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I devoted a lot of my life to Barnardo’s. I joined at a tremendous time of 
change and difficulty in the charity, and I was the first woman to become 
Chairman of the Finance Executive committee and then the first woman, 
again, to become Chair of Barnardo’s. 
 
They had just appointed a woman as Chief Executive and all the 
men on the committee said, “This will never work - having two 
women in top positions, neither of which have ever been filled by a woman 
before.” They were openly worried about it. 
 
I said, “No, it will be fine.” And it was. The Chief Executive was a very 
different woman to me, but she was absolutely splendid and we got on 
tremendously well together. 
 
That was the culture in the seventies, though. I was also the first 
woman on the Barnardo’s pension fund. Either I was patronised and sat next 
to the Chairman who patted me on the head and said, “There, there,” or else I 
was relegated to the bottom of the table and not expected to say anything. 
 
It’s very like the way in which women will ask for directions when 
they are lost, while men simply won’t. I wasn’t too worried about 
appearing stupid by asking obvious questions and luckily I struck on 
something. I said, “I don’t understand this and I don’t know why it’s there.” 
Well, it turned out that it was a mistake and it shouldn’t have been there. They 
all thought I was brilliant, but actually, of course, it was just like putting a pin 
in a pincushion. 
 
Even in my secretarial days, when I was patronised so frequently, 
when somebody would pat me on the back I would freeze and say, 
“Don’t do that to me.” I suppose I thought that I should show I wasn’t going to 
be ignored and that if I didn’t know things, I should just ask about them 
without any shame rather than allowing myself to be treated as a second class 
citizen. 



 
Things have changed hugely for women during my lifetime. Just 
look where women are today. I remember going to one of the big banks for a 
meeting and we were on the fourteenth floor. I was the only woman trustee. 
After lunch, I asked where the loos were and they said, “Well, you’ll have to go 
down fourteen floors…” There were facilities for men but not for women! I 
turned on them and said, “This is disgraceful!” 
 
I’m not really a confrontational person. I seem quite gentle but I can be 
quite tough when needs be. 
 
I don’t know whether I ever consciously thought, you’ve got to 
toughen up and do this. I just did it. I have quite strong feelings about the 
place of woman in society. So I don’t think I thought ahead, really, I just 
reacted to each situation and did what I thought was best.  
 
At Barnardo’s, I did rather an unusual thing. Because of a number of 
people falling ill or dying or what have you, I suddenly found myself racing up 
the ladder and about to be appointed to a position of great responsibility and I 
thought, I know nothing! I must, must get myself qualified somehow. So I 
went to the London School of Economics [LSE] and took on a diploma in 
social administration. 
 
I think it may well be right that women are more aware of the gaps 
in their capabilities than are men. When I saw this promotion coming I 
thought, Well, yes, okay, go for it, but do at least try to know what you are 
talking about. It took two years because I had to look after my children and 
couldn’t work during the holidays. But what I learnt there was absolutely 
indispensible. I had come in from the fundraising side and I really knew 
nothing.  
 
It was a very interesting time. I was a mature student and the LSE was in 
a lot of ferment. They were all going out on strike and I said, “Look, don’t do 
that, it’s silly. You can’t help the miners by going out on strike,” or whatever it 
was. I thought I had persuaded them until one of them rang me up and said, “I 
shouldn’t come in, if I were you, because there are going to be pickets and it 
won’t be very nice for you.” My husband was, at the time, Garter King of Arms 
and even though I tried to hide that fact they were always very careful around 
me. 
 
There were some very, very funny moments, though it was a lot to 
juggle. My husband was always going off to banquets and things. One 
particular evening, I had been out to the Guildhall, where the women wore 
tiaras if you had one. I didn’t, but I borrowed one from an aunt. The next 
morning, I had a policy seminar at eight o’clock, and I didn’t have time to go 
to the bank to deposit it, so I had it in a Sainsbury’s bag under my seat during 
the whole seminar which was on poverty! 
 
Near the end of my time at Barnardo’s, I did two rather brave 
things. I took on a PhD, which would have been very embarrassing, 
publically, had I not got it. I also wrote the life of Barnardo, our founder, even 



though I had some rather uncomfortable things to say about him. He used to 
ship children overseas, you see, calling it ‘philanthropic abduction.’ Some of 
them didn’t know if they had any brothers or sisters, didn’t know if their 
parents were alive or dead… The mothers had no say in their children’s 
futures. Barnardo was extremely paternalistic. 
 
Of course, the charity now looks after the whole family. It does 
wonderful work with mothers. It’s a complete reversal.  
 
I never had a career plan, things just happened one after another. I 
sometimes wonder whether I might rather have enjoyed a more commercial 
career. But in my time it was much harder for women to get involved in that 
sort of thing, and I found my outlet in charitable work. And it was enormously 
rewarding. After chairing Barnardo’s, I asked to be chair of the Thomas Coram 
Foundation and wrote a book about his life, too.  
 
Thomas Coram is my greatest hero, he was a feminist before his 
time. The penny didn’t drop for me for an age but of course, he was in 
America for a long time where women had to play a big role because society 
was new, so he got his ideas from New England. 
 
He got aristocratic ladies to support the foundling hospital. Men 
wouldn’t, because they thought it would encourage depravity. But Coram 
persuaded their wives to back the hospital and they exerted a very real but 
quiet power over their husbands to bring them round to the cause. 
 
He believed that girls should have the same educations as boys. He 
died fairly soon after the foundling hospital was opened. He was a rough 
seaman so was outed from the governing body by the snobs. All the other 
philanthropists pale into significance by comparison, in my eyes. 
 
Of all my books, my favourite is the one I wrote about the children 
who were sent overseas, Children of the Empire. Some of the children, 
who of course were adults and quite old by that stage, got in contact with me 
to say that I was the first person who had realised their total desolation, what 
it felt like to be sent overseas as such as small child.  
 
The thing that I am most proud of, though, is the Independent 
Review of Residential Care. I was asked by the government to chair it 
when I left Barnardo’s and it really was an extremely steep learning curve.  
 
My husband was always very supportive of my work. He went blind 
towards the end of his life, very soon after I had resigned as chairman of 
Barnardo’s, and then I had twelve years of caring for him. When they asked 
me if I would do the review into residential care, I said to him, “Do you think I 
should do it?” And he said, “If you think you can, do it.” Which was very noble 
of him because it took me away from him a lot.  
 
It took two years but we changed something so vital. Up ‘til then, the 
focus had always been on what management could do. We turned it round to 
focus on what is best for the residents in residential care. It really was a 



ground-breaking report. It became an integral part of study for social work 
and, twenty years later, I did a review of the report’s outcomes. Seventy-five 
per cent of our proposals had been implemented.  
 
If I can make a contribution, then I will continue to do so. 
Residential care has such a bad name. I was trying to retire, next year, from 
the Residential Forum, but we’ve just had a meeting, and I’m not sure that I 
will be allowed to! 
 
One of the things that does slightly rile me is this: it’s women who do 
the most social care in our society yet who are at the top in our Social 
Services? Men. It’s a little better now, of course. 
 
Many women also get a much rougher deal in retirement. Lots of 
women still marry men who are older than them, so they end up caring for the 
husbands in their last years. And there’s nobody really to care for them in the 
end. We don’t want to be a burden on our children.  
 
I do think, too, that the early years are terribly significant, and that 
parental care during that time is very important. I don’t really agree 
with mothers being sent out to work straight away. There’s also a lot of 
loneliness among the elderly. If all adults of working age are out working, it 
does mean that both the very young and the very old are without family care. 
 
The elderly are much, much more lonely than they have been in 
previous generations because the community no longer functions in the 
same way. And loneliness is a kind of killer, really.  
 
_____________________________________________________ 
 SHORT EDITED VERSION 
 
I was the first woman to become… Chair of Barnardo’s. They had just 
appointed a woman as Chief Executive and all the men on the committee said, 
“This will never work - having two women in top positions, neither of which 
have ever been filled by a woman before.” They were openly worried about it. 
 
That was the culture in the seventies, though. I was also the first 
woman on the Barnardo’s pension fund. Either I was patronised and sat next 
to the Chairman who patted me on the head and said, “There, there,” or else I 
was relegated to the bottom of the table and not expected to say anything. 
 
Even in my secretarial days, when I was patronised so frequently, 
when somebody would pat me on the back I would freeze and say, 
“Don’t do that to me.” I suppose I thought that I should show I wasn’t going to 
be ignored and that if I didn’t know things, I should just ask about them 
without any shame rather than allowing myself to be treated as a second class 
citizen. 
 
Things have changed hugely for women during my lifetime. Just 
look where women are today. I remember going to one of the big banks for a 
meeting and we were on the fourteenth floor. I was the only woman trustee. 



After lunch, I asked where the loos were and they said, “Well, you’ll have to go 
down fourteen floors…” There were facilities for men but not for women! I 
turned on them and said, “This is disgraceful!” 
 
One of the things that does slightly rile me is this: it’s women who do 
the most social care in our society, yet who are at the top in our Social 
Services? Men. It’s a little better now, of course. 
 
Many women also get a much rougher deal in retirement. Lots of 
women still marry men who are older than them, so they end up caring for the 
husbands in their last years. And there’s nobody really to care for them in the 
end. We don’t want to be a burden on our children.  
 
I do think, too, that the early years are terribly significant, and that 
parental care during that time is very important. I don’t really agree 
with mothers being sent out to work straight away. There’s also a lot of 
loneliness among the elderly. If all adults of working age are out working, it 
does mean that both the very young and the very old are without family care. 
 
 


