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GENEii Category 2 Honorable Mention 
 
A Maiden Aunt 
by Pauline Abbott 
 
Lily was born in Luton, Bedfordshire, England in December 1899 (1).  The date is on her casket 
now – Lily Catherell 1899-1990. 
 
`She was a good age.’ 
 
`No more suffering.’ 
 
`She’s gone to a better place.’ 
 
These were the phrases repeated at her funeral, mantras used by the living to keep away their 
own fear of death.  There were no close relatives.  Lily had never married.  Like many women of 
her generation, she had lost a childhood sweetheart to World War I.  Two sisters had been 
claimed by early death – one before Lily’s birth, but the second, a beloved older sister, lovely 
red-haired Rose, had been a best friend, and mention of her loss to the breathlessness of her 
last illness still brought a tremor to Lily’s voice.  Three brothers had married to face longer, more 
sustained challenges.  Lily had been the obvious one to stay in the family home and care for 
aged and eventually ailing parents. 
 
That had not been her whole life.  The siblings freed from the lifetime parental obligation had 
expressed their gratitude in shifts of caregiving from time to time, and Lily had traveled.  With 
adventurous groups of tourists from local churches, she had visited Jerusalem, the Holy Land, 
Egypt, and Italy.  Mementos from these excursions crowded her shelves and bookcases, eternal 
escape channels to her bright and happy memories. 
 
“Look at this,” she would say, picking up a cheap, stuffed camel.  “I rode a camel once, you know 
…”  And if anyone was listening, or even if they were not, out would come a flood of 
reminiscence. 
 
Lily had been liberated by the World Wars to work outside the home.  The men of her family 
were in the hat trade, and she worked intermittently at the family hat factory.  `Miss Lily’ was 
welcomed by `the girls’ who blocked, sewed and trimmed the elegant hats of the better classes.  
Lily enjoyed them, too, and their stories, which she remembered, and could retell in the cheerful 
Bedfordshire accent they shared. 
 
After her father’s death Lily’s mother sold her share in the factory.  No-one HAD to work, so the 
two ladies kept each other in fragile isolation behind their lace-lined curtains in a once-genteel 
part of town that became increasingly run-down.  Not behind their curtains, though.  Not over 
their tea-cups.  Not in their hedge-bounded and geranium-bright backyard.  When her mother 
died Lily inherited the house, and kept it as her mother would have wished. 
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She was not neglected.  She had nieces and a nephew who visited, regular as clockwork, to 
make sure Aunt Lily was `all right.’  Each Christmas she was ritually installed in some corner of a 
family festivity.  In the summer she would be ceremoniously taken out on Sundays, driven 
around the local by-ways and served tea, taken home before it got dark.  Then, the television 
became her evening company.  She knew all the current news, loved opera, didn’t think much of 
modern drama, but never missed Coronation Street. 
 
I didn’t meet Lily until she was 86.  I lived in another country by then, but on my regular visits to 
England became interested in family history.  My mother remembered “an old lady … we used 
to go for tea … she knew a lot about the old days … I never listened much.  Well, I was young …” 
 
Miraculously, Lily was still there, right where my mother had left her, in the same chair, by the 
same fireplace.  Her eyes twinkled when I explained who I was.  “I’m Jean’s daughter .. she was 
Beatie’s daughter … she was your Uncle William’s daughter …” 
 
These credentials were enough, and over the same tea-cups the old stories were told – this time 
to a willing listener, eager to hear all she could remember. 
 
They were all there, still, preserved in her memory.  My great-grandfather, proud and stiff in his 
photograph, turned out to have been underage at his wedding, `seduced’ into it by the vivacious 
beauty by his side.  He `got religion’ later, and prevented his younger daughter, Clara, from 
marrying a young man of unsuitable beliefs.  And Aunt Louie, now, she had a lovely voice, and 
once auditioned for the BBC – but she never ate enough to keep a bird alive.  A couple of eggs 
would last her a week.  Uncle Herbert, in the uniform?  Yes, a military man, stern in his habits, 
used to argue with her over such foolishness … 
 
I made four summer visits to Lily, each time I was in England.  My ancestors lived there with her, 
and I got to know them a little as she talked.  I tried a tape-recorder once, but her voice 
changed.  She wouldn’t, `on the record’ recall the juicy gossip, the stories that made my family 
real.  Not one of the catastrophe stories, the ones she punctuated with a `Still, ne’er mind, eh?’ 
of optimism and faith in the resilience of humankind.  No, until I switched it off Herbert was a 
fine man, never raised his voice to any of his sisters … (2) 
 
Lily died in 1990 (3), and her nieces and nephew arranged her funeral.  She was just Aunt Lily, 
and they were all sorry, of course.  “Yes, she did know a lot of old stories  ….  Going to be a job 
for someone, clearing out her house ….  Do you know how many HATS she had!” 
 
They weren’t just stories.  It wasn’t just stuff.  She carried a whole cast of characters in her head.  
They were alive, as long as she was alive.  Alas, they all went with her to her grave. 
____ 
 
 

1. Birth Certificate Luton Vol 3B Page 415 
2. Personal interviews 1986-1990 
3. Death Certificate Luton Vol 9 Page 525 
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