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Gertrude Harding


For my mother, Peggy Harding Kelbaugh,
so like her Auntie Gert in her creativity,
her love of nature, and her independent spirit.
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Introduction

I KNEW ABOUT THE STRUGGLE for women’s suffrage by the age of seven. Long before I understood politics or cared about causes, I knew that my great-aunt, Gertrude Harding, had been a Suffragette: adventurous, daring, rebellious. She was my first hero.

When my mother told and retold the stories of Auntie Gert’s Suffragette exploits, it was as if I were hearing chapters from an adventure book. The stories were exciting but seemed fictional, somehow. And no matter how I tried, I couldn’t fit the dignified little woman I knew, who walked with a cane, into those tales.

In her middle age, Auntie Gert typed out her memories of the two years she spent in Hawaii, living a life of ease, and of the eight tumultuous years she lived in Great Britain, six of them as a Militant Suffragette. Into her scrapbook she taped these pages, along with sketches and photographs, and handed the whole thing to my mother. “Do with them as you please.”

In 1990, Gert had been dead for thirteen years. I had quit teaching to raise my children and to study writing, so my mother fixed on me to “do something” with Auntie Gert’s memoirs. I knew they’d be good reading. But I had no desire to act as anyone’s biographer; I wanted to create my own stories. Three years later, I found Gert’s decrepit scrapbook in a box on the floor of my closet. In the sunshine of my living room on that August afternoon, I rediscovered the varied lives of Gertrude Harding. I galloped with her through New Brunswick pastures on Old Barney and felt the wind hot on my face on the beach at Waikiki. In London I laughed with her at the blundering of Scotland Yard and shook my fist with her in the faces of all the MPs who stood in the way of women’s suffrage.

I read till the shadows ran long. My great-aunt had done what I want to do, what so few of us ever have a chance to do. Here was an ordinary woman from rural Canada who, through coincidence, was able to seize a chance to help change the foundation of society. I longed for Auntie Gert to live again so I could ask her how hard it was to endure family disapproval as the price for working toward an ideal, whether the risk of imprisonment terrified her, and what Christabel Pankhurst was really like. To tell her that I understand her anger and her actions. That I always vote.

Gert’s memoirs are short. They are as remarkable for what she omits as for what she includes, and they are not written as I would have guessed. The proportion is surprising: great detail about her days in Hawaii, less about her suffrage career. She neither apologizes for her militant role nor boasts about it. Within the section on her London years, she puts almost as much effort into describing her two-week job driving bread rounds for Barker and Co. as she does her six-month job as head of Mrs Pankhurst’s bodyguard. And on a subject many people would have loved to read about — Christabel Pankhurst — Gert leaves only a sketch, some newspaper clippings and a receipt for her accommodation in Paris. Thanks to other Suffragettes more willing to discuss the private Christabel, I learned what it was like to work for her. During my research in London, stumbling to keep up with Emily Cargan, my friend, research partner and first editor, I traipsed to the back rooms of the Museum of London and the busy rooms of the Newspaper Library in Colindale to hunt down leads about Gert and her friends. We were frustrated in the chase because, soon after Gert joined the Suffragette organization, the WSPU, it went underground. Direct newspaper references to Gertrude Harding are rare, but collecting material from dozens of sources allowed me to fill out the London years that she describes so vividly yet so briefly. Auntie Gert’s memoirs are the backbone as well as the inspiration of With All Her Might. Quotations from them are indicated by her own cartoon figure of a woman brandishing a flag, and their spirit is everywhere.

It is difficult to understand why women felt justified in committing such acts of violence as attacking works of art and setting empty buildings ablaze. Often the women themselves found their acts repulsive. As I contemplate Gert and her comrades, I’m drawn into the mind of the individual woman as she argues with herself over whether to throw her first stone through a window. If she throws the stone, she will be hurtling herself away from comfort and into the world of the Other, of the few people who cross the border of perceived civilization in order to expand it. If she throws the stone, it will be the single most significant act of her life.

Lord Frederick Pethick-Lawrence said of the thousands of suffragists throughout the world, both the famous and the unknown, “their lives are woven into the fabric of human civilization.”1 Their lives may be woven, but not many people have seen the cloth. The push for the vote by women in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries created worldwide upheaval that eventually changed the way society views women. Without political equality, social equality would never come. Yet the total picture of the struggle for female suffrage has been packaged in short paragraphs in our history books, and so has the violent revolt by British women. It was a movement without precedent, yet it continues to be treated without prestige.

At seven, all I wanted was the intrigue. Auntie Gert was seventy-four and tired. At seventeen, I bragged with clumsy questions about women’s lib. She wouldn’t commit herself and hardly spoke. At thirty-seven, I felt that I knew what she wished I had asked.


CHAPTER 1
Formation of the Women’s
Social and Political Union

[image: image]I HAVE OFTEN BEEN ASKED how I happened to become interested in the Militant Suffragettes. It began with a small incident while I was riding on top of a bus in London with [my brother-in-law’s sister] Elsie Stubbs… shortly after coming to stay with her. Naturally I was interested in everything down below; when I saw a sort of parade of women all carrying some sort of large white posters I was much intrigued. They walked in single file on the street close to the curb with a policeman in attendance.

“What are those women doing, and who are they?” I wanted to know.

“They are Suffragettes on a poster parade,” Elsie said.

“But what are they doing it for?”

“They are women who are asking for the right to vote, and these you see are the Militants, who do all kinds of things to try to force the government to grant them the vote,” Elsie said. People in the street were staring at the women and some were shouting rude things as they passed by, [the women] looking straight ahead and paying no attention to what went on around them. I felt very upset at the scene for some reason but curious and excited.

From that day on I lost no opportunity to learn more about the Suffragettes and their strange goings-on. It so happened that [my sister] Nellie and I went to call on two elderly cousins whom we had heard of for years but had never met. They were cousin Bessie and her brother Willy Young….
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We all sat chatting about this and that…. I had just noticed that Bessie was wearing an odd sort of brooch and asked her about it. To my amazement she said quite calmly, “It is the Prison Badge they [the Women’s Social and Political Union, the WSPU] gave me when I came out of Holloway Prison.”

“What did you go to prison for?”

“I broke windows in Downing Street with twelve other women and we were sentenced to two weeks in Holloway.”

I was speechless and gazed with unbelieving eyes at this white-haired old lady as if she were from another world. She began to tell me about the Militant Suffrage movement led by Mrs Pankhurst and her daughter Christabel who was at that time a political refugee somewhere in France, from where she continued to dictate the policies and act as leader of the Militants. All efforts to discover her whereabouts by Scotland Yard had failed, but each week her editorials appeared in Votes For Women, a small newspaper financed and published by Mr and Mrs Pethick-Lawrence, who were ardent supporters of the Pankhursts.

I drank it all in and examined Bessie’s Prison Badge with awe: a silver gate with bars, a broken chain, an arrow in the centre symbolizing the black arrows on the prison uniform the women were forced to wear at that time. They were treated as common criminals instead of the political prisoners they were.

Gertrude Harding, twenty-four years old, first set foot on British soil in late August, 1912. She had no background or interest in politics. Until witnessing her first Suffragette parade, she’d never even considered the unfairness of women’s being denied the vote. For the two years prior to moving to England, she’d lived in Hawaii, far from discussions about sweated labour and women’s suffrage. Furthermore, Gert had grown up on a farm in the woods of New Brunswick, with little time for family talks on world issues.

Despite her lack of political awareness, Gert, who had never before broken the law, was intrigued by the Suffragettes from the moment she first saw them. What drove these wo men — from workers to aristocrats — to demonstrate, to endure public ridi cule, and to break the law knowing they would be thrown into prison? Was this WSPU a political group, or just a band of fanatics?

Nineteenth-century Britain seemed to be a model of social, economic and political reform for the rest of the world. Women, however, were omitted from the plans.

The Industrial Revolution whirred along at full speed, sucking farmers from the south into the large new urban centres in the Midlands and up north. Merchants, factory owners and professionals — a new middle class — multiplied and grew rich. But as capitalism flourished, huge slums evolved. Unemployment, cruel working conditions, rampant alcoholism and poor sanitation were everyday problems for the masses of workers in the growing cities. While the new middle class pushed for a wider franchise so that they could have political power, the struggling workers hoped that reformed voting laws would allow social reforms to make life more bearable.

In the early 1800s, the system of representation in the British Parliament had scarcely changed since the Middle Ages. Rules stating who qualified to vote varied tremendously. The common theme was that only those of great wealth or property had the franchise. Married women, however wealthy, could not vote. A single woman who owned a shop or a wealthy widow did meet the criteria, although few actually voted. With the dramatic population shifts brought on by industrialization, growing centres like Manchester and Birmingham had no representation at all, while shrinking southern towns with few, or even no, remaining people still had Members of Parliament.

Following intense pressure from the wealthier men in the middle class and outbreaks of violence throughout the country, Parliament passed the Reform Bill of 1832. Now, one in six British men could vote, including taxpayers above a certain level. This began the shift in political power away from the landowning aristocracy toward the middle class. The working class was still excluded from voting, as well as a new group — women. By the insertion of “male” before “persons” in the act, women were legally disenfranchised for the first time in British history. The so-called Reform Law of 1832 was actually regressive for women. The ideal of political democracy, which had trickled through the late seventeenth century and overflowed in 1832, applied only to people with both money and trousers. Women now joined criminals, paupers and inmates of insane asylums as the disenfranchised.

Conservative politicians hoped the Reform Bill would end the push to expand the franchise. It didn’t. As the years passed, more middleclass people felt the injustice of having no say in government, and workers looked desperately to the vote as the only way to improve their appalling living and working conditions. In 1867, fearing mob action, Parliament passed a second Reform Bill to extend the franchise. The electorate doubled to roughly two million voters, skilled workmen and others from the middle class among them. Despite pressure from the radical MP John Stuart Mill and a petition bearing 1499 names — the first of its kind in Britain — all women were denied the vote.

In 1867, the countries of the British Empire followed English common law, and the state of women then was similar to their state in feudal times. Upon marriage, a woman became the legal responsibility of her husband — indeed, husband and wife were treated as one person before the law. All her wealth, possessions and property passed absolutely into his hands, to do with as he pleased. Her body belonged to him, she being in his legal custody. As a mother, a woman had only limited legal power over her infant; children were in the custody of the father unless he was insane. He could take them from their mother, and he was in charge of their education, religion and place of residence. If he wished, the father could put up the children for adoption or bequeath them in his will to another adult, even though the mother lived.1 A married woman could become free only upon the death of her husband.

By remaining single, a woman could avoid becoming the legal possession of a man. However, she would then have to endure the label of social failure. And money, or the lack of it, was a terrible problem for most. Women were barred, either legally or socially, from universities and from entering the professions or any business venture beyond shopkeeping. The most common employment for unmarried women — teaching — paid poorly and held low status and no chance to advance. Life for the masses of women in the working class, married or not, was the drudgery of the factory or, worse yet, the horrors of the poor house.

Some women, rather than sit at home in numb resignation or dementing frustration, turned their anger to action: they organized. In groups, they demanded new marriage laws, the right to a higher education, the right to practise professions and — above all — the right to vote. In July, 1867, exactly when Canada gained nationhood, the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, the NSWS, was established in England. First, it organized the 1867 petition to the government to expand the law so that propertied women could join propertied men on voting day. Then, for seventeen years, NSWS members formed more organizations, passed around more petitions and gave more speeches. But in 1884 an amendment to the Representation of the People Bill — the voting law — was defeated, and no wonder, considering the opinion of WE. Gladstone, who was elected Prime Minister for four terms. In a letter to a fellow MP in 1892, he described the negative effect of giving women the vote: “The fear I have is, lest we should invite her unwittingly to trespass upon the delicacy, the purity, the refinement, the elevation of her own nature, which are the present sources of its power.”2

In many countries around the world, women waged similar peaceful campaigns. Successes broke gradually. In 1869, full suffrage was granted to the few women in the state of Wyoming. In 1893, New Zealand gave women the vote but stood alone as the only country to do so until 1902, when Australian women won the federal vote. More countries followed: Tasmania, 1904; Finland, 1906; Norway, 1907; and Portugal, 1912.

The British government finally granted women limited suffrage in January, 1918. The political warfare by women that preceded this victory is unique in history. Resistance to women’s franchise in Britain was strong enough and violent enough to eventually provoke desperate action on the part of those demanding suffrage. Women hurled stones, burned buildings and were thrown by the thousands into prison. These were the acts of the most extreme group of suffragists in the world: the Militant Suffragettes. Neither before nor since has there been such a focused, forceful movement by women seeking equality with men.

Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughter, Christabel, were personally responsible for the militant suffrage movement in England. They were driven to violence by the belief that many of the hardships faced by women and children in Victorian England, such as inhuman working conditions, rampant prostitution and the white slave trade (abduction of children and young women for the sex industry), would last until women got the vote. Together the Pankhursts helped build the Suffragette movement into an internationally known organization of thousands; together they led the organization on an extreme course of militancy, jeopardizing in the process their strong public support, relations with family and friends and, in Mrs Pankhurst’s case, her health.

In 1867, Dr Richard Pankhurst was admitted to the bar and soon became a member of the Manchester branch of the National Society for Women’s Suffrage. At the age of forty-four, he married a young woman of twenty, Emmeline Goulden. The couple continued Dr Pankhurst’s efforts to change the voting laws and other social inequities. After her five children were born, Mrs Pankhurst herself became actively political. With her husband, she formed the Women’s Franchise League, an organization which disbanded in the early 1890s.

The NSWS, the largest women’s suffrage group in Britain before the turn of the century, always stayed within the law. Despite the enthusiasm and eloquence of its leaders, notably Mrs Millicent Fawcett, it failed to grab the attention of the public and was going nowhere. In 1896, Mrs Pankhurst and fourteen-year-old Christabel, her eldest daughter, witnessed a confrontation between local government and another political group that showed a more successful method of dealing with those in power.

The Independent Labour Party, the ILP, had been formed three years earlier, and in 1896 the Manchester ILP clashed with the city council, which had forbidden the party to hold meetings in a city park. The ILP won the debate, but more important than its victory was its method of winning. After the Labour leaders balked at what they saw as unjust treatment by the city council and were charged by the courts, they refused to pay fines. Jail was their choice. The key to their success was that, while the leaders sat in jail, others arranged protest demonstrations; they followed these with celebrations when the leaders were released, gaining still more publicity for the ILP. What a simple way for a poor organization to gain widespread notice — get its members jailed!

For the next seven years Christabel’s greatest influence in feminist organization came, not from her mother, but from Eva Gore-Booth and Esther Roper. These suffragists worked with a local trade union and the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, the NUWSS (which succeeded the NSWS and was also led by Millicent Fawcett). Within these organizations, Christabel honed her public speaking skills and learned how to organize and propagandize. Despite initially close ties between the Labour Party and women, she became sceptical about the party’s sincerity regarding women’s franchise.

After Dr Pankhurst’s death in 1897, Mrs Pankhurst’s political involvement waned because she had to spend her time earning money to support her family. Then, in 1903, spurred on by her daughter’s interest in the working woman’s plight, Mrs Pankhurst invited a small number of women to her home, and the Women’s Social and Political Union, the WSPU, was born, its goal to seek reforms for working-class women.

The WSPU existed from 1903 until 1917. Intelligent, energetic people devoted their time and money — often their whole lives — to the Union, as they sometimes called the WSPU. Prolonged dedication, especially to a controversial movement, requires the inspiration of a courageous leader. Mrs Pankhurst chose not to involve herself in the administration of the WSPU, but instead she won renown throughout the world as its chief speech-maker and spiritual guide. Small and fiery, she spoke in halls across England (and later in Canada and the United States), raising funds and winning people to the women’s cause. Her charisma and the example she set through many stays in prison bolstered her suffrage followers during marches through hostile crowds or during endless nights in solitary confinement.

Meanwhile, the real genius behind the movement, Christabel, received far less publicity. Although her insistence on being in control of the organization drove away many valuable suffragists, it provided the cohesion needed to keep the Union intact during years of attempted suppression by the government. As well, Christabe’s conviction that militancy was morally justified gave courage to the women who strode, and sometimes crept, through the streets and defied the law.

The Suffragettes were the first women in the world to endorse the policy of breaking the law and going to jail for a feminist cause. Women activists before them who had protested along with men for better working conditions had been fined but never jailed for organized violence. In the United States, when hundreds of women defied the law in 1872 by casting their ballots in a presidential election, Susan B. Anthony, one of the pioneers of the American suffrage movement, was the only one arrested. Found guilty of voting, she refused to pay the fine but was never imprisoned, and outright defiance of the law by suffragists in the United States stopped with this episode until 1917. Thirty years after Anthony’s arrest, however, she inspired Christabel Pankhurst to set off on the new road of organized feminist militancy. In 1902, after listening to a speech by Anthony in Manchester, Christabel declared: “It is unendurable to think of another generation of women wasting their lives for the vote. We must not lose any more time. We must act.”3 The actions of Christabel turned into the template for the bold tactics of the Suffragettes, which set the pace for hundreds of other suffragist groups around the world. By physically defying those in authority, the Suffragettes escalated the feminist movement from evolution to revolution.

In the fall of 1905, two years into the life of the WSPU, British politicians were
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