
The s t r e n g t h of t h i s book l i e s i n 
s e v e r a l sources: F i r s t , the w r i t e r 
has a c l e a r p e r c e p t i o n of the e l e ­
ments i n the contemporary p a t t e r n of 
male/female r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n Aus­
t r a l i a . Secondly, Dixon has ably 
used modern p s y c h o l o g i c a l and s o c i o ­
l o g i c a l t h e o r i e s t o wrest a more 
s a t i s f y i n g meaning from d e s c r i p t i o n s 
of how A u s t r a l i a n men and women t r e a t 
each other. 

T h i r d l y , by t r a c k i n g down those docu­
ments which d e t a i l the h i s t o r i c a l pro­
cesses she demonstrates the burden of 
h i s t o r y and helps to e x p l a i n why Aus­
t r a l i a n men r e j e c t women so t h a t "we 
short-change each other p a t h e t i c a l l y , 
s t u n t i n g p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r f e l l o w s h i p 
and the k i n d of sexual j o y t h a t can 
only go w i t h a r i c h sense of shared 
humanity." 

F i n a l l y , and very b r i e f l y , she i n d i ­
cates a way out of the v i c i o u s c i r c l e 
of deprecation and s e l f - d e p r e c a t i o n 
t h a t has evolved while men have 
managed the world. "Men and women 
f i n a l l y belong w i t h each other. So 
a f t e r those women, f o r whom i t i s 
necessary, r e d i s c o v e r t h e i r worth i n 
autonomous female groupings, they 
haven't much opt i o n but to move out 
and help men o f f the hook where 
they've pinned themselves." 
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"Few people hear a women's t a l e . . . ." 
I t i s the s t o r i e s and songs of the 
ploughboy, farm labourer and poacher 
th a t are t o l d again and again. The 
experiences of the women who worked 
together on the l a n d — p i c k i n g stones, 
weeding potatoes, gleaning the har­
vested c o r n f i e l d s — a r e l e f t i n the 
pages o f the o c c a s i o n a l d i a r y or of 
the government reports t h a t were com­
missioned to explore the extent of 
women's and c h i l d r e n ' s work i n E n g l i s h 
a g r i c u l t u r e . Rarely, too, are the 
women's own s t o r i e s repeated; r a t h e r 
i t i s the opinions of the churchmen, 
the teacher or the bureaucrat that ex­
p l a i n what such hard work does to a 
woman: " . . . not only d i d landwork 
'almost unsex a woman' but i t 'gener­
ates a f u r t h e r pregnant s o c i a l mis­
c h i e f by u n f i t t i n g or i n d i s p o s i n g her 
f o r a woman's proper d u t i e s a t home." 
(Report of the Commissioners on the 
Employment of C h i l d r e n , Young Persons 
and Women i n A g r i c u l t u r e , 1867, c i t e d 
i n Fenwomen, p. 17). 

The g l o r y of eluding the gamekeeper, 
s u c c e s s f u l l y f i r i n g a farmer's hay­
r i c k , or j o i n i n g the a g r i c u l t u r a l union 
and then f i n a l l y going out against the 
l o c a l farmers was f o r the men, not 
the women. They were l e f t behind i n 



the k i tchens or the f i e l d s to worry 
and to make ends meet f o r t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n and t h e i r men: "Mother used 
to make these b o i l e d puddings. Sup­
posed to be meat puddings, but there 
was j u s t a l i t t l e piece of meat f o r 
f a t h e r . Father had the meat and we 
had the onions and the gravy." (Gladys 
Otterspear, 83 years o l d , p. 35) 

Mary Chamberlain's Fenwomen i s one a t ­
tempt to l e t the women of a r u r a l Eng­
l i s h v i l l a g e t e l l what i t was l i k e 
from t h e i r p e r s p e c t i v e . They take us 
through g i r l h o o d , school, marriage, 
work and o l d age with forays i n t o 
p o l i t i c s , r e c r e a t i o n and r e l i g i o n . By 
i n t e r v i e w i n g women who range i n age 
from t h e i r l a t e e i g h t i e s down to 6 or 
7 years, Chamberlain can cover a con­
s i d e r a b l e h i s t o r i c a l range. The ol d e r 
women can take us back to the times 
of t h e i r mothers and grandmothers, 
while the young g i r l s and women push 
us i n t o the fu t u r e w i t h t h e i r dreams 
and a s p i r a t i o n s . With the o l d e r women 
Chamberlain found t h a t the years of 
low v i s i b i l i t y , i s o l a t i o n and the r e ­
duced economic importance of t h e i r 
c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the fa m i l y had taken 
t h e i r t o l l . She remarks how many of the 
women with whom she spoke had such 
l i t t l e confidence i n t h e i r a b i l i t y to 
t a l k about the past or i n the v a l i d i t y 
and importance of what they had t o 
t e l l : " I can't t e l l you nothing, but 
i f you asked my husband or o l d Dick-
So-and-So, they can t e l l you f a r more 
. . . " or " I don't see that t h a t 
could be i n t e r e s t i n g f o r you, you should 

have asked my man." (pp. 11-12) How­
ever, the t a l e s the women recount are 
f a s c i n a t i n g and i n v a l u a b l e . 

G i s l e a , the v i l l a g e o f Chamberlain's 
women, i s not at a l l l i k e the r u s t i c 
scene depicted i n r u r a l England 
t r a v e l p o s t e r s . I t i s a v i r t u a l 
i s l a n d surrounded by black marshy fen-
l a n d s — " B l a c k fen they c a l l i t around 
here. B l a c k — f o r the peaty s o i l ; 
b l a c k — f o r the mood of the area, f o r 
i t s h i s t o r y and f o r i t s f u t u r e . " (p. 
11) Although r a i l t r a n s p o r t a t i o n 
came i n the 1930s and s e r i o u s l y 
undermined one of the main sources of 
employment, i t was not u n t i l the 
Second World War tha t G i s l e a was con­
nected w i t h the outside world by road. 
Nearby v i l l a g e s could only be reached 
by a long walk across the fens which 
could be treacherous i n wet weather. 
This p h y s i c a l i s o l a t i o n f o rced the 
v i l l a g e upon i t s e l f . U n t i l recent 
generations intermarriage was f a i r l y 
common and i t was d i f f i c u l t f o r women 
to share confidences "because they a l l 
was r e l a t i o n s . " 

The s o c i a l landscape of the v i l l a g e i n 
the past created f u r t h e r d i v i s i o n s . 
There were at l e a s t two separate com­
munities. "My mother wouldn't l e t us 
mix w i t h East end f o l k , the poachers 
and t h a t . There were two d i f f e r e n t 
v i l l a g e s . I was up-town, you see." 
(p. 36) In a d d i t i o n to the s p l i t be­
tween the 'roughs' and the 'deserving' 
or 'respectable' poor, there was the 
squirearchy who c o n t r o l l e d the economy 



of G i s l e a . The g r i n d i n g poverty of 
the past pushed men and boys i n t o 
poaching gangs and various acts of 
v i o l e n t crime against the p r o p e r t i e d 
c l a s s e s and a l s o people of nearby v i l ­
lages. S uspicion of strangers and 
f e a r of the unknown have been strong 
f e a t u r e s of G i s l e a ' s landscape; features 
t h a t the people are j u s t beginning to 
shed. 

The past f o r t y years have brought con­
s i d e r a b l e changes to G i s l e a . The v i l ­
lage i s no longer a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t 
u n i t . The butchers, bakers, cobblers 
as w e l l as the d a i r y , blacksmith and 
l o c a l p h y s i c i a n have a l l gone. Now 
there i s only a small co-op s t o r e , a 
sub-post o f f i c e cum general s t o r e p l u s 
one or two other small shops. P r i c e s 
are high and s e l e c t i o n i s poor. There 
are few employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n 
G i s l e a . Most of the v i l l a g e workers 
have to commute to Cambridge or E l y 
where there are jobs i n the l i g h t i n ­
dustry s e c t o r . Bus s e r v i c e has been 
cut back and r a i l s e r v i c e abandoned, so 
those who remain at home during the 
day have only inconvenient bus 
schedules, b i c y c l e s or t h e i r own two 
f e e t to get about. Few f a m i l i e s can 
a f f o r d the p r o v e r b i a l two cars that 
have become a n e c e s s i t y i n commuter 
communities. 

The recent changes i n t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , 
communications, employment opportun­
i t i e s and landholding p a t t e r n s i n 
G i s l e a seem to have almost passed over 
the l i v e s of women and g i r l s . The 

proper sphere of women continues to 
embrace the f a m i l y and the home. Women 
s t i l l bear the burden of r e s p o n s i b i l ­
i t y f o r housework, c h i l d c a r e and making 
ends meet. S i g n i f i c a n t t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
changes have occurred to transform the 
nature of these a c t i v i t i e s but they r e ­
main women's work: 

I t was a harder l i f e than we have 
now, i n the fen. But you accepted 
i t . You had to c a r t a l l your 
goods from the v i l l a g e and i t was 
awkward when you wanted to go to 
the shops because you'd got that 
journey out and i t was j u s t a 
t r a c k down to the fen, on top of 
the fen bank. And we'd c y c l e up 
and c a r r y a l l our p a r a f f i n f o r 
the lamps and that on the handle­
bars. We had to f e t c h a l l the 
water and i f you d i d n ' t have any 
water i n your r a i n butt f o r 
washing that meant that my hus­
band used to have to f e t c h i t . 
Though sometimes I used t o f e t c h 
the water too. Though he did n ' t 
l i k e me to do i t . . . . i t was 
the only job he d i d n ' t l i k e me 
doing. (Aida Hayhoe, 82 years 
o l d , p. 76-77) 

I t was a f u l l - t i m e job when they 
were babies, having them so c l o s e 
together. I t ' s not so bad now, 
though i t ' s s t i l l a f u l l - t i m e 
job to get everything done i n a 
day. I'd love to go back to work 
though . . . He (my husband) 
says he doesn't mind me going to 
work so long as the c h i l d r e n 
aren't neglected . . . (Susan 



I s b e l l , 25 years o l d , p. 85) 

One area t h a t has brought s u b s t a n t i a l 
change i n the l i v e s of women i s contra­
c e p t i o n — i t s a v a i l a b i l i t y — a n d a 
greater sexual awareness. No longer 
do women have to endure frequent preg­
nancies from the f i r s t years of mar­
ri a g e u n t i l menopause. But pregnancy 
can s t i l l ensure marriage although 
perhaps f o r d i f f e r e n t reasons. C h i l d ­
ren were e s s e n t i a l f o r the nineteenth 
and e a r l y t w e n t i e t h century farm 
worker: "That was a shock when I got 
married. I d i d n ' t know nothing. I 
don't know what I thought I was g e t t i n g 
married f o r . He used to say 'What have 
you got under your apron? I got to see 
i f you're any good!" (p. 72) But now, 
f o r the young woman, pregnancy can 
mean a bargaining p o s i t i o n : "We use 
to make lo v e , before we were married 
i n f r o n t of the f i r e at h i s parents 
. . . . We j u s t used the withdrawal 
method. I never thought of any other 
method. Now I'm on the p i l l . But 
then I got pregnant on purpose, so we 
could get married. . . ." (p. 86) The 
d e c i s i o n about contraception seems 
l a r g e l y to r e s t on the women, both now 
and then. 

Women's work outside the home i n G i s l e a 
i s secondary and supplemental to the 
man's income. Consequently, the wages 
pai d to women are low and the various 
l o c a l unions are not i n t e r e s t e d i n 
t h e i r membership. Gladys Rushmere, 
G i s l e a ' s postwoman, cannot be a member 
of the p o s t a l union because she i s only 

considered an a u x i l i a r y postwomen— 
"They ask you to belong to superan­
nuation and t h i n g s l i k e t h a t , but 
they don't ask you to j o i n the 
union. . . . I t ' s s o r t of a v i c i o u s 
c i r c l e , r e a l l y . Since we're not 
allowed t o j o i n the union, we can't 
push i n t o make suggestions." (p. 106) 
Work o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r women have always 
been r e s t r i c t e d . Younger women com­
mute outside the v i l l a g e , and i f 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n becomes a problem or 
hours c o n f l i c t w i t h those of the hus­
band, i t i s the wife's job that i s 
s a c r i f i c e d . 

The o l d e r women could only choose be­
tween f i e l d w o r k and domestic s e r v i c e . 
As c h i l d r e n , most had a t a s t e of f i e l d -
work: 

Gleaning we used to go, at harvest, 
a f t e r they had the corn i n . We 
was on h o l i d a y from school. That 
was our summer h o l i d a y . . . . 
Mother use t o go and take a l l us 
c h i l d r e n , the bigger ones looked 
a f t e r the l i t t l e ones i n the 
f i e l d . Some of the women had 
t h e i r babies on t h e i r backs and 
they'd give them a b i t of laudanum 
on sugar to keep them asleep. I 
t h i n k most women d i d t h a t . . . . 
(Mary Coe, 86 years o l d , p. 29) 

Although many of the words of the 
women of G i s l e a suggest l i t t l e has 
changed f o r them, there i s a great deal 
of d i f f e r e n c e between the young and the 
o l d . The women over f i f t y speak with 
a v i t a l i t y t h a t the younger ones l a c k . 



I t i s not t h a t they mourn the passing 
of the o l d ways—"People say 'Oh them 
good o l d days.' But what was good of 
them? You t e l l me!" (p. 81) The 
mere s t r u g g l e to su r v i v e brought many 
women t o t h e i r knees. But there's a 
fondness about the past, perhaps be­
cause women had t o come together more 
and work together. In those hours 
together there were moments t o ex­
change s t o r i e s and thoughts: "We'd be 
s i t t i n g w i t h the o l d e r women t i l l the 
Church b e l l went (to s i g n i f y the 
s t a r t of g l e a n i n g ) , and I was s o r r y t o 
s t a r t g leaning, because the best p a r t 
was bef o r e , l i s t e n i n g to the o l d e r 
women's s t o r i e s . " (p. 29) The nature 
of housework and employment outside 
tends to i s o l a t e younger women from 
each other and o l d e r women. There i s 
l i t t l e t o f i l l the hours o f the day 
except t e l e v i s i o n . The f e s t i v a l s of 
the v i l l a g e have been replaced by 
disc o s and the o c c a s i o n a l bingo. 

Fenwomen: P o r t r a i t o f women i n an 
E n g l i s h V i l l a g e , i s a valu a b l e c o n t r i ­
b u t i o n both to the l i t e r a t u r e of o r a l 
h i s t o r y and women's s t u d i e s . The 
wealth of m a t e r i a l c o l l e c t e d through 
o r a l h i s t o r y cannot be d u p l i c a t e d , 
e s p e c i a l l y i n the case of women. The 
d e c i s i o n t o p r a c t i s e c o n t r a c e p t i o n , 
and managing of weekly budgets, the 
problems of abandonment and bereave­
ment, p l u s the care and d i s c i p l i n e o f 
c h i l d r e n are a l l subjects beyond l e g a l 
s t a t u t e or the o f f i c i a l c o n t r a c t and 
thus leave no w r i t t e n record f o r f u t u r e 
h i s t o r i a n s . ( 1 ) One problem of Fenwomen 

(though i r o n i c a l l y i t i s a l s o a 
strength) i s the absence of methodo­
l o g i c a l comment. Chamberlain w r i t e s 
nothing about how she found her 
speakers and whether they are represen­
t a t i v e of the v i l l a g e s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e . 
Other than a word or two about the 
speakers' i d e n t i t i e s — n a m e , age, occu­
p a t i o n , m a r i t a l s t a t u s , and the l i k e — 
and a short i n t r o d u c t i o n to each chap­
t e r t o give the f o l l o w i n g words a con­
t e x t , she provides a minimal amount of 
e d i t o r i a l comment. There's no attempt 
to c a tegorize and to e x p l a i n . She 
l e t s each woman t e l l her t a l e . 

Kathy Kuusisto, Halifax 
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P e a r l Hogrefe i s well-known to s t u ­
dents o f the s i x t e e n t h century as the 
author of important books on S i r 
Thomas More and S i r Thomas E l y o t , two 
of the most i n f l u e n t i a l of the c l a s ­
s i c a l humanists o f the E n g l i s h Renais­
sance. A major chapter i n her The 
S i r Thomas More C i r c l e (1959) d i s c u s ­
ses how More attempted to demonstrate 
through the education of h i s daughters 
t h a t women were capable o f b e n e f i t i n g 
from the k i n d of c l a s s i c a l education 


