

[image: image]








‘Angela John never loses the historian’s clear-eyed perspective, deftly balancing academic rigour and the demands of telling a good story.’




– New Welsh Review (Liz Jones)




‘This hugely enjoyable and informative book … extremely well researched … I recommend it unreservedly!’




– Morgannwg (Rachel Lock-Lewis)




‘As well as bringing to wider attention the remarkable lives of these seven women, the book also provides some fascinating insights into the craft of biographical writing.’




– Welsh History Review (Louise Miskell)





‘Rocking the Boat is the result of deep and wide-ranging scholarship … Angela John writes with a refreshing elegance which makes this book a pleasure to read.’





– Gwales.com(John Barnie)



‘…characteristic lucid prose with detailed research.’




– Ninnau (Enfys McMurry)




‘Historian and biographer Angela V. John has done a superb service in these accounts of seven remarkable Welsh women … the writing is tight and packed with vibrant and telling detail. There’s a huge amount of wit, inspiration and a great deal to learn from these packed lives and legacies.’




– Morning Star (Lynne Walsh)








‘An important text, John’s work should be widely read.’




– Buzz (Siobhan Denton)





‘Angela John’s biographies not only introduce us to women who sought to change women’s position as well as society, they subtly subvert over simple assumptions about gender, class and national identity. Rocking the Boat interrogates whose life stories are heard and how they are told.’





– theRed Pepper (Sheila Rowbotham)




‘Rocking the Boat is very much to be welcomed, as a contribution likely to incite further research as well as provide inspirational historical role models for the current new wave of feminist activism’.




 Planet (Jane Aaron)
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Their Lives at a Glance


1843 Birth of Frances Morgan, later Hoggan (FH)


1858 Birth of Margaret Wynne Jones, later Nevinson (MWN)


1867 FH becomes a medical student at Zürich University


1870 FH awarded MD (second woman in Europe)


1872 Birth of Edith Picton-Turbervill (EP-T)



1874 Birth of Myvanwy Rhŷs (MRH)




1876 Birth of Olwen Rhŷs (ORH)



1880 FH first female member of British College of Physicians and gives evidence to the Aberdare Committee on education



1883 Birth of Margaret Haig Thomas, later Mackworth then 2nd Viscountess Rhondda (RH)



MWN gets a degree at St Andrews University


1898 MRH gets a First at Cambridge University


1899 EP-T goes to India with the YWCA


1901 ORH gets a First (Home Student) at Oxford


1905 MRH awarded a degree at Trinity College, Dublin




1911 Staging of MWN’s drama In the Workhouse



1913 RH arrested and imprisoned for suffrage militancy. During these years MRH and ORH are officers in Oxford Women’s Suffrage Society. MWN’s suffrage activities include the Cymric Suffrage Union


1914-18 MRH, ORH, MWN, EP-T and RH do war work


1919 Birth of Menna Humphreys, later Gallie (MG)


EP-T first woman to preach at statutory Church of England Sunday service



1920 RH starts Time and Tide with all-female Board



1920 MWN made a JP & first woman to adjudicate at London’s Criminal Petty Sessions


1922 RH starts claim to sit in House of Lords


1924 ORH gets her MA at Oxford University


1926 MWN publishes autobiography



RH becomes first female president of the Institute of Directors and Time and Tide editor



1927 FH dies


1929 EP-T becomes Labour MP for The Wrekin


ORH becomes lecturer for forerunner of St Anne’s College, Oxford


1932 MWN dies


1933 RH publishes autobiography


1936 EP-T goes to Hong Kong and Malaya on Royal Commission


MRH’s book on medieval history is published


1939 EP-T publishes autobiography


1945 MRH dies


1950 RH becomes first woman president of a Welsh college


1953 ORH dies


1958 RH dies



1959 MG’s first novel Strike for a Kingdom published



1960 EP-T dies



1970 MG’s You’re Welcome to Ulster published



1986 Publication (in the US) of MG’s final novel


1990 MG dies














Introduction


Ask most people within, as well as beyond, Wales to identify the first Welsh woman to become a Labour MP, and chances are they won’t know the correct answer. Question them about which woman held the most directorships in the UK in the 1920s and was also, in that same decade, the first female president of the Institute of Directors, and they are likely to be hard-pressed to respond. Get people to identify the first female British doctor to gain her MD in Europe and they will probably mention Elizabeth Garrett Anderson. The correct names – Edith Picton-Turbervill, Viscountess Rhondda and Frances Hoggan – feature in this book, along with those of four other Welsh women. None of them has received the recognition they deserve, in part because they made their names beyond Wales.



These essays are not, however, simply stories of forgotten Welsh women achievers beyond the borders, even though they focus on remarkable, versatile and resilient pioneers. Rather, they seek to challenge the way in which individuals tend to be labelled and perceived as ‘belonging’ more or less exclusively to either Welsh or English history with the result that their full significance is neither scrutinised nor appreciated. This volume is especially concerned with how life stories are told. Each essay demonstrates a different way for the biographical historian to tackle this and so raises questions about the very nature of how biography is constructed.1




The first focuses on the medical pioneer Frances Hoggan, born Morgan (1843-1927). Rather than following her from cradle to grave, it primarily concentrates on one period in her life, putting the spotlight on the fifteen years from 1870 to 1885. Based in London at that time, she was remarkably busy, both professionally and in pursuing causes and campaigns. Many of these would today be called ‘alternative’. At the same time she played an active part in advocating educational reform for girls in Wales.



Another essay narrows the ‘slice of life’ approach even further by concentrating on 1922, one eventful year in the life of Lady Rhondda (1883-1958). It shows her juggling her varied interests, from her bold and often forgotten claim for peeresses in their own right to take their seat in the House of Lords, to negotiating business deals, developing Time and Tide, the influential weekly she owned and later edited, and founding the Six Point Group with its progressive claims for gender equality, all while facing the breakdown of her marriage. This is the shortest essay in the collection, since I have written a lengthy biography of Lady Rhondda, and the centenary of the winning of the (partial) vote for women in 2018 has drawn attention to her through, for example, Welsh National Opera’s cabaret-style opera: ‘Rhondda Rips It Up!’2





Myvanwy Rhŷs (1874-1945) and Olwen Rhŷs (1876-1953), daughters of a Welsh academic family in Oxford, are the subjects of an essay that adopts a familial focus. The sisters’ activities ranged from women’s suffrage and First World War famine relief work to hard-fought struggles for academic achievements. The sisters’ lives are examined in the light of the expectations placed upon them as part of a renowned Welsh family. The essay considers how they coped with these demands, both collectively and individually.




The essay on London-based Margaret Wynne Nevinson (1858-1932) – writer, assiduous Poor Law Guardian and much else – takes a themed approach and focuses in particular on issues of gender and national identity in an individual’s life.3 The final essay, about the ‘exile’ novelist Menna Gallie (1919-1990), concentrates on fiction and the importance of place and politics to this writer, examining how she used History but also how History has treated her.4





‘The Good Life of Edith Picton-Turbervill’ (1872- 1960) from Glamorgan, is the longest essay in this volume. It most closely represents the traditional biographical life and times approach. As Sue Crampton argues, she deserves better than merely being commemorated by the names of two cul-de-sacs in Telford.5 She was described in the 1930s as ‘One of the great crusaders of our time in righteous causes’.6 She won her parliamentary seat, The Wrekin in Shropshire, in 1929 at the so-called flapper election when women over twenty-one were finally able to vote. Fourteen women were returned – a record – though these plucky women sat with more than 600 men. Edith Picton-Turbervill was part of a Labour government headed by Ramsay MacDonald but still new to power: it was only their second time in office. She became the first female Labour MP to introduce what became a successful private members’ bill. In the 1930s she authored an influential Minority Report on the persistence of child slavery in Hong Kong and Malaya. An early advocate of women priests and a powerful figure in the YWCA, she was also the first woman to preach at a statutory Church of England service.



The essays deliberately utilise a range of both biographical approaches and sources. Edith Picton-Turbervill’s publications are examined, with parliamentary papers providing a vital tool for discerning the priorities for this public figure. Although Frances Hoggan’s progressive hand-written observations about the links between physical health, education and exercise have been used here, printed sources, especially newspapers and pamphlets, dominate in her case.



In contrast, the essay on the Rhŷs sisters draws primarily on family letters, diaries and their father’s personal papers. Family papers also inform the essay on Lady Rhondda. Fiction has been central to the analysis of Margaret Nevinson and Menna Gallie’s lives, though having known the latter personally provides an extra dimension to this study.




All these women were well travelled. At a period when most Welsh women’s lives were circumscribed in terms of the freedom, money and opportunity to move far within Wales, they were especially privileged. Frances Hoggan studied in Switzerland, visited and wrote about several continents. The Rhŷs sisters added to their educational achievements and flair for languages by taking courses in Europe. Both Frances Hoggan and Edith Picton-Turbervill were involved in changing the lives of women in India and the latter travelled extensively as an MP. Menna Gallie lived in England and Northern Ireland and visited America. London-based Margaret Wynne Nevinson lived in Germany both as a young single woman and later at the start of her marriage. Lady Rhondda was an inveterate traveller and was also well known internationally as a businesswoman.




The subjects are united by the fact that each one, in her own distinctive way, sought to challenge convention, to upset presumptions and disturb the equilibrium, particularly in relation to women’s rights. How much they rocked the boat depended on class, personality and opportunity, crucially allied to the prevailing culture and attitudes of their time. 7 Frances Hoggan’s life encapsulates well the tensions between her position as a Victorian woman keen for change yet limited in how far she could champion this without sacrificing her hard-won professional standing, let alone her personal respectability. Her choices reflect her awareness of the need to negotiate carefully, to undermine and subvert. She spoke out but remained aware that sounding reasonable could sometimes pay dividends.



The essays span a period of a hundred and fifty years, from the 1840s when Frances Hoggan was born, to 1990 when Menna Gallie died. The latter was able to be considerably more forthright in expression than her predecessors – though her reception remained essentially gendered – and she wove the personal into the political. Her predecessors would have viewed the concept and potential of equal rights rather differently from her. Menna Gallie had been born in 1919, the year after older women first got the right to vote in national elections and just before the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act enabled women to enter a number of professions previously barred to them. So the time span of the book reveals a gradual – albeit bumpy – journey towards the modern woman of the late twentieth century.


The half dozen women who precede Menna Gallie in this volume were all supporters of women’s suffrage in one form or another. Frances Hoggan, active in suffragist causes from the mid-1880s, reminds us of the long, yet often neglected, lead-up to the more dramatic years of early twentieth century suffrage activity. The variety of progressive causes she espoused also demonstrates that the demand for the vote was the natural concomitant of wider concerns about women’s education, employment and much else.



The three women born in the 1870s – Edith Picton-Turbervill, Myvanwy and Olwen Rhŷs – were also moderate suffragists, active in Mrs Fawcett’s National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. But whereas the Rhŷs sisters were following their pro-suffrage parents in becoming leading lights in Oxford suffrage circles and organisation, Edith Picton-Turbervill risked the ridicule of her large and conservative family in her espousal of the Cause.



Margaret Nevinson took a different route. She began as a moderate suffragist, then joined Mrs Pankhurst’s Women’s Social and Political Union. But in 1907 she became a founder member and prominent figure in the breakaway group, the Women’s Freedom League. It specialised in passive resistance. Her suffrage activity reveals a few of the many suffrage special interest groups. She was, for example, national treasurer of the Women Writers’ Suffrage League and a leading figure in the Cymric Suffrage Union. Here her demands for citizenship were intertwined with an expatriate’s somewhat romanticised notion of Wales.



Margaret Mackworth (née Haig Thomas), who became Lady Rhondda in 1918, was a suffragette. Like the other Margaret who had to face rats being let loose and the force of a water hose at the Women’s Freedom League meeting she chaired at Sutton in Surrey, the future Lady Rhondda had mice thrown on the platform when she spoke in Aberdare, along with herrings, ripe tomatoes and cabbages.8 Sulphurated gas, snuff and cayenne pepper pervaded the hall.



It made her even more determined. She became the secretary of Newport’s Women’s Social and Political Union and in 1913 set a letterbox alight for which she went (briefly) to prison. Although halting her militancy during the First World War, she effectively reminds us that the suffrage story did not end in 1918 when women over thirty got the vote. Lady Rhondda remained committed to extending voting rights to younger women, and it was thanks to the pressure of people like her that the full enfranchisement of women was achieved in 1928 and female peers took their seats in the House of Lords thirty years later.



Yet whilst suffrage invariably attracts attention to an individual, it formed only part, albeit a memorable part, of these women’s long and busy lives. Both Margarets were arrested pre-war for suffrage activism yet both became Justices of the Peace in the 1920s. Moreover, all of these women’s lives were crucially intersected by war. War work dominated between 1914-18, from Lady Rhondda’s influential positions in organising women’s recruitment, to the Rhŷs sisters’ Quaker relief work in Serbia and France. Menna Gallie’s war work (for the Inland Revenue) was in the Second World War.




The majority of the women were from Liberal backgrounds. Lady Rhondda’s father – whom she adored – was a Liberal MP and the Minister who first introduced food rationing during the First World War. The Liberal Prime Minister Asquith’s opposition to women’s suffrage made Lady Rhondda wary of party politics but Margaret Nevinson admitted that ‘in spite of Mr Asquith, I incline to Liberalism’.9 In contrast, Edith Picton-Turbervill and Menna Gallie were socialists, the former in contradiction to her family and even her twin sister, the latter reinforcing her Labour heritage. It was social equality that was paramount for Menna Gallie.



Religion seems to have been central to the lives of only two of the seven women. This challenge to the stereotype of the faithful female Welsh worshipper is accentuated by the fact these two, Edith Picton-Turbervill and Margaret Nevinson (the daughter of a Church of England clergyman), were committed Anglicans rather than Nonconformists.



Menna Gallie had been brought up to attend chapel regularly but lost her faith. In an unpublished piece called ‘The Fear of God’10 she recounted returning as a middle-aged woman to the annual Cymanfa Ganu (singing festival) in Ystradgynlais. ‘I sat’, she wrote, ‘rigid with denial. I would be critical, sophisticated, Cambridgewise, but the tides of music had me engulfed, had me swallowed’. She admitted that she ‘felt the fear of God’ in that chapel. Yet her comments are as much about her unease with life in Cambridge and the way that memory and romantic nostalgia encroach, delude and unmask us, as they are about any brief revival of religious belief.




All seven women were writers and public speakers. Frances Hoggan published medical research and spoke on many subjects at home and abroad. She wrote articles and pamphlets that ranged widely, from advocating women’s public conveniences to medical reform for women in India, and race relations in America and Africa. She was also recognised as an authority on education. So too was Olwen Rhŷs, though her struggle to have her degree recognised, despite becoming a lecturer in French at Oxford, sums up well the difficulties that she, her sister Myvanwy and countless other clever, educated women faced. Both sisters published academic work. Edith Picton-Turbervill was a leading figure in the struggle for women’s visibility within the Church of England and wrote books on the subject. She also made a number of radio broadcasts.




Menna Gallie was a popular broadcaster but is better known for five novels set in Wales, England and Northern Ireland. The first appeared when she was forty. She was most popular in the United States. Margaret Nevinson wrote fiction alongside newspaper and journal articles and a play that helped to change the law for the dispossessed. Her autobiography, as its title Life’s Fitful Fever suggests, was as bitter as Edith Picton-Turbervill’s Life is Good is celebratory. Lady Rhondda’s inter-war autobiography This Was My World was enigmatic, focusing mainly on her childhood and youth and betraying little about her remarkable achievements as a businesswoman and editor of Time and Tide.




All seven challenged authority in public and, to some extent, in their personal lives. They make us question our assumptions about Victorian domesticity and ‘traditional’ values and point up the value of ‘Biography as Corrective’.11 Frances Hoggan apparently became a teenage mother. And, quite apart from all the obstacles that this posed, she faced barriers in Britain from a medical profession implacably opposed to women doctors. She became a student in Zürich. The setbacks she experienced on account of her gender helped to shape the nature of her rebellion. Later she spent many years as an extremely active widow and international figure.




Whereas Frances Hoggan appears to have enjoyed a companionate marriage to a supportive, unconventional husband in the same profession, for Margaret Nevinson the fact that her husband, Henry W. Nevinson was, like her, a writer and pro-suffrage, was no recipe for marital harmony. This was revealed in her husband’s diaries, in comments by their artist son C.R.W. Nevinson and in her printed remarks disparaging marriage and motherhood. In her circumstances, rocking the boat seemed preferable to rocking the cradle. The Nevinson marriage was deeply troubled and, seven months after Margaret died, Henry Nevinson married the woman with whom he had spent most of his free time.12





Three of the seven women never married. The Rhŷs sisters remained single and relied heavily on each other. Edith Picton-Turbervill lived intermittently with other independent women. Lady Rhondda divorced her husband and lived with women for the rest of her life. Menna Gallie, the most modern of the seven, not only achieved greater social mobility than the others. She also led, in some respects, a more conventional life than these Victorian predecessors: she married a philosopher,13accompanied Bryce Gallie to his academic posts at Keele, Belfast and Cambridge, and had two children. She had, though, been a university student (at Swansea) who married, on graduation, a lecturer at the same university and their early married life was, like those of their contemporaries, fractured by wartime separation. And as those who knew Menna Gallie could attest, she was never one to hold back when it came to speaking out against perceived injustices to whoever cared to listen, whether that involved dining at High Table, hosting one of her famed dinner parties or risking confrontations in print or person in Northern Ireland. All seven women also defied time, living into their seventies or eighties, and four endured two world wars.




Collective biographical essays about individual lives have a long history, dating back to Plutarch. The inclusion of women is comparatively recent, but Florence Nightingale was one of the four figures comprising Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians published in 1918. Before that there were hagiographical Victorian volumes about female figures – usually monarchs, mothers of heroes, saints or ‘literary lights’ – as exemplified in T.J. Llewelyn Prichard’s 1854 collection The Heroines of Welsh History, and W. H. D. Adams’ Child-Life and Girlhood of Remarkable Women.14 In 1934 the essayist Janet E. Courtney produced The Women Of My Time.15It made a somewhat breathless dash through female educators, politicians and professionals. Lady Rhondda was one of four women discussed under ‘Personal Service’ and meriting one of a small number of photographs.





Since the resurgence of the women’s movement in the 1970s, group biographies have multiplied. Barbara Caine’s study of the Strachey sisters is one of a number focused on women within a family.16 Caine also put feminism under the spotlight in her essays on Victorian feminists, whilst inter-war feminists provided the framework for Brian Harrison’s Prudent Revolutionaries.17 Sheila Rowbotham’s beautifully crafted Rebel Crossings18 identifies a group of feminist freethinkers and their evolving ideas as they travelled from the old world and the old (late nineteenth) century to the new world of the twentieth century and America.




But Rocking the Boat is less tightly bound by time and acquaintance. Not all of the women in these essays did – or could have – known each other. They are distinguished by having become privileged professionals, by championing equality with the pen and in person and by the fact that they were all Welsh. All seven women declared a residual loyalty to Wales, though gwladgarwch (love of one’s country) could cover a wide range of emotions and practices, whilst there were also competing notions of what it meant to be British. The extent to which these women identified with Wales and Welshness depended, as the essays show, on their upbringing, company, timing, location and even expediency. They expressed (both over time within individual lives as well as in comparison to each other) a number of different perspectives and ambiguous relationships to Wales as well as divergent models of nationhood.19 




Three of them spoke Welsh. Menna Gallie’s first language was Welsh – she claimed that she learned no English before the age of eight – but although she did some translation work, the language of choice for her own novels was English. She came from a small coal mining community in south-west Wales, more than just physically remote from the worlds she came to inhabit in later life. Unlike the other six, she was from the working class, and proud of it.



The Rhŷs sisters were also Welsh speakers and had been born in North Wales. However, they lived most of their lives in Oxford where their father was an eminent Celtic scholar and professor. Their cultured mother was a former teacher. Part of the intelligentsia, with progressive parents, they were well travelled and enjoyed a superior education: Oxford High School and Bangor followed by Cambridge for Myvanwy and what became St Anne’s College, Oxford for Olwen.



Margaret Nevinson had a sympathetic father: a Welsh-speaking clergyman in Leicester, he believed in fostering his daughter’s education. However, her mother was wary of ambitious girls and saw marriage and motherhood as her daughter’s destiny. Margaret thought differently. She became a teacher of Classics at a prestigious London school whilst also studying for and attaining a degree at the University of St. Andrews, via an early form of distance learning.


Frances Hoggan, born in Brecon and raised in Glamorgan, also had a clergyman father but he died when she was a child. Her mother’s family were well off and eventually she received the higher education that permitted her to inch her way towards acceptance in the medical world.


The future Lady Rhondda was from the wealthiest family. Her father’s family fortune was based on the South Wales coal trade, hence the title he chose and bequeathed to his daughter. She grew up in the Monmouthshire village of Llanwern, received an excellent education in London and Scottish schools but although she entered Somerville College, Oxford, she left of her own volition after two terms.


Edith Picton-Turbervill was unable to get that far. From a distinguished South Walian family based at Ewenny Priory near Bridgend in South Wales, she was, in some respects, the most rebellious of the seven young women. She trained as a missionary but was the only subject of these essays not to have attended university. Her work in India was as much prompted by a need to prove that she was of use as it was by her religiosity. Her story reveals not only a wide range of interests but also how attitudes could shift over time.


Although all these women spent most of their lives outside Wales, to ignore their (often complex) relationship to their particular conceptions of what Wales signified for them, fails to do them justice. Historians of England and of medicine might be aware of Frances Hoggan as a doctor in London and an international figure but might not appreciate why and what she did for the education of girls within Wales. By the same token, the essays in this volume reveal a side to her, as a mid-Victorian London-based activist, that is missing from Welsh historiography.



Putting the pieces together involves, for example, matching up the suffragette Margaret Haig Thomas/Mackworth with Lady Rhondda, consummate Bloomsbury editor, and seeing Edith Picton-Turbervill of Ewenny alongside the YWCA worker in India, the politician in Shropshire, Hong Kong and Westminster as well as the Anglican preacher. It means reconciling Menna Gallie’s lived experience of an increasingly turbulent Northern Ireland with her wariness of Welsh nationalism. This does not result in flawless or neat, rounded subjects – far from it – what has been called ‘the biographer’s cohering touch’20 can set in stone a life that was invariably more complicated, contradictory and messy than a biography suggests. But it does at least allow for alternative and nuanced perspectives.




Occasionally we can glimpse the subjects of this book coming together. In August 1882 Frances Hoggan and Myvanwy and Olwen Rhŷs’s mother Elspeth spoke at the same event at the National Eisteddfod at Denbigh. And in Sir John Rhŷs’s papers is a letter from Frances Hoggan to Elspeth Rhŷs. She asks after the children, explains that she and her husband are going to North Wales for a fortnight’s summer holiday and wonders whether they can recommend a place to stay with good mountain air and fishing. She hopes that once she is back in London, the Rhŷses will spend a week staying with the Hoggans.21





Frances Hoggan’s great-aunt, the niece of Sir Thomas Picton, was a Warlow. Edith Picton-Turbervill’s surname was Warlow before her family changed its name and she was immensely proud of being descended from the hero of the Napoleonic Wars. There is no evidence, though, that the two women met despite being distantly related. But it seems very likely that Margaret Nevinson knew Edith Picton-Turbervill through the Church League for Women’s Suffrage and their commitment to peace after the First World War. Not long after Edith gave her seminal sermon from a Lincolnshire pulpit in 1919, Margaret also found a compliant bishop, Dr David, Bishop of Edmundsbury who enabled her to address a mixed congregation in a Suffolk village church.22 And, during the Depression, Lady Rhondda and Edith Picton-Turbervill signed the same letter to The Times objecting to women being paid less Unemployment Assistance than men.23As the  honorary treasurer of the Oxford Women's Colleges Fund, Lady Rhondda probably knew Olwen Rhŷs.



These essays can be read as discrete studies of the individuals concerned. Put together, they also provide a glimpse into the shifting obstacles and opportunities facing educated Welsh women of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who ventured beyond Wales. They reveal the protean nature of biography and its role as a possible corrective to other forms of historical writing. Above all, they help to show why and how these feisty women challenged the status quo over a century and a half. Wherever they were, they ensured, in various ingenious ways, that they effectively rocked their boats.


Notes



1 The Danish historian and biographer Birgitte Possing has recently identified eight categories of biography. She describes them as Mirror (or Didactic), Hagiography, Personality Portrait, Interpretive, Prism, Life-and-Times, Polyphonic and Prosopography (or Collective). In practice, however, historians tend to deploy several categories within one work. Birgitte Possing, Understanding Biographies: On Biographies in History and Stories in Biography, pp. 68-84, University Press of Southern Denmark, 2017.




2 Angela V. John, Turning the Tide: The Life of Lady Rhondda, Parthian, 2013. The opera tours Wales and England in the summer and autumn of 2018. Lady Rhondda is also one of the fifty suffrage activists included on the new sculpture of Millicent Fawcett in Parliament Square.




3 This is an updated and expanded version of an essay that first appeared in R. R. Davies and Geraint H. Jenkins, From Medieval to Modern Wales: Historical Essays in Honour of Kenneth O. Morgan and Ralph A. Griffiths, University of Wales Press, 2004, pp. 230-245. Thanks to the University of Wales Press. 




4 This is an expanded and updated version of my article in Llafur, 9/3, 2006, pp.46-57. Thanks to Llafur/The Welsh People’s History Society, to Archif Menywod Cymru/ Women’s Archive of Wales, and the Josef Herman Foundation where earlier versions were given.




5 Sue Crampton has written a fictionalised diary of parts of Edith Picton-Turbervill’s life, based on her autobiography. See Idem, A Head Above Others, Perigord Press, 2013, pp.3-81. Picton Close and Turbervill Close are in Telford, Shropshire.




6 George A. Greenwood in Great Thoughts, October 1936.
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18 Sheila Rowbotham, Rebel Crossings: New Women, Free Lovers, and Radicals in Britain and the United States, Verso, 2016.




19 For a critique of popular stereotypes of Wales and an exploration of competing, co-existing images of Welsh society during part of this period (1890-1914) see M. Wynn Thomas, The Nations of Wales 1890-1914, University of Wales Press, 2016.
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21 John Rhŷs Papers, B1/1/2, 20 July nd. but c.1882, National Library of Wales, Aberystwyth.
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Speaking Out


The Many Causes of Dr Frances Hoggan
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In July 1911 a sixty-seven year old Welshwoman called Frances Hoggan addressed the grandly named First Universal Races Congress. Held in London, it sought to bring together, ‘in the light of science and the modern conscience’,1 intellectuals, activists, government officials and others in an unprecedented effort to promote inter-racial harmony.




More than fifty countries were represented and at least 2,000 attended. It was described at the time as ‘a world parliament’2 and although its achievements – and what was achievable – have since been debated its very existence at a time of unrest and growing international tension made it a landmark event. It has recently been hailed as ‘A rich and compelling episode in modern world history’ and ‘a laboratory for thought and action’.3 Speakers included Dusé Mohamed Ali who, in the wake of the Congress, edited the African Times and Oriental Review, and the Indian statesman G. K. Gokhale as well as the renowned African American sociologist, writer and activist, W. E. B. Du Bois. As the literary and cultural studies scholar Daniel Williams has argued, he not only played an important part in the proceedings, but his perspectives also influenced the paper by his friend, Dr Frances Hoggan.4 





Her subject was ‘The Negro Problem in Relation to White Women’. She began by commenting how, in Africa and America, there was an emphasis on the danger black men posed to white women. She then questioned why ‘so little feeling comparatively is shown when the white man is the aggressor and the victim has a coloured skin’.5 





Unfortunately, given this progressive approach to her subject, Frances Hoggan could not be heard. Acoustics were woefully inadequate in the vast Kensington hall and, lacking modern microphones, she had a particularly difficult time with what the Manchester Guardian described as ‘her very tiny voice’.6 Mrs Archibald Little came to the rescue, acting as ‘a human megaphone’ and, as the speaker uttered her words, so Mrs Little repeated them, shouting them out to the audience in her booming voice. Luckily Frances had a sense of humour and was ‘laughing hard’ as she spoke. The audience joined in by laughing too. Papers had anyway been circulated in advance and the formal sessions were merely summaries, with many of the most valuable exchanges taking place informally over the four-day event.




This transnational gathering boasted eminent figures from across the world. British delegates included the economist J.A. Hobson, and activists Annie Besant and Tom Mann.7 Women speakers were very much in the minority. So who was Dr Frances Hoggan?




She was a Welsh medical and educational pioneer who championed women’s rights throughout her long and distinguished career. Yet until recently her achievements have been neglected. Although female ‘Firsts’ of the Victorian era have tended to receive publicity, even here she was short-changed. Elizabeth Garrett Anderson has long been lauded as the first British woman in Europe to get a degree in medicine (awarded in Paris). Yet Frances Morgan, as she was at the time, gained her MD at Zürich University three months earlier in March 1870 when she was twenty-six.8 





Frances Elizabeth Morgan – Fannie to her family – had been born in the centre of Brecon in mid-Wales on 20 December 1843, close to the birthplace of the eighteenth-century actress Sarah Siddons. Brecon would later claim Wales’ first female town councillor and mayor: Gwenllian Morgan. And it was from here that recognition of Frances’ achievements came, via the Brecknock Society. In 1970 on the centenary of her graduation, Onfel Thomas published a booklet about her.9 A service was held at Brecon Cathedral, where an inscribed brass font ewer dedicated to her memory was presented to the cathedral.




Yet fourteen years later the surgeon Emyr Wyn Jones lamented the fact that Frances was still scarcely remembered in Wales or England, despite being ‘one of the most distinguished women born in Wales’.10 Articles by the medical doctor Neil McIntyre followed, stressing that Frances was, inter alia, the first female member of a British College of Physicians, one half of ‘Britain’s first medical marriage’ and the first British woman to do ‘high-quality medical research’.11 





In the early 1990s the educational historian W. Gareth Evans described Frances as ‘undoubtedly one of the leading feminist pioneers of Victorian Wales’.12 More recently Daniel Williams has assessed her relationship with national identity, race and empire.13 The Learned Society of Wales has recognised her significance by presenting since 2016 an annual commemorative Frances Hoggan Medal.14 This celebrates outstanding research by women in any area of science, technology, engineering, mathematics and medicine (STEMM research). It is open to women resident in Wales, of Welsh parentage or with demonstrable connections with Wales.15 And in that year the Welsh language television series Mamwlad (which explores the lives of Welsh female figures from the past), featured a programme about Frances.16 




So the achievements of Dr Frances Hoggan have been belatedly recognised and, even though she is not a household name, she is now better known, at least in Wales, than she was just a decade ago. This essay will focus on her little known humanitarian and health education causes in England during the 1870s and first half of the 1880s, most of which were woman-centred in personnel and/or purpose. It will then assess the significance of her educational work for Wales during this same period. For Frances, the treatment of women by a nation, organisation or profession became the litmus test for gauging its worth. But what first impelled her in this direction?



Frances was the eldest of her parents’ five children. Her father, a Pembrokeshire man, was the curate of St John’s Priory in Brecon (now its cathedral) at the time of her birth. Georgiana, her mother, was the daughter of a naval captain from the long-established Philipps [sic] family of Cwmgwili, Carmarthenshire. In 1845 Frances’ father was appointed vicar of St Mary’s Church, Aberavon (Port Talbot), where Dic Penderyn, wronged martyr of the Merthyr Rising, had been buried fourteen years earlier. This Church of England Living on the South Wales coast was combined with that of Baglan. Yet whereas Aberavon itself was perceived by visitors as ‘dirty and disagreeable’17 and too close to both the new docks and large copper works, the hillside village of Baglan with its Norman St. Baglan’s Church, was considered rather more salubrious. This was where Frances and her family lived for the next six years.



Frances’ mother’s first husband had died within a few weeks of their marrying and in March 1851 she lost her second husband (Frances’ father) to typhoid fever and pneumonia. That summer the family moved a little further east to the small market town of Cowbridge. The youngest child was only five months and the eldest (Frances’ half-brother from her mother’s first marriage) nine. Frances was seven.



Although Cowbridge boasted one of the best schools in Wales, this Grammar School was for boys only. All that existed for girls like Frances was ‘the merest elementary private school’.18 Not until 1896 was Cowbridge High School for Girls established. This was in the wake of the Aberdare Committee on intermediate and higher education in Wales and consequent legislation and improvements in the provision of girls’ education. The lack of decent education locally meant that ten-year-old Frances was sent to a school in Windsor run by a family friend.19 




In her evidence to the Aberdare Committee in 1880, Frances described uninspected, old-fashioned schools ‘where girls were required to work an inordinate number of hours, and where it was a perfect jumble of lessons with no connecting thread running through them’. She added: ‘My own personal experience of school life was exactly similar’. It was all the more remarkable that she persevered and took her education further. Frances had, though, received a lesson in gender inequality that she would not forget.



Unlike many middle class daughters whose fathers died prematurely, Frances was not impoverished. Her mother was from a wealthy family and Frances was well connected. Her cousin Thomas Greenish, a chemist in London, was president of the Pharmaceutical Society.20 By 1858 she was in Paris with her mother where she passed an examination in general education. One account suggests that she was studying with private tutors in Düsseldorf by 1861 as a precursor to making medicine her career.21





According to McIntyre, Frances became pregnant and, aged sixteen, gave birth to a baby daughter Elise/Elsie in Brussels that October.22 Her mother provided a home for the child. She was presumed to be Frances’ younger sister or a niece. When Elise entered North London Collegiate School, Frances’ mother signed as parent/guardian. A reference from Frances stated that she had known Elise for eleven years. Later Elise briefly studied medicine then married a Cardiganshire clergyman in 1857.




There is no absolute proof that she was Frances’ child. The lack of conclusive evidence or even any hint from Frances herself in later years leaves a slight question mark, not least because she was a progressive woman and feminist who did not shy away from difficult issues. But McIntyre makes a compelling case and Elise’s descendants corroborate his findings. Were she Elise’s mother, Frances certainly covered her tracks well, though this would have been necessary. Her father had given evidence (when he was Aberavon’s vicar) to the 1847 Report on the State of Education in Wales. Here he had stated that the loss of chastity before marriage was ‘unhappily the scandal of the Principality’.23 Meanwhile across Britain daughters from respectable moneyed families went abroad to have their babies out of wedlock – the essay on Margaret Wynne Nevinson provides one example – though Frances appears to have already been on the continent.



She faced huge obstacles gaining acceptance as a doctor and, if she were the mother of an illegitimate child, could hardly have risked acknowledging the situation if she wished to be taken seriously as a professional in Victorian Britain. As late as 1885 there were only forty-five registered women doctors. For these pioneers there was not only the personal need to succeed but also the responsibility of setting an example for others, in addition to the scrutiny they faced from society.


Frances became a governess in Paris, saving money in order to study medicine. Then she, Sarah Goff, an Irish heiress, and Ellen Phillips, who was from a wealthy Quaker family, worked under the tutelage of Elizabeth Garrett (later Garrett Anderson) in London as the first pupils in her new Dispensary for Women and Children. Garrett had become a pioneer female licentiate of the Society of Apothecaries in 1865, qualifying her to join the Medical Register (practitioners who were not included on this Register forfeited any legal protection).



At the beginning of 1867 the three young women passed – Frances with honours – the Society’s preliminary examinations in Arts.24The Times acknowledged that they had succeeded in Latin, Geometry and History but made clear that this was a far cry from doing dissections.25 The Society of Apothecaries provided the sole route in Britain for the medical qualification Frances needed. But in the first of a series of reversals that must have had an impact on her views on equal rights, it promptly revised its regulations, deciding only to accept as Licentiates those who had attended public lectures at recognised public medical schools, none of which accepted women students.




The consequences proved (though only in retrospect) beneficial for Frances and her career. In order to circumvent the British restrictions on aspirant women medics and what she called the ‘disgraceful epithets’ used against them in English medical journals,26 Frances enrolled at the University of Zürich,27 along with Louisa Atkins, niece of the 3rd Earl of Derby. Atkins graduated five years later, as was customary with medical students, but Frances completed her medical studies in less than three years and took a course in Sanskrit. In the same year as she started at Zürich (1867), Nadezhda Suslova from St Petersburg, also born in 1843, graduated there with the first medical degree awarded to a woman in Europe. Frances followed in 1870.




The Swiss scientist Auguste Forel (later professor of psychiatry at Zürich’s medical school) was a student two years senior to her. In his autobiography he recalled that when the anatomy professor Hermann Meyer protested that his laboratory would not provide a ‘decorous’ environment for a lady, Frances replied ‘with sovereign confidence’ that it was ‘much more shocking and improper to make exceptions here. We wish to study the subject without restrictions of any kind’. Meyer capitulated. Forel later noted that the ‘seriousness, the aristocratic calm, and the queenly superiority of this remarkable girl’ commanded ‘such respect from us all that none of us would have dared to make a tactless or sarcastic remark’.28 Nevertheless, Forel and fellow students were not quite sure what to make of her. His ambiguous remark that she was becoming increasingly like a male student (‘elle deviant de plus en plus synonyme d’un étudiant du sexe masculin’)29 reflects his slight unease.




He was, however, impressed by Frances’ composure and performance at the public defence of her thesis (written in German) on progressive muscular atrophy. So many attended in the spring of 1870 – more than 400, including 50 women – that the viva was moved to the university’s largest hall. Frances’ supervisor Anton Biermer criticised her findings at length. Yet Frances understood correctly that muscular dystrophy was an organic disease of the nervous system, whereas his belief (already in print) was that it was a muscular disease. Undaunted, in her half-hour response Frances stressed that her interpretation was derived from the use of sources in English. Biermer conceded that she had provided an impressive defence and that her ‘scholarly earnestness and zeal’ had made her ‘a worthy model for the women studying here’.30 After such a public encounter in her twenties, it is hardly surprising that Frances went on to champion women’s rights.




She remained in Europe briefly, studying and practising midwifery in Vienna before moving on to Prague and, according to Onfel Thomas, Paris.31 She would, however, have returned to London before the Siege of Paris (part of the Franco-Prussian War) in September 1870. She established herself in private practice in London’s West End (at Granville Place, Portman Square) at the end of that year, qualified but unregistered. That same year a Dr Bennett wrote in the Lancet that women as a body were ‘sexually, constitutionally and mentally unfitted for the hard and incessant toil’ demanded of doctors. Women had not advanced the understanding of science, so what right, he asked, could they have to mental equality with men?32 Since male doctors had to fight for their own social position in British society – in 1881 TheModernReview stressed that most doctors did not come from the ‘top drawer’ of society and that this was a ‘parvenu profession’ – they were especially sensitive about the ‘invasion’ of women.33





In March 1871 Elizabeth Garrett appointed Frances as her first assistant physician at St Mary’s Dispensary for Women and Children, and (from 1872) its successor, the New Hospital for Women in Marylebone. Frances worked at this pioneering hospital staffed by and for women until 1877, when she resigned. Although it has been claimed that this was due to concern about Garrett Anderson’s frequent recourse to risky abdominal surgery and in particular her opposition to an ovariotomy (seen by many as both dangerous and unwise), it seems, that this procedure was not carried out at the New Hospital until a year after Frances had left.34 The Managing Committee noted that Frances’ ‘kind and skilful labours’ had ‘done much to raise the Hospital to its present position’.35 





In 1871 Frances helped to found the National Health Society, along with Dr Elizabeth Blackwell. Blackwell had qualified in 1849 in the United States, and a decade later become the first English woman on the Medical Register. Another founding luminary was Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, educationalist and artist, one of the Langham Place Group that had discussed women’s rights in the 1850s. Frances became the National Health Society’s Honorary Secretary (its rules ensured that women were in the majority on its executive).36 It advocated the ‘steady and wide diffusion of sanitary knowledge’ to all and stressed the value of sanitary and hygienic education in schools, coining the saying that ‘Prevention is Better than Cure’.
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