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1

Names and No Names

Up until 1834


Oh, those free wild spirits the Smiths always seem to have, how glorious to feel their rush into one’s own heart.1



FEW SMITHS CAN CLAIM A BLUE-BLOODED HERITAGE. THE clue is in the name: a smith is a maker, not a consumer; someone who earns rather than inherits a living. Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon came from a line of such people. Despite being a Whig Member of Parliament and a wealthy man, her grandfather William Smith (1756–1835) was in many ways, like her, an outsider. William’s family background was in trade; his politics were radical, and as a Unitarian, holding deist beliefs in conflict with orthodox Christians’, he was categorized as a Dissenter. Dissenters were forbidden to hold government office, or to receive a degree from Oxford or Cambridge University. They could be members of the Establishment by association only, not by right.

Far from disabling him, these restrictions galvanized William. Eighteenth-century Unitarians were Christian but professed a rational belief in humanity rather than the Trinity; in the power and duty of people of good conscience to improve society for everyone. Opportunity was the key to equality, in their view, and a love of liberty, tolerance and justice the bedrock of democracy. It appears that Unitarians were also pragmatists. William recognized the necessity of political influence to effect social change, so bought himself a seat in Sudbury in Suffolk for £3,000 in 1784, where, handily, less than 5 per cent of the population was eligible to vote. Fifty years later, Sudbury became the model for Charles Dickens’s ‘Rotten Borough’ of Eatanswill in The Pickwick Papers (1836–7), famous for electoral corruption.

Next came Camelford in Cornwall. Even better: only seventeen electors there. It cost him another £2,000 to secure them by way of their patron, the local landowner. By 1802, he had a sound enough parliamentary reputation to win Norwich fair and square, though election expenses were always considerable. It was a seat he kept – with one year’s absence – until 1830.

His £5,000 for both seats equate to about £450,000 in terms of purchasing power. This was big money, yielded by the Smith family’s interests in the food and drink industry. They owned a large wholesale grocery business, the Sugar Loaf, which had grown over the generations from an ironmonger’s shop run by a long-gone Mr Smith on the Isle of Wight to an import depot and emporium in the City of London. Through marriage, the family also acquired one of the largest distilleries and breweries in London, on the bank of the Thames.

The affection of good friends does not always come with the territory for people of political heft; even less so if they are rich. But William was both loving and well loved. His loyal social circle included reforming politicians, philosophers, artists and writers; men and women of influence, and of none. He was both open-minded and open-handed. At home or on their family travels during the parliamentary recess, the Smiths were appreciative connoisseurs of strong character, keeping company with and providing an idiosyncratic commentary on, among others, ‘the wittiest man in England’,2 William Wilberforce; languid William Wordsworth (disappointingly grubby); his sister Dorothy, who spent her latter days gently dementing in a bath chair in her garden; a distracted Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who used to pace up and down on his visits in an opiate haze, chasing fugitive poems and ignoring everything else; the ‘married’ Ladies of Llangollen; high-profile abolitionists Thomas Clarkson and the unfeasibly rotund Charles James Fox; grumpy Sir Joshua Reynolds; incomprehensibly clever Erasmus Darwin and William Herschel; fiery Mary Wollstonecraft; and the determined young social reformer and journalist Harriet Martineau, who wielded her ear trumpet like an offensive weapon. Many of these people were Unitarians and Liberals like William, but not all of them. He collected eccentric friends like exotic animals in a free-range menagerie, accepting their differences while admiring their common sense of purpose.

In turn, they warmed to his cheerfulness, love of art, devotion to a growing family of ten surviving children and, most of all (Sudbury and Camelford notwithstanding), his integrity. He was Wilberforce’s staunchest ally in the fight against the slave trade. So passionately did he believe in the cause that he renounced the Sugar Loaf’s historical connections with plantations in Georgia and Antigua, declaring a total boycott on slave-related imports. He made personal as well as commercial sacrifices, giving up sugar despite an addictively sweet tooth. ‘A family that uses five pounds of sugar per week with the same proportion of rum,’ he maintained, ‘will by abstaining from the consumption of West Indian produce for 21 months, prevent the slavery or murder of ONE fellow creature.’3 A passionate crusader for human liberty, he was mortified by any association with slavery in the past, and dedicated his life to the ethical reform of politics, economics and civil rights. That sense of natural justice was inherited by his granddaughter Barbara. ‘Am I not a man and a brother?’ ran an abolitionist declaration of solidarity with the oppressed. And am I not a woman and a sister?

In Parliament, William was often the last to leave any reforming debate, conscious of his self-appointed duty as spokesman for those with no voice. A contemporary described his assiduity in verse:


At length, when the candles burn blue in their sockets

Up gets William Smith with both hands in his pockets,

On a course of morality fearlessly enters

With all the opinions of all the Dissenters.4



The warmth of his personality radiates from the letters he wrote to his family. He and his wife, Frances Coape (1759–1840), married for love. He would sometimes smuggle a note to her during the day from the House of Commons, complaining that an overrunning debate was annoyingly interrupting his ‘golden dreams’ of spending time with the family. He was uxorious, a fond papa, but no soft touch. In a letter to a daughter who showed signs of laziness and petulance, the message was clear: get a grip. ‘I do wish you to be in this as in every other instance, Mistress of yourself, governed by reason, and not by Humour. But be thoughtful of others and share things … You have only to show yourself considerate & attentive, & you may be certain of finding me kind.’5 One can imagine the little girl immediately changing her ways, mortified by her beloved papa’s displeasure – except that the daughter in question, Martha (known as Patty), was about forty when this was written. Obviously, her behaviour remained a work in progress.

Patty, who never did quite master her social skills, was the eldest of William and Frances’s children, born in 1782. She never married. Benjamin – Barbara’s father – came next, born the following year, then Anne, later Mrs Nicholson; Frances, or Fanny, who married William Nightingale and bore Frances Parthenope and Florence; William Adams, usually called by his second name and considered something of a disappointment; Joanna, who became Mrs John Bonham Carter, mother of artist Hilary Bonham Carter; Samuel (Sam), who married Mai Shore, sister to William Nightingale; Octavius (Oc), who with his wife Jane Cooke and brothers Benjamin and Sam became the engine driver of the Smith family’s business enterprises; Frederick, who was hardly ever spoken about; and finally Julia (Ju), the second spinster bookending a productive family. They lived in comfort on the edge of rural Clapham Common, then in Park Street, Westminster, and – until a series of financial misadventures caused William to sell it – in Upper House, a modest stately home they mischievously called the Mount. It lay in two hundred acres of parkland in the village of Little Parndon in Essex, one of England’s flattest counties.

In the early 1820s, William disposed of most of his library and fine furniture to meet election expenses and rebuild the under-insured Thames Bank distillery after a fire. He had unfortunately overreached himself in his love of collecting beautiful pictures and important books. The auction catalogues read like guides to a major museum. Barbara’s father, Benjamin, bought some of the less opulent lots to furnish his own properties in Sussex; the rest was presumably sold to strangers.

William’s art collection was remarkable, if a little fluid, depending on his fluctuating solvency. It included notable paintings by Rubens, Rembrandt, Angelica Kauffmann, Claude, Van Dyck and Stubbs. The apple of his eye was Reynolds’s larger-than-life canvas Mrs Siddons as the Tragic Muse: it hung above the fireplace in the drawing room at 6 Park Street. It cost £700 – much more than a Rembrandt or a Rubens at the time – and the actress was so delighted with the likeness that she used to sneak into the house when the Smiths were away (courtesy of Mrs Frost, the star-struck housekeeper) to worship it in secret.6

Benjamin, William’s eldest son, was brought up to think for himself. As a good Unitarian, thinking for himself would ideally result in a wish to follow in his charismatic father’s footsteps. And indeed he did. He was an astute director of the family businesses – more successful than William – and, in time, a Liberal politician noted for his commitment to social reform. Both father and son represented Norwich in Parliament at different times; William made his name as an abolitionist, Benjamin as a campaigner against the Corn Laws, and for wider access to education and legal representation for all, including women. Benjamin had more money than William, and kept hold of it longer, spending it on good causes, business investments, country estates, his friends and family, and his children.

On the face of it, he appeared a cheerful, generous, responsible member of society. There is no doubt that, in many ways, he was all of these. When William was threatened with bankruptcy following the financial upheavals resulting in the sale of the Mount and its contents, it was Benjamin who bailed his father out. He assumed financial responsibility for Patty and Ju, and gave away to Joanna and her new husband, John Bonham Carter, his own Mayfair townhouse as a wedding present. He was witty, colourful, a good sportsman, a loyal friend and committed politician, ready to help anyone short of money or luck. But there was another side to this genial gentleman, far more complex and troubling.

Benjamin visited Paris in 1821, taking his sisters Patty and Ju with him to escape the trauma of losing the Mount. He was in his late thirties, unmarried and apparently highly eligible. While there, the three of them called on their aunt Fanny Nightingale. She and her husband William had paused in Paris on their way home from Italy, where their daughters Parthenope and Florence were born in 1819 and 1820 respectively. Also visiting them at that time was Mr Nightingale’s sister Mary, known as Mai. She was twenty-three. Within days, it seems, the Byronic Mr Smith had swept Mai off her feet. Without consulting the family, they announced their engagement.

The stunned silence greeting this news was followed by a clamour of outrage, first from Mai’s parents and then from the Nightingales. Despite his close family connection, his wealth (albeit from trade) and his firm political principles, Benjamin was not considered the right man for Mai. It was hinted darkly that he was an adventurer with years of wild-oat sowing behind him, a heartbreaker, irresponsible and immature. In a letter to his wife, Mr Nightingale made his views clear. Though fond of both Benjamin and Mai,


I should wish her almost to swear that she will never listen to him for a moment – he is just as agreeable as ever, but so easily disturbed, & so completely the opposite of simplicity – good taste & what may be suited to a peaceable life that no good can come of his union with anybody, but a woman as high-spirited & determined as himself.7



Mai was of age to marry without her parents’ consent, but was too meek to defy them, and Benjamin too proud.

In later life, Florence Nightingale recalled her dashing uncle Benjamin with affection. Mai married his more conventional brother Sam a few years after this family kerfuffle, by which time Benjamin’s attentions had turned even more scandalously elsewhere. But Sam could only be second best, according to Florence. ‘Ben was such a large nature, with a touch of genius in him, such a delightful companion.’8 In contrast to the smallness of her domestic circumstances as a young woman, the frustration of measuring out her life in platitudes with a mother and sister who, she remarked, ‘did nothing but lie on 2 sofas in the drawing-room, calling to each other: “don’t tire yourself”’,9 perhaps Florence had secretly dreamed of someone like Benjamin coming to whisk her off in a whirl of unconsidered romance. How might that have changed history?

LEA HURST IS A graceful sandstone building near the town of Alfreton in Derbyshire. It has a Jacobean core, but Florence Nightingale’s father rebuilt it around the time of Benjamin and Mai’s courtship as a substantial (rather than showy) country house where his young family might enjoy the salutary benefits of pure air, picturesque views and deep roots. There had been Nightingales in the area for generations, whose considerable prosperity grew from lead mining and, latterly, the cotton-spinning industry.10

One of Benjamin Smith’s most remarkable characteristics was an ability to function for much of his life as at least two people in one. Despite the fracas over Mai, William Nightingale never lost his instinctive liking for the man. The latter may have been something of a romantic – or unhappy in his ‘domestic arrangements’, as Nightingale put it coyly – but he remained an unpretentious and affable member of the clan. Benjamin appears not to have borne a grudge either; and indeed, up he turned at Lea Hurst between 1822 and 1827 as one of the Nightingales’ welcome family visitors, approved and disapproved of at the same time. He occupied himself in Derbyshire by prospecting for new mining enterprises to add to a growing portfolio of business interests; helping to run a charitable school at the nearby village of Creech; and getting to know a local miller’s daughter by the name of Anne Longden.

The Longdens lived at Alfreton Mill: widowed John (c.1763–1838) and his two younger children, Dorothy (Dolly) and Anne, whose exact date of birth is not known but who was baptized in 1801. His wife Dorothy (née Gratton) had died in 1819, and a son, John, in infancy. Their eldest daughter, Jane, lived close by, married to Mr Smedley, the local postmaster. It has always been said within the family that Anne was a milliner’s apprentice, though there is no evidence for this. How would Benjamin have met her if she were? Chaperoning Patty or Ju to Mary Simpson’s Straw Bonnet shop in Alfreton, perhaps? Maybe he visited John Longden’s watermill on Mr Nightingale’s business, or spied her – described as ‘ravishingly pretty’11 – taking the air in Alfreton Park?

This is the stuff of costume drama and indeed, given her heavily censored story, it is difficult to imagine Anne as anything but a fictional character. A mixture of miller’s daughter Maggie Tulliver from George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss or Esther in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton, perhaps. Historically, ‘milliner’s apprentice’ was a common euphemism for ‘prostitute’, which says more about the vulgar concept of a young woman working for a living than about the immorality of making hats.12 It comes as no surprise, therefore, to learn what Benjamin’s sister Patty thought of his concubine. Anne was assumed by Patty to be a cynical seductress who ensnared her brother and deliberately mired him in a relationship he could neither acknowledge, as a man of honour, nor escape.

In fact (and there are few facts available in Anne’s history, so I am sticking to this one), the Longdens were a respectable family. John had a high-enough profile to merit notice of his death in the county newspaper, the Derby Mercury.13 His wife Dorothy came from a well-established and relatively prosperous line; her cousin Joseph Gratton, for example, was a corn broker in London, and a chairman of the cutting-edge Independent Gas Company. Whether he became Benjamin’s friend before or after Benjamin met Anne is unclear, but friends they certainly were. There is a worn stone tablet on the wall of St Martin’s Church in Alfreton commemorating in faint lettering John Longden’s wife and daughters: a public sign of local status. But little about Anne’s life has escaped suppression, except for the odd passing mention by those who loved her best or who hated most what she represented in an outwardly respectable family narrative.

Anne fell pregnant in the summer of 1826. Benjamin did not deny that he was the father. Nor did he ever explain – in writing, at any rate – why he declined to marry her. It is generally assumed by historians that this was some sort of high-minded statement about the inequity of marriage laws; his protest – a little like William Smith giving up sugar – at the iniquitous concept of a wife being her husband’s chattel. Wasn’t that what William’s crusade against slavery had been all about? People as property? Ideologically, it has been argued, Benjamin was demonstrating his respect for Anne as a fellow – or sister – human being: they were partners.

But what about Anne? It would have taken enormous courage to agree to Benjamin’s social experiment, if that is what it was. Which of her acquaintances would appreciate the political niceties? To them, she would simply be one more pretty little milliner’s apprentice put in the family way by a powerful man almost old enough to be her father, with no intention of making an honest woman of her. And her infant would be a bastard, without legal rights, social standing or even a name. At this time, an illegitimate baby was classed as ‘filius nullius’, literally ‘son of no one’, or nobody’s child. The stigma for a mother of bringing such a child into the world was ineradicable. The shame of being that child could last for generations.

Benjamin’s refusal to marry was possibly more a matter of expediency than ideology. His later conduct suggests that how he treated the women and children in his life was not, after all, part of some noble activism in the service of political reform. He was a reformer and practised what he preached in terms of empowering the dispossessed, as we shall see. He was also a man of principle, admired by his peers and beloved of his family. But we are back to the two-in-one person again: his treatment of Anne and her successor indicates a personality so strong that he felt entitled to ignore the inconvenient rules of society as irrelevant. Despite his parents’ loving relationship, after his courtship of Mai he developed a distaste for marriage: it could and often did demean the wife, but it could also constrain the husband, and curb his personal liberty. Instead of attempting to reform from within the safe confines of the institution, he persuaded Anne that their family could survive intact in the moral wilderness, because he was Benjamin Smith. She was swept along in his wake.

There is yet another interpretation. When I was a young teen, one of my favourite Shakespeare plays was the The Taming of the Shrew. That is not an easy confession for a feminist, given the theme of chauvinistic subjugation, but when I first saw it I was convinced that Kate only pretended to give in to Petruchio at the end. She was actually in complete command of her actions, and therefore of her unsuspecting husband, who thought he had broken her spirit. She loved him on her terms, not his (though I wasn’t quite sure why). What happened after the play, in my Pollyanna-ish imagination, was a fiery reckoning in which Kate explained her strategy; Petruchio, smitten by her feistiness, fell genuinely in love with her, whereupon they lived happily ever after.

I am not suggesting that Benjamin was cruel or unkind, like Petruchio; quite the opposite. But what if Anne were the ‘high-spirited and determined’ young woman Mr Nightingale had envisaged as the only fit mate for Benjamin? Is it conceivable that she, like my version of Kate, was in control? That she refused to marry Benjamin, not vice versa, and that it was her fight for social justice that inspired their daughter Barbara to change the world for women? Given Benjamin’s later behaviour, however, it would appear not.

Much of the confusion over what Benjamin and/or Anne were trying to prove by ‘living in sin’ arises from mixed messaging. She did not take his name, but neither did she keep her own. Benjamin called her Mrs Leigh, after an ancestor from the Isle of Wight who eloped with a shopkeeper. In 1823 Benjamin had acquired a country estate in Sussex, Crowham Manor, but he never installed Anne in the big house. Instead, he put her in a rented, tile-hung picture-book cottage next to the water mill (to remind her of home?) in the nearby village of Whatlington. Their daughter was born there at 11.30 a.m. on Sunday 8 April 1827. ‘Barbara’ means ‘stranger’ or ‘visitor from a different place’; her surname was a conflation of Anne’s pretend ‘Leigh’ and Benjamin’s real, though undistinguished, ‘Smith’. But all her life, she was known by family and close friends simply as ‘Bar’.

One wonders who welcomed her into the world. Benjamin and Anne, of course, and Anne’s nurse (or nanny) Hannah Walker. But the Smiths were tight-lipped. This was a family scandal, best cancelled by silence. There is no record of any letter of congratulation, any visit or any acknowledgement at all from either the Smiths or the Longdens. Benjamin had managed to remain on good terms with his open-minded father, William, and while Patty was splenetic at the shame he had visited upon them all by association, she insisted that he was more victim than villain. ‘Oh, how it grieves me to think of his thraldom,’ she wrote to her sister Fanny Nightingale, ‘for he is truly as clever a man as can usually be met with, and to think to what converse he is confined.’14 How lonely Anne must have been. She and Benjamin were still living apart, though he did spend time with her in the doll’s house cottage at Whatlington. What converse did she enjoy?

On 12 March 1828 – less than a year after Barbara’s birth – young Benjamin Leigh Smith arrived. Henceforth, the elder Benjamin was known as ‘the Pater’, and the younger as ‘Ben’. By now, the Pater had made his first attempt to enter Parliament. In December 1827, he stood for Maldon in Essex, but because he was not proposed as a candidate until the very last minute, he polled only a single vote. This amused rather than depressed him. There were other things he wanted to do before settling down to a political career. He dissolved the various business partnerships held with his brothers and began planning a new adventure. Patty, predictably, was aghast. She blamed Anne. ‘After 20 years exertion & so much done for other people, to find himself in his present situation.’15 What was to become of him?

She need not have worried. The Pater had a talent for making money. He relished a challenge and thrived on defying expectation. Hence the next chapter in an unpredictable life: a year’s sabbatical in America. On 1 April 1829, he and his young family embarked on the Columbia, a state-of-the-art steam packet of the Black Ball Line, bound from Portsmouth to New York. A steam packet was a new kind of ship, a courier vessel designed to operate a shuttle service between specific ports. In those days, newspapers printed the names of passengers on high-profile transatlantic voyages. Twenty-seven are listed aboard the Columbia ‘and 20 in the steerage’.16 Among the twenty-seven are ‘Benj, Barbara and Benj
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Dramatis Personae

A BRIEF GUIDE TO FRIENDS OF BARBARA LEIGH SMITH Bodichon and other key figures most frequently mentioned in the main text, where further biographical details will be found. Cross-references to individuals with their own entry are in bold type.

Allingham, William (1824–89). An Irish poet and journalist who resigned his position as a customs officer in 1870 to earn a living by his pen. He was a close friend of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, and of members of the Pre-Raphaelite circle. He married Helen Paterson (1848–1926) – best known as the watercolourist Helen Allingham – in 1874.

Anderson, Elizabeth Garrett see Garrett, Elizabeth

Ayrton, Hertha (1854–1923). Born Phoebe Sarah Marks near Portsmouth, Hertha was as close to a daughter as Barbara ever had. Her father was a Jewish watchmaker who died when she was seven; her mother was a seamstress who sent Hertha to be educated at her aunts’ school in London. Nicknamed ‘Hertha’ by a friend, after the eponymous heroine of a feminist novel by Fredrika Bremer, she was mentored by Barbara through the admissions process for Girton and soon became a devoted friend. Barbara supported her financially and emotionally throughout a remarkable life. She became a pioneering electrical engineer, an inventor (of a fan, among other things, to disperse poisonous gas in the trenches of the First World War) and a prominent suffragist. Her daughter was named Barbara Bodichon Ayrton in her friend’s honour and was elected to Parliament in 1945. How proud our Barbara would have been.

Betham-Edwards, Matilda (1836–1919). ‘Milly’ Betham-Edwards was one of Barbara’s devotees. She was, unusually, a farmer in her own right as well as a popular novelist and travel writer, who admired Barbara’s independence of spirit and tried to perpetuate her memory after her death by originating and contributing to a series of obituaries.

Blackwell, Elizabeth (1821–1910). Elizabeth, a cousin of Bessie Rayner Parkes, was born in Bristol, emigrated with her family to America at the age of eleven, and spent the early part of her career teaching, to raise the funds necessary to train as a doctor. Lack of money was not her sole handicap: the only establishment to admit a woman at that time was Geneva Medical College in New York State. When she qualified as an MD in 1849 she became the first British-born woman to do so. Barbara helped sponsor Elizabeth and her sister Emily Blackwell (1826–1919), also a doctor, in their work and on their travels. Elizabeth was one of Barbara’s closest friends.

Boucherett, Jessie (1825–1905). A member of the Langham Place circle, Jessie was a Lincolnshire heiress inspired by the writings of Harriet Martineau to campaign for women’s rights. She worked with Barbara at the offices of the English Woman’s Journal and developed a special interest in women’s employment. She helped organize the first women’s suffrage petition in 1866.

Brabazon, Hercules Brabazon (1821–1906). An Irish watercolourist, born in France, who settled in Sussex close to Barbara’s home and that of his friend Gertrude Jekyll. He and Barbara often painted together, sharing similar styles and artistic sensibilities. Barbara was very fond of ‘Brabby’, and he of her.

Buchanan, James (1784–1857). An unconventional teacher who ran the infant schools set up by Barbara’s father and by Barbara herself, and who tutored Barbara and her siblings during their childhood. A disciple of socialist Robert Owen, his intuitive methods, good humour and kind heart influenced Barbara all her life.

Chapman, John (1821–94). One of Barbara’s would-be lovers. Although he enjoyed desultory careers as a watchmaker and a physician, he is best known as the rather bohemian publisher of the liberal Westminster Review, as George Eliot’s probable lover, and as a political and literary networker whose contacts included Charles Dickens and Thomas Carlyle.

Craig, Isabella (‘Isa’) (1831–1903). Edinburgh-born Isa was a protégée of Bessie Rayner Parkes. She left school at nine; while working as a seamstress, she studied literature and became a published poet in 1856. She was a stalwart of the Langham Place circle as an activist, administrator and champion of women’s emancipation.

Davies, Emily (1830–1921). One of the suffrage movement’s most influential pioneers, she helped to organize John Stuart Mill’s petition to Parliament in 1866, and three years later was co-founder, with Barbara, of Girton College, the UK’s first university college for women. She campaigned all her life for equal opportunities for women, and was the only one of the Langham Place circle to survive long enough to cast a vote in 1918.

Eliot, George see Evans, Marian

Evans, Marian (‘George Eliot’) (1819–80). Barbara was the famous novelist’s closest friend. Each played a vital part in the other’s life. Marian’s ‘husband’, the writer George Lewes (1817–78; they never married), was also beloved of Barbara, who never judged their relationship and never failed in her support. Barbara was the first person to recognize the hugely successful Adam Bede as Marian’s work, and inspired the character of Romola in Marian’s eponymous novel. Barbara’s surrogate daughter Hertha Ayrton was the model for Myrah in Daniel Deronda.

Faithfull, Emily (1835–95). Emily was a recent debutante when she met Barbara in the late 1850s and joined the Langham Place circle. Like Jessie Boucherett, her special interest was in women’s employment; in 1860 she set up the Victoria Press, employing female compositors, and though her credibility was dented by involvement in a scandalous divorce case, her influence on the women’s movement was significant.

Fox, Eliza (‘Tottie’), later Mrs Lee Bridell and Mrs Bridell-Fox (1823/4–1903). Tottie was a successful painter who campaigned with Barbara for formal art training for women. She ran informal evening classes herself, which Barbara attended. Her friendship with novelist Elizabeth Gaskell and poets Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning enriched Barbara’s own social circle.

Garrett, Elizabeth, later Mrs Garrett Anderson (1836–1917). Although best remembered as the first woman to be entered on the Medical Register in Great Britain (she qualified in 1865), Elizabeth was also a committed feminist. Inspired by Elizabeth Blackwell, she determined to make the medical profession more accessible to women and to win women the vote. Her sister was the suffragist leader Millicent Fawcett (1847–1929).

Hays, Matilda (‘Max’) (1820?–97). Max was a writer and journalist with trenchant views on women’s rights. She was a founder of the English Woman’s Journal. Her intense relationships with the actress Charlotte Cushman and poet Adelaide Procter alienated her from so-called ‘polite society’ – but not from Barbara.

Howitt, Anna Mary, later Mrs Watts (1824–84). One of Barbara’s oldest and closest friends, Anna Mary was the daughter of literary celebrities William and Mary Howitt. She became a professional artist and an impassioned writer on equal opportunities, until poor mental health and an all-consuming fascination for spiritualism isolated her from Barbara and the feminist cause.

Jameson, Anna Brownell (1794–1860). Mrs Jameson was one of Barbara’s mentors: a campaigner for women’s independence who practised what she preached. Impoverished by the injustices of the divorce laws, she wrote essays, travelogues and art criticism to support herself, and rarely missed an opportunity to capitalize on her fame by publicly protesting against sexism and institutional prejudice.

Jekyll, Gertrude (1843–1932). Barbara gave the artist and pioneering garden designer one of her first commissions, for improvements at her Sussex home, Scalands Gate. Gertrude also advised on the décor of Girton College. The two became close friends; so much so that Barbara bequeathed her house in Cornwall to Gertrude.

Lewes, George Henry see Evans, Marian

Mario, Jessie White (1832–1906). A journalist, military nurse and activist for Italian unity. Jessie’s circle included the Italian general and revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi and the poets Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Barbara found Jessie’s personal and political courage inspiring and her flagrant eccentricity delightful.

Martineau, Harriet (1802–76). Harriet came from a family of religious Dissenters whose radical politics informed her copious writing. She was a prominent political economist and social commentator, with influence on both sides of the Atlantic. She refused to allow the dual handicaps of deafness and femininity to confine or define her life.

Mill, John Stuart (1806–73). One of the political economist and philosopher’s first tasks on being elected to Parliament in 1865 was to present Barbara and her colleagues’ petition demanding votes for women. Barbara first came across him when she and Bessie Rayner Parkes studied his work as young women. His wife Harriet Taylor Mill (1807–58) wrote a seminal essay on women’s emancipation, and her daughter Helen Taylor (1831–1907) was instrumental, with Barbara, in the foundation of the women’s movement in the 1860s.

Neuberg, Joseph (1806–67). The German Jewish writer and translator worked as Thomas Carlyle’s secretary. Though twenty years her senior, he asked Barbara to marry him in 1855.

Norton, Caroline (1808–77). Caroline’s campaign for mothers’ rights was catalysed by the loss of her children (and money) following a divorce. Her activism influenced the Custody of Infants and Matrimonial Causes Acts of 1839 and 1857 respectively. She would not consider herself a feminist, unlike Barbara, but her appetite for reform helped galvanize Barbara’s own campaign for women’s legal rights.

Parkes, Bessie Rayner, later Madame Belloc (1829–1925). Bessie was Barbara’s closest lifelong friend. Childhood neighbours, the two highly intelligent young women encouraged each other’s intellectual ambition and determined to dignify their lives by working for a living (unnecessary in both cases) and improving the lives of others. Bessie became a lynchpin of the Langham Place circle, a writer on women’s education and work, and a cheerleader for social reform. Both her children, Marie Belloc Lowndes (1868–1947) and Hilaire Belloc (1870–1953), were successful writers.

Procter, Adelaide (1825–64). Like Barbara, this celebrated poet – much admired by Charles Dickens – was loved for her sympathetic nature and sense of humour. She worked at Langham Place with Barbara, Bessie Rayner Parkes, Max Hays et al. until ill-health intervened. She died of TB aged thirty-eight. It has been suggested that she and Barbara’s sister Nannie had a brief romantic attachment.

Rossetti, Dante Gabriel (1828–82). The Pre-Raphaelite artist and poet was a Victorian celebrity; a complex character whose frank affection for Barbara was reciprocated. He admired her painting and fearless personality, relying on her support to manage his troubled relationship with Lizzie Siddal. His sister, the poet Christina Rossetti (1830–94), was another of Barbara’s slightly star-struck friends (though Christina’s fame has outlived Barbara’s); their brother, the art critic William Michael Rossetti (1829–1919), corresponded with Barbara through much of her life.

Ruskin, John (1819–1900). Though the art critic supported certain women’s university colleges with gifts of artwork and jewellery, on a personal level he found Barbara’s attempts to create equality for women wrong-headed and ridiculous. He was no great fan of her art, either. Unlike Anna Mary Howitt, who found Ruskin’s criticism deeply traumatic, Barbara appears to have been unruffled by the great man’s disapproval.

Rye, Maria (1829–1903). Maria’s primary role at Langham Place was to coordinate the Female Middle-Class Emigration Society, supported financially and ideologically by Barbara. Both women viewed emigration not as an instrument of colonialism, but an opportunity for women to play a valuable part in building a new, equitable society in other countries, away from the prejudices of the old world.

Siddal, Lizzie (1829–62). The story of hauntingly beautiful Lizzie’s progress from milliner’s apprentice to Pre-Raphaelite artist reads like a slightly dark fairy tale. Dante Gabriel Rossetti is said to have scooped her into his studio in 1850, and into his heart. Barbara helped enable their relationship by arranging for them to be together in Sussex. They married in 1860, by which time Lizzie had become John Ruskin’s artistic protégée. A victim of TB, she suffered a miscarriage in 1861 and died by her own hand at the age of thirty-three.

Spooner, Catherine (1817–80). How this linen-draper’s daughter from north London became Barbara and her siblings’ governess is unknown. Their father obviously trusted her implicitly, secretly placing her in charge of his second brood of illegitimate children. There is no evidence that she and Barbara kept in touch in later life.

Sylvester, Joseph (1814–97). A brilliant mathematician and noted academic, Joseph fell in love with Barbara and proposed, in a letter that still exists, in 1854. Though she refused him, they remained good friends for the rest of Barbara’s life. She taught him how to vault a five-bar gate when she was nearly forty …

Taylor, Clementia (‘Mentia’) (1810–1908). It was around her dining-room table in Aubrey House, London, that the first massed petition for women’s suffrage – engineered by Barbara – was put together. Mentia was a governess before she married; afterwards her home became a meeting place for all who were interested in radically improving the lot of women.

Taylor, Helen see Mill, John Stuart

Walker, Hannah (c.1786–1866). Though strongly disapproved of by certain members of Barbara’s family, the Sussex countrywoman Hannah Walker was beloved of all the Leigh Smith siblings. She was their childhood nurse, or nanny, linking them in adulthood with a mother they could barely remember.
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Read on for an extract ….









Introduction

Never let anybody guess that you have a mind of your own.

THIS IS THE STORY OF some of the twentieth century’s most influential women, whose entry into the élite fields of medicine, law, the Church, architecture, engineering and academia shaped the personal and professional lives of working women today. A few of them are famous; most are barely remembered beyond their own families. Yet all of them were pioneers, adventurers in a forbidden land thicketed with centuries of prejudice and hidden danger. Not the sort of danger likely to cost lives (although that did happen), but the sort that put their roles and reputations on the line, threatened their moral integrity, their very identity as female members of society.

The history of progress is full of transgressors, and that’s exactly what these women were. To sense just how alien they must have felt in the professional workplace of their time, at the beginning of my research for this book I took myself on a tour of London. I wanted to see what they saw; to imagine how daunting it must have been to attempt an invasion of the Establishment’s strongholds a century ago. I was confident that little enough would have changed –  in the buildings’ fabric, at least –  for this experiment to work.

I started out on Westminster Bridge, close to where I planned to set the beginning of the book. On the south bank of the Thames, beyond the modern tower block of St Thomas’ Hospital, I could see the long façade of the nineteenth-century building, for ever associated with Florence Nightingale. I had just seen her likeness in bronze in St James’s, the heart of gentlemen’s clubland, on my way from Piccadilly Circus. She was –  still is –  the caring profession personified.

Opposite the hospital stands the Palace of Westminster. Only one female MP sat in the House of Commons in 1920, but she can’t have been lonely: in the Queen’s Robing Room, for instance, William Dyce’s frescoes of chivalric virtues are adorned with scores of women. In the tableau called ‘Mercy’, Sir Gawain swears (as Dyce puts it) ‘never to be against ladies’. Ironic, given the vehemence of opposition to women’s suffrage among MPs at the time, but comforting none the less.

I walked up Whitehall and turned into King Charles Street to gaze at the old seat of Empire, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Ordinary members of the public can visit it only on special open days, but several years ago a diplomat friend took me inside. Again, I remember swarms of women. Not real ones, of course, but extravagant figures representing entire continents, and a goddess-like Britannia surveying her subjects with a stern, blank stare.

It was time to move on. At Trafalgar Square I turned right to Charing Cross (named for Edward I’s monument to his Queen Eleanor) and made towards the City of London. I passed the Central Criminal Court at the Old Bailey on the way, and saw the famous gilded figure perfectly balanced on the dome, wielding a sword in her right hand and the scales of justice in her left: the epitome of wisdom. Eventually I reached the heart of the financial district, presided over by the Old Lady of Threadneedle Street, the Bank of England.

Once I got my eye in, I realized that all over the place buildings were festooned with bas-reliefs invoking women. There were statues of queens; of the Blessed Virgin Mary; of saints and patronesses. I walked by the river to photograph a visiting tall ship (she was beautiful) before crossing to Waterloo, where I was welcomed at the station’s vast, arched entrance by yet another stony-faced Britannia. It’s a pity I couldn’t have gone home in a steam train, to complete my perversely feminine journey: they are invariably described as ladies too.

I’m glad I made that tour. I had not realized before how potent the image of idealized womanhood was in public life, and how ubiquitous. Her dominant presence in the Establishment of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries made it even more difficult for flesh-and-blood women – half the human race – to gain access. A real Victorian lady’s place was nowhere near the inner sanctum of the traditional professions. She was the ‘Angel in the House’, characterized by Coventry Patmore in his endless poem of the same name as utterly innocent, utterly selfless, utterly beautiful – and so graceful that she somehow seemed to float an inch or two above the ground.

The Angel’s natural habitat was the drawing-room or the nursery. Her duty was to marry as well as possible and to make others happy. If she must work – as an unfortunately ‘distressed gentlewoman’, perhaps, or a chronic spinster – then let her teach or, at a push, train for nursing; but always with an ambition to stop as soon as she could. (These are ‘ladies’ we’re talking about; ‘women’, on the other hand, were expected to labour in factories, domestic service, anywhere that would have them. Men had careers; women had jobs; ladies, like children, behaved nicely and did what they were told.)

The first faint cracks in this divinely ordained order appeared during the late 1860s, when women were admitted to a growing number of British universities, though not always awarded degrees at the end of their studies. The campaign for women’s suffrage gathered momentum at around the same time, and with it the concept of women’s rights. As access to higher education widened and collective confidence grew through political activism, women began to demand, politely or otherwise, to be allowed a meaningful role in public life.

The First World War gave them just that, but only temporarily. Afterwards, the Establishment expected them to strap on their angel wings again, go home and subside into domesticity. True, the vote was won in 1918, but only partially. The Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act was passed in December 1919, but its scope was limited and easily misconstrued. And the habits of the past were hard to break. Virginia Woolf, embarking on her career as a professional writer, may have refused to play the part of the Angel but was only too well aware of her influence:


The shadow of her wings fell on my page; I heard the rustling of her skirts in the room … [S]he slipped behind me and whispered ‘My dear, you are a young woman … Be sympathetic; be tender; flatter; deceive; use all the arts and wiles of our sex. Never let anybody guess that you have a mind of your own.’1



By 1920 that secret was out. As universities produced increasing numbers of educated women, a problem emerged. What were they to do, once qualified? During the period between the two world wars, fewer women (women as in females: forget the class distinctions now) were able or minded to marry, and more found themselves solely responsible for dependants. They needed to work, to earn their own and others’ living. And of those who didn’t need to, many chose to, being creatures of intellect, energy and ambition. Those who had graduated in professional disciplines such as law or architecture, or had practical wartime expertise in medicine or engineering, were no longer content to waste their potential. They had already proved the reactionaries wrong: females did not collapse if they thought too hard; cleverness and attractiveness were not mutually exclusive; it was even possible for them to overcome their ‘physiological emergencies’ and remain rational beings every day of the month.2 To sympathetic men – and there were many – all this was welcome news; to others, it was profoundly worrying and rapidly denied.

The time had come, as Virginia Woolf rather brutally put it, to kill the Angel in the House – or at least, to furnish her with a stout pair of shoes and send her out into the world, feet firmly on the ground. Just as they had claimed a voice in Parliament, so women now claimed the right to exercise a vocation, not only for their own good but for the benefit of others. So, with dignity and daring, serious intent and high spirits, confidence and trepidation, they approached the Establishment ladder, and began to climb.

I suggested at the beginning of this introduction that you might recognize some of the names in the following pages. However, as a social historian I always like to avoid celebrities and concentrate on relatively unknown, ‘ordinary’ women. The corollary is that people you might be expecting to meet here could well be absent. If your favourite lawyer or doctor, architect or engineer, academic or churchwoman is missing, I apologize. The chances are that she is written about elsewhere. I’m sorry, too, if I appear to have short-changed all but the six traditional professions: I have concentrated on this hexagonal citadel because it stood – and to a certain extent still stands – at the heart of the Establishment. The adventures of those who scaled its walls were shared by pioneers across the professional workplace. The obstacles put in their way were familiar to them all.

They might even be familiar to you.




Enjoyed this extract?

Click below to order the ebook!
SHOP NOW
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If you found Trailblazer utterly inspiring, you will love …
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HEARTS AND MINDS:
 THE UNTOLD STORY OF THE GREAT PILGRIMAGE AND HOW WOMEN WON THE VOTE

Set against the background of the campaign for women to win the vote, this is a story of the ordinary people effecting extraordinary change.

1913: the last long summer before the war. The country is gripped by suffragette fever. These impassioned crusaders have their admirers; some agree with their aims if not their forceful methods, while others are aghast at the thought of giving any female a vote.

Meanwhile, hundreds of women are stepping out on to the streets of Britain. They are the suffragists: non-militant campaigners for the vote, on an astonishing six-week protest march they call the Great Pilgrimage. Rich and poor, young and old, they defy convention, risking jobs, family relationships and even their lives to persuade the country to listen to them.

Fresh and original, full of vivid detail and moments of high drama, Hearts and Minds is both funny and incredibly moving, important and wonderfully entertaining.

‘A history book that should be read by all’ – Stylist.




Click below to order the ebook!

SHOP NOW
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