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The archives of the Abortion Law Reform Association (ALRA), held at the
Wellcome Library in London, contain a number of files of letters sent by members
of the general public in the 1960s asking for advice on abortion. The letters corre-
spond to 228 individual cases and contain the intimate details of many women’s
quests to rid themselves of an unwanted pregnancy. Until quite recently these
‘personal predicament letters’, as they are catalogued, were closed to researchers.
Released from this embargo, the letters offer a new and potentially fruitful avenue
through which to explore the practice of and attitudes towards abortion at a partic-
ular historical moment.

Abortion was illegal in Britain under the 1861 Offences against the Person Act.
Any person, including the pregnant woman herself, found guilty of attempting to
procure abortion was liable to receive a maximum penalty of life imprisonment.
Abortion remained a crime until 1967 when the Abortion Act legalised abortion by
registered practitioners up to twenty-eight weeks” gestation.! Over the past two
decades, a significant body of work has been published on the history of illegal
abortion in Britain. Drawing mainly on official documents, medical literature and
newspaper reports, research initially focused on the social politics surrounding
women’s resort to abortion, on the evolution of abortion law and medical practice,
and on the politics of the British campaign for abortion law reform.? This literature
did not by and large address the attitudes of women themselves to abortion, which
were instead unearthed as a product of a number of oral histories of working-class
culture and women’s lives in the early twentieth century.” More recently, such oral
history interviews have been put to the explicit use of exploring the place of abor-
tion in fertility practice between 1918 and 1960.* Importantly, this work has
unlocked new areas of debate surrounding the individual decisions women made
about their unwanted pregnancies, and the role of men in the process, themes often
neglected in earlier approaches to the subject. Tn 2001 the Centre for Contempo-
rary British History held a witness seminar which put on record the experiences
and opinions of some of the activists and politicians who were central to the post-
war reform campaign that led to the passing of the 1967 Abortion Act.”

A lacuna still exists, however, in our evidence of the attitudes of women who
faced an unwanted pregnancy and who contemplated abortion in 1960s Britain.
The intention of this article is to examine how well the ALRA letters might fill this
gap. It begins by sketching the epistolary scope and limitations of this body of
correspondence. This is to show that the content, language, and form of the
letters are inscribed with the purpose for which they were written, and that hence
the letters do not provide unmediated access to women’s voices. With these issues
in mind, the remainder of the article is organised around the major themes inher-
ent in the testimonies: attitudes to childbearing, the responses of the medical
profession to their patients’ requests for abortion, the problems associated with
the lack of available abortion, and the role of ALRA. As a collection, the letters
bridge the hugely important divide between a period in which practically all abor-
tion was illegal and severely punished by the courts, and the coming of legal
reform. In revealing the lengths to which individuals went to rid themselves of an
unwanted pregnancy, the challenges faced, and the disappointments suffered, the
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letters offer some means by which to reflect upon the impact and meaning of the
1967 Act.

The Collection

Of the 228 requests for help, over half (122) were initiated by the pregnant woman
herself. The husband or partner of the pregnant woman composed fifty-seven of
the requests, whilst a further twenty-eight were sent to ALRA by relatives or friends,
and three by welfare agencies and members of the clergy. In the case of six requests,
the status of the sender is unknown. Tn terms of marital status, 55% of the pregnant
women were classified as married, 33% as unmarried, and 12% as divorced, sepa-
rated or status unknown. At least twenty-two of the letters received by ALRA
involved students. Geographically, the letters originate from all corners of the UK,
although the lion’s share of letters was received from individuals living in the
Greater London area, and the counties of Yorkshire, Lancashire and Cheshire.
Letters were also sent from Wales, Scotland, Northern Treland and the Republic of
Ireland. Three letters were sent from expatriates living abroad in Madrid, Durban,
and Krefeld, West Germany.

Consisting of only 394 original letters and replies, the body of correspondence
can hardlybe said to be comprehensive, and nor can it claim to speak for the popu-
lation as a whole. Those writing to ALRA were clearly those who had both the
impetus and initiative to approach the Association. One major difficulty is assess-
ing the social class status of the correspondents as so few provided sufficient detail
of either their occupation or income level, and on the whole, the majority of corre-
spondents appear well educated and articulate. Other indicators, such as the use of
headed notepaper, or the reference to certain newspapers, can help in some cases.
By their own accounts, it is clear that some correspondents were not financially
‘well-off’, and had difficulty affording even a backstreet abortion. Nevertheless, a
more significant number mentioned they were able to afford private treatment or
travel abroad in search of an abortion, factors that suggest the collection is
weighted in favour of higher socio-economic groups. ALRA membership was itself
mainly drawn from the professional, middle classes (two-thirds of its membership
had a higher education, for example), but most of those writing to ALRA were not
already members, although some later joined.®

Since these men and women were writing to ALRA for information, they were
already receptive to the idea of abortion. Indeed, correspondents were quite
specifically seeking information on how to obtain a termination. In writing to
ALRA, individuals knew they were corresponding with an organisation sympa-
thetic to their concerns. Founded in 1936 by a group of socialist-feminist women,
ALRA campaigned tirelessly to make medically performed abortions free of all
legal impediments.7 As a political pressure group, ALRA focused much of its
effort on lobbying parliament, the British Medical Association, and women’s
organisations in support of legal reform. The bulk of the letters was received
between 1964 and 1967, when ALRA’s post-war campaign was at its most active.
By this time the association had been reinvigorated, with a new leadership, an
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increasing mermbership size, and a more aggressive approach to its publicising of
the campaign. The Association and its sympathisers sought through the media to
both educate and engage the general public in the abortion debate. Indeed, corre-
spondents wrote to ALRA having read about the association in newspapers as
wide ranging as The Observer and the Daily Mail, in women’s magazines, and in
middlebrow periodicals such as The Statesman, New Society and The Humanist.
Correspondents also referred to television and radio interviews (e.g. a Radio 4
Woman’s Hour broadcast in 1967).

This slant affects both how we read these letters today, and our understanding
of how they might have been read at the time. As recent studies in epistolary
history and culture have argued, the language, form and content of letters are
affected by the purpose for which they were written. The letter should not be
viewed as a transparent and unmediated act of self-expression; rather it should be
viewed as a ‘text’, and submitted to the same rigours of interrogation as we would
apply to any other documentary source.® The letter represents a tentative space
between the writer and recipient. The intended reader, in this case ALRA, as
much as the writer, is present within the purpose, contents and form of the epis-
tle. As David Gerber argues in relation to the nineteenth-century immigrant
letter, the epistolary process involves ‘negotiation’, both in terms of ‘bargaining
between individuals’, and ‘an internalised discussion within the consciousness of
the individual correspondent’.” Epistolarity, he adds, ‘is about self and other in
conscious as well as semiconscious dialogue about what is to be addressed and
how it is to be addressed”.!® We cannot therefore take the content of the ALRA
letters at face value. They are not unmediated and do not give us direct access to
women’s voices.

An interpretation of the ALRA letters must be guided by considerations as to
what linguistic calculations are being made and why. Tt may well be that correspon-
dents addressed ALRA in the manner they believed was expected of them in order
to forward their case. Few correspondents, for example, avoided expressions of
desperation in their letters. Indeed, the ubiquitous use of the terms ‘desperate’ or
‘desperation’ creates a strong sense of unity among the many personalised accounts
that make up the collection. Kate Fisher has recently shown that women did not
have to be ‘desperate’ to contemplate abortion, and that decisions could often be
made quite casually with little agonising over the moral or physical risks
involved.!! While a great many women would have been genuinely anxious in writ-
ing to ALRA, especially as it was so often a last resort, we cannot also deny the
rhetorical mileage that was got out of women’s determination to avoid childbear-
ing at all costs in this period. In 1956, for example, Woman’s Sunday Mirror
published the results of a survey of 200 women on several themes including moth-
erhood, in which abortion was discussed under the section heading of ‘Drastic’.!
In 1966, the Daily Mail asked, ‘what anguish drives a woman to an abortionist’ and
went on to consider the ‘desperation’ such women experienced when faced with a
pregnancy they did not want.!> ALRA too made significant rhetorical use of the
perceived ‘desperation’ of the women on whose behalf they campaigned, even
going so far as to compile a pamphlet containing a selection of women’s letters,
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which they entitled ‘Tn Desperation’.14 The letters were at once both a driver for
and a response to the push for abortion law reform.

Attitudes to Childbearing

When the letters were written in the mid 1960s, women were experiencing signifi-
cant social and economic change in Britain. They entered the workforce in increas-
ing numbers, their access to higher education widened, and the introduction of the
Pillin 1961 promised sexual independence and an end to continual childbirth. The
ALRA letters register the impact of these developments on a personal level. In
general, married men and women told ALRA that an additional child spelled
personal disappointment and economic disaster. Married women, many of whom
had managed to return to work, spoke of an unplanned pregnancy as a personal
bind, tying them to the home and limiting their options. It was also addressed asa
threat to hard-earned financial security, the potential for social mobility, and the
future welfare of existing children. The cost of raising another child was, some felt,
likely to place out of reach the idealised commodities of modern living—holidays,
cars and buying a home. Other couples in their forties and fifties, and with teenage
children, informed ALRA that they simply felt too old to begin again. Beyond these
temporal concerns, married correspondents also worried about the physical strain
of another confinement, and the possible aggravation of previous pregnancy-
related health problems, including varicose veins, thromboses and toxaemia, to
name but a few. The widowed, divorced and separated spoke of their predicaments
in much the same way as their married counterparts, their economic concerns
compounded by the problematic nature of their marital and domestic situations. A
pregnancy resulting from an extramarital affair, or duringa period of break-up and
separation, appears to have placed considerable pressure on relations between
these couples. Some wrote of their desire to conceal the pregnancy from spouses,
friends and relatives. Other correspondents, most of them women, expressed
concern with the financial and physical costs of running a home single-handedly,
keeping down a job, and caring for existing children on a single wage, usually with
limited or no prospect of maintenance payments from the absent father. Mean-
while, for unmarried individuals, the social and financial expense of conceiving a
child outside of marriage dominated their requests for help. Many turned to ALRA
fearing the reactions of their parents, relatives and employers to news of the preg-
nancy, others when their fears had become a reality. Students stressed the imprac-
ticalities of marriage and parenthood, and anticipated the disruption of their
education and future career prospects. More than one wrote of not wanting ‘to ruin
my career’, or ‘to be forced into marriage at this time’. >

By the 1960s, small families were already the norm. Most married correspon-
dents had two or three existing children, and the forty-five-year-old woman who
had given birth to twelve children, the youngest only seven months old, was a rare
case. Correspondents in general reported that they had practised some form of
contraception, but often spoke of being dissatisfied with their chosen method.
Common complaints included the failure of the rhythm method and safe period,
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wrongly prescribed or irritant pessaries, and ill-fitting or faulty devices, such as the
cap or the condom. A few women had fallen pregnant whilst on the contraceptive
pill. The supposed reliability of the Pill is part of its allure, but its effectiveness is
dependent on awoman’s ability to adhere to instructions on taking it.!® Two corre-
spondents admitted missing pills. Two more had stopped taking the Pill, one
through fear of the health risks that had recently come to light, the other on the
advice of her doctor.!” Contraceptive ignorance was most apparent among the
younger correspondents, who rarely refer to their use of contraception. The first
birth control clinics and student health centres to provide advice and contracep-
tion for unmarried men and women opened in the 1960s, but these providers
continued to face moral censure and were suspected of promoting promiscuity.
This atmosphere did little to alleviate the ignorance and embarrassment felt by
young people in seeking advice.!®

The ALRA letters register an important shift away from the fatalism of earlier
generations of women and men who had faced an unexpected pregnancy. As Kate
Fisher and Simon Szreter discuss in their oral history study of the contraceptive
choices of married couples during the first half of the twentieth century, pregnan-
cies that came about after the use of natural methods of birth control such as with-
drawal were not wholly unanticipated. Rather, interviewees accepted them as
‘predictable, expected “slip ups™ and blamed them upon the mistake of the user.!”
The failure of an appliance method of birth control, such as the condom or the cap,
was understood quite differently, the authors argue. Conception was more likely to
be seen as the fault of the appliance and not the user, and because the fault was
unlikely to have been detected at the time of intercourse the pregnancy ‘would have
been all the more surprising and unexpected’?’—something that resonates
strongly with the reports of the ALRA correspondents. Fisher and Szreter’s inter-
viewees were accepting of the consequences of failure because they were employing
aregime of sporadic natural birth control which they knew was likely to result in
an occasional pregnancy. Those writing to ALRA, many of whom had placed their
faith in modern appliance methods of contraception, were much less willing to
tolerate their fate.

There was little difference in the language of female and male writers, but the
letters show that abortion was part of the complicated sexual power relations
between women and men. On the one hand, the letters from men are evidence of
their interest in abortion and the important role they could play in assisting women
in obtaining a termination. Although women carried the main burden of an
unwanted pregnancy, men could be just as anxious at the prospect of parenthood
and the forgoing of social and economic security, and this was expressed in their
letters. Certainly, within ALRA there was an expectation that men should be
involved in the decision-making process. In one instance a woman wrote that her
husband did not agree with her seeking an abortion, although she was convinced
that he would be relieved if she had a miscarriage. In reply, ALRA believed it ‘inad-
visable’ that she should think about having an abortion without her husband’s ‘full
backing’.”! Incidentally, this comment was strikingly different to the views of the
Association’s founders in the 1930s, when the then President of ALRA, Janet
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Chance, had argued that ‘the father should not have a say’ 2 Of course there is a
world of difference between comments made in public as part of a feminist
campaign and those made in private to an individual some twenty years later, but
the shift in opinion is interesting, and perhaps partly reflects higher expectations of
companionate marriage which were evident from the 1950s.2> Although concern
for their wives is always to the fore, in letters from husbands we might read a tacit
assumption that should a further birth not be prevented they might be called upon
to do more around the house and in the care of their existing children. While no
woman wrote that she was seeking an abortion against her will, a number were
considering abortion because they were concerned enough about their husband’s
reactions to another pregnancy, and, as one ALRA respondent put it, some women
seemed in need of a new husband as much as an abortion.**

Abortion within and outside the Law

Most correspondents asked for help in obtaining what they termed ‘a legal abor-
tion’. Gynaecologists had long performed therapeutic abortion on the grounds of
saving a woman’s life although this practice lacked any judicial sanction and a
doctor risked prosecution if they terminated pregnancies without evidence of
physical indications. By the 1950s, however, a series of court test cases had set legal
precedents for performing abortion on mental health grounds.” The first and
most important of these was the trial of the gynaecologist Aleck Bourne in 1938.
Bourne (who had deliberately set out to establish such a test case) was prosecuted
for performing an abortion upon a fourteen-vear-old girl who had been raped. In
acquitting Bourne, the judge in the case ruled that the operation had been
performed in good faith to preserve the life of the mother for whom the continua-
tion of the pregnancy would have damaged her mental health. The Bourne trial was
significant on a number of levels. Tt extended the scope of indications for abortion
to include psychiatric grounds, ensuring that doctors who acted honestly in recom-
mending a termination as necessary to preserve the physical and mental health of
amother would be safe from legal repercussions. It also opened the way for doctors
to later ‘respond to the social circumstances of their patients, and to respond to
women’s demands for fertility control without necessarily compromising medical
ethics’.2® Crucially, following the Bourne judgement, the medical profession would
maintain ultimate control over the abortion decision.

Despite the Bourne ruling, and subsequent trials, there continued to be a lack of
agreement over what exactly constituted ‘mental’ and ‘physical’ health grounds in
advising a termination. ALRA sought to educate doctors and other professional
groups as to the legal status of therapeutic abortion by clarifying the situation
through such things as its ‘Enquirer’s Leaflet—What Help Can ALRA Give?’, which
was issued from the 1950s onwards. In it was stated clearly that ‘any woman who
fears that her health (mental or physical) would be gravely affected by the birth of
her child, owes it to herself and her family to consult her doctor—the sooner the
better’.?’ It also made clear that it was legal for a woman to ask her doctor for a
‘termination of pregnancy’, and for that doctor to consider such a request and to
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seek a second opinion from a recognised expert. Finally, the leaflet advised that it
was legal for a surgeon to operate based on these opinions, given in good faith for
‘preserving the life of the woman, interpreting that phrase in a very wide sense’2® This
last phrase represented a key point in ALRA’s campaign to have both the medical
and social implications of health recognised as indications for abortion. Similar
guidelines were disseminated through magazine and newspaper articles at the time,
as well as in other pamphlets such as “What is ALRAZ’, and ‘A Lawyer’s View .

Throughout the 1950s the number of abortions undertaken for psychiatric
reasons gradually increased, and by the mid 1960s, the National Health Service
(NHS) was reportedly performing between 1500 and 2000 such abortionsa year.29
Events such as the thalidomide tragedy (c.1958-61), where the prescribing of a new
drug to hundreds of women to prevent morning sickness and to help them sleep
resulted in the birth of over three hundred children with gross deformities and a
number of well-publicised abortions, and a measles epidemic in 1962, where
people feared the birth of defective children, helped to galvanise both medical and
public opinion in favour of extending the indications for abortion to cover foetal
abnormalities, and eventually, by extension, wider social considerations. The law
as it stood remained untouched, however, and the issue of psychiatric indications
alone remained a grey area for both doctors and their patients, despite ALRA’s best
efforts. The letters reveal the tension between the medical profession, who wanted
to create a distinction between ‘medical” and ‘social’ reasons for abortion, and who
were perhaps more likely to be reluctant to perform abortions that might place
them needlessly at risk of prosecution in spite of their own clinical judgement in
any given case, and their patients, who simply wanted to safely control their fertil-
ity. In their advice to one woman, ALRA outlined the rules of this game: ‘Because
of the circumstances you mention in your letter, I think you might be able to make
a case on mental health grounds, but to do so it is no use being rational and plead-
ing on the grounds of the happiness and welfare of your family I fear’.*® The law
did not recognise what many women acknowledged in their letters, that the social
circumstances of their lives were intertwined with their mental and physical well-
being.

The letters reveal just how difficult it was for women to negotiate an abortion
through the legal channels, and the medical encounters they describe make for
frustrating, and at times uneasy and disturbing reading. The following extract
comes from the letter sent to ALRA in 1967 by amother of four. Tt encapsulates, in
one extreme account, the experiences of most over the issue of access to abortion:

The whole of my mental health past T feel would return with this baby. I was under
the psychiatrist after the birth of the five year old and under went electric shock
treatment about 3 years ago. If [ got into the same position again [ feel it would
affect my whole family and my marriage which at the moment is not all that
stable. The psychiatrist [who was Catholic] said it was my own fault that T was
pregnantas I stopped taking the pill it probably was but when you are really afraid
of something you don’t stop to think of the risk if you leave it out. I can’t really
write what [ feel deep down and words can only describe what you imagine
depends on the person who is listening, I feel the only way to keep the sanity I feel
[ have is to have this pregnancy terminated ... The psychiatrist said he’d look after
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me while [ was pregnant and arrange for the baby to be adopted but I don’t want
to go through all that and then give the baby up to someone else, not being child-
ish as he said but there is enough unwanted in the world today. As my doctor told
me [ haver’t the price of a legal abortion so if you can’t help me T feel T would be
justified in trying elsewhere ... I just couldn’t face up to life after another baby so
SOOI

It was the ignorance and reticence of doctors that forced individuals to write to
ALRA. At best, they found doctors willing to help but unsure of where to turn.®? At
worst, they had refused to support a termination or refer a case for a second opin-
ion.*® One woman told how she had approached her doctor for assistance but his
reception was so unsympathetic that she dare not return.* Like the mother of four
quoted above, anumber of correspondents felt that the moral and religious convic-
tions of their doctors had prejudiced their case.>® Again, some felt let down by their
doctors, who refused to help deal with the consequences when the contraception
they themselves had prescribed failed. On finding that her period was three weeks
overdue, one wornan from Essex returned to her local family planning clinic only
to face being told that ‘the method they had advised for me was only 99% proof’.*¢
The letters show that the abortion decision came down to the issue of power and
control. At the extreme this turned what was already a difficult medical encounter
into a humiliating and belittling experience. Even when women had a history of
mental health problems, or showed signs of psychiatric distress, doctors were not
necessarily moved to act. One husband reported how his wife had simply been told
to ‘pull herself together’ bya psychiatrist who refused a termination.®” Others were
scolded as ‘childish’ and ‘naughty’, for refusing to continue with a pregnancy and
to consider adoption, or for seeking to procure abortion by other means.*®

Most of the correspondents did not succeed in getting a legal abortion. Aside
from sending out the “‘Enquirer’s” Leaflet’, and encouraging women to confront
their doctors, ALRA could do little to assist those who asked for help. They made it
quite clear to correspondents that they were a pressure group and not an abortion
agency. In some ‘very bad’ instances, requests were forwarded to members of the
Association’s committee and followed up, either by personally calling the general
practitioner involved, or using their local medical connections to locate a sympa-
thetic doctor, presumably when they felt there were sufficient grounds to support
a termination. In eleven of the cases ALRA assisted in setting up private consulta-
tions with gynaecologists close to the abortion law reform campaign, although this
was never with a guarantee that an abortion would result.>® One such case involved
a sixteen-year-old girl who had been refused an abortion by her doctor, and whose
pregnancy was now at a late stage. Another was a mother of ‘two sickly children’,
and a Family Planning Association (FPA) activist in her local town, who had
conceived after being prescribed the wrong contraceptive pessary by her FPA
doctor. Ttis interesting to consider whether ALRA sometimes censored their replies
to correspondents in the fear that their activities might have been under surveil-
lance, hence they might have only referred those cases with the strongest indication
of threat to either mental or physical health. In some cases it was the ability to pay
for a private consultation that seems to have swayed the case. For those with
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requisite funds and know-how, abortion was available on the borders of legality. Of
the ALRA female membership, for example, onein three had at some time required
an abortion, and one in four of these had obtained one privately and legally.°
Correspondents would write to ALRA with details of their success in obtaining an
abortion. For those who accessed it on the NHS, perseverance and strong medical
grounds were key factors in their success.*! Correspondents wrote to ALRA
because they lacked access to networks that might have put them in touch with a
gynaecologist.*> As one woman wrote, ‘we are strangers to the North and I feel so
helpless not knowing who to see or where to go”.** Another couple had recently
moved so had ‘few friends as yet and know nothing about the attitudes of doctors
here’.* For those who obtained a private medical abortion, it was money, knowl-
edge of how to play the system, and contacts that had been essential.*> It is their
letters, as they themselves acknowledged, which stood testimony to the hypocrisy
of the situation created by the law.

In emphasising their desire for a safe and legal abortion, the majority of corre-
spondents expressed a reluctance to seek illegal, amateurish, expensive and poten-
tially dangerous backstreet abortions. A woman from Belfast was quite clear on the
sort of abortion she wanted: ‘By the way I am of course speaking of a proper medi-
cal abortion and not some back street quackery’ A6 Instead correspondents sought
information on gynaecologists with ‘liberal views’, clinics, private nursing homes,
and the possibility of pursuing a legal abortion abroad, in places such as Sweden,
Denmark and Japan.*’ To these specific requests, ALRA responded thus: ‘the law
is not as liberal as popular opinion would have us believe, and both Sweden and
Denmark do not welcome foreigners arriving hoping for an easy, safe abortion’.*®
An abortion in any country would prove difficult to obtain, they further pointed
out, unless one had ‘reliable personal contacts’. The reluctance of correspondents
to consult a backstreet abortionist and the use of such phrases as ‘medical abortion’
or ‘termination of pregnancy’ represented, as Barbara Brookes suggests, ‘a signifi-
cant shift in terminology to an expression which had medical rather than “back-
street” connotations’.*” This was also apparent in more open discussion of abor-
tion as a medical procedure. By the 1950s women’s magazines were taking steps to
inform readers precisely what an abortion was. Tn a 1951 article in Womian’s Picto-
rial, for example, Dr Charles Hill distinguished between the medical use of miscar-
riage ‘to describe an expulsion which occurs from natural causes only, and
especially one between the third and sixth months of pregnancy’ with abortion, or
‘the loss of the foetus, as the growing child is termed during the first three months,
before it can independently support life, from natural causes or from outside inter-
ference’.””

Of course, not all correspondents adopted these official, medical terms in
addressing their problem. A few correspondents found it difficult to even put into
words their situation, speaking instead of ‘a terrifying ailment’, a ‘shattering prob-
lem’ or a ‘ghastly sequence’.>! Nevertheless, the fact that these women turned to
ALRA for help implies that they have faced up to the possibility that they are preg-
nant, even if they cannot bring themselves to mention it by name. Historians have
shown that under the layer of official legal, medical and religious views on abortion
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persisted a popular ethic, which espoused different understandings and meanings
of abortion.”> While it is difficult to pick this up in the letters, correspondents
might shift between medical terminology and popular vernacular. As one nine-
teen-year-old wrote in 1964: ‘T am now about six weeks pregnant having just
missed my second period ... I understand that there is a possibility of obtaining
certain drugs or injections that are able to bring on the period provided that I can
act fairly swiftly’.>® Her use of the phrase ‘to bring on’ calls forth a much older
notion of restoring late menstruation which was not necessarily associated with
either pregnancy or the expulsion of an unwanted foetus, and sits awkwardly with
the certainty she expresses as to being pregnant. On the whole, however, corre-
spondents come across as overwhelmingly rational and knowledgeable in their
decision making. By employing these distinct medical terms and in seeking an
abortion under medical supervision, correspondents perhaps hoped to demon-
strate to ALRA that they were under no illusion as to the medical implications of
what they were seeking. This was further evidenced in their references to the foetus
as the ‘child’, the ‘baby’, or the ‘unborn’, which though not emotionally neutral
showed little evidence of disguising their intentions. A central tenet of ALRA’s
claims had been such that women could make wise judgements when deciding on
abortion, but such arguments were losing ground against the increasing focus on
health and medical control.

Reluctance to seek a backstreet abortion did not prevent women from resorting
to self-inducing a miscarriage. Aware that they were unlikely to receive a sympa-
thetic hearing from general practitioners, ALRA correspondents reported trying a
variety of methods, including abortifacient pills, ‘old wives’ remedies, and the use
of instruments. These women were not alone, and the trade in over the counter
remedies was of a still significant size in the 1960s. In 1965, the Birmingham Group
of ALRA investigated the trade in abortifacients. They visited forty shops (twenty
chemists, seventeen rubber shops, and three herbalists) in London and Birming-
ham asking for products to both ‘bring on a delayed period” and ‘terminate a preg-
nancy’. Investigators felt that this sort of request was so common as to deserve no
distinctive reaction from those selling the purported remedies.>* Interest in self-
induced methods was further evidenced in an intriguing spate of letters received by
ALRA in 1963 after a group calling itself ‘Direct Action for Abortion Law Reform’
published details of what it termed a ‘relatively safe method’ for procuring miscar-
riage. Their leaflet described in detail the instruments required, where to purchase
them, and a do-it-yourself guide to the procedure.55 The police were unable to
trace the creators of the document, and both the medical profession and ALRA
were quick to denounce the leaflet. ALRA denied any connection to the group.
Queen magazine, however, described Direct Action as ‘the maverick side of a move-
ment whose sober face is worn by the Abortion Law Reform Association’® and it
seemns this led a number of correspondents to associate the two organisations.>” For
ALRA correspondents the results of self-inducing were mixed. One woman, for
example, swallowed the ergometrine pills she had been prescribed after her fifth
confinement and had hoarded ‘for such an emergency’.”® “I'he tablets worked”, she
reported, and had ‘no ill effect’. Others were not so successtul. One mother of five
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from Cheshire, who had failed to obtain a legal abortion, had attempted to abort
herself at twelve weeks. At the time of writing she had endured six weeks of contin-
uous bleeding but experienced no miscarriage.>”

Condlusion

The aim of this article was to evaluate how well the ALRA letters serve to inform
us about the attitudes of women to abortion in the 1960s. Though highly
personal to their narrators, the predicaments described in the letters to ALRA are
in fact strikingly familiar. Despite post-war developments in health and welfare,
education, employment and contraceptive knowledge, individuals continued to
struggle to make ends meet, and to suffer poor health often in spite of any
increase in prosperity. In fact, in the context of growing part-time work and
educational opportunities for women, declining family size, the introduction of
the Pill, and higher expectations of companionate marriage, an unexpected preg-
nancy took on a new significance for these individuals, as did, it seems, their
demand for accessible abortion. The letters provide insight into how individuals
navigated the quagmire that was legal abortion in this period. They provide
evidence on a very personal level of the ignorance, confusion (and sometimes
deliberate obstructions) of doctors regarding the legal indications for abortion.
They reveal the tensions that existed between social and medical indications for
abortion, tensions that sat at the heart of abortion reform, and which were largely
resolved in 1967 when the Abortion Act ensured that the law recognised abortion
in cases where either there was risk to the life of the pregnant woman, injury to
her physical or mental health or any existing children of her family, or the possi-
bility of foetal abnormality. The inability or unwillingness of some doctors to
handle women’s requests for abortion adequately and speedily is something that
has, however, endured.®?

The letters also shed some further light on ALRA in the 1960s. While we know
quite a lot about the Association’s public role as a political pressure group, the
letters are evidence of the behind-the-scenes role it played in advising and assisting
members of the general public. As the only organisation that specifically supported
the cause of abortion, it was perhaps inevitable that they would attract the interest
they did. Dilys Cossey, the Secretary of ALRA in the 1960s, for example, recalled
that many women and their partners wanting help would call at her flat, which was
given as the main ALRA address.®! As some of the letters suggest, ALRA did assist
in facilitating some legal terminations, but in the main, the Association existed to
‘change the law, not help individuals to evade it’.%* Perhaps one correspondent
summed up best what most individuals got from their contact with ALRA: ‘the
morale boost of meeting calm, clear, intelligent advice in the welter of well meaning
but woolly and sentimental procrastinations was tremendous.’®® However, while
the letters reveal the private and confidential side of ALRA’s work, they also served
a political function in that ALRA used the cases to mobilise public support in
favour of abortion reform. It was cases such as those described in the letters that
were a driving force behind their campaign to end backstreet and self-induced
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abortion and to ensure that those who could not afford to pay for a safe termina-
tion were not risking their lives and health.

In as much as the letters shaped ALRA’s campaign, the ALRA campaign shaped
the letters. As a source, the letters certainly complement and extend research that
has already documented the attitudes and experiences of earlier generations of
women who similarly sought to control their fertility in this way. One value of them
is that they are direct testimonies written at the time by the women and men who
were deliberately seeking to terminate an unwanted pregnancy, giving them an
immediacy that oral histories, for example, that draw on memoryand recollection,
cannot provide, but herein lies also their central weakness. The letters show how a
voluntary organisation, supporting a specific cause of unclear legality, calls forth
correspondence from those in need of a service. Thus, while they are a valuable new
source of information, they have to be carefully contextualised within the wider
discursive debates of which they were a part. It may well be that those writing
engaged with the language of the Association in order to forward their own case.
Literature such as the ‘Enquirer’s’ Leaflet’, together with increasingly accurate and
sympathetic coverage of abortion in the media (as a result of such things as the
thalidomide tragedy), provided the public not only an appropriate language but
also a legally acceptable framework with which to frame their requests for abortion.
There is an underlying, tacit negotiation taking place within this body of corre-
spondence regarding the intentions and responsibilities of both parties. This ‘ethi-
cal discourse about purposes and obligations’, as Gerber argues, ‘narrows the gap
between writer and reader’.®* Perhaps, in order to advance their cause, correspon-
dents had to show that they understood the medical implications of the problem
for which they sought help.

The letters are evidence that abortion was, as Leslie Reagan terms, ‘an open
secret’, discussed frankly between couples, inside families, among groups of
friends, and in the semi private, semi public space of the letter.%’ There are,
however, few comparable letter-based sources, so we have little means by which to
adequately assess whether these particular individuals addressed the issue of abor-
tion differently to how they might have spoken about it in other contexts, or to
other people. The Marie Stopes letter collections of the 1920s, for example, cover
an earlier generation of women who wrote to the birth controller with quite differ-
ent purposes and expectations.®® Tt has proven impossible to locate surviving
letters to ‘problem pages” and ‘agony aunts’, beyond a few published, and heavily
edited, exalnples.67 In the absence of similar testimonies, the ALRA letters, for the
time being at least, must be read on their own terms, as an original, useful, if prob-
lematic source.
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