“Just a Bundle of Old Love Letters”: or 1930s Dreams of Love, Marriage and a Master's Degree in Organic Chemistry at Bedford College

It seems a strange chance to be here to talk to you a little about a woman who studied chemistry at Bedford College in the 1930s.  At the end of last year, I volunteered to help a project local to me, in South Woodford, east London.  They wanted me to help transcribe a “bundle of old love letters” as they were called, which had been bought on spec. at an auction as they were engaging in detective work to find out who was the writer, who the recipient of the letters and their environment.  A significant number of the letters had been written from Bedford College in 1936.  In passing, since I thought it represented a sentiment she might appreciate, I mentioned to Professor Caroline Barron that I had read the following in one of those letters:

 “ The (netball) match at Egham on Saturday has had to be scratched, as Royal Holloway College are playing in a cup match on that day, and say they will be too tired to play twice – Cissies!  That's what comes of being at a boarding school instead of a college.  The writer continues: (A typical Bedfordian attitude towards both Westfield and Holloway, but entirely justifiable).”


This prompted Caroline to say that she'd like to know more, and that the Bedford Society members might like that too.  Some of the things that emerged from this unlikely auction purchase  might be of interest to you – they are certainly issues which people have asked me about when I have mentioned the letters to them.

 So I'll first explain a bit about the letters themselves; who bought them at auction and why?  Then about unravelling the mystery of who wrote them, why, where and when. And then about what finding the letters could tell us about the writer's life and history, her studies, her teaching work, her marriage to the man to whom she wrote so passionately

Particularly of interest to me were the revelations made by the letter writer about life at Bedford in 1936; as well as her teaching in Edinburgh and Kent in 1937 to 1938.  This leads to thoughts about women and the study of chemistry; about the place of Bedford College in chemistry teaching and research, which you will be more aware of than I am.  After transcription of the letters, and the detective work involved, I now ponder how these letters fit with the current obsession of historians who do what is called 'history from below'.  For them, private diaries, despite seeming mundane and full of trivia, are proving to be a fertile source for a range of cultural and social history;  I would put this collection of letters alongside such diaries since they were written so frequently, sometimes every few days.
The project which bought the letters

So who would show interest in unravelling the stories in a bundle of 175 letters – 1000 roughly A5 pages in all?   A voluntary project in South Woodford - Community Healthcare Innovations – who have an overall aim 'to do healthcare differently'.  They are the focus for a network of projects which deliver a variety of  health care activities which the NHS and local doctors cannot provide.   One part of the network brings together other local community groups and clubs, provides space to work, and is a source of local information.  Someone in this part of the project bought the letters, realising that here was a source which could meet an expressed need for people to be involved in something that engaged their brains; it opened up the possibility for them and others to do their own community historical research and to answer the question 'what can letters of the 1930s tell us about our heritage?'  The staff of the project are dab hands at sophisticated website design, communication, and getting articles in the local press.  Since purchasing the letters, they have raised funding from the Heritage Lottery Fund.  After transcription and finding out more about the people involved, they staged an exhibition about the writer, and her times – even showed films that she saw.  They traced her children and thus found out more about her. They have visited her home town of Luton to see what remained of places lived in by the people involved, the church where she married.  And a surprisingly full picture has been built up which is quite amazing when I think of the almost mysterious nature of the bundle of letters that was bought.
The letters in context and facts revealed by various avenues of detective work

So, a large bundle of letters, 175 in all, 1000 pages, was bought for £25 at an auction in Hainault in May 2012.  They were written in a neat and eminently readable hand, all signed 'Meg' – nothing else. They greeted a man: 'dear Charles', 'darling Charles'.  They were in their original envelopes, bearing a penny halfpenny stamp, all addressed to a Mr C. F. Jones in Luton.  This Mr Jones had died in a care home in Brentwood, Essex, in 1989, aged 79 and somehow these letters he had kept from 1936 were part of his effects which belatedly arrived at auction – no-one knows how.  Meg's family had no idea they existed.  Forty of the letters in the collection, from January 1936 until about August 1936, were written from Bedford College House in Adamson Road, London, NW3 – or from the lab, or one of the common rooms at Bedford.  Summer 1936's letters came from a holiday address in Cornwall.  Then a gap – a whole academic year missing.  The letters start again in September 1937 from St George's School, Costorphine in Edinburgh; from January 1938, they come from Highworth School in Ashford, Kent; in July 1938, they stop. Meg and her beloved were on the verge of their marriage and were living again in the same town.

In just one of the letters came a vital clue – writing from the Organic Lab at Bedford on 20 March 1936, Meg wrote: 'Yesterday afternoon, I have the honour to announce, Miss M. A. Smith's team won the netball tournament, winning all of their matches, and thereby gaining the magnificent prize of one 2d bar of chocolate'.  So a Mr Charles Jones and a Miss Margaret Smith were in love and hoping to marry – such unusual names!  But research, particularly on ancestry websites, was able to resolve a lot of the mystery.  They did marry and the children of their marriage, were traced by the end of 2012; they provided some documentary evidence of events in their parents' lives.

We found that Meg was Margaret Annie Smith; born on 21st November 1914.  Very tragically she died from a brain haemorrhage in Luton and Dunstable hospital on 14th July 1958, just 43 years old.

Charles was Charles Frederick Jones; born on 13 April 1910, so 4½ years older than Meg.  He died on 6th March 1989 coming up to the age of 79.

Charles and Meg married on 7 September1938 at Mount Tabor Methodist church in Luton – she aged 23, school teacher of 56 Cromwell Road, Luton, and he aged 28, a pork butcher's journeyman; we also know that her father was an engineer's buyer, and his a pork butcher.  They were to have three children – the first born in 1942; another in 1944 and the third in 1948.

We also found that from 1930 to July 1933, Meg had attended Luton High School for Girls. In July 1933, aged 18, she achieved her Cambridge Higher Schools Certificate in Chemistry, Botany, Subsidiary Maths, and a compulsory English Essay.  In her letters of January to August of 1936, we learn that she was completing her MSc in chemistry at Bedford College – only 3 years after leaving school, which seemed slightly odd.  However, the archivist at Royal Holloway was able to advise me from the Bedford archives that this Margaret Smith did her BSc, specialising in Chemistry with Botany subsidiary, from 1933 to 1935, and that she did her MSc in 1935-6.  The archivist explained:

'I think this was quite unusual and there is a note in the file to say that although she passed the MSc in 1936 she wasn't permitted to graduate then as the third year of study actually competed the BSc.  She had to wait until 1938 for the award of the MSc but by then she had gained her teaching diploma at the Institute of Education.'
  
 The archivist at the Institute of Education confirmed that she was awarded her teaching diploma in August 1937 and that her teaching practice schools were in London at Haverstock Central and Barnesbury Central.  They could not find her address during that year, but thought it likely that she lived at home in Luton with no need to write to her beloved, hence the gap in the letters.  How she was sent to work in Edinburgh is unrecorded – she must have been devastated.
Life at Bedford College

While studying for her Master's degree, Meg lived in Bedford House in Adamson Road, NW3, very near Swiss Cottage station – within fairly reasonable walking distance of the college and labs in Regents Park; it was referred to as 'the hostel'.  It was apparently a set of three houses, which accommodated about 37 students.   Her letters are full of references to her friends there – some of them were other female co-researchers for masters' degrees.  They frequently commiserated with each other about research problems, and particularly about their misery at being away from their men-friends.  To Charles she writes: “Oh my dear!  I feel as though I can't stand this place much longer; it wouldn't be so bad if only I were living at home, but as it is – Copestake and I spend most of the day going either to meals or coffee and consoling each other as best we can.”
  This sad refrain punctuates many of the letters, but Meg also tells Charles of outings in London, frequent visits to the cinema and concerts, visits to different parts of London and modest shopping trips.  The everyday history is enlivened with the details of films: while at Bedford, she writes about: 'King of the Damned', 'The Bride Comes Home', 'Come Out of the Pantry', 'The Cup Final Film', 'The Count of Monte Cristo', 'Rhodes of Africa' .  There are comments on the film stars and about players in jazz orchestras; she tells Charles a great deal about radio plays and concerts she listened to, often while her experiments were going on in the lab– she adored classical music as well as jazz. So much of what she writes confirms the Bedford feeling that the students were 'sophisticated girls about town', whereas others, notably those at Royal Holloway, were 'mere girls in a protected boarding school atmosphere'.


Meg mentions that her studies had been aided by a scholarship and that money for research came periodically from Imperial Chemical Industries, who over the years had a strong link with Bedford College.  But she often says she is short of money, despite her quite frequent pleasurable outings.  She recounts how she saves money by walking to College or lab. or other places, instead of spending the money on the bus or underground.  She discusses a method of sending her letters to him without a stamp but making it look as if there had been a stamp on the envelope.  

She was a remarkably 'sporty' young woman.  Netball was her passion. She was frequently at practices and matches, usually against other London University Colleges and Oxford colleges.  She adored going to the gym and did so at least twice a week; she sometimes played hockey and in summer, tennis.  Apart from chemistry and her love for Charles, sport was her life, and her keenness continued in her teaching posts after Bedford.  Charles was regaled in the love letters with every detail of all this. They shared a passion for Luton Town Football Club and she would tell him her views on the weekend's matches.  Charles usually visited her in London on a Sunday and sometimes on a Tuesday as well.  If the money could stretch to it, Meg would go to Luton on a Sunday although she clearly did not relish staying in her parents' house for these visits.  It is clear that Charles, who was in a steady job in meat retailing, used to help her out financially from time to time, sent her books to read and it appears that he helped her afford her cigarette-smoking habit: she comments about a Balkan Sobranie which kept her company while she read an interesting book; another time it was an Ardath; and, enjoying a Passing Clouds, she says: “nothing like a cigarette to accompany a dream when you're lonely”.

Meg was an avid reader as was Charles and they encouraged each other in this; sometimes Charles would buy her a book.  The letters detail the books read at Bedford – a wide variety of light and heavy reading.   She was especially pleased with a biography of Gino Watkins, the Arctic explorer; got through Anna Karenina in short time; read a lot of Julian Huxley and H.G Wells; much enjoyed Railway Ribaldry by Heath Robinson, and on one occasion writes “the state of my head is probably due to my having buried it in a Dorothy Sayers so completely to the exclusion of anything else that I've finished it in a day.  It was her latest 'Gaudy Night' and contains 483 pages of solid reading.”
  Welcome relief for one who was having to read chemical research papers in German.

She certainly worked extremely hard at her research.  Experiments took their time, or had to be redone when various disasters struck and it was quite normal for her to be still in the lab. at 9 o'clock at night and then getting up early the next morning to write up her notes.  She frequently felt she had overdone things, suffering from headaches and tension, colds and pains.  She told Charles of the remedies she was trying. Bournvita was a favourite, to be taken last thing at night and at 11 in the morning; she also used the (nameless) 'pills' she'd put by from her stock used at her BSc finals; quinine when she thought she had a cold; Sanatogen.  But she never felt bad if she could go to gym or play netball – or even felt better when walking rather than taking transport.  
Love and Chemistry

Meg's longing to be with Charles made her, unsurprisingly, often negative about her time at Bedford; she was desperate to be with him and to be married to him.  But … she loved chemistry research.  A paragraph from a letter: “I do hope you'll be able to read this darling, but my eyes are giving me a lot of trouble tonight; melting points always have a bad effect anyway and I also managed to burn them with carbolic acid this afternoon.  ….. I was going (out) tonight too, but it's too late now.  If you ever want to be punctual for anything, or not to miss anything, never take chemistry research! It's absolutely fatal to both.  Still, I wouldn't take anything else if you paid me to do it.  In spite of all my grumbles, I love doing it!”


“It” appears to have been research sponsored by ICI to find a new wetting agent for one of their products.  Fortunately for Meg, she found in Charles someone who, though from a different background in the meat trade, was interested in her work, and often she calls him her 'safety valve'. It is clear, although we do not have the other side of this love letter correspondence, that Charles wrote to Meg as frequently as she did to him, judging from responses she made to things he had obviously written in his letters.  It was as well he was such a wonderfully supportive 'listener' because she constantly presented him with detailed descriptions of her work, sometimes punctuated with chemical diagrams.  I find this rather delightful.  The letters are full of passion and longing for Charles, but also full of chemistry of a different kind.  

Perhaps, as an example – a letter at the end of March 1936 – “My Dearest, As usual this is being written while I am surrounded by various portions of work.  At the moment I am engaged in taking a melting point of an unknown substance, which means picking up and putting down a gas burner very frequently and keeping a constant eye on the temperature and the substance, so please forgive mistakes.  Three cheers, the first one has gone at 65 degrees which is a good thing as I have two more to do.// I've had a horribly messy sort of day today, mostly crystallising and recrystallising two new substances, an iso-propyl tetralin sulphonyl chloride, and a phenyl tri-iso-propyl naphthalene alpha sulphonate.  This has meant that all day I've had to suppress those longed-for dreams of you almost completely.  Completely is of course utterly impossible my darling; oh...!  There's wealth of longing in that gap my dearest; in fact I have an almost irresistible urge to take the first bus I see to Luton and come in to see you tonight.  I do want you so very badly – but I must stop thinking like this for the moment anyway, as I'll just go on dreaming for hours and I must do those two melting points before I leave tonight and it's now 6.40 and I'm supposed to be having dinner at 6.45.  I can just write a bit more while I am waiting for the temperature to get steady after each heating”. This is followed with news of a netball tournament and her latest efforts at the gym.  After dinner there are three long paragraphs about the progress of the experiment, her longing for him – mid- longing, she knocks one of the substances on the floor, but continues telling him about her preference for Julian over Aldous Huxley, her plans for a hockey tournament next day and a film in the evening; finally she gives thanks that all the melting processes are over at 9 pm and she can go back to the hostel.

This is typical of the love letters of the Bedford period – a mix of passionate longing for Charles and passion for her work and the more mundane details of her life.  

Bedford in the early part of the 20th century was regarded as a pinnacle for women chemists – Meg should be seen in this context and as a young woman out of the ordinary in this respect.  Chemistry study started to flourish at Bedford in the 1880s and it boasted the first British university-level chemistry lab. for women.  Figures up to 1949 show that it had by far the largest enrolment of female chemistry students of any British university
.  One of the staff whom Meg mentions in her letters was the pioneering woman chemist, Mary Stephen Lesslie, who came to teach and research at Bedford in 1927, remaining there for the next 40 years.  As a demonstrator, most of the organic chemistry teaching was her responsibility.  She formed a prolific research partnership with the highly respected Eustace Ebenezer Turner who arrived at Bedford in 1928.  Dr Turner was Meg's supervisor for her MSc and it is amusing to read her down-to earth comments about this man who is elsewhere written about in such admiring terms.  

Her relationship with him appears to be similar to the views of a number of Masters and PhD students you may know about their supervisors.  In January 1936 she says “...Most of the work has only been necessary because Dr Turner is … ….   I asked him for some more substance last term, as I wanted to do another consideration.  He said he'd got it, so yesterday I made my iso-propyl hydrogen sulphate, which is quite a lengthy process, went to him for my stuff, and he, after having searched for (it) for half an hour, came back and said he was sorry, but he'd got the wrong stuff after all, and I'd better make my own”; she adds “I do adore Dr Turner – such a sweet helpful man!  This effort almost earns him the title of Useless Eustace as far as I'm concerned.”
  She complains that he is never around when she needs his advice. 
 Generally he falls short of the standard she expects, although at the end of April they had a discussion about how to write a thesis; she found him helpful and herself a little less in the dark.
 And in May, she writes: “Eustace gave me a complete shock this morning by coming down and asking if I needed any help.  Boy! I spilt a bibful, to use the appropriate Americanism.  Still I got a few hints which might carry me along a new line of tertiary butyl naphthalenes”.


However, his greatest fault, in her eyes, and in the eyes of most of the others in the chemistry department, was his philandering with one of the other research students.  Meg's severe annoyance was because their togetherness highlighted her loneliness and sharpened her longing to be with Charles.  Frequently she explodes to Charles about it, for instance, they “are getting on my nerves.  If they aren't both together in our lab. they're together in his room, or his lab or Hampstead Heath!  No-one else in the place can get any access to him at all”.
 “I've … inspired (him) to leave (her) for a time.  (She) tells me that she is having nothing to do with love (our kind of love she means) but if she's substituting that kind of thing for it, then my dearest one, I know which of the two I'd choose every time! It may, as you say, seem damned silly to outsiders but I too think I shall go on being so about you all my life.  There's nothing in this world I'd rather be, if that's a synonym for “terribly in love.”
  

All the excitement wasn't caused by love.  In the 1930s, chemical  experimentation was dangerous.  This was taken for granted in a way that wouldn't be acceptable to us – fires, explosions, gassings – in fact, at the start of Meg's undergraduate time at Bedford, in 1934, one of the staff, Ivy Rogers, had died in a lab. accident. Meg quite often wrote, with some matter of factness, of undesirable events. In March: “Not a confounded thing has gone right, added to which I collected rather a beautiful fire with ether – I had to put it out with a blanket as I didn't want to ruin the product with water or sand, and there's nothing I hate more than the moment of plunging my hands and blanket over 3 ft of flame.”
  On another occasion a mixture of isopropyl alcohol and concentrated sulphuric acid was heating – she left it to chat to others; she then writes: “half an hour later, alack, the mixture which should have stayed below 45 degrees had already reached 110 and was giving off sulphur dioxide in bucketfuls, so that I almost gassed myself sick – so I have got a raw-feeling inside and a very hoarse voice”
 and in May, when doing a vacuum distillation: “suddenly there was a terrific explosion and the thing blew up on me … My eyes were about 6 inches from the thing when it went up and though my face and hair received large amounts of my beautiful butyl naphthalene, nothing went near my eyes, and all the glass that went into me, went into my arms.  They at the moment have the appearance of white sausages …. there's a piece of glass still in one place but I can see it.”


Despite Meg being such a capable and intelligent woman, I was a bit sorry to read the following in one of her letters: I heard another rather interesting result of that Psychology test today.  Apparently men and women make on the whole characteristic patterns very different according to sex.  The Chemistry department (here) however are alone in having made the type of pattern characteristic of men.....................  I'm not quite sure whether to be pleased or not over this.  As I've always considered men's brains superior to women's on the whole, I suppose I should be pleased but....”

Thoughts about marriage

Marriage seems to have been on Meg and Charles' mind from early in their relationship.  It hasn't been possible to find out exactly how and when they met.  But during all the time she was writing in 1936 until their marriage in September 1938, marriage was all that they wanted.  We have to see that against a background of attitudes and expectations of the time – Meg knew that marriage would bring an end to study, research, and professional work.  It is interesting that she felt, as she put it, 'under attack' from her mother and perhaps others in her family about her wish to marry – or was it her wish to marry soon? One might suppose that a middle-class mother would have been more than pleased at her daughter's wish to marry. In March 1936, there had obviously been a big argument about it, perhaps on one of her Sunday trips home to Luton.   She writes to Charles: “all my dreams of the future are centred round you, round a home which we will share together, and round our children.....  .  I know I shall be subjected to the same form of attack again, not necessarily from my mother … please darling.. don't think that they necessarily want to separate us, because in my parents' case they don't.  I know that it is chiefly because my mother thinks that they have sent me here, given me a good education, and that I should now repay them by carving out a career first.  I hate seeming ungrateful, but I have had enough in scholarship money to pay for my actual education, and I just can't accept the career.  Darling, it is you I want, not a career; I think that they realise this now, and will not put obstacles in our way provided I teach for a certain time.”
   And again: “It’s a great mistake for any ordinary person to go on doing this kind of work in a glorified school after 18.  All the exams I've done in the last few years have absolutely sickened me of it all, which is a pity, since research could be jolly interesting if you had your heart wholly in the job.” 
 So to please her parents she did her teaching diploma in 1937-8 and spent another year teaching.  How she hated her time in Edinburgh.  She actually called the non-receptive girls 'gutter snipes' and felt that trying to teach them chemistry was demeaning to a subject she loved so much.  She coped better with the next school in Kent and by the time when she left to marry she admitted to quite liking teaching.

Marriage was always spoken about between Meg and Charles with great seriousness.  The bond of friendship between the two of them stands out.  “Dear heart to be able to help when you're tired and miserable and fed up will be one of my dearest privileges … marriage and heaven will be synonymous.  Sweetheart, nothing must ever be allowed to come between us and that true companionship – children, home, nothing.  I have seen husbands made oh so miserable by their wives' complete absorption in the children, giving all their attention to them so that they are too tired … to be of any comfort at all.”

I was interested to find that Charles and Meg had been studying together a well-known book by Leslie Weatherhead, “The Mastery of Sex Through Psychology and Religion” - a mark of their seriousness and commitment – that same book was to be found in my own home, read by my parents who married several months after Charles and Meg had wed. Meg says she found it a great help against all her relations and friends who told her she was too young, thus her love would be transient.   After reading it she could say “Together we will make that ideal marriage which God ordained and which He will help us to carry out”.
Meg's letters, private sources for public history?

In recent years the diaries of private citizens have been a fertile source for historians.  The systematic frequency of Meg's writings makes her letters rather like a diary.  They were written privately, not for any sort of publication. They were her everyday thoughts, perhaps to be regarded as trivial by those who believe historical sources are about the powerful, about wars, politicians, about great social movements.  Is the trivia of everyday life a fitting subject for our interest?  Many historians now believe that it most certainly is, treating diaries and letters of the so-called 'ordinary' person as the raw material for “history from below, rescuing overlooked people and things from what has been called 'the enormous condescension of posterity”.
  

 This aspect of Meg's letters interests me.  You might say that, although what she wrote was of huge, huge importance to her and to the man who received them (remember that he kept them all his life), it was of no importance to anyone else – full of sweet love talk, tittle tattle about friends and fellow students, shopping, cinema, radio, walking from here to there, rows with mother, fury at unappreciative pupils, books read, the odd football match.  If we examine Meg's letters, she pays scant attention to events beyond the intimate and her personal need to write her daily account of her doings, of her love and longings.  Even her fascinating scientific work is personal to her; she writes about how it affects her and no-one else.  There is so little in the letters which touches on the history of the world beyond all this – why should there be? There is a reference to an Armistice day event in Scotland in 1937 and a picture she has seen of the king and queen in the Daily Sketch; she expresses much sympathy for Edward Windsor and his love for Mrs Simpson at the end of 1937; and during mid-1938 while at school in Kent she asks Charles to bring his book 'Personal Precautions against Gas' when he next comes to see her, and mentions her attendance at a series of four Air Raid Precaution lectures with receipt of an ARP badge for completing the course (real silver, she remarks).

Some social historians have taken much interest in the lives of so-called 'unimportant' people.  They believe that these lives give us a truer balance in social history.  One remarked way back in the 1930s that private diaries, to which I would add series of private letters like Meg's, were “human documents of peculiar interest” – potentially more valuable than those of eminent people because they allow us to “enter into the trivial pleasures and petty miseries of daily life – the rainy day, the blunt razor, the new suit, the domestic quarrel, the bad night, the twinge of toothache”.
  They give us a clear view of the lives of ordinary, perhaps obscure, people.  Meg does that in her letters.  She speaks clearly of what it was like for her, a woman in love, doing her Master's research at Bedford, then teaching chemistry, before reaching her heart's desire in marriage.  Yet, these letters are private, they were not for publication or discussion.  In a way they remain enigmatic.  They do not give up all their secrets.  Questions remain, but the glimpses they give of the life of someone like Meg in the 1930s are precious and invaluable.
Dr Deirdre E. P Palk, F.R.H.S.,
for 5 February 2014
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