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THERE is a tendency to regard the years immediately before the First World War as a mythical 
golden age, an endless summer of innocence when people took tea on the lawn and had no idea 
of the horrors to come. 

In truth, it was a time of great anger and political instability. 

Britain had been taught what Kipling called "no end of a lesson" in the Boer War. Trade Unions 
were becoming organised and more powerful, agitating against the appalling conditions the 
working classes lived under. The United Kingdom itself was under threat from the independence 
movement in Ireland, and a Unionist community that was equally militant, and had the overt 
support of several army officers. 

And then there were the suffragettes. These were not upper class ladies in big hats making the 
occasional nuisance of themselves in the struggle for votes for women. 

One hundred years ago, by the autumn of 1913, the suffragette campaign was bitter, angry and 
violent. 

In the year before the outbreak of War, Bristol experienced destruction on a scale which dwarfed 
any political rioting or terrorist attack the city has seen ever seen since. And it was all carried out 
by women. 

Bristol, with a long history of activism and social reform by women, had been one of the early 
cradles of the women's suffrage movement. 

Many Bristol women had campaigned for the Married Women's Property Act of 1874, for 
instance. Until then, a married woman's property belonged, in the eyes of the law, to her 
husband. Others were active in lobbying against the Contagious Diseases Acts, under which 
women could be arrested, forcibly examined and confined if they were suspected of prostitution. 

The Bristol & Clifton branch of the National Society for Women's Suffrage had been formed in 
1868. 

Until the late Victorian period, though, the majority of these female activists were from wealthy 
backgrounds, with the time, education and money to get involved in social reform. 

This was now beginning to change. With the rise of trade unions and the Labour movement, 
women from more modest homes were also becoming politically active. 

The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) was founded by Millicent Fawcett, 
who brought together various other campaign groups in the late 1890s. The more militant 
Women's Social & Political Union (WSPU) was formed by Emmeline Pankhurst in 1903. 

In 1907 one of her lieutenants, Annie Kenney, arrived to set up a Bristol branch. Kenney, 
pictured below, was a remarkable woman, and the most senior figure in the movement to have 
come from a working class background. 
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Born in Yorkshire to a family with nine siblings, she had worked in a cotton mill from the age of 
ten. She became a trade union organiser and educated herself at night despite working 12-hour 
shifts. She joined the WSPU after attending a meeting addressed by Christabel Pankhurst (one 
of Emmeline's daughters) in 1905. 

In Bristol, she found plenty of supporters. Two of her earliest helpers were the Quaker sisters 
Anna Maria and Mary Priestman, both now in their 70s and veteran campaigners for women's 
rights. 

Other supporters included Mary Blathwayt and her parents Emily and Colonel Linley Blathwayt, 
who owned Eagle House in Batheaston. At his suggestion, suffrage campaigners who stayed at 
the House should each plant a tree as part of what became called "Annie's Arboretum". 

The WSPU's Bristol branch grew rapidly. By 1909 they had a shop and offices at no. 37 Queens 
Road. They held fundraising drives, chalked slogans on pavements and held open air public 
meetings in places on the Horsefair or Blackboy Hill as well as in surrounding towns like 
Portishead, Clevedon and Weston-super- Mare. 

These were not always, or even usually, genteel affairs. Public meetings were heckled and 
harassed by men who didn't like the idea of women getting the vote, or by men who were simply 
looking to stir up trouble. Speakers were pelted with rocks, vegetables and rotten bananas. 

There were some decent chaps, of course; a big meeting on the Downs in 1908 where the 
speakers were Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst and Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence (who had 
grown up in Bristol and Weston) was set to be disrupted by men, but they were seen off by a 
group of "fine, athletic-looking fellows" wearing the WSPU's green, white and purple colours. 

On another occasion, the WSPU hired half a dozen professional boxers to protect a meeting at 
the Victoria Rooms. 

Bristol was a particular target for suffrage campaigners because of its four MPs, three were 
Liberals, and the Liberal Party was then in power. Of these three MPs, two were cabinet 
ministers. 

One was Augustine Birrell (1850-1933) the member for North Bristol, and Chief Secretary for 
Ireland at the time. The other was Sir Charles Hobhouse (1862-1941), representing East Bristol 
and a particularly outspoken opponent of votes for women. 

One of the curious ironies of the Liberal government before the First World War was that it was 
one of the most radical Britain had ever seen. It was trying to promote a peaceful transformation 
to Home Rule in Ireland, and through its social and financial legislation was committed to 
improving the lot of ordinary people. 

When, in 1909, Liberal speakers in Bristol were trying to promote the government's "people's 
budget", they found themselves facing angry women. When Augustine Birrell addressed a 
meeting at the Colston Hall, he was heckled by Elsie Howey and Vera Holme who had evaded 
the meeting's security by sneaking in hours previously and hiding in the hall's organ. 

Astonishingly, the same thing happened in 1912 when the National League for Opposing 
Women's Suffrage – yes, there was indeed such an organisation! – held a rally at the Colston 
Hall. Despite even tighter security than ever, the speeches by Hobhouse and the novelist Mrs 
Humphry Ward, were heckled from the organ loft. 

When Winston Churchill (then a Liberal) visited in November 1909 he was struck by Theresa 
Garnett at Temple Meads. "Take that you brute," she said as she hit him (or tried to hit him – 
accounts differ) with a dog-whip. "Votes for women!" 

Matters took an increasingly ugly turn as meetings in London were disrupted by thugs, who 
would attack and sexually assault suffragettes. 

Finally, following one meeting, a couple of women had had enough and threw stones through the 
windows of 10 Downing Street. 



Stone-throwing quickly became a WSPU tactic. These women were, of course, arrested and 
given short prison sentences where they went on hunger strike. 

Prison authorities responded by force-feeding them. This was a painful and distressing process. 
A rubber tube was inserted into stomach through the mouth, or sometimes via the nose and food 
in liquid form was poured down. It happened in gaols around the country, including Bristol's own 
Horfield prison. 

As far as the WSPU was concerned, this amounted to state-sponsored torture of political 
prisoners. 

After attempts to find an acceptable political compromise in Parliament failed, the WSPU 
increased the stakes. By the end of 1912 the WSPU was engaged in a massive campaign of 
destruction. Across the country, telephone wires were cut, post boxes and works of art were 
vandalised, sports pavilions were set alight. The government responded with arrests and the 
WSPU was banned from holding meetings and its newspaper prohibited from publishing. 

Things were fairly quiet in Bristol until the autumn of 1913. Then, on October 23, the Bristol 
University sports pavilion at Coombe Dingle was burnt down and suffragette literature was found 
nearby, along with a note demanding the release from prison of a suffragette who had been 
arrested in London. 

Two days later the students exacted revenge by marching on the WSPU shop in Queens Road. 

At 5pm a crowd of about 300 students trashed the place. Making a pile of books, newspapers 
and leaflets in the street outside, they set it on fire. As they danced around the flames, onlookers 
applauded. 

The police did nothing and the Lord Mayor privately declared his approval of the students' action. 

On November 11 Begbrook Mansion in Frenchay was destroyed by fire. Once more, suffragette 
literature was found nearby, and a note saying "Birrell is coming. Rachel Pease is being 
tortured." Rachel Pease had been arrested for burning a house at Henley-on-Thames and was 
presumably being force fed by now. 

Augustine Birrell arrived two days later. While he was here a number of postboxes were 
vandalised, and the municipal boathouse at Eastville Park was burnt down. 

And so it went on. A house in Stoke Bishop was burned, as was another near Lansdown in Bath. 
Imperial Tobacco's timber yard at Ashton Gate was torched in March, and the clubhouse at 
Failand Golf Club in April. An attempt to set fire to Clevedon Parish Church failed. 

There seemed no end to the violence, no prospect of a peaceful resolution. A demonstration 
outside Buckingham Palace, where King George V refused to meet a delegation from the WSPU, 
ended in near riot. 

Yet it did come to an end, very suddenly and unexpectedly. On August 4 1914 Britain declared 
war on Germany. Mrs Pankhurst immediately suspended all WSPU activities and a week later all 
suffragette prisoners were released. 

Some suffrage campaigners were pacifists, but most were not. Soon they would turn their 
energies and organisational skills to supporting the war effort. 

All of this story, and much more, is to be found in an excellent book published a few months ago. 

The Bristol Suffragettes by Lucienne Boyce is a clear and readable account of the national and 
local struggle. It also includes a walk, with map, around some places in Bristol connected with 
suffragette history. 

"My interest in suffragettes goes back many years, to when I was living in London," she says. 
"And like a lot of people I assumed it was all London- based, that everything happened in 
London, because that's where the seat of government is. 



"Then I moved to Bristol in the eighties and discovered that there were things going on here. I 
started finding out more about the militant and non-militant campaigns in Bristol. I kept coming 
across women's names, and of course there's so much focus on the big names, the Pankhursts, 
yet there were many women involved in this campaign, and men, too. 

"I wanted to memorialise the ordinary women, the ones who ran the jumble sales, ran the shops, 
turned up to meetings that went on demonstrations." 

She has been building up information on people and events in Bristol over many years to 
produce the book, though she freely admits there are gaps in our knowledge which she hopes 
other researchers will try to fill in the future. 

In Bristol, as in many other places, the violence of the WSPU campaigns alienated a number of 
women. Many resigned, preferring the more peaceable lobbying of the older NUWSS. Which 
side would Lucienne Boyce have been on? 

"I don't approve of violence. I would probably have been one of the people who hovered between 
the non-militants and the militants … Many women in NUWSS moved into the WSPU or kept 
joint membership. Women found their allegiances torn, but when the more destructive militancy 
started around 1908-1909, you have women moving out of the WSPU and back into the 
NUWSS. 

"I think I would have stayed with the WSPU through the stone-throwing, but I would not have 
supported personal assaults on other people." 

The WSPU's line was that while violence was being done to women by street thugs, and by 
prison authorities force-feeding hunger-strikers, they had a right to respond in kind. 

"We're talking about anger here, real feelings, real pain, real people," she says. 

So what does she say to women nowadays who don't vote? 

"I'm very sad that many women don't vote, I think it's a shame, but I don't like that self-righteous 
line 'Women died for you so you should vote'. But if you don't vote, and if you're apathetic about 
what's going on then what right have you got to complain. 

"If you're not going vote, are you doing something else? If you think the voting system is in a 
mess, well it is, we all know that, but what else are we going to do?" 

'The Bristol Suffragettes' by Lucienne Boyce is published by Silverwood Books at £11.99. 
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