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      For my father Frederic Seebohm

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        For the growing good of the world is partly dependent on un-historic acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.

        
          
            George Eliot
          
        

      

      
        No one will be much or little, except in some one else’s mind – so be careful of the minds you get into.

        
          
            Djuna Barnes
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      In the dining-room of my parents’ house near Ware in Hertfordshire there stood a tall cabinet. Its lower drawers were stuffed with family letters and papers. My father would urge me to take a look at them. The material about his Aunt Winnie, he said, was very touching. She had been one of the early students at Newnham College, Cambridge, and died of asthma in 1885 at the age of 22. He had inherited the cabinet, and its contents, on the death of Winnie’s last surviving sister Esther in 1951.

      My father and his brothers and sister constituted the third generation of Seebohms to be based in Hertfordshire. My brother, my sister and I were sometimes taken to tea with our Great-Aunt Esther in Hitchin as children. She lived in the house to which Winnie had been taken when she was dying – but I had never heard of Winnie, in those days. I barely recall Great-Aunt Esther, but I remember a dark dining-room with a white cloth on the table, an elaborately set tea, and the necessity to behave well.

      So I resisted my father, refusing to take an interest in his family history.

      Then, during a week in May 1966, staying at my parents’ with my first husband and our children – we had four under seven at the time – I succumbed. I began reading the letters and papers, and took them home with me. But it was another year before I began working properly on what was to become this book. I don’t think I aspired, then, to be a professional writer, though I wanted to do something. I applied to Southampton University to do a one-year post-graduate diploma course in Social Administration, a basic social-work qualification.

      Winnie’s story, when I finished writing it, became A Suppressed Cry – or rather, it became the brown-paper package that I sent off on its travels again as soon as it flopped back through our letter-box, as it repeatedly did. I knew no authors apart from academics, I knew no publishers, agents or editors. I copied the names and addresses of publishing firms from the books on our shelves, choosing a new one, at random, each time the typescript was returned with a rejection slip. When I received a letter signed ‘Colin Franklin’ from Routledge & Kegan Paul – the seventh or eighth publisher that I had tried – saying that he would be pleased to publish it, I was astonished. I had already begun the diploma course.

      I went up to London from Southampton to meet Colin Franklin on a Tuesday afternoon in October 1968. Routledge was then in Carter Lane in the City. It was just as I always imagined a publisher’s office to be (and no longer ever is). I went up dusty stairs with books piled on the treads to Colin’s room, which was more like a don’s study than an office.

      The book’s publication in November 1969 coincided with the beginning of my first social-work job, and we were already preoccupied with the possibility of moving to Dublin. I was thrilled when the finished copies of A Suppressed Cry arrived, but there was no reason to go to London for the publication. The book appeared without me, as it were. It received some nice reviews. Since then it has slept undisturbed.

      The New Statesman, in October 1969, said that ‘Mrs Glendinning writes so well and so succinctly that she should be encouraged to spread herself in further books’. Colin Franklin was among those who encouraged me, but though he remains a great friend, he never published another book of mine. There wasn’t one to publish for another eight years, by which time he had moved on. During those years, writing was not my main preoccupation, though I began reviewing, and made false starts with a biography and a novel. Not until Elizabeth Bowen (1977) was I back on course.

      I have, as the New Statesman advised, learnt to spread myself a bit. I did minimal research for A Suppressed Cry – partly because I had little free time and little opportunity to be away from home – but chiefly because I didn’t really know how to go about it. These factors, plus a temperamental fear of boring people, which I retain, account for this book’s shortness and its succinct quality. I did visit Newnham, and Hitchin Museum, and I read Hitchin newspapers of the period in the newspaper library at Colindale. I questioned older relations and sought out the descendants of Winnie’s friends; and I consulted the Metropolitan Police Forensic Science lab, to see whether they had the technology to decipher what had been written on the deliberately torn-away portion of a crucial letter, from the marks left on the page beneath. (No luck.) I absorbed the historical background from books of social history and memoirs, and in the small back bedroom of our house in Southampton I worked on the Seebohm letters and diaries.

      Reading the book now, I am quite surprised by the confident feminism of its approach. I did not know that I had reached that point so soon. The first Virago books were still five years away in the future. The only modern feminist book that had come my way before I wrote A Suppressed Cry was Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, which made a huge impression on me. Later, a dashing academic colleague of my husband’s, Jean Franco, stayed a night with us. I remember her watching me thoughtfully, in silence, while I did the ironing. I still do the ironing, there’s nothing wrong with that. But as a thank-you for the visit, Jean sent me Eva Figes’s Patriarchal Attitudes, which became my second landmark-book.

      Though A Suppressed Cry was published by the time I read Eva Figes’s book, ‘patriarchal attitudes’ are at the heart of the matter. There are two casualties in the close, loving family I describe in this story – Winnie herself, and her sister Freda. I wish I had found out more about the nature of Freda’s mental breakdowns, and about the kind of treatment she received. So far as Winnie is concerned, I wish I had read rather more about asthmatic illness, and thought rather more about her difficulty in swallowing. After the book was published, a friend who was a medical student suggested that Winnie might have been anorexic. It may seem extraordinary, but in 1969 there was absolutely no public awareness of anorexia, and the phrase ‘eating disorder’ would have suggested to me only the anarchy of a family meal in our kitchen.

      There is another way in which the allegedly swinging 60s seem nearly as close in spirit to Winnie’s day as to our own. Leafing just now through the letters from strangers who had liked A Suppressed Cry, I found two, from men, addressed formally to my then husband, asking him to pass on to me their appreciation of the book. Presumably they thought that he would not approve of my receiving letters from strange gentlemen. This notion of what was proper is like a residual echo from the world that Trollope knew.

      I would be better equipped to write about Winnie now than I was then. After my parents died in 1990, more photographs and family memorabilia came to light. My brother Richard Seebohm did a lot of research on our Seebohm antecedents for a paper he read to the Hitchin Historical Society in 1994. Until I read my brother’s paper, I had not known that Winnie’s Uncle Benjamin Seebohm lived nearby and was prominent in the Luton branch of the bank, Sharples & Co – properly Sharples, Tuke, Lucas & Seebohm. Winnie’s sister Juliet, when referring cryptically to Winnie’s disallowed love affair, mentioned their Aunt Julia as a parallel case. I wish I had investigated the story of this Julia Seebohm, who married Joseph Rowntree of the York chocolate firm, and died soon after. Nor was I properly familiar with all the intricate connections that link the Seebohms with other Quaker clans in a tight genealogical spiral. I had not realised that the family remained sufficiently close to their German roots for my father Frederic, Winnie’s nephew, to be called ‘Fritzi’, a nickname that was strategically abandoned at the onset of the First World War, when he was five*.

      Indeed I hardly knew Hitchin itself in the late 1960s, though in my early childhood I had often stayed in the nearby village of Preston, at the house called Poynder’s End built for my grandfather – Winnie’s adored brother Hugh – at the turn of the century. Then, eight years after A Suppressed Cry was published, my second husband Terence de Vere White and I bought a cottage in another village near Hitchin, where we remained for ten years.

      It was during those years that I grew to know the distinctive ‘look’ of the Hertfordshire landscape that Winnie’s sister Juliet painted in watercolours. (Esther painted too, but Juliet did much more. Everyone in the family has ‘Aunt Juliets’ hanging on their walls. While we lived in Hertfordshire, yet another cache of them was found in Hitchin, in a music school – Esther’s former home, where I had been to tea as a child.) I learned the Seebohms’ home town properly, and walked regularly down the wide street called Bancroft where they lived. Towards the end of our time there, I wrote a book about Hertfordshire, discovering in the process a great deal about the Hitchin of Winnie’s day which could have made A Suppressed Cry a more solid contribution to local history.

      In short I could, had I waited, have written a longer and a different book. It might not have been a more telling one. Too much information can blur the issues.

      My recent attachment to Hitchin and Hertfordshire, and some of what I now knew about life and work there in the 1880s, went into the novel Electricity (1995). The fictional Charlotte, transplanted to a house near Hitchin from a grubby London suburb, must have coincided many times with the real-life Winnie, shopping in the market-place. The dates fit exactly. Yet this never once occurred to me while I was writing the novel. Until, after Electricity was published, I re-read A Suppressed Cry for the purposes of this edition, I had no idea that there were other startling (to me) points of contact between the two young women. Charlotte did everything Winnie did not, and vice versa, but neither escaped their fate. They are mirror images of the same predicament.

      I had quite forgotten about Winnie, even though her portrait by Juliet – the one reproduced on the cover of this book – hangs in my bedroom. She was there, in another sense, all the time. She still is. ‘But they are all dead now’, I wrote, when I came to the end of the story. That’s not quite right. In some loop of space-time they are always there in the sunlit Hermitage garden in Hitchin; just as I am still in the back bedroom in Southampton putting together my first book. In any case, family stories have no endings.

       

      Victoria Glendinning, London 1995
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