
became the first w o m a n to preside over the C a n 
a d i a n H i s t o r i c a l A s s o c i a t i o n (three others have 
s ince f o l l o w e d ) . H e r stern P r e s b y t e r i a n i s m se
verely c o n d i t i o n e d her f e m i n i s t l e a n i n g s , h o w 
ever, as is evident i n her address to the C a n a d i a n 
F e d e r a t i o n of U n i v e r s i t y W o m e n i n A u g u s t 
1952. T h e r e she professed to f i n d the battle for 
e q u a l i t y largely w o n , l e a v i n g o n l y " a m o p p i n g 
u p o p e r a t i o n " ; moreover , a l t h o u g h " w o m e n i n 
the m o d e r n age of their e m a n c i p a t i o n are i n t e l 
l ec tua l ly a n d e m o t i o n a l l y competent , as they 
have a l w a y s b e e n , " they d i d not f u l l y real ize 
(Neatby t h o u g h t ) the extent ei ther of their capa
b i l i t i e s or of their r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 

Neatby ' s p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d of h i s t o r i c a l research 
a n d p u b l i c a t i o n was the o l d p r o v i n c e of Quebec , 
not a n i m m e d i a t e l y o b v i o u s c h o i c e for someone 
raised o n a Saskatchewan homestead. T h e e x p l a n 
a t i o n lies at least i n part i n the p e c u l i a r i t i e s , no t 
to say u n i q u e n e s s , of that redoubtable Neatby 
homestead , where the father i m m e r s e d h i m s e l f 
i n h i s t h r e e - t h o u s a n d - v o l u m e l i b r a r y a n d the 
m o t h e r drove her large b r o o d of c h i l d r e n to 
a c h i e v e m e n t a n d e m i n e n c e t h r o u g h her a m b i 
t i o n a n d m e n t a l toughness . ( A brother , L e s l i e H . 
N e a t b y , has sketched this r e m a r k a b l e c h i l d h o o d 
b a c k g r o u n d i n Chronicle of a Pioneer Prairie 
Family, 1979). It w o u l d a p p e a r f r o m her c o m 
ments o n l o c a l h i s t o r i c a l societies ( p p . 102-106) 
that her l i f e l o n g d e v o t i o n to the preserva t ion of 
h i s t o r i c a l d o c u m e n t s rather t h a n any c o n s u m 
i n g a t tachment to r e g i o n a l concerns led H i l d a 
Neatby to take o n the first e d i t o r s h i p of Saskat
chewan History, a post i n w h i c h she was s o o n 
s u c c e e d e d by L . H . T h o m a s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 
t h r o u g h her d e v o t i o n to her students a n d her 
u n c o m p r o m i s i n g expecta t ions of herself a n d 
others she succeeded i n c o n t r o v e r t i n g her o w n 
g l o o m y c o m m e n t s a b o u t the l o w esteem i n 
w h i c h the study of h i s t o r y was h e l d by students 
a n d by the genera l p u b l i c , so that even t h o u g h 
she w r o t e o n l y one a r t i c l e w i t h a r e g i o n a l focus 
(on doctors i n the N o r t h w e s t T e r r i t o r i e s ) , she 
es tabl ished s o u n d s c h o l a r l y f o u n d a t i o n s for o t h 
ers to b u i l d o n . 

A l l t o l d , H i l d a N e a t b y emerges f r o m the pages 
of th is c o l l e c t i o n a m u l t i - f a c e t e d , d e t e r m i n e d 
a n d s o m e w h a t d a u n t i n g f i g u r e . H a y d e n c o m 
ments , w i t h n o u n k i n d i n t e n t , that " S h e was 
sure of herself a n d w h e r e she s tood . She k n e w 
that she was r i g h t i n r e l i g i o n as w e l l as i n educa
t i o n , i n g r a m m a r , style, i n salary n e g o t i a t i o n s — 
i n l i f e " (p. 61). H a y d e n ' s b a l a n c e d yet s y m p a 
thet ic b i o g r a p h i c a l sketch of N e a t b y is o n e of the 
b o o k ' s bonuses , a n d h i s b i b l i o g r a p h y of a l l 
N e a t b y ' s w r i t i n g s a n o t h e r , but he is r i g h t w h e n 
he c l a i m s w i t h b e c o m i n g modesty that So Much 
To Do, So Little Time is most i m p o r t a n t for 
p u l l i n g together the ideas a n d a d m o n i t i o n s of 
a n i n f l u e n t i a l C a n a d i a n i n t e l l e c t u a l . T h i s is 
i n d e e d a b o o k that "ne e de d to b e " (p. 332). 
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H a l f w a y t h r o u g h this b o o k the a u t h o r des
cribes " t h e a c h i n g b e w i l d e r m e n t o u r V i c t o r i a n 
sisters suffered i n t r y i n g to u n d e r s t a n d their 
f e m i n i n i t y . " B y the e n d , the reader is m o r e apt to 
share the b e w i l d e r m e n t t h a n a n y e n l i g h t e n 
ment . W h a t appears to be a f a s c i n a t i n g study i n 
u p p e r m i d d l e - c l a s s w o m a n h o o d has become a 
f r u s t r a t i n g d i s a p p o i n t m e n t . W h y ? 

T h e answer is threefo ld a n d lies i n the par t i c 
u l a r w o m e n u n d e r s c r u t i n y , the n a t u r e of the 
a v a i l a b l e evidence, a n d i n the q u e s t i o n s asked. 

T h e subjects of e n q u i r y are the s i x daughters 
of J ames W i l s o n , f o u n d e r of The Economist, 
p o i t i c i a n a n d I n d i a n c i v i l servant. T h e s e V i c t o 
r i a n ladies were g i v e n o n l y a f l i m s y f o r m a l e d u 
c a t i o n b u t a h i g h l y sat isfactory i n f o r m a l one . 
S o c i a l l y , i n E n g l a n d a n d a b r o a d , they met ener
getic, i n t e l l e c t u a l a n d diverse p e o p l e w h o p i q u e d 



the i r c u r i o s i t y a n d e n c o u r a g e d i n t e l l e c t u a l en
q u i r y . A p r o m i s i n g g r o u p ; yet the a u t h o r repeat
e d l y expresses d i s a p p o i n t m e n t i n their c o m p l a 
cency, their class l o y a l t y , their soc ia l a n d p o l i t i c a l 
c o n s e r v a t i s m a n d above a l l i n their a n t i s u f f r a g e 
i n c l i n a t i o n . C e r t a i n l y she demonstrates h o w i n 
c h i l d h o o d a n d m a r r i a g e they l a c k e d few mate
r i a l c o m f o r t s . T h e y h a d n o g o o d reason for 
f i n a n c i a l d i s c o n t e n t b u t they d o n o t emerge as a 
h a p p y f a m i l y . H e a d a c h e s , lone l iness , some m a r i 
ta l i n c o m p a t i b i l i t i e s were their lo t . T h i s e m o 
t i o n a l d i s c o n t e n t was n o t t ranslated i n t o a f e m i 
nist consciousness . T h e y saw n o reason to c h a n g e 
the s t ructure or the tenor of their o w n lives a n d 
h a d l i m i t e d s y m p a t h y for the dissat i s fac t ions o f 
other w o m e n . 

O n e of the i r father 's f r iends was W i l l i a m 
R a t h b o n e G r e g . H e exerc ised a p r o f o u n d i n f l u 
ence over the w h o l e f a m i l y , a r t i c u l a t i n g a theory 
of true w o m a n h o o d before i t was taken u p a n d 
d e v e l o p e d i n the 1860's by R u s k i n . B i o l o g i c a l 
d e t e r m i n i s m was the keystone. W o m e n were the 
w e a k e r sex a n d m u s t s u b m i t to the p r o t e c t i o n of 
m e n . W o m e n were the u p h o l d e r s of the beauty 
a n d v i r t u e of the past . W h i l e p u r i t y , i n n o c e n c e 
a n d d o m e s t i c i t y m u s t be w o m e n ' s p r i d e a n d j o y , 
the m o r e f o r t u n a t e c o u l d share the i r b o u n t y w i t h 
the p o o r t h r o u g h i n d i v i d u a l acts of c h a r i t y . P o l 
i t i c a l l y this m e a n t that m e n s h o u l d l o o k after the 
i m p o r t a n t p u b l i c sphere of n a t i o n a l p o l i t i c s . 
W o m e n ' s ( smal ler ) b r a i n s s h o u l d i n d e e d be 
t r a i n e d a n d educated - for m o t h e r h o o d . T h e 
e m p l o y m e n t o f s i n g l e w o m e n was to be toler
ated, even e n c o u r a g e d , b u t a m a r r i e d w o m a n 
s h o u l d be devoted to her f a m i l y . M a r t h a West-
water demonstrates that this theory e v e n t u a l l y 
invested the W i l s o n s ' o w n c o m f o r t , c o m p l a 
cency a n d s e l f - a b s o r p t i o n w i t h the d i g n i t y o f a 
cause - the a n t i s u f f r a g i s t cause, w h o s e 1889 
m a n i f e s t o i n Nineteenth Century three o f the 
sisters s i g n e d . 

I r o n i c a l l y the W i l s o n s themselves were l i v i n g 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f this i m a g e o f w o m a n as l i l y 
l i v e r e d l a d y . T h e y w r o t e reviews for The Econo

mist, o n books i n the m a s c u l i n e areas of p h i l o 
s o p h y , p o l i t i c s , business a n d e c o n o m i c s . T h e y 
w r o t e p a m p h l e t s a n d nove ls , a n d one sister was a 
f o u n d e r m e m b e r of the K r y l e Society, w h o s e 
object w a s " t o b r i n g beauty to the p o o r " by 
d e c o r a t i n g p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s , p r o v i d i n g p a r k s , 
a n d s i g n i n g o r a t o r i o s . M o r e o v e r , their per for 
m a n c e i n w o m a n l i n e s s was d e c i d e d l y u n i m p r e s 
sive. T h r e e were c h i l d l e s s a n d those w h o h a d 
c h i l d r e n u n f e e l i n g l y c o n f i n e d t h e m to the care o f 
the servants w i t h a n a b a n d o n u n u s u a l even for 
the V i c t o r i a n s . T h e W i l s o n sisters c o n t r o l l e d 
their o w n w e a l t h t h r o u g h m a r r i a g e settlements 
c a r e f u l l y d r a w n u p by the f a m i l y p a t r i a r c h a n d 
m a n a g e d to o c c u p y themselves i n E u r o p e a n 
t rave l , v i s i t i n g , i n t e l l e c t u a l p u r s u i t s a n d , as far 
as E l i z a , W a l t e r Bagehot ' s w i d o w , was c o n 
cerned, i n m a i n t a i n i n g a n act ive ro le i n the 
m a n a g e m e n t of The Economist. 

Westwater has d r a w n extens ive ly o n E l i z a ' s 
d i a r y for m a t e r i a l , a n d she has a l s o s t u d i e d the 
w r i t t e n w o r k s a n d c o r r e s p o n d e n c e of a l l the sis
ters. A n u n u s u a l a m o u n t of ev idence c h r o n i c l e s 
the w o m e n of this f a m i l y a n d , l i k e the a u t h o r , 
o n e hopes for nuggets of g o l d . T h i s b o o k does 
n o t d iscover the p r e c i o u s m e t a l ; b u t p e r h a p s o u r 
ob ject ive s h o u l d be m o r e prec ise ly c o n c e p t u a 
l i sed . T o m i l l i o n s of V i c t o r i a n s , votes for w o m e n 
was not so se l f -evident ly des i rable as it m i g h t 
seem to us . T o t h e m , the i r idea of separate 
spheres was not p a r t i c u l a r l y abhorrent . T o t h e m , 
the i r concept of the spec ia l a n d d i s t i n c t charac
teristics of w o m a n was a dif ference to be accepted 
a n d c u l t i v a t e d , not d e n i e d a n d eradicated. T h e s e 
i n t e l l e c t u a l theories h o w e v e r were at odds w i t h 
the m a t e r i a l c o n d i t i o n s i n the l ives n o t o n l y of 
p o o r w o m e n but a l so of the r i c h . A q u e s t i o n 
w h i c h begs to be answered is : H o w d i d w e a l t h y , 
c o m f o r t a b l e , i n t e l l i g e n t w o m e n reconci le these 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s a n d m a k e sense of their w o r l d ? 
T h i s p r o b l e m r e m a i n s to be so lved. 
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