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For my mother, Gloria Cassidy


If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom, and yet depreciate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground. They want rain without thunder and lightning. They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. This struggle may be a moral one; or it may be a physical one; or it may be both moral and physical; but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.

—Frederick Douglass



Preface




In the summer of 2016, at the height of the presidential election, I was vacationing with my family and using the quiet early mornings to write. As I watched the sunrise and sipped my coffee, I couldn’t resist sneaking a peek at the news. For weeks, the headlines had been shocking: hacked campaign emails; growing angst over economic, racial, and gender inequality; animosity toward immigrants; and the rise of new protest movements, including Black Lives Matter. Our democracy seemed to be challenged and provoked, functioning and fracturing all at once. After digesting several disheartening articles, I scanned the trending hashtags on Twitter. There, I stumbled upon #WomensEqualityDay, commemorating the adoption of the 19th Amendment on August 26, 1920, which gave all American women the right to vote.

I was surprised to be freshly discovering Women’s Equality Day, created in 1973 by New York congresswoman Bella Abzug, who famously said, “This woman’s place is in the House—the House of Representatives.” I realized, to my chagrin, that my knowledge of the suffrage movement trailed off somewhere around Susan B. Anthony’s death in 1906. I had never heard the details of how the 19th Amendment came to pass, but the rough outlines of the story piqued my interest. There was a clear protagonist: a quirky young Quaker from New Jersey named Alice Paul, who had the vision, strategy, persistence, and personal dedication to demand nothing short of equal suffrage. And there was a clear foil: a moralistic president, Woodrow Wilson, who claimed to be a Progressive Democrat but offered only regression on gender and racial issues.

While there are several biographies of Paul and dozens of Wilson, I found that these books typically posed the pair on parallel tracks—each figure focused on their own goals—and never on the obvious collision course for which they were destined. As we approach the centennial of the adoption of the 19th Amendment, it’s imperative that more of us know who Paul was and what she was able to accomplish in the face of relentless adversity. Equally, it is paramount that we consider Wilson from his many angles, flattering and unflattering alike.

The mystery of why Paul was forgotten while Wilson was perpetually deemed a hero occupied my thoughts as I dug through layers upon layers of information: historical newsprint and photographs, presidential papers, personal and professional correspondence, and physical artifacts. I sat in Paul’s childhood bedroom, went to the White House and the Capitol Building, and walked the paths of history in Washington.

What surprised me most about my findings was how much I seemed to be looking not at the past, but at our present. The issues at the heart of American democracy remain the same today as they did a century ago. We fight the enemy abroad and battle each other at home. We hold sacred ideals but struggle to meet them ourselves. We forget that progress can be slow and sometimes indirect. But most of all, we fail to remember that it takes just one person—however imperfect—who is utterly committed to change, to make it happen.

WASHINGTON, D.C., FEBRUARY 24, 2018



CHAPTER ONE




A Quaker from New Jersey
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November 20, 1907. Birmingham, England. Alice Paul finished dinner with classmates at Woodbrooke, an imposing limestone Georgian estate set in the countryside at almost exactly the center of England. Quakers, like Paul, traveled here from around the world to study social justice and other progressive pursuits. As the servants began clearing the long dining table, Paul excused herself and hastened upstairs to her corner room—a shared space with two large windows and a fireplace as its only source of heat—to prepare for the night.

The fur coat she had begged her mother to ship from the closet in the family farmhouse in Moorestown, New Jersey, in early October had not yet arrived. A perceived extravagance, the fur was a practical staple for the daughter of William Paul, who was a wealthy banker, but contrasted starkly with Paul’s student wardrobe, which reflected her necessary thrift as well as a lack of focus on fashion. Her plain clothes were so threadbare that she would fashion a ragged silk dress into a top, as she had just done, rather than throw it away. She bundled up as warmly as she could and did not fuss with jewelry or makeup on her deep-set blue eyes. She grabbed her ticket for the event and walked out into the dark and damp.

Gathering up her long, heavy skirt, she mounted a rented bike and began the familiar four-mile pedal into town. It was uncommon for a woman to ride a bike, but Paul was athletic—a basketball and hockey player—and had been encouraged by her parents since childhood to participate in sports, which girls seldom did. As Quakers, the Pauls believed that all people were equal in the eyes of God, regardless of gender or race; that boys and girls should be given the same opportunities; and that they all had a responsibility to stand up for equality. They believed in justice and fairness and practiced these concepts in their daily lives.

Paul rode boldly through the fog to Town Hall in Birmingham. Her chestnut hair—parted in the middle and loosely pinned in a bun—was swept back in wild strands as she sped toward the industrial city. She was journeying to see two “suffragettes,” the term for militant activists working for women’s right to vote.

It was nearly 8 p.m. when Paul parked her bike and made her way through the Town Hall’s arched entry. Hundreds of people were inside. Many were male students from the University of Birmingham where Paul was taking classes, in addition to her twelve courses at Woodbrooke. She was the first and only woman enrolled in the university’s Department of Commerce. She was fearless around them; unabashed, she strove for what she wanted.

Paul had come to listen to a mother-daughter team talk about their Votes for Women campaign. The men at Town Hall, however, had a different agenda, conspiring to undermine these rising leaders of England’s suffrage movement. The pair, a widow named Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughter Christabel, had been making headlines for their tactics: spitting at the police, interrupting the speeches of politicians by shouting “Votes for Women!” and handing out leaflets on street corners. The men inside Town Hall, like most of their peers, thought granting women the right to vote was outrageous. They believed women belonged at home, their minds uncorrupted by politics, and that these Pankhurst women—ringleaders who were whipping up pro-suffrage sentiment all over Britain—needed to be silenced.

Paul surveyed the room in search of a seat. A crush of students thronged the main floor and the upper galleries overlooking the stage. An organist played in an effort to settle the audience into their seats, however, the music instead stirred the men into action. They began to shake rattles, ring bells, and blow whistles and toy trumpets. This auditory battle between organist and crowd escalated for several minutes until it became so rowdy that four policemen intervened. The Bobbies’ presence only triggered sarcastic cheers.

“Stop!” the police inspector shouted.

“Speeeeeech,” the men shouted back at him.

Unfazed by the chaos, Christabel Pankhurst stepped onto the stage with striking poise. She seemed effortlessly confident; nothing like the newspapers’ recent reports of an uncouth woman verbally attacking members of Parliament. When Christabel smiled at the surrounding mob, her face was illuminated. Paul could not help but consider her own smile, which revealed dimples and two slightly protruding front teeth. She noted how polished and attractive the twenty-seven-year-old Christabel, just four years her senior, appeared in comparison. The men, however, were not so softened by her affect. They roared at the suffragette for several minutes, waving their hats, sticks, and handkerchiefs provocatively as she patiently endured.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Christabel projected over the din. “The students of Birmingham gave us on the occasion of our last visit so kind a welcome that I am not surprised to find their enthusiasm for women’s suffrage is still unabated.”

Despite her straining, Paul could not make out Christabel’s words and was horrified by the rude antics of the audience. As a child growing up in New Jersey, Paul had attended suffrage meetings with her mother, Tacie Paul, and other Quakers, including men, where everyone agreed unanimously on the issue. She also belonged to a suffrage society, the Moorestown League. Quakers were taught to listen respectfully to others. The intense discord with which Paul was now confronted was both a shock and a thrill.

“Tit for tat,” the students chanted.

“There seem to be one or two of you in the gallery who are not quite out of the nursery and brought your toys with you,” Christabel said. Such acerbic wit would have served her well had she pursued her dream of becoming a lawyer. Unfortunately, the English bar did not accept women, leading Christabel to choose a different path: joining her mother and sisters, Sylvia and Adela, to fight for voting rights.

“We have come to explain our tactics,” Christabel asserted, trying again to pierce the pandemonium.

The crowd hushed briefly before someone hurled a dead mouse into the air, causing the hall to erupt in hysteria as the rodent was squeamishly caught and tossed like a hot potato. Christabel called her mother to the stage to take her place. Emmeline obliged as a woman in the audience rose to her feet in defense of the suffragettes, chastising the men: “Don’t interrupt!”

“We have just come from a meeting with dockworkers and fishermen,” Emmeline proclaimed, increasing the volume. They listened. “Are the educated young men of Birmingham afraid of what we have to say?”

A student, wearing glasses and a hat, sounded a bugle. The young woman seated beside him immediately plucked his hat from his head and pelted him with it. In a final act of defiance, he launched the bugle toward the stage as a steward and three policemen descended upon him.

Emmeline engaged with the struggle in a diplomatic effort to defuse the situation, reaching to shake the student’s hand and assuring him that he could stay if he promised to stop.

“Now, as I was saying . . .”

The crowd again interrupted, expressing their objection with rattles and horns, bursting into a rendition of the national anthem, “God Save the King,” as forty more officers flooded into the hall.

Paul remained transfixed by Emmeline Pankhurst.

“I’m prepared to stay here all night,” Emmeline announced, with her arms outstretched to the audience. “If your mothers were here tonight they must blush to think they have borne such creatures.”

The men, standing on their seats and assaulting their instruments in jarring unison, launched into “Auld Lang Syne.” Emmeline folded her arms and held her ground for a full hour, determined to be heard. “We’ve played by the constitutional rules for forty years!” she shouted. For Emmeline, a little time on this stage, waiting for the crowd to behave, was only a drop of dedication in an ocean of effort.

•  •  •

British women had been fighting for voting rights for decades. Historically, only men who owned significant amounts of land could vote. By 1868, the government had extended the right to all male heads of household, defined as a working man with at least one child to support. But on both sides of the Atlantic, women were still struggling to make progress.

In America, Elizabeth Cady Stanton had organized the first women’s rights convention, held in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848. Her friend and fellow Quaker suffragist Susan B. Anthony became a household name when, in protest, she attempted to vote in 1872 and was arrested for doing so. The U.S. Constitution did not explicitly grant voting rights to anyone. Instead, it allowed those who could already vote the ability to give or withhold those same rights from anyone else. Those in the pioneering American West were among the first willing to let women cast ballots: Wyoming in 1869 and Utah in 1870, before either was a state; Colorado in 1893; and Idaho in 1896. Internationally, things were more advanced. New Zealand and Australia, for example, allowed women to vote as of 1893 and 1902, respectively. America, despite the efforts of women’s suffrage advocates across the nation, was trailing far behind the progress of other countries on the issue. In fact, Paul’s mother had worked for suffrage and even brought a young Alice to the Pennsylvania state suffrage convention in 1900.

•  •  •

Now it was 1907. After years of dwindling momentum in England and the United States, the Pankhursts were committed to rallying new women to the cause. That night in Birmingham, they couldn’t have known how lucky they were to have the quiet American in their midst. Inspired and disturbed, Paul was riveted, absorbing every moment—until her senses were suddenly overwhelmed by the offensive odor of rotten eggs. Someone had released a hydrogen-sulfide stink bomb, creating an atmosphere so foul that the room emptied within seconds. Emmeline left the stage. The organist struck the keys once more, as if leading a church recessional. Paul climbed back on her bicycle and returned to Woodbrooke. She could feel the electricity in her body. It was unlike anything she had felt before.

•  •  •

Later that night, back in her dormitory, Paul felt a profound sense of change. Her environment seemed smaller, beyond the physical sense. Paul recognized that while some of her fellow scholars had enrolled at Woodbrooke in sincere pursuit of knowledge and social education, other students—like her American roommate—were seeking frivolity. Activities on the estate included tennis and afternoon tea, a ritual enjoyed outside on a sweeping lawn so picturesque it was featured on the postcards available to be sent back home.

Paul, a fast talker and faster thinker, had little interest in her roommate’s vacant expressions and intellectual idleness—or any idleness at all. At age sixteen, Paul had been elected high school valedictorian at a Quaker school in Moorestown, near the gentleman’s farm on which she was raised. Later, at Swarthmore College, she had majored in biology; not because she wanted to, but because she felt an obligation to strengthen her understanding of the subject about which she knew least. After graduation, she had completed a yearlong fellowship at a settlement house in lower Manhattan. There, Paul helped people from eastern and central Europe—mostly Jews and Italians—assimilate to American life at this historic peak of immigration, with 1.3 million people entering the United States as legal residents. She had also helped to form a labor union while she earned another degree, this one in social work, from the New York School of Philanthropy.

Paul believed it was her purpose in life to help others and assumed that the best way to achieve this was through social work. But she became disillusioned with this conviction when confronted with the prevailing struggles of citizens all around her, her efforts making little difference. In search of solutions to the injustices she witnessed, Paul returned to school. She was interested in attending Princeton, but the university did not accept women—or black men. The school’s president, Woodrow Wilson, presided over this exclusion. Instead, she attended the University of Pennsylvania, where she earned a master’s degree in sociology; one of the only women to do so. Her thesis was called “Toward Equality.”

Despite earning three degrees in three years—1905, 1906, and 1907—her diplomas were not enough to quench Paul’s thirst for learning. Her intellectual appetite led her to England and Woodbrooke and inspired a heavy course load, including German, Islam, sociology, and economics. During her stay, Paul realized that she still had much to learn about life beyond academia. As the school year drew to a close, she felt a reluctance to return home, as though her experience was not yet complete. Seeking a new challenge, Paul’s instinct was validated when she witnessed a Quaker named Lucy Gardner deliver a lecture at Woodbrooke. Gardner was the leader of the London district Charity Organisation Society, which coordinated social services for the poor. Intrigued by what she had heard, Paul spoke with Gardner, who offered Paul a job as her assistant at the end of the academic year.

Paul seized the opportunity and moved into a settlement house in Hoxton, a poor section in East London, living among those she helped. Every moment of every day was infused with some kind of harsh reality: parents burying their children, men and women desperately searching for jobs, people lacking education and opportunity. But, fearless in the face of adversity, Paul proved a natural for the position. She was a formidable taskmaster, assessing three of her aides as incompetent, and a brilliant organizer, who was able to work on little food or rest without complaint. Not long after Paul arrived in Hoxton, a member of the settlement staff—a suffragist—informed her of two upcoming Votes for Women rallies. More than curious, she chose to attend both.

•  •  •

Paul rode the underground to the first of the two big protests. She emerged at Embankment Station to find herself buffeted by a moody wind and thousands of like-minded people swirling outside on a mid-June day, all of them joining a massive march in support of votes for women. Seeking direction, her eyes fell on an event steward sporting the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies’ (NUWSS) red and white colors, which stood out against the gray sky. The leader of the NUWSS, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, was a popular figure, known for refuting the many ridiculous reasons why women should not be permitted to vote. The arguments against suffrage included: that men alone already sufficiently represented women with their best interests in mind; that women were too easily influenced by men, and therefore, their vote would only echo that of the men; that women were so obstinate they might vote differently from their family, creating discord; that domestic life should have one leader, a structure that would be destroyed if women voted; and finally, that women were intellectually inferior to men.

The NUWSS was the more mainstream of the two key suffrage groups in the United Kingdom. The other was the Pankhursts’ Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), whose members distinguished themselves from ordinary suffragists by calling themselves suffragettes. Fawcett often openly criticized the WSPU’s tactics—friction the press exploited.

The event steward guided Paul to the marching section for the American participants, where she merged with the lineup behind Dr. Anna Howard Shaw. Shaw was president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), the foremost women’s enfranchisement group in the United States. Although British-born, Shaw had immigrated to America as a child and grew up in the deep woods of Michigan. These rural formative years instilled physical stamina and fortitude, enabling her to become a physician and America’s first female Methodist minister. Now, silver-haired and sixty-one, Shaw’s vigor endured as she took to the global stage, fighting for women’s rights. Paul was fast on her heels.

Paul fell into step behind Shaw and followed her as one of the thirteen thousand marching to a ticketed rally at Royal Albert Hall. Awestruck and exhilarated, Paul absorbed the colorful scene around her as they progressed. The women were dressed in capes and academic robes. Some carried signs acknowledging professional sections of midwives, teachers, and nurses. Others held vivid velvet, silk, and embroidered banners, expressing artists’ depictions of Joan of Arc, Queen Elizabeth, and other historically heroic women. When the parade reached its destination, the women settled inside the hall and Fawcett took center stage.

“This magnificent demonstration filled our hearts with hopefulness and courage and seems to bring us within measurable distance of our final triumph! Our cause is the greatest in the world. I appeal to all of you—dedicate your life to its success.”

When Fawcett concluded, she invited Shaw to speak. The bold American was blunter in her delivery. “It’s impossible to be just to men,” she said, “so long as men are incapable of being just to women.”

Despite Shaw’s sharp remarks, the next day’s papers noted how well behaved the NUWSS members were, compared with those at past Pankhurst events. “The speeches made in the Albert Hall at the end of the long walk were distinguished for their dignity and reserve,” the Times of London wrote, “and were in marked contrast to the childish and vexatious methods adopted by the more excitable advocates of the same cause.” A week later, Paul had the opportunity to judge for herself the contrast between these two rival suffrage groups.

•  •  •

Paul rode the tube yet again to Embankment Station, this time for the WSPU’s first large-scale public event, which organizers christened “Suffrage Sunday.” She exited the underground and was met by a warm summer day, bright blue skies, and a massive number of women—much more than the previous week’s march.

In place of the usual long black skirts, most of the women wore white dresses. Broad straw hats, parasols, and belts were decorated with purple, white, and green ribbons; these were the WSPU’s colors, representing freedom, purity, and hope. Others wore “Votes for Women” sashes.

Marching bands, megaphones, and bugles led the demonstration, while writers, artists, cotton spinners, factory workers, slum dwellers, and upper-class women followed on foot, by car, by carriage, or aboard special trains that brought them close to the demonstration area. Spectators flanked the streets, smiling and excitedly waving handkerchiefs. Some hung from their windows to watch the activity below. In Trafalgar Square, George Bernard Shaw, the famous playwright, stood on the curb, watching his wife, Charlotte Frances Payne-Townshend, go by.

Paul joined a section with Christabel Pankhurst and Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, the WSPU’s treasurer. The front line carried an eight-by-ten-foot banner that read REBELLION TO TYRANTS IS OBEDIENCE TO GOD. The French contingent banner simply said LA SOLIDARITÉ DES FEMMES.

Resolute, they pressed on toward Hyde Park, a former royal hunting ground near Buckingham Palace. Women from all walks of life filed through every gate, over the Serpentine Bridge, and onto the lush lawn, where spring had bloomed. Nearly half a million people assembled against the cherry-blossomed backdrop, united in the name of progress.

Twenty temporary platforms spread out across the park supported passionate suffrage speakers as crowds clustered tightly around them. The Pankhurst stage drew the most attention, with attendees straining to catch a glimpse of Emmeline and Christabel. Men, some curious and some hostile, heckled the suffragettes and began shoving to get closer, causing a near panic. Verbal and physical altercations erupted.

“Why not try to be gentlemen in the presence of ladies?” one woman yelled.

“Do you think we’re going to be governed by women? If they want to be men, why don’t they be men? Let ’em go work on a ship,” a young man responded. “Let ’em go home and mind the baby!”

It continued like this for hours. At 5 p.m., after eighty speeches, the sound of bugles signaled the end of the program and the creation of a resolution that would be sent to Prime Minister Herbert Asquith the following day, demanding that, if taxed, women should have a say in how the government spent their money.

“Votes for Women!” the crowd cheered. “Votes for Women! Votes for Women!”

The chant rung in Paul’s ears long into that night and throughout the rest of the summer.

•  •  •

When fall came around, Paul began classes at the London School of Economics, as well as a new job at the Peel Institute, a charity with strong Quaker roots. She moved into a shoddy apartment, a two-room attic space with the rustling sounds of rodents and no running water. But she could barely afford even these meager accommodations. The family wealth back home was there, but her widowed mother was increasingly parsimonious, and had much to manage with the family farm and Paul’s three siblings, William, Helen, and Parry, all younger.

There were very few women at the London School of Economics, so when Paul spotted Rachel Barrett on campus she naturally introduced herself. Barrett told Paul she was a WSPU organizer and asked her if she would sell Votes for Women—the group’s newspaper—with her. Fully aware that helping might provoke the anger of strangers, Paul agreed. Standing on the street, waving the suffrage paper, people pelted Paul with rotten food and stones. On another day, a cab driver swerved toward her, forcing her to the ground. Even women cursed her. But she persevered. As word spread through the WSPU ranks that Paul was something special, she received another assignment—public speaking on the street, at tube stations, and inside trains. Throughout the winter months, day after day, Paul would literally stand on a soap box on the streets of London, appealing to the public on behalf of the suffrage cause. In the midst of this excitement, Paul realized that she had neglected to answer her mother’s letters for some time. She hurried a note home, explaining her extracurricular activities: “I have joined the ‘suffragettes’—the militant party,” she wrote.

•  •  •

With the school year almost at an end, Paul’s future was undecided. After nearly two years abroad, not only was she homesick, but her mother missed her terribly and yearned for her return. Paul booked her passage on a transatlantic ship and began counting down the days until her departure the following month.



CHAPTER TWO




Password: Kitchen

Alice Paul was looking forward to returning home to her family in New Jersey. In the midst of packing and saying good-byes, a life-changing letter arrived. She opened it right away and pored over the words, her eyes fastening to an important request: Would she organize with Mrs. Pankhurst and go on a “deputation” to see the prime minister, a confrontation that would probably put her in danger of being arrested and imprisoned? “So you must not accept this invitation,” the letter said, “unless you are willing to do this.”

Paul sat down to digest, deliberate, and ultimately compose her response. With great care, she sealed the envelope and carried it to the nearest post office. When she reached its doors, Paul suddenly panicked and paced the building to calm her nerves until she possessed the courage to enter and mail her acceptance letter, committing to spend the summer working for the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU).

Her first assignment was on June 29. Paul took extra care in dressing for the occasion: she stuffed raw cotton under her clothes to serve as protective padding from rough police handling and went to London’s Caxton Hall for a rally. On the stage, Christabel stated that, because Prime Minister Asquith had been ignoring their pleas, they should leave right then to storm Parliament Square and personally present him with their demands. With Paul following, Emmeline Pankhurst led the march to the House of Commons and tangled with police upon arrival. As they arrested her, she implored the suffragettes behind her to push past security. Women in the rear buttressed those in the front, like a rugby scrum. When it was Paul’s turn to follow suit, she was grabbed by police, so aggressively that the buttons of her coat popped, spilling her padding. Witnesses laughed and cheered as police hauled her away.

Paul had never been arrested before. Inside the Canon Row Police Station, police kept her in the billiards room where she sat on a pool table and processed this alien experience, noting every detail and stripe of humanity: drunks, thieves, and disorderlies, as well as dozens of women—suffragettes—with their clothes torn apart. One woman in particular stood out, a redhead wearing an American flag pin on the lapel of her suit. Paul introduced herself to the woman. Her name was Lucy Burns, a Catholic from Brooklyn, also the daughter of a banker. Burns was six years Paul’s senior and had come to Europe to study for two years at the University of Berlin—after Vassar and Yale—before signing up with the suffragettes in Britain. The two women talked for hours, until a man they had never met before approached and sat down beside them. He said he would bail them out . . . on one condition.
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“I am leaving this money, but I need you to be there for your court date [in July],” he said. The man was Frederick Pethick-Lawrence, the wealthy husband of suffragette Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence. (Frederick was progressive enough to merge his last name with his wife’s when they married.) His role in the cause involved regularly supplying bail for arrested suffragettes.

“You know,” Paul told him, “I have a return ticket for America on the boat, which is before the time that I have to be there.”

“The only thing you can do I guess is to cancel your return ticket because by order of the court you have to appear at this time.”

Paul promised she would.

Released by the police at around 1 a.m., Burns and Paul were exhausted but emboldened. So committed were they to the cause that, in the month between their arrest and their delayed court appearance, both women accepted additional assignments targeting cabinet ministers. Their next directive: to confront a rising politician, Winston Churchill.

•  •  •

As a new husband and father and president of the Board of Trade, Winston Churchill was many things, including a person who did not believe that women should have the right to vote, a stance that, when combined with his political ascendance, made him a prime target for the suffragettes. He was scheduled to give a talk in Norwich about England’s economy. Paul and Burns arrived four days in advance to generate a less than enthusiastic greeting. They scrawled with chalk on sidewalks, hung signs, knocked on doors, and invited everyone they encountered to attend their protest during Churchill’s speech. Their efforts were effective. Despite heavy security in the form of locked doors, iron gates, and a police force to protect him from the encroaching mob outside, when Churchill took the stage, he could barely hear himself speak. The distracting din caused him to falter, providing an opportunity for a suffrage sympathizer to heckle him.

“Why tax voteless women?” one man challenged, as others joined the chorus in support of suffrage. As tensions mounted outside the hall, the audience inside grew restless. Police began arresting and hauling off to jail the protesters who were crowding the entrance, including Paul. This time, however, police chose not to prosecute the suffragettes, believing that doing so would only give them what they wanted—more attention.

Such arrests became so commonplace that the Pankhursts needed to develop new tactics to maintain front-page headlines and boost morale among their ranks. They devised a plan to hold a mass ceremony in the streets of London, publicly honoring suffragettes, including Burns and Paul, who had been imprisoned. They gave each woman a symbolic gift—lapel pins shaped like prison doors—and publicized the event so that people could witness, firsthand, the women who were willing to make such sacrifices. Many in attendance were shameless gawkers, crowding around the stage as if beholding a circus act. Some were there for more genuine reasons. Mohandas Gandhi, who as the leader of the Indian independence movement was developing a philosophy of passive resistance, took in the scene, noting there was “much to learn” from the suffragettes because their willingness to be imprisoned or die made them a “soul force.”

Paul and Burns wore their pins proudly, like badges of honor, status symbols within an ever-expanding movement. But they did not rest on their laurels. The very next day, on July 30, they joined eleven other suffragettes in storming the doors of a hall where Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George was speaking, in Limehouse, a borough on the northern banks of the Thames. The punishment for this brash offense was swift and harsh: two weeks in Holloway Gaol (pronounced jail). During this period of imprisonment, Paul’s courage and resourcefulness escalated. In her first act of protest, she refused all food, taking only water. While fasting is always difficult and dangerous, Paul had a lifelong capacity to subsist on very little sustenance and she committed quickly to the hunger strike. Her next rebellion involved rejecting the prison clothes, electing instead to remain naked. These severe methods of self-deprivation led to Paul’s early release, on day four, by which time she was so weak that they had to carry her out on a litter.

Three arrests and one hunger strike in the span of a month took a toll on Paul, but it also elevated her status within the suffragette ranks. In September, Emmeline Pankhurst asked Paul and Burns to travel with her to Scotland to create momentum within the movement there. Elated by the invitation, they also were delighted to learn a female chauffeur—in a green Austin with white wheels and a purple stripe along its body—would drive them there.

“This was something absolutely unheard of. Nobody had ever seen a woman chauffeur,” Paul later explained. “It was unusual for a woman to drive a car but to have a woman chauffeur—! So she was quite a picture on her expedition. Only Mrs. Pankhurst, Lucy Burns and myself, and this woman chauffeur. Then we would stop at meetings along the way; great meetings had been arranged for Mrs. Pankhurst, and she would make one of her great speeches to enormous crowds; and then we would go on to the next stopping place where she would make another speech.”

On September 12, they were resolved to harass Churchill again, in Dundee’s Great Hall. For breaking windows, Paul and Burns were arrested yet again. Like other women across the United Kingdom who continued to be thrown in jail and go on hunger strikes—some were even being violently force-fed—the two refused food. They grew frail quickly because this was their second hunger strike in two weeks. Released after four days, they were sent to recuperate at the estate of Miss MacGregor, a suffrage supporter.

“When we got there,” Paul said later, “we were far out in the country, and Lucy Burns and I thought we would go out for a walk, and Miss MacGregor was very much embarrassed. She said, ‘You know, no lady goes out without having a hat and a coat and gloves and so on. I wouldn’t want anybody to go out from my house without being properly gowned.’ So we gradually learned all the right customs [laughing] and conformed to them, I guess all right.”

The stay in the Scottish countryside, a break from the harrowing rigors of protesting, served its purpose. Feeling a little bit restored, the women returned to London for their next assignment—their most significant yet.

•  •  •

It was a frosty dawn on November 9, 1909. Paul dressed in a faded uniform, one she had borrowed to disguise herself as a cleaning lady, and set out into the streets of downtown London. She was accompanied by her friend, Amelia Brown, a middle-aged nurse, also incognito, carrying a bucket and brushes. The two women made their way to the imposing front door of Guildhall, a medieval stone municipal building in the City of London.

At about 8 a.m., the women gained entry by providing a password—“kitchen”—and persuading the guards on duty that they were workers, assigned to prepare the hall for the Lord Mayor’s Banquet. An annual event since 1502, dignitaries and journalists traveled from far and wide to hear the prime minister give a notable speech on world affairs. Inside the great hall, Paul and Brown found a massive room with soaring, arched ceilings and five-foot-thick walls. There were two Gothic stained-glass windows looming on either end, portraying previous lord mayors. The colored glass filtered morning light onto the statues and banners that lined the sides of the hall. Paul and Brown disappeared inside and managed to remain hidden until late in the day, crouching under benches or skulking in dark corners to stay out of sight, pretending to be lost should anyone become aware of their presence. As the space began to fill with flowers, pretty linens, and candles, a warm glow radiated throughout. Elaborate chandeliers twinkled overhead as the women ascended the staircase to an enclosed gallery, where they discreetly waited for Burns to arrive.

As Paul and Brown remained concealed, Burns strode into Guildhall, dressed in a beautiful evening gown, arm in arm with Labour Party MP Arthur Henderson—an iron union labor organizer and advocate for women’s voting rights. Security had tightened, in part due to the suffragettes’ daring, and required verification of all invitations. Henderson produced his ticket and explained that he had left the other behind. The guard referenced the guest list as Burns cast her eyes over the crowd, scanning for the target. At last, she spied Churchill, entering the banquet hall with his wife, Clementine.

“How can you dine here while women are starving in prison?” she shouted at Churchill, referring to women across England—from Manchester to Bristol—who were hunger striking behind bars. She waved a tiny banner in his face.

Churchill froze. His wife, who had been out of the public eye recuperating after childbirth, was horrified. Guards quickly escorted Henderson and Burns off the premises. But the incident put politicians on notice that they could not avoid the protests, not on this night, despite security.

It was 9 p.m., and the hidden women readied the next ambush. The guests settled into their seats and a quiet descended as the lord mayor rose to toast to the health of King Edward, Queen Victoria’s oldest son, on his sixty-eighth birthday. In the stillness of that solemn moment, Brown and Paul shattered an unadorned pane of the stained-glass window with their shoes; showering shards all over the floor below and onto a statue of the Duke of Wellington.

The women leaned through the broken pane and yelled “Votes for Women! Votes for Women!” So enormous was the hall that it almost swallowed their cries, but all eyes looked toward the origin of the shattered glass. The band began to play to distract the guests from the mayhem as security dashed upstairs. Some well-dressed dignitaries joined the pursuit and an intensive search began, leading the hunters all the way through the dirty wooden rafters and onto the tiled roof in a misguided effort to find the women. Though the women were eventually apprehended in the gallery, Paul and Brown continued to bellow “Votes for Women!” as police dragged them out of Guildhall. The women had stashed feeding tubes in their clothes; shocking little props intended to be waved in Asquith’s face to embarrass him publicly about the horrific forced feedings being inflicted upon the suffragettes. But police dragged them out of Guildhall too quickly for them to do so. Paul and Brown arrived at the jail and went through the now-routine process of posting bail. The next day, in front of a judge, Brown strayed from the plan and pled guilty. Paul did not.

“I should like to explain that we feel we have broken no moral law whatsoever in doing this,” Paul said. “We feel that it is incumbent on every woman to rebel against [the] state of political subjection in which we are placed.”

The magistrate interrupted Paul’s statement. “Hysterical creatures!” he called them.

“You said you would allow us to give an explanation,” Paul said.

“You don’t seem to have any plea or justification for your conduct.”

“I should only be too delighted to give it.”

Without letting her finish, the magistrate offered them a choice: a fine of five pounds and damages of two pounds ten pence, or a month of hard labor back in Holloway. They chose the latter.

After a summer and fall of marches, demonstrations, and constant suffragette confrontations with the authorities, the pressure built and the government struggled with its response. Paul had been arrested six times in the last six months and gone on two hunger strikes. She was becoming a minor celebrity and a major oddity, an American sacrificing so much of her youth, time, and health to fight alongside British women for voting rights.

When Paul was sentenced to another prison term, her subsequent punishment was much more severe. Press flocked to the hearing and the New York Times sent a reporter to interview Paul’s mother, Tacie, on her farmhouse porch. The paper splashed the story across the front page the next day, saying Mrs. Paul “was much agitated when she heard of her daughter’s predicament.” Friends and family asked the American Embassy if a diplomat could help but were told the office could not interfere with English justice.

In prison, Paul lay shivering on her bed, weak from refusing food for several days and cold from rejecting the mandatory prison clothes, yet again. But the guards were not going to release her this time. Instead, they wrapped her in blankets and took her to another cell. There, the largest female guard entered and sat across Paul’s knees and pinned her shoulders to the cot. Two others sat on either side of Paul and held her arms. They wrapped a towel around her throat as a doctor came up from behind and forced her head back while shoving a tube up her nostril.

Through this tube, about six feet long and as thick as a finger, they pumped a mixture of eggs and milk down her throat. Sometimes the tube ended up in her mouth and she would bite a hole in it before they pried her jaw open with an instrument. After the first time this happened, she thrashed around and broke a jug so they tied her down with sheets. She refused to give in.

Each time the ordeal ended, she trembled, cried, bled from her nose, and lay drenched in sweat. This happened twice a day for nearly three weeks, causing physical damage that would only become apparent later and plague her for the rest of her life. Her only respite came during those times when she was too ill to even be touched, therefore escaping force feeding. When her thirty-day sentence ended, two of the female wardens helped her into a cab and took her to the home of a friend to recover. There, Paul gained her strength back, slowly, with the goal of traveling home as soon as possible.

•  •  •

Paul was still recovering from the prison ordeal when she arrived at the dock in Liverpool on January 6, 1910. Although she told no one but her mother that she was going home, there was a crowd and some media standing near the Haverford, wanting to hear from this suffragette one last time before she left for America. She was so weak, however, she could barely stand to talk before embarking.

Her passage across the Atlantic was stormy, made even more trying because of her fragile health. She seemed far from the robust, energetic young woman who ventured into Europe three years earlier. But the transformation was more than physical. Paul had become a global sensation and an even more confident woman.

When the ship arrived in Philadelphia at dusk, four days late, on January 20, Paul was dressed in a high lace collar over her brown tailored suit and a beaver tricorn hat. She looked sharp, making a statement as the last person to walk down the gangplank. Her mother and her fifteen-year-old brother Parry spotted her, surprised by how frail and thin she was. Paul was thrilled to see them, and hugged her mother tightly for a long time. Then she looked at Parry.

“You’ve grown so much!” she said to him. He told her she sounded different, with a twinge of an English accent.

Several reporters interrupted the reunion, asking questions as Paul waited for her luggage. She answered patiently and removed her glasses to pose for pictures. Reporters found that the reality of Paul clashed with the fantastical character they had envisioned. As one wrote, “There is nothing about Miss Paul’s appearance that would lead one to suppose that she could possibly raise disturbance enough” to be imprisoned. They pressed her for details about the force feeding. She told them all about it and equated it with “vivisection.” They also wanted to know if she was going to continue as a militant in America.

“The women here,” she told them, “will not have to pursue militant methods to gain equal franchise with men. Their position is far in advance of the English woman. And if they really want the vote they can get it unless—unless the big corporations and the political bosses oppose them.”

When the interviews concluded, Paul retreated from the crowd and disappeared into the dark with her family helping her along. It was not long before she craved another challenge.

The following September, she entered the doctoral program at the University of Pennsylvania, where she was a star drawing admirers into her orbit. One of those admirers was graduate assistant William Parker. Parker was from upstate New York and the same age as Paul. But while he took an interest in this famous suffragist, she mostly just took an interest in her thesis on “The Legal Position of Women in Pennsylvania,” a paper that analyzed the statutes, court decisions, and constitutional provisions that led to marginalization. Paul, always earnest and straightforward, was not the type to play hard to get, or to be easily distracted, no matter how hard Parker tried. Eventually, he left the university, rejecting a job offer in academia, to become a bond salesman in New York. There, he tried to entice her with his prospects for success.

“As I believe I forecasted,” he wrote Paul in September of 1912, “I am about to make a million. . . .[C]aptured body and soul by Wall St. which is somewhat different from what we in our bucolic fields imagined it. . . . I have a little nest under the roof of #1 University Place overlooking Wash. Square which delighteth me much. Let me know when you come over, and we have dinner [sic] at a little Hungarian place I know. But don’t hasten to leave your resting place.” And then, before completing the letter, Parker dangled one last offer in front of Paul. “You know I am going to make a salon, and you are going to light it up and be amused and warmed by the glow of all the good spirits.” He also told her to build up her strength and “eat like a bear. No one is looking. You have a tremendous constitution, and if you only don’t break yourself to pieces, you will conquer the world. Ah, mon amie.”

Whether Paul visited him in New York is unknown, but their paths would cross again, in Washington, D.C.



CHAPTER THREE




A Southern Boy

On November 6, 1860, Thomas Woodrow Wilson, just a month shy of his fourth birthday, was standing outside his family’s large brick Colonial in Augusta, Georgia—they had recently moved there from Virginia, where he was born—when he saw a man running down the street.

“Abraham Lincoln has been elected!” the man shouted. “There’s going to be a war!”

The boy—“Tommy” to his family—was too young to understand the South’s obsession with Lincoln, or the president-elect’s aggressively anti-slavery Republican Party, but he understood the urgency of this stranger’s declaration and hurried inside to see his father. Joseph Ruggles Wilson, a Presbyterian minister and Democrat, found himself surrounded by his inquiring family: his wife, Jessie, an English immigrant; his daughters, Marion and Annie; and his perplexed young son. They huddled close to him, listening intently, as the household servants worked silently around them.

Their questions could have ranged from the seemingly simple: Why does Lincoln’s election mean there will be a war? Who would fight and why? Why did the North think slavery was wrong? To the more sophisticated: How were plantations supposed to function without slaves? How would the economy thrive without cotton plantations? Why was the North interfering with two hundred and fifty years of southern tradition? Wouldn’t slaves be worse off without their masters?

Slavery was a constant feature of Tommy’s southern childhood. His own home was tended to by freed blacks—provided by the church—and slaves. Tommy’s uncle owned a plantation in Mississippi. Georgia was the birthplace of the cotton gin and Eli Whitney’s revolutionary machine enabled one person to clean seeds from one thousand pounds of cotton in a day, versus five pounds by hand. This invention encouraged large-scale plantations, requiring armies of workers—slaves in this case—to pick the cotton. With one million residents living in Georgia in 1860, almost 50 percent of its population were slaves.

Reverend Wilson gathered his thoughts. As his loved ones looked to him for answers, he turned to the Bible for unequivocal moral guidance. And he found it.

•  •  •

In early January 1861, eight weeks after Lincoln’s election, Augustans filled the pews of the First Presbyterian Church and watched with interest as Reverend Wilson stepped up to the pulpit. The son of immigrants from the north of Ireland and a graduate of the Princeton Theological Seminary (then called the College of New Jersey), he was respected by the congregation and they were eager to hear his perspective on these changing times. The reverend’s face was thin and angular, his high cheekbones conjuring an impression of sternness. His greasy hair was side-parted and fell in salt-and-pepper layers; long enough for him to tuck behind his large ears—a feature his son inherited. Tommy sat in the audience with his mother and sisters. In a balcony above, segregated slaves were seated, permitted by Reverend Wilson to attend the church.

A respectful silence came over the congregation as Reverend Wilson began his sermon. Titled “Mutual Relation of Masters and Slaves as Taught in the Bible,” it was a message intended as much for blacks as it was for whites. He opened with a passage from Ephesians: “Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, as unto Christ. . . . And, ye masters, do the same things unto them, forbearing threatening, knowing that your Master also is in Heaven; neither is there respect of persons with him.”

Reverend Wilson continued for some time, building his misguided argument for why and how the Bible condones slavery. He added:

I am sure that you will bear with me while I take another step in this great argument, and show how completely the Bible brings human slavery underneath the sanction of divine authority, upon other and stronger grounds. . . . There must be such inequalities in society; . . . God has evidently made one to serve another. . . . Surely the Bible is clear enough upon this point to satisfy the most sensitive conscience. . . . [Slavery is] directly sanctioned by both the utterance and silence of Scripture.

Deeply religious, Tommy lapped up his father’s words, believing not only that God condoned slavery, but that God condoned inequality. Neither Tommy nor any of his fellow congregants had a reason to mistrust Reverend Wilson’s preaching. He was expressing the very sentiments they were hungry to hear and determined to justify. Nodding vigorously, they agreed that Georgia had the right to do whatever it deemed lawful—even if that meant seceding from the Union, as South Carolina had done two weeks earlier. The worshippers left the church buzzing. So pleased were they with Reverend Wilson’s sermon, they requested to publish his wisdom in the form of a booklet, something that could be widely distributed. He granted them permission.

•  •  •

The anger of the Deep South was rapidly intensifying. Just three days after Reverend Wilson delivered his popular sermon, Mississippi seceded, followed the next day by Florida and, the day after that, by Alabama. A week after Alabama’s secession, Georgia pulled out of the Union, sending ripples of anxiety through the Wilson household. Louisiana and Texas were next to secede.

These Confederate states wasted no time organizing themselves and, on April 12, 1861, rebels attacked the poorly supplied U.S. Army forces stationed at Fort Sumter near Charleston, South Carolina. After two days of gunfire, the U.S. Army surrendered. President Lincoln called for seventy-five thousand volunteers to quell the “insurrection.” But he and most everyone else knew the Civil War had begun.

Although Augusta was not a battlefield, the war took its toll on Tommy’s hometown and deeply affected his daily life. Two thousand men from the community marched off to fight. Those remaining scrambled to build the primary powder works for the Confederacy. The facility—a series of mills a mile and a half long—was constructed in just seven months and supplied three and a half tons of gunpowder per day. The city also provided food for the Confederate Army. It wasn’t long before thousands of refugees, fleeing from ravaged cities across the South, began crowding into Augusta, straining the city’s supply of food and shelter. Even the upper-middle-class Wilsons were low on provisions. They ate cowpea soup for supper, night after night, as the war crept closer.

In late September of 1863, a bloody battle raged in Chickamauga, 260 miles north of Augusta. For three dreadful days, thousands of soldiers engaged in brutal combat, with men slain on both sides. The field was littered with the consequences of war: thirty-four thousand casualties; half of them Confederates. In the aftermath, the small Augusta hospital was quickly overwhelmed, so Reverend Wilson cleared his church to accommodate the injured and built a stockade out back for the captured Union soldiers. Tommy witnessed the tragedy firsthand, as a sanctuary became an infirmary with blood-drenched cots holding broken men replacing pews. The boy was pierced by the hollowed eyes of weary prisoners, their blue uniforms in tatters. Upsetting as these scenes were, Tommy was even more frightened when his father left soon after, to serve as a chaplain in the field. The thin boy began suffering from stomachaches and sometimes cried in church when he was moved by hymns, such as “ ’Twas on That Dark, That Doleful Night.” He was relieved when his father returned, unharmed, a few months later.

In September of 1864, Union general William Tecumseh Sherman captured Atlanta in the northwestern part of Georgia, and began burning a 285-mile path between it and Savannah, all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. Augusta lay just outside Sherman’s apparent route of destruction but, given the city’s role supplying gunpowder to the Confederacy, the residents took no chances in preparing to defend themselves. They brought all of their stored cotton to the main road, piled it as a peace offering, and held their collective breath until Sherman bypassed Augusta. But eight months later, in May of 1865, the city suffered a final humiliation. After a massive manhunt, Union forces found Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, near Irwinville in southern Georgia. They captured Davis, who was sick and draped in a shawl his wife had given him for comfort, and paraded him through the streets of Augusta. Tommy stood with everyone else, dumbstruck, as the end of the Civil War unfolded before their very eyes.
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