A STUDY OF UNMARRIED MOTHERS

A. S. HATCH, M.B., B.S., D.L.O..
West Dulwich

HIS paper has been written after caring for some 3,000 unmarried

mothers, during the last 20 years, over the last six to eight weeks
of their pregnancies and the second to twelfth weeks of their babies’
lives. These women lived in two large town houses, one able to hold
24 women and 12 babies, and the other 12 women and six babies.
The women were confined in two local hospitals and usually returned
to the homes with their babies, on the eighth to tenth days. The
matrons in charge are qualified nurses and midwives. In the larger
home the assistant matron is also a qualified midwife.

All the women, except for the majority of the West Indians, in
whose lives the bearing of children outside of wedlock is very
common and carries no stigma, were psychologically disturbed, and
some of them were grossly undernourished, anaemic, and showing
signs of early toxaemia such as swollen ankles and puffy fingers. It
was difficult to obtain a true history because many of them had been
so questioned by moral welfare workers, local authority social welfare
officers, and the police, that by the time they arrived at the home they
were acting a part and giving answeis they thought we expected
from them. These answers were often tales of imagination. But as
they settled down in the home the truth would come out in conver-
sations with each other and with the resident staff.

To avoid embarrassing the women with further verbal questions,
a questionnaire was worked out that could be answered by simple
‘yes’ or ‘no’, crosses or ticks (see copy enclosed). To preserve
anonimity no names were to be given. No compulsion was put on
the girls to complete the forms; but they were told that so little was
known about the reasons why girls became unmarried mothers that
this was an attempt to collect some facts that might enable us to
give better help to future unmarried mothers. It was hoped to collect
some 500 replies, but after a few months the authority in charge of
one home forbade the issue of the questionnaire because * the
questions were so personal that if the answers became public it
might lead to political repercussions . The authority of the other
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home allowed the work to continue until 199 replies had been received.
Then a change of policy occurred so that the home admitted only
school-girls aged 12 to 16, for whom this questionnaire was no
longer suitable.

Not all the questions were answered by all the women, but, from
the replies received, the following facts emerge.

Half the women were in the age group 20-24 and a further 20
per cent in the 25-29 age groups, the ten most fertile years. (table I).

TABLE 1

AGE AND NATIONALITY OF MOTHER AND PUTATIVE FATHER
(Total 199)

Mother’sage | English | Irish Welsh | Scots | Others FathernA
unknow
M|F M|FIM|\F|{M|F|M|F
16-19 L1512 2 41 1| - -f -] 2| 4 —
20-24 .. |75|55| 8] 9| 1] - 4] 2|12]28 6
25-29 .. 31|24 6| S| -| - 2| 1{ 2] 9 2
30-34 .. (16|14 -] =] - - 2| 1| -] 2 1
35-39 .. (13 6| -] A ~-| -| -] ~-| -] 6 1
40- .. 6] 6 - —-| 1} 1| | -| - -| —
156 (117 {16 | 18| 3| 1| 8| 4| 16| 49 10

In the age group 20-24 years 28 per cent: in the age group 25-29
years 22 per cent and in the age group 35-39 years half the putative
fathers were foreigners, chiefly American service-men, Poles and
West Indians (table I). Many of the women stated that the foreigners
were more polite and more interesting to talk to than the average
Englishman, Perhaps these foreigners felt that they could take risks
without incurring the penalties that might fall on the ordinary dull
Englishman. And the girls made pregnant by coloured men came to
London where it is easier to conceal and dispose of a half-caste child
than it would be in their own small town or village.

The education system of this country at present is geared to
provide grammar school and university places for 20 per cent of the
child population. Table II shows that 27 per cent of these unmarried
mothers were among the better educated. Again this may be because
these women found it easier to hide themselves in London.
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Table III shows the occupa- TABLE II
tions of the mothers and of the ScHooL
putative fathers, when known,
according to the Registrar 2 5 2
General’s classification. It must Age |3 § S$ |8 |z
be remembered that class V 8% | 8 O
“ Unskilled workers” includes w8 |0 ©
university students whose abili- 16-19 | 15 3 1
ties could later bring them up to
classes I and II. It was to be 2024 61 | 30 | — 9
expected that no representatives
ofpi;ass I would be found it Bl I 4
among the women in these 30-34 | 14 3 | — 1
homes. In the age group 20-24,
11 of the 16 women in class III 35-39 3 2 | — 8
were nurses. Of the 100 puta- o | 61 — | — 1| 1
tive fathers concerned the occu-
pations of 39 were not known, 121 | 53 1| 24

but 12 were in class I (pro-
fessional men, business executives and officers in the Forces.)

TABLE 111
OCCUPATION OF MOTHER AND PUTATIVE FATHER
(Registrar General’s classification)

Class 1 I mr w V Not know:.
Mother’sagel M (P.F\ M |P.F| M |PF.| M |P.F| M [P.F| M| P.F,
1619 .. |— | 5| 4| 3| 1| 1| 4] 3| 9| 4| 2 4
20-24 .. —|12|26| 616 12|18 | 7{36|24| 4| 39
2529 .. |—| 2|18| 4| 1| 5| 4| 4[17] 9| 1 17
30-34 .. —] 2| 7|—| 2] 3| 3| 1| 5] 4] 1 8
3539 .| —| 1| 1| —[—] 1] 2] 1} 9] 4] 1 6
40- == 2|—=|—=|—=| 1] 2| 4| 4| — 1
— |22 (58[13]/20{22]32|18{80]|49| 9 75

Only ten women did not answer the questions on reasons for
pregnancy table IV. Only 19 would admit that the alcohol they
had consumed made them lose control of themselves, though I had
the impression that alcohol had loosened the self-control of several
others. One woman said *if I had not been drinking this would
not have happened . That a third of the women had been promised
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TABLE IIIa TABLE IIIs

LIVING CONDITIONS AGE AND STATE OF MOTHER
A 5 §° %‘ T 2|32 § § £
Age < §§ 128 Age g § § § § g
SMERINE 5|2 |5|83
16-19 | 10 1 81 2| — 1619 20 | — | — | — | — | —
20-24 | 43 4 (2918 3 202495 S| —|— | — | —
25-29 |25 — |12 5] 1 25-291 31| 5| — 1|1
30-34 6 1 (11| —|— 30-34 10| 2| —| 6| — | —
35-39 7 — 2( 2| — 35-390 8| 2| 1| —| 2| —
40- 3 — 2( 1| — 40~ 4| 2| —|—] 1| —
94 6 |[64|28| 4 16816 1| 9| 4] 1

marriage confirms the often made remark that pre-marital inter-

course is very prevalent today.

Stories of rape should be
treated with great reserve be-
cause it must be very difficult
for an unaided man to have
sexual intercourse with an un-
willing healthy and active
woman. One 19-year-old girl
(not included in these figures)
told a story that she went down
to the local inn to celebrate her
birthday and met some Ameri-
can airmen. She woke up at
3.0 a.m. to find herself lying on
the grass at the roadside. Later
some friends told her that she
had become dead drunk and
two airmen had promised to
take her home in their jeep.

TABLE IlIc

RELIGION OF MOTHER

<

; §
5o |53 §
O | & [E0| ©
16-19 | 15 4 | — 1
20-24 | 84 5 4 7
25-29 | 27 7 4 3
30-34 | 13 — 4 1
35-39| 13 | — | — | —
40~ 5 1 1 —
157 17 13 12

That 40 per cent of the women permitted intercourse because they
were lonely and thought they had found a friend shows a very irre-
sponsible attitude towards life. One even added a postscript that
she gave herself to a married man * because I loved him !”

Only 20 women did not provide information on the amount of
sexual intercourse that took place, table V. Apart from the seven who
were cohabiting as man and wife, 75 (37 per cent) of them admitted
that it was a regular and frequent occurrence. Only 25 admitted to
one incident only. Most of these were the girls who had taken too
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TABLE V TABLE VI
-AMOUNT OF SEXUAL INTERCOURSE PREVIOUS PREGNANCIES
Age | Once|2 or 3| Often| Co- Age |2nd)| 3rd| 4th | 5th | 6th | 7th
times habited
1619 1| —|—]|—|—]|—

16-19y 3 10 5 1

2024 27| 4| —|—|—|—

20-24{ 12 32 39 2

2529|111 2} 3| 2| —|—

25-29] 7 18 14 1

30-34f 6| —f 1| —| 1|—

30~ 2 7 7 1
3539 2| 1| 2|—|—]| 1

35-39] 1 4 6 —
40- | 3[—| 2| —|—|—

40- | — 1 4 2
so|l 7| 8| 2| 1] 1

25 | 12 | 75 7

much alcohol at a party or had TABLE VII

indulged in a short holiday REASONS GIVEN FOR INTERCOURSE

flirtation and had not seen the
man since. Sixty-five (33 per Frequency of | Once | 2 or 3 | Often

cent) of them gave themselves intercourse times
to the man on promise of marri-
. . Due to
age, a promise which was not alcohol 15 | 10 s | —

kept. Eighty (40 per cent) of
them said they were lonely and Loneli-
wanted a friend, without a | mnes 60, 5 | 33 | 22
deeper commitment than that -
(tables IV and VII). But if it | prioee s | 1 | 27 | 37
had been possible to make an
individual analysis it is certain that deeper emotional conflicts
would have been discovered.

Several authorities have pointed out that children from unhappy
or broken homes are often unable to form a stable relationship and
a happy home when they marry. I expected to find that many of
these unmarried mothers came from unhappy or broken homes, or
were spoilt only children. But tables VIII and IX show that only
20 per cent admitted coming from broken homes and only 17 per
cent were only children. One hundred and nine (54 per cent) stated
that their parents were happily married and yet 33 (16 per cent)—see
tables X and XI were ¢ lonely ’. It seems that the parents of these
women, though happy themselves had been unaware of their
daughters’ emotional needs.

It is not the practice of these homes to allow the women to return
for a second baby. But one girl of 17 was admitted to one home
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during her first pregnancy and came to the other in the following
year for her second baby. She was a young German Jewish refugee
whose parents had died in a concentration camp. She had lived in
one children’s home after another and having reached their age
limit, had gone out into the world looking for security and had
mistaken physical attraction for true love.

TABLE VIII

PARENTS (OF MOTHERS)

Un-
Age Both | Father | Mother| Happy | happy | Separ- | Div- Not
alive dead mar- | mar- | ated | orced | ans.

riage | riage
16-19 14 5 1 10 4 4 1 _—
20-24 76 14 10 59 5 11 6 19
25-29 27 8 4 23 1 5 — 12
30-34 9 8 7 9 —_ 1 — 8
35-39 4 6 6 6 1 — —_ 6
40— 1 6 4 2 —_ — — 5
131 *47 *32 109 11 21 7 50

*Both parents dead — 11

TABLE IX

Unmarried mothers have NUMBER OF BROTHERS AND SISTERS

easier and shorter labours than

married women. Alan Brews in

his Textbook of Obstetrics states Age | Several coh','.’,z k]n\:;” ’J
that the average length of s
labour for a primipara is 18 16-19 .. 16 4 | —
hours and for a multipara 8.1/4

hours. Table XII shows, in a 20-24 .| 69 171 =
total Of: 218 lab.ou.rs, that 161 25-29 .. 26 8 1
unmarried primipara  had

labours lasting less than 18 30-3¢ ..[ 9 4 1
hours to 81 that lasted longer.

On individual analysis of 68 | 3% | 9 | 1| 3
multiparas I found 49 whose 40- .. 5 1 1
labours lasted less than 8.1/4

hours, to 17 who lasted longer. Total ..| 134 35 6
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TABLE X TABLE XI
GIRLS LIVING AT HOME GIRLS LIVING AWAY FROM HOME
Parents | Broken homes Parents | Broken homes
happily or dead happily or dead
married parents married parents
Age | Age
BTN o 58| ua | S8
SEHETE HE IR
O | s g O s g O8] 8§ § Os | § g
& & & &
16-19 | — 2 —_ 1 16-19| 1 — 3 4
20-24 | 12 13 3 2 20-24 5 10 9 12
25-29 6 6 1 — 25-29 3 3 4 1
30-34 1 — 1 — 30-34 | — 3 4 4
35-39 1 —_ 2 2 35-39 2 — 2 1
40- 2 — — — 40- —_ 2 3 —
22 21 7 5 11 18 25 22

Is this because most married women are so tense and excited about
the arrival of the longed for child that their muscular relaxation is
not so good as that of the unmarried mother who is often only too
anxious to be rid of an unwanted burden?

One woman went to the toilet thinking she was going for her
daily bowel evacuation, and the baby fell into the pan! Another
almost dropped the baby on to the floor as she got out of bed. A
third walked into my surgery and produced her baby (her second)
five minutes later on my couch.

Breast feeding. 1 am informed that some homes make their
mothers breast feed their babies as a sort of punishment for their
sins. Some mothers say that they do not want to breast feed their
children because they do not want to make the parting more difficult
than it must be. Some hospitals see no point in starting breast
feeding that has to stop in six weeks time, so they inhibit breast
milk with stilboesterol at once. In my experience the breast-fed
babies do better than the bottle-fed babies in these cases, so I tell
the mothers that if they breast feed they will have the satisfaction of
knowing that at least they have done the best they possibly can for
their babies while they have been in their care, and that they will not
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do.
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suffer from stilboesterol withdrawal symptoms as so many of them

Table XIII shows that 49 (25 per cent) of the mothets were
receiving some help from the putative fathers, but only 26 (12 per
nent) of the men were willing to marry them after the baby was born.

TABLE XIII
FATHER OF CHILD HELPING OR NOT
Doesn’t

Help | Help | Marry | Marry |Already| De- | know | Don’t

Age Yes No Yes No | mar- | serted | about | know
ried | you | baby | him
16-19 2 18 5 14 2 5 5 3
20-24 29 65 15 55 20 21 10 1
25-29 9 30 4 22 12 6 4 1
30-34 4 12 1 5 8 3 2 1
35-39 4 8 1 6 2 3 2 1
40- 1 5 — 4 3 2 1 —
49 138 26 106 47 40 24 7

Twenty-four (12 per cent) of the women stated that the men concerned
did not know of the pregnancies. The 138 (69 per cent) who were
receiving no help from the putative fathers included some women

who had refused such help
because they were so ashamed
of themselves that they did not
want to see the man again and
preferred to shoulder their bur-
den alone; a very few who, when
they found that the man was
already married, were self-
sacrificing enough not to wish
to break up his home; and some
who wanted to hold on to their
child, as their only personal
possession in the world.

Table XIV shows that 95 (47
per cent) of the women would
like to keep their babies. Some
of these women were quite un-

TABLE XIV
=
4 | o H w2 §§
33| ¥ |88(5%
16-19 7 12 1 —
20-24| 47 44 7 2
25-29 ( 18 21 — 2
30-34( 12 2 4 —_—
35-39 6 6 — 1
40~ 5 2 —_ —
95 87 12 5
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fitted to do so and were persuaded to have them adopted. Some realized
that they would be unable to give their babies a good home and
asked to have them adopted. Among the latter are some who are
worthy of a great deal more help, in the form of flatlets where the
baby can be left in charge of a matron during the day while the
mother goes to work. Blocks of these flats have been provided by
the state in Denmark and Sweden. One or two voluntary bodies
are expetimenting in a small way in this country. But we have so
little knowledge of the right type of woman to help that a great deal
more research and experiment must go on.
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QUESTIONNAIRE

1. 1st 2nd 3rd 4th  5th  Pregnancy
Your Nationality: English, Irish, Scot, Jamaican, Jewess, Other.
Your Age: Occupation: Married, Single, Widow.
Religion: C. of E. R.C. Nonconformist. Other.
School: Secondary Modern. Grammar. University. Other.

2. Nationality of Child’s father: His job:
Did he have sexual intercourse with you: Only once. 2 or 3 times. Often.

3. Did you live: Athome. Inlodgings. At your work.
In a Children’s Home.

4. Are your parents: Alive. Dead. Happily married.
Unhappily married. Separated. Divorced.
Your Position in Family: No. of brothers and sisters:

5. Did this pregnancy occur because you:
(i) had taken some alcohol
(ii) had a row at home and ran away
(iii) were lonely and thought you had found a friend
(iv) the man promised to marry you
(v) you just wanted to have an experience

6. Is the father of your child helping you. Will he marry you.
Is already married. Has run away and deserted you.
He does not know about the baby. I do not want to see him again.
I don’t know who he is.

7. Will you keep the baby. Have him adopted. Don’t know.
Please cross out the words that do not apply.



