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Oh! It is absurd to have a hard and fast rule about what one should read and what one shouldn’t. More than half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t read.

– Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 1895

It’s the one thing they won’t let you be, straight and open in your sex. You can be as dirty as you like. In fact, the more dirt you do on sex the better they like it. But if you believe in your own sex and won’t have it done dirt to: they’ll down you. It’s the one insane taboo left: sex as a natural and vital thing. They won’t have it, and they’ll kill you before they’ll let you have it.

– D.H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, 1928

Neither my birth-control discussion nor Margaret Sanger’s efforts were pioneer work.

– Emma Goldman, Living My Life, 1931






Prelude

‘This Battle Must Be Won’

Westminster, 23 June 1880. We open at the Houses of Parliament, where on an otherwise uneventful early summer Wednesday, the prison room inside Big Ben’s clock tower holds two unrepentant rebels. One, the newly elected Liberal MP Charles Bradlaugh – age 46, tall, clean-shaven, with long grey locks combed back from his icebreaker brow – has refused to swear the required seat-taking oath that ends ‘so help me God’. When Midland labourers voted in Bradlaugh, they had also elected Parliament’s first professed atheist. To rousing applause from the House of Commons’ green-leather benches, the Serjeant-at-Arms had marched the barrel-chested Bradlaugh – disparaged by Queen Victoria in a series of diary entries as ‘horrible’, ‘immoral’, and ‘repulsive looking’ – up the clock tower stairs and into the smallest jail cell in the largest city in the world.1 But Victorian London, seat of an empire upon which the sun never sets, cannot cage Bradlaugh for long. Not with Annie Besant at his side.

Upon hearing the news of her confidant’s arrest, Besant – petite, chestnut-haired, 32, and still legally married to the abusive Anglican vicar she had walked out on seven years before – rushed in a one-shilling hansom cab from her rented house near Primrose Hill and down through the capital’s coke-flecked murk to the tower beside the Thames. The era is one of high Victorian politesse; the visitor is allowed to join the prisoner for supper.

[image: A drawing of Charles Bradlaugh and Annie Besant sitting at separate tables and eating supper in the prison in the clock tower of the Palace of Westminster.]
1. ‘The Prison in the Clock-Tower of the Palace of Westminster’ – The Illustrated London News, 3 July 1880
In the cell’s high-ceilinged, oak-panelled sitting room – pulsing from the gallows-drop thud of Big Ben’s hammer and the bell’s reverberating E note – Annie Besant plots their next move. Once again, the pair are up against Church and Crown. Once again, Bradlaugh counts on Besant to take the lead. Not for nothing would a smitten George Bernard Shaw once marvel: ‘There has never been an orator to touch her.’2

In an era when British society could not have been more gendered – men sporting bushy sideburns known as Piccadilly Weepers, bonneted women squeezing their crinolines sidelong through doorways – Annie Besant had thrown herself into public life in the same manner that Big Ben announces the hours: loudly, and with a resonance that can still be felt today.

This is not the first time that Besant and Bradlaugh have shared a cell. Three years before, City of London constables had arrested the duo for publishing and selling the first popular birth control manual. Called Fruits of Philosophy, the American doctor Charles Knowlton’s pathbreaking booklet put safe methods of ‘checking’ pregnancy in the hands of women, and argued that reproductive health should be frankly discussed in physiological, rather than moral, terms. Annie had priced her reprint of the pamphlet’s pulpy pages at sixpence to better reach the working-class men and women packing the terraced brick lowlands of London’s East End.

Besant and her partner Bradlaugh’s crime, officially, was obscenity. The sensational trial that followed dragged debate over sex, censorship, marriage and morality onto the front pages of newspapers gracing breakfast and dinner tables across the United Kingdom. The coverage spawned more coverage; a prosecution meant to silence insubordinate voices instead broadcast them further than ever before.3

Nothing like it had ever happened, and the proceedings took place on a stage that would not be seen again. Trimmed in ermine and wigged with horsehair, Britain’s highest judge had moved the proceedings to the palatial splendour of the Court of Queen’s Bench. The since-razed courtroom was attached to hallowed Westminster Hall; the sounds of Big Ben and the bells of Westminster Abbey seeped through its soot-stained, sandy limestone walls. Here, at the very heart of the British Establishment, Annie Besant had bravely asserted a woman’s right to bodily autonomy.

‘It will be no exaggeration of Mrs. Besant’s speeches,’ Charles Bradlaugh wrote after the verdict, ‘to say that they are unparalleled in the history of English trials.’4

Until then few men, and no women, had dared to publicly advocate for, let alone teach, sexual education and safe methods of birth control. (The latter term would be coined decades later in the United States by Margaret Sanger, who, like her British counterpart Marie Stopes, had yet to even be born when Annie Besant stood in the dock.) In a century scored by steaming, clanging, sparking progress – hear the trains, feel the blast furnaces, smell that smoke – the teaching or sale of contraception not only remained socially taboo, but also became technically illegal. While birth control remains a contentious subject today, in the Victorian era, as one journalist later put it, open discussion about sex and reproductive health ‘was not even controversial. It was nothing but asterisks.’5

Annie Besant not only spoke and spelled out shushed and censored ideas, but willingly courted her prosecution as a test case. ‘If we go down in this struggle,’ she wrote after her arrest, ‘there are many London publishers who, when their turn comes, will regret that they failed to do their duty at this crisis.’6

She chose active over passive resistance. ‘So many people boast on the platform of what they are going to do,’ she continued, ‘and then quietly subside when the time for doing comes, that it seems to startle them when platform speeches are translated into deeds. Falstaff is so easy a character for an actor to play.’

Besant felt the kingly duty to lead. ‘We do not want our libraries to be chosen for us by detectives,’ she asserted, ‘nor do we intend to acknowledge that [the Crown] is the best judge as to what we may read. A very decided stop must be put to this tyrannical interference with our rights.’7

The worst that could happen to her, she claimed, were fines and prison. But as a near-bankrupt single mother estranged from a rapacious husband itching to seize custody of their children, Annie Besant knew that a guilty verdict would mean so much more.

For decorum’s sake, she was the only woman allowed to attend her own trial. The adage holds that anyone who acts as their own lawyer has a fool for a client (and a jackass for an attorney), but still Besant and Bradlaugh opted to represent themselves, using the courtroom as a megaphone. Forty-five years before Helena Normanton became the first British woman allowed to be called to the bar and practise as a barrister, the novice Annie Besant stood in a courtroom packed with lofty men – judge and jury, prosecutors and press – and eloquently made the case against book banning, and for the free discussion of contraception and a woman’s right to its use.

‘We have not the smallest intention of posing as meek and melancholy,’ she promised. ‘We well know that if we can upset the proceedings, our enemies will think twice before they begin again, and we shall probably go on our way undisturbed, and the right to discuss will have been made … To lose all, save honour, is better than to lose honour and gain all.’ The Queen v. Charles Bradlaugh and Annie Besant made her one of Britain’s most famous women, surpassing Florence Nightingale, and coming in second only to her nominal prosecutor, Queen Victoria. Emerging from a Miss Havisham-like decade of mourning for her late husband, Prince Albert, Her Majesty’s fortieth year on the throne had begun fortuitously, when on New Year’s Day in 1877 the Conservative Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli had finally overcome parliamentary opposition to proclaim her the Empress of India.

By this time, Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh were as
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Coda

‘Our Annie’

That winter of 1888, the year’s twin triumphs dimmed. In November Alice Bradlaugh contracted typhoid fever, coupled with meningitis. Hypatia moved her from the rooms at Circus Road to Annie’s more commodious home. Forty-six years later, penicillin will be discovered in St Mary’s Hospital a short walk from its front door, but Victorian medicine could offer little more than bed rest and compresses. Alice died two weeks later, only 32 years old.

Charles Bradlaugh had buried his infant son, and now he watched his eldest daughter be lowered into the ground. Of his family only Hypatia remained. And his relationship with Annie Besant frayed even further, due to a book review.

In early 1889, the Pall Mall Gazette editor W.T. Stead handed Annie two thick volumes of The Secret Doctrine. ‘Can you review these?’ he asked. ‘My young men all fight shy of them, but you are quite mad enough on these subjects to make something of them.’

Like Hamlet after seeing his father’s ghost, recent events had made Annie realise, she wrote in her memoir, that ‘my philosophy was not sufficient; that life and mind were other than, more than, I had dreamed’.

The Secret Doctrine formed the central text of a new esoteric faith called Theosophy. ‘As I turned over page after page the interest became absorbing,’ she recounted, ‘I was dazzled, blinded by the light in which disjointed facts were seen as parts of a mighty whole, and all my puzzles, riddles, problems seemed to disappear.’1

The book’s author, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, was a self-styled Russian mystic and naturalised American who claimed to channel the spirit world. Unlike Mary Baker Eddy – also attuned to that frequency, and founding Christian Science around this time – Madame Blavatksy, or H.P.B., as she was known, purported to have journeyed to Tibet and brought back ancient wisdom revealing the essential truth underpinning all science, religion and philosophy. (The first documented Westerners to enter Tibet will be British Indian Armed Forces invading in 1904. They will bring back looted artifacts and casualties.)

In 1889 Annie’s favourable review of The Secret Doctrine appeared under the headline ‘Among the Adepts’. Her follow-up essay was titled, ‘Why I Became a Theosophist’.

‘Dumfounded,’ George Bernard Shaw recounted to her niece,


I rushed round to the office and there I found Annie. “What do you mean by this?” I shouted at her. Quietly she replied that she had joined the Theosophical Society and was giving up all her other work. I argued with her, but it was all in vain. This time I could do nothing with her. The heavens had fallen, and I was powerless. All she said to me was that she had become a vegetarian, to which I could hardly object, seeing that I was one myself, and that possibly she was in consequence suffering from brain softening! I was undone! Annie had at last made a joke against herself.2



After meeting Madame Blavatsky, Shaw’s fellow future Nobel laureate W.B. Yeats – a man who admitted that he saw fairies – will dismiss her as ‘a sort of old Irish peasant woman with an air of humour and audacious power’.3 James Joyce will make her a punchline in his own dirty, filthy book. ‘That Blavatsky woman started it,’ Joyce will write in Ulysses. ‘She was a nice old bag of tricks … Mrs. Cooper Oakley once glimpsed our illustrious sister H.P.B’s elemental … You naughtn’t to look … when a lady’s showing her elemental.’4

But to Annie, Madame Blavatsky was no joke. ‘She had after many explorations,’ George Bernard Shaw acknowledged, ‘found her path and come to see the universe and herself in their real perspective.’5

When Annie called on Madame Blavatsky in Notting Hill, she experienced a moment of being seen that echoed her first meeting with Charles Bradlaugh. ‘I was conscious of a sudden leaping forth of my heart,’ she wrote, ‘was it recognition?’ At the end of their chat, Blavatsky looked at her with piercing eyes, and with a yearning throb in the voice, said, ‘“Oh, my dear Mrs. Besant, if you would only come among us!” I felt a well-nigh uncontrollable desire to bend down and kiss her.’6

Annie became Madame Blavatsky’s disciple, co-editing the Theosophist journal named Lucifer. It punned on the popular matches, but also her favourite character from Paradise Lost, who decides that it is better to reign in Hell than to serve in Heaven.

Blavatsky moved into 19 Avenue Road, transforming part of Annie Besant’s home into the lodge, or headquarters, of the British branch of the Theosophical Society. The agnostic became the gnostic. Annie ended old friendships, refused to stand for re-election to the London School Board and pulped her first autobiography, in which she had movingly recounted her prosecution for publishing Fruits of Philosophy.

Casual sex was out, too. Its ‘holy mystery’, Blavatsky wrote of intercourse, was a ‘divine gift’ only to be used for procreation, for bringing forth the re-embodiment of another soul. Annie smashed the printing plates of her birth control book. ‘I refused to reprint The Law of Population,’ she wrote, ‘or to sell the copyright, giving pain, as I sadly knew, to all the brave and loyal friends who had so generously stood by me in that long and bitter struggle, and who saw the results of victory thrown away on grounds to them inadequate and mistaken!’

Yet, as we shall see, the movement she had helped popularise was bigger than one person, and would continue to grow without her.

In the confused moment, Charles Bradlaugh felt compelled to answer the letters questioning readers sent to the National Reformer. ‘I very deeply regret,’ he wrote in June 1889, ‘that my colleague and co-worker has, with somewhat of suddenness, and without any interchange of ideas with myself, adopted as fact matters which seem to me to be as unreal as it is possible for any fiction to be. My regret is greater as I know Mrs. Besant’s devotion to any course she believes to be true.’7

In December 1890, the National Reformer announced, ‘With the closing down of 63 Fleet Street, the partnership between Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh under the title of the Freethought Publishing Company, is dissolved by mutual consent.’8

The following month, Bradlaugh caught a chill walking in the clinging London fog and retired to his bed in 20 Circus Road. Weakened by heart and kidney disease, he looked aged beyond his 57 years. His daughter Hypatia rebuffed visitors – with one exception. Sitting at his bedside as he had once comforted her, Annie Besant listened to her old friend’s mighty voice now sounding low and broken as it lamented that no one remained who could continue his new cause of advocating home rule for Hindustan. After his recent return from a fact-finding journey to the Raj, independence activists began lauding Bradlaugh as the ‘MP for India’.

He died on 30 January 1891. Earlier that week, Parliament voted to expunge its 1880 resolution that had first forbidden him to take his elected seat. The Times did not behave so gallantly. Its long, rather begrudging obituary reported that by the time the news of the House’s apology had arrived at Circus Road, ‘Mr. Bradlaugh had already passed into unconsciousness.’ The paper reminded readers that ‘he and Mrs. Besant were indicted for publishing an obscene book’, avoiding prison only due to his skill at ‘pushing technicalities to extremes’. Charles Bradlaugh was neither a John Wilkes nor a Danton, the paper of record concluded, but ‘a remarkable figure of a somewhat obsolete type’.9

In his own commemoration, George Bernard Shaw marvelled at his novelty. Although Bradlaugh had preached the gospel of Rationalism, Shaw told a gathering of old colleagues, he had throughout his life acted in the most irrational manner. Instead of choosing the line of least resistance – the order by which Darwin had taught them the whole world had been produced – Bradlaugh had taken the line of greatest resistance. And when in his work he encountered one of the Establishment’s idols (including men ‘in robes and an absurd wig’ that we called ‘justice’, and men in ‘a sort of collar that opened at the back’ that we called ‘religion’), instead of taking off his hat and filling his pockets – the sensible, rational thing to do – he hit the idol as hard as he could, and very often he knocked it down. The next time a person tries to convince you of a religious miracle, Shaw added, tell them ‘Look at Charles Bradlaugh; explain that miracle.’10

Three special trains departing London’s Necropolis railway station (located next to Waterloo) carried mourners to the funeral at Woking’s Brookwood Cemetery. Most of them, including a 21-year-old law student named Mohandas (today known as Mahatma) Gandhi, honoured Charles Bradlaugh’s instruction to avoid the trappings of mourning. In lieu of black armbands, his admirers flashed hatbands and rosettes of bright white, mauve and green, the colours of his election campaigns. Unsurprisingly, Annie Besant disobeyed, and arrived wearing a black dress and veil. But his would-be widow did adhere to his wish that no one make a speech, or say even a word. Silence, punctuated with muffled weeping and birdsong, followed the atheist into the grave.

He was laid next to his daughter Alice. Hypatia will join them, although not until 1935, when she will die at the age of 77, leaving behind a loving husband and a son named Charles Bradlaugh Bonner. Nearby will rest his friends and courtroom defenders, the doctors Charles Drysdale and Alice Vickery. Per his wishes, Bradlaugh’s epitaph reads only THOROUGH. Later, friends will garland the stone with a bronze wreath and bust. Vandals will steal them in 1968. Following a fundraising campaign, in 2021, National Secular Society members will unveil their replacements. In an emotional address to an audience of 60 gathered around his grave, a speaker will call Charles Bradlaugh ‘a man of the people, and a man for the people’.11

In 1894, an estimated 20,000 people cheered the unveiling of Bradlaugh’s oversized stone likeness in Northampton’s Abington Square. Today the statue’s cold gaze remains fixed on a Paddy Power betting shop, and a pub named the Black Prince. After his death, the owner of 20 Circus Road long refused to allow a plaque or any other memorial to be affixed to Bradlaugh’s longtime residence. Today the St John’s Wood public library sits upon the site. But look closer: outside on its pavement, a sign taped to a cart of mouldering texts reads: INDIAN ART & HISTORY BOOKS £5. Flip to the index in The History and Culture of the Indian People. At 20 Circus Road, between the musty covers of Volume X: British Paramountcy and Indian Renaissance, Charles Bradlaugh and Annie Besant are at this moment still together, making ‘important contributions to the growth of Indian nationalism’.
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Even after the dissolution of their partnership, he had left his last will and testament unchanged. Bradlaugh had few assets; to distribute his entire estate he needed to write only 31 lines. Fourteen were about Annie. ‘I appeal to Freethinkers,’ he instructed, ‘to rally round my loyal friend and brave co-worker Annie Besant and this to repay to her some of the sacrifice and devotion she has made and shown for me … I have nothing to leave to the true good woman who has stood side by side with me and borne calumny and slander.’ To A.B., C.B. left his ‘tenderest love and most earnest hope’.12

A little over three months later, on 8 May 1891 – a date Theosophists commemorate as White Lotus Day – Madame Blavatsky also died, of influenza. In her will she appointed Annie Besant the Theosophical Society’s Chief Secretary of the Inner Group of Esoteric Section and Recorder of the Teachings. Soon she would rise to become its president.

In 1893 Annie visited the group’s headquarters in India for the first time. She would remain for nearly 40 years. Her India decades fill other books, but to complete the circle of this one, in Madras (present-day Chennai), the seat of British power in the colonial southern Raj, she waged her last great fight against Victorianism. After rebelling against the Church of England, against legal restrictions of the freedom of speech, against the social taboos of talking about sex and contraception, against the conditions of the working class, and against the absence of women’s labour unions, her final idol to smash was imperialism.

In Britain Annie had been rejected by universities; in Varanasi she founded her own. Central Hindu College – along with its residential girls’ school – has since grown into Banaras Hindu University. Its alumni include Jawaharlal Nehru. After the school granted Annie an honorary degree, many Indians knew her as Dr Besant.

She also bought a defunct newspaper and renamed it New India. ‘It was a rag, but it will be a power,’ Annie promised. And so it was, becoming a forum for native nationalist writers calling for Home Rule. The old flame sparked to life. ‘Queen Mary thought she was blowing out candles when she burned her heretics,’ Besant wrote. ‘She blundered; she was lighting them.’ 13

Soon she was back on the lecture circuit, rallying Indians to demand democracy over dependency. In her life’s final act, like Lucifer cast out from the kingdom, she again took on the throne. A regal portrait from this time showcased her white hair, snowy robes, and icy confidence, the inverse of the vacant-eyed Empress Victoria, ever swaddled in black. In the photo Annie looks sanctified, as if she had broken clean through.

Recalling her secular hymnbook, she composed an Indian national anthem. Set to the tune of ‘God Save the King’, the lyrics for ‘God Save Our Ind’ may not have been memorable, but the song planted a symbolic flag for what Besant was now calling ‘the Motherland’.

In 1917, the British Raj put her under house arrest, threatening to charge her with sedition. Annie warned that she had been in politics her entire life, and had worked with Charles Bradlaugh. As the colonial authorities debated deporting her, public demonstrations only increased her public support. ‘India is determined to be free,’ she told the British viceroy, ‘and if you do not meet her, you will be up against a Nation.’14 His administration sentenced her to three months of home confinement. Upon her release, voters chose Annie Besant as the first woman president of the independence movement’s political party, the Indian National Congress.

[image: A grey-haired Annie Besant sits on a chair and poses for the camera.]
23. Lucifer on her throne
It would prove to be the apogee of her political life. She quickly fell out with Mahatma Gandhi over his satyagraha campaign of passive resistance, which was siphoning away her adherents. ‘You little realise,’ she wrote to him in 1919, ‘how you have led young men of good impulses but thoughtless, to break their most solemn pledges by inducing them to take your vow.’15

‘I do not want to strive with you,’ Gandhi responded. ‘I shall continue to think of the Mrs. Besant whom from my youth I had come to regard as a great and living illustration of fearlessness, courage and truth.’

Calling him ‘Mr. Gandhi’ (not, pointedly, his honorific Mahatma, meaning great-souled), Annie replied, ‘It is a pity that both you & I have lost our ideal of each other. Time will tell which of us has been the more faithful to India & to Freedom.’ 16
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Annie’s other misstep in these years haphazardly resulted in a small but enduring legacy in the United States. In 1909 she celebrated a fellow member’s ‘discovery’ of an unassuming 14-year-old from Madras named Jiddu Krishnamurti as the reincarnation of the One, sent to earth to become the World Teacher. After an unseemly custody battle with the boy’s father, Annie became Krishnamurti’s legal guardian. Later, when lobbying for his acceptance at Oxford, she told the president of Magdalen, ‘My ward is a very special person. I don’t want to stress it, but he does happen to be the Son of God.’

‘Madam,’ he replied drolly, ‘we have the sons of many distinguished people in this college.’17

The story is likely apocryphal, since Krishnamurti had failed the entrance exam. Instead he moved to a lush valley in coastal Ojai, California, where Annie envisioned building an educational centre to nurture spiritual and intellectual growth. Major donors to the land’s purchase included the grandson of her old London University botany professor, T.H. Huxley – the Brave New World author Aldous Huxley.

In 1929, Krishnamurti would renounce his role as a Messiah and resign from the Theosophists, denouncing organised belief. ‘Truth,’ he said, ‘was a pathless land.’ (‘The Coming had gone wrong,’ shrugged the sect.18) The 520 idyllic acres that Annie purchased in southern California’s Topatopa mountains is now home to a coeducational high school. Around 100 students from 17 countries board and learn at the Besant Hill School of Happy Valley. Its website does not mention its namesake’s trailblazing trial and advocacy for birth control. It does, however, inform visitors that the school’s motto is Aún Aprendo, ‘I am still learning’.
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Victorian censors never understood that the more stridently they attempted to put out the fire that Annie Besant had kindled, they only fanned its flames. In 1887, a Leeds doctor named H. Arthur Albutt had been struck off the medical register for publishing a sixpence edition of The Wife’s Handbook, which explicitly explained contraception. Over the next 25 years, the undaunted Albutt printed 45 editions of his pamphlet, selling 430,000 copies.19

Even after she stopped her presses, editions of Fruits of Philosophy and Annie’s own The Law of Population continued to circulate, at home and throughout the British Empire. In 1888, a bookseller was arrested and fined in Australia for selling her text teaching birth control. Overturning the conviction, a Supreme Court of New South Wales justice wrote:


As pointed out by Lord [Chief Justice] Cockburn in the case of the “Queen v. Bradlaugh and Mrs. Besant”, all prosecutions of this kind should be regarded as mischievous, even by those who disapprove the opinions sought to be stifled, inasmuch as they only tend more widely to diffuse the teaching objected to. To those, on the other hand who desire its promulgation, it must be a matter of congratulation that this, like all attempted prosecutions of thinkers, will defeat its own object and truth, like a torch – “the more it’s shook it shines.”20



Sales of the Australian edition of Annie’s book surpassed 100,000. ‘The birth-rate of New South Wales,’ one of the era’s best-known demographers observed in 1931, ‘dropped sharply in 1889 following the trial, and through the next ten years fell off by nearly one-third.’

A similar rapid decline, James Alfred Field continued:


began to show itself over the greater part of western Europe in the late seventies and early eighties. In England particularly, as several careful studies have shown, the drop appears suddenly about 1878. The coincidence of this change with the propaganda called forth by the Bradlaugh-Besant trial is too significant to be ignored … The falling birth-rate would have come, no doubt, in its own time, had the Fruits of Philosophy never been protested. But the ill-starred prosecution gave to slow-gathering forces instant and overwhelming effect.



(‘Perhaps in the course of time,’ the University of Chicago professor added, ‘Americans also will learn the lesson that mere denunciation of birth control characteristically defeats its object.’ He hoped that on the subject of reproductive health his countrymen could stop being so ‘consistently medieval’.21 As this book went to press, American lawmakers were threatening to invoke the long-forgotten, but never repealed, 1873 Comstock Act to prohibit the mailing of contraceptive devices, birth control pills and the emergency-contraceptive drug mifepristone.)

The Oxford History of England puts the start of the continuous reduction of British family size at ‘the year 1877, when a prosecution of Bradlaugh and Mrs. Besant for publishing a Malthusian pamphlet served to give methods of birth control their first really wide advertisement in England.’22 Yet the nationwide adoption of contraception did not suddenly occur in 1877, any more than sexual intercourse began in 1963 (after the ‘Chatterly’ ban and before the Beatles’ Please Please Me, as the poet Philip Larkin put it.23) Nor did Annie Besant ever claim that credit. The quantum leap she made was legitimising contraception as worthy of public discussion, and morally permissible to practise at home.

The deeper causes of the declining birth rate was rooted in the late Victorian era’s changing social conditions, including the passage of laws forbidding child labour and ones mandating schooling (making children not potential economic providers but costly ‘burdens’); women aspiring to roles beyond child-bearing (including teaching in the new state schools); and rising household incomes (and a desire to defend against downward social mobility).24 As demand for contraception increased, its quality and availability quickly improved, too.25

Annie could even exult that the Church, whose authority over households was waning, belatedly moved with the times she had nudged forward. In 1893, she wrote:


we find the Christian World, the representative organ of orthodox Christian Protestantism, proclaiming the right and the duty of voluntary limitation of the family. In a leading article, it said: “There are certain easily-understood physiological laws of the subject, the failure to know and to observe which is inexcusable on the part either of men or women in these circumstances.” Thus has opinion changed in sixteen years, and all the obloquy poured on us is seen to have been the outcome of ignorance and bigotry.26



The vituperation had not been eradicated – it just found new targets, including suffragists advocating for the right to vote, and pacifists refusing to serve in the charnel trenches along the Western Front. But after the First World War ended, the right to access birth control would again come under fire in Britain’s highest court.27

In 1914, Margaret Sanger fled New York City after being indicted under the Comstock Act, for her ‘obscene, lewd, and lascivious’ booklet, The Woman Rebel, in which she merely suggested when a woman might want to avoid pregnancy, such as during a sickness. After arriving in London, Sanger met Marie Stopes at a Fabian Society lecture on birth control, and offered her advice on the writing of Married Love, which frankly discussed women’s sexual desire. Upon its publication in 1918, the book sold 165,000 copies. Letters to Stopes poured in, asking her for advice on contraception. In 1921, she opened Britain’s first birth control clinic, in Holloway, north London. (Her Blue Plaque, identifying her as a ‘Promoter of sex education and birth control’ – conveniently omitting ‘and eugenics’ – hangs on her former home near Crystal Palace Park in south London, a 15-minute walk from Annie Besant’s vine-obscured official marker.)

In 1923, Stopes sued a Scottish physician for libel after he asserted that she was not a medical doctor (true), and that the Crown should shutter her immoral clinic, since it was offering an abortifacient called the ‘gold pin’ (false, although she did promote sterilisation). The Lord Chief Justice and a special jury took their seats in the Court of King’s Bench (George V being the regent), and heard that Marie Stopes was ‘a lady who in fact has committed a crime worse than that of Charles Bradlaugh’.

‘Of course your Lordship will remember the charge against Bradlaugh, of publishing an obscene libel,’ added the King’s Counsel. Britain’s top judge said he did not remember the case.28

On the stand, Stopes admitted that she had read Fruits of Philosophy, and did not find it to be obscene. Throughout the proceedings, the defence asserted that Charles Bradlaugh had been sentenced to six months in prison for ‘having indiscriminately distributed information on contraceptives’. The unchallenged assumption was that he had served that time.29

Annie’s name only came up glancingly in the six-day trial, once when a barrister called her Charles Bradlaugh’s co-defendant, and ‘as clever a woman, perhaps, as Mrs. Stopes’.30 He did not mean it flatteringly. If, after repudiating birth control, Annie had hoped that her pioneering role in the fight for reproductive rights would be forgotten, her wish was coming true.

Karl Marx observed that history repeats itself, first as tragedy, and second as farce. Forty-six years after Annie’s obscenity trial, the special jury ruled against Marie Stopes. She won her appeal, but then lost again when that decision was heard in the House of Lords. A familiar voice sent his condolences. ‘The decision is scandalous,’ the 67-year-old George Bernard Shaw wrote to Stopes, ‘but I am not surprised at it; the opposition can always fall back on simple taboo. The subject is obscene: no lady would dream of alluding to it in mixed society: reproduction is a shocking subject, and there’s [the] end of it … The taboo is impregnable. [T.H.] Huxley had to leave reproduction out of his textbook on physiology; and you are as helpless as Huxley … And WHAT has this business cost you?’31

Marie Stopes’s trial damages were repaid many-fold through her subsequent increase in book sales. In the year following the trial, visitors to her family planning clinic more than doubled. The court actions, she crowed, ‘roused so much more enthusiasm for me than simple success would have done that I cannot regret it.’32 The Establishment will turn its back; The Times will even refuse to print the birth announcement of her son. But in 1974, 16 years after her death from breast cancer, the National Health Service will implement her suggestion, first made in 1921, to freely provide contraception to all women, regardless of marital status.

[image: ]
Annie Besant died in Chennai in 1933, just shy of her eighty-sixth birthday. Mahatma Gandhi – in a year of fasting, arrest, and leading a nation-building civil disobedience campaign against the British – sent his condolences. ‘So long as India lives,’ he wrote, ‘the memory of the magnificent services rendered by Dr. Besant will also live. She had endeared herself to India by making it the country of her adoption and dedicating her all to her.’33

Wrapped in silk, Annie’s body was cremated on a pyre beside the Adyar River. Back in her birthplace of London, the Times’ obituary was shorter than Charles Bradlaugh’s, but much more respectful. She had, after all, long outlived her enemies. The notice, which accurately praised her ‘no slight literary talent’, said that her husband Frank had died in 1917. The story neglected to mention her trial, as well as her bravery in publishing pamphlets promoting birth control. It did, however, thoughtfully note that this ‘champion of neo-Malthusianism was deprived by the Courts of the custody of her little daughter, but both children when they grew up returned to her’. The official paper of record’s account of this remarkable life ended with the fact that Mrs Besant’s son was ‘a distinguished actuary’.34

The Times did not think to remark upon her daughter. Mabel by then had married and divorced Ernest Scott, an Australian journalist-turned-historian who continued the tradition of Besant-adjacent men being knighted, while the women soldiered on.35 Mabel had left Melbourne with their daughter Muriel and returned to live in London.

In her unpublished memoir, Annie’s niece Freda Fisher recalled the day Mabel brought a photograph of her mother into an East End shop to have it framed. The city was then suffering through the Great Depression that made the 1930s known as the Devil’s Decade. One world war was over; another was about to begin. The Times ran letters from Britain’s National Birth Control Association (today’s Family Planning Association) extolling ‘the rapidly spreading contraception’.36 Meanwhile, over in Nazi Germany, one of Adolph Hitler’s first acts had been to outlaw all forms of birth control. In the Third Reich, a woman’s place was pregnant in her Sieg Heil-ing home.

At the framing shop counter, a gruff, stolid man stared at the portrait and told Mabel, ‘That’s Annie Besant.’

‘Yes,’ she nodded. Mabel watched the man look down at the photo he held tenderly in a liver-spotted hand. He raised his gaze from a memory and studied the woman in her sixties who stood before him.

‘You’re very like ’er,’ he said at last. ‘You’re not by any chanst ’er daughter, are yer?’

Mabel said that she was.

‘Well I never!’ exclaimed the old man. ‘Our Annie’s daughter.’ Noticing the confusion on Mabel’s face, the East Ender flashed an embarrassed grin. ‘’Scuse me, Miss,’ he explained, ‘but we allus called ’er Our Annie.’37

They didn’t use her husband’s name, but the one she had made on her own.
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