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  This play was originally commissioned by Attic Theatre Company and first performed as The Rebellious Women of Wimbledon on 8 October 2018 at Merton Arts Space, Wimbledon Library. The cast was as follows:
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  This version of Rebellious Women was commissioned and performed by St Albans High School for Girls on 7 March 2024. The cast was as follows:
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  Introduction


  Beth Flintoff




  Any child that grew up watching Mary Poppins knows that, once upon a time, well-to-do mothers wore sashes and sang songs in an enjoyably batty sort of way. But of course, the suffragette movement was so much more than that. When I started researching this play, I knew already that there was a darker side but hadn’t fully grasped just how dark it was. These once-peaceful, law-abiding women were drawn into an increasingly subversive, dangerous world in which all existing structures, relationships, codes of conduct, ways in which men and women could coexist at all, had to be questioned. It must have felt like nothing would ever be the same again.




  I became fascinated by the radicalisation of these young women. It’s a shocking change in attitude for a conservative, conventional woman such as Edith to end up smashing a politician’s window. I wanted to explore how it might be possible for someone as charismatic as Rose Lamartine Yates to draw others in, how they might bond together, urged on by faith, loyalty, friendship, and sisterly love. Once a suffragette had been imprisoned, they were often disowned by their families, so they had nobody else to turn to except the suffragettes. Society’s disapproval did not make them change, it gave them no choice but to carry on.




  This is a story about real people, but for the purposes of the drama I have condensed and juggled the timing of some of the events. For example, I have conflated Edith Begbie’s two prison stays into one, to help speed the narrative along. Edith is, in fact, a compilation character – although there was an Edith Begbie who ran the WSPU shop, she did not have a husband called Gervase, and I have attributed some acts (such as vandalising the golf course) to Edith when in fact we don’t know who did them. But I have tried, as faithfully as I can, to capture the essence of these women and the spirit of positive radicalism that seems to have been aflame in Wimbledon.




  The first version of this play was called The Rebellious Women of Wimbledon and was created primarily to be performed in libraries and halls around South-West London, to celebrate the centenary of the first women being allowed the vote. Our cast of three performed in the round, with an audience on four sides, eating cake, occasionally joined by bemused book-browsers. Five years later I was delighted to be asked by Holly Whymark at St Albans High School for Girls if she could do it with a much larger cast. I enjoyed expanding the parts and including a tribute to the actions of Constance Bulwer-Lytton.




  In conversation with friends recently I have been asking the question: if you were alive at this time, would you have been a law-breaking suffragette, a law-abiding suffragist, or neither? Most think they would have become a suffragist; some think they would have been a full-on suffragette; nobody thinks they’d have done nothing. I like to think I’d have been terrifically brave, but I wonder. To defy the structures of a system into which you have been born takes a courage I’m not sure I possess, despite enjoying the benefits. My overwhelming feeling now is one of gratitude to these women who trashed their own lives in order that someone like me can cast a vote. They are heroines, all of them.
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