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MARGARET MAUD BRASH (1880–1965): 

LANCASTER NOVELIST AND LECTURER 
 

Michael Winstanley 

 

Abstract 

Between 1928 and 1958 Lancaster-born Margaret Brash wrote 23 novels set in the North of 

England, where she lived and worked as a languages teacher, and in Europe and North Africa where 

she travelled extensively. Her work was widely reviewed and read at the time but, apart from one 

dystopian novel published under a pseudonym, her work is largely forgotten today. This article 

assesses her contribution, both as an author and a lecturer on European problems. 

 

 
Figure 1 Margaret Maud Brash from the Manchester Evening News, 11 March 1939. 

 

Thomas Cann Hughes’s Literary Associations of the County Town of Lancaster published in 1929 

contained very few entries for women authors. Several he did include were marginal; others 

bordered on the desperate. The Brontës received an entry although he admitted that there was no 

evidence they ever visited the town. Elizabeth Gaskell never stayed in Lancaster but she 

nevertheless merited listing because she had subscribed to Messrs Milner’s Circulating Library 

when visiting Silverdale. Most of the rest were poets; a few had written local plays; others had 

contributed articles to historical, religious or folk-lore magazines, including the prolific and well-

known Annie Geddes Gilchrist. One was tragic. Edith Allonby, schoolmistress at St Anne’s school 

on Moor Lane, had committed suicide in 1905 to draw attention to her latest work, Fulfilment, 

which all publishers had declined. When it did appear after her death, it was universally criticised. 

 

However, Cann Hughes noted optimistically that the Lancaster-born Margaret Maud Brash (Figure 

1) had just published her first novel, Jannock, the previous year and that this had been ‘very well 
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reviewed in the Manchester Guardian and Manchester City News and elsewhere’.
1
 Margaret was to 

go on to enjoy a profitable and productive career as a novelist. Between 1928 and 1958 she wrote 

no fewer than 22 novels under her own name, and one under the pseudonym of John Kendall. 

Outside the copyright libraries, her novels are not easy to obtain now: there are a few reference 

copies in Lancaster Local Studies Library, rather more in Lancashire Libraries Reserve Stock at 

Skelmersdale and some in Hull City Library. Apart from the dystopian work under her pseudonym, 

her work is also little read or discussed today. Unlike the tragic Edith Allonby, she currently has no 

entry in Wikipedia. It is tempting to dismiss her as a romantic novelist, but her stories were also 

‘sensitive tale[s] of true love woven into the streamlined efficiency of modern life’.
2
 They spoke to 

contemporary problems and concerns in Britain and on the Continent including the rise of Nazism 

in Germany, a country she regularly visited. As she herself noted in 1943, ‘The novelist can serve 

her day and generation by arousing sympathy and understanding of social problems’.
3
 This short 

piece is an attempt to bring attention to her and her unjustly neglected work. 

 

Margaret was born on 7 February 1880, the seventh of the eight children of John and Annie Brash. 

John was the son of a shoemaker from Littlefell House, Scotforth, overlooking the Quernmore 

valley; his wife, Annie, had been born in Liverpool, but was the daughter of a local baker on Market 

Street, Ulverston, where they were married in 1865. By 1881 he was a general draper, employing no 

fewer than seven assistants ten years later, trading from 24 (later renumbered as 15) Cheapside with 

his brother Richard. Another brother, Robert, traded as a hatter and hosier further down the street. 

John’s family lived above the shop with a live-in maid. By 1891 they had gravitated to 12 Dalton 

Square, now (2017) converted to a chemist with an apartment above. William, the only son, was by 

then assisting his father in the business; the eldest daughter had married and moved away (although 

was visiting on census night with her son); other daughters were either at home or in school. John 

died in 1910 but his widow, William a ‘general draper’ and Elsie a ‘professor of music’, continued 

to live in Dalton Square, Elsie staying on after her mother’s death in 1925 and giving music lessons 

to Lancaster’s middle class.
4
 William was listed at Dalton Square in the 1915 electoral register as a 

‘lodger’ with exclusive use of a bedroom worth £20 a year that he allegedly rented from his mother 

but by 1918 he and his sister Annie Edith had moved to 7 Ardengate, Scotforth.  

 

Margaret, however, had left the family home much earlier. Her precise movements before 1921 are 

not known but she is reported to have been a teacher in Kendal before moving to Germany where 

she taught English. She toured extensively on the continent only returning with the outbreak of 

war.
5
 She was reported to be fluent in French, German, Italian and Spanish. For nineteen years she 

was languages teacher at Hull Technical College, later Riley High School for boys, the only woman 

on the staff.
6
 The electoral registers for 1921 recorded her and her servant at 98 Peel Street, a 

modest terrace house within walking distance of the college on what was then the outskirts of the 

town. In the mid-1930s she returned to Lancaster, first appearing in the electoral register for 1937–

38 at 7 Ardengate, Scotforth with her older unmarried siblings – William, a now retired travelling 

draper, and sister Annie Edith who acted as housekeeper. William died in 1951 and she and Annie 

later moved to a smaller, modern, semi-detached house at 12 Bedford Place, Scotforth.
7
 Until at 

least the 1950s she continued to travel extensively in Europe and North Africa, and from the late 

1930s she regularly gave lantern-slide shows about her travels: a voyage along the Danube; the 

architecture of Italian cities; travelling by cargo boat; the nature of North Africa and Spain; ‘A 

wayfarer in Roumania’; Westminster Abbey; the abbeys of Britain. Writing just after the Second 

World War she noted that: 

 

I have never before passed six years in one land. While so many of our men have been to 

every quarter of the globe, the vast majority of us have had, willy-nilly, to stay at home. 
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There are those with an incurable Wanderlust, an itch to travel to see other lands, to speak 

other languages, to feel the fierce sun as we never feel it here in our green, green land.
8
 

 

Speaking to the Dickens Fellowship in Hull in 1933 about the making of a novelist, she advised 

young aspirant writers that, ‘It is best to write about the type of people you know best’.
 9

 Margaret’s 

publications clearly reflect this. Her characters were drawn from the ranks of the northern, 

provincial middle class such as teachers, businessmen and landowners, and members of the ex-pat 

communities and foreign nationals she encountered on her travels. Her stories incorporated her 

experiences as a woman in teaching, her love for and knowledge of the North of England, and her 

‘wanderlust’. Her early stories were essentially about the training of youth and the potential 

problems that middle-class boys encountered. Jannock, Lancashire and Yorkshire dialect for 

straight talking, fairness or justice, was set in a boys’ college which bore a close resemblance to the 

one in which she taught and it even opened with a German lesson. Ann of Carthage incorporated a 

young, female, languages teacher with a first-class honours degree and an interest in juvenile 

delinquency (Figure 2). In one of her lectures she talked openly of her educational experiences as 

the only woman teacher in a school of 800 boys: ‘all boys’ secondary schools should have some 

women on the staff, and, similarly, the bracing effect of two or three men on the staff of a girls’ 

school would combat any super-refined or extremely feminist attitude’.
10

 As a successful, single, 

professional woman she championed the role of women in the workplace and argued that women 

needed to increase their public influence, rather than spending time worrying about their 

appearances.
11

 Despite being a believer in the values of education, youth training and the virtues of 

‘getting on in life’, she also expressed strong traditional views on marriage and child rearing, 

emphasising that married women’s place was in the home. Indeed, she saw them as central to 

providing the training she felt youth needed. This theme was particularly highlighted in Cresset 

Lights and drew the ire of her feminist friends. She spoke to the Hull Sunday Association in 1935. 

 

Describing her new book as having been written ‘kicking against the pricks’, Miss Brash 

said she found that the views which she once believed in she did not now believe. Life and 

experience had forced upon her a new point of view, which, according to a prominent 

feminist of her acquaintance, showed disloyalty to her sex. This feminist, to whom she had 

submitted the book, advised her to withdraw it.
12

 

 

Having spent nine weeks abroad ‘to see what the modern child was like’, she said that she had been  

 

… distressed and horrified at the younger generation’s astonishing licence and indifference. 

She found them completely without discipline and absorbed in their own pleasures. For her, 

however, the most important point of view she arrived at during the nine weeks she was 

away was that the principal thing in life is the rearing of children and the care of the home. 

Women, Miss Brash said, in doing this they were doing the greatest thing in life. And this 

point of view she had ventured to put in her new book. Women could not do their duties to 

children and husbands and keep their posts as well, she said. She thought women under-

estimated the importance of motherhood.
12

  

 

She also tackled issues with which she no sympathy such as crime and even telepathy.  

 

She set all her domestic novels amongst the landscapes and the people of Lancashire and Yorkshire 

which she knew – both the ‘industrial North, a somewhat grey world’, and the North she loved, ‘the 

North of the quiet country towns, of grey villages among the fells or on the moors’.
13

 Jannock was 
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Figure 2 Author’s note in presentation copy of Ann of Carthage. 

(Lancaster Local Studies Library) 

 

set in ‘Carchester’, which bore a striking similarity to Manchester, which was also the setting for 

much of The Silver Ladder; Faggots Close was largely set Hull and Lincoln; Singing Dust was in 

what was widely interpreted as Hull. Ann of Carthage was set in a small community but the action 

opened in ‘a busy, grimy Yorkshire town’ [clearly Leeds].  The primary action in Dacre’s Fold took 

place among the hills between Settle and Skipton but with references to Morecambe and the Lune 

Valley while St Martin’s Beads had Wharfedale as its backdrop. Whatever the setting, she 

maintained that Northerners were different from Southerners and particularly Londoners. The 

Northerners possessed distinctive and creditable community values and qualities. 

 

… I often feel London would be a greater place if it were less exclusively London, if it were 

more accessible to provincial ideals. I would recommend six months’ leave of absence for 

so many jaded London writers and publishers, to be spent, not sight-seeing abroad, as they 

invariably do, but in discovering their own land, not the greater London of the South, but the 

more distant England of the North.
14

 

 

But her work also drew on her extensive experiences as a traveller. Indeed she would seem to have 

done much of her writing abroad. The Sheffield Independent in 1928 reported that  

 

‘Jannock’ was begun in the first instance to while away the tedium of a long convalescence 

abroad. It was started in the snow-covered mountains of a remote corner of Czechoslovakia, 

and chapter was added to chapter in six different countries. It was completed some 18 

months later in North Africa. A well-travelled book!
15

 

 

She recalled in 1946 that The Treasure of Akor (Figure 3), which dealt with a quest in the African 

desert, had been written twelve years earlier while staying just south of Carthage. Nearly all her 

novels included foreign characters; even in Jannock the young hero in Manchester had a Spanish 

mother. Many novels were either wholly or partially set in Europe including Paris and Austria 

(God’s Plenty), Italy (Vagabond Hope) or exotic locations in North Africa like Cairo (Flags of 

Dawn), Morocco (Lantern Land), Mauretania (The Treasure of Akor) and Tunis (Ann of Carthage).  

 

In the 1940s several of her novels focused on wartime experiences in both Britain and Europe. They 

often reflected the worrying contemporary political developments she had witnessed first-hand, 

including the rise of Nazi Germany and Communist Russia. Brave Easterling provided what one 

critic called a ‘quiet tolerant marshalling of facts’ of the problems affecting Germany and its 

citizens, as experienced by a young German refugee, Friedel, who faced deportation by a British 
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court until the English magistrate rescued her by marrying her. The anti-hero of Today’s New Corn, 

who was threatening to take over the family estate, was a British Black-Shirt Fascist.  

 

       
Figure 3 Cover illustrations: Unborn Tomorrow, Collins & Co. (1933) and Digit Books (1961); 

Title Page of The Treasure of Akor (1946) 

 

It was not just fascism that disturbed her. Unborn Tomorrow (1933) is a disturbing futuristic 

dystopian novel, set in 1996 in a totalitarian, socialist Britain that had been taken over after a world 

war and financial collapse in 1938 (Figure 3). It revolves around ‘the abnegation of the individual to 

the needs of the state’. Eugenic breeding programmes had eliminated ‘defective types’ and the state 

pursued a policy of planned racial miscegenation to produce a ‘State stock’. Religion was banned; 

art and culture failed to thrive; food was in short supply; family life was eliminated as ‘the root of 

all inequality and injustice’, while respect for the elderly was non-existent and therefore many opted 

for euthanasia. Resistance was sustained by dedicated ‘irreconcilables’ in hiding, or confined to 

reservations. Her spokesperson in the novel is an old mercenary who opted for the struggle outside 

the so-called ‘protective’ reach of the state and is befriended and assisted by two young 

disillusioned protagonists striving to live beyond the reach of the state as free people and trying to 

raise their family. This, in essence, encapsulated Margaret’s worst fears while championing the 

values she held most dear: her view that individuals were capable of, and responsible for, 

determining their own lives but sustained by loving relationships within families. In this fictional 

world, however, she reassures herself by portraying the ultimate collapse of the totalitarian state and 

the triumph of individual freedom and compassion.
19

 

 

As well addressing contemporary issues through her novels, Margaret was a frequent lecturer in 

halls and institutes in the Fylde, North Lancashire and in Hull from early 1938, often under the 

auspices of Lancashire County Council Education Department, raising public awareness of recent 

disturbing developments in Germany and central Europe. She was well placed to do so, having 

visited Germany every year since the First World War, and as recently as July to September 1937.
16

 

The titles of her talks varied but included ‘Life in Germany Today’; ‘The Making of Modern 

Germany’; ‘The Problems of the Danubian Basin’; and ‘Youth in the New Germany’. Her lecture in 

Grange in 1941 was illustrated with moving examples of her friends who had suffered under the 

regime, but her broader concerns were most fully reported in a Hull newspaper of April 1939. She 

highlighted ‘the colossal extravagance’ and ‘insane amount of building’ intended to shore up the 

Nazi regime. ‘They are not building schools, hospitals, universities, or things of that kind, but 

palatial headquarters for the party, where the young can be trained in the ideas of National 

Socialism.’ She stressed the ‘immense amount of money’ Germany was spending on propaganda, 

including hostels where foreign students were indoctrinated so they could go back to their own 
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countries and set up ‘cells’ to spread Nazi propaganda. She was most distressed by the treatment of 

the Jews, not just for the loss of business expertise to the country but because of the development of 

‘huge concentration camps’ in which were interned ‘some of the finest intellects of the country’. 

She feared for their future in the event of war, noting ominously that Himmler had said that if war 

came they would ‘start on the home front’.
17

 

 

Whatever the theme and whatever difficulties her heroes and heroines faced, her novels were 

ultimately optimistic with humanity’s better nature invariably coming to the fore to triumph over 

adversity, misfortune and evil. A romantic interest, something Margaret herself may or may not 

have encountered personally, was often incorporated but, as the Hull Daily Mail noted approvingly, 

there was ‘No Sex Problem’: ‘The absence of sex problems makes Faggots Close a suitable book to 

give to a young girl or boy.’
18

 

 

Margaret died in the home she shared with her sister Annie at Bedford Place on 17 October 1965. 

By then she was in many respects a figure from a world which had disappeared with the coming of 

prosperity, the welfare state, cheaper travel, permissive values and new, gritty portrayals of an 

industrial working-class in the North. Her dystopian, futuristic Unborn Tomorrow had been 

reprinted four years earlier with a new lurid cover and it continues to be discussed, but her other 

books now belonged to an earlier age.
19

 She had even been largely forgotten in Lancaster. Her 

obituary in the Lancaster Guardian five days after her death referred to her sister Elsie’s musical 

reputation but unforgivably did no more than paraphrase Cann Hughes’s entry for Margaret over 36 

years earlier, mentioning only her first two novels.
20

 There was no reference to what she went on to 

achieve. She deserved better. She was a remarkable, adventurous woman, cosmopolitan and 

international in her outlook with an insatiable wanderlust, whose life, work, novels and lectures 

reflected the middle-class values and the widespread fears of the age and world in which she lived. 

It seems only fair, or to employ the dialect term she used for her first novel’s title, ‘jannock’, that 

her contribution to Lancaster’s literary history is remembered. 

 

Appendix: Published Novels 

Selected summaries are taken largely from press reviews of the novels. 

Direct quotations from such reviews are referenced. 

 

All her novels were published by Jarrolds, London, except Unborn Tomorrow, by W. Collins, Son 

& Co. Full sets can be found in national copyright libraries such as the British Library, London, and 

the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Lancaster Library (L) has six titles: more are stored in Lancashire 

Libraries Reserve Stock in Skelmersdale (Sk). Copies (often ex-library) can sometimes be obtained 

cheaply from online and second-hand booksellers. 

 

1928 Jannock (L) 

Jannock was published in early 1928 to widespread acclaim. It was based in a northern industrial 

town, ‘Carchester’, and clearly reflected her own experiences as a teacher. It portrayed various 

reactions to a young boy whose father had been committed to prison, including those he 

encountered in school, from the sympathetic headmaster and the ‘cad’ of a teacher, and then his 

ultimate success as a young man. The Hull Daily Mail drew a moral from the story: ‘we would all 

be careful not to sear the soul of a young son or daughter for the sins of their parents’.
21

  

 

1929 The Rooftree Rides 

Dedicated to her brother, William. This long novel told the story of another troubled teenage boy 
and his eventual redemption. He had been taken from England by his mother and her lover but he 

was left alone by fifteen and returned to his stepmother’s home where he ‘embarks on a wild and 
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not altogether blameless youth’, being expelled from school and spending time in prison before 

emigrating to the USA. Returning to England as a reformed character, however, he saves his 

father’s firm which had been threatened by American competition and ‘Big Business’.
22

 

 

1931 The Gates are Mine 

Also about school life, focusing on an idealistic, egoistic teacher who married a like-minded female 

teacher whose own hopes were then crushed by his jealous ambition. 

 

1932 Over the Windmills 

 

1933 Unborn Tomorrow (under her pseudonym, John Kendall) (Sk) 

Set in a futuristic totalitarian state which embodies all the aspects which the author feared and 

despised. Described in detail in the main body of this article. Republished by Digit Books, 1961. 

Title from the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, translated by Edward Fitzgerald.  

 

1934 Ann of Carthage (L) Original typescript in Lancashire Archives DDX 2743/MS8584 and 

presentation copy in Lancaster Reference Library. 

Set in an old Yorkshire town and involving another young man burdened with the mistakes of his 

forbears who wins through to happiness. He is torn in affection between ‘two good women – one a 

finely-trained teacher, with a first-class honours degree, the possessor of a brilliant intellect and 

capacity for hard work in the pursuit of her purpose’ and Ann from Carthage, ‘with her innocent 

charm, and deep dependence’ on the hero. The story is ‘as clean as a mountain burn not, as so 

many, analogous to a sewage-defiled stream’.
23

  
 

1935 Faggots Close (Sk) 

Set in Hull and Lincoln. Two years in the life of another young man, Derek Frere, who has made a 

mess of his life and desires to do good. He has escaped from prison and taken on a dead man’s 

identity only to discover that this man also had his problems. A love interest – but no sex problem. 

Also depicts scenes on how to treat and bring up children.  

 

1935 Cresset Lights (Sk) 

A controversial novel dealing with the feminist issue. The plot is about a solicitor, John Gard, who 

is guardian to his late partner’s badly-behaved children and how a young woman helped him.  

 

1937 All Valiant Dust  

About a man’s attempt to rescue his wife from a pioneer of sinister thought transference. 

 

1937 Flags of Dawn 

A young doctor, unjustly struck off, makes a new life in Cairo where he befriends and marries an 

English girl stranded there and restores to her the English citizenship that her mother had cancelled 

when she married a Frenchman. Recounts this sweet young girl’s experiences back in England and 

how the couple’s love blossomed. 

 

1939 Brave Easterling (Sk) 

The story is about a young, pretty, German refugee, Friedel, who faces deportation to her home 

country where her family have been tortured. The magistrate charged with making a decision on the 

case marries her on the spot to save her. Like Flags of Dawn, the rest of the novel explores 

reactions to the young woman as war approaches and gives a ‘quiet tolerant marshalling of facts’ of 

the problems affecting Germany. 
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1940 Today’s New Corn (Sk) 

The hero returns from South America to claim his family estate, then in the hands of a Black-Shirt 

Fascist. It is set in England at the outbreak of war. The novel deals with the many problems which 

the country faced, including the longstanding neglect of country estates and the growth of housing 

estates on them, the complicity of some of the landed class with Nazism and the mass evacuation of 

children to the country. As before, the hero triumphs over adversity.
24

 

 

1942 Singing Dust  

Supposedly based on Hull but disguised somewhat. 

 

1944 St Martin’s Beads 

Set in the Wharfedale area, the novel is about a brilliant young man who makes his fortune and his 

name wherever he goes, but at a price. This ran to six impressions. 

 

1945 Vagabond Hope (L)  

Set entirely in wartime Italy whose people and landscape it vividly portrays. As in Brave Easterling 

the story involves a young woman, in this instance of Italian origin, brought up in England and 

totally Anglicised, who finds herself trapped in Italy and forced to work for the Fascist government. 

She is eventually caught trying to help a British pilot to escape. The story also involves a love tussle 

for the young women’s heart between a Scottish doctor and a childhood friend of hers who is now a 

member of the Nazi Party. All ends well.
25

  

 

1946 The Treasure of Akor (L) (Sk) 
An adventure story set in Mauritania about a rather sinister scholar’s quest to find a ‘Q’, a valuable, 

early New Testament manuscript, in the African desert. He abducts a young school teacher and 

takes her to Mauritania. A tale of ‘adventure, glamour and opulence’. Akor is in Mali.
26

 

 

1949 The Silver Ladder (Sk) 

Set in industrial Manchester over a twelve-month period, the novel describes a woman’s decision to 

accept an unhappy offer of marriage as a way out of her and her family’s difficulties and the 

consequences of this.  

 

1950 Lantern Land (Sk) 

A travel story set in South Morocco. A 16-year-old, English girl accepts an invitation to visit her 

friend on the family estate in Morocco and gets trapped by the outbreak of war. The novel tells of 

how she extricated herself. It describes this country, then little visited by tourists.  

 

1951 West o’ the Moon (Sk) 

 

1953 Proud Pageant (L) (Sk)  

Another tale of the war years. Adrian Garstang from Hull goes to Cambridge University and then 

joins the RAF. He has a love life and also has to defend the patent on his invention. It is partly 

about his role in an aeronautical factory in Liverpool. Again the individual triumphs over adversity. 

 

1955 God’s Plenty 

In this story a young attractive woman, whom an eminently eligible and wealthy squire wishes to 

marry, decides to see the world. She joins a language school in Paris and later takes the post of 

secretary in the castle of an Austrian nobleman. She is kidnapped by Russian agents and suspected 

of espionage. The Lancaster Guardian noted that ‘the episode of the Paris language school has a 

remarkable atmosphere of authenticity’.
27
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1955 Dacre’s Fold (Sk) 

This focuses on a 17
th

-century country house and weaving mill in the hills between Skipton and 

Settle; the mill is in decline. The estate is rescued from a prodigal cousin by the courageous hero, 

Rex Freyne, but the hero is then challenged by the returning cousin.
28

 It ranges widely over the 

Morecambe Bay area as well as Mexico and Malaysia. 

 

1958 Ride Forth Singing (Sk) 

 
Unpublished Typescripts 

Typescript of ‘Ann of Carthage‘, Lancashire Archives, DDX2743/MS8584. 

‘Literary Associations of the North’. Typescript of lecture given to the North-western branch meeting of the 

Library Association, Lancaster Library, 21 June 1933 Lancaster Library pamphlet LT57/BRA. 

 
Author profile  

Michael Winstanley lectured in history at Lancaster University for 32 years. His research interests and 

publications have largely focused on the social, economic and political history of North-West England 

between the 16
th

 and 20
th

 centuries. A reassessment of Shakespeare’s alleged stay in Lancashire during his 

‘lost years’ will appear in Shakespeare Quarterly in 2017. Email: melandmike73@gmail.com 
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