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Wise Choice

Choose your parents wisely.

Bertrand Russell 

‘HE HAD A professorial look from the word go,’ Isobel wrote four decades later about the newborn Stephen, perhaps with the benefit of hindsight. She gave birth to him, her first child, at about 7 p.m. on Thursday, 8 January 1942, having been in labour for three days. He entered the world with a thick mop of dark brown hair and in a rather worrisome silence but, as she later said, when he emerged from his quiescent state, he made up for it with ‘one of the loudest voices I’ve ever heard’.1 Stephen weighed in at 7 lb 12 oz (3.5 kg). The birth had been natural, though difficult for mother and baby, partly – Isobel believed – because he had ‘an enormous head’.2 

Stephen’s parents regarded him as ‘the most wonderful thing that ever happened’, as his mother later recalled.3 She and Frank had arranged for the birth to take place in Oxford because it was less likely to be attacked by the Luftwaffe than London, frequently pummelled by German aeroplanes in the Blitz.4 Also, a new, well-equipped maternity unit, funded by industrialist and philanthropist Lord Nuffield, had recently opened at the Radcliffe Infirmary in the city.5 Frank had ensured that his wife would be accommodated in a spruce, comfortable private ward and that the birth would be overseen by John Stallworthy – nowhere in the UK could have offered better care for Isobel and baby Stephen.6

The hospital had a policy of keeping new mothers in for a fortnight. Isobel spent most of the time admiring her baby’s every move, feeding him and discovering ever more things about him to love. When he was asleep, she read newspaper articles about recent developments in the war, including the United States entering it a few weeks before and the beating back of German forces from the outskirts of Moscow. The general feeling, she later wrote, was one of ‘hope for the future’.7 She also read a book she had bought in Blackwell’s bookshop a few days before and had begun shortly before going into labour – The Twentieth Century Atlas of Popular Astronomy. Written by mathematician, classicist and civil servant Thomas Heath, the book offered an accessible introduction to a subject Isobel knew next to nothing about.8 She appreciated only much later that she had been reading about the basics of astronomy when nursing a baby who would become the world’s most famous cosmologist.

Frank and Isobel arrived home in Hampstead carrying him in a Moses basket.9 They monitored Stephen’s every move. ‘One day we are worried because he is constipated and the next day because he has diarrhoea,’ Frank commented. ‘Probably it doesn’t amount to anything and is just our inexperience.’10 Isobel later recalled that Stephen was ‘a very enjoyable baby, though fierce, and Frank and I were both very happy parents’. She was anxious that her adored son appeared to be undernourished, ‘all head and rather poor muscular development’.11 His parents reflected on his unusual physique and believed that this was the first sign that something about his body was not quite right.12 

It was not only Stephen’s physique that was unusual. Aspects of his unique character – as well as his interests and tastes – bore traces of his parents’ influence and of the upbringing they gave him. He knew how much he had benefitted from being raised by two unconventional people who were quite different but were both determined to bring up children who shared their independence of mind and determination to live life to the full.13

Isobel regarded herself as British, though, genetically speaking, she was proud to be ‘entirely Scottish’.14 Her father, James Walker, was of Highland stock, her mother, Agnes, from the Borders and the Kingdom of Fife. Both families were well respected in and around Glasgow, where Isobel spent the first years of her life.15 Fascinated by her ancestry, especially on her mother’s side, she learned as a child that she was the eleventh great-granddaughter of James IV of Scotland and was related to novelist Robert Louis Stevenson, author of Treasure Island. As an adult, Stephen was amused to learn that one of his third cousins on his mother’s side was acclaimed actor-screenwriter Emma Thompson, daughter of Phyllida Law, later one of Isobel’s favourite correspondents.16

Isobel’s parents were both high-achievers: James had been a gold medal-winning medical student at the University of Glasgow and Agnes achieved distinction as a pianist at the Glasgow Academy of Music. Their daughter Eileen Isobel (known as a girl and young woman as Eileen) was born in March 1915, eight months after the start of the First World War. During her early childhood, her parents were prosperous, her father practising as a successful family doctor, admired in the community for charging wealthy clients high fees so that he did not have to charge his poor patients. Agnes had become a homemaker, having been denied by her father the opportunity to study abroad and so realise her considerable musical potential. Isobel was the third of James and Agnes’s eight children and was especially close to her older sister Janet. In those days, the family was served by a retinue of staff, including a maidservant who spent much of her time tidying up after the children. Isobel was, by her own admission, by far the messiest.

Isobel had a happy childhood, benefitting from her father’s view that it was the duty of parents to ensure that they went to church every Sunday and that minds were filled with the best that culture had to offer.17 An avid reader and a precociously talented writer, she loved going to the theatre, too, and played leading roles in her mother’s home productions of short plays, acted by all the children and accompanied by Agnes on the piano. One of the highlights of the year for her was the annual family visit to the pantomime at the Pavilion Theatre, Glasgow, where she was thrilled by the spectacle and the vigorous audience participation.

In the early 1920s, when Isobel was about eight years old, her family began to struggle financially, mainly because they were living beyond their means.18 Desperate to maintain his family’s standard of living, James took a lucrative job working as a medical officer in West Africa, while his family travelled south to the coastal city of Portsmouth in England, so that they could greet him when he arrived home by ship on annual leave. The family eventually settled in Looe, a small town on the Cornish coast.19 Isobel was ten years old when she and her sister attended St Dunstan’s Abbey, a girls’ boarding school that taught history and the arts well but paid little attention to mathematics and science. Isobel was ranked the top student in her year and also excelled as an actress in a wide range of roles, notably as the protagonist in George Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan, the role she was born to play. 

In 1933, Isobel became the first pupil in the history of St Dunstan’s Abbey to win a place at Oxford University. At the Society of Home-Students – later St Anne’s College, Oxford – she cut a diminutive but already assured figure – 5 feet 2 inches (1.6 m) tall, articulate, with, as she put it, a certain ‘stiff-necked Scottishness’.20 She soon made friends with many like-minded students, all of them horrified by the mass unemployment in their country. ‘My left-wing leanings led me to the Labour Club, and then to the more radical October Club, where the university communists plotted the overthrow of the capitalist system’, though with little tangible success, Isobel noted.21 She became a communist but did not join the party as she was primarily anti-fascist, less concerned with learning political theory than with taking effective action.22 In one incident during her first year at university, she and her communist colleagues visited Tonypandy in South Wales to demonstrate solidarity with a mining village in which all the male population had been put out of work by the closure of the pit. As a result, she was nearly ‘sent down’, that is, expelled from the university.23

Shortly before her final year in Oxford, she was poorer than ever. A grant and a loan enabled her to complete her degree in politics, philosophy and economics, in which she was awarded second-class honours. She left the university in the early summer of 1936 with every last trace of her childhood Scottish accent gone – she now sounded like a duchess.24 She told family and friends that she no longer wanted to be known by her given first name, Eileen, but by the more genteel-sounding Isobel. She took a series of unsuitable jobs, including an administrative post at the Ministry of Labour, and even had a spell packing jellies at Bird’s custard factory in Birmingham. In 1937, she considered taking a break and going to Spain to help victims of the Civil War but decided to stay in the UK to support her parents, who had settled in north London. At the age of twenty-two, Isobel was living through wilderness years. At her nadir, during a walking holiday, she befriended a dog and found herself living with it in a tent on the windswept hills of Dartmoor.

She was probably suffering from depression, she later wrote, and began to recover only after she realised her true vocation: to be a writer.25 She borrowed money to take a course in shorthand typing, a skill she knew she would need, particularly if she had to fall back on work as a secretary. In autumn 1939, she was employed as a shorthand typist at the National Institute for Medical Research, near Hampstead. By her own admission, she was not good at her job and was not cut out to be anyone’s secretary. She did, however, take a shine to one of its researchers, a brusque, introverted man almost a decade her senior and almost a foot taller. Within eighteen months, she had married him.

Frank Hawking was born on 18 May 1905 at Gardham Grange, near Beverley, a market town in the northerly English county of Yorkshire. He was as proud of his roots in ‘God’s own county’ – as its most loyal residents sometimes describe it – as Isobel was of being a Scot.26 He was a descendant of a long line of tenant farmers dating back to the early eighteenth century, when the family name was Hawkin. After two members of the family added the terminal g,27 others used it on monuments, when they married and, after 1810, in the baptism of their children.28

Frank, like Isobel, was a member of a large family that had been prosperous but that had fallen on hard times. He was the fourth of five children (all but one male) and was at first raised in affluence – his father’s farm, in the north of the county, was generating handsome profits as well as supplying the family with produce. His mother, Mary, well known locally as an excellent teacher, was prominent in the influential Methodist community. Her children, including Frank, sought a direct personal contact with God: each morning at breakfast, his father, Robert, would read a passage from the Bible and pray aloud for several minutes while the entire family knelt.29 

The fortunes of Frank’s family took a sharp turn for the worse in 1909, when a series of disastrous business deals bankrupted his paternal grandfather, John. He dragged his entire family down with him, including the capable and hard-working Robert, who found himself scrimping and scraping to provide for his wife and children. One night, a debt collector knocked loudly at their front door – that thunderous sound, and the shame of hearing it, haunted Frank for the rest of his life. Whatever his financial circumstances, he hated material extravagance and never spent a penny unless he deemed it necessary.

The Hawking family avoided destitution only because Frank’s mother, Mary, happened to own a handsome property in the area, Chatsworth House, built about 1840 in 4 acres of farmland, in the town of Boroughbridge, about 17 miles from York.30 Frank’s parents decanted the family to the house, whose grandeur belied the Hawkings’ unaccustomed poverty. Mary became the principal breadwinner after founding a successful preparatory school, where Frank himself began his formal education. In spite of the family’s circumstances, he – and each of his siblings – had a solid, well-rounded education, mainly funded by scholarships. As a boy, he had always been happiest when he was alone, with his nose in a book. His early passions were Latin and Greek studies and the Western literary canon, including the works of Shakespeare. It was not until he read The Children’s Encyclopaedia and The Young People’s Microscope Book that he began to focus on science, especially biology, and became one of the many Edwardian children who set great store by the promise of science and technology to improve the world. Frank was a member of the generation born around the turn of the century that was, as his near-contemporary George Orwell put it, in some sense a creation of the humanist writer and futurist H. G. Wells.31

Like Isobel, Frank flowered academically but, with neither her great capacity to make friends nor her ready tongue, struggled to fit in. At senior school, his appearance and aloof manner made him the object of sarcasm and mockery. ‘My spectacles and my country clothes made me look old,’ he subsequently commented, adding, ‘worst of all, I had a pronounced lisp’.32 He began to see himself as an outsider and, by the age of fifteen, had resigned himself ‘to never being a prominent actor in life’.33 Yet he was academically outstanding and won a scholarship to University College, Oxford, to study physiology, with the intention of becoming a medical doctor.34 He began at Oxford in October 1923, living in comfortable rooms overlooking the High Street. 

The atmosphere was dominated by its ‘rich sporting set’, who were mostly ‘big and beefy’, played rugby, went hunting, drove motor cars and kept mistresses who accompanied them on continental holidays. This was the Oxford of Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited: bon-vivant students in elegant blazers and white flannels, picnicking on strawberries and cucumber sandwiches while quaffing Sauternes. For many of his fellow students, Frank exemplified the ‘grey men’, who made no secret that they were in Oxford primarily to work hard and achieve academic success. Frank mostly steered clear of the sporting type in his college, but their paths crossed memorably on Wednesday, 24 May 1924.35 That night, a group of revellers dragged him into the Quad and held him down, forcibly removing his trousers – he had been ‘debagged’, a cruel ritual often meted out to students of Frank’s diligence. Shortly afterwards, his tormentors returned to assault him again.

Ignoring the mockery of his contemporaries, who sneered at his dedication to work, he easily secured a first-class honours degree in physiology. A year before he graduated, Frank began keeping a journal in which he set out his reflections on his life, his family and his academic work. This was no ordinary journal. He wrote most of the entries in a secret code, expressed in Greek script, giving a degree of privacy necessary for documents that ‘may fall into the hands of enemies or easily-wounded intimates’.36 He kept this journal for sixty years, leaving us with a rich source of information and insight about himself and, later, Stephen.

Frank’s years at Oxford University had been fulfilling for him, but he nonetheless decided to leave, believing that continuing in Oxford would be ‘too comfortable a career’. He began his training to be a medical doctor at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London, before returning to Oxford for a year as a locum at the Radcliffe Infirmary. In August 1930, he took up a post as research assistant to Warrington Yorke at the Liverpool School for Tropical Medicine; he knew little about tropical medicine, though it had an exotic appeal and the role was well paid. The three years Frank spent there formed ‘one of the turning points of my career’, he later wrote, and ‘they nearly wrecked it’.37 Only two months after he arrived, he was summoned to Yorke’s office for what turned out to be a humiliating dressing-down: Frank’s general conduct was wholly unsatisfactory, Yorke told him – his lab practice was slapdash, his record-keeping ‘atrocious’. The root cause of the trouble, Frank concluded, was that he had given offence by an appearance of ‘Oxford superciliousness’.38

After three years of failing to impress Yorke, Frank left Liverpool fearing that his career had been all but ruined. He had become an expert on trypanosomes (parasites that can cause sleeping sickness) but knew that he needed to broaden his expertise. He was able to do this after he won a Radcliffe Travelling Scholarship, which enabled him to spend a year in several top-quality research laboratories, first in North America and later in Germany, where the Nazis had been in power for a little over a year. On 3 June 1934, a few weeks after he arrived in Munich, he and a colleague were walking in Prinzregentenplatz when they saw a crowd gathering outside an apartment building in the town square. After a few minutes, Frank saw several men walk out of the front door, including, as he wrote in his journal that night, ‘a fairly tall, bareheaded and dark [man] in a light raincoat, with [a] small moustache’. It was Adolf Hitler. Like many others, Frank had no inkling of where this rather unprepossessing man was leading his country.39

Frank returned to the UK optimistic about his future and with a wanderlust that never left him. Soon, however, his career was in the doldrums again, looking up only in autumn 1937, when the UK Medical Research Council sent him on a two-year expedition to East Africa to study tropical diseases.40 This was the happiest and most carefree period of his life: he matured as a researcher while living as a privileged colonial, with ample time to read for pleasure.41 On Sunday, 3 September 1939, he heard British prime minister Neville Chamberlain announce that Britain was at war. Numb, Frank walked around some nearby fields to take stock, deciding to telegraph the UK’s director of medical services in London to offer his assistance. He was instructed to stay put.

Frank managed to return to England three months later, intending to settle down. Decades later, he recalled his frame of mind in early 1940: ‘I much wanted to marry and leave a son behind, if I had to go and get killed.’42 After staying with his parents in Yorkshire, he moved to London in early spring to work at the National Institute for Medical Research, where he first met Isobel. At first, Frank paid little attention to her, but when he heard that she had an Oxford degree, his attitude changed. ‘I went to have a special look at her,’ he later recalled, and ‘found her much more attractive than I realised.’

After Chamberlain’s resignation, Britain had acquired a new prime minister, Winston Churchill, whose government was yet to impress Frank.43 On 19 June 1940, the day after Churchill delivered his ‘finest hour’ speech in Parliament, Frank and Isobel attended a performance of Mozart’s opera The Magic Flute. The weather was glorious that month, and for the rest of the summer, but the mood in London was sombre. Frank was close to despair that the country was about to be invaded. At the same time, he was increasingly fond of Isobel, though critical of what he regarded as her ‘dowdy’ appearance. ‘She told me it stuck out all over me that I felt superior to other people,’ he wrote in his journal, accepting that ‘at the Institute I have tried to disguise it’.44 Generally, ‘our minds seem to work on similar lines’, he wrote, despite their political differences: he was a moderate, inclined to conservatism, while she declared herself to be a communist, though not a dogmatic one. After Stalin’s pact with Hitler, she dropped left-wing politics completely.45 

Over the summer months, Miss Walker and Dr Hawking explored London together in a blur of picnics, concerts, operas and ballets, always carrying their government regulation gas masks. Isobel was impressed by his intellect, his work ethic and by the determination he had shown in overcoming obstacles that had hindered his career. It was soon clear that Isobel and Frank regarded themselves as kindred spirits – misfits lucky to have found each other. 

Early in September 1940, while rowing on the Thames near Richmond, Isobel and Frank ‘watched the aeroplanes making graffiti in the sky as the first blitzkrieg developed’, as she later recalled. This was the beginning of the Blitz: an aerial attack on the UK in which London, the Germans’ principal target, was bombed for another fifty-seven nights, and often during the day.46 While the city was under relentless attack, he asked her, ‘Will you marry me?’ Isobel replied instantly, ‘Of course, I love you.’47

It was a tumultuous period for them both. A few weeks after their engagement, Isobel’s father died of heart failure and, at around this time, Isobel left the Institute and took a job with the BBC’s Listener Research Unit, which promptly relocated from Broadcasting House in London to Bristol to escape the incessant bombing of the capital. Dispirited by several devastating aerial attacks on Bristol, Isobel left the job after a few weeks and moved back to London, lodging with her sister Janet, near Frank’s rented flat. 

Hampstead appealed strongly to Frank and Isobel: it was close to the Institute and was famous for the many artists and intellectuals who lived there and set its cosmopolitan and bohemian tone – including sculptor Barbara Hepworth and the Hungarian-born architect Ernő Goldfinger. This part of London had the ambience of a unique, sprawling village, with hundreds of charming Georgian and early Victorian houses, all within walking distance of the Heath, which comprised one of the largest expanses of parkland in the city and hundreds of wartime allotments, anti-aircraft barrage balloons overhead.48 This seemed to be a good place for Isobel and Frank to settle down and to bring up the family they were eager to start.

House prices in central Hampstead were too high for them, but they could afford to live in the Frognal area, where property prices had plummeted after the area had been bombed.49 For a rental price of £80 a year, the couple secured a modest flat at the top of a three-storey house, with a balcony overlooking the garden. After they moved into their new accommodation, Frank was amused to hear that one of their near-neighbours was the exiled French resistance leader, Charles de Gaulle.50

As Christmas 1940 approached, Frank began to worry that his impending marriage might hinder his career. He made no bones about his ambition to be ‘a pillar of science’, and looked forward to the ‘deference and influence’ such status would bring him.51 He was concerned, too, that Isobel’s ‘complete lack of scientific knowledge makes it impossible for her to understand my biggest interest in life’.52 Frank’s reservations soon melted away, however, and two weeks later, on the chilly morning of 27 March 1941, they married in Christ Church, Hampstead, and after the celebrations set off for a short honeymoon in Ivybridge, south Devon.53 

Within a few weeks, Isobel discovered she was pregnant, news she later remembered as ‘an occasion for great rejoicing’.54 
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‘I’m Going to Be a Scientist’

To be a true genius, whether as a poet or scientist, implies thought on a profound intuitive level. Rational schooling on the shallow level (as a discipline imposed on all students, whatever their bent) discourages intuitive thought.

Robert Graves 

ALTHOUGH ISOBEL AND Frank Hawking had quite different upbringings, the couple had similar outlooks on life, partly because of youthful experiences they had in common. Both had benefitted from a first-class education – despite family hardship – and they now wanted their children to have ample opportunities to make the most of their talents. The hope was that the children would each want to follow their parents’ example and board the academic monorail to Oxford, ideally having won scholarships to defray the costs. In Isobel’s view, the education of the children dictated the course of the Hawking family.1

Superficially at least, Frank and Isobel appeared to be what at that time was a conventional married couple – he worked in a nine-to-five job while she ran the house and looked after the children. But this was no ordinary household. Throughout the childhoods of Stephen and his siblings, their parents encouraged them to be inquisitive, to have wide interests and, above all, to have minds of their own. Frank and Isobel were interested in big ideas rather than material possessions, high art rather than popular culture – they would much rather spend their money on theatre tickets than on fancy new furniture. Stephen later said: ‘My mother and father were intellectuals and naturally they expected
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