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Stand We At Last is a wonderful feminist saga which takes in 120 years and five generations of a family’s history. As the seeds of one generation of women bear fruit in the next, we witness poverty and prostitution, the battle for the vote, the devastation of war, the growth of sexual freedom and the new world for women ushered in by the rise of the contemporary women’s movement. It is a novel about our mothers and our grandmothers, about the men they married and the children they bore, and about the heritage they passed on to us, their daughters.
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The March of the Women

Shout, shout, up with your song!

Cry with the wind, for the dawn is breaking.

March, march, swing you along,

Wide blows our banner and hope is waking.

Song with its story, dreams with their glory,

Lo! they call and glad is their word.

Forward! hark how it swells,

Thunder of freedom, the voice of the Lord.

Long, long, we in the past,

Cowered in dread from the light of Heaven.

Strong, strong, stand we at last,

Fearless in faith and with sight new given.

Strength with its beauty, life with its duty,

(Hear the voice, oh, hear and obey),

These, these, beckon us on,

Open your eyes to the blaze of day!

Comrades, ye who have dared,

First in the battle to strive and sorrow.

Scorned, spurned, naught have you cared,

Raising your eyes to a wider morrow.

Ways that are weary, days that are dreary,

Toil and pain by faith ye have borne.

Hail, hail, victors we stand.

Wearing the wreath that the brave have worn!

Life, strife, these two are one!

Naught can ye win but by faith and daring.

On, on, that ye have done,

But for the work of today preparing.

Firm in reliance, launch a defiance,

(Laugh in hope, for sure is the end).

March, march, many as one,

Shoulder to shoulder and friend to friend.

Cicely Hamilton
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Preface

One cold evening late in 1978, I happened to be in Virago’s office in Wardour Street, London. Carmen Callil had obviously been having a difficult day and had had enough. “I’m giving up publishing,” she announced, “I’m going to write a novel and it’s going to be a family saga about women.”

This was serious. The last thing a novelist needs is for her publisher to become a novelist. Besides, I too had been thinking about writing a family saga with a feminist background. We discussed the matter and soon came up with a division of labour whereby I would write the novel and Virago would publish it. Carmen, and Ursula Owen, suggested many ideas, read and reread the countless drafts, and offered important and vital insights into the development of the story, particularly at the early stages.

Stand We At Last is, it must be stressed, a work of fiction. It is not the story of my family or of any other family I know. Any resemblance between characters and events in the novel (except where these are obviously historical) and real characters and events, is solely in the eye of the beholder.

But many people have given their time and expertise to help me research the background of the story. These include historians, particularly those feminist historians who have done so much to rediscover women’s hidden past; librarians; relatives who have shared their memories with me, and friends with whom I have discussed the book, or who have perhaps unwittingly given me ideas for it while ostensibly discussing something completely different.

Particular thanks, then, to Mrs Alma Devitt, Anna Davin, Ann Dippie, Ben Okri, Frances Widdowson, Isabel Fairbairns, John Clifford, Judy Walkowitz, Leonore Davidoff, Mrs Lorraine Callil, Mandy Greenway, Myna Trustram, Susie Innes and Valerie Miner. Also to all the women at Virago; to the members of history groups and writing groups with whom I have worked, at the City Literary Institute, Holloway Prison and Goldsmith’s College, all in London; and above all to John Petherbridge, whose loyal and generous help came into all the categories I’ve mentioned, and more.

That seems like a lot of people to dedicate a book to, but then it’s a long book.

Zoë Fairbairns, London 1982
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