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War is a man’s job—or so it is said. Prior to the 
twentieth century, war tales retold the conflict from 

the male perspective with very little account given to women who, 
also, experienced the horrors and pains of war. Vera Brittain, and 
women like her, who wrote of their war experiences, altered the 
all-male focus of war. Beginning with her first book, Testament 
of Youth: The Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900-1925, Vera 
Brittain provided historians, literary critics, and others with an 
invaluable window that looked into the female experience of the 
Great War. Historians, pacifists, and literary critics alike quote her 
extensively and use her work as a cornerstone to analyze and better 
understand the impact of World War I on an entire generation. 

Vera Brittain was born in December 1893 in Newcastle-
under-Lyme, an industrial town in England famed for 
papermaking and textile mills. Her parents, Edith and Arthur 
Brittain, were middle-class by the standards of the day, neither 
wealthy nor living in want. In 1895, the family moved to 
Macclesfield in Cheshire, where Vera’s only sibling, her brother 
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Edward, was born. Through her formative years, Vera Brittain 
received the traditional female education favored by the middle-
class in the Edwardian period. In 1913, Brittain made the decision 
to continue her education, testing for and being accepted into 
Somerville College at Oxford.

Vera Brittain’s Oxford years should have been the happiest 
and most exciting of her life. Yet the assassination of an obscure 
Austrian archduke in July of 1914 served to alter her life’s plan. 
Swept up in the excitement of the war, Brittain found herself 
agonizing over her inability to participate in the national effort in 
any meaningful way. As both her brother and her fiancée entered 
into the service and were dispatched to France, her desire to serve 
grew exponentially. In June 1915, she found a way to meet that 
desire. Joining the Volunteer Aid Detachment (VAD) as a nurse, 
she served first at a hospital near Buxton where her family was 
living, then moved on to nurse wounded soldiers at a hospital in 
London. She would serve her nation’s wounded soldiers as a nurse 
almost continuously until April of 1919, serving in Malta and in 
Etaples, France, as well as in England.1

During the war, Brittain soon realized a catastrophe had 
fallen upon her family and her entire generation. First, she saw 
first her fiancée, Roland Leighton die in the war, then two of her 
brother’s friends died and finally her brother Edward died--all as a 
result of their military service. The impact of the Great War would 
serve to inform the rest of Brittain’s life—as a writer, a feminist, 
and as a fierce advocate for pacifism. 

Like others, Brittain began writing of her experiences 
around ten years after the war’s end. In 1929, author Erich 
Maria Remarque published his All Quiet on the Western Front 
to resounding praise, and even more resounding sales. For the 
next several years, a “boom” of literature about the Great War 

1 Deborah Gorham, Vera Brittain: A Feminist Life (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, Inc., 
1996), 97.
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filled bookshops across Europe and the United States as more 
and more authors sought to describe the realities of experiences 
that had been, up until that point, too painful to chronicle.2 As 
Remarque and others were publishing their works, Brittain began 
writing what would become Testament of Youth. Begun in 1929 
and published in 1933, Testament of Youth is an autobiographical 
account of Brittain’s experiences from her early childhood through 
her marriage and motherhood in the 1920’s. Like Remarque, 
Brittain in Testament of Youth attempted to “describe the terrible 
effects of the Great War on the generation that came to adulthood 
during it.”3 Seeking to “rescue something that might be of 
value…from the smashing up” of her youth and that of her entire 
generation, Brittain’s goal in writing Testament of Youth was to help 
not only herself to make sense of what had happened, but to help 
others as well.4 

Brittain admits to some difficulties in telling her own story. 
Acknowledging that “it is almost impossible to see ourselves and 
our friends and lovers as we really were…,” she writes that this 
difficulty in perspective delayed her telling of her story. Even 
knowing that there was a “boom in War literature” going on, she 
could not hurry the production of her memoir until she knew that 
she had done her best to portray both the events and her reactions 
to them in as honest a manner as possible.5

Even as a young girl, Brittain was aware of happenings on 
the world stage. She remembered the 1908 annexation of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina by Austria-Hungary, the 1911 Italian invasion 
of Tripoli, and the 1911 Morocco crisis.6 While she did not truly 

2 Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2000), 267-277.

3 Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age, 280.

4  Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth: The Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900-1925 (New 
York: MacMillan Company, 1933),11.

5  Ibid., 13.

6  Ibid., 39.
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understand the global implications of these events at the time, this 
early training would serve as the basis for her later interest in post-
war international relations and the work of the League of Nations.

 In her book, Testament of Youth, Brittain relates her life 
experiences; but the most moving are her descriptions of the war 
and her utter disillusionment brought about by the Great War. 
Reading selections from the diary she kept as a young girl, she 
notes that she has inserted some of these passages into Testament 
of Youth “to give some idea of the effect of the War, with its stark 
disillusionments, its miseries unmitigated by polite disguise.”7 
Throughout the book, Brittain uses words like “catastrophe” and 
“devastation” to describe what happened to her and her peers. 
She further notes that as early as 1915 she was “already beginning 
to suspect, as all my generation now knows, that neither side in 
wartime has a monopoly of butchers and traitors.”8 

With the war’s end, Brittain recounts the numbness she 
and her fellow nurses received even as they were cheered while 
walking through London to Buckingham Palace. Feeling her 
“heart sinking in a sudden cold dismay,” she knew that the old 
world she had lived in as a girl was gone forever. Everything “that 
had hitherto made up my life had vanished.”9 The peace under 
the terms of the Treaty of Versailles she describes as “nasty,” noting 
“the War had condemned me to live to the end of my days in 
a world without confidence or security, a world in which every 
dear personal relationship would be fearfully cherished….”10 Vera 
Brittain became successful as an author and peace activist. The 
impact of the war, however, changed her forever. After her death 
in 1970, her remembrances of the Great War, captured in her 
writings, served many who used her experiences to better their 

7  Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth: The Autobiographical Study of the Years 1900-1925, 45.

8  Ibid., 168.

9  Ibid., 463.

10  Ibid., 467, 469-470.
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own understanding of World War I and the generation that lived 
through it.

Sandra M. Gilbert, poet and literary critic, was one of 
the first authors to use the work of Vera Brittain in her study 
of World War I. In her article “Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, 
Literary Women, and the Great War,” Gilbert focuses on the 
literary works produced during and about the Great War, using 
these as a means of understanding gender roles during that pivotal 
period. As Gilbert points out, men and women had such severely 
divergent experiences of the War that it led to what Vera Brittain 
herself would call “a barrier of indescribable experience” between 
them.11 While the experience of the war allowed women to break 
from the Edwardian social and economic constraints, as Brittain 
herself did through VAD nursing, this freedom was construed 
as emasculating to men, further deepening the divide between 
the sexes. 12 Nursing gave women a means of gaining a form of 
expertise, and thus, power at the expense of the men they nursed. 
For the men, they saw this acquisition of power to be a form of 
exploitation of their suffering.13

Gender studies was another issue citing Vera Brittain as 
a source of support. In 1984, Muriel Mellown published her 
article “One Woman’s Way to Peace: The Development of Vera 
Brittain’s Pacifism.” In this insightful essay, Mellown seeks to 
understand Vera Brittain through Brittain’s involvement with the 
peace movement. Noting that, by this time, Vera Brittain had 
been “almost forgotten” (despite the essay by Sandra Gilbert just 
the year before), Mellown finds Brittain’s life and work almost a 
“paradigm of female experience in the twentieth century.”14 While 

11  Sandra M. Gilbert, “Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, Literary Women, and the Great War.” 
Signs 8, no. 3 (Spring 1983): 425.

12  Ibid., 429.

13  Ibid., 435.

14  Muriel Mellown, “One Woman’s Way to Peace: The Development of Vera Brittain’s 
Pacifism,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 8, no. 2 (Women and Peace 1985): 1.
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finding that Brittain was a “radical feminist,” Mellown notes that 
this did not conflict with Brittain’s work for the peace movement; 
in fact, the synthesis of feminism and pacifism were both aspects 
“of the same struggle against tyranny and oppression.” Mellown 
pays particular interest to Brittain’s work with the League of 
Nations, although this allegiance suffered as the League in the 
1930’s was “slowly wrecked by its determination to preserve the 
Versailles Treaty and by the disunity of the member nations.” 15 

 Mellown’s legitimates Brittain’s life as both a feminist 
and a pacifist by her insistence on the significance of Brittain’s 
experience for women at they applied to women in 1984. For 
Mellown, Brittain has a “singular relevance for women today.”16 
With conservative political actors in power in both Great Britain 
and the United States in the 1980s, Mellown’s focus on Vera 
Brittain was as much about the political atmosphere of her own 
time as about the achievements of Brittain herself.

Muriel Mellown was not the only author to focus on Vera 
Brittain as a feminist. In 1996, Deborah Gorham published Vera 
Brittain: A Feminist Life. Gorham establishes Brittain’s importance 
as a memoirist of the Great War period, noting that her Testament 
of Youth was “an overnight success, selling more than 3,000 
copies its first day out.” For Gorham, Testament of Youth is also a 
“manifesto in support of feminism,” and it is through this lens, 
more so than through the lens of Vera Brittain as a pacifist, that 
Gorham constructs her biography. 17 

Gorham utilizes a wide variety of sources, from Brittain’s 
published work, private diaries, her correspondence and other 
papers, and a vast array of secondary sources. Through these, she 
carefully analyzes not only what Brittain wrote about herself for 
publication, but also how that public persona often conflicted 

15  Muriel Mellown, “One Woman’s Way to Peace: The Development of Vera Brittain’s 
Pacifism,” 2.

16  Ibid., 1.

17  Deborah Gorham, Vera Brittain: A Feminist Life, 2.
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with the private Brittain. Significantly, Gorham dismisses much 
of Brittain’s romantic rhetoric about her wartime experience as 
being an after-the-fact enhancement of the true experience, said 
enhancement stemming from the devastating effects of the Great 
War and the deaths of Brittain’s fiancée, brother, and close friends. 
Gorham writes that, on the eve of the War, Brittain was a “rebel” 
who rejected the “anti-intellectual provinciality of her family and 
defined herself as a feminist.”18 The fact that such a passionate 
retelling of love lost amidst the misery of war does not jibe with 
Gorham’s view of Brittain as a solid intellectual and feminist and 
may be said to color Gorham’s own reading of Brittain’s thoughts 
and feelings. 

In her conclusion, Gorham discloses a little more about 
why she chose to focus on Brittain as a symbol of feminism. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, feminism had moved into two 
camps—one which valued the equality of all people and one 
that believed in the “special nature” of women. Gorham herself 
belonged to the former category, and she believed that Vera 
Brittain embodied that very sense of equality that she herself 
espoused.19 In the end, however, it is Brittain’s integrity of 
character that Gorham most admires. As she puts it, “Brittain 
bequeathed her weaknesses as well as her strengths as evidence, 
and for this brave decision historians and a later generation of 
feminists should indeed be grateful.”20

As Gorham put Vera Brittain into context as a feminist, 
editor Harold Bloom identified Brittain as an recorder for their 
time.-, He includes Brittain as one of the great women historians 
along with other notable female writers of the twentieth century 
such as Maya Angelou, Martha Gellhorn, and Lillian Hellman, 
in his two volume collection entitled Women Memoirists. While 

18  Deborah Gorham, Vera Brittain: A Feminist Life, 80.

19  Ibid., 263.

20  Ibid., 267.



he includes only one section of Brittain’s own work, the foreword 
to the published version of Vera Brittain: Wary Diary, 1913-1917, 
Bloom relies on several authors, historians, and literary critics 
to provide an analysis of Brittain’s importance as a witness to 
the events of the Great War. According to one essay on Brittain, 
Alan Bishop, an editor himself of letters from World War I, 
finds in Brittain a means of “adding to one’s knowledge and 
understanding, not only of one of the great women of our time, 
but of the intricacies of human behavior under stress.”21 For her 
part, Maroula Joannou finds that Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth 
“belongs within the realm of ‘dominant memory.’” She criticizes 
Brittain for producing a view of war ‘from above’ which does not 
question the idea of nation or the ideology of Englishness under 
which the war is conducted, rather than a view which properly 
reflects the discontents and ambivalent feelings about the war of 
those ‘below.’”22

Often, useful insights into history are found in not only 
what is written but in what isn’t written. In Susan R. Grayzel’s 
Women’s Identities at War: Gender, Motherhood, and Politics in 
Britain and France During the First World War, the author presents 
a compelling picture of what it meant to be a woman during the 
Great War. She finds no use, however, in looking at the lives of 
Vera Brittain and the thousands like her who served as nurses in 
the Volunteer Aid Detachment (VAD) through the course of the 
war. In fact, Grayzel mentions the VAD only once, in a footnote. 
With over 6,000 volunteers in place at the start of the war, and a 
tremendous influx of new recruits beginning in 1914, it is clear 
that the VAD provided an important vehicle for women seeking 

21  Alan Bishop in Women Memoirists, ed. Harold Bloom (Philadelphia: Chelsea House 
Publishers, 1998), 16.

22  Maroula Joannou in Women Memoirists, ed. Harold Bloom (Philadelphia: Chelsea House 
Publishers, 1998), 25.
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to aid in the war effort.23 As other historians have noted, including 
Brittain’s biographer Deborah Gorham, women’s participation in 
the war effort, including through the VAD, was “significant both 
for the history of women and for the history of the war.”24 With 
this significance, it is curious that Grayzel neglected to mention 
this contribution by women.

In 2003, Richard Badenhausen, like others before him, 
used Vera Brittain to highlight the female experience of World 
War I. In his essay entitled “Mourning Through Memoir: Trauma, 
Testimony, and Community in Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth,” 
published in Twentieth Century Literature, Badenhausen goes a 
step further than earlier authors, using Brittain to critique the 
work of Paul Fussel in his The Great War and Modern Memory. 
According to Badenhausen, Fussel’s focus on the male experience 
omitted the role of women in the war. Badenhausen admits that 
while Fussel cited Brittain’s Testament of Youth twice in his work, 
he “does not assign Brittain’s work an authoritative status,” instead 
using her narrative simply to validate what Fussel had written 
about the male experience.25 Badenhausen goes further to explore 
Brittain’s work in the light of what he denotes as her “dual roles” 
as active participant and passive observer.26 Writing from the 
perspective of the “dual roles forced Brittain to wrestle, much 
like the shell-shocked male soldiers, with the effects of trauma on 
her own psyche, while also engaging in a drawn-out process of 
mourning….”27 It was only through the writing of her experiences, 
according to Badenhausen, that Brittain could “survive in the 

23  British Red Cross, “War time volunteers and personnel records,” http://www.redcross.org.
uk/About-us/Who-we-are/Museum-and-archives/Resources-for-researchers/Volunteers-and-personnel-
records (accessed May 10, 2012).

24  Deborah Gorham, Vera Brittain: A Feminist Life, 98.

25  Richard Badenhausen, “Mourning Through Memoir: Trauma, Testimony, and Community 
in Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth.” Twentieth Century Literature 49, no. 4 (Winter, 2003): 421.

26  Ibid., 422.

27  Ibid., 422-423.



present.”28 Like so many others of the “lost generation” who 
suffered the shock and overwhelming loss of the Great War, 
Brittain took the steps necessary to cope with what she had 
experienced. During the war, she put herself into the participant 
role as a VAD nurse; after the war, she put herself into the same 
role as Remarque and other survivors by telling her story.
  Today, Vera Brittain remains a useful source of information 
for scholars discussing the Great War experience. In 2011, 
historian Michael Neiberg published Dance of the Furies: Europe 
and the Outbreak of World War I. Brittain plays several roles in 
helping Neiberg establish his theories on the reactions of everyday 
people to the political machinations that brought about the war. 
Noting that Brittain first found the outbreak of the war to be 
something quite distant from herself and her friends and family, he 
also uses her to portray the start of the war as “a ‘quite unexpected’ 
storm.”29 Brittain’s descriptions of the lack of newspaper coverage 
of the war are utilized by Neiberg to identify the efforts of the 
government to maintain national morale by silencing the truth 
of the terrible losses experienced by the British during the first 
months of the war.30 By Christmas of 1914, Neiberg also identifies 
Vera Brittain as being among those who realized that the war 
would not be the short affair as previously believed, but that it 
“would last a long time and not leave her family unscathed.”31 For 
Neiberg, Brittain was the observer, the recorder of events in 1914 
that allows him to more fully develop his ideas that the onset of 
war was unexpected and that disillusionment “with the war and 
the lofty rhetoric governments used to support it was well in place 
by the end of the war’s first year.”32

28  Ibid., 424.

29  Michael S. Neiberg, Dance of the Furies: Europe and the Outbreak of World War I (Cambridge: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), 95, 123.

30  Ibid., 159.

31  Ibid, 227.

32  Ibid, 7.
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What made these authors seek out Vera Brittain as a 
source of information on the Great War and its generation? 
Because Brittain was herself a multi-faceted, complex character, 
and because she showed no hesitancy in expressing the myriad 
aspects of her nature, authors find in her symbols of whatever 
truths they are seeking. Whether they see her as a feminist, a 
pacifist, a writer, or some combination of all three, Vera Brittain 
provides the material that allows them to delve more deeply into 
World War I and its consequences for an entire generation of 
young people, men and women alike. For historians and writers 
of today, we may see in Vera Brittain a model of an intellectual 
and emotional toughness that transcends even the most horrific of 
events and thus serves to remind us that we, too, may overcome 
our adversities.


