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For the first 15 years of her working life, Beulah Bewley had
what she described as a “zig zag career.”1 She did some
paediatrics, some psychiatry, and some family planning, as, like
so many professional women of her time, her career was
subordinate to that of her husband and the bringing up of her
five children.
However, in 1969, after seeing an advertisement in The BMJ
for a new MSc in social medicine and epidemiology at the
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM),
she decided to go back into education. Bewley was 40 and the
only woman among 11 younger men, with whom, at the
beginning, she felt she had to “catch up.”
Smoking study
In her second year Bewley studied smoking among primary
school children in Lambeth, and this, after she graduated, led
to a five year study looking at smoking rates among secondary
school children in Derbyshire and Kent. Children and their
parents would fill in questionnaires about their smoking with
space to write comments: one mother said it was impossible to
stop her child smoking because she ran a pub.

Bewley and her fellow researchers found that 6% of boys and
2.5% of girls were smoking one or more cigarettes a week, with
children more likely to smoke if their parents smoked.2 A smaller
study of 300 children found that 11% of those who smoked
were given their first cigarette by one of their parents.3

A paper on academic performance and social factors found that
children who smoked did less well at school.4

After completing her smoking study, Bewley got a joint teaching
post at the LSHTM and King’s College London. At King’s she
was mainly teaching medical students, “to try and push some
public health messages into them.” But “it was awful, terrible,
how I went into the lecture theatre and felt this lot were against
me. I don’t know if they listened.”1

She soon left King’s for St George’s, where she was appointed
postgraduate academic tutor in public health medicine, as well
as consultant in public health. In today’s parlance, the leadership
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of St George’s would be described as pale, male, and stale, and
Bewley was one of few senior women. However, she was not
afraid to speak out and was a great mentor, particularly to
women, whom she treated in a motherly, nurturing way.

Early life
Bewley was born Beulah Knox in Northern Ireland in 1929 but
moved to the Republic of Ireland at the age of 8, when her
father, a bank manager, got a transfer. Her family were
Protestants, but she went to both Catholic and Protestant schools.
Bewley was one of three girls, and her memoir paints a picture
of a charmed childhood and adolescence, full of music, dances,
and sport.
Bewley spent four years at a boarding school in Dublin, one of
the few schools in the republic where girls were taught science,
before studying medicine at Trinity College Dublin. The gender
imbalance was not as pronounced as one might expect, and her
class was made up of 64 men and 26 women. Bewley describes
how a lecturer said he did not like the smell of menstruating
women, which led to a walkout instigated by a mature student
and veteran of the Women’s Royal Naval Service.
During her fourth year at medical school she met Thomas
Bewley, who at the time was a house officer. They married two
years after Beulah qualified and had a long and happy marriage:
Thomas, who eventually became president of the Royal College
of Psychiatrists, was always supportive of his wife’s career.

Career and family
The couple moved to England in the mid 1950s and Beulah got
her first job at Ipswich Hospital—an appointment she cheerfully
admitted was down to nepotism, as one of her uncles was a
doctor there. She did a mix of jobs before moving to the US for
a year, where she and Thomas both worked in hospitals in
Cincinnati.
Beulah was eight months pregnant with the couple’s first child
when they returned from the US. Her second child, Sarah, had
Down’s syndrome and, as was common practice at the time,

lived full time in a hospital and then in supported
accommodation, with the family visiting at weekends. Her birth
was a shock, and Bewley recalls unkind comments from some
family members and friends, but support from others. Sarah
died suddenly at the age of 44 and Bewley wrote, “Life’s a bit
like a rubber ball; gradually you bounce back, but you don’t
ever bounce back to the same place, and you are never the same
again.”1

In the foreword to her memoir, Bewley writes that she was
brought up to think that a woman was a second class person,
but that she refused to comply.1 While Bewley was no firebrand,
she was a strong advocate for female doctors—she served as
president of the Medical Women’s Federation for three years
and, in a polite but steely fashion and with all the facts and
figures to hand, would question the leaders of royal colleges
about the number of senior women in their organisation. Bewley
felt that if women were reluctant to put themselves forward they
should be sought out and automatically nominated. When
someone told her she should practise what she preached, she
stood for election to the General Medical Council and served
for 20 years, including seven years as treasurer. She was made
a dame for her work promoting female doctors in 2000.
Bewley leaves her husband, Thomas, and four children.

Biography
Beulah Rosemary Bewley, consultant in public health (b 1929;
q Trinity College Dublin, 1953; DBE, FRCPCH, MSc, FFPHM
RCP, MD, FRCP Lond), died after years with dementia on 20
January 2018
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