
BESS GOODWILL (1909-2007)

Bess Goodwill was my mother and here is a collection of memories about her.
Bess was born in Bangalore, India where her father was a missionary.  She was the youngest of 
three children, the oldest was Frederick Haynes Goodwill and the next was Helen Margaret. I don't 
think mother ever forgave grandfather for giving her such ghastly names – she was christened 
Bessie Winifred. She asked grandfather where these names came from and she didn't get a 
satisfactory  answer.  
India sounded idyllic for a young, privileged girl - apart from the snakes, of which she was always 
terrified. Bessie's mother told her never to touch the dogs, which were probably rabid. She did, of 
course and thankfully survived to tell the tale. Bessie was also warned never to buy food from the 
streetsellers which again of course she did. She told me about these wonderful little cakes called 
oppums (appums) which were cooked while you waited. They are  yeast pancakes and when, after 
many years, I found a recipe, they were delicious. This is Madhur Jaffrey's recipe. 1tsp dried yeast 
to which 8oz lukewarm water, 1tsp salt and1 tblsp sugar are added, 6oz flour, 2 ½ oz rice flour, 8oz 
coconut milk. 
Bess went to school in India and in the summer, when it was too hot in Bangalore, they moved to 
the hills of Ootacamund. To get there was a train journey and the train moved so slowly up the hills 
that there was time to get out, pick flowers and hop back on again. Ooty was obviously very 
beautiful. Mother would go into raptures about it. 
When she was very young, about six, I think, Bessie and Helen Margaret (always known as Meg) 
moved back to England. What a different life this must have been. Their parents went back to India 
and so Meg and Bessie went to live with their aunt and uncle at 88, Wenman Street, Birmingham 
with Grannie's sister, Elizabeth Ann Haynes (known as Auntie Bett) and her husband. The house 
was fairly large because it was a yeast wholesalers. There were two other members of the household 
who lived separately, more or less in one room. This was Bess's grandmother and Aunt Bett's 
mother, Ellen Haynes (nee Houghton) and her son Alfred Haynes. Ellen had been widowed very 
young and suffered a breakdown. Mother only remembers Ellen sitting by the fire and Alfred used 
to go to the park and draw. Although Bett and her husband had no children of their own they must 
have been very good to their neices and Bess was very fond of them.
Initially Bess went to a small school down the road from 88, Wenman Street but then she and Meg 
were sent to boarding school, to Trinity Hall, TH as it was affectionately called, a school for the 
daughters of Wesleyan Ministers. Why it was affectionately called anything I can't imagine. The 
building was freezing in winter and washing in ice cold water didn't seem like much fun. 
Nonetheless, TH did well for the Goodwill girls. It was when Bess was about 9 that she decided she 
wanted to be a doctor and the school enabled her to do that – she never wanted to do anything else. 
A friend that she had throughout her life, Kay Eagle was also at TH.
Summer holidays or at least part of them were spent with her Grandmother, Elizabeth Goodwill, in 
Helperby.
In 1926 Bess's parents returned from India and her father took a post in Wednesbury. Auntie Bett 
had died, I think, and returning to the Wenman Street house wasn't really an option. Bess continued 
to live with her parents, I think, even when she studied medicine at Birmingham University. I didn't 
get the impression Bess had any particular difficult qualifying. She worked very hard and took the 
academic work in her stride but equally important, she could relate to people. These must have been 
very interesting times when there were huge class differences among students. Bess came from a 
family with very modest means but there were others of extreme wealth. I remember Bess telling 
me about one of her fellow students who was driven by the chauffeur into college and this girl also 
used to fly her parent's private plane. It was also a time of innocent pranks. At the degree ceremony, 
which may have been held at Birmingham Town Hall,there was a balcony and chickens were 
released which squawked and flapped around causing mild mayhem. Again, good friends were 
made, Bertha Henley and Edith Plant being two.
Bess wanted to be a GP and the first surgery she had was at the back of her husband's shop 



(Kirkland's) on the High Street in Bilston. This was a hard thing to do – to run a one man practice. 
The surgery had to be open even though you might have been up half the night delivering a child. 
Bad weather was no excuse for not going to work either. In the notorious winter of 1947, the family 
lived in Goldthorn Park, Wolverhampton but Bess still had a surgery at Bilston (as well as one at 
Ward Rd) and she walked over the snow to Bilston since cars couldn't get through.
In 1939 Bess married John Kirkland at Willenhall Church. Fred Goodwill performed the ceremony. 
Both were methodists, both were good tennis players but they were very different. Bess was 
hardworking and almost totally focussed on medicine. John cruised through life apparently without 
a care in the world. Bess and John had three children, Elizabeth, Richard and Jane and it had 
become quite obvious that running a GP's practice and looking after three children albeit with the 
help of a wonderful housekeeper, Floss Onions and a nanny, Mrs Bussey was not really a long term 
option. Reluctantly Bess sold the practice and joined Staffordshire County Council Medical Service 
doing school work, antenatal clinics etc. She continued working with Staffordshire until she retired 
finally at the age of 72.
About 1950 the Kirkland family moved to Codsall. Dunedin, Oaken Lanes, was a beautiful 
Edwardian house with a very large garden.  Dunedin was where Bess entertained –she loved having 
parties. John didn't share her enthusiasm but had little choice because Bess made the decisions. 
There were fantastic finger buffets, cocktail parties and dinners. But it wasn't a house where only 
adults were welcome, it was open house for children, too. Bess worked full time and Floss Onions 
lived with us at Dunedin and looked after the house, children and pets when Bess wasn't there.
In 1964 the family moved to a small farm near Worfield, at Littlegain. Living in the country Bess 
loved especially walking the dogs in the woods and across the fields, but she never got involved 
with the farm itself. Bess and John did get involved in the local community, however, being staunch 
members of Claverley Church. 
In 1980 John died and Jane and her husband Brian (Smith) went to live with Bess at Gainsborough 
Farm. In the Summer of 1981 Bess married an old family friend, Howard Fossick and he lived at 
the farm until he died in 1997.
Bess enjoyed a wonderful old age, being active well into her nineties. She suffered a stroke and died 
of a chest infection in January 2007, aged 97.
None of this does justice to a fantastic woman who was always interested in other people; who 
would do anything for anybody; for whom her vocation - medicine was her life. She was a woman 
who loved nice clothes, jewellery, fast cars -  her favourite shops – Jeannette's, Rudell's, Beatties 
and Hudson's. Bess was a determined woman who made the best of life. When, her son,Richard 
predeceased her she got on with life, her strong Christian faith keeping her going. She was a woman 
who seemed to devour problems, never shirked from making tough decisions and wanted to make 
every minute of her life count. I think she did.

(Jane Smith nee Kirkland August 2009)

   


