that label either. For three years, while I was at Oxford, I pretended, when necessary, to be a wife, and grew quite used to it. We went on holiday once or twice and stayed in pubs or small hotels where we were signed in as Mr and Mrs Davies. It felt quite daring as well as a good joke. But my finals at Oxford loomed and a much more momentous decision would have to be made. Was I going to go on pretending? For ever? By then, we were in London, in a flat in Kilburn, and nobody gave a damn about whether we were really married – that was no longer a difficulty. The difficulty was our parents. They hadn’t known about our living together – I was always going off on long, adventurous trips with girlfriends, so far as my parents were concerned, and since these friends obligingly helped me make this convincing I’d never been ‘found out’. They’d have to find out, though, if this state of affairs became permanent, if I was going to live in sin – as it was quaintly called – for ever. And I couldn’t do it to them, simply couldn’t cause my mother in particular such distress. I wasn’t brave (or cruel?) enough to tell her the truth. It was easier to give in and get married, wasn’t it?

It was. Marriage I decided was only a piece of paper (because I certainly wouldn’t marry in a church and say the ‘O’ word). On 11 June 1960, I got married, the words of the register office service perfectly acceptable. I can’t actually remember what they were, but I’d inspected them in advance and they were simple, obvious and harmless. It was surprising how little had to be promised, how little was asked. I’d done it. I’d betrayed my principles and become a wife. I became Mrs Davies. I even wore a ring (silver, prettily engraved with ivy leaves, bought at an antique shop in Hampstead’s Heath Street). But I squirmed every time I was referred to as ‘Mrs’. In retrospect, I cannot believe how easily I accepted the trappings, the ‘Mrs’ bit and the ring – surely I could have got married for the same reasons, but without accepting that title and the badge of office? Looking back at my twenty-two-year-old self it occurs to me now that I was not being entirely honest: maybe there was a tiny bit of me that liked the title, was proud of the ring? Such a strong-minded young woman, did she really condescend to wear a ring when she didn’t have to? Surely not.

I still wear it, forty years later. It’s a broad ring. If I take it off, the skin underneath is startlingly white and soft, and my finger looks somehow sad and pathetic. Once, about twenty-five years ago, I lost it. It turned up some months later, down the back of a sofa. But the interesting thing is not just how upset and sentimental I’d been while it was missing, but that I had actually bought a substitute to wear, another silver ring as near to the lost one as I could find. So perhaps the ring does mean something. I must want people to know I am married, that I am a wife. But what I also want them to know is that the word ‘wife’ does not mean what it meant while I was growing up. A wife today is not, or need not be, the same creature as a wife in 1949, or even 1960, and she is a million miles away from the wife of 1845 or 1860. In fact, the understanding of what a wife is has changed so much in the last hundred and fifty years that it calls into question whether the referring to a woman as ‘a good wife’ is still, as it once was, a compliment today. Does it not imply rather that she is nothing more than that? Is it still a title to be borne with pride? Or is it an admission of defeat?

I don’t know the answers, but I’d like to. The question widens into another one, of course: is marriage still valid if you have no religious faith? The statistics for the number of marriages that fail are startling – there were 145,000 divorces in England and Wales in 19991 – but so are those for the number of marriages, which still took place – 131,757 women still became wives. Why, in the twenty-first century, in a social climate where it is acceptable to live in a partnership, and even to have children within one without any stigma, why, I wanted to discover, does any woman still want to be a wife? Is the trade-off worth it? I thought I’d like to look at what a ‘good wife’ once was, what she became, and what (if anything) she now is, and set it within the framework of my own marriage and my own times. To do this, I chose to examine the marriages of three women who, in my opinion (though not always in the opinion of their contemporaries), were ‘good’ wives in very different ways. Their lives cover the best part of one and a half centuries during which the common understanding of ‘a good wife’ changed beyond recognition. What I myself have made of being a wife is part of that change.

The three women to whom I was drawn did not lead ordinary lives and yet each of them reflected in what she made of the role of ‘wife’ the standards of her own time. They faced the same problems in their domestic and emotional lives as all women faced, and had to struggle with the same challenges to their independence. Once the façade of the marriages is ripped away and the personal details of each woman’s day-to-day existence are revealed, the astonishing thing is how similar their difficulties were to my own during forty years of being a wife. Echoes vibrate down the years in spite of the enormous changes that have taken place both in life in general for women and in the laws and customs affecting marriage. It is the sense of identification which shocks, not that of alienation.

And yet it was the feeling of being utterly remote from the life of Mary Livingstone, with whose story I begin, which first made me curious to understand what a ‘good’ wife was. I was visiting my daughter, who lives in Botswana, and had taken with me Tim Jeal’s biography of David Livingstone. In it, I came across a passage in which Livingstone writes to a friend with news of his impending marriage, describing his wife-to-be in such insulting terms that I was immediately defensive on her behalf. Even more insulting was the way in which the biographer accepted that the sole reason Livingstone married Mary was because he needed someone to look after him and give him the necessary status in the eyes of the Africans he was trying to convert. It didn’t matter if she was plain and fat so long as she could run his house properly and make him comfortable. This Mary did, in the most difficult of circumstances; the sufferings she endured during the exhausting journeys she was obliged to make with her husband were such that I could hardly bear to read about them. Few women had to endure what she did in her marriage but on the other hand her spirit of submission to her husband was shared by millions. Marriage in the mid-nineteenth century, when Mary became a wife, was about servitude of one sort or another. Nothing had changed since Francis Bacon’s pertinent observation:

Wives are young men’s mistresses,

Companions for middle age,

And old men’s nurses.

But nevertheless, women still wanted above all else to marry, such was the ignominy, and the insecurity, of remaining a spinster. It made me shudder to think of being a wife like Mary Livingstone and yet, once I’d become intimately acquainted with her marriage, I was embarrassed to see that in some respects I had had something of her attitude in my own interpretation of ‘good wife’. I might have thought myself entirely liberated from any kind of submission but however outrageous the thought, perhaps I, too, sometimes had accepted a secondary role without realising it.

It was a relief to move on to Fanny Stevenson, the wife of Robert Louis Stevenson. Fanny had guts. She wasn’t going to be like Mary, bowing her head meekly and doing whatever her husband wanted. She was an American, and within her lifetime great changes were taking place in women’s lives, with the early feminists fighting to win the vote together with all kinds of other previously withheld privileges and rights. Fanny thought herself the equal of her husband (in all except genius). And yet, following her life, with all its romance and excitement, moving from America to France and back, and finally to the South Seas, it was chastening to discover that Fanny was not after all, in essence, so different from Mary as a married woman. She was humiliated to have to accept that she was constrained simply through being a wife. Louis, her husband, held all the ace cards – his welfare, his ambitions, his concerns were always the more important. The lot of the wife still had not changed enough between the marriage of Mary (in 1845) and Fanny’s marriage to Louis (in 1880), even though the early feminists were doing all they could in those intervening years to reinvent the role (that is, when they were not trying to abolish marriage as an institution). Nevertheless, women went on becoming wives, however unsatisfactory the condition of marriage, and the status of spinster went on having few attractions. By the end of the nineteenth century, 82 per cent of women in England were married or widowed.

Then, at last, came a real revolution in thinking. Jennie Lee, daughter of a Scottish miner, born in 1904, was one of those women who decided as a girl that she would never become a wife. She fascinated the House of Commons in 1929 when she arrived there, and she fascinated me. Beautiful, sexy and daring, Jennie gave her whole heart to socialism and was determined to devote her life to a political career. Marriage would never be allowed to get in the way of her ambition. She would have affairs, but never at the expense of her career. But it was for the sake of her career, and that of her lover Aneurin Bevan, that eventually she capitulated and married him in 1934. He was destined for a prominent role in government (he was to become Minister of Housing and Health in the 1945 Labour government and go on to be instrumental in founding the National Health Service) and it would have been disastrous for his political future to live with a woman to whom he was not married, as well as utterly disastrous for Jennie’s own ambitions to be identified as that woman.

So Jennie, most reluctantly, became a wife, though determined to redefine the role to suit herself. In doing so, she was way ahead of her times and yet, in turn, her attitude was a sign of those times. Women, in the inter-war period, had begun to want careers and marriage, and the two could not run in tandem without some change in the understanding of what being a wife meant. Two Acts were of great importance in opening gates for women, the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act 1918, and the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919. Slowly, women were entering the professions and relishing a different kind of self-fulfilment from that bestowed within marriage. They were on their way to what has become known as ‘having it all’, and Jennie Lee was one of those who tried to make that work. She was not always sure she had passed the test. She became as puzzled as I have often been about her role as wife, fearing that in spite of her efforts the onus was on her, as the woman, to give way during times of stress in marriage in order to support the man. It was all so much more complicated than she had ever thought, trying to make a ‘good’ wife mean something other than what it had meant for centuries before.

The question still is: what is a wife? Who is ‘good’?


PART ONE

[image: image]

Mary Livingstone

1821–62

[image: image]


I

IN MARCH 1839, a battered-looking troopship struggled into Table Bay, Cape Town, and finally anchored at the quayside. It had already been many weeks at sea, on its way to England from China, and conditions on board were bad, with the smell from the animals it carried (to provide provisions) unbearably foul. But eagerly waiting to board was the Moffat family – Robert Moffat, a missionary with the London Mission Society, his heavily pregnant wife, his six children and his African servant. Robert desperately wanted to get to London where his translation of the New Testament into Setswana, over which he had laboured for years, could be printed. He knew perfectly well that there would be no sort of comfort on this ship but no other was scheduled to arrive and he could not wait any longer. His wife, though she was within three weeks of giving birth to her ninth child (two had died), did not try to hold him back, seeing it as her duty to put his work first. He had, she wrote home, ‘poured his whole soul’ into his translation and nothing must stand in the way of seeing it printed.

So the entire Moffat family embarked, with Mrs Moffat helped on board by her eldest daughter, Mary, eighteen the following month. Mary was afraid of the sea. Born and brought up at Kuruman, the mission station her parents had established 600 miles (965 km) north of Cape Town, to the south of the Kalahari desert, the sea had existed for her only in the stories she’d heard of the voyages out from England (stories full of storms and shipwrecks and drownings) until, when she was fourteen, she had her own experience of it in sailing from Port Elizabeth to Cape Town. It had been a terrifying voyage and she had never forgotten it. She dreaded this much longer voyage ahead and there was nothing to reassure her about either the ship or the weather. A gale was forecast and there was a great hurry to get everyone on board and beat the storm. Mary was kept busy attending to her six-year-old brother James, who was feverish and suspected by his mother of sickening with measles. Mrs Moffat was anxious about him and it may well have been this anxiety, together with the strain of embarking, which contributed to the onset of her labour. Hardly had the heavy, squat ship managed to lumber its way against the huge waves out into the bay than she gave birth to a girl, quickly named Elizabeth and baptised by her father.

Meanwhile, James’s condition worsened. His sister Mary could not pacify him and hearing his cries his exhausted mother called for him to be brought to her. She held the new-born baby in the crook of one arm and cuddled James with the other, barely able to raise her head from the pillow. The ship plunged violently as it held its course, in rapidly worsening weather, with the rain and wind driving against it strongly. But James, secure in his mother’s arms, was now peaceful. His fever mounting, he was deluded and spoke of angels all around him. Two days later, he died. His tiny body was wrapped in sailcloth and lowered over the side after the most brief of services. A birth, a death, a storm – it was traumatic for the whole family. For the young Mary, it served as the most devastating of warnings: this was what a good wife such as her mother had to endure. She had to be strong and unselfish and never try to thwart a husband’s wishes. The blueprint could not have been more clearly drawn for her. If she had not realised that marriage was primarily for the procreation of children, and that it involved submission to a husband’s needs of one sort or another, then she learned it on board that terrible ship. Her mother, returning to her home country after twenty years of being a missionary’s wife, had suffered more than her family could possibly know. But she had suffered gladly.

The wife of a missionary had a harder time than most wives of that era but nevertheless serving and supporting a husband was the common experience of all wives in the mid-nineteenth century. Mrs Moffat was proud to be the wife of a man so dedicated to the work of converting the heathen and was triumphant that she had overcome her parents’ objections to a match that would take her so far away from them. Arriving in Cape Town in December 1819 and marrying Robert immediately, she was sure she’d made the best decision of her life, writing home that her cup of happiness was almost full – she loved her husband passionately and could think of nothing more thrilling than being his wife. Small, slight and delicate though she was, nothing dismayed her. She and Robert set off from Cape Town in an ox-wagon hundreds of miles into the interior where he was to establish a mission station, and there was not a murmur from her about the discomforts of the journey or the endurance called for in the boiling heat. This pretty young woman, aged twenty-five, showed herself at once to be far tougher than she looked and far more able and willing to adapt to her new circumstances than her parents had thought possible. She never complained, never wept, but instead was determined to find everything exciting.

Once settled at Kuruman, where Robert was to build his mission, the young Mrs Moffat quickly realised how different her life was to be from the lives of those married women of her class she had known in England. There was no lying on sofas directing servants in how to run the household. On the contrary, she hardly ever sat down (and there were no sofas). Her role as wife entailed constant physical activity – in order to look after Robert she had to do everything herself, and this included a good deal of manual labour. Kuruman was a desolate place when the Moffats arrived, the river a mere channel and the country surrounding its low banks, barren and stony. The dry, sandy plain they settled in was covered for much of the year in long, straw-like grass with scattered bushes and a few dark green camel-thorn trees. Beyond it was the true desert, except towards the north-east where, some 200 miles (320 km) away, there were woods. In this inhospitable landscape, in temperatures of searing heat, young Mary Moffat from Manchester had to set up house in a hut. She had to learn how to cook, how to wash her clothes, how to cope with insects, and all this without any of the help she would have had as a middle-class wife in England. Her leisurely, privileged life at home was soon a dream. She became little better than a skivvy and, since she would not drop the standards she had been used to, she made things even harder for herself (like many wives before and since). Refusing to adopt African ways she insisted on imposing her own, and so, instead of using the river to wash clothes, she had to have a wash-tub made.

But more important than the domestic work was her support of her husband in his missionary endeavours. She discovered that a missionary’s wife had to be a very special being. In her opinion, and she was full of strongly expressed opinions, she belonged to a peculiar category of wives. Looking after her husband’s material welfare was only one part of being a missionary’s wife. Back in England, the wives of her acquaintance knew little about their husbands’ work, and certainly most of them were not involved in it, but here in Africa, Robert’s work was, to a very real extent, also her work. Before she had arrived to marry him, Robert had written to his father that ‘a missionary in this country without a wife is like a boat without an oar’.1 She had to row with him or the boat would not move forwards. When he went off, as he frequently did, in search of more converts, it was his wife who had to hold things together at the mission station. No one else would. The Africans would simply drift away and revert (with some relief) to their old non-Christian habits unless Mary kept up his Christian standards. She found it hard, writing to him once when he was away that ‘It requires the exercise of some fortitude to be calm and serene … you know I dread your departure exceedingly … [I] suffer a good deal myself from low spirits in my great solitude.’2 Hers was not the solitude of an English wife, sighing with boredom in an empty house, but of a missionary’s wife, living in a hut among people whose language she did not at first (and for some considerable time) speak, afraid of wild animals, not to mention marauding tribesmen, and having to do every single thing herself. But she coped, always.

This is what her daughter Mary witnessed throughout her childhood. A wife coped. It was the first rule of being a wife. Mary Moffat’s children were never afraid when their father was absent. When he was at home, they saw, as many children still do, that their mother’s load was increased rather than lightened. As his wife, she thought it her job to safeguard his health and that meant arranging for him to have peace and quiet to get on with his work. By the time she had had four children – Mary (1821), Ann (1823), Robert (1827) and Helen (1829) – this was a struggle, but somehow she saw to it that her husband was given the seclusion he needed. It was she who, in effect, ran the Kuruman mission station.

Yet her daughter Mary saw that her mother was clearly a happy wife, who loved her husband. Coupled with this love was a shared religious faith hardly less passionate – it justified everything they had to go through together. All this the young Mary, Ann and Helen absorbed as they grew up, it was part of their training to be wives in their turn. The standard set was the highest, but their mother had achieved it.

Mrs Moffat ran a disciplined household. Visitors to Kuruman were impressed by how immaculate everything was, how ordered and comfortable. The Moffat daughters were brought up to be capable of performing every household task themselves without depending, as their counterparts in England depended, on others. They knew not only how to sew (though that was part of every girl’s upbringing in England too) but how to cook, how to garden, and how to nurse. From the earliest age they had to be useful – it was physically exhausting merely to exist at Kuruman and no one could be allowed to shirk hard work. A missionary wife was a maid-of-all-work and so were her daughters. They were not ornaments, pretty things there to delight the eyes of men. Their mother herself had known what it was to be admired in society, but they were completely unaware of this kind of behaviour. At Kuruman there were none of the usual Victorian functions at which Mary, Ann and Helen could witness the social side of a middle-class wife’s role – how to entertain a husband’s colleagues, how to pour tea in the drawing-room, how to leave calling-cards, how to preside over a formal dinner-party. They did not see their mother entering public rooms on her husband’s arm or making polite conversation. People did visit Kuruman but they were either missionaries themselves or big-game hunters and, though the hospitality was generous, it involved no ceremony. The girls learned to be polite but the mysteries of social intercourse in the Victorian style remained unknown.

This, to their mother, seemed no bad thing, but their education was another matter. A wife should be educated to a sufficient standard to be of use to her husband; she must not disappoint and shame him with her ignorance. But such an education was not available at Kuruman or within hundreds of miles of it. Mrs Moffat tried to teach the children herself, but by the time young Mary was seven, her mother felt she was failing. She wrote to a friend that soon she would have to find a proper school for Mary and Ann, because ‘keeping them at home is beyond doubt highly improper’.3 She wanted her daughters to be educated enough not only to support their future husbands, but so that they in turn could teach the African children. Mary in particular seemed to have the ability and temperament to be a good teacher. She was patient, conscientious, hard-working, intelligent and eminently biddable – show, or tell, young Mary what to do and she obeyed without argument. But what would be especially valuable in a teacher was her ability to speak Setswana fluently (she was bilingual) and also the difficult language of the Bushmen (because her nurse had belonged to their tribe).

So young Mary was groomed from childhood to be something more than a good wife. She was to have a vocation, unusual for a girl of her class had she lived in England. But first she would have to go to a good school. The London Missionary Society, unlike the Methodists, had not yet established schools for the children of their missionaries in southern Africa so the Moffats had no choice except to send their daughters to the only school they knew of, Salem, in the Cape Province, near Grahamstown, and so far away that it would mean not being able to see them for years. The arduous, even perilous, journey would take a minimum of six weeks.

The whole family set off on 15 June 1830 to take Mary and Ann to Salem, arriving at Grahamstown in the first week of August and leaving them at the school in September. Salem was the largest school in the province, catering for sixty boys and fifty girls as boarders. The headmaster was William Henry Matthews, who had taught in Hackney, London, for a while, before coming out to Africa. Mr Matthews was actually self-taught and had no qualification for his post (not that many schoolmasters did then) but he had very decided ideas as to what should be taught to his pupils. He had no time for Mathematics, Latin, Drawing or Music or Art. All that was on offer was a plain education where nothing but the sound teaching of English was attempted. There was only one textbook: the Bible. The pupils learned how to write by copying out verses and to read by reciting them. Mrs Moffat, though she found leaving her girls agony, left feeling that they were in good hands. Some friends at nearby Grahamstown agreed to have Mary and Ann in the holidays (because the journey was too long for them to return home even for the longest vacation).

Mary was the older of the two and felt responsible for her sister, something of a burden for a girl of only nine, who was of a quiet, even timid, disposition and used to a mother who had always dominated her life. She found it easy, as ever, to be ‘good’, but perhaps not so easy to be the leader. The two years which passed before a visit from her mother were very long, requiring stoicism to endure, and the holiday arrangements were not ideal. Mary and Ann were not welcomed with much enthusiasm by their host families. They were tolerated, fed and looked after, but that was it.

In 1833, Mrs Moffat (who in the meantime had had two more children) arrived to see them bringing their brother Robert, then nearly seven, to join the school. She wrote to a friend that both girls seemed well and that their academic progress was satisfactory, but two more years later she decided to move all three children to a school in Cape Town and travelled to Salem to oversee the move herself, taking the three younger children with her. By the time she reached Salem she was exhausted. The help of Mary and Ann, reunited with their family, was sorely needed. They all travelled from Salem to Port Elizabeth to look for a ship that would take the three older children on the eleven-day, by no means easy, journey round the coast to Cape Town. The moment the sailing date was fixed, Mary, the calm, sensible, docile fourteen-year-old Mary, fell ill. What precisely was wrong with her was never stated. No symptoms were listed. There was no mention of fever, coughing, vomiting, aches or pains, all of which in letters at other times during different illnesses were minutely detailed. It looks suspiciously as though Mary, used to being absolutely obedient, was, in the only way open to her, registering some kind of protest against being moved.

Her mother was distraught, all her plans wrecked, but the more her agitation increased, the worse her daughter’s unspecified symptoms became. She decided Ann and Robert would have to go alone, in the charge of a chaperone found from among the other passengers, and they were duly taken aboard. But the wind was not in the right direction for sailing, and while the ship still stood in the bay Mrs Moffat observed that as soon as her siblings had departed Mary began to show signs of recovering. She promptly had her carried on board and reported ‘she bore it well’. The three children had ‘rather a dangerous passage’4 but arrived safely and their greatly relieved mother returned slowly to Kuruman. How Mary adapted to her new school was never mentioned in the Moffat letters that have survived and she appears to have written none of her own. Two years went by and then came the voyage to England.

By the time the family arrived there, in June 1839, Mrs Moffat had recovered. She had many relatives to visit (though the dearest of these, her own mother, was dead) and only hoped she could fit them all in before Robert’s New Testament was printed, and they were all on their way back to Africa. In the event, instead of staying in England the planned few months, the Moffats were there four years. It was a curious period in the children’s lives. They saw their father being lionised, such was the Victorian reverence for missionary endeavours, and their mother, as his wife, called upon to play quite a different role. While Robert Moffat toured the length and breadth of the country, speaking to rapt audiences and rousing them to contribute financially to the great work of converting the heathen in Africa, their mother was obliged to stay at home with them. ‘Home’ was not even one place but a succession of different addresses before relative permanence was achieved in Walworth. It had to be, because Mrs Moffat had yet another baby, Jane, in August 1840. She was unable to travel with her husband and had the, for her, unusual experience of being very nearly frustrated and bored with her lot. Instead of making all the decisions, instead of labouring from dawn to dusk to look after her family, she was, she wrote, ‘everywhere taken care of as a hot-house plant’.5 It was a reminder that in Victorian England this was the lot of wives of her class. But, interestingly, she did not relish the luxury and longed to get home. ‘We are seldom together as a family’, she wrote, and said: ‘Since my baby was born Robert has never been with us except for a few hours.’

Her children were not always with her either, except for the baby and the toddler Elizabeth. The older ones went to stay with various friends and relatives, fitting uneasily into an entirely different social pattern from the one they were used to. For Mary and Ann these visits were particularly difficult, since they had neither the right clothes nor much awareness of correct society manners. They were colonial girls, unsophisticated, with strange accents and an ignorance of how the world worked. And for young Mary at least, the British way of life does not seem to have been preferable to life at Kuruman. She hated the cold, quite different from the sharp, clear cold of an African winter’s morning when in a couple of hours the sun would gloriously burn the chill away. She missed the vast African landscapes, feeling cramped and claustrophobic in the overfurnished houses and in the streets of crowded buildings. The cultural opportunities seem to have passed her by and there is no record of her making friends of her own age, of either sex.

The only real excitement, in fact, was watching the effect her father had on his audiences. She and Ann and Robert dutifully supported him when his wife could not, though keeping well in the background. It was easy for Mary to be unobtrusive – she was unprepossessing in looks, a small, rather thick-set young woman with an unattractive hair-style and a swarthy complexion. She looked like her father, but whereas on a man his features were handsome, on a young woman the pronounced nose, strong bone structure and thick, black eyebrows were not thought pretty. Nor did Mary’s personality draw attention – she was quiet, her eyes were habitually cast down, and her most common expression was one of a misleading blankness. She rarely talked in company, and when that company included her voluble mother, not at all. All Mary’s assets were hidden and it would need determination to uncover them.

David Livingstone certainly had plenty of determination but professed to have no romantic interest in women during this period. He was residing in a lodging-house for trainee missionaries, in Aldersgate, preparing to go out to Africa. His landlady, Mrs Sewell, had tried to persuade him that a missionary needed a wife, as did Mrs Moffat when she visited, on one occasion, with her husband. But Livingstone had told the directors of the London Missionary Society that he was convinced he would work better on his own – a wife, in his confident opinion, would only get in the way. But he was not quite as impervious to female charms as he liked to assert. There was Catherine Ridley, and her sister, whom he’d met while studying in Essex, and there was some mysterious episode in his youthful past: in a letter to Mrs Sewell he once wrote that he knew she thought him ‘foolish and obstinate’ on the subject of marrying, but said: ‘You don’t know my history and the knowledge of it is absolutely necessary before you could understand my apparent obstinacy. If I had the time or inclination to be egotistical you would see neither mother’s nor sisters’ conduct influenced my mind but, on the contrary, certain conundrums.’ What ‘history’, what ‘conundrums’?6 Whatever experience it was, and however vital to understand his resistance to the idea of looking for a wife, it had made him suspicious of all women. Only with his landlady, Mrs Sewell, did he seem to have any kind of rapport, and she was married with three grown-up children, a woman whom he said he regarded as a mother and to whom his own mother desired him to express her gratitude ‘for the happiness and comfort I have enjoyed under your roof’.7

If Livingstone met the Moffat daughters, he never commented on them, though he had plenty to say about their mother and was greatly influenced by their father. Like Mary, he lacked social graces and, though his background was very different from hers, he shared her sense of not belonging to the fashionable world. He was a working-class Scot, and just as Mary had been brought up in an atmosphere of unremitting toil at Kuruman, so had he in Blantyre were he had worked in a cotton-mill from a young age.

Livingstone went ahead of the Moffats to Africa, arriving there in March 1841. From the moment he began the long trek from the Cape to Kuruman he loved the country, feeling a sense of freedom in the landscape which he had never felt before. Once at Kuruman, and engaged on the missionary work he had come to do, he was more sure than ever that a wife would be a distraction. The missionary he had travelled out with, William Ross, seemed to him to be burdened rather than supported by his wife, who had moaned and groaned so much throughout the voyage that her husband was fully occupied in looking after her.

But by the time the Moffats returned to Kuruman two years later, in the spring of 1843, Livingstone’s attitude towards finding a wife had begun to change. He was now thirty years old, and though the change was barely perceptible at first in his correspondence it was there, beginning with a confession that, though he had ‘a good stock of spirits’ and could ‘bear up against loneliness’ it sometimes ‘requires all my philosophy’.8 He had left the Kuruman station to join a Mr Edwards and his wife further north and, though he had little respect for Mrs Edwards (whom he thought a bad housewife) being with them nevertheless emphasised his own solitary state. He still stoutly defended his contention that he did not need a wife, but he gradually admitted that there were practical advantages to having one. It was not that he thought a wife would be useful to protect his reputation – ‘with respect to scandal … married men have been charged with incontinency … I conclude that marriage, like vaccination for smallpox is not specially preventative to scandal in Africa’9 – but that a man with a wife was thought by the African tribes to come in peace. He also had to admit, now that he had visited several mission stations, that the wives there ‘are an invaluable part of the machinery of missions in this country’. Nevertheless, he was annoyed by attempts to find a wife for him. ‘My friends at Griquatown’, he wrote, ‘imagined I must be dying for want of a wife and kindly sent their daughter … by way of experiment.’10 Mrs Ross apparently explained this away by spreading the rumour that he was in love with a young widow in London called Mrs Sewell. This amused him, but also made him think gloomily that a widow might be his only hope, because he found that the daughters of missionaries had ‘miserably contracted minds’ and that ‘colonial ladies’11 at the Cape were worse. He once risked making a joke about the impossibility of his ever marrying and having children, when he mentioned that some baby clothes included in a box of clothing sent out for the Africans were ‘not the thing for me’, but then rather regretted it because it might have been interpreted as ‘saucy’.12

Saucy was something Livingstone definitely was not. There could never have been a more serious young man when it came to considering whether he should marry and he obviously had met no available woman who appealed to him by the time he was wounded by a lion in February 1844, three years after he had arrived in Africa. Since by that time he had spent several weeks at Kuruman after the Moffats’ return, Mary and Ann, and even Helen, have to be included in his general condemnation of missionaries’ daughters. None of the Moffat girls was ever mentioned in his letters, not even to dismiss them as possibilities. They were invisible, unlike their mother. Livingstone had noted what a brilliant housekeeper Mrs Moffat was, and how superbly the Kuruman station ran, thanks to her, but he also noted how bossy and domineering she was. She ruled the roost and in spite of her efficiency was exactly what he would not wish for in a wife. He wrote to Mrs Sewell that Mrs Moffat never stopped boasting of her own ‘excellencies’ and he found this insufferable.

His opinion of her obviously put him off the thought of considering one of the Moffat girls as a wife but it cannot be the whole reason why he never mentions them. It is more likely that at first he simply was not physically attacted to them and therefore not interested in getting to know them. But sexual frustration perhaps had more to do with his eventual decision to find a wife than he was ever prepared to admit. He was young, healthy, and so far as is known had had no sexual experience. The ‘history’ he referred to in his letter to Mrs Sewell is unlikely to have involved a serious sexual encounter – he was deeply religious, immensely self-controlled, and on his own admission a puritan. But he noticed women and was compassionate towards them. He is on record later as swearing he could see no beauty in African women, and that he couldn’t imagine anyone wanting ‘criminal sexual congress’13 with them, but he observed them with great interest and frankness, disliking the dismissive way they were treated. There are many instances of his kindness and even tenderness towards women and girls, and all of this side of his personality needed more fulfilment.

He also had a highly developed sense of family, believing that the family unit worked best for any society. His devotion to his mother and his two sisters, and to his landlady Mrs Sewell, was openly exhibited, and he was a man who loved children. When he was a student, he had asked the directors of the London Missionary Society if they would pay for him to take extra tuition at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, not just in midwifery but in the treatment of children’s diseases. In Africa he treated the children with compassion and wished always that he could do more for them. He also delivered babies, though he always waited to be asked to help, not wishing to usurp the position of the midwives. Inevitably, he would be called on only during a difficult labour, and his skill in safely delivering the baby and preserving the mother’s life made him something of a local hero.

This, then, was not the sort of man who seemed fated to be a bachelor, but there was still the problem of finding a wife congenial to him. The lion did him a favour. After three months trying to recover under the far from tender care of Mrs Edwards at Mabotsa, during which time the wound suppurated and he was gravely ill with fever, Livingstone was moved to Kuruman to convalesce. Mrs Moffat was in her element supervising his needs, but it was Mary and her sister who did much of the actual nursing. The invalid had plenty of time to study a young woman he had never appeared to notice before and the more he studied Mary the more he liked her. His biographers, with wonderful male arrogance, have always considered Mary lucky to have ‘caught’ him, apparently considering that because she was not pretty and was rather plump and didn’t sparkle, Livingstone cannot possibly have actually fallen in love with her. It was, they allege, a marriage of convenience. They have not for one moment taken into consideration their hero’s own intelligence and sensitivity, quite sufficient to make him discover in Mary qualities with which he could indeed fall in love. But no, it seems that men cannot love fat, plain women.

But Livingstone obviously did. Why his love for Mary should ever have been doubted is partly his own fault. He famously wrote to a friend that his wife-to-be was ‘a matter-of-fact lady, a little thick, black-haired girl, sturdy and all I want’.14 Not flattering, it’s true, but very much in Livingstone’s self-deprecating style. The phrase ‘all I want’ has been taken to mean ‘not up to much but she’ll have to do’, whereas if the emphasis is put on the ‘all’ it can just as well be read as ‘everything I want’ (which is how I read it). Later, he wrote to Mary that he had loved her when he married her and went on to love her even more. He grew physically more attracted to her, too, writing to her in October before they were married, ‘I wish I could embrace you’ – which, for a puritanical Scot, counted as fulsome. Curiously, pity is all Mary rates from his biographers, yet a man of Livingstone’s uncompromising principles would never have married out of pity or desperation – it simply was not in his character. Throughout his life, he had to believe passionately in every action he took before he could proceed, and marriage was no different.

There was, after all, plenty in Mary for him to love. She was calm and quiet, kind and caring, and skilled in many of the ways Livingstone valued. She was far from being empty-headed (like the colonial ladies he despised) or from having a miserably contracted mind. On the contrary, she had a serious mind and had been trained to teach. She taught competently in the school at Kuruman and he saw how popular she was with the children. He was impressed, too, because she was bilingual, something he could never hope to become (though he found Setswana easy to learn). Mary’s response to his overtures is not known, but since pride was all to him, some kind of rapport must have existed, or he would never have risked a proposal. He had to be sure she would accept. Here again, accepted wisdom dictates that of course a fat, plain, dull girl like Mary would accept, desperate not to be left on the shelf. But before her, Mary had the example of her mother and father’s love-match and she knew the difference between a passionate commitment and a purely practical arrangement. It is insulting to them both to doubt that their marriage lacked genuine mutual attraction, or that Mary could never have refused Livingstone.

The Moffat parents expressed themselves astonished – ‘Mr Livingstone’s marriage was to us a most unexpected event’15 – but delighted. Their daughter would stay within the mission fold and near to them. Mrs Moffat did have a few doubts about her son-in-law (as he had more than a few about her) whom she saw as headstrong and reckless, and whom she suspected would dominate her daughter perhaps
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