
 
 
 
The glitter of polished steel 
 
I’m not sure I was a maverick really – except that as a woman I valued my intellect and spoke 
my mind! Bluestockings they called us, often with a bit of a sneer, as if our only function as 
women was to be decorative! – or reproductive! But at least I could hold my own with the 
most influential men of my day – no mean feat when I was alive!! 
 
You may have heard of me – Fanny, Fanny Burney. Now no right-thinking parent would dream 
of calling their daughter Fanny today would they!  But then, in 1752 when I was born, it was 
quite common and (probably!) without the modern connotations! 
 
But it’s not that part of the anatomy I want to talk about just now, but a bit farther up the body 
– those two delicate orbs that adorn the female chest, well it was just the one orb really. They 
don’t seem to be so much used these days for what they were intended for I notice!! 
 
So, fast-forward (I do like some of these terms you use!) to about 1810 – I was 59 and for a 
woman (in fact even by the standards of success applied to men!) I had achieved quite a lot in 
the literary world. Several books published, much in demand – in fact I gather even the much-
lauded Jane Austen was a fan of mine! And what I wrote about included what you’d call 
‘women’s issues’ – still a work in progress! 
 
After a difficult start in life, my eyesight was very poor, by 1810 everything was going well in 
so many ways, I was having a wonderful time, I’d made a good living with my writing. But 
alongside all that I was trying very hard not to notice a slight discomfort in one of the orbs I 
mentioned earlier. Eventually I was persuaded? More like pressured really, by my husband and 
my friends, into seeing a doctor or several, all of whom told me that the only thing between me 
and my imminent demise was surgery. What a decision to have to make! 
 
On the day, I was given a room to be in – but left completely in the dark about what was to 
happen to me, what to expect – so of course you expect the worst don’t you?  
 
The doctor came in with a wine cordial, to calm me. It didn’t much. I called for my maids and 
the nurse but before they had time to reach me, 7, yes 7 doctors all dressed entirely in black 
came into my room - like great birds of prey they were, and I was the prey! Without any 
reference to me they dragged in a couple of grubby mattresses and spread an old sheet on top, 
compelled me to take off my clothes and made me lie down.  
 
Thinking to spare me any worry, they covered my face with a piece of cloth – they obviously 
hadn’t tested it for visibility, for while the men in black did their mimed consultation I could 
see quite clearly the signs they were making to one another, the pallor of their faces and their 
own discomfort. It was terrifying! Then I caught sight of something shiny – Oh my God, a 
knife! After an age of silence and rustling someone asked who would hold the breast and I shot 
up and explained that all the discomfort came from here and that I would hold it. But no, they 
replaced me on the mattress and covered my face again. 
 
 
I don’t need to describe in any detail the complete removal of the breast, while fully conscious. 
Imagination will be sufficient. You can read my letter to my sister Esther if you must have the 
gory details. In spite of my determination to be brave, screams were forced from my mouth for 



the entire duration of the ordeal. But it saved my life and I lived on for another 30 years, and 
after a few months took up all my former interests. But you can thank God for anaesthetic!! 
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