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1   THE ENTHUSIASTS



‘Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm’


EMERSON


[A BLOOMSBURY NURSERY IN A TALL HOUSE IN RUSSELL SQUARE; THE SPRING OF 1891]


‘Life is nothing without enthusiasm!’ Spiky red-grey beard jutting forward, squeaky voice rising, forefinger stabbing the air, Richard Pankhurst, barrister, fifty-five years of age, Lectures his three small daughters. ‘If you do not work for other people you will not have been worth the upbringing! Drudge and drill’, he shrills. ‘Drudge and drill!’


His eldest child, dark-haired Christabel, gazes back coolly, consideringly. Fittingly named for Coleridge’s romantic heroine—the set of her eyes and her broad cheekbones underline a touch of calm exoticism, a curiously oriental look —pretty and self-possessed, secure as the first-born and as her mother’s favourite, at ten she is already a leader. Her devoted follower, eight-year-old Sylvia, as puffy-eyed and pudding-faced as her father, as earnest and sharp-tongued as he, exudes an air of anxiety as she watches from behind her fall of thick, sandy hair. She cannot bear him to be angry with her. ‘O splendid father’, she breathes.


‘My children are the four pillars of my house. ‘Dr Pankhurst flings wide his arms in a favourite courtroom gesture to include Harry, the blond toddler coughing in his high chair beside the fire, where a croup kettle snuffles on the hearth. For a moment he fixes the silent children with his sharp gaze, before delivering his bitterest thrust. ‘But if you ever go back to religion you will not have been worth the upbringing!’


His youngest daughter, Adela (Dr Pankhurst likes pretty names for girls), at five still sweetly baby-faced, confronts this puzzling future of good causes, hard work and bottomless enthusiasm with the same clear, intense gaze that she will turn on problems later in life. But why is Father so upset? Why has he become so strange and rather frightening lately? He is away so much working in the north and, when he is home, he is cross and tired, with little time for his ‘lively little cricket’.


Fathers moods are worrying but it is Mother who is the true emotional centre, whirling through her children’s lives, a dazzling figure in her pretty dresses, violet eyes glowing, laughing, scolding, restless. Yet Adela Pankhurst, in her own chaotic charge through life, although always in her mother’s thrall, will hear clearly the stern urgings of her idealistic, earnest father. ‘Drudge and drill.’ ‘Work for others!’ And, most potent mantra of all for this combative rebel: ‘Life is nothing without enthusiasm’.1


Adela Pankhurst’s parents, Emmeline and Richard, were in the vanguard of the evangelistic humanitarianism of the 1880s which, in the wake of Darwinism, was replacing the old religious evangelism in England with a welter of temporal good causes. The ‘morality’ of improving society was becoming a new religion. ‘And morality, as the late and great Victorians knew it, was every bit as demanding as the old Puritanical religion.’2 The Pankhurst parents were as devoted as any believers to their reformist faith, and a main tenet of their particular faith was women’s suffrage.


Their children were instructed in socialism, as if it were a religion according to Adela, and no Nonconformist parents could have been more dominating and demanding. As Emmeline’s senior lieutenant in the suffrage campaign, Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, said: ‘The Pankhursts did nothing by halves’. That included indoctrinating their children in what they thought was right. Their three warrior daughters inherited their intensity, while their gentle son, although dubbed ‘the only girl among the Pankhursts’ by caustic suffragette Teresa Billington, was also a devoted true believer in the suffrage cause.


Richard Marsden Pankhurst, born in Manchester in 1836, grew up in the midst of that city’s nineteenth-century enthusiasms: evangelism, humanitarianism, trade unionism, women’s rights, socialism and a welter of others. Surveying the Victorian age, historian G. M. Young, declared: ‘Of all decades in our history, a wise man would choose the eighteen-fifties to be young in’. Richard Pankhurst, young then, would have agreed. There were so many wrongs to be righted by the new humanitarian enthusiasts.


Richard’s parents, Henry Francis Pankhurst and Margaret Marsden, had come from the potteries town of Stoke on Trent to settle in booming nineteenth-century Manchester, where Henry, son of a conservative Anglican schoolmaster of an originally Kentish family, established himself as an auctioneer and valuer at 28 Princess Street, and moved from the Anglicanism and Toryism of his past to the Baptist faith and Liberal politics of his new city. Richard, the second son, brought up as a Baptist dissenter and an evangelical Liberal, was educated at Manchester Grammar School and Owens College (later Manchester University). A brilliant scholar, he took a BA in 1858 and an LL B in 1859, and (always bitterly scornful of Oxford for its snobbery and exclusionist attitude to Nonconformists) went on to graduate as Doctor of Laws with gold medal from the University of London in July 1863. After studies at Lincoln’s Inn, he was called to the Bar in June 1867, and returned to Manchester to practise as a lawyer in the northern circuit.3


At nineteen he had taught Baptist Sunday School but the desperate poverty of his pupils had destroyed his religious faith. Now, in his all-or-nothing way, he became a committed atheist. If God were dead then the need for reform was even greater. Opinionated and above all enthusiastic, he took part in all the worthy battles of his city, and became, in his daughter Sylvia’s phrase, the ‘standard bearer for every forlorn hope’, sometimes caricatured and lampooned by the press, for his progressive causes were often too far ahead of the times to be acceptable to his stolid fellow citizens.


An admirer of Chartist leader Ernest Jones and a devotee of John Stuart Mill, Dr Pankhurst strove for the education of working men, the reform of the House of Lords and the Church, the nationalization of land, secular education and the rights of women. He was an original member of the Manchester National Society for Women’s Suffrage (formed in 1865) and along with John Stuart Mill, Lydia Becker and Jacob Bright he spoke at the first public meeting on women’s suffrage in the Manchester Free Trade Hall on 14 April 1868. In November of that year, as a junior counsel, he unsuccessfully argued in court that women were already enfranchised by the Household Suffrage Act of 1867 and by old property clauses. He drafted the first Women’s Suffrage Bill (the Women’s Disabilities Removal Bill), introduced into the British Parliament by Jacob Bright in May 1870 (and thrown out in the committee stage). He presided over the inauguration of the Manchester Republican Club in May 1873 and criticized the Royal Family.


But this man of high intellectual gifts, and of courage and prescience, had personal drawbacks for the public life in which he wanted so much to play a great part. A pudgy, unattractive face, a high-pitched voice, an untidy, dreary style of dress, and a cutting contempt for his opponents, especially if they were from the south, undermined his ambitions. A journalist on the Daily Mail, Charles Hands, even thought Pankhurst’s provocative style in court earned heavier penalties for some of those he defended. Tactless and dogmatic, he quarrelled with friends as well as enemies over his principles. In 1875, when still unmarried, he broke with eminent suffrage worker Lydia Becker over her view that married women should be excluded from the vote, and left her Suffrage Society.


Loving to shock (something his daughter Adela would delight in too) and his fatal inability to hold his tongue (another of Adela’s inheritances) have been seen as reasons for his later failures. But in the 1870s ‘the good doctor’, as the press tagged him, was at the height of his powers, a byword in Manchester, a man of great promise, ‘the most outstanding public personality in his native city’, in Sylvia’s admittedly partial judgement. And despite his burning radicalism he remained the model Victorian son. His three siblings had fled their stern father and strict home, but Richard, still a bachelor at forty, lived with his parents, to whom he was devoted. Then in the late 1870s the unexpected happened. Stiff-necked Richard Pankhurst met dazzlingly pretty twenty-year-old Emmeline Goulden, just back from school in Paris, and fell deeply in love.


Emmeline, born in Manchester in 1858, was a more modern, more lively figure. The petted eldest daughter of a wealthy cotton printer, she shared an animated family life with four sisters and five brothers in a large, comfortable house set in fine gardens in Pendleton near Salford. She was an ardent progressive, coming from a family with a less rigid social outlook and a longer radical history than the Pankhursts. Her paternal grandparents, both cotton workers of Irish origin, had been present at the franchise meeting which resulted in the Massacre of Peterloo in 1819. Her father, Robert Goulden, who had risen from errand boy to riches, was an exuberant idealist who had opposed slavery during the American Civil War, even though this affected his business badly, and, in the jingoist Victorian age, had the courage to be an avowed pacifist. Ebullient Robert Goulden also loved drama. He built his own theatre in Salford, putting on productions in which he appeared. One son became an actor, another a scene painter.


The dramatic gifts of Emmeline and her daughters must have owed much to him. Emmeline ‘could have been a Queen on the Stage or the Salon’, said Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence. ‘Circumstances had balked her in the fulfilment of her destiny.’ Her looks—masses of glossy black hair, huge violet eyes, a clear, soft skin, a small, elegant body, and above all her thrilling voice—‘a reed of steel’, in Rebecca West’s brilliant phrase4—combined with a magnetic stage presence to fit her for a dramatic career. Eventually she found one, of sorts. But however liberal the Gouldens were in comparison with many other Victorian families, their daughters did not go on the professional stage, and Emmeline, at her most rebellious, always retained bourgeois views on dress and manners and morals.


Her handsome, imperious mother, Sophia Jane Crane, daughter of an Isle of Man farmer, was a capable woman who baked her own bread and made her own butter while raising ten children. She was something of a feminist, attending women’s suffrage meetings, signing a petition to Gladstone on the subject, and taking thirteen-year-old Emmeline to her first suffrage meeting where Lydia Becker spoke. Young Adela Pankhurst noted that women were dominant in Emmeline’s and Sophia’s houses and her own brand of domestic feminism probably owed much to talk in her grandmother’s kitchen.


In spite of, or because of, Sophia’s interest in women’s rights, Emmeline in her (ghosted) memoirs was bitter at what she saw as her father’s favouritism towards her brothers in education. Her special gifts showed early (she could read at three) and she resented it fiercely when she overheard her father say: ‘What a pity she wasn’t born a lad’. Emmeline’s rancour seems rather unfair to Robert Goulden, for when she was fourteen, he took her to Paris and settled her at the École Normale in Neuilly, a school which prided itself on the practical education it offered girls—chemistry, science, bookkeeping—and she stayed past the usual age to be company there for her younger sister Mary. Her studies were desultory, perhaps because of her health (she suffered from migraine all her life), and she later passionately opposed academic interests in her own daughters. Her headstrong, dramatic personality responded much more to the romance of French novels, French history and French elegance than to the practical. She was swept away by a meeting with the great Victor Hugo and made a best friend at school of captivating Noémie de Rochefort, whose father, Count Henri de Rochefort, then in banishment in New Caledonia, had been the hero of the Paris Commune rebellion of 1871.


Emmeline, whose birthday fell on 14 July, became a lifelong Francophile and even hoped to marry a Frenchman. Her father’s refusal to pay the expected dowry (he saw it as buying a husband) frustrated her plans, and that rankled. She returned from Paris at nineteen with French clothes, tiny high-heeled kid shoes, a passion for shopping, and a burning committment to romantic radicalism. Her passion for France may have laid the grounds for her daughter Adela’s pivotal obsession, many years later, with the French revolution.


When Emmeline returned to Manchester in 1878, Richard Pankhurst was the hero of the hour, cheered by thousands for his role in the peace movement and for his oppositon, along with Robert Goulden and socialist William Morris, to Disraeli’s war-like Russian policy. The excitable young woman fell in love with this unlikely romantic idol, to such an extent that her mother, shocked by her daughter’s proposal of a free union, acccused her of ‘throwing herself at him’.5 It seemed ‘an astounding match’, as Rebecca West put it.6 But 21-year-old Emmeline’s iron will prevailed, and on 18 December 1879 she married her 43-year-old hero. Richard was in mourning for his mother, so his impetuous, determined young bride—somewhat to her chagrin—wore brown velvet with brass buttons instead of the conventional Victorian extravaganza of French lace and satin. A similar impetuous determination was to mark her youngest daughter’s unexpected marriage decades later.


The Pankhursts’ first child, Christabel, was born in September 1880. Estelle Sylvia was born in May 1882, and Henry Francis, the first son, in February 1884, after the family moved from Old Trafford back to the big Goulden family home. The move was financially necessary since Dr Pankhurst had antagonized many Liberals and lost clients after he broke from the Liberal Association he had helped to found to stand as an Independent Radical in a by-election for Manchester in October 1883 on a controversial platform of land nationalization and Irish Home Rule. It seems probable that W. T. Stead’s sensational anonymous pamphlet on the poor, The Bitter Cry of Outcast London, published in the autumn of 1883, helped further to radicalize the Pankhursts, for Dr Pankhurst assisted Stead in his campaign in the next few years in the Pall Mall Gazette to protect young girls from sexual exploitation.


After Pankhurst’s defeat, Robert Goulden, who had been his agent, lost so much trade from angry Liberals that he was forced to retire, a broken man. Soon a bitter split occurred between the generations, because Goulden could not pay Emmeline the dowry she had been expecting. In 1885 the Pankhursts, expecting a fourth child, left the Goulden home, accompanied by Emmeline’s favourite sister, Mary, and moved across the Irwell River to Green Hayes, Daisy Bank Road, Manchester. Ruthless Emmeline never spoke to her father again.


It was into this background of anger and defeat that Adela Constantia Mary Pankhurst was born on 19 June 1885 (although Adela preferred the date 1888 on her marriage certificate). Adela was a popular Victorian name (the discreet heroine of Trollope’s novel The Bertrams is an Adela), a variant of Adelaide, the name of William IV’s good queen. It looks an odd choice for an avowed republican, but it was, more fittingly, also the name of a heroic German warrior queen of the tenth century. Mary was after the aunt who lived with them, and Constantia was an unconsciously ironic touch given the zigzag course of Adela’s later life.


Emmeline, who had nursed only Christabel of her children, was so engrossed in her husband’s political ambitions that she had little time for this fourth infant and handed her over to the young Welsh nurse, Susannah Jones. In her memoirs Emmeline dismisses Adela and her last child, Harry, as ‘two other children’, without even naming them, and she makes no mention of Adela’s role in the suffragette movement, while mentioning her favourites, like Annie Kenney, often. The emotion in this mother—child relationship seems to have been all on Adela’s side.


When Adela was a few months old, Emmeline Pankhurst went to London to help her husband in another bid to enter Parliament at the November by-election for the industrial Rotherhithe division of Southwark as the candidate for the Liberal and Radical Association. More than four decades later, Adela, who said she was so sickly as a baby that she was not expected to live, still blamed early neglect by her mother for her years of poor health in childhood, her weak legs, and her bronchitis.


The Rotherhithe election was another disaster. The Tory candidate outraged Emmeline by labelling Richard Pankhurst as ‘not a gentleman’ and ‘a slum politician’. Pankhurst’s insistence on describing himself as a radical, and being seen with John Stuart Mill’s betrousered radical stepdaughter, Helen Taylor, did not help his cause or please his wife. His atheism was used against him and, although he was a stout Home Ruler, the Irish working-class voted against him, under Parnell’s direction, for tactical reasons. It was a bitter lesson in politics that Emmeline was to remember in her suffrage campaigns, when, for tactical reasons, she opposed Liberals who were supportive of women’s rights.


Pankhurst sued his Conservative opponent and the Manchester Courier for the libels and rough tactics of the campaign but the actions were not successful financially (earning only an apology in one case, sixty pounds in damages for the other). Emmeline showed her tactlessness (and her steel) by writing to the judge, a former Tory candidate, accusing him of doing the Tory party’s dirty work. Diplomacy was not a Pankhurst quality.


Brushing aside this second failure, the pair remained determined to persevere in their political ambitions, though shrewd Christabel later judged Emmeline had urged Dr Pankhurst on ‘to unworldly and unprofitable political doings’. London had been Emmeline’s dream from childhood and the family had to move there if Richard were to have a proper chance of a parliamentary career. And Emmeline had her own plans. William Morris had made a success of the Manchester branch (opened in 1883) of his expensive, artistic furnishing company. Emmeline, who fancied herself as a businesswoman, thought she could do something similar, on a more modest scale, and add to the family income.


She rented a house and shop at 165 Hampstead Road, in an industrial stretch jammed with squalid stalls and jostling crowds. The family settled above the shop. It was a bleak setting for a bleak time—with Irish riots in 1886 and unemployed riots in 1887. Emmeline’s fancy goods store, called Emerson’s, surely in honour of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s maxim: ‘Nothing great was ever achieved without enthusiasm’, must have been as out-of-place then as it would be today, and it did not succeed. To support his family and to keep his northern circuit practice alive, Richard, now over fifty, commuted between London and Manchester. Emmeline sometimes went with him.


In their mother’s absence one September morning in 1888, the children went for a walk with their nurse, who pushed three-year-old Adela, her legs in splints since birth, in a pram. Four-year-old Frank walked, coughing, beside her. That night Frank became ill and the doctors conferred. Emmeline rushed back from Manchester. Frank died of diphtheria soon after. In her anguish Emmeline openly wished that Sylvia or Adela had been taken instead, and she could not bear to hear the boy spoken of in later years. Dr Pankhurst was shattered.


Whatever the effect of Emmeline’s comments on the two small girls, her cry was a reaction of grieving thoughtlessness in an era when no one paid much notice to the psychology of children. Edith Nesbit, the great writer for children and a contemporary of Emmeline’s and a bicycle-riding, cigarette-smoking socialist, behaved in a similar fashion when her fifteen-year-old son died. ‘Why couldn’t it have been Rosamund (her thirteen-year-old daughter)’? she had screamed.


Frank’s death, with its associated loss and rejection, must have been the first great conscious trauma of Adela’s life, in which rejection was to be a strong motif. Emmeline blamed the house and drains. They had to move immediately. She closed the shop, then reopened it, first in Berners Street, later in more fashionable Regent Street. To safeguard the children living conditions had to be bettered too, so the Pankhursts hurriedly leased a large house on the corner of Russell Square and Bernard Street (later the site of an hotel). There was to be no retreat after the tragedy but an even more determined attack on London. The loss of their son had scarred both parents deeply, but they would ease their pain in working for others and in winning Richard a seat in the House of Commons, where he would find, at last, the opportunity for doing great things.





2   A PET OR A PROBLEM?



‘Adela was a child apart’


SYLVIA PANKHURST


The Pankhursts settled hastily into 8 Russell Square. This was not yet the Bloomsbury of gossipy literary legend, but a respectable middle-class area of locked garden squares and private streets, favoured by lawyers, academics and editors for its handiness to the Law Courts, London University and Fleet Street. The new home was a typical, staid tall house of the era: nursery, nurse, maids and children at the top; kitchen and cook in the basement; parents in the middle in the drawing-room and study. Opposite there were the clover and daisy-laced lawns of the iron-railed square for the children to play on, shrubs and trees for hide-and-seek, and the statue of the Duke of Bedford as a Roman to puzzle over. Some rude boys also puzzled Adela with strange remarks, leading her mother to confine the children for a time to the scruffy, small yard at the back of the house. Emmeline, in the grip of Victorian prudery, made some awkward attempts at sexual instruction, but, in Sylvia’s opinion, ‘did not get very far’.


The house, furnished largely with excess stock from Emerson’s in startling colours and exotic touches, reflected Emmeline’s vivid personal taste. Chinese teapots, Persian plates, Indian brass, Turkish rugs, Japanese bead blinds and William Morris draperies set off white-enamelled furniture. Lamps glowed red through the frosted glass windows of the study, and yellow in the yellow drawing-room, where a frieze of purple irises ran around the walls. It was here that Emmeline Pankhurst, slender and willowy, looking ‘like the model of Burne-Jones’ pictures’1 in a long velvet dress of her favourite heliotrope, sang ballads at the piano in her moving contralto for the guests at her Sunday At Homes. Her small daughters, spruce in tucked white crepe, carried around the refreshments of strawberries and cream and lemonade, and shook their collection bags at the gallimaufrey of guests.


To Emmeline’s salon came reformers of all stripes: English artistic radicals like William Morris (who disapproved of Emmeline’s Paris dresses) and Annie Besant (in short skirts and cropped hair); labour leaders like Ben Tillett, Tom Mann and John Burns; American slavery abolitionists and suffragists like William Lloyd Garrison and Elizabeth Cady Stanton; Russian refugees like Prince Kropotkin; Italian anarchists like Malatesta, and French radicals, survivors of the Commune, including Louise Michel and Emmeline’s old hero, soldierly, white-haired Count Henri de Rochefort, then living in London. Outside horses and carriages clattered through the cries of the muffin men and the lavender sellers and all the dirty, turbulent life of Victorian London, while inside, in the pretty drawing-room, eager voices planned to change the brutal world, to build a Utopia of peace and beauty. Here Emmeline was queen.


It was a narrow kingdom. A few years earlier, just around the corner at 61 Russell Square, Mrs Humphrey Ward, best-selling novelist, niece of Matthew Arnold, friend of the powerful and learned —of the Asquiths, the Stephens, the Tennants and the Huxleys—had received London’s social and literary great, including Henry James. Emmeline Pankhurst, wife of a provincial barrister with neither background nor money, had no hope of achieving such cachet. Rebecca West, as a young journalist an early admirer of Emmeline, was scathing about her attempt at a London salon. ‘A naive and ludicrous parody it must have seemed to those who really knew the world, of the real social functions of power, where great ladies shining with diamonds received at the head of wide staircases under magnificent chandeliers.’2


But to young eyes and ears Emmeline’s salon glowed and buzzed with colourful, fascinating guests, who distracted the children from their little miseries as behind the genteel public facade the stormy Pankhurst private life continued. On 7 July 1889, soon after the move to Russell Square, Emmeline gave birth to a son, who was welcomed as another Frank (the child was given the same names, but known as Harry). All seemed well, then Emmeline haemorrhaged suddenly and the nurse, Susannah, flew through the streets in search of a doctor. As the children were hurried down to the basement kitchen they believed their mother to be dying.


Yet less than three weeks later, at their home on 25 July, the Pankhursts formed the Women’s Franchise League, born of a rancorous split in the Women’s Suffrage Society over the decision to affiliate with other women’s organizations (including non-suffrage groups such as the Women’s Liberal Federation) and over the so-called coverture clause excluding married women in a proposed suffrage bill. This rush to action after near tragedy typified the hectic atmosphere of Pankhurst family life. The cause came first.


The complete devotion of the parents to one another created a barrier between them and their children. Richard was Emmeline’s first concern; theirs was a partnership in all things. Fiercely ambitious for him, Emmeline, not yet a public figure, backed her husband to the hilt in his political ventures, accompanying him to meetings and conferences, joining in his campaigns, planning his future. When Adela was six, Emmeline bundled the three girls off to a boarding-house in Clacton-on-Sea for some months, in the care of Susannah. To Sylvia, the place ‘opened vistas of squalid life hitherto only imagined from the romances of Dickens’. The parents visited the children occasionally but Adela Pankhurst’s determined domestic feminism when she herself had children was probably a response to such episodes, to the pain she remembered at being left as a child. Her mother, she thought, was especially careless of the feelings of herself and Harry.


Emmeline Pankhurst, by the age of thirty-one, had borne five children in eight years, which was not an unusual feat by Victorian standards. What was remarkable about her was the way she resolutely avoided the Victorian mould and combined motherhood and household duties with running a shop, a salon, and her husband’s political career, all on a financial shoe-string and without the buffer of social standing. Her energies and ambitions were phenomenal, as was her will to have some life of her own. ‘Dr Pankhurst did not desire that I should turn myself into a household machine’ was how she archly put it in her memoir. Yet with all her outside commitments she probably spent more time with her children than many a Victorian mother of her class. She even sewed their clothes, as well as her own.


But Emmeline was no Victorian angel in the house. She was a warrior spirit determined to subdue life at home as well as in the world. She did not neglect her children: she organized them. Her rules for diet, dress and behaviour were rigid. Her children had to be the healthiest, brightest, most original, the most creative, the best looking. So Sylvia was tied to a bedstead all day for refusing to take the compulsory cod liver oil, and Sylvia and Harry, both short-sighted sufferers from migraine, were denied the unattractive aid of spectacles for years. Adela, whose legs had to be supported by irons until she was six, was forced later into dancing classes where her tendency to fall over caused her agonies. Only pretty, graceful Christabel had the luck to measure up to her mother’s physical ideal. The positive side of this treatment was that the children grew up to think of themselves as very special people, as Pankhursts.


All four children endured a regime of cold porridge for breakfast and bread and milk on Sunday. Everyday dress was no-nonsense navy-blue serge, with knickers to match, and green serge coats for outdoors. Christabel longed for the frilly white petticoats of other little girls, but the graceful hostess of radical views was an autocrat in the nursery. Sensitivity and tenderness did not seem to be within her range. One Christmas, when money was short, the children woke to find some pretty boxes from Emerson’s beside their beds. They tore them open eagerly, to find inside—nothing. When Sylvia longed to learn the violin, Emmeline bought one, then kept it in a cupboard untouched for years, to Sylvia’s anguish.


Sylvia’s memories of childhood are especially bitter and racked by jealousy of her siblings, and so must be treated with caution. Her father could do no wrong, her mother little right. But Adela also saw those years as lonely and miserable, although she blamed her father and Sylvia largely for her unhappiness. The two younger sisters recorded a similar story of brooding black passions, parental neglect and deep in-turned unhappiness, which must be balanced against the few calm pages on her childhood by Christabel. Christabel, however, all rosy cheeks, chestnut curls and charm, did not suffer from the highs and lows of the insecure Goulden temperament, the frustrated manic energies and searing jealousy. She later showed that she could be as ruthless as her mother, but as a girl she was placid, even lazy, given to novel reading and romantic dreams. And the passionate pain of the younger children must be seen against the middle-class comfort of their lives, the pleasures they enjoyed of books, music, the chocolate shop, the stationer, the parks and the Punch and Judy show.


Emmeline’s electric nature, seeking its outlet in action and power, was not an easy, maternal one. As an energetic woman under all the pressures and constraints of the Victorian age, she was thwarted. But the passion and strength of women in the novels of the Brontes and George Eliot, the emergence of the New Woman in the last two decades of the nineteenth century in the plays of Ibsen and Shaw and in the novels of Gissing and Hardy, the writings of feminists like Olive Schreiner and George Egerton, were preparing the way for the emergence of women like Emmeline Pankhurst.


Even such an anti-feminist as Dickens, who set his face against women in public life, had shown an awareness of the frustrated energies of strong, passionate women earlier in the Victorian age. Critics have noted about his fiercest women an avenging quality: the life and death powers of Mrs Gamp, the blood lust of Madame Defarge, the black jealousy of Rosa Dartle, the vengefulness of Mrs Clenham. Emmeline Pankhurst in her ruthlessness, her single-mindedness, her immense energies, projected something of this elemental quality.


Dickens was aware also that many of his loving women were exploited by men and society: Little Emily, Little Dorrit, Louisa Gradgrind, Florence Dombey, Nancy. Emmeline Pankhurst also knew this from her charity work and, charismatic, brave and determined, thought she had the answer to the powerlessness of women. In her crusade she would create a legend and a public persona to rival a Dickens character.


In the early years of her marriage, Mrs Pankhurst’s baffled energies seethed behind a genteel front of kid gloves and pretty bonnets. ‘There has been no other woman like Emmeline Pankhurst’, wrote Rebecca West, a tigress herself. Emmeline’s forcefulness and dramatic style created a turbulent emotional family life, so that her touch of genius was both a gift and a burden to her children. The adult Adela forgave her mother for her seeming lack of care, understanding Emmeline’s conflicts more from her own experience of married life, but the child in Adela remembered much pain and loneliness, especially after Harry’s birth in 1889 when she lost the role of ‘baby’.


Until then Adela had been petted by the adults for her winning ways. Now she became a rather solitary little creature, and either ‘a pet or a problem’, in Sylvia’s phrase, to her parents. One moment her mother would be laughing at her quaint sayings, her little ‘prince tales’, the next she would be scolding her as ‘stupid, silly, a lump’, so that Adela’s feelings about this devastating, beautiful mother were a mixture of love and fear. Longing for love, and taking her scoldings deeply to heart, she began to retreat to the kitchen where she could avoid her dominating sisters. She spent much of her time there, watching, and listening to the servants’ gossip and their gothic tales of murder and death, a Cinderella figure crouched by the fire, remembered by Sylvia as ‘a child apart’.3 Her older sisters could read, sew, have lessons, go to meetings. Adela sat alone.


At least her tempestuous mother moved quickly from anger to gaiety, from crossness to kisses. To the child Adela, Father was a more fearsome figure, more distant, humourless and cold, and often away. Richard Pankhurst, so sure of all his political beliefs, was awkward with his children. Both Adela and Harry, whom she loved protectively, were terrified of him, unable to comprehend his lectures on socialism, capitalism, religion and suffrage. Sylvia, very highly strung as a young woman, remembered Labour leader Keir Hardie once remarked to her: ‘So that’s what’s the matter with you . . . too much serious talk’.


Helpless in practical matters, Dr Pankhurst left even the carving of the roast to his wife, who made all the business arrangements for the family. So often defeated in his personal ambitions, the cause of socialism was still everything to him, and Adela soon realized as she listened to the servants’ talk that they felt the children counted for little in the life of the parents. Christabel, calmer and more understanding, saw her father as tender and still grieving for lost Frank; Sylvia worshipped him. But the two youngest children, cowering before his impatience, did not realize that their father, now over fifty, was ill and overworked. And sad. And Adela was a secret rebel, for while she feared her father and admired him as a powerful being apart, she rejected early one of his most fundamental beliefs. ‘I think I was only about six when my father —a most revered person in my existence—assured me there was no God —and I knew inside me that he was wrong.’4


Dr Pankhurst did his best to relate to his children, reading to them Walter Crane’s books of fairy tales, Hans Andersen, the Grimm brothers, Dickens, Jules Verne and Dumas; or taking an interest in their contributions to the handwritten, monthly family magazine The Home News, And Universal Mirror, which Sylvia illustrated. Two of Adela’s contributions show the up-and-down nature of her childhood viewpoint. One story (dictated to Christabel) tells of a little servant girl whom everyone bullied; a more optimistic rhyming tale is about a poor widow with a large family, rescued by a rich benefactor.


Father also came to their little plays. In one sketch, well remembered into adulthood by Adela, she played a cat in a dramatization of one of Heinrich Hoffman’s horrifying, hilarious cautionary tales from Struwwelpeter, ‘The Dreadful Story about Harriet and the Matches’. Sylvia’s role in this drama held more significance; she played Harriet, who sets fire to the house just for excitement and perishes in the flames.


Cats featured in another childhood incident, revealing more than simply the children’s interest in the family pet. When first Christabel, then Sylvia, uncharacteristically dried up while giving a researched lecture to the family and friends on the subject of ‘The Cat’, Adela, who could not yet read, rushed in to delight her audience with an impromptu, amusing address. ‘The Cat has a nose and a mouth joined together like a monkey or such-like,’ she began. The great applause she received disgusted both Christabel and Sylvia who had worked on their lectures, whereas they felt Adela had taken no trouble at all. But always something of a surprise packet, Adela’s wits were as quick in the nursery as in confronting rowdies in later life. She was already an individualist, doing things her own way.


The real bête noire of Adela’s nursery days was Sylvia, in her memory a domineering and spiteful trouble-maker. The resentment was patched over when the sisters both became communists as young women, only to explode again in middle age when their political paths diverged dramatically. Self-confident Christabel was never an enemy, never involved in the desperate, childish jealousies and hatreds which festered in their in-turned upbringing, unrelieved by cousins or schoolfriends or playmates. Emmeline Pankhurst despised schools as destroying originality, and the children’s early education consisted largely of visits to the British Museum and the National Gallery, and walks all over London. Adela, the smallest, could not keep up with Aunt Mary or her friend, Cecile Sowerby, or some titular governess and came to hate their irritating cry of ‘Don’t dawdle’. Without friends, Adela wandered alone in Russell Square, Harry being too small for company, while Sylvia trailed after Christabel.


Travelling to and from Manchester was becoming more and more exhausting for Richard Pankhurst who was often in pain from stomach ulcers. His political career in London was going nowhere. The Women’s Franchise League was fading away. Family life was strained by the frequent separations, and Emerson’s was turning into a nightmarish financial drain. Then in the winter of 1892–93 crippling and unexpected bills for the repair of their hastily leased house made the Pankhursts think again, as even Emmeline became ill with worry. It was time to leave London and return to the North where the Pankhurst name was known and honoured, where earning a living would be easier for Dr Pankhurst. It would not be a defeat, but the traditional retreat in order to advance.





3   A SOCIALIST UPBRINGING



‘Karl Marx and the Class Struggle dominated family life’


ADELA WALSH, THE STORY OF MY LIFE


The Pankhursts withdrew to the North early in 1893. Dr Pankhurst, still ill, took the cure at Smedley Hydro, then the family wintered in furnished apartments in the seaside resort of Southport, Lancashire, within easy reach of Manchester. Here the girls, including Adela, who was developing a will-power to match her mother’s, went to school for the first time to the small local high school. Emmeline’s contempt for formal education had been vanquished by the economic and other pressures of living in lodgings with children, with no servants except Susannah and no shape or form of governess, for Aunt Mary had left them to marry.


It was a happy time of sea, sand-hills and no causes for the seven-year-old Adela. She loved the school. For the first time she had other small girls to play with, teachers to listen to her stories. ‘I established myself then and there as personality,’ she wrote,1 and one of the themes of her life emerged: Adela as the entertainer, enjoying the thrill of playing to an audience, of holding a crowd with her words.


Another important aspect of her nature developed. When she was relegated during Scripture lessons to the back of the class, as one of three young atheists—a useless concession by the school to her father’s lack of belief—she listened spellbound, facing the wall. The stories of Creation, Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the Flood, David and Goliath excited her greatly, and she loved, too, the stories of gentle Jesus. Her naive, amorphous religious belief grew stronger. Only one small incident marred her happiness. When, to her delight, a neighbour gave Adela a fox-terrier puppy, Sylvia was indignant, and Dr Pankhurst ruled that it could not be Adela’s alone. It must belong to them all. This first lesson in socialism hurt.


The girls spent only a term at Southport, then the family moved for the summer of 1893 to a hilltop farmhouse in Disley in Cheshire, at that time a rural village and golfing resort, just outside Manchester. Richard Pankhurst travelled into the city by train every day, while the children scampered about in an outdoor life of picnics, pony rides and rambles over the rocky moors. Confining nursery days were over, and Harry and Adela were happy together in their freedom. To their joy, Emmeline often joined them, even in haymaking and blackberrying. It was perhaps the closest they came to enjoying simply being with their mother.


A dark side of country life roused Adela to a more selfless emotion, a mixture of pity and anger. She became aware of the difference between the comfortable houses of the commuters and the insanitary cottages of the villagers. One incident, a farmer’s wife dying of cancer, yet caring for her baby and young family in wretched conditions while the landlord, an earl, rode to hounds, burnt itself into the child’s memory. Her father, in his last years, crusaded against the slums of Manchester, and housing and slum clearance were to become obsessions with Adela Pankhurst in maturity.


Autumn brought the loss to marriage of the family’s beloved nurse, Susannah, and a move to Manchester proper, to 4 Buckingham Crescent (now Daisy Bank Road), Victoria Park, Rusholme, close to Owens College, then a new semi-rural residential park of big two-storey houses for the professional class. There were only four houses in their street and an open field lay across the road. Old trees—white lilacs, yellow laburnums and red hawthorns—that had somehow survived the smoke of the city brightened the garden and in the gold-and-brown-papered, book-lined study the girls, settled in a fine school, did their homework on the big table while Mother and Father read by the fireside.


 


Dark and austere in the grey winter morning


Radiant and glad in the sunshine of May.2


Manchester Girls High School, founded in 1871, aimed at giving girls an education to equal that of boys, and made no distinction in religion and social rank, an important factor with the socialist, atheist Pankhursts. But there was also ‘a strong emphasis on making ladies’ of the pupils and getting rid of their Lancashire accents . . . [and] to go to school was to enter a charmed, snobbish circle’, commented one tart observer of the Pankhursts.3


Emmeline was happy enough with the lady’ aspect. But she still did not encourage formal studies, dreading that her brilliant artistic girls, Christabel and Sylvia, might be diverted from the arts and end up as schoolteachers. She hoped passionately that Christabel, who showed some talent as a dancer, might become a ballerina. Then Christabel grew too tall and Emmeline wept when Richard suggested his clever eldest daughter might, in time, matriculate. After she quarrelled with the headmistress over a mild disciplining of Christabel, Emmeline turned against the place, and Sylvia, who lived only for art, was miserable in the academic atmosphere.


Adela, just eight, did not take to the school either. She felt lost among 500–600 children in a huge asphalted playground, tired by a long day —9 a.m. to 4 p.m. followed by homework—and overawed by the dominating presence of the elderly headmistress, Elizabeth Day. Adela, who said she was not by nature a teacher’s pet, was neither successful nor happy. She hated school, she hated dancing class, and family life was even more strained when contrasted with the happy summertime. Mother was preoccupied with charity work, Susannah had gone, Harry was thin and lonely. The antagonism with Sylvia persisted, and Father was busier than ever in public causes.


The working-class city of Manchester, proud of its reputation as the ‘capital of dissent’ of the nineteenth century, suited the active reforming temperament of the Pankhursts much more than huge, imperial London. In their native, smaller city they found more admirers and could have more effect. Dr Pankhurst was active in the mining strike of 1893, and had one of his few big practical successes when in 1894 the great Ship Canal (boosting trade by linking the city to the sea) for which he had argued so strongly, was opened. Emmeline was zealous in social work for the aged poor and the unemployed, as well as for orphans, and in the bitter winter of 1894 helped to feed the unemployed at soup kitchens with the vegetables and bones she cajoled from stallholders at the markets. She also worked with the Liberals for the women’s suffrage cause.
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