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The Wrong Side of the Law


1909: MARY ALLEN


As the horse-bus clip-clopped through Parliament Square, Mary Allen stood up in a determined manner. This time she must do it. Already she had travelled the route three times, trying to pluck up courage for her lone deed. This time she must do it. Her nerve held as she descended the rocking staircase. The bus stopped. She was out on the almost deserted pavement. Gripping her umbrella in one shaking hand, she reached through her skirt placket with the other and pulled a brown-paper-wrapped stone from the dorothy bag which was slung around her waist.1 Striding purposefully towards the Home Office, she raised her arm high and flung the missile through the cool and silent windows. Mary had been a semi-invalid as a child and still suffered from uncertain health, but she felt better now.


The crash of the impact, and the tinkling of the glass as it fell, echoed deafeningly through the quiet street. Suddenly there were people everywhere. It was almost as though they had been waiting for her to act before they could make an entrance. Soon most of them had gathered around Mary and were staring at her closely but not touching her or saying anything. Mary found this more unnerving than being violently repelled, as she certainly would have been if she had been part of the House of Commons raiding-party at that moment. She stood quietly and waited. Ahead of her the previously empty Home Office windows were filled with astonished and curious faces, all with their eyes on her. After what seemed like hours, a large Metropolitan Police Constable arrived, took her arm and led her away.2


The magistrate thought it a lamentable thing to see a respectable woman charged with the same sort of offence as small hooligan boys and felt there could be no justification for women parading through the streets armed with stones and breaking windows.3 When he asked Mary whether she had anything to say in answer to the charge of wilful and malicious damage, she said no, except that she did it intentionally. When she saw women arrested she did it as a protest against Mr Asquith’s refusal to receive their members.4 She had not meant it to come out so jumbled, but she was nervous standing up there with everyone listening. She had always been rather nervous, so it must have come as a shock to her father when he had told her she would have to give up all this suffrage nonsense Annie Kenney had put into her head, or leave home, and she had said, “Very well,” and left.5


Mary Allen and the thirteen other women who had smashed so much of Whitehall’s glass that afternoon and evening, were fined £5 plus 2/6d costs, or a month in the Second Division. Of course there was no choice. Prison it must be, again. The first time had been quite an ordeal for Mary: plank beds, prickly, coarse straw pillows, foul food and no toothbrushes, hairbrushes or mirrors. True, some of the poorer suffragettes had been delighted to have a room to themselves, time to read and regular food,6 but Mary was one of the many who had been brought up in great comfort and hygiene and so felt rather differently. Worse than any of the deprivations, however, was the silence. They had managed to communicate in other ways, for instance by sewing messages onto scraps of material left over from the shirts they had been hemming, but the silence had remained and Mary hated it.


This time Mary knew that prison was going to be different. She and several of the others had already decided they were going to follow Marion Wallace Dunlop’s lone example a week before. They were going to resist being treated like criminals and demand to be regarded as political prisoners; until that right was conceded, they would refuse all food.


The delicious aroma assailed Mary’s nostrils long before she saw the delicate slices of chicken breast nestling in a savoury brown gravy. Then she heard ice tinkling in a glass. She turned her back. Tea-cups were clattered with great deliberation, and the nectar was poured slowly, very slowly, into the cups. Mary did not move. She was in the prison hospital, having been transferred there from the punishment cells where she and several others had been placed after breaking their ordinary cell windows. Mary knew she had already starved past Marion’s record. She and Gladys Roberts had shouted the news jubilantly to each other when they realized they had done over ninety-six hours. After sixty more hours without food, Mary Allen was released.7


At her next public speech Mary did herself more credit. She was the first to be presented with the Hunger-Striker’s Medal by her beloved Mrs Pankhurst. “Dear soldier in the woman’s army”, Mrs Pankhurst called her, Mary, who had been such a sickly child. Mary replied by saying how grateful she was to Mrs Wallace Dunlop for showing the way and told how she had fainted from hunger in her cell and, when she woke up, cold and weary, had sung ‘The Women’s Marseillaise’ to cheer herself up. A shout of “Bravo” had come from the next cell. It was Gladys Roberts, who joined in the anthem, and they had sung it right through together. That went down quite well, even though Mary was aware that she was no speaker, not like Annie Kenney whose oratory had so changed Mary’s life.8


Less than a month after her release, she was inside again, this time as a guide to no less a person than Herbert Gladstone, the Home Secretary. Keir Hardie, who was also in the inspection party, had persuaded him to make the visit so as to see for himself the conditions about which the suffragettes were complaining.9


On Saturday, 3rd September 1909 Mary and a fellow hunger-striker (and breaker of the Treasury windows), Mrs Dove Willcox, went home to Bristol. “‘HUNGER STRIKERS’ RETURN”, exclaimed the Bristol Evening News, “BRISTOL SUFFRAGISTS BACK FROM HOLLOWAY”. Alas, ‘the venerable clerk’ did not realize the importance of the occasion and allowed it to rain, the paper reported:




Had it been fine and the sun shining, the proceedings could not, however, have been more interesting, and, in spite of the unpleasant conditions overhead and underfoot, there was an enthusiastic little gathering on the No. 1 platform at Temple Meads Station in time to welcome the three o’clock train from London. Mrs Dove Willcox and Miss Mary Allen were soon sighted by the Bristol contingent, who made a rush for their compartment. Affectionate greetings between the ladies followed.





Leading the contingent of ladies was Annie Kenney, West of England Organizer for the WSPU and expecting to be ‘taken’ herself at any moment.10




Most of the ladies were decorated with sashes and rosettes of the familiar tri-colour hues, and carried bouquets of similarly coloured flowers ...


As soon as the salutations and the hand-shakings had been got over, the two heroines of the hour – both of whom, it must have been noticed by the many passengers who were attracted to the spot, were looking wonderfully well, and were tastefully attired – together with Miss Kenney and one or two others, posed for the benefit of the ever-present photographer, and were then pounced on by an Evening News man and several kindred colleagues.


“What is it you want to know?” asked Mrs Dove Willcox, who acted as spokeswoman on her own and her companions’ behalf, Miss Allen being content to silently acquiesce in the other’s statements.





 


1913: NINA BOYLE AND EDITH WATSON


It was a droll sight. A middle-aged woman making an impassioned speech while struggling to keep her balance on the roof of a motor-launch cabin. Her astonished audience had been peacefully taking yet another gracious tea on the terrace of the Houses of Parliament when the launch had sped up the Thames, stopped abruptly and drawn alongside. Four women passengers had immediately unfurled the flag of the Women’s Freedom League; then two of them had jumped onto the cabin roof. The speaker was Miss Nina Boyle, author, journalist, one-time actress, fighter for the rights of native women in South Africa where she had lived, and the Political and Militant Organizer of the Women’s Freedom League. She proved most eloquent, despite intermittent turbulence from passing barges.


“You are quite ready,” she pointed out to the MPs, “to accept the help of women at election times and yet, when elected, just as ready to refuse them their rights!”


She continued to upbraid them and tell them just how ridiculous she thought they were. They cheered her roundly for her pains, and they were not merely jibing cheers – there was a distinct element of admiration in them. Admiration for her spirit, audacity and excellent oratory. In fact everyone was thoroughly enjoying themselves. Everyone, that is, except the police, who had already hissed sternly, “You must go away!”, to no effect and were now standing waiting, impatient and impotent, for the hastily summoned police launch to put in an appearance. They were not the only ones keeping watch. The other two women on the boat were not there for decoration.


Finally, and to humiliatingly ironical cheers, the police boat was spotted approaching the other side of Westminster Bridge. One of her lookouts signalled Miss Boyle, who drew her speech to its close. Her companion, young Mrs Edith Watson, then rose, smiled brightly at the now packed terraces and graciously thanked the members for their attention and appreciation. She also assured them that, were it thought necessary to complete their education on this subject, the Women’s Freedom League would return. Throwing them some leaflets, which also had this purpose in mind, she then signalled the captain, who by now had the engine chugging over, and the motor-launch La Reine sped off towards Chelsea, its laughing occupants cheered on from the terraces.


The timing was perfect. The police launch, arriving just a second too late, did not attempt pursuit. The police, as the Press did not hesitate to point out, had been caught napping.11


The Women’s Freedom League, led by Mrs Despard, was a breakaway group from the Pankhursts’ WSPU, preferring a democratic to autocratic organization. Though they declared themselves non-violent, they had led many active campaigns, some of which were later to be credited to the WSPU. Their policy was: if there had to be damage, it should be to government property, since it was the government with whom they had their quarrel. Hampering officialdom was also part of their strategy – this included the police.


Nina Boyle believed in having many projects going at once, so that, at the same time as they were making the police look foolish at Westminster, they were campaigning for reform of the vans which, intermittently, took them to prison. The vans were then communal and carried both sexes, and, while the WFL were not prudish, they did feel that it was going too far when, en route to Holloway, one of their number had to witness an ‘orgy of indecency’ between a prostitute and a male prisoner.12 Another thing they were agitating for was women police.13


 


1909-1914: MARY ALLEN


Shortly after Mary Allen’s first hunger strike, she had gone to prison again. While finding conditions improved “since you ladies have been coming”, she also found that force-feeding had been introduced for hunger-strikers, so not only did the ordeal last much longer, it was more painful. Mary’s delicacy reasserted itself. She became very ill and nearly died after release.


Once nursed back to health, she was told by Mrs Pankhurst that enough was enough and forbidden to risk imprisonment again. She was appointed an organizer, which, while not exactly risk-free, was a less hazardous occupation. Organizing was also less fun and involved less limelight and less action. Mary did not like this, for, although nervous, she did like action.


Organizers were paid a wage and sent where needed, but the former was not important to Mary. Her father, the Manager of the Great Western Railway, had not stopped her allowance when he required her to leave his house; he had, in fact, increased it.14


Once in their given areas, organizers were expected to acquaint themselves with the local police, leaders of society and authorities. This was partially with an aim to influencing these people but also so that, when the WSPU did organize something, from breaking windows to setting fire to derelict buildings, these same people were in no doubt as to who had done the deed and why. Organizers also sought out the best pavements to chalk with messages and notices of coming meetings and the best street-corners from which to harangue passers-by.


 


1914: NINA BOYLE AND EDITH WATSON


By 1914 Edith Watson had been ‘sitting in’ on court cases for two years and reporting the results in her column ‘The Protected Sex’ which featured in The Vote, the official organ of the Women’s Freedom League.


She had some pretty horrifying tales to tell. She found that, whether women or children made their appearances as accused, witnesses or victims, they got a rough passage and precious little justice. Worse, in cases involving ‘indecency’, where they were usually the victims, the judge or magistrate would become very gallant and clear the court of all other women, and then, somehow, the victims would become the accused. Even small children would be forbidden the company of their mothers when they faced the onslaught of counsel who frequently implied that they were already sexually experienced and had lured the poor innocent male.


Edith Watson, by dint of her brave and persistent presence, and Nina Boyle, through complaining to the Home Office about the illegality of such a practice, helped limit this exclusion. But there were many pockets of stubborn resistance, in particular one Frederick Mead, magistrate at Marlborough Street Police Court, who, when he felt that the prosecution was inadequate in suffrage cases, would sometimes take on the cross-examination himself. He was absolutely determined that women would not listen to “filthy and disgusting cases” in his court.15 As for the Home Office, they had only agreed to do what they could about the problem, and, since women had no vote, it did not matter if that conveniently turned out to be not much.16


While Edith was present, things did improve for women in court, but she could not be everywhere and, even where she was, grossly biased judgements and sentences continued: nine months’ hard labour for soliciting (there was no similar offence for men who propositioned women, and there still is not) but three months in the second division for a man who committed grievous bodily harm on a woman – this was duly reported in her columns.


The Women’s Freedom League pressed for better treatment for women in courts and police stations and from the Home Office. They wanted women working in all these areas, acting mainly as watchdogs. They also wanted police protection while they said their piece at Speakers’ Corner,17 like everyone else, but, since their pleas fell on deaf ears, Nina Boyle decided it was time to take action again.


Five women huddled together in the waiting-room of Marlborough Street Police Court, which was then occupying temporary premises in Francis Street, W1. They tried to prevent the chain from rattling as they passed it through the rings in the leather belts around their waists, in case the police were alerted before they were ready. The other end of the chain was attached to the door of the court room and, when they were finished, they effectively blocked passage of witnesses to and fro and thus brought proceedings to a halt.


When arrested, the women gave their names as Ann Smith, Edyth Smythe, Lilian Smith, Annunziata Smith and Louisa Smith. In court Ann Smith asked the magistrate to refrain from talking into his waistcoat but to speak up so that they all could hear. Then she admonished a police sergeant: “I know it is not fashionable in this court to tell the truth, but do try.”18 Edyth Smythe, who appeared surprisingly familiar with court proceedings, cross-examined the police witnesses to great effect and to their embarrassment, though not to an acquittal. In reality they were, of course, Nina Boyle and Edith Watson respectively. The idea was to hold up court business for as long as possible, and this they managed admirably over several sittings.19


“The first of the Obstruction Protests ... was successful beyond our wildest dreams,” reported Nina Boyle in The Vote of 24th July 1914.
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The Volunteers


Seven days after Nina Boyle announced the success of her first Police Court Protest, the Germans declared war on Russia. Two days later, on August Bank Holiday Monday, they declared war on France. The Cowes Regatta was abandoned and, the following day, Britain was at war with Germany.


A week later the Home Secretary proposed a remission of suffragette prison sentences, and the Women’s Freedom League decided to abstain from all forms of active militancy for the duration and to organize a Women’s Suffrage National Aid Corps, whose chief aim would be to render help to women and children.


Soon there was a national call for special constables, and Nina Boyle wrote to Sir Edward Ward, the gentleman organizing, asking if he would consider able-bodied women for these posts. While awaiting his reply, she advised women to offer themselves as ‘specials’ locally, and, at Sandgate in Kent a Miss Mumford and Mrs Burke were enrolled. Their main tasks were to “keep a look out for suspicious persons and lights on the beach”.1 She also advertised in The Vote for recruits to work four hours a day as Women Volunteer Police.


It was essential, she insisted in the advertisement, that the volunteers should be “healthy, self-reliant and reliable, punctual and regular and not undersized”. She hoped that, by degrees, a uniform costume would be adopted, consisting of a useful blue serge skirt, Norfolk jacket of the same with pockets, straw hat (Panama style) with a blue ribbon, and a white armlet with WPV thereon in bold lettering. Nina Boyle had by no means been swept along willy-nilly on the current tide of frantic patriotism; she was looking way ahead. In a letter to her members she remarked: “If we now equip every district in the country with a body of women able and willing to do this class of work, it will be very difficult for the authorities to refuse to employ women in such capacity after the war.”2 She was very quick to see this potential. It was going to become obvious to others later, but she made this statement only three weeks after the war started.


Sir Edward Ward decided that, since he had been instructed by the Home Office to raise twenty thousand able-bodied men, he could not go outside his instructions.3 Miss Boyle was disappointed, but she went on recruiting.


 


One evening that same busy August, Miss Margaret Damer Dawson, a wealthy, thirty-nine-year-old philanthropist, was waiting at a London railway station to greet the latest batch of Belgian refugees who were streaming over the Channel in the vanguard of the German advance. Miss Damer Dawson was acting as Head of Transport in a committee formed by “Chelsea people”, as she called them, to assist women refugees to find lodgings and make a new life. As she waited, she saw another woman hovering in the background. She thought she recognized the woman – surely there was something familiar, and yet she was not sure.


Later, when Damer Dawson finally got her group together and was ushering them towards her fleet of cars, she caught the woman trying to persuade two of the flock away with her. But by then she had remembered why the woman rang such a bell. She had indeed seen her twice before that evening, but on those occasions her clothes had been different and so had the colour of her hair. Damer Dawson also remembered that she had mysteriously lost two of her group on a previous mission. It was then, she later claimed, that she realized that to do this kind of work and keep white-slavers at bay, she must have a trained and uniformed body of women. Women police in fact.4


But the idea of women police was not really new to her. She was connected with the Criminal Law Amendment Committee and the National Vigilance Association, both of which bodies had been pressing for women police help in the fight against the white-slave traffic, and she had even assisted in the return of some prostitutes to their homes on the Continent: one of the NVA’s pre-war schemes.


The ‘wealthy and well-connected’ Margaret Damer Dawson was a curious mixture of a woman in both her interests and character. Scholarly and artistic, particularly fond of music, having studied at the Royal Academy, she also liked horse-riding, mountaineering, gardening and motoring – which in those days was classed as a pastime. Before joining the fight against white slavery, animal welfare had been her ruling passion. In 1906 she had organized an international congress for the protection of animals, and later she received decorations for this work from Finland and Denmark. Her home, Danehill, at Lympne in Kent, was a refuge for overworked horses and other animals in need.5 Her character seems to have been an amalgam of upper-class silliness and tactlessness, shyness and gentleness, high intelligence and toughness, over-confidence and, above all, utter determination. Her friends called her “Fighting Dawson”.6 She had some humour and cannot have been without charm considering the vast amounts of money she managed to spirit out of wealthy friends to support her aims. Women appear to have liked her better than men, probably since she seemed unable to play up to the latter.


She commenced recruiting ‘women police’ in September 1914, but soon she and Nina Boyle learned of each other’s plans and, to avoid the current sin of ‘overlapping’ and to strengthen their hands through greater numbers, they met and amalgamated. Damer Dawson became Chief and Nina Boyle her deputy. According to Mary Allen, Damer Dawson’s leadership “brought to her aid women of similar calibre, social standing and education, mentally and physically above average” – for example Mary Allen and her sister Mrs Hampton.7


When war broke out, Mary Allen had been busy organizing WSPU militancy in Edinburgh. Offering herself for war work, she was invited to join a needlework guild, a prospect which filled her with horror: she wanted action. While in this state of limbo, she overheard two people on a bus discussing the risible idea of women police. Mary was enchanted by the notion and immediately investigated and volunteered.8


The leadership of the Women Police Volunteers worked out the way it did because Damer Dawson was prepared to devote all her time and energies to establishing women police, whereas Nina Boyle, a less single-minded person, both had and wanted other projects in hand.9 Also it is probable they were both aware that Damer Dawson’s respectable, non-suffrage background would stand them in greater stead with the authorities. That was certainly the case when she went to see the Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis, Sir Edward Henry, to ask his permission for the Women Police Volunteers to train and patrol in London, on a purely voluntary basis.


Only a couple of months earlier, Sir Edward had said, when pressed, that he did not regard the idea of women police with favour, “especially in view of the strained relationships between the sexes, or some portion of the sexes, in connection with the agitation over the suffrage questions.”10 The Metropolitan Police had, of course, borne the brunt of the “suffrage question”. But it was wartime now, and Margaret Damer Dawson found him “not at all averse to the idea”, though he was doubtless relieved that the women were not asking to be taken on by the Metropolitan Police. He was, however, most averse from Nina Boyle, whom he considered “an intransigeante and in opposition to constituted authority”11 and besides had made fools of his police on numerous occasions. But Commandant Damer Dawson reminded him that the suffragettes had signed a truce for the duration, and, somewhat mollified, he gave his permission. The Commissioner made no suggestions as to what work they could do but did give them the titles of text-books they could study and put them in touch with an ex-sergeant of his who drilled them and taught them to give evidence, render first aid, keep to beats and even practise a little ju-jitsu.12 “The only attribute of a good officer we amateurs had any real trouble to acquire,” said Mary Allen, “was the correct, slow police step.”13 Of course there is really no such thing: policemen merely learn to walk slowly to avoid tiring themselves out.


The intention of the WPV was to show how good they were so that police forces would then wish to take them on their staff,14 and, while training, they continued their work with Belgian refugees and other women at railway stations and patrolled the streets giving help and advice to women and children.


The first person to appear in public in the WPV uniform was probably Edith Watson, who, in September 1914,15 was still plugging away with her column, ‘The Protected Sex’. Indeed Nina Boyle had insisted that an important part of the training should be learning details of police and criminal court procedures, the rules of evidence and the rights of the public, and she was keen that keeping a watching brief on the courts should be very much part of the new WPV duties. When Edith, a young married woman from an ordinary Cockney background who had educated herself, appeared in her full regalia at the Old Bailey, she attracted a great deal of attention and was photographed and interviewed by the gentlemen of the Press.16


Soon full uniform became the order of the day for most recruits. A new hat, designed by a friend of Damer Dawson, Miss St John Partridge, was brought into use for winter wear. It was “a ladies riding hat slightly modified”, Damer Dawson said later. “We thought it would stand the weather and might stand a fairly sharp knock on the head if necessary.”17 They were ready for action. The question was, where?


Areas where huge army camps had been rapidly set up were soon having public order problems. They attracted many prostitutes, and even local girls were carried away by the sight of so many uniformed men who might brighten their limited lives. Unlike the wealthy, they often had nowhere private to fulfil the passions so aroused, so there was soon much ‘public concern’ about their activities.


It was largely this concern which prompted the arrival on the scene of yet another body of women with police duties in mind: the Voluntary Women Patrols. Initially supported by a mixed array of organizations, which included the Mothers’ Union, the Church Army, the Girl’s Friendly Society, the YWCA and the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, the backbone and main organizers were the National Union of Women Workers.18 The latter were not quite so much of the proletariat as their name suggests and were certainly organized by largely upper- and middle-class women, most of whom did not need to work. They were, indeed, soon to change their name to ‘The National Council of Women’.


Their president, Mrs Creighton, widow of a bishop of London, also became president of the Women’s Patrol Committee. She had represented most of the aforementioned societies on the July 1914 deputation which pressed for the employment of women police and was a prominent member of the International Bureau for the Suppression of White Slave Traffic. She also liked giving talks on purity19 and had been active against women’s suffrage though had by now begun to modify her views on this a little.20 The aims of the women patrols were unambiguous. They wanted to influence and, if need be, restrain the behaviour of women and girls who congregated in the neighbourhood of the camps and to safeguard “our girls from the results of the very natural excitement produced by the abnormal conditions now prevailing.”21 They had the support of the current Bishop of London who announced that it was women’s duty to “send out the young men in the right spirit, free from moral stain”. He had heard sad stories, though he believed many of them to be nonsense, of how women haunted the camps. He thought women should promote prayer, temperance and purity among the young men in training. And there were many soldiers’ wives who were just now better off than they had ever been (separation allowances being often higher than their wages had been), and he had been told that there was increase of drinking among them. Here was work for women. Let them go among the wives of the men at the front, make friends with them and encourage them to save against coming times of difficulty.22


A question in rather sharper tones was put in Parliament by Lord C. Hamilton. He asked whether the Government would pass a measure empowering magistrates to issue warrants for the summary arrest of “women of notorious bad character who were infesting the neighbourhood of the various military camps.” The Home Secretary replied that he recognized the serious nature of the evil to which the noble Lord alluded but feared it would be impossible to deal with it effectively by such legislation. They would have to rely on the organized efforts being made by voluntary women workers and on the firm enforcement of the existing law.23


Nina Boyle viewed the growing anti-female propaganda with alarm. She was already making speeches all over the country advocating the use of women police, and she soon began adding warnings against the moves men were making to curtail current ‘problems’. She was not being alarmist. Her worst fears were soon realized when Plymouth Watch Committee proposed that the infamous Contagious Diseases Acts be revived.24 Nina Boyle and Mrs Despard went straight to the Prime Minister. He could not see them, but they were received politely by Mr Bonham Carter, something that would never have happened a few months before. Eventually they were persuaded to lay the facts before him in writing, which they did. Nina Boyle suggested dryly that perhaps the soldiers themselves could be prevailed upon to exercise a little elementary self-control for a while, and that maybe their COs could call upon them to preserve discipline and good behaviour in camps, barracks and cantonments? Then she dashed off to wage war in Plymouth. The Plymouth Town Council eventually decided to defer the move ‘for consideration’, and the Prime Minister quickly assured the women they had nothing to fear – such a move would require an Act of Parliament. Danger had been averted.25


On 16th November 1914 Nina Boyle spoke stirringly at Sheffield on the need for vigilance over women’s rights and the need for women police. The following day Grantham was treated to her rousing oratory.26 Grantham had a large dose of the current problems due to the huge new Belton Park Camp which had suddenly swelled its population by twenty thousand. Now it just so happened that Damer Dawson’s brother-in-law was a staff captain at Belton Park. Shortly afterwards the Women Police Volunteers received an invitation to send two of their women to Grantham.
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Women in Uniform


Fellow-passengers stared uninhibitedly at the crisp navy blue uniforms worn by the three women leaving London by train one foggy November morning in 1914. Two of the women, Mary Allen and Ellen Harburn, wore the regulation pudding-basin-style hats designed by Miss St John Partridge, but the third, Margaret Damer Dawson, sported a peaked cap, as befitted her rank of Commandant.


When the news of the pending selection of two recruits for Grantham had leaked out, Mary had taken fright and absented herself from headquarters, but Damer Dawson had taken a liking to her and selected her in her absence.


The fifty-year-old Miss E. F. Harburn was another seasoned suffrage campaigner. From a middle-class Manchester family, she had been an intimate of the Pankhursts in the early days but had preferred democracy when the split came and had gone with the Women’s Freedom League. Education was her particular province, having worked as a school manager for the LCC and been involved with schools for the deaf and mentally handicapped. As well as coping with a new job, the sensible, outspoken Ellen Harburn was also coping with a new surname: it had been Haarbliecher, but current violent anti-German feeling had forced a name change on her.1


The thick skins she and Mary Allen had acquired during their suffrage days were put to the test when they arrived at Grantham, where crowds gathered to gape in astonishment and inform them ‘in trenchant terms’, of their approval or otherwise. Mostly otherwise. They donned, Mary Allen reported, “the proscribed official demeanour of stony unconcern”,2 but their hearts were not lifted by the industrial squalor they perceived as they trudged through mud puddles and pouring rain en route to their lodgings, pursued by a crocodile of small boys and wondering adults.


The Chief Constable had told the women that he did not care what they did as long as they kept out of the way. The Provost Marshal at least greeted them kindly but gave them very vague instructions. They were to “keep an eye on alleys, courts, yards and passages” and the roads leading to the camp, where an amazing conglomeration of stalls and temporary shops had sprung up to serve the needs of the soldiery and where a lot of trouble occurred between customers and stallholders.


They soon found that, as Nina Boyle had suggested,3 attitudes to service recruits in those early days of the war were very indulgent. Late one night, when Damer Dawson was driving home, she came across a helplessly drunk soldier propped up against a wall by his lamenting mother. As they managed him into her car, the mother told her, “He’s like this almost every night, and the magistrate won’t give him anything because he’s a soldier!”4


At first, the new policewomen were too nervous to take any action, especially since their every move was monitored by the populace. Whenever they halted in one spot for a moment, a crowd would gather. But Ellen Harburn had been given an additional duty to ‘keeping an eye’ – the more concrete ‘public house inspection’. A turning-point in their confidence came when she first put her instructions into practice, as Mary Allen related in her book The Pioneer Policewoman.




Wondering what her reception would be like, she entered in fear and trembling. Public houses, it may be inferred, had not entered into her previous experience. The necessity to conceal an extreme nervousness gave her manner an incisiveness not at all characteristic of her somewhat airy and inconsequential approach, and she was quick to perceive not only that she had impressed the publican but that he was, if anything, more frightened than she was, most anxious to meet her halfway, eager to demonstrate that all in his power was being done to keep his place in order. ... No resistance to the inspection was ever again anticipated, nor was any ever offered.





They were learning that the combination of uniform and the assumption of authority often worked even with no power to back it up. Confidence was the key. Confidence and class. For, another thing Mary had noticed, was that “the rougher elements of mankind are more easily controlled by women than the so-called upper classes”. It did not seem to occur to her, however, that it was their education and class, not their sex, which made the working classes obey them. They found they often got short shrift when they tried to interfere in the pleasures of the officers.


So, armed with class, education, confidence and courage, they became quite successful in quelling the activities of the class of people who were meant to be quelled, but they also lent a guiding hand to drunken ladies who got into difficulties with squads of soldiers; looked for missing girls; gave advice to parents to keep their young daughters away from the camps, and patrolled the camp areas looking for those same young girls when they managed to get through to the danger area. The young girls were, in fact, the main reason they were there. Their financial support came from the local Association for the Help and Care of Girls.5


Meanwhile, Nina Boyle had discovered that the ‘threat to women’ had not quite been averted. It reasserted itself with a vengeance after the passing of DORA (the Defence of the Realm Act) which gave the military and police extraordinary powers. According to one contemporary commentator, “Dora was a very real and terrible person.”6 Local commanding officers, pressured by Press and Church to do something about the public order problems, got quite carried away with their new powers but brought them largely into play against women.


On 29th November, two days after the three women had left for Grantham, the following report appeared in the People:




OUT AFTER HOURS


Court Martial on Women at Cardiff


Yesterday a novel court martial was held at Cardiff, when five women of a certain class were tried under the Defence of the Realm Act, 1914, for being out of doors between the hours of 7 pm and 8 am – An order had been issued by Colonel East, commanding the Severn Defences, closing public houses in the city to women customers between the hours of 7 pm and 6 am. Accused women, who pleaded guilty, had been arrested in various parts of the city during prohibited hours.


 


Liable to Three Months


It was stated that officers who served notices upon the women read and explained the order to those who were themselves unable to read. “The president pointed out that the women were liable to punishment not exceeding three months’ imprisonment. It was intimated that the sentences of the court would be submitted to the General commanding the district and would be promulgated in the due course, the women being meanwhile detained in custody.”





And it was not just that they were not allowed in pubs during this period: they were not allowed out of their houses – a curfew! Nina Boyle was furious and immediately wrote a scathing leader in The Vote, heading it “The Prime Minister and ‘a scrap of paper’”, which has a familiar ring. The scrap of paper to which she was referring was the one on which Asquith assured the Women’s Freedom League that the Contagious Diseases Acts were not to be reintroduced. Now, she declared, here they were being reintroduced in a new form. She went on:




The sight of women, and women whom a hypocritical cant calls ‘unfortunate’, tried by a court martial in England – all this distance from the seat of active operations; their poor rights snatched away from them, their persons pilloried in ways that no man consents to for his own sex, is utterly sickening and makes one wonder how military men can so degrade their uniform and stain their boasted record as ‘officers and gentlemen’. Let us remember that, when the Criminal Law Amendment suggestions tried to provide more safety for girls of sixteen, gentlemen in office protested on behalf of men who might be blackmailed; but none of these gentlemen protest against power being put in the hands of men to blackmail girls to provide safety for – not boys of sixteen but grown men! The trade called ‘unfortunate’ was not called into being by women; no woman has contributed one penny to its profits; it has been defended, when its practice was convenient, as ‘necessary’ and has received official sanction, official protection from prosecution, and official encouragement of every sort.7





Now it just so happened that Brigadier General Hammersley, commanding officer at Belton Park Camp, liked the idea of a curfew for women of a certain class and copied it. Since he also liked the work being done by the Women Police Volunteers, he conferred upon them what Mary Allen termed “their first mark of confidence”, to wit, the right to enter any house, building or land within six miles’ radius of the Army Post Office. The purpose of these powers was, as Damer Dawson later admitted, “to help keep the girls in their houses”. But even that, it seems, was not enough. They soon began accompanying the military on deserter raids into those houses. Mary Allen admits that they realized the opportunities this gave them “to acquire merit” and held that “no order, however distasteful, could be shirked”. That too has a familiar ring. She graphically describes how: “Women answering the sharp military knock on their doors would assume an air of shocked and surprised indignation, vehemently denying that any men so much as crossed their thresholds, while dimly discernible in the background, huddled in some corner, would be overcoats, unmistakenly masculine and military. Myriads of nephews and first cousins sprang up, and were claimed by women or girls with angelic faces of injured innocence.”8


They did not rely entirely on the military for seeking out immorality but instigated their own ‘cases’ as well. A WPV Report describes some of these:




(4) On visiting the house of a woman suspected of being of bad character, married, with seven children, whose husband is a soldier at the front, the policewoman found a soldier in the house. The woman was alarmed and promised to send the man away directly after supper. The policewoman left, but returned to the house at 11 pm, and, finding the man still there, drove him in front of them out of the house, cautioning him not to return.


(7) The policewomen observed a drunken soldier enter a house which they knew to be occupied by a woman whose husband had just left for the front. This house had been previously suspected by them. They fetched the military picket, who came at once to the house, and with some difficulty forced an entrance. The soldier was caught and arrested. Several children found in the house in a dirty and diseased condition were taken care of by the policewomen and handed over to the NSPCC inspector. The woman escaped before the picket could enter, by means of a trapdoor which connected with three other houses, and has not yet been found.9





When the women’s suffrage organizations found out about these activities, the WPV were ‘much criticized’.10 Nina Boyle was furious and demanded Damer Dawson’s resignation. The Commandant defended herself, saying that by assisting with the curfew they could at least find out whether it was working and, if it was not, get it stopped. It did not work; the women were managing to get more men and drink into their houses than they would have done if they had been allowed out in the streets. They told the authorities this, and the ban was lifted, Damer Dawson later claimed.11 But the lifting of the ban probably had as much to do with the furore created by Nina Boyle and Sylvia Pankhurst and the fact that it had been declared illegal.12


After it was all over, Nina Boyle still insisted that Damer Dawson resign. She refused and called a meeting of the corps, who were asked to vote on the issue. The Commandant had worked much more closely with the recruits than had Nina Boyle, and she was a leader who inspired great loyalty. What is more, she was doubtless sincere in her fight against prostitution, having seen the risks of social ostracism, the then much less curable venereal diseases and unwanted pregnancy. There was a strong element of patriotism in their actions too, but, strongest justification of all, those actions had secured some ‘official recognition’ they needed for their women police. On hearing of the possibility of their withdrawal from Grantham, Hammersley had written to them saying that he trusted this was not the case, since their services had proved of great value and they had removed sources of trouble to the troops in a manner that the military police could not attempt. Moreover, he had no doubt whatever that the work was a great safeguard to the moral welfare of young girls in the town.13


The vote brought overwhelming victory for Damer Dawson and a stunning defeat for Nina Boyle. Out of about fifty women, all except three voted for “co-operation with the men”. These three were Nina Boyle, Edith Watson and Eva Christy.14 Damer Dawson decided to drop the name ‘Women Police Volunteers’ and reform the group as ‘The Women Police Service’.


Three months after the split, which occurred in February 1914, the Women Police Service were invited to send two of their members to Hull. Replacements were found for Mary Allen and Ellen Harburn at Grantham, and in May 1915 they left to blaze the trail once again. This time they were to be directly under the control of the Chief Constable who, shortly after their arrival, held a meeting in the Town Hall and handed over to them control of the forty-strong local women patrols already working there. “WOMEN POLICE. LONDON OFFICERS TO ORGANISE HULL FORCE,” announced the Eastern Daily Post on 24th May 1915. A short, sharp message from the central Women’s Patrol Committee ‘deprecated’ this move.15


Though not sworn in as constables, the women were allowed to arrest, charge and give evidence in cases concerning women, Mary Allen claims, but, whenever they exercised this power, excited crowds followed them.


Shortly after their arrival, the first Zeppelin raids took place, giving the Commandant “the first opportunity of testing the grit of the policewomen”.16 By all accounts the huge dirigibles were an awesome sight. In her second book, Lady in Blue, Mary Allen vividly describes the first raid:




... The first I knew of the trouble was that a girl on the opposite pavement stopped, stared up into the grey sky and shouted: “Look! There’s an airship.” Far above us, like a silver cigar, stately and almost motionless, hovered the form of the Zeppelin. I recognized it from illustrations I had seen but strove to still the stab of terror the sight gave me. Surely it could not be a raider, here without opposition, just looking down on us like that? It must be a British airship! ...


There came a muffled roar from a street a quarter of a mile away. The first bomb! It seemed that the town was instantly full of screaming people, running to and fro, pointing upwards and madly piling furniture and knick-knacks out of windows and doors into prams and trucks and handcarts. There came the whine and crash of another bomb. Already I was running towards the place where I judged that the first explosion had occurred, and soon I reached it. Some old houses had been blown down across the street; already, policemen had drawn a cordon to prevent people rushing in amongst the still smoking and collapsing ruins.


Outside the barrier of blue heaved a mass of struggling, screaming people, some in aimless terror, some feverishly trying to escape with their pitiful household goods. I was allowed because of my uniform to pass through the police cordon and assist in picking up the writhing or still figures among the dusty brickwork, and help in getting them to waiting cars. Overhead, the Zeppelin had already disappeared.
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