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For Siena Story, in the hope that, as she grows up, 
women all over the world will attain equality.
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Foreword by


Dr Helen Pankhurst


What is the story behind the changing landscape of British society and the place that women play within in? How did it change from one in which women were not even second-class citizens, with no legal identity of their own, no economic, political and sexual and reproductive rights, to the situation in which, by the end of the 1920s, many rights, including the pivotal one of equal voting rights, had been won?


The answer is rooted in the determination of some centrally important protagonists and the battles that they waged, refusing to accept women’s traditional lot, often because of their own particular circumstances, but also because they saw that a better alternative was needed, not only for themselves but for others. It is a story of how individuals became leaders, how they made their mark on history, because of their beliefs, and their passion, which in turn fired the imagination of others. The call for change, “for liberty and justice” was magnified and a momentum generated. Detractors dug their heels in and tried to hold on to the status quo, but too many people took up the baton and together, over time, they shook the system fundamentally, pushing through one change after another.


Too often nowadays the complexity and multi-dimensional aspect of the mid-Victorian and Edwardian women’s movement in the UK is boxed into a few iconic images and words. High up on the list are the Suffragettes, “Purple, white and green”, the Pankhursts, militancy and the “Cat and Mouse Act”. These words and images have been absorbed into the British psyche and collective memory – they define, but in doing so, they also shrink the women’s rights movement.


There were so many other women who pioneered a whole raft of social, political and economic changes and who are now largely forgotten. We need to remember them. They included Caroline Norton, whose case contributed to the rights of women to divorce their husbands and earn their own money; Barbara Leigh Smith and Bessie Rayner Parkes, who worked to change the way women and girls were treated through education, health and legal reforms; Elizabeth Garrett, who tackled the obstacles stopping her from working as a doctor and opened the door for other women to do so, and Elizabeth Siddal and Jane Morris who spearheaded a move away from the constricting attire of the cage crinoline, the bustle and the corset through dress reform as part of the Rational Dress movement. Also pivotal – and in their case still largely remembered – were Florence Nightingale and Marie Stopes. There were also hundreds of organizations and unions supporting individual pioneers and contributing to the overall tide of change.


The women’s movement in the United Kingdom also needs to be understood in terms of the influences on and by other countries, particularly the United States, but also Europe and New Zealand and Australia, two former colonies where women got the vote in 1892 and 1902 respectively, well before women in the British “motherland”. As well as the international dimension, the women’s movement also existed within a context of other social, political and economic campaigns. In terms of its message and methods, it had links with the anti-slavery campaign, and was sometimes part of, and sometimes against, those calling for wider male suffrage and equality. The women’s movement did not arise in a vacuum but was, and continues to be, part of a more complex story of change.


Looking at the Suffragettes, they themselves were sometimes united and sometimes divided by class, age, geography, family, race, political affiliation and attitudes to male involvement in the movement, to militancy and to styles of leadership. Yet the power of the movement lay in the numbers it could muster, in the style and pageantry it used to make its case, in the courage and endurance of its members, and in the stunts that ordinary women initiated, such as the first stonethrowing by two schoolteachers, Mary Leigh and Edith New and the first hunger strike by an artist, Marion Wallace Dunlop, actions that were then taken on by the wider movement.


Lucinda Hawksley’s March, Women, March provides a very readable and much needed overview of the story of women’s emancipation starting in the Victorian era and ending in the late 1920s. It does so to a large extent through the words and writings of the pioneers and others of their time and with a commentary that makes the connections and provides background information. It brings to life individual struggles and how these contributed to the movement – how the determination of a few and the persistent support of the many, despite huge setbacks, slowly but surely, led to a transformed British landscape in which “liberty and justice” became more than just a dream.





Dr Helen Pankhurst


Granddaughter of Sylvia, Great-granddaughter of Emmeline Pankhurst




CHAPTER ONE


The Rights of Women


“Of the two sexes of which the species is composed, how comes all natural right to political benefits to be confined to one?”


Jeremy Bentham, from “Observations on Article 6”, 1789


To many people in Britain, the phrase “the women’s movement” is synonymous with the campaign undertaken by the suffragettes. Yet the struggle for gender equality began long before the Pankhurst family rose to the fore, and many decades before the Daily Mail coined the word “suffragette” as an insult.


In 1791, the radical thinker and activist Thomas Paine wrote a book that would change the course of masculine history. In The Rights of Man, the author argued that all men should be entitled to vote because they were all equal in the eyes of God. A year later, the author and feminist Mary Wollstonecraft published a response that would do the same for women’s history as Paine’s book had done for men’s. At the beginning of A Vindication of the Rights of Women, Wollstonecraft addresses her female readers with the words:


“My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, instead of flattering their fascinating graces, and viewing them as if they were in a state of perpetual childhood, unable to stand alone.” A Vindication of the Rights of Women may not have brought about an immediate political result, and its author may not have received universal adulation during her lifetime, but by the time women in Britain were finally permitted the basic human right of voting, Wollstonecraft’s book was accepted as a turning point in gender equality.


Issues of women’s rights were inextricably bound up with other aspects of human rights as a whole, and many of the earliest campaigners for women’s rights were also involved in the anti-slavery campaign. The idea of equality for all and “universal suffrage” (the right to vote for all adult citizens) was a concept that seemed obvious to the few and yet utterly abhorrent to those in power. The men who were entitled to vote – and in the late 18th century remarkably few were given that entitlement, the franchise in Britain, as in many other nations, being based on a certain level of property ownership – were understandably resistant to change. They knew that if men of all classes were given the vote, the accepted “old order” would change forever. Those men who were entitled to vote were socially acquainted with those in power, and they did not consider that those of the lower classes would have any idea of how to run a country – or, at least, how to run a country in a manner that those currently in power would have found acceptable.


To most of these men, the idea that a woman might have a desire to talk about and to influence politics was laughable. Women of all social classes were viewed as third-class citizens, less important than men or even their own male children. As far as those in power were concerned – whether that power was in the House of Lords or in the humble home – women were not to be consulted when it came to politics and law-making. Women were, as many women of Mary Wollstonecraft’s era were keen to point out, little better than slaves. Mary Wollstonecraft described marriage for women as nothing more than being “legally prostituted”.


A popular masculine response to such agitation was expressed by the politician James Mill, who declared in the 1820s that women did not need the vote because their husbands and/or fathers would make political decisions on their behalf and would thereby ensure women were protected. Wollstonecraft had complained of women being kept in “perpetual childhood” and that was precisely what Mill was advocating. In his essay entitled “Government”, he grouped together women and children, arguing that neither were in need of individual representation:


“One thing is pretty clear, that all those individuals whose interests are indisputably included in those of other individuals, may be struck off [the list of those who should be granted the vote] without inconvenience. In this light may be viewed all children, up to a certain age, whose interests are involved in those of their parents. In this light, also, women may be regarded, the interest of almost all of whom is involved either in that of their fathers or in that of their husbands.”


Some years later, James Mill’s son John Stuart Mill would become an active supporter of women’s suffrage.1 That particular paragraph of his father’s work made him cringe; he described it as “the worst he ever wrote”.


James Mill’s derisibly naïve assumption that all women in Britain lived happy lives, never mistreated by their male relatives, was lampooned in his own lifetime. In 1825, partly in response to Mill’s essay, William Thompson and Anna Wheeler collaborated on the publication An Appeal of One Half of the Human Race. The pamphlet continued Mary Wollstonecraft’s theme: that women in England and elsewhere were oppressed by archaic marriage laws and that true happiness could only be found when men and women were able to live in a “partnership between equals”. The pamphlet began with the exhortation:


“Women of England! Women, in whatever country ye breathe – wherever ye breathe, degraded, awake! Awake to the contemplation of the happiness that awaits you when all your faculties of mind and body shall be fully cultivated and developed; when every path in which ye can exercise those improved faculties shall be laid open and rendered delightful to you, even as to them who now ignorantly enslave and degrade you . . . . But you are not so degraded. The unvaried despotism of so many thousand years has not so entirely degraded you, has not been able to extinguish within you the feelings of nature, the love of happiness and of equal justice.”


Within a few years of the publication of Thompson and Wheeler’s pamphlet, it seemed as though gender equality in Britain might actually be in the offing. Throughout Europe, great changes had been taking place, and stories of rebellion and revolution had become a regular topic of conversation in the newspapers. Ever since the bloodthirsty French Revolution of 1789–99, monarchies and governments had lived in fear of the power of the masses, and in Britain in the 1820s and 1830s, the question of entitlement to vote was a cause that refused to go away and was becoming increasingly embittered. Prior to 1832, only 3 per cent of the male population of Britain was permitted to vote. It was becoming apparent that a vast proportion of the other 97 per cent was growing increasingly angry; it was also becoming apparent that those with power were likely to find themselves in serious danger from those without. The government had begun to realize that it would need, at least, to start talking about a more egalitarian system of voting.


The year 1832 saw the “great” Reform Bill – a bill that promised much more than it ended up providing and which, thanks to the efforts of the MP Henry Hunt, brought the issue of female emancipation a minuscule step closer. Although Hunt’s efforts would come to nothing, he introduced, as part of the Reform Bill preparation, a petition to grant the vote to some women. The women he had proposed should be enfranchised were a few unmarried female property owners (the petition did not propose to franchise all unmarried women with property, only those at the very top of the social and financial scales). For months, those few women affected by the petition waited with bated breath, truly thinking that they might, at last, gain the right to influence the laws under which they lived. In the end, although the bill enfranchised many more men than the original 3 per cent, not a single woman was awarded the entitlement to vote. Hunt’s petition had, however, brought the idea of female suffrage right into the heart of the House of Commons. From that moment onward, the issue refused to go away.


On 14 December 1837, the MP John Temple Leader spoke at a debate in the House of Commons. His speech included the words: “As it stands at present, the law is entirely in favour of the husband and oppressive to the wife. A man . . . may be drunken, immoral, vicious and utterly brutalized . . . . The wife, in such a case, has no redress.” He added, “There are hundreds of women now suffering in silence, pining for the children whom a stern law has torn from them eagerly hoping that the representatives of the people will save them from the terrible alternative which forces them to choose between being the abject slaves of a brutal husband or being deprived of the very sight of their own children.” One such woman was preparing to begin a very long fight, which would culminate in sweeping changes to the British legal system.




1. John Stuart Mill fell in love with an influential early feminist, Harriet Taylor, a member of the Radical Unitarians. When the couple met, Taylor was already married with children. To enable her relationship with Mill to thrive without humiliating her husband, Harriet set up a second home, where she could spend time with Mill. Her husband, John Taylor, tolerated the relationship. In 1851, two years after her husband’s death, Harriet married John Stuart Mill.







CHAPTER TWO


Caroline Norton Begins Her Campaign


“Women often strive to live by intellect . . . if they are but allowed to live in it.”


Florence Nightingale, “Cassandra”, 1852


When, towards the end of the 19th century, the women of the Garrett and Fawcett families took up the issue of female suffrage, the movement would begin to be associated with upper-class, often aristocratic women, yet in the early 19th century this was not the case. The earliest exponents of gender equality came not from the drawing rooms of Mayfair but from the factory floors of those towns most affected by the Industrial Revolution. When the Chartist Movement drew up its People’s Charter in 1838, a clause on women’s suffrage was included; unfortunately it was taken out in revised versions of the charter, but its presence in the first draft showed how much earlier the need for sexual equality was being discussed in the working classes than in the majority of upper-class homes.


In 1843, the government published the Report of the Poor Law Commissioners on the Employment of Women and Children in Agriculture, which looked at the problems encountered by working men whose wives also worked. As historian Ray Strachey would later note in her book on the fight for women’s suffrage The Cause (1928), the report proved that women working in the fields enjoyed better health than women working in the home, but it also seemed to suggest that such women were responsible for their poor benighted husbands taking to drink and becoming bad husbands. There was no suggestion that when both a husband and wife worked outside the home, duties inside the home should be shared equally. It was expected that the woman would do everything at home, as well as earning a weekly wage, and that her husband would feel aggrieved at being neglected in favour of his own children:


“The general conclusion as to the physical condition of women engaged in agriculture is that it is generally better than that of the same class not employed . . . her health is better . . . [but] the husband is a sufferer from his wife’s absence from home. There is not the same order in the cottage, nor the same attention paid to his comforts as when his wife remains in the home all day. On returning from her labour she has to look after the children and her husband may have to wait for his supper. He may come home tired and wet; he finds his wife has arrived just before him, and she must give her attention to the children; there is no fire, no supper, no comfort, and he goes to the beer shop.”


The report’s overriding message was that women should be sacrificed for the sake of men and for the family as a whole. The findings that women’s health was being improved by working outside the home were considered of secondary importance to the fact that their menfolk were suffering through a lack of “wifely” domestic care.


In the world of work, women who laboured alongside their male counterparts were aware of the great inequalities between the two genders’ treatments and wage packets – but they were also fully aware of how vital they were to local industry. Through earning their own money, these women had a much greater sense of freedom than women who lived in wealthy homes. Despite having the appearance of being much wealthier than their working-class counterparts, such women were unable to do or buy anything without relying on their husbands for every coin they spent.


As the century drew on, the fight for gender equality also began to be discussed widely by women of the middle and upper classes. Part of the reason for this was the infamous plight of one intelligent and vocal woman from their ranks. She spoke out – and continued to speak until she was listened to – because her life was blighted by the viciousness of her husband’s cruelty and the misogynist laws which allowed him legal rights to continue to abuse her.


The woman whose experiences would lead to direct changes in laws affecting women and children was born Caroline Elizabeth Sarah Sheridan on 22 March 1808, a granddaughter of the dramatist Richard Brinsley Sheridan. During the Sheridan children’s childhoods, the fact that their grandfather was still so famous and his memory so revered seemed to bode well for their futures. Added to which, their mother had been a “famous beauty”, and Caroline and her sisters inherited their mother’s celebrated looks. The family was, however, always on the brink of financial disaster (just as the playwright himself had often been), and the situation worsened following the death of the father, Tom Sheridan, of tuberculosis, when Caroline was a child. From an early age, Caroline realized that she would need to help the family finances and she began to practise her inherited literary skills. A worry that preoccupied all the female children in the family was the knowledge that, somehow, they needed to marry well despite having no dowries.


When Caroline was 16, she was taken to the home of Lord and Lady Grantley, where she was noticed by George Norton, the younger brother of Lord Grantley. Although Caroline had little interest in him, Norton pursued her. Caroline’s mother (who had already forbidden one “unsuitable” romance with a young army officer) encouraged him to do so. Unfortunately for Caroline, there seemed to be no other willing suitor to marry a young woman without a dowry – no matter how pretty or intelligent she was. Caroline was also pressingly aware of her need to relieve her family from having to support her financially. George Norton pursued the uninterested young woman for two years and, aware that his older brother was still childless which meant George might well inherit not only the estate but the title as well, Mrs Norton pushed relentlessly for the marriage. Eventually, Caroline found herself agreeing to marry a man she barely knew. Not only were her ideals and expectations entirely different from those of her future husband but, perhaps equally seriously, they did not agree on politics. The Sheridan family had long been supporters of the Whig party – and Caroline was a politically aware and politically interested young woman of more than average intelligence. In contrast, the Nortons were staunch far-right Tories, with a long-established hatred of Whig policies and politicians.


The wedding of Caroline Elizabeth Sarah Sheridan and George Chapple Norton took place on 30 July 1827 in the fashionable church of St George’s in Hanover Square, London. In contrast to accepted tradition, the bride was on time, while the groom was late. The wedding ceremony marked the beginning of decades of misery and abuse for the beautiful, intelligent young woman whose early career had begun with such promise. By the time of the wedding, Caroline had begun to make her name as a writer, earning a meagre living from her works, but this ability to earn her own money was to prove useless as soon as she placed her signature on the wedding register.


From the very start of her marriage, the extended Norton family was unimpressed by Caroline. George’s siblings and siblings-in-law found her self-confidence and independence galling. These were traits that George sought to beat out of his young wife (a bride so young she had needed to be married with her mother’s special consent) from the earliest days of their marriage. Caroline had grown up in a house where discussion and intellectual conversation was commonplace but, from the first days of their marriage, whenever she attempted to reason with, or to reprimand, her husband, he would repay her with physical violence. He became particularly vicious when drunk, which was a common occurrence. Shortly after the wedding, Caroline learned to be afraid of her husband. Later she would write an account of their marriage in which she related:


“We had been married about two months, when . . . we were discussing some opinion Mr Norton had expressed; I said, that ‘I thought I had never heard so silly or ridiculous a conclusion.’ This remark was punished by a sudden and violent kick; the blow reached my side; it caused great pain for several days, and being afraid to remain with him, I sat up the whole night in another apartment.”


Another account of his violence related an incident when her husband was criticizing a friend of the family: “I defended the lady spoken of when he suddenly sprang from the bed, seized me by the nape of the neck, and dashed me down on the floor.” When her sister and brother-in-law rushed to her aid, having heard the violent noises coming from Caroline’s room, George Norton tried to refuse them entry to the bedroom. Eventually her sister’s husband “burst the door open and carried me downstairs” to safety, but despite this one act of bravado her relatives knew they were powerless to stop such abuse from happening again.


In 1839, the writer and women’s campaigner Sarah Stickney Ellis published a book entitled The Women of England: Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits in which she wrote about the inequalities within marriage and the need for women to subjugate their true personalities in order not to anger their husbands. A quotation from her book seems to illustrate the problems Caroline Norton experienced: “In the case of a highly gifted woman, even where there is an equal or superior degree of talent possessed by her husband, nothing can be more injudicious, or more fatal to her happiness, than an exhibition of the least disposition to presume upon such gifts.”


Seeking escape from her unhappiness, during the first year of her marriage, Caroline Norton turned to writing poetry. Her first collection was published – anonymously at first – as The Sorrows of Rosalie. A couple of years later, she published a second volume of poems, The Undying One and Other Poems. Both were well received, as was her first play, The Gypsy Father, and by the early 1830s the name Caroline Norton was being talked about in every literary salon in town. According to the law, however, a married woman was not entitled to her own earnings, so all the money Caroline made from her writing went directly to her husband. She knew that no matter how much money she made, she would never be entitled to spend a penny more than her husband allowed. By agreeing to marry, she had become enslaved to her husband and his family.


Within a few years of their marriage, Caroline had become the mother of three sons, whom she adored. Fletcher was born in 1829, Thomas (always known by his second name of Brinsley) in 1831 and William in 1833. Baby William was named after a friend of the Nortons, Lord Melbourne.1 The Nortons had first met Melbourne, who was then Home Secretary, in 1831. He would be voted in as Prime Minister in 1834. One of Lord Melbourne’s heroes was Richard Brinsley Sheridan, and he had been friends with Caroline’s father some years earlier, so he was thrilled to meet the playwright’s granddaughter. Despite detesting Lord Melbourne’s politics, George Norton was in need of advancement in his own career and determined to take advantage of the situation. He pushed his wife to improve their acquaintance with Melbourne and insisted she become more friendly with him. To Caroline, this order from her husband was no hardship: she had liked and trusted Melbourne from the start, she knew he had been a friend of her father (whom she barely remembered) and she was keen to renew a family friendship.


Through his wife’s friendship with Lord Melbourne, George Norton was secured an extremely well-paid position as a magistrate in East London. Despite earning several thousand pounds a year and receiving all his wife’s earnings, George Norton found it impossible to live within his means and Caroline was thrust back into the financial fears of her childhood. Her response was to keep writing, as a result of which her fame continued to increase. She was also moving in interesting literary circles, including befriending the writer Mary Shelley, author of Frankenstein (widow of the Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley and daughter of the deceased Mary Wollstonecraft). Caroline’s success and literary lifestyle incensed her husband, who, although happy to live off his wife’s earnings, was resentful of her ability to earn money and her desire to have a life outside of their home.


The Nortons’ marriage became increasingly unhappy and abusive, with George as resentful of Caroline’s love for their children as he was of her obvious dislike and distrust of him. In 1835, Caroline finally left her husband, terrified of his abusive behaviour – but as she was pregnant and desperately missing her sons, she returned to the family home. This decision to return would later be used against her in court. Shortly after her return home, Caroline miscarried her fourth baby, almost certainly because of her husband’s violent treatment of her. By this time George was bored with his wife and his marriage. He was also aware that Caroline was becoming increasingly infatuated with Lord Melbourne – a friendship she clung to with growing desperation as her husband became increasingly abusive. Norton now had everything he needed to rid himself of Caroline, to wound her more viciously than he had ever wounded her before, and to bring down a man whose politics he had always despised (despite his protestations of friendship when he had needed Melbourne’s help).


In 1836, George Norton ordered his servants to take his three sons from their London home and not to reveal their whereabouts to the boys’ mother. A distraught Caroline searched in desperation for her sons; when she finally discovered their whereabouts, she was refused access to them. The law was entirely on her husband’s side: children were legally the “property” of the father. Because Norton then accused his wife of infidelity, she was disallowed, by law, any contact with her children. There was no physical proof of Norton’s allegations, but in 1836, a man’s word against a woman was as good as evidence and any woman of “blemished character” was considered unfit to be around children. As a result, Caroline was denied any maternal rights. George Norton’s sadism was allowed to continue unbounded – as the law stood, it was his legal right to treat his wife with utter lack of concern – nor was she allowed any access to the money she had earned. In effect she could be rendered penniless and childless, and there was no law in Britain that could help her.


The person with whom Caroline was accused of having an affair was the Prime Minister. In the legal parlance of the day, Lord Melbourne was accused of having had “criminal conversation with Mrs Norton”. It was not Caroline who was being sued: Norton was suing Lord Melbourne for sullying his “property” – a wife being merely a possession of her husband’s. The case was brought to court in June 1836 and, although Norton would eventually lose the case and Melbourne would be exonerated, Caroline Norton was to suffer for the rest of her life.


As a result of the court case and the ensuing scandal, Caroline lost her children, one of her closest friends (Melbourne was too embarrassed to continue to associate with her after the accusations, despite her desperate pleas and constant letters) and her all-important reputation. She was also in desperate financial straits: no matter how hard she worked or how successful her writing became, she remained reliant on her brutal, vengeful, estranged husband for every penny, and he taunted her for decades by spending as much as possible of her earnings and keeping her in financial difficulties whenever he could. By law, Norton needed only to ensure that Caroline did not become a burden on the country’s finances. As long as he acceded to that stipulation, the law would not intervene. To add to what was already an overwhelming misery, Caroline was devastated by the news that one of her young sons had been killed shortly after the separation, following a fall from a horse. She wrote the following account of how she found out: “Mr Norton allowed the child to lie ill for a week before he sent to inform me. Lady Kelly (who was an utter stranger to me) met me at the railway station. I said, ‘I am here – is my boy better?’ ‘No,’ she said, ‘he is not better – he is dead.’ And I found, instead of a child, a corpse already coffined.”


Caroline Norton felt that she had lost everything, yet instead of giving up, she determined to fight. The tragedy of her life would have a directly positive impact for generations of women to come.


In 1837, one year after the Norton v. Melbourne scandal, the people of Britain welcomed a new monarch. When 18-year-old Princess Victoria was declared Queen on the death of her uncle King William IV, it was hoped that a kinder, more compassionate era would begin. For several generations, British subjects had been unimpressed by their monarchy. The Hanoverian kings George I and George II had shown little interest in their people and, although King George III and especially his kindly wife Queen Charlotte seemed promising monarchs, when he was declared insane and their profligate son became Prince Regent, whispers of revolution and republicanism began to infiltrate through every layer of society. The Prince Regent enjoyed a brief reign as King George IV before being succeeded by his brother King William IV – a man who tried to present a respectable front, but who, everyone knew, had fathered 10 illegitimate children with the actress Mrs Jordan (although he and his wife, Queen Adelaide, were unable to produce one healthy heir). By the time Queen Victoria came to the throne, the people of Britain were in need of a monarch to admire.


The government, led by Lord Melbourne (who was one of Queen Victoria’s most trusted early advisors), was all too aware that the people of Britain might well follow the example of those in France and America, rejecting the monarchy altogether. The young Queen knew, from the beginning of her reign, that she needed to become a very different type of sovereign from her uncles and grandfather. From the beginning, Queen Victoria sought to appease her people and, for the first couple of decades, she was extremely successful. Yet she was not as popular a monarch as children are widely taught that she was in school today: a total of seven assassination attempts would be made upon her life and, following the death of her husband, when she plunged herself into four decades of mourning, she would become increasingly unpopular. During this period, the reputation of the royal family would be buoyed up not by the Queen but by her children, who stepped in to fulfil the public roles she refused. In the early years of her reign, however, Queen Victoria was joyfully received by her public as a young woman who, it was hoped, might bring about important and wide-reaching changes. The women of Britain were particularly thrilled to have a female monarch after so many years of distant Germanic kings. It was believed by many – erroneously, as history would relate – that under the reign of a queen, women would finally achieve suffrage.


Caroline Norton was one of those who felt that the accession of a female monarch would lead to a more compassionate Britain. She also felt that the Queen, who married in 1840 and rapidly entered motherhood (much too rapidly as far as Victoria herself was concerned), would be sympathetic towards her own plight. Caroline threw herself into study of the law and began to write impassioned letters to her monarch, highlighting not only her own situation but that of so many women in Victoria’s England.


In the year before Queen Victoria’s marriage, Caroline had been influential in helping to bring about a change in the law. The passing of The Custody of Infants Act 1839 allowed a woman to petition through the courts for custody of her children under the age of seven and for access to her children who were over the age of seven. The original bill, drafted in 1838 with the help of Thomas Talfourd MP, was firmly rejected by the House of Lords (having been accepted by the House of Commons). The bill was rewritten with the amendment that a mother’s right to be given custody of her children (under the age of seven) would be decided on an individual basis – each woman’s case would have to obtain the specific agreement of the Lord Chancellor and he would only give it if the woman “was of good character”.


Although in the most censorious areas of London society Caroline was considered persona non grata, there were also many people who felt she had been cruelly used and had sympathy with her. As the years following the notorious court case passed and Caroline’s literary fame continued to grow, the number of her supporters increased. As early as 1838, a Welsh journalist reviewing her poetry referred to her as “the talented and ill-used Caroline Norton”. In 1840, almost all the newspapers were keen to publish a letter she had written after her husband had attempted once more to blacken her name with yet another court case; it was a letter which spoke eloquently of her misery at losing her children, of her husband’s “bitter” treatment of her and her “perpetual torment”, and in which she appealed “for protection against annoyances which I may be ridiculed for calling ‘persecutions’, but which are nevertheless intolerable and disgraceful”. The newspapers were firmly on the side of Caroline Norton, but the law was inexorably on the side of her husband.


Literary appreciation of Caroline Norton was extensive. In 1848, the novelist Anne Brontë (who, for some reason, is today the least celebrated of the remarkable literary Brontë sisters) published her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. It is an astonishing story, well ahead of its time in many ways. Its heroine is the mysterious Mrs Graham, or Helen, whose sudden appearance in a small community causes excited discussion. Her attempts to stay out of society and her perceived “mollycoddling” of her young son cause great excitement – and rumours soon abound that she is not a widow and that her son is in fact the illegitimate child of her landlord. The narrator, Gilbert Markham, a young man who falls in love with her, gradually comes to know the truth about her life. It transpires that Helen is living at Wildfell Hall under a pseudonym, having fled her abusive alcoholic husband in order to be able to keep custody of her son – and that her landlord, Frederick Lawrence, is actually Helen’s brother (they have to keep their relationship a secret so her estranged husband is not alerted to her whereabouts). Anne Brontë was almost certainly inspired by Caroline Norton’s life when writing her novel. She uses it to deprecate the different treatment meted out by parents to male and female children, as well as by society to men and women. She writes about the folly of educating boys to one standard and girls to another – suggesting that men and women will never be able to live in marital harmony while such disparity exists. Anne Brontë’s opinions would be echoed a decade later in the writings of the American author Amelia Bloomer, who wrote: “Nothing has tended more to the physical and moral degradation of the race than the erroneous and silly idea that woman is too weak, too delicate a creature to have imposed upon her the more active duties of life, – that it is not respectable or praiseworthy for her to earn a support or competence for herself.”




“Keep both heart and hand in your own possession, till you see good reason to part with them; and if such an occasion should never present itself, comfort your mind with this reflection, that though in single life your joys may not be very many, your sorrows, at least, will not be more than you can bear. Marriage may change your circumstances for the better, but, in my private opinion, it is far more likely to produce a contrary result.”


The Tenant of Wildfell Hall





In 1850, following the death of William Wordsworth and a discussion of who should be named the new Poet Laureate, a journalist from The Daily News argued that, “under the rule of an enlightened Queen, it were fit that the laureateship should devolve on a lady, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, or Caroline Norton, is named as fully deserving that honour.” In the event, Alfred Tennyson was chosen, but the fact that Caroline Norton’s name was even being talked about in association with such an honour demonstrated how much literary and social power she had attained, through her refusal to accept her husband’s and the legal system’s brutal subjugation and keep quiet about her plight. The majority of women in her situation, as demonstrated by Anne Brontë’s heroine, would have been forced to move out of their own society and into a secretive life elsewhere after the kind of scandal Caroline Norton had excited, but she was determined not to lie low and hide away. Caroline was furious, and righteously so, and she wanted to make a difference to both her own and all women’s history. Alice Acland, an early biographer of Caroline Norton, wrote in 1948: “She was out of tune with the spirit of her age and she suffered accordingly.”




1. Lord Melbourne’s wife, Lady Caroline Lamb, had scandalized society and cuckolded her husband by her affair with Lord Byron.







CHAPTER THREE


Killing the Angel in the House


“There was a great deal of romantic feeling about you . . . [in] the Crimea. And now you work on in silence, and nobody knows how many lives are saved by your nurses in hospitals . . . how many natives of India . . . have been preserved from famine . . . by the energy of a sick lady who can scarcely rise from her bed.”


Letter to Florence Nightingale from Benjamin Jowett, 
Master of Balliol College, Oxford, 1879


When the poet Coventry Patmore married Emily, he believed that he had found the ideal Victorian wife. As such, he wrote a poem in her honour calling upon all women to strive towards Emily’s level of perfection and immortalized her as the “Angel in the House” (1854). According to Patmore, the perfect wife had to put her husband’s happiness first in everything and continue to worship him long after his death, sacrificing her own happiness in order to preserve his memory. The Angel in the House must be passive, self-sacrificing, meek, submissive, charming, pious, full of selfless devotion, sympathetic, devoid of any power of her own – and chastely pure, of course. In 1931, Virginia Woolf would comment that “killing the Angel in the House was part of the occupation of a woman writer”. Although Patmore was concise about everything that the ideal wife should do and provide for her husband, he was less clear about what a man’s role should be in order to make his wife equally happy, seeming to feel that this lack of awareness was a forgivable masculine caprice. His poem contains the lines:





“Man must be pleased; but him to please


Is woman’s pleasure, down the gulf


Of his condoled necessities


She casts her best, she flings herself . . .


She leans and weeps against his breast,


And seems to think the sin was hers;


And whilst his love has any life,


Or any eyes to see her charms,


At any time, she’s still his wife,


Dearly devoted to his arms;


She loves with love that cannot tire;


And when, ah woe, she loves alone,


Through passionate duty love springs higher,


As grass grows taller round a stone.”





While Emily Patmore was preparing to take on the role of a domestic angel, and Caroline Norton was suffering without her children and composing letters to the Queen, a young woman had been growing up on a wealthy family estate in Hampshire. She was feeling increasingly desperate about the enforced uselessness of her life – a life she felt was meant to be useful and extraordinary. In the early 1850s, Florence Nightingale completed an extended essay entitled “Cassandra” (which Virginia Woolf would later describe as being akin to the author having “shrieked aloud in agony”). The essay deals with the plight of women and reveals Nightingale’s fury with what she perceived as the stifling, imprisoning Victorian family – a world away from Coventry Patmore’s image of the domestic “angel”.


Nightingale’s essay is intelligent and angry. The author asks:


“Why . . . have women passion, intellect, moral activity – these three – and a place in society where no one of the three can be exercised? . . . in the conventional society, which men have made for women, and women have accepted . . . [women] must act the farce of hypocrisy, the lie that they are without passion – and therefore what else can they say to their daughters, without giving the lie to themselves?”
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