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      I was nineteen years old that cold November night in 1917. Even though the world was at war, a pretty girl of good family such as myself should have been attending dances and being wooed by handsome young men. I should have been accepting my place in society as a wealthy man’s decorative bride. Never should I have been subjected to the humiliations of prison nor beatings at the hands of brutal guards.

      Never should I have had the audacity to stand sentinel to my beliefs with a banner in hand in front of the White House.

      I had made my choices and they had led me to a night of terror.
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      Though my heart pounded with excitement and my mind buzzed with nervous questions, I strode confidently along the street, my navy skirt and linen petticoats swishing around my ankles, the lace of my starched white mutton-sleeved blouse brushed my chin, and a little feathered hat perched jauntily on my upswept dark hair. The air was redolent with flowers from Lafayette Park and birdsong lilted in the breeze. In short, it was a beautiful summer day in Washington, D.C.

      I stopped before the stately three-story home that housed my destination, Alice Paul’s newly formed National Women’s Party. Had I done the right thing in coming here? I’d defied my father, who was even now assiduously seeking an advantageous marriage for his only daughter. I’d left his home and protection without permission. Had I made a wise choice? My heart hammered in my chest and my throat constricted. Panic near to choked me.

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to calm. Too late for misgivings now. I had arrived. Opening my eyes and breathing in the sweet summer air, I studied the women who moved purposefully across the lawn and porch, who threaded in and out the ornately carved front door. Young women barely old enough to be out of short skirts, matrons who would look at home with children round their knees, and dignified matriarchs who might be holding court over large family gatherings. A full range of the feminine spectrum. My panic eased. This was where I belonged, these were my equals, my sex, but more than that, my sisters in suffrage. For we were all here for one purpose: to join Alice Paul in demanding that our government, as represented by the man who resided across the park in the White House, hear and respect our voices.

      I settled my face in what I hoped was a pleasant expression, lifted the latch on the front gate, and stepped onto the stone pavers that led to the porch. A young woman separated herself from a group gathered around a long table and approached, her golden hair shining in the afternoon sun.

      “Hello,” she said with a smile. “Are you new? I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before.”

      I licked my lips and straightened my shoulders. “Yes, I’ve only just arrived from New York.” I glanced again at the women who chatted and laughed as they worked around me. “Is this the NWP?”

      Her beautiful, liquid-brown eyes widened and filled with a fervent light. “Oh, yes. Have you come to join us?”

      I held out my gloved hand, which she immediately clasped with paint-stained fingers. “I have. My name is Emily Tuttle, and I’ve come to stand sentinel with Alice Paul.”

      “Welcome, Emily. I’m Tilly Armbruster. If you’ve only just arrived, you’ll need a place to stay.” She bit her lip, then leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “I’ve a room here at headquarters, which you’d be most welcome to share. Did you leave your bags at the station?”

      I nodded, and Tilly led me inside.

      As easily as that I became a suffragist, and Tilly Armbruster became my fast friend.
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      Father was right. I was naïve in the extreme.

      I joined the NWP alight with patriotic fervor. Father had always espoused the belief that government derived its power from the consent of the governed, but somehow he failed to see that Mother and I also factored into that equation. He believed whole-heartedly that he had the right to voice his opinions and be heard, that he had the right to vote, to send representatives to Washington to enact laws on his behalf. But he overlooked his wife and daughter. As head of the household, he spoke for us. His voice, his vote, should be sufficient for us.

      I disagreed, and so I journeyed to Washington and joined the Silent Sentinels of the NWP.

      Somehow I’d imagined that once President Wilson read our banners and saw us standing there, women of all ages, all from good families, all discreetly clad, he would honor our request and champion our cause. The rights of mothers and grandmothers, sisters and aunts, daughters and nieces. Such was not the case.

      At first he tipped his hat to the sentinels as he walked by, exhibiting a bemused confusion, as though uncertain why my sisters in suffrage were there. Later he ignored them. By the time I arrived and took my place, the mood had changed. America had entered the Great War and the men who passed us on the streets cast evil glances our way, calling us unpatriotic. How dare we picket a sitting president when the nation was at war?

      When I first heard these sentiments, my belly shriveled and writhed and I cast my eyes down, afraid to meet their censure. What if they were right? What if we were wrong? Was I being disloyal to my country, to the young men fighting abroad, by standing in front of the White House holding a banner?

      But as the days and weeks wore on, my resolve stiffened. How dare my government send soldiers overseas to defend the very rights which were denied to me and my sisters at home? How dare those men look at me with disdain? Was I not also a child of God? Was I not an intelligent being capable of informed and rational thought? Was I not also governed? How dare those men take it upon themselves to decide for me what I could and could not think?

      And so I took my place on the sidewalk of Pennsylvania Avenue and proudly held my banner high.

      And then, everything changed. The men’s patience had grown thin. Tired of humoring the little women, of waiting for us to come to our senses and go home, the men in authority decided to act.

      We were arrested.

      My heart jumped to my throat as police surrounded us and bystanders gawked and jeered, but we had been trained for this eventuality. Pulse hammering in my temple and mouth dry as sand, I walked quietly to the paddy wagon, stepped inside and took my place on the bench beside Tilly.

      She reached for my hand and squeezed tight as the motor van lurched toward the police station.

      We were escorted inside amid cat-calls and laughter and stood huddled on the well-worn boards of the station floor. One of our number, an older woman possessed of a serene dignity stepped to the high wooden desk of the sergeant on duty.

      “May I enquire as to the charges?” she asked. “I do not believe it is against the law to stand on a public sidewalk.”

      The sergeant frowned and glanced at the officer in charge of our arrest. “What are the charges,  Sergeant Davis?”

      The man’s cheeks reddened. He opened his mouth, closed it, then strode past a little swinging gate to a nearby office. Knocking, he waited to be admitted before disappearing inside.

      Tilly and I and the other four sentinels settled ourselves on benches that lined the walls of the holding area and waited. We observed men rushing from one office to another and back again, before Sergeant Davis returned.

      He spoke to the desk sergeant. “They are to be charged with obstructing traffic on Pennsylvania Avenue.”

      I glanced at Tilly with raised eyebrows. Her dark eyes were wide with surprise, but none of us made a sound, honoring the silent of our self-chosen title: Silent Sentinels.
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      We were only detained for a few hours that first time, but as our arrests became more frequent, our time behind bars lengthened until at last the local constabulary could no longer accommodate us.

      Tilly and I were among the first to be convicted and deported to Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia. Tired of our recalcitrance, the authorities determined to break our spirits.

      Shoved into a small, dark cell, Tilly and I stood firm while the guards remained, but once they had gone, we clung to each other and surveyed our surroundings. A metal-framed bed with a bare, stained mattress occupied most of the floor space, barely leaving us room to stand. A bucket in the corner was to be our only toilet. The air was fetid and dank and a scurrying at the edge of the room informed us we were not the only inhabitants. Little as we wanted to touch the dirty mattress, we sank onto it and pulled up our feet, leaving the rats clear title to the floor.

      During a walk around an enclosed yard for air and exercise, we learned that Alice Paul was also at Occoquan. She called for a hunger strike to protest the abysmal conditions we were being held in.

      “Well,” Tilly said, with a hint of a smile, “that won’t be a hardship.”

      Indeed, neither of us had taken more than a mouthful of the slop we’d been given the evening before. The thin gruel had wriggled with worms.

      I grimaced. “I hope the rats enjoyed our meal. I certainly didn’t.”

      Tilly and I took comfort from each other, bolstering our courage in our shared discomfort. Our stomachs growled continuously and we grew too weak to stand, but we held to our principles and refused the wormy food.

      After several days, we were dragged from our cell, stuffed into another paddy wagon and taken to an asylum. If we would not eat, clearly we were mentally deficient and should be locked away for our own protection.

      Separated from Tilly, I waited in a stark white room, so bright after my days in that dark, dank cell that my eyes watered.

      The doctor entered, his white coat flapping around his knees, and took a seat in a chair opposite mine. Two guards from Occoquan stood beside the door. I smiled to myself to think they considered me, weak with hunger as I was, a potential threat to the life and health of the good doctor.

      “You are Miss Emily Tuttle?” the doctor asked, his gaze on the papers attached to his clipboard.

      “I am,” I replied.

      “Do you know why you are here, Miss Tuttle?”

      “I haven’t been informed, but I would guess it is because I have refused to eat.”

      At this point the doctor looked up and met my gaze. A small frown creased his brow.

      “Your eyes are clear and I see from your history that you are well-educated,” he said. “Why would you endanger your health by refusing to eat?”

      I smiled and his frown deepened. “Tell me, doctor, would you willingly eat thin gruel laced with live worms?”

      Amazement registered on his face and he glanced at the guards, neither of whom betrayed by the slightest movement that he had heard a word I had spoken.

      Our interview lasted a few more minutes, at which time the doctor excused himself. When he returned, the Occoquan superintendent accompanied him.

      “I find no reason to commit any of the women you have brought here today, Superintendent Whittaker. I suggest you take them back to Occoquan and offer them decent food.”

      The superintendent looked stunned. “But doctor, they’ve been picketing for months, have been arrested over and over, and have now undertaken a hunger strike. Surely these woman are insane.”

      The doctor shook his head. “I find them of sound mind and exceptional bravery. Courage in women is too often mistaken for insanity.” And with that he left the room.

      Superintendent Whittaker was not best-pleased. When we returned to our cells, far from being offered decent food, we were taken one by one to a dismal room and strapped to a chair.

      My heart pounded so hard I could barely hear, fear blurred the edges of my vision, but I bit my lip, determined to exhibit the bravery the good doctor had credited me with.

      Superintendent Whittaker entered the room followed by a thin, weasely man carrying a rubber tube and a bowl whose contents I could not see.

      “If you will not eat,” the superintendent said, “I have no alternative but to force feed you. Carry on, Mr. Jenkins.”

      The weasely man stepped forward and, with the help of a guard, forced my mouth open and the rubber tube down my throat. He then proceeded to force feed me raw eggs.

      I gagged and spluttered, felt like I might drown on the concoction. My eyes watered and I gripped the arms of the wooden chair so tightly my fingernails broke, but still Jenkins continued. When he finished at last and the tube was removed, my throat ached and burned and my stomach roiled.

      I tried to relax, tried to close my eyes and tell myself it was over, I had survived, but was given no time to even catch my breath. Rough hands unstrapped me and I was dragged back to my cell and flung inside.

      Tilly was absent.

      As I dragged myself onto the foul bed and curled into a ball around my aching stomach, I could only imagine that my friend was enduring a similar fate. Tears slid down my face and I prayed for her fortitude.
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      If the authorities thought the abysmal treatment we had received at Occoquan would end our vigil before the White House, they were disappointed. When we were released, we returned to Washington, licked our wounds and healed for a few days, and then resumed our stance on the sidewalks of Pennsylvania Avenue. The Silent Sentinels refused to be intimidated.

      Our incarceration at Occoquan with its attendant hunger strike and forced feedings had awakened the public to our plight. More and more women swelled our ranks, and letters to the editors of prominent newspapers began to appear. People questioned the rightness of sending women to workhouses for no worse crime than standing on a public sidewalk holding a banner.

      We were making progress. Our cause was being noticed. We were embarrassing the White House.

      We were elated.

      We shouldn’t have been. Such progress always carries a price, and our bill—which I naively believed had already been paid—was about to come due.
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      In mid-November thirty-three Silent Sentinels were rounded up and shipped off to Occoquan, including myself and my fast friend, Tilly Armbruster. We
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