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CHRONOLOGY AND ORGANISATIONS


CHRONOLOGY









	1902
	Deputation of Yorkshire textile workers with suffrage petition to Westminster.




	1903
	Oct: Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) formed by Emmeline Pankhurst.




	
	Oct: Leeds Arts Club formed by Alfred Orage; Isabella Ford and Mary Gawthorpe join.




	1905
	Oct: Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney at Free Trade Hall, Manchester.




	1906
	Jan: General Election: Liberal landslide; Campbell-Bannerman Prime Minister. WSPU moves down to London.




	
	May: Deputation to Campbell-Bannerman.




	
	June–Jul: Adela Pankhurst at Belle Vue and Boggart Hole Clough, Manchester.




	
	Oct: Emmeline Pankhurst leads demonstration at opening of Parliament: arrests include Adela Pankhurst and Mary Gawthorpe.




	
	Nov: Suffragette prisoners released and travel to Huddersfield by-election.




	
	Hebden Bridge (fustian weavers) and Halifax (tram workers) strikes start.




	1907
	Jan: Suffragettes arrive in Hebden Bridge.




	
	Feb: NUWSS ‘Mud March’, London.




	
	Women’s Parliament demonstration: arrests.




	
	Mar: Lavena Saltonstall and Dora Thewlis arrested, Westminster.




	
	June: Colne Valley by-election with Victor Grayson; Florence Lockwood a witness.




	
	Autumn: Women’s Freedom League formed.




	
	Nov: Hull West by-election, Mary Murdoch carries the NUWSS colours.




	
1908

	Feb: Women’s Parliament: arrests include Lavena Saltonstall.




	
	Apr: Asquith becomes Prime Minister




	
	June: NUWSS procession with embroidered banners, and WSPU rally. NUWSS caravan tour of Yorkshire dales.




	
	Oct: Leeds: Prime Minister Asquith heckled.




	
	Sheffield: Adela (WSPU Yorkshire organiser) disguised as kitchen-maid.




	1909
	Spring: Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’ rejected: political crisis.




	
	Summer: NUWSS caravan tour of Yorkshire dales, with Isabella Ford.




	
	Jul: Imprisoned suffragettes begin hunger striking.




	
	Autumn: Government introduces forcible feeding of hunger-strikers in prison.




	1910
	Jan and Dec: General Elections: Asquith’s Liberal government confirmed in power.




	
	Adela Pankhurst campaigns in Scarborough and the Dales.




	1911
	Summer: Conciliation Bill; Women’s Coronation procession.




	
	Nov: Asquith announces manhood suffrage bill.




	
	Window-smashing raids, Leonora Cohen imprisoned in Holloway. By end 1911 both Adela Pankhurst and Mary Gawthorpe leave WSPU.




	1912
	Jan: Labour Party votes to support women’s suffrage: labour–suffrage pact.




	
	Mar: WSPU window-smashing raids, Lilian Lenton takes part.




	
	May–June: NUWSS’s Election Fighting Fund to support Labour candidates.




	
	Autumn: Pethick-Lawrences expelled from WSPU.




	
	Oct: Christabel Pankhurst, from exile in Paris, edits the Suffragette.




	1913
	Jan: Speaker of House of Commons announces no suffrage amendment to reform bill.




	
	Feb: Leonora Cohen smashing attack at the Tower of London. WSPU arson attacks, including Kew Gardens, Lilian Lenton accused.




	
	Apr: ‘Cat and Mouse’




	
	Act: suffragette ‘mice’ released from jail on licence.




	
	June: Death of Emily Wilding Davison; Doncaster trial; Lilian Lenton escapes.




	
	June–Jul: Florence Lockwood in Budapest; NUWSS suffrage pilgrimage.




	
	Nov: Asquith visits Leeds; Leonora Cohen to Armley gaol.




	1914
	Adela Pankhurst ‘banished’ to Australia. Outbreak of war.




	1916
	Mary Gawthorpe and mother emigrate to United States.




	1918
	End of the war. Women over thirty win the vote.




	1928
	Women over twenty-one win the vote. Death of Emmeline Pankhurst.




	1931
	Sylvia Pankhurst’s The Suffragette Movement published.




	
ILP
	Independent Labour Party.




	
	Formed 1893; led by Keir Hardie MP.




	
	In 1900 ILP joined with trades unions to form the Labour




	
	Representation Committee (which later became the Labour Party).




	NUWSS
	National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.




	
	Formed 1897; led by Mrs Fawcett.




	WSPU
	Women’s Social and Political Union.




	
	Formed 1903; led by Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst.




	WFL
	Women’s Freedom League




	
	Formed 1907; Teresa Billington-Greig and others broke away from WSPU.




	EFF
	Election Fighting Fund




	
	Set up by NUWSS 1913 to support Labour candidates at by-elections.






DEFINITIONS









	Suffragists
	Campaigned for votes for women constitutionally i.e. within the law.




	Suffragettes
	Campaigned for votes for women, adopting militant tactics i.e. involving breaking the law.




	Adult suffragists
	Wanted votes for all adult men and women (by abolishing the property qualification).
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	Yorkshire and the Pennines




	
Map II:
	Textile communities of the West Riding




	
Map III:
	Mapping the Huddersfield and Colne Valley Suffragettes




	
Map IV:
	North and East Ridings: North York Moors and Yorkshire Wolds








PREFACE


Writing this Preface coincided with my standing for the first time ever as a candidate in my local community – largely to stop more BNP councillors being elected. I was out campaigning. Feedback on the doorstep is always sobering, especially when voters say ‘I’m not going to vote: they’re all the same’. Friends claim that when I meet women intending not to take part in elections, I respond: ‘but suffragettes died so that you could have the vote’. I do not. Partly because, as a suffrage historian, I know that the campaign for the vote was much wider than Emily Wilding Davison’s martyr’s death at the Derby race-course; and so much broader than the leadership of Emmeline Pankhurst which inspired such suffragette daring and bravery.


The Edwardian Votes for Women campaign was everywhere. It spread out into every town; it walked down every street; it entered every home; it was discussed – and argued over – across kitchen and dining-room tables up and down the land. It encompassed the courageous suffragettes, whose militant actions often landed them in prison to endure hunger strikes and even forcible feeding. And it embraced those self-effacing suffragists who so dreaded public speaking; their constitutional campaign had them mounting soap-boxes in market squares and even taking their suffrage caravan out to the remotest dale, the most sea-swept fishing harbour. It included those whose own brave rebellions went quietly unrecorded: arguments with fathers, whose political loyalties or patriarchal certainties blinded them to their daughters’ undemocratic lack of the vote. This book is written to honour all those Edwardian campaigners whose small acts of enormous courage so often went uncelebrated.


One Hand Tied Behind Us: the rise of the women’s suffrage movement (1978) which I wrote with Jill Norris told the tale behind the Pankhurst headlines, the story of the radical suffragists of Lancashire, women weavers and winders who took their campaign out to factory gate and cottage door. They were women whose confidence to demand the vote for themselves sprang from their jobs in the great cotton mills and from their political experience in the new labour movement. They championed radical ideas but, increasingly critical of Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst’s tactics as militancy escalated, they remained suffragists. Rather than the suffragettes’ Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) they preferred the constitutional tactics of Mrs Fawcett’s great National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS).


Since the 1970s, new perspectives have enriched and widened our understanding of women’s history and gender history. Alongside, a recent slew of Pankhurst biographies has kept suffragette history to the forefront. So as well as ‘celebrity suffrage’, we now know more about the lives of ordinary women campaigners, of how their private experiences shaped their public actions.1 We also know about local and regional suffrage histories beyond just Lancashire; these challenge or even overturn the conventional London-centred narratives, notably Sylvia Pankhurst’s 1931 The Suffragette Movement: well-known national figures retire to the shadowy wings or disappear, to be replaced centre-stage by fresh new actors.


However, in the years since One Hand, the suffrage history of the vast Yorkshire region – with its west, north and east ridings making it by far the largest of the English counties – remained unrecorded and unwritten. In Rebel Girls, my research across this region has thrown up completely new figures. They are decidedly not the politically-experienced radical suffragists of Lancashire’s cotton towns, but daring ‘rebel-girl’ suffragettes – usually aged between sixteen and twenty-five – who time and time again hurled themselves against the intransigent Liberal government.


They rejected the deadening expectations and conventions of their Victorian elders. They demanded new rights and new freedoms. They wanted the educational opportunities enjoyed by some of their brothers and comfortably-off sisters; they wanted freedom to work and the right to a living wage; they wanted freedom to love, the right to challenge double standards of sexual morality, and the freedom to turn their backs on ‘marriage as a trade’. They saw it as a battle of youth and energy, spirit and beauty, against the confining compromises of their parents. As they put all this into campaigning practice, their Edwardian lives were transformed for ever by the personal politics of their volatile Votes for Women experience.


This is at last the piece of the suffrage jigsaw that has been missing for so long. Campaigners had apparently disappeared without trace, their children and even grandchildren now passed out of sight. Then, recently, exciting new electronic research techniques and original discoveries of neglected manuscript collections, both in the UK and the United States and Australia, has meant that these remote Edwardian ancestors could at last be rediscovered. For most of the rebel girls, never heard of before, their freshly unearthed stories had been completely forgotten.


Two examples. The cover picture depicting the arrest of ‘Baby Suffragette’ was catapulted onto the popular newspaper front-pages in spring 1907. This striking photograph had been reprinted in one or two popular suffrage histories.2 Now we can give this anonymous suffragette a name: Dora Thewlis. And we can reconstruct her life. She was a sixteenyear-old weaver from Huddersfield, and her imprisonment and her treatment by the ‘paparazzi’ of the day changed her life for ever. Second, dancer Lilian Lenton waited till her twenty-first birthday – then determined to burn two buildings a week until the Liberal government granted women the vote. One of these empty buildings was in Doncaster and, by tracking Lilian’s story through 1913 newspaper reports, her dramatic court appearance, and her even more melodramatic escapes from houses in Leeds and Scarborough, a fresh story for these frenzied years can at last be pieced together.


All this detective sleuthing began to add up to an excitingly new and dramatic panorama of the Edwardian suffrage experience. Disparate shapes when assembled together shifted into recognisable patterns and into an untold suffrage history. Shimmering into view was a newly designed set, a fresh script and a fresh cast of actors: rebel girls.


The stories told here focus largely on eight rebel girls all born between 1881 and 1891: the forgotten Pankhurst sister Adela, and Mary Gawthorpe from Leeds; tailoress Lavena Saltonstall from Hebden Bridge and Dora Thewlis; Molly Morris in Sheffield and Lilian Lenton; Alice Schofield from Middlesbrough and Violet Key-Jones from York. They all entered the Edwardian century as shadowy figures: shy, awkward, unconfident girls frustrated by their confined horizons. They were young, idealistic and impatient, often vulnerable and sometimes confused, yet determined and extraordinarily courageous. Then, as their own words and their photographs show, they were transformed rapidly – sometimes almost overnight – into daring, fearless combatants taking on the Liberal government. The rebel girls invented the rules as they went along and sometimes their impetuous plans went awry. The political context they found themselves in was highly volatile, with the authorities attempting to contain them. As the battle with the state intensified, they inevitably ended up in extremely perilous situations – in court, forcibly fed in prison, and eventually even as fugitives on the run.


Alongside the rebel girls campaigned more experienced women, recently married and bringing up young children – such as Leonora Cohen from Leeds. And the picture is completed by accomplished suffragists such as painter Florence Lockwood in the Colne Valley and doctor Mary Murdoch of Hull. We follow them out to the Yorkshire dales and isolated harbour-sides, in caravans and on pilgrimages, as they campaign to win hearts-and-minds.


So the aim of Rebel Girls is to tell two stories. The first recounts how the lives of these Edwardian girls were transformed by their passionate Votes for Women commitment. The second story takes regional form. It returns the rebel girls to their own communities, for they inhabited a Yorkshire landscape, they had local roots. I have selected Yorkshire partly because that is where I live; partly because it makes the strongest contrast with its better-known neighbour Lancashire; and partly because this vast region has so far eluded suffrage historians. Yet Yorkshire, especially its industrial West Riding, remains as crucial for suffrage historians as Lancashire; and I return to this comparative theme in the final chapter.


If One Hand – tracking the suffrage movement from its mid-Victorian beginnings in Manchester through to 1906–7 – represented Part I, Rebel Girls, opening around 1905–6, just as imprisonment of Yorkshire suffragettes began to grab the newspaper headlines, is the long-awaited Part II.


The story starts in the textile towns of the West Riding: Dora Thewlis, Lavena Saltonstall and others sprang from their industrial communities around 1906–7, and are evoked by the phrase ‘community suffragettes’. The narrative then moves to cities like Leeds and Sheffield, with individual militant mavericks such as Lilian Lenton and Molly Morris repeatedly taunting and evading the Liberal government.


The tale of this dazzling generation of campaigners is possible to tell only a full century later. Rebel Girls, based upon innovative research techniques and newly discovered evidence, shifts little-known actors from the shadowy wings to well-lit centre-stage; a new drama and chronology emerge, offering a fresh narrative history of women’s suffrage.




INTRODUCTION


Edwardian Ancestors


Queen Victoria died in January 1901. Her raffish son Albert Edward, so long waiting in the wings, succeeded her. The coronation of Edward VII in autumn 1902 was a resplendently imperial ceremony. Edward Elgar was invited to compose a Coronation Ode, and for its finale he used the powerfully percussive rhythmic beat of his first Pomp and Circumstance march. The king apparently suggested Elgar’s stirring melody be provided with appropriate words. The finale of the Coronation Ode lyrics – ‘Land of Hope and Glory/Mother of the free./How may we extol thee, who are born of thee?’ – so resonated with the Edwardian patriotic zeitgeist that it was even sold as a separate song-sheet. It rapidly became a second national anthem, both words and music instantly recognisable a full century later.1


The coronation’s glorious music fits with our inherited image of Edwardian England. Vita Sackville-West’s novel The Edwardians (1930) celebrated the jeunesse dorée enjoying the lavish country-house life of her childhood at Knole, a sprawling Tudor palace set in a spacious park. More recent popular histories similarly conjure an Edwardian world of willowy duchesses and sleekly plump politicians.2 Certainly, the power that the great land-owning aristocracy wielded still remained vast. At the turn of the century the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, leader of the Conservatives, sat in the hereditary House of Lords, rather than in the elective House of Commons (though he was the last prime minister to do so). Britain remained governed by an almost cosy two-party system, closely ingratiated into court circles. Pleasure-seeking Edward VII relished fashionable European watering-places – such as Marienbad, where he struck up a strategic friendship with Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, leader of the Liberals.


However, beneath the vivid ‘land of hope and glory’ beat, a rather different imperial theme was unfolding. From autumn 1899 in South Africa, Britain had been fighting white Boer settlers in a protracted war. When the besieged frontier town of Mafeking was relieved, it prompted hysterically jingoistic celebrations back home. At the 1900 ‘Khaki’ General Election, the ‘mafficking’ craze kept Salisbury and the Conservatives in power. However, when Boer farmsteads were burned and Boer refugee women and children were herded into makeshift concentration camps, those Britons already anxious about going to war became outraged by this brutality. Liberals were divided: imperialists like Herbert Henry Asquith (soon to become Prime Minister) supported the war, while rising Welsh orator David Lloyd George opposed – as did, from the sidelines, the small new socialist Independent Labour Party (ILP). Among suffragists, patriotic Mrs Fawcett, leader of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) supported; Quaker and ILP member Isabella Ford of Leeds opposed.3 Until peace arrived in May 1902, opinion was so bitterly polarised that it affected even children at school. In Manchester, leading ILP member Emmeline Pankhurst opposed: amid rampant patriotism, her youngest daughter Adela had a book thrown in her face in the classroom. At ILP meetings in Huddersfield, Edith Key’s husband, standing on a horse-drawn lorry stationed in the town square, spoke against the war: so unpopular was this that their two sons had to be withdrawn from school.4 These bitter divisions would echo down the years.


The Boer War highlighted other fissures cutting across Edwardian England. It revealed the appalling levels of poor health among young men volunteering for military service in South Africa: up to one in three was rejected as too small or too slight, prone to rheumatism, or suffering weak lungs, heart trouble or bad teeth.5 How could the empire, ‘mother of the free’, be defended against its enemies by recruits unable to fight effectively? They might be ‘born of thee’, but this scare about the health of the British race shone an alarming spotlight on working-class motherhood.


These turn-of-the-century currents added up contradictorily: resplendently imperial, yet wracked with poor health; complacently united against the foe, yet bitterly divided.


Certain Edwardians left a prolific record of their lives. Arthur Benson, who wrote the words ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ for Elgar’s music, kept a fourmillion-word diary running to 180 volumes. Less prolific, Florence Lockwood in Colne Valley kept a diary upon which she drew in writing her autobiography. Autobiographies are certainly invaluable: Mary Gawthorpe’s Up Hill to Holloway also lets us into the very intimate heart of her Leeds upbringing.


There are of course yawning gaps in the written record, with little surviving evidence of how the majority of Edwardians lived. Up to the 1970s, just a generation ago, it was still possible to talk to elderly Edwardian men and women, and to ask them about their lives before the First World War. Paul Thompson’s The Edwardians (1975) offers an oral history based upon some five hundred recorded interviews with survivors of this generation.6 But now, into the twenty-first century, taping direct suffrage testimony of Edwardians is no longer possible. Mary Gawthorpe for instance died in 1973; also from Leeds, Leonora Cohen, often dubbed ‘Britain’s oldest surviving suffragette’, reached an extraordinary 105 years old, dying in 1978. So when a younger suffragette, Victoria Liddiard, a veteran of a 1912 window-smashing raid, finally died aged 102 in 1992, we could be fairly certain no one else survived her.7


However, an additional extraordinarily powerful tool for historians is now available: the 1901 hand-written household census, recording individual personal data. This is publicly released 101 years later, so the census recorded shortly after Queen Victoria’s death was duly made available in January 2002. The 1901 information also all suddenly became accessible through new electronic internet search; this was complemented by electronic searches for birth, marriage and death certificates, plus the digitalisation of late-Victorian censuses. The Lost World of Mitchell and Kenyon, archive film revealing the forgotten vibrancy of Edwardian street life, with young workers all grinning happily at the camera as they pour in their thousands out of northern mills, rounded off these new people’s history sources.8


For suffrage historians, the empowering advantage of being able to access electronic data on-line is that it readily makes available the personal details for every household and every person, however ‘ordinary’ and however frequently they moved. Unlike written evidence, an Edwardian need not have been a literate diarist or memoirist to be recorded; nor, in contrast to oral testimony, do they need to be a survivor – much beyond 31 March 1901.


Web-site searches immediately reveal, with striking poignancy for the ‘rebel girls’ and their families, the harshness of the enormous chasms of inequality spanning late-Victorian and Edwardian England. This is brought home starkly by the pattern of female domestic servants; high infant mortality rates; a family’s fragile dependence upon its male breadwinner; and regional inequalities, notably between north and south.


The employment of female domestic servants in a Victorian household could make the difference between a comfortable home life and a less comfortable one. In one elegant north Leeds suburb, Isabella Ford’s family of well-to-do lawyers, with its six daughters and two sons, employed a governess plus five living-in servants. Then when Isabella was ten, the family moved still further out of the city, to spacious Adel Grange, one of Yorkshire’s ‘brass castles’; here the Fords employed a cook, a lady’s maid, two housemaids and a kitchen maid, two gardeners and a coachman. Similarly, radical barrister Richard Pankhurst, his wife Emmeline and their family, living at 8 Russell Square in London when Adela was a young child, employed three living-in servants: a nurse, a cook and a housemaid.9 The household census also makes clear, of course, that most households did not ‘have’ servants to make their lives more comfortable, and that the daily lives of those responsible for housework remained hard, demanding and repetitive.


A search through successive household censuses can also reveal alarming gaps. A child’s name recorded on the 1891 census can have disappeared by 1901. The frequency of infant and child deaths parallels the Boer War health alarms; these small-scale family tragedies often stemmed from preventable health causes – poverty, poor diet and inadequate public health provision. Memories of child coffins pepper the early chapters in this book: few families escaped. Indeed early deaths affected upper-middle-class families too: Isabella Ford had two sisters who died young, and the Pankhursts’ elder son died aged four.


With no welfare state (beyond a harsh Poor Law system with its dreaded workhouse) and little to rely on in hard times to keep them from starving, most late-Victorian families relied heavily upon the wage of their male breadwinner. If he died, his wife and children were left to fend as best they could. Even Emmeline Pankhurst when widowed in 1898 discovered this the harsh way. Richard, so ready to lend his radical-barrister skills to every needful socialist cause, had failed to make a will and Emmeline was suddenly left with little – except debts. She faced a brutally abrupt awakening. The family – Emmeline, Christabel, Sylvia, Adela and Harry – had to move to a smaller home in Manchester and, within weeks, Emmeline had resigned her unpaid role as a Poor Law Guardian and taken a salaried post as Registrar of Births and Deaths.


For many families, financial anxieties grew in the face of multiple problems. Doctors’ bills had to be paid: debts easily mounted in working-class families. The stories presented here are threaded with hopelessly idealistic fathers, or feckless fathers who drank into the meagre housekeeping money; of mothers, prematurely aged, who had to bring up the children on the earnings from their needle. Children witnessed all this in the home, and such harsh childhood experiences certainly had profound effects on Mary Gawthorpe and Leonora Cohen in Leeds. It meant that as the new century dawned they were determined it should promise better; and, as the Conservative government’s energy dribbled away, that a new Edwardian government must bring in a real welfare reform agenda to tackle the worst of family insecurity and poor child health.


These deep fissures running through late-Victorian and Edwardian England – domestic service, child health, family insecurities – also had a strong regional dimension, distinguishing the north of England from the south. A regional profile of female servants makes this clear. Within the industrial West Riding of Yorkshire, only eight per cent of households in the ‘worstedopolis’ city of Bradford employed one or more female servants, and the figure for Huddersfield was just ten per cent. However, across most of London’s residential West End, the figure rose well above twenty-five per cent.10


The great northern urban belt running from the North Sea in the east across to the Irish Sea in the west included some of England’s biggest cities. Of the dozen major towns outside London, most lay along this stretch: Hull and Sheffield, Leeds and Bradford, Manchester, Salford and Liverpool. Within the West Riding, Leeds and Sheffield had been granted city status in 1893 and Bradford and Hull followed in 1897. The population of Yorkshire, with its three ridings, spread over a vast 3.9 million acres, was still growing: it rose by eleven per cent between 1891 and 1901, from 3,600,000 to nearly four million. And that of the heavily industrialised and congested West Riding (itself alone 1.7 million acres) increased by thirteen per cent between 1891 and 1901, from 2,760,000 to just over three million.11


Yet the sprawling Yorkshire region also contained dramatic contrasts: the West Riding, for all its industrialisation, still included isolated hill towns in a landscape little changed since the Brontës lived there. The great North and East Ridings remained largely rural; here rural wolds and sleepy dales’ villages fed into Edwardian visions of an older pastoral England. The Secret Garden (1911) opens poignantly with the lonely orphan-heroine travelling to her new Yorkshire home in the middle of nowhere across Missel Moor, and being told ‘It isn’t fields nor mountains, it’s just miles and miles and miles of wild land that nothing grows on but heather and gorse and broom’.12


*
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For individual families, vivid personal meanings lay behind such abstract population distribution statistics. There were dramatic migrations of people not only from rural south to industrial north, but also countless smaller journeys criss-crossing the region, families constantly packing up to move from country to town. Particularly in the Pennine West Riding, the central industrial landscape of this story, plentiful textile jobs persuaded families to uproot from the land and to move into towns. This pattern of frequent, undramatic economic migrations – for a better job, for a bigger rented house – was typical of working-class families such as that of Dora Thewlis and her suffragette mother, Eliza.


The majority of those rebel girls who became community suffragettes either worked in a textile mill or in linked manufacturing jobs: Dora Thewlis was a weaver in Huddersfield, Lavena Saltonstall a fustian clothing machinist in Hebden Bridge. Otherwise they worked in occupations such as shop assistants, which indirectly depended upon the factory population. Of those later maverick militants, Leonora Cohen initially helped her mother, a skilled needlewoman, with garment-finishing at home in Leeds; she later became a skilled milliner, making wire hat-shapes and intricate hand-tucking for the luxury hat trade.


Within the three Yorkshire ridings, of the 1,166,000 men and 446,000 women recorded, as occupied, no fewer than 126,000 men and 149,000 women worked in textiles, with a further 41,000 men and 68,000 women in clothing, tailoring and millinery. In other words, fourteen per cent of working men and an extraordinary forty-nine per cent of working women had jobs in either the textile or associated clothing industries.13


It was the landscape of this textiles territory which shapes the early part of this suffrage story. Across a landscape of dark millstone grit flowed the great rivers, into which tumbled smaller streams, cutting deep valleys in the Pennine hillsides. Alongside the major rivers ran the man-made canals, and on the banks of both rivers and canals stood the great stone-built textile mills and factories.


This industrial north was the cradle of the suffrage movement. And while the suffrage history trigger-spring lay with Manchester, capital city west of the Pennines, the textile communities of Pennine West Riding, notably the Huddersfield and Halifax areas, provided the crucible where were forged the early community suffragette campaigns.


Edwardian girls like Mary Gawthorpe and Lavena Saltonstall observed the harsh and confined lives of their late-Victorian mothers – and wondered. Their mothers’ educational opportunities had been so limited, illiteracy almost commonplace: the mothers who signed their daughters’ birth certificates with just a cross included those of Dora Thewlis’s mother Eliza (1860) and Annie Kenney (1879). Alongside, a double moral standard concerning sexual behaviour still prevailed; at least one suffragette’s mother had to employ a lawyer to pin down the slithering father of her illegitimate baby and to persuade him to sign an ‘Agreement as to Child’ to pay maintenance if he wished his paternity to remain discreetly hidden.


Late-Victorian legislation began to usher in reforms. The great 1870 Education Act, by introducing free compulsory elementary education, had triggered the building of big new schools by local School Boards. The education offered might often have been over-crowded, noisy and repetitive. Yet, as The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (2001) argues, it opened up to the coming generation of late-Victorian Board School children the opportunity to enjoy learning about other worlds, of reading as a pleasure, of writing as a power.14


Women have always written, and now opportunities to be published were widening. Modest Isabella Ford was among those who tried her hand at fiction. Published in 1890, her first novel was, Walt Whitman was informed, ‘quite a success’; but reviewers dubbed it over-detailed. The second, exploring young women in bohemian London (her sister Emily had been an art student at the Slade) had a mixed reception. Of her third novel, The Times crushingly dismissed her talent as ‘needs developing’.15 In the new century, Isabella became yet more self-effacing in her forties, turning from novel-writing to labour politics and women’s suffrage.


However, with more freelance outlets opening, Edwardian women grew able to put their own writing on a more professional basis. Born in 1892, Anglo-Irish Rebecca West was among the most witty and successful. She had her first piece of journalism – a letter to The Scotsman on ‘Women’s Electoral Claims’ – published when she was still at school; and from 1911 when she was nineteen, her pieces appeared regularly in the adventurous Freewoman, plus the socialist Clarion papers; and she began writing her second novel, Adela.16


But for most women emerging from the Board Schools, it remained difficult to write your way out of the mill or clothing workshop; whatever their ambitions, they had no option but to keep their dreams as dreams and to stay with the ‘day job’. So it was the Edwardian suffrage campaign that now gave the greatest fillip to women’s writing. Here was their cause, here was their subject, here was the opportunity to dip their feminist pens in vitriol and take on all critics. Lavena Saltonstall had her fair share of the suffragettes’ devastating wit, writing in the evenings after finishing at her clothing machinist job. One anti-suffragette, styling himself ‘Pankson Baines’, took her on in the newspapers, and must have been relieved when imprisonment forced Lavena to curtail the escalating correspondence.


Opportunities were also opening up for women artists. The landscapes painted by Florence Lockwood, who too had earlier been a student at the Slade, captured the rich landscape grandeur of her rural-industrial Colne Valley. Florence also went on to design Huddersfield’s beautiful suffrage banner for public display. Indeed, the Votes for Women campaign prompted Edwardian designers, artists and embroiderers to rise to the needs of the processional hour. It promoted their work to a new public.


Successive reform acts – 1832, 1867, 1884 – had given additional men the parliamentary franchise. By the turn of the century, most adult men could vote at parliamentary elections: probably about sixty to seventy per cent of them satisfied the electoral requirements of owning or renting property.17 This brought skilled working-class men into the constitutional fold. Mary Gawthorpe’s father, a leather worker in Leeds, not only had the vote but was taken on by his employer, a prominent local Conservative MP, as an efficient Party organiser who could drum up the working-class vote at elections. As a child Mary remembered house-to-house canvassing and substantial election teas; but her mother was less sanguine about ‘the politicals’ – especially when her husband ‘sat long hours with political cronies in this or that public house’.
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1. The Colne Valley, Slaithwaite, 1922, painted by Florence Lockwood of Linthwaite, watercolour.


Growing numbers of women could vote, and even stand for election – but only for local government. With an increasingly wider local government franchise, even married women could count. Emmeline Pankhurst was elected to both her local Board of Guardians and later to the Manchester School Board. It was deemed perfectly seemly for Edwardian women to concern themselves with local philanthropic affairs – a natural extension of their traditional charitable sphere, whether single, married or widowed. Yet women should not concern themselves with state governance including, as it did, defence of the ‘wider still and wider’ empire and declaration of war; after all, women did not even fight. Their exclusion from full citizenship continued decade after decade.


It was not for want of asking. As early as 1832, an independent Yorkshire woman, Mary Smith, who satisfied the then demanding property qualifications, had even dared petition Parliament – through Henry Hunt MP, veteran democrat champion of the 1819 Peterloo Massacre. Since then, a women’s suffrage movement, born in the 1860s, had – thanks to some farsighted women supported by John Stuart Mill MP – taken every opportunity to put its requests for enfranchisement to Parliament.


The natural home of the new women’s suffrage movement lay in progressive Liberalism such as Mill’s, and its natural home was Manchester. Here it was led by pioneer suffragist Lydia Becker, with the support of rising radical barrister and active Liberal, Richard Pankhurst, champion of every progressive cause. And in the 1890s Richard and Emmeline became actively involved in a new Women’s Franchise League, which campaigned that the demand for the vote should include married women, not just single women and widows.


Leeds was rather overshadowed by energetic Manchester. Nevertheless, the roots of the Leeds Women’s Suffrage Society, formed in 1890, also lay in progressive Liberalism. Its support largely came from the city’s professional elite – who had now moved up out of the congested city centre to quiet elegant suburban streets like Springfield Mount, home to merchants and ‘share-brokers’; or migrated further north to Headingley or even out to Adel. No family epitomised this progressive suffrage elite better than Isabella Ford’s, now living out in the country at spacious Adel Grange. Like that other lawyer’s family, the Pankhursts, the Fords supported every late-Victorian reforming cause: anti-slavery, Josephine Butler’s ‘contagious diseases’ campaign, women’s education – and, of course, suffrage. Along with her sister Bessie and their sister-in-law, Isabella helped form the Leeds Women’s Suffrage Society.18 Yet this Suffrage Society was more than just a Ford family club. Its president lived at the top of Springfield Mount, and here hosted some of its afternoon drawing-room meetings; among the Society’s earliest members was Agnes Sunley, wife of a poorly paid factory packer, who had earlier been employed as a suffrage petition worker, collecting signatures round working-class districts of Yorkshire.19


From the early pioneer days of Lydia Becker and the Women’s Franchise League, the suffrage movement had met continued frustrations: private members’ bills in the House of Commons repeatedly failed for lack of government support. In 1893 however, friends of suffrage like Isabella Ford and Mrs Fawcett, widow of a leading Liberal politician, determined to win wider public support. They organised a Special Appeal to be signed by women only, ‘of all Parties and all Classes’, including industrial women workers, and they set about collecting signatures. In Manchester, this new wave of suffrage energy attracted a recent graduate, Esther Roper, who took on the daunting secretaryship of the important Manchester Society. Her father had left school at eleven for factory work and then been taken up by the Church Missionary Society; after he died, CMS supported Esther at Owens College, and she graduated in 1891. This unorthodox background gave Esther a refreshingly new perspective on suffrage: she took the Special Appeal to the factory gates and into working women’s homes. Though self-effacing, she even organised a demonstration of over five thousand people in Manchester’s Free Trade Hall, with Richard Pankhurst and national leader Mrs Fawcett on the platform. Then, from 1897, Esther was joined in Manchester by charismatic Irish poet Eva Gore-Booth, and together this impressive pair took suffrage campaigning into the new century.20


Yet for our story, it is Isabella who now grows in significance. With remarkable courage, she had begun to move away from her family’s Liberalism, and had even joined the socialists in Leeds. Isabella and her sister Bessie, disillusioned with Liberal employers’ hypocrisy after the defeat of the great Manningham mill workers’ strike in nearby Bradford, had joined the ILP at the very first opportunity.21 The ILP supported trade union campaigns, and Isabella championed the tiny struggling Leeds tailoresses’ society, plus women textile workers in Yorkshire, so poorly organised compared to Lancashire, supporting local women’s strike actions. As an experienced traveller who ‘had’ languages, Isabella even began to represent trade unionists at international gatherings, though she found public speaking nerve-racking. In acknowledgement of her selfless labour campaigns, her modest portrait even appeared in the Yorkshire Factory Times.
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2. Isabella Ford, Yorkshire Factory Times supplement, 1 November 1889.


Isabella experienced real difficulty in helping working women make economic gains when they still completely lacked a constitutional voice. She increasingly turned to political solutions, and in 1897 helped set up the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) led by her friend, dignified Mrs Fawcett.


For the first time women’s suffrage had an effective countrywide organisation, particularly strong in the Manchester area. Here, the northern suffrage revival encouraged Esther Roper and Eva Gore-Booth to join with local women trade unionists and to take their radical tactics one step further. They would launch a suffrage petition to be signed only by women working in Lancashire’s great cotton mills. All such women contributed to the country’s wealth, were subject to its industrial legislation, yet none of them could vote for the MPs who made those laws. At a national level, the name of the newly formed Labour Representation Committee highlighted this political anomaly: working men demanded to be represented in Parliament.


Esther and Eva launched their suffrage petition in May 1900 in Blackburn, where no fewer than 16,000 women worked in the weaving mills. Petition workers, like experienced mill worker Selina Cooper, were recruited; they trudged down cobbled back streets to collect names from women just home from a day’s work, and stood patiently in mill yards with their sheets ready for signature. This painstaking work paid dividends: by spring 1901, these radical suffragists had persuaded no fewer than 29,359 Lancashire women cotton workers to sign; and in March the giant petition was taken down to Westminster – where it was presented to sympathetic MPs, with speeches from cotton trade unionists.22


Unlike Esther Roper in Manchester however, Isabella’s Leeds campaign was disadvantaged. She was joined by no Eva Gore-Booth; she lacked Esther’s strategic links to the city’s university and she lacked the hinterland of well-organised, politically experienced women textile trade unionists across Lancashire that Esther could call upon. Nevertheless, fired by the success of the Lancashire women cotton workers’ petition, Isabella’s attention now turned to Yorkshire. Here suffragists aimed to collect signatures from the less well-paid, poorly organised women textile workers the other side of the Pennines. The arguments for citizenship were growing ever stronger with the increased economic presence of working women. There was international pressure now, as suffragists in northern Europe noticed that women were already able to vote in certain Australian and American states. And so, as the new century dawned, the hopes of the women’s suffrage movement were rising – even across Yorkshire.


As Elgar’s stirring music and Benson’s imperial words echoed around England, many of the rebel girls growing up in the 1890s and yearning for wider possibilities began to encounter a new spirit that would transform their lives. Often it was a charismatic Votes for Women speaker: Adela Pankhurst listening to her own mother, Mary Gawthorpe hearing Christabel Pankhurst at the Labour Church in Leeds, Lavena Saltonstall coming across women orators in Halifax. New possibilities, only wishfully dreamed of earlier, began to open.


Edwardian writers were entranced by the possibilities heralded by such a ‘Piper at the Gates of Dawn’ vision.23 Few captured better than Rebecca West this enticing promise of new life and new freedoms. In her novel, significantly entitled Adela, West’s heroine, whose wealthy uncle refuses to pay for her university education, is confined to a humdrum typing job in an ugly city. ‘Adela’ then travels by train across England’s countryside, and she:






Felt a pleasure in the mere fact of existence quite new to her …


As she looked wildly over the fields, she saw that a road crossed the plains to the little town … Somehow this road fascinated her. It seemed the most desirable thing in the world to walk along by the bent alders in the lively winds: to become for a time a part of the joyful traffic of the plains … And in the morning to go forth again to somewhere lovelier and more distant to find pleasanter and kindlier people.


For the first time in her life she felt fully the desire for the open road … Her cheeks flamed. Overcome by a passion quite as sharp and fiery as any lust, she turned swiftly to make her way out of the station on to that road.24








Elgar’s melody had captured the new Edwardian zeitgeist. At the new century’s dawn, the rebel girls welcomed the open road.




PART ONE


Dawn
1903‒1906




CHAPTER 1


Daughter: Adela Pankhurst


1903‒1906


A blue plaque by the front door of 62 Nelson Street, Manchester reads: ‘Emmeline Pankhurst (1858–1928) and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia, founders of the suffragette movement, lived here 1897–1907’. Emmeline Pankhurst, iconic founder of the suffragette movement, is a household name. And everyone has heard of her eldest daughter Christabel, brilliant tactician, and Sylvia, talented artist and the movement’s historian. Yet there was also a third daughter, Adela, largely erased from suffrage histories and so forgotten.


The youngest of the three Pankhurst sisters, Adela was just eighteen years old when the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) was founded at her family home on Saturday 10 October 1903. Adela boasted neither her mother’s poignantly elegant charisma, nor Christabel’s incisive lawyer’s mind, nor yet Sylvia’s powerful political writing skills. But, the first teenage suffragette, she was recognised by Edwardian contemporaries as the most original and ‘most intelligent of that family’.1


At an impressively young age, Adela became a powerful open-air orator who could hold and win the rowdy Edwardian crowd. Scarcely out of school, she took off across Lancashire and Yorkshire, sent by her mother to convert the north to votes for women. And she continued to play a key role in the suffrage campaign for the next eight years.


Adela was born on 19 June 1885 in Manchester, third daughter of Emmeline and Richard Pankhurst. When Adela was a baby, the family moved down to London, where their Russell Square home became a mecca for every advanced political thinker: socialists, freethinkers, Italian anarchists.2 A son, Harry, was born in 1889, but seems to have been too young to accompany his three sisters for the holiday to Clacton on the Essex coast – and to the photographer’s studio by the pier.3 This well-known photograph taken about 1890 records a solemn Adela about the time of her fifth birthday, staring out at the camera.4
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3. Centre: Adela Pankhurst, about her fifth birthday, Clacton-on Sea, c.1890. Left: Christabel. Right: Sylvia.


In Russell Square, Adela spent much time downstairs with the three servants, sitting on a high steel fender in front of the fire, enjoying ‘the company of the “proletarians” in the kitchen’. Older, cleverer Christabel and Sylvia ‘moved in the firmament above me, as two remote but brilliant stars. They could do everything that was worth doing … go out with father and mother; even to meetings, which I imagined were delectable’ – for her mother was busy in the drawing-room upstairs with meetings of the new Women’s Franchise League.5


Then in 1893, the Pankhurst family moved back north and the three sisters were sent to the fee-paying Manchester Girls’ High School. Adela, just eight years old, felt lost at this large elite school and hated it.


This was also the moment when her parents abandoned their progressive Liberalism for Keir Hardie’s newly formed visionary Independent Labour Party (ILP). Socialism rather than women’s suffrage now became the Pankhursts’ creed. Throwing herself into this new cause, Emmeline was elected on an ILP ticket to the local Board of Guardians, responsible for administering the Poor Law; she attended weekly meetings to oversee the workhouse and provision of outdoor relief. Richard, who despite poor health did not stint himself either, also stood as an ILP candidate at the General Election, though unsuccessfully.


Adela’s parents were passionately involved in socialist ‘free speech’ campaigns in Manchester. ‘Most of my early recollections are political’, she wrote later:






Our home now became the centre of active political life, local comrades came to arrange political events and speakers visiting the city were entertained by us … One small girl, who sat quieter than the quietest mouse, lest she should be observed and banished …


My parents mixed freely in all these activities and this was almost the only social life we knew.6








Christabel and Sylvia could enjoy the rage for bicycling, popularised by the socialist Clarion Cycling Clubs. The two younger children felt excluded from these activities:






I grew more and more oppressed and listless day by day. Harry, too, was pale and delicate, repressed and miserable. He got his share of teasing but less than mine and with less animosity. My sisters took little notice of him. He was small and unimportant and they, with their cycling and socialist interests, by this time nearly grown up.


Father and mother must have been worried over Harry … but they did not think of the one thing needful; that my mother should give up her public work and devote herself to her only son. It would have been treason to the Cause … One excitement followed another in public life. Strikes, elections, free speech demonstrations, public bodies – but we two younger children drooped, more and more.7








Certainly, around the time of her eleventh birthday in June 1896, Adela felt so badly neglected she even ran away from school. She was discovered and brought back; but, possibly suffering some kind of a nervous breakdown, she refused to speak. To deal with this silent rebellion, her parents took Adela away from the High School and sent her to stay with an aunt in Aberdeen. Afterwards, some of the teasing at home seemed to cease, and she began to enjoy school rather more. But, Adela reflected later, ‘Experiments are very dangerous things and this one of my parents in raising their children on the “class struggle”’, left its mark.8


Adela’s sense of forlornness deepened. By summer 1898, her father’s health had deteriorated, and Emmeline had taken seventeen-year-old Christabel to Geneva to stay with an old family friend. While they were abroad, Richard suddenly grew desperately ill. Sylvia was left to cope with the crisis and summoned doctors. Harry and Adela – who had only just had her thirteenth birthday – watched at the bedside of their dying father, until Sylvia sent them off to school. On 5 July 1898, his wife not yet arrived back, Richard Pankhurst died. The effect of such a sudden bereavement on Adela was profound. She reminisced much later that her father died when she was ‘about nine’; the bereavement must indeed have made her feel like a far younger child.


The household plunged into deep mourning. In their distress, Emmeline and Sylvia clung to each other. At the funeral, Richard’s coffin was accompanied by thousands on foot plus the Clarion Club on bicycles. Emmeline had chosen for his headstone Walt Whitman’s words: ‘Faithful and true and my loving comrade!’ The legacy of Richard’s political idealism was magnetic: ‘The loss of our father had the effect of intensifying in all of us the desire to carry out, through our lives, the object of his [beliefs,] and our mother was most anxious to keep his ideals always before us’.9 It was a great deal for Adela to live up to.


In fact, Emmeline – widowed young, losing the lodestar of her life – now found her late husband’s unworldly idealism tempered by far more immediate practical considerations. Richard had failed to leave a will. Debts mounted. Emmeline took on a salaried Registrar’s post. And the family moved to a smaller house – from the leafy Manchester suburbs to 62 Nelson Street, elegant but in the built-up Oxford Road area near the city centre. She also had to look hard at the cost of her children’s education. Christabel, taking part-time courses at Owens College (later Manchester University), reluctantly helped her mother in the ‘art’ shop Emmeline had opened. And, luckily, Sylvia won a free studentship to Manchester’s School of Art.


Emmeline could no longer afford the High School fees for thirteenyear-old Adela, who was sent to a nearby Board School, Ducie, massive, gaunt, in red-brick.10 For the daughter of a barrister, however radical, the education here was a very abrupt contrast to all Adela had been familiar with. She was cut off from her friends; her scalp became infected with lice. On advice from her sister, Emmeline removed Adela – who returned to the High School. Here, a new headmistress supported Adela’s interest in history, and even encouraged her to work towards an Oxford scholarship. However, Emmeline (hotly supported by Sylvia) opposed this on the grounds, they claimed, that Richard would have seen a women-only college at Oxford as a betrayal of his lofty ideals.


Amid the grieving household’s gloom, Emmeline was again elected for the ILP, this time to the Manchester School Board – ironically, to help oversee local schools just like Ducie. With their mother politically engaged again, the three younger children spent endless evenings on their own at Nelson Street, missing not just one parent’s loving attention but now both.


The household census offers a snapshot of life inside semi-detached 62 Nelson Street in March 1901. Recorded as head of the household was of course forty-two-year-old widow Emmeline Pankhurst, Registrar of Births and Deaths. Twenty-year-old Christabel was listed as working as ‘manageress for art [shop]’, and eighteen-year-old Sylvia as an art student. Then there is fifteen-year-old Adela and eleven-year-old Harry, both still at school. Ellen Coyle, twenty-five, cook, was assisted by housemaid Mary Leaver, twenty-eight. Additionally there were Emmeline’s two brothers: Walter, an accountant, helped his sister keep the art shop books, while Herbert (who helped lighten the family gloom) was a book-binder manager; and there was a second Herbert, a fourteen-year-old nephew. The two uncles seemed to help along the genteelly impoverished Pankhurst household, though adding to its congestion.


Correspondence between an anxious Emmeline and the administrator of the fund established after Richard’s death to provide for the children’s education and maintenance reveals the effect of her financial worries on Adela. From late 1902 these payments, Emmeline learnt, were to be reduced. Furious, she complained that not only was she sending money each month to Sylvia (now studying art in Venice), but she also needed the full payments to enable Adela to ‘continue at the High School preparatory to going to the [Owens] College’, for her daughter had a ‘distinct literary gift’. Then at the end of 1902, the dismal wrangle still unsettled, Emmeline’s nightmares grew:






My youngest daughter has fallen ill with diphtheria & scarlet fever. I have been compelled to isolate her by sending the other members of the family away and as I cannot nurse her myself because of my official work as Registrar I have had to engage a trained nurse.


This is of course a great trial and anxiety to me and also a source of great expense.11








Adela was sent away to convalesce while the house was disinfected. In January 1903, the payments at last restored to the old level, Emmeline added in her letter, ‘You will I am sure be pleased to know that my girl is nearly well again. She goes to her grandmother on the Isle of Man next week’.


On Adela’s return, Emmeline – paying rent for rooms elsewhere and uncles Herbert and Walter no longer living in Nelson Street – found school fees undoubtedly a hurdle again. Financial stringency was required. That spring it was decided that seventeen-year-old Adela could no longer remain at the High School. She must leave. At Easter, she accompanied her mother to Paris to bring a reluctant Sylvia back to Manchester, partly to help in the shop; meanwhile Christabel was being coached for matriculation to Owens College. Years later Adela wrote to an old suffrage friend that she stayed at school ‘until I was nearly 16 [17] & only left to let Christabel go to the university & Sylvia to stay abroad after her travelling scholarship was exhausted’, her own education sacrificed for theirs.12


Respectable jobs were distinctly limited for impoverished Edwardian girls: office work, shop work, possibly teaching. Adela may have had the door slammed shut on her formal education, but she remained as feisty and resourceful as any of the Pankhursts, and had listened to Emmeline’s School Board stories. She made enquiries and, for a barrister’s daughter, made an odd choice – to become a lowly pupil teacher. This system provided an ill-paid apprenticeship consisting of rather haphazard training while helping teach younger Board School pupils. Adela found that by passing a preliminary examination, she could become an ‘Article 50’ teacher in an elementary school – and so serve ‘the people’.






While nourishing a private desire to write fiction, I set my mind on becoming a teacher, in order to gain an entrance to the people’s schools, where I thought I could find a sphere of usefulness. I thought that, presently, I could write a novel based upon my experiences, which would shake the capitalist system to its foundations …


In 1903, I left school to enable my sister Christabel to take her law course at the university, and took her place [in the shop?] in assisting my mother, spending about two years at home, reading, writing and thinking a great deal …


I read everything I could lay my hands on concerning the social evil, and a desire to begin my career as a crusader for social righteousness was stirring in me. I began to urge my plan of entering the Education Department upon my mother who, not having descerned [sic] my real intentions, did not think it a good opening. My mind was so set upon it that I won her reluctant consent to interview Mr Wyatt, the Director of Education myself, to whom I put my case, literally trembling with eagerness.


In due course I was appointed to a school as a supplementary teacher at £30 a year and I felt I had taken the first step along the road I had so long wished to travel. I was, at last, one of the working masses who were to redeem mankind.13








Adela added: ‘Poor mother was very much grieved. She had an artist and a lawyer among her children and considered an elementary school teacher rather a come-down’. Emmeline now knew from experience about Board School teacher drudgery. And for Adela, it was too difficult to swallow all her disappointment about her lack of real training. (Years later, one of her old suffrage friends wrote: ‘Adela was just a pupil teacher and she told me [she] never had a chance to go in for teaching in the proper way, which I gathered she would have liked to do’.)14


Her school was in Urmston, a working-class suburb beyond Salford (and so not part of her mother’s jurisdiction). This Board School was much smaller than fearsome Ducie, the classes less noisy; eighteen-year-old Adela would catch the 7 a.m. train for long demanding hours in the classroom, returning home to study so that she could pass ‘the necessary examinations – which I very easily did, once I had an insentive [sic] to exert myself. The work I put in was tremendous, teaching all day, studying all night and speaking at weekends. Strangely enough my delicacy seemed to disappear – my cough vanished, the stoop in my shoulders straightened up’.15


Indeed, from this point on, Adela seemed to really enjoy her new sense of fulfilment and independence. She later summarised her life: ‘the pay was poor; the hours long, but I was happy’. And by then Adela certainly was ‘speaking at weekends’. For not only the socialist ILP but also the women’s suffrage movement both nationally and in Manchester, had found new political energy and new sources of popular support.


Esther Roper, now joined by Eva Gore-Booth and experienced mill workers like Selina Cooper, had launched the Lancashire women textile workers’ petition in 1900, and in spring 1901 they took it down to Westminster. It was just at this point that Christabel Pankhurst, bored with helping out in her mother’s shop and rather at a loose end, began to attend courses part-time at Owens College. At a poetry lecture she met Eva and Esther, and was soon captivated by Eva’s infectious charm. Christabel became a frequent visitor in their household. Esther, aware of her own hard-won university education and impressed by Christabel’s quick brain, suggested to Emmeline that her eldest daughter train as a lawyer. Christabel now began to read law at Manchester University, thanks to Esther. Indeed, the three women went on holiday together to Venice in 1902. This relationship filled a real vacuum in Christabel’s life, her imagination fired by what she recognised as their ‘women’s suffrage revival’. In 1901 she joined the North of England Society for Women’s Suffrage (as the Manchester organisation was now called), becoming one of its regular speakers at ILP meetings. In summer 1903 she watched as Esther, Eva, Selina Cooper and other working women formed a new group: the Lancashire Women Textile Workers’ Representation Committee. Its title echoed the newly organised labour movement’s logic and tactics.16


By early 1903, Christabel, brought up in a household infused with ILP idealism, was growing impatient with the slow progress on suffrage and with the labour movement’s lacklustre support. ILP visitors to the Pankhursts became subjected to ‘a weary ordeal of chatter about women’s suffrage’, and Christabel even went public in Keir Hardie’s Labour Leader with her criticisms of ILP timidity.


Meanwhile, Emmeline had proposed a suffrage resolution at the 1902 ILP conference. She was herself also now working closely with Eva Gore-Booth on local schools issues, and would have heard of their new suffrage committee. Emmeline, more than Esther and Eva whose focus lay with women trade unionists, saw the ILP as the way to win Labour support, and decided to set up her own separate Women’s Labour Representation Committee. However, once Christabel told her mother it sounded too like the Lancashire Women Textile Workers’ Representation Committee, Emmeline changed its name to the Women’s Social and Political Union – WSPU. She invited a number of local ILP women to 62 Nelson Street on Saturday 10 October 1903.17


It was an historic occasion. Later Pankhurst histories have talked up the WSPU’s independence of all political parties, its newness and being women-only. This certainly makes for a stirring story, but is not necessarily very good history.18 The earliest accounts record the WSPU as not only distinctly low-key, but also as essentially a small pressure group within the ILP. Which is what it then was.


Adela’s Australian biographer, Verna Coleman, suggests that, at eighteen years old, Adela ‘could claim to be the youngest member of the original group that gathered for the first meeting of the new society’. Other writers are more cautious. However, as this meeting was held in her own home and Saturday was not, after all, a school day, it is highly likely Adela was present. The meeting was in Emmeline’s small but elegant parlour overlooking a small side garden. As the youngest there, Adela probably played a junior or background role, perhaps helping Mary Leaver to bring in chairs and open the front door, or assisting Ellen Coyle with carrying pots of tea. We shall never know: no WSPU records were kept then. Fragmentary evidence has however survived from much later in Adela’s life, when she reminisced to an old suffrage friend, ‘I only got myself into the Suffragette movement to get my mother and Christabel out of a hole. I didn’t mean to take up politics as a career … I was very young and inexperienced’.19 Suggesting chairs and teapots.


Most importantly, 10 October 1903 was as significant a turning point in Adela’s life as had been her father’s death and the abandonment of her scholarship hopes – and infinitely more positive. Yet exactly what she did in the early WSPU remains hazy. This is partly because initially the WSPU, just one small local suffrage group among many, remained almost indistinguishable from the ILP, being virtually a socialist ginger group for suffrage.20 And partly because biographers, keen to suggest Adela was soon out addressing suffrage meetings, overlook the fifteen hours’ toil in a pupil teacher’s day; in fact, she was working hard memorising her notes to gain needed qualifications: ‘I passed my exam in a few months. My mother was happy about it … I think she was fond and proud of me in those happy days … [But] to my mother, I am sure my teaching was not a career, but a way by which money could be earned for the great work of agitation’.21


Teresa Billington, also a pupil teacher, was one of the WSPU’s earliest recruits. Visiting Nelson Street, she found the family ‘missionaries in unity in a home in which the mission came first and everything else existed on a lower level’. At WSPU meetings, ‘Mrs Pankhurst or Adela would arrive with three or four favourable replies … and the speakers would be allotted’, often to sympathetic ILP branches.22 Adela was probably able to squeeze in ILP meetings near home, especially at Tib Street in Manchester city centre, a favourite socialist open-air stump. This was a good time for her, working well with her mother while Christabel studied for her law exams.


Then in February 1904 Christabel had managed to get a platform seat at a Liberal meeting in the Free Trade Hall: she interrupted rising politician Winston Churchill to move a women’s suffrage amendment. Though she had to sit down, Christabel could see the effect it had on the leading Liberals – a well-chosen target, since they were likely to form the next government.


In the autumn Sylvia left Manchester for London and the Royal College of Art. However, in spring 1905, just when Adela might reasonably think her home was less crowded, another new suffrage recruit arrived. Mill worker Annie Kenney from Springhead near Oldham had been drawn into the WSPU by Christabel. Childlike Annie had just lost her mother and, utterly bereft, was welcomed at Nelson Street by the Pankhursts, whom she adopted as her substitute family, inspired by Emmeline and falling under Christabel’s sway. They asked Annie to stand for a local textile trade union position, which had not entered her mind before, and she was elected to the committee.23 For the WSPU, this was immensely useful, as Esther Roper and Eva Gore-Booth had already shown. A woman trade unionist, claiming to speak for tens of thousands of voteless mill workers, carried far greater political clout than, say, a humble pupil teacher.


Adela and Annie initially worked well together. Yet for Adela, still catching the early morning train out to Urmston and struggling with teaching plus studying, this had the makings of a difficult situation. One older sister had gone, but within months another rival for her mother’s attentions had arrived. Also, independent-minded Teresa Billington now gave up teaching: Emmeline had arranged for her to work as the ILP’s first woman organiser – possibly a rather tantalising prospect for Adela too. It was about this time that she fell ill again, this time with pleurisy.24


Meanwhile, Emmeline’s frustration mounted at the lack of suffrage progress. In May 1905, a private member’s bill was presented in Parliament, but once again it was talked out, despite lobbying by Emmeline and other suffragists.


Then in June, not long after Adela’s twentieth birthday, school broke up. The holidays at last gave her time – a luxury in such short supply for the past two years. And with the summer weather, the small WSPU branched out more widely, though still very dependent on ILP branches’ support and Hardie’s Labour Leader publicity. Emmeline spoke locally on women’s enfranchisement, as did Sylvia (back home for holidays) and Harry. Beyond Manchester, Annie Kenney spoke near Oldham, while Christabel even ventured out to Grimsby and Middlesbrough, selling Hardie’s ‘Plea for Women’s Suffrage’. Adela’s favourite stump remained Tib Street, yet by the end of the summer she had also gone with Sylvia and Annie out to fairgrounds in Ashton and in Oldham. She might be the youngest and still haunted by personal insecurities, but Adela certainly could hold her own as a stump orator. Later, she rather sweepingly conjured up these times:






From a shy, somewhat melancholy girl I became, before I was nineteen, a self-confident woman who could hold crowds of thousands … All I wanted was a piece of chalk and a ‘lorry’ [low, flat wagon] because I was too small to speak off a soap box and all by myself I could rouse any district.25








Then, once the autumn term started again, all this went quiet – for a short while.


A general election was expected, with a new Liberal government predicted. And on Friday 13 October, 1905, again at the Free Trade Hall, leading Liberal politicians Winston Churchill and Sir Edward Grey were billed to speak. Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney obtained two tickets. It turned out to be a legendary occasion. At question time Annie Kenney jumped up from her seat to interrupt this packed meeting of the Liberal party which, after all, boasted that it was the party of democratic reform. She shouted, ‘Will the Liberal government give women the vote?’ When she was ignored, Christabel and she unfurled their ‘Votes for Women’ banner, whereupon both women were hustled out. Christabel, with her legal training, knew she had to do more. She apparently spat at one of the policemen. This worked. The women were arrested and had to appear in court.


Adela undoubtedly knew of this daring plan beforehand and, although not in the hall, certainly remembered being caught up in the ensuing blaze of publicity: ‘Next morning, every newspaper in the United Kingdom published accounts of the incident under staring headlines … But the evening papers had the biggest thrill, for the elderly magistrate, with a lack of foresight common to his species, delivered the law and the Liberals into the hands of these two young girls by sending them to prison.’26


Christabel was sentenced to seven days and Annie to three in Manchester’s Strangeways prison. ‘The excitement which prevailed was intense’, Adela added. Then, to welcome them both back from gaol, the ILP organised a protest meeting in the Free Trade Hall; it was advertised by the Labour Leader, with not only the two ex-prisoners speaking but also Emmeline, Esther Roper, Eva Gore-Booth and Teresa Billington. As Adela recalled, ‘The very fact that the largest hall in one of the greatest cities of the Empire was filled to overflowing to consider the question of votes for women was a triumph … A roar of applause burst forth and, as my sister and her companion stood facing the great audience, they were cheered and cheered again.’27


Hannah Mitchell, another new WSPU recruit, added: ‘The North was roused, and neither Sir Edward Grey nor his Party were ever able to damp down the fire they lit on that October evening in 1905’.28 The suffrage campaign had overnight sped into a new gear.
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4. WSPU Membership Card designed by Sylvia Pankhurst c.1906.


However Adela, busy teaching, still struggled to squeeze politics into any free time. Poignantly, even on New Year’s Eve 1905, she was among the ‘small band of faithful’ braving the cold weather to speak at Tib Street.


By now the WSPU had dispatched Annie Kenney down to London, better to attack Liberal politicians in the run-up to the General Election. Then, in January 1906 the WSPU moved its headquarters from Manchester to London. This shift of WSPU focus seemed to free up Adela to flex her own suffrage muscles and to respond to the greater demands on her:






It fell to my lot to become more and more active in the movement since Annie went to London and my sister [Christabel] was nearing her final examinations. I had often to take my mother’s place when she found the demands [on] her were beyond her time and strength.


When I think how young I was and how inexperienced in life, I marvel at her faith in my good sense and capacity, when she sent me travelling long distances from home to address meetings, not only in halls, but out of doors, without the least doubt that I could acquit myself well in any circumstances which arose. At that time, I saw nothing strange about a small, round faced girl of less than twenty years of age, standing before great crowds, to address them on the great questions of the day. As a matter of fact, I forgot all about myself, and thinking only of the movement, I generally found the hour or more for which I had been speaking had slipped away and neither I nor the audience were aware of it.29








We do get a strong sense that from this point, spring 1906, Adela came into her own, her apprenticeship years at last over. She even wrote a poignant short story for Labour Leader: its heroine, Geraldine Horsely, was all that had been denied Adela by family circumstances. Geraldine had just come ‘down from Oxford’ and she aimed to set up an experimental school – helped by her father, a ‘progressive’ Liberal mill-owner. In their luxurious home, Geraldine ‘sat with her parents over the fragrant log fire’ outlining her plans. But her father refuses his permission. Geraldine ought to have other priorities now, he tells her firmly:






‘To succeed politically, I have to entertain many distinguished men here in my house. Your duty lies there. You are young and pretty, well educated and talented in a womanly way, and what you have to do, Geraldine, is to please – I repeat it, to please’.30








Open warfare rumbles between father and daughter. Geraldine is tempted by noble self-sacrifice. Then one night her mother enters her bedroom. By the flickering fire she ‘knelt beside her chair, and laid her head on her daughter’s knees’ – warning Geraldine against marrying a man with whom she has nothing in common. Her mother confesses her own marriage had been a compromise: her impoverished parents had urged her to assure herself ‘of a home and a protector’. So, mother now warns daughter, ‘live your own life, be responsible for your own actions, right or wrong’. Emboldened, Geraldine replies:






‘Dear mother … I am strong enough now. I will be free, and if I must give up my school, I can do good work teaching in another … I will let in the light, the light of a new day, mother, for you and for me’ … The mother and daughter watched the wild March dawn brighten over the hills.








Adela had frequently yearned for the intimate confidences Geraldine enjoyed with her mother. But there the parallel ends. For Adela’s parents’ marriage had scarcely been a soulless compromise; nor would they have pushed their daughters into expedient marriages. But though Adela’s parable might lack narrative subtlety, and her own family experience be unconventional, yet it sheds a shaft of light on her dreams of freedom and loving relationships, and a new future for women glimpsed in ‘the wild March dawn’.


As well as this writing, Adela also deputised for her mother at speaking engagements: at a Yorkshire ILP branch, making ‘a fair substitute’ for Emmeline to a good audience; and she spoke on women and socialism in both Salford and the Peak District.31 For Adela, as with the early WSPU hopes, socialism and suffrage remained intimately entwined. She was now part of the team and was able to deal imaginatively with heckling crowds:






Sometimes, my meetings began in a very rowdy fashion; mobs of boys and men would gather round the box or chair on which I was mounted and pelt me well with eggs and tomatoes or over-ripe oranges, but I generally met them with good enough humo[u]r to win their silence and I would end up by having an enthusiastic hearing. I am and always was incapable of thinking out a joke beforehand, but sometimes I saw quite spontaneously, the humorous side of things, which was very helpful with an obstreperous crowd. Once, I remember in Bradford, I had a particularly tiresome and narkish interjector, who eyed me sourly, from under a lamp post, and kept up a running fire of disparaging interjections; at last he said: ‘If you were my wife I’d give you a dose of poison’. ‘No need of that, my friend’ I replied cheerfully, ‘If I were your wife I’d take it’. The audience yelled with delight and my tormentor left the meeting early.32










CHAPTER 2


New woman: Mary Gawthorpe


1904‒1906


Coincidentally, over the other side of the Pennines also on Saturday 10 October, 1903 – the day Emmeline Pankhurst formed the WSPU – Leeds Arts Club opened its doors to newest thinking of a different sort. Inspired by charismatic intellectual Alfred Orage, the Club introduced Yorkshire’s greatest city to avant garde modernist culture, including European writers such as Henrik Ibsen and provocative new thinkers, notably Friedrich Nietzsche. The Arts Club recruited among the ‘professional proletariat’: elementary school teachers like Orage, craftsmen such as printers and compositors.1 And among those magnetised by the Arts Club magic was Mary Gawthorpe, just four years older than Adela Pankhurst, who had also left school to become a humble pupil teacher. It was Orage’s new world of Nietzschean philosophy that inspired Mary to burst free of her restrictive Victorian upbringing and, even more decisively than Adela, to reinvent herself as an Edwardian ‘new woman’.


Nellie Gawthorpe, as she was then called, was born on 12 January 1881 at 5 Melville Street in Woodhouse, north Leeds, and grew up in red-brick-terraced working-class respectability. Mary always remembered every detail of that first family house. Downstairs, in front of the fireplace stood the heavy wooden tub (later replaced by a larger zinc bath), in continuous use on Saturday evenings. The floor was covered with coconut matting and a home-made rug; her mother’s invaluable sewing machine, also always in use, stood to the left of the fire to catch the best light. Upstairs were two bedrooms. Four daughters and a son were all born in the big bed; they appeared at regular intervals over a dozen years, ‘controlled entirely by Nature’s rhythm’. Lacking indoor toilets, the bedrooms contained ‘the sanitary indispensables for night use’ – the alternative being a dark walk up Melville Street to fearsome communal outdoor closets. The Gawthorpe house was safe, domestic, familiar. ‘“Home is where Mother is” was supremely true in our home, where Mother was rarely absent’.2


Nellie’s mother, Annie, had worked in a mill from the age of ten, until she could be taken out to help her sister, a dressmaker. Nellie’s father had hoped to become a teacher but had had to follow his father into a leather works. John Gawthorpe now worked as a currier at one of the tanneries in smoky Buslingthorpe, just below Melville Street and alongside Meanwood Beck, which flowed down into the River Aire in the city centre. This north Leeds neighbourhood contained no fewer than a dozen leather works and textile mills.3 As a young child Nellie, close to her father, would go on errands to his work. She negotiated the narrow paths between pits full of soaking skins, passed where the skins were tanned; she skirted the ‘fleshing shed’ and the great furnaces, and climbed up into the building where she watched her father, wearing a giant buffer on his right arm, draw the tanned pieces across to ensure the leather’s suppleness before they were transformed into boots and shoes.4


An energetic Anglican, John Gawthorpe was also choir leader and Sunday school superintendent at nearby St Michael’s Church in Buslingthorpe. His employer, W. L. Jackson, was an eminent Leeds Conservative MP. When most men had the right to vote, an efficient working-class Conservative organiser who could drum up the votes was highly prized; so, at election time, Nellie’s enterprising father ‘did not curry leather, he electioneered’, being employed as one of Jackson’s ward agents. ‘But part-time leather worker and part-time political worker was a demoralising combination, particularly as Mother only half tolerated the politicals’ – especially when it began to affect the household budget and the orderliness of Annie’s respectable temperance home. Her husband ‘sat long hours with political cronies in this or that public house … coming home later and later’.5


Nellie’s warm childhood years were short-lived. Her father committed a ‘glaring indiscretion’, possibly fuelled by political alcohol. A ‘black cloud’ descended on the family ‘and Dadda was It’. Nellie’s mother could not forgive ‘what Father had done to her home’. His church involvement began to fade. Problems mounted. When Nellie was seven, two of her sisters died (first baby Alice, then ten-year-old Lucy). Other serious family illnesses followed: scarlet fever, pneumonia, typhoid fever. Doctors were forever in and out of the Gawthorpe house and their fees had to be paid. Debts mounted – as did tensions between her parents, and ten-year-old Nellie became abruptly aware of what was unspoken; she recalled one night:






I am standing by the fire. Mother is also standing there. Father has just come in – he is late for tea, the evening meal. He is explaining himself and Mother says, ‘Stop maudlin!’… Mother looks at me. Something that can be felt drops into me and I know that Father, whose teetotalism I have strenuously maintained in the school yard, for no beer is drunk in our home, is not teetotal, as indeed someone has said.


Looking backwards I see that as the moment of transformation when I was first led to take, silently, Mother’s side …


Mother did look [at me], and though I did not know all that the look might have said … a half-conscious resolve had formed. My soul affirms and remembers the very words: ‘When I am twenty-one’, it called itself.6








‘Twenty-one’ spelt independence. But for the moment Nellie attended St Michael’s church school (rather than a newer Board School) down in industrial Buslingthorpe. She fondly remembered singing and scripture, sewing calico and knitting cuffs. She progressed to a top class, reached only by those not forced to leave and become half-timers: half day in the mill, half at school. By the age of thirteen, most Leeds girls left school to become domestic servants or tailoresses; a lucky handful might even become clerks or teachers. In 1894 Nellie, an able pupil, sat for a scholarship to the Higher Grade (i.e. secondary) School, and was awarded a two-year free scholarship – but without maintenance costs:






This was entirely unsatisfactory to Father. The scholarship was not accepted on these terms. Though I had given plenty of signs that I was by way of being a teacher, I had never consciously claimed my calling. Father it was who decided the issue and solved the problem of [my] getting more education and more money. I was to be a pupil-teacher then, at his own St Michael’s. Father presented the proposal, and without any hitch it was accepted …


With Father and Mr Brown [head teacher], I signed the articles of my four years’ apprenticeship … I was thirteen years and some months and I was to begin teaching at once. One day I was a pupil. Next day I was a pupil teacher.7








Probably helped by Nellie’s extra wage, however modest, the Gawthorpe family – parents, Nellie, her brother Jim and older sister – then moved to a slightly larger house nearby, 30 Jubilee Street. As a pupil teacher, Nellie had to work hard. She was assigned to a class in the Infants’ school (where she was disconcerted by one teacher’s sly innuendos about ‘Father’). ‘Those were’, she recalled, ‘rather forlorn days’. Every morning, after an evening’s studying, Nellie rushed her breakfast and raced to school: she and the two other pupil-teacher girls had a lesson from 8 to 9 a.m. with a college-trained teacher. Afterwards, Nellie taught her pupils everything, from scripture to sewing, history to recitation. Though much of it was ‘drudgery and grudgery’, she also taught herself to play the school’s old-fashioned harmonium; she made friends with other pupil teachers, and she won an education prize – the first of many.8


Then, halfway through this apprenticeship, Nellie, along with the only other pupil teacher to survive the regime, began half-time attendance at the Pupil-Teachers’ Centre opposite Leeds’ imposing town hall. Her small childhood world suddenly expanded. The Centre was in the impressive stone-carved offices of Leeds School Board, built as a monument to municipal pride. ‘What a revolution as well as a revelation’, she remembered, ‘there was no hardship in this’. Nellie shared classes with older Board School teachers, and here encountered grammar, algebra and formidable mental arithmetic. Saturday mornings at the Central Higher Grade School on Woodhouse Lane included science, French and solid geometry. ‘Always, in halls of memory, I sit at these Saturday classes in half-galleried, sunlit rooms … decidedly hollow inside but even more hungry for all the instruction I could hold’. Inspired, Nellie excelled, winning more prizes.9


Among the pupil teachers Nellie met there was Ethel Annakin from Harrogate, daughter of a well-to-do builder. Ethel went on to teacher training college in Liverpool, something Nellie longed to do ‘above all things in the world’. In 1899 she passed the Queen’s Scholarship with distinctions. Though both the Centre principal and her aunt offered to pay her college expenses, it meant two years without a salary. The alternative, working towards the Government Certificate for non-college-trained teachers, entailed continuing as before: teaching by day and studying by night. Nellie felt agonisingly torn. Annie Gawthorpe, old beyond her years like so many hard-worked Victorian mothers, experienced a difficult menopause, losing all her teeth by the age of forty-five. In the end Nellie felt ‘it was my duty to stand by my Mother, whose health was frailer and frailer with each passing brush with the reality which was Father’.10 Tensions between her parents had certainly grown even sharper: Nellie could see these problems increasingly troubling her hard-pressed mother.11
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5. Nellie Gawthorpe, aged 18, 1899, wearing a ‘mother-made blouse’.


So Nellie stayed at St Michael’s, where she had been – child and pupil teacher – for fourteen years. But her apprenticeship was ended. Aged nineteen, her annual salary was raised to £45. She soon found another job, teaching at a boys’ school in Beeston, south Leeds, and earning £50 as an assistant mistress, again in a church school. ‘It was my first major, independent act’, and ‘did not please Father when he heard of it.’12 Every day Nellie got up early, to take two trams – down into the city centre, across the River Aire and out to Beeston. She taught the older boys: only a few years separated them from their teacher, and some even towered over her for she remained small. Nellie summed it up: ‘I loved teaching, loved the little lads, raced from one end of the city to the other, then down to the certificate classes … back home once more, reading, coming and going and going and coming, one blessed thing after another’.13


Nellie’s family was also changing. Their father was drinking more despite spasmodic efforts to stop, even signing the temperance pledge of the moderate drinker. But his trouble was deep-seated and John Gawthorpe could not afford to drink at all. Whatever was left from his wages (sometimes little indeed after a drinking spell), there were at least the two daughters’ small earnings for their mother to fall back on. Then Nellie’s elder sister married in autumn 1900.14 ‘Father’s increased fellowship with the politicals’ meant Nellie often took the place in the household he had earlier occupied. In the evening, she would study at the kitchen table at 30 Jubilee Street, her books spread out, with her mother seated opposite. At about ten o’clock, Annie would shoo her daughter upstairs; then Nellie heard:






Heavy creaks travelling up the stairs. Father!


Home at last! There is some recrimination not always audible as to words, but distinctly hearable, coming from the parental room across the landing …


When a particularly distressing passage at arms seemed in progress one night, it occurred to me with the force of revelation that I ought to invite Mother to my bed … Mother was of my way of thinking and there we were. We all went to sleep. This happened two or three times …


One night the pattern was rudely broken. We had not settled down when Father entered the room, my room, without knocking, an unspeakable outrage, I informed him. Father demanded Mother’s presence in their room … Crossing his legs in what seemed to me an ungodly pose, reminding me more of a satyr than my Father, in spite of the largeness of the shirt he was wearing … Mother … suddenly left my bed, followed by Father …


[My] naïvety was genuine. Nineteen at the time … I had no conscious knowledge of the drama in which I seemed to take part … Had I known by direct communication, I should most likely have … put up a stiffer fight on Mother’s behalf, which, re-informed by the hidden objective ‘when I am twenty-one’, might have won the battle of the beds on that puzzling night’s first round.15








Nellie celebrated her longed-for twenty-first birthday in January 1902. And in the summer she passed the final examination.16 This, rather than the birthday itself, was the milestone to celebrate. She at last could liberate herself from her father’s hold. She took singing lessons. She began to have fun, joining a popular church-based pierrots group, dressing up in white costumes, black pom-poms and face patches.17 She grew increasingly confident and attractive and acquired two boyfriends.


However, her father’s unreliability worsened during 1902. In a North Leeds by-election, his employer, Conservative MP Jackson, was defeated by the Liberal, manufacturer Rowland Barran. Given a political payments-by-results system, this was disastrous for the Gawthorpes’ family budget. Payments had to be kept up on the family piano; Jim had to leave school and get a white-collar job.


By summer 1902, it became clear that Jim and Nellie alone were contributing to the home, not their father. Annie, now aged fifty, grew weaker. Divorce, or even legal separation, was scarcely available to working-class families. Respectable wives of men who drank their wages had few options. Nellie surveyed this hopeless domestic scene and took the initiative:






I decided to move to Beeston Hill, to live as well as teach there. I carried the major part of the family with me, sweeping Father along with the rising tide …


‘When I am twenty-one’ is maturing now faster than can be thought. How could the Father like this transplantation? It was now his turn to take the long journey. He was fifty-two and had lived in Woodhouse all his life. He was markedly sober just now, receiving my two boy friends with thoughtful gravity …


Father announced one day that as for him, he was going back to Woodhouse. What could this mean but that here was it, the unknown but wished-for crisis … of ‘when I am twenty-one’. With unbelievable speed the rest of Father’s family acted. He had no sooner declared himself than the three of us – Mother, brother and I – were united. And we were united against him, Father. I went to the Vicar; and now I told him what I could not tell him before … We would leave Father to his own devices, no less … [The Vicar] was helpful and not critical. He advanced my salary a few days.18








They found a smaller house nearby, loaded up onto a one-horse cart all their modest possessions – clothes, Annie’s faithful sewing machine, the precious family piano, Nellie’s notebooks – and moved. After twenty-seven years of marriage, Annie just left a private note for her husband by the clock on the mantelpiece. Nellie recalled, ‘We left him … The work was done. We had left Father.’ The next day a policeman visited the house; terrified, Annie peered at him through the letterbox; he eventually departed. Nellie had run away from home: she would meet her father only once again.


At Beeston, there was much paper-hanging and whitewashing. Annie looked years younger. Nellie felt exhilarated by her new freedom and the political independence that went with it: ‘I was the householder, the rent payer, thus qualified for the municipal vote’. After all the long apprenticeship years, up she bubbled.19


The effect was like a cork fizzing out of a bottle. Of the two boyfriends, Nellie chose the reticent one ‘whose friendly eyes I liked better’. Thomas Birtwhistle Garrs lived nearby and was a compositor on the Yorkshire Post, a skilled printing job. With a father not unlike Nellie’s, he already had his share of breadwinning. While she had been absorbed with Annie’s problems, Nellie had asked Thomas Garrs to stay away. He was, one mother reported to the other, miserable, and Nellie now turned to Garrs again. Annie was close friends with him from the start. From a very musical family, he was a fine baritone, while Nellie herself had developed into a mezzo-soprano and began to take singing lessons at Leeds College of Music. Together they would play baritone classics, and then Garrs would have to hurry away to the Yorkshire Post night shift to operate his linotype machine (which speeded up the laborious type-setting process). An engagement was announced and Nellie even sent off to London for furniture catalogues, imagining the rooms they would live in after marriage. She always referred to him as ‘F.L.’ – First Love. It was all part of ‘living in that brave, mad, beautiful year [1902] when I was twenty-one’.20
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6. Thomas Birtwhistle Garrs.


It was to be a very long engagement. In February 1904, Nellie’s teaching probation was at last over: she received the coveted Government ‘parchment’ and proudly became a fully Certificated Assistant Mistress, paid £60. It had taken her ten hard years. Perhaps not unsurprisingly, she fell ill, afterwards recuperating first at the seaside and then in the Yorkshire country, where she and Garrs developed a taste for walking. Continuing to study, Nellie began attending Leeds University’s newly founded extension lectures and became labour delegate to its committee.21


Garrs, a thoughtful craftsman, opened up a new world of ideas for Nellie. The Anglican church school system (and with it the Conservative Party) had provided her childhood with its ideological framework. With this went patriotic support for the Boer War. But Garrs had other notions. Stimulated by his persistent questions, Nellie:






began a determined self-analysis, examining to the best of my ability the basic influences of my life. Instead of being the conservative I had imagined myself, I discovered I was not basically conservative but leaned to labour. More than leaned … The discovery was pure velvet, not a hardship. I seemed to be all set that way. The Labour Movement, it now seemed to me, was in aim and method all I had hitherto known as practical Christianity. I took to the new ethics like a duck to water … If this was initiation into the requirements of a new age, then First Love was unquestionably my first teacher and initiator.22
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