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Introduction

Flashbacks

This is the third in my trilogy on ‘lost worlds of Britain’ – recent lost worlds, still in living memory, as recalled all too vividly by people who were there. In this book, I proceed from the trials of childhood to those of early adulthood.

It was a quotation in my introduction to the first of the trilogy, Terms & Conditions: Life in Girls’ Boarding Schools 1939–1979, that inspired me to write this one. Leafing through I Was There, a history of one of the girls’ schools, St James’s, West Malvern, I’d come across the Victorian founding headmistress, Miss Baird, still going strong in 1937, describing her dazzlement when her Old Girls came back to the school to visit her:


I do not know at what stage Old Girls interest me most. For instance, whether it is when they have just left the chrysalis stage after a time in Paris or Munich or Florence, and they come down here to dazzle us with their transformation. Or whether it’s when they come and tell us about the varied and interesting courses of training or ‘jobs’ which they are doing so efficiently. Or, at another stage, when they come down as mothers of Present Girls.



The inverted commas around the word ‘jobs’ suggested that Miss Baird considered jobs for young ladies as a new-fangled concept, a slightly comic idea, and very much ‘so-called’. ‘Jobs’, indeed! The transformation of her girls from cygnets to swans in the finishing schools of Paris, Florence and Munich (Munich in 1937 – that’s what they were up to) was supposed to prepare them for a lifetime of marriage and opening fetes: for cutting ribbons, not for changing typewriter ribbons.

From that moment on, my ‘jobs’ antennae were out. I longed to find out what ‘jobs’ young women did on leaving school, if indeed they did; what happened when they emerged into the world of adulthood, or pre-adulthood aged just fifteen or sixteen, perhaps not having the faintest idea what to do next, having had little or no aspirational encouragement (beyond marrying a suitable man) from their teachers or their parents, who were more interested in the sons. I started asking women born from the late 1920s onwards – in other words, anyone still alive – how equipped they were when they left school to go into any kind of work, and what happened next.

Further ‘jobs’ curiosity was sparked while writing the second of the trilogy, British Summer Time Begins: The School Summer Holidays, 1930–1980, in which I widened the net, asking men and women from across the social spectrum how they spent the long unsupervised weeks of their childhood summers. I discovered that the habit of work was something that some developed early and others never did. The unspoilt ones, desperate for cash, washed up in restaurants from the age of fourteen, walked home in the dark and spent the proceeds at the local coffee bar, or saved up for a bike, often giving up half of their earnings to their mother to pay for their upkeep at home. They learned from an early age the truth about jobs – that they go on, unglamorously and exhaustingly, for hour after hour, day after day – but that being useful and earning money, even if not much, is an effective morale-booster and has an empowering effect. Farmers’ children told me how they’d worked all summer, their annual treat being a week on their grandparents’ farm, and they had to work there too. Daughters from rigorous middle-class households were paid by their mothers to do the vacuuming and empty the waste-paper baskets, or were sometimes not paid to do that, just expected to. Meanwhile, others just played tennis. I wanted to trace the trajectories and attitudes to work that followed those very different starts, and to investigate how, through the different trajectories, women were formed into the people they became. I hope this book explains our mothers, and explains us.

A few flashbacks from my own experience, which have kept me awake since 1984, made me curious to find out what starting out in the world of work was like for other people. I left Girton College, Cambridge, hoping to ‘get into publishing’ as a secretary, in 1984, so at the tail-end of the period of this book, its cut-off date being ‘the end of the Typewriter Age’, which I reckon to be 1992, when the Email Age began, reducing to an eerie silence the clattering noise of offices and the rushing about of post boys with internal memos in string-sealed envelopes with a grid of previous recipients’ names scratched out. Did some of the character and fun go out of office life at that moment?

The flashbacks are as follows:

First, Rosemary Goad, the director at Faber & Faber, saying to me in September 1984, ‘Oh, I’ve got a million and one things to do,’ when she interviewed me for the job of secretary to the marketing director, and I asked her what she did all day. She either wouldn’t, or couldn’t, name a single one of those million and one things, and I’ve wondered ever since what people did in offices to fill the hours. I didn’t get the job. But what was an English graduate even doing applying to be secretary to the marketing director at Faber & Faber in 1984? My male friends were going straight in as editorial assistants – on another plane and at a higher pay scale. Girls like me were being variously entreated by our mothers, ‘Learn to type! It’ll get you a job anywhere’ or ‘Whatever you do, don’t learn to type. You’ll just get stuck being a typist.’

Then, the man in a holey jersey at the dusty desk of Zwemmer’s bookshop in Charing Cross Road apologising for not giving me the job there either, as a sales assistant, explaining they’d had 1,200 applicants. Twelve hundred applications for a bookshop assistant! But my mother told me that when she started out in 1954 it had been ‘easy to get a job’ at the advertising agency J. Walter Thompson. Was it true that jobs used to be easy to get?

Then, climbing a narrow staircase in Old Bond Street in my gathered skirt, frilly-collared blouse and Rayne pumps, to be interviewed by a steel-haired woman behind the desk at an agency that specialised in placing young women like me (nicely spoken with free accommodation provided by their parents) in jobs as secretaries ‘in the art world’. Who were these ladies in charge of young women’s job chances, and did they always lurk at the top of staircases?

Then, Jackie Laing, another brusque woman, who was in charge of the girls at Christie’s, where I did get a longed-for first job through that Bond Street agency, saying to me at my interview, ‘I’m afraid we don’t pay you very much, but we do give you a turkey at Christmas.’ The salary was £3,500. I didn’t last till Christmas, and have wondered ever since, did young men applying to Christie’s also get interviewed by Jackie Laing? (No, I discovered. They were on a different pathway from day one.) Would a turkey at Christmas compensate for the tiny salary? (No.) And why a turkey? It turned out that a certain Mr Leadbetter, who’d run the front counter at Christie’s in the 1960s, went off to run a turkey farm in Hertfordshire. He provided the turkeys – four hundred of them, freshly dead and driven up to London in a van – as Christmas gifts for the staff. Each member of staff got one, with giblets, in a Christie’s bag, along with a copy of the Christie’s Review of the Season. This was a perk, leading me to wonder what perks people at other offices were treated to.

Then, the unbelievable dullness of what I had to do: the paperwork that enabled pictures deemed not good enough to be sold at Christie’s King Street to be transferred to the inferior Christie’s South Kensington. I never saw any of the actual pictures – called things like Forty Winks – only the paperwork. Facing the expanse of time between the end of lunch and going-home time felt like stepping into the first mile of the Sahara Desert. You could feel profoundly homesick by three o’clock. Did time hang as heavily for others in their jobs? Did they too sometimes take refuge in the loo?
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At my desk in the Old Masters Department at Christie’s, 1985: a long afternoon stretches ahead

Then, developing a crush on Brian, one of the porters. He gave me a reason to go up and down the staff staircase on errands, delivering memos or taking pieces of paper up to General Filing, an attic piled high with enormous quantities of paper being put into alphabetical order. I did eventually invite Brian to supper, but nothing came of it. He said that when people he worked with had crushes on him, it made him ‘run a mile’. What better place to have a crush, though, than the office stairwell, whose bleakness needed relieving? What were other women’s experiences of lust and love in the workplace? Did they get their bottoms pinched in the lift? I never did; was it just my bottom, or had that habit died out by 1984?

Then, hearing the sentence ‘We have now had time to carefully examine your painting’ being dictated to my friend Amanda Dickson each morning by her boss in the next-door room. I was pained by his split infinitive. He called Amanda ‘child’ when she misspelled the name Gervase. Out came her bottle of Tippex. What were people’s misspelling memories, and what were their Tippex memories? ‘My letters were mostly straight Tippex,’ one former secretary would recall to me, bringing back the dandruffy weight of a heavily corrected sheet of foolscap. How clever, how eloquent, really, were the male bosses, and what else did they say to their underlings? Were the underlings just as clever as them, just less confident and less ambitiously educated?

I address these and other questions about the lot of the young women of the second half of the twentieth century in this book of first-hand recollections, for which I chatted to more than two hundred women from all walks of life, from all over the country – the backbone of British Janets, Janes, Sues and Angelas, who were only too happy to have someone to talk to about how they’d made their way in the world of work. In this book we will hear their voices. The vast majority of them were happy to be quoted by name. Very occasionally they asked for anonymity and I changed their name.

Alongside those bad flashbacks, I have good ones from my four years as a subeditor at Harpers & Queen, which started in June 1985 under the enlightened editorship first of Willie Landels and then of Nicholas Coleridge. Almost forty years later, I’m still sustained by the fun of it all and the friendships that were made. I wanted to find out whether, at its best, work was like this for others.

The good flashbacks are these:

First, the extraordinary friendliness of a thriving, bustling open-plan 1980s office, where women were treated (so it could happen!) as equals to men. The endless chat and hilarity. All of us subeditors, in fact all the staff, have remained friends for life. Was it true that there was sometimes this family feeling in working environments? Or was being holed up in an office with colleagues all too often like ‘being married to twenty-five strangers’, as I’ve heard office life described? Novels about offices describe the ghastly, cliché-ridden false bonhomie of it all (‘Welcome to the madhouse!’; ‘Roll on, retirement!’), but in that office, the bonhomie and kindred-spiritedness were genuine and, thank God, there were no notices on the wall saying, YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE MAD TO WORK HERE, BUT IT HELPS. I think that kind of conviviality must have become rarer now, because during the working-from-home months of the pandemic in 2020, lots of people I asked said they didn’t miss their office one bit, as it wasn’t any fun there at all any more, just a lonely, silent slog in front of a screen all day.
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Sub-editors larking about at Harpers & Queen, 1987. Left to right: Jasper Rees, Anthony Gardner, YMG, Harry Ritchie

I remember fondly the comforting presence of the ‘father’ or ‘mother’ of the office – the older person who’d worked there seemingly for ever. In our case it was the production manager Bob Johnson, who cycled ten miles from south London each morning, arriving at 6.30 a.m. with his packed lunch of sandwiches, made by his wife, which he ate alongside an Oxo cube dissolved in a cup of kettle water. (I was fascinated by other people’s lunch arrangements; people skulked off to goodness knows where; hence the chapter called ‘Smoke; Drink; Lunch’.) Bob had a remarkable ability to see and treasure the uniqueness in each one of us. He also happened to be a polymath. Did other offices have such a person who held the whole place together?

One afternoon in 1988, Miles Kington came into the office and showed us how he could send off his freshly written column for the Independent by plugging in a machine that made a funny noise, and we all watched, dazzled, as his piece was sent across ‘the internet’. Meanwhile at my open-plan workstation I was still typing out headlines and captions on a non-electric typewriter. I wanted to find out more about the evolution of mechanical typewriters into ‘golf ball’ ones, and then the challenges of word processors, fax machines and early computers, and the part these contraptions played in the working lives of young women.

So much of a girl’s future depended on a turning point decreed by others when she was eleven. At that point it was largely determined, without her realising it, whether she would be ‘working for’ or ‘working with’ or even working at all. Let’s start by sorting the young British females of the period into their various houses of aspiration or non-aspiration: the schools they were about to leave. To what extent were these any kind of springboard to a career, or even a ‘job’?
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