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For Kitty


With Thanks

This book has been a dream of mine since 2012. Researching for my PhD, I first met Kitty Marion on paper in the archives of the Museum of London. I will be forever indebted to Beverly Cook for that introduction, as well as her awe-inspiring expertise and support of a young researcher who became so quickly obsessed by her subject. Historians are nothing without the support and knowledge of archivists, and over the last few years, as I have pieced together Kitty’s story, I have been overwhelmingly grateful for their expertise and guidance many times. The generosity of Victoria Iglikowski, at the National Archives, in answering both my wailing emails and frantic phone calls pursing wild theories and missing records, led to some of my favourite discoveries on the suffragettes’ bomb-making activities. Kitty’s papers lie scattered across two continents, multiple archives and personal records, and bringing them all together for the first time has been an adventure. 

My faith that this story needed to be told received a generous shot in the arm thanks to the encouragement of Matthew Sweet and Brad Beaven, whose comments on my PhD shaped and informed many of the arguments within this book. I also owe a debt of thanks to Lyndsey Jenkins, Kate Wiles and David Andress, who refused to let me give up on bringing Kitty’s story to life. This has only been possible thanks to the determination of my fantastic agent, Kirsty McLachlan, and my incredible editor, Maddy Price. 

Finally, my love and thanks to my long-suffering and intensely supportive family, who have challenged and argued with me throughout my writing. I am a better historian because of you.
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London, 1913

Imagine we have spent the day at the National Portrait Gallery, among the paintings of figures and images from history. Our clothes are heavy, our feet are tired and we leave the airless relics of the past to step out into the crisp London air. Facing Trafalgar Square, you see a woman standing on the plinth between two lions; her voice carries on the breeze towards us, and we catch snatches of her words. Moving closer, we are caught in a crowd that pushes and pulls like a tidal wave, barely kept in check by the police officers who dart in and out of the throng, removing men and women who fight and kick, eager to hear this diminutive figure speak. A line of policemen guard her feet, holding back the crowd from the edge of where she stands to make room for the journalists, elbow to elbow, who furiously scribble down her words on their paper pads for the next edition. 

As we push our way through this vocal congregation and move along towards the bustling street of the Strand, a woman catches your eye. She is Indian, the god-daughter of Queen Victoria, and stands, ferocious, on the corner selling copies of a magazine written by the organisation led by the woman on the platform. She wears a sash of purple, green and white. Perhaps we stop and speak to her, perhaps we move quickly past, but within a few hundred feet another woman, with the same sash, and the same fierce, daring stare, stands in our way. She wears a placard over her chest announcing a new and exciting matinee just around the corner. There is a political play about the rights of women being shown, and a queue is already forming. Suddenly, a deep boom sounds from the direction of St Paul’s, and frightened birds fill the air. A man struggles to keep control of his carthorse as a growing surge of people rush past, shouting, ‘A bomb! A bomb! They put a bomb in St Paul’s!’

This is 1913, and it is the time of the suffragettes.


Manchester, 1913

Here, sneaking through the Mancunian twilight, is Kitty Marion, music hall star and militant suffragette, disguising her red hair under a mill girl’s shawl. She makes her way through Alexandra Park towards the glasshouse, where she leaves a pipe bomb primed to explode in the early morning. This is not her first attack, nor will it be her last, as she is a member of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) – a soldier in the war raging across Britain, and the world, to give women the vote. Kitty Marion, and the many women like her, are part of a violently radical and dedicated branch of the suffrage movement, who conducted a nationwide campaign of terror that has never been truly acknowledged in our history before.

At half past four in the morning, on Tuesday, 11 November 1913, the cactus house in Manchester’s Alexandra Park was reduced to rubble by ‘a stout brass tube, about three inches in diameter, and strengthened at one end by a stout brass cap, which was screwed on to it’. The Leeds Mercury pored over every detail of the device, as police began a frantic hunt for the person or persons unknown who could carry out such violence, ‘… the brass cap had been bored for the insertion of the fuse. The tube was about fifteen inches long, and in addition to a heavy charge of powder it contained a miscellaneous collection of pieces of metal, including such articles as a bed key, an iron chain, bolts, nuts and nails …’1 To those picking through the debris it was clear the force of the explosion had scattered the contents of the bomb over a wide area, far from the twisted ruins of the cactus house itself.

Manchester had suffered an earlier attack by the suffragettes in April. Annie Briggs, Evelyn Manesta and Lillian Forrester attacked numerous paintings in the Manchester Art Gallery, seizing the opportunity to smash the glass coverings of Frederic Leighton’s The Last Watch of Hero and Sibylla Delphica by Edward Burne-Jones, as the museum began to close at 9 p.m. As the attack – or ‘Outrage’ as the press often called them – took place, supporters of the women’s movement had unfurled a ‘Votes For Women’ banner in the gallery, fighting off the attendants who attempted to wrestle them into submission and tear the banner down. 

The April attack was not unique. Organised in a wave of retaliation to the sentencing of the WSPU’s leader – the 54-year-old Moss Side native, Emmeline Pankhurst, to three years in jail after she had admitted to ‘inciting persons unknown’ to bomb the holiday cottage of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, David Lloyd George – numerous attacks were now taking place across the country. These ‘Suffragette Outrages’ grew in violence and intensity in the years before the First World War, ranging from window-breaking, chemical attacks on postboxes and the cutting of telegraph and telephone wires, to the arson and bombings of churches, railway carriages and stations, MPs’ homes, racecourses, golf courses, sporting pavilions, theatres, public parks, banks, newspaper offices and museums. Anywhere you could find a woman, you could find a suffragette bomb. And yet we know so little about the women operating on this self-declared ‘danger duty’. Why did they choose such extreme and violent action to make a political protest? What had happened to them that led to their decision to leave a bomb in a public place? Today, we find such actions morally repugnant, the tools of outsiders and organisations whose values deeply contradict our own. So how do we feel when we discover these actions in a movement we idolise? Is there room for our heroes to be flawed?

The Manchester attack, along with the many others Kitty Marion carried out on behalf of the WSPU, has long been hidden from our acknowledged history of the fight for the vote. But Kitty kept her own record, an unpublished autobiography detailing her life and actions as a suffragette and birth control activist, as she fought for respect and equality for women in all areas of their lives. Her unique story shines a light on the previously ignored actions of many involved in the women’s movement, and shows us that they committed to a plan of action that violently contradicted their supposed place in society, and the rules of men.


To Begin

History is full of secrets. Untold lives that have been forgotten as the victors have decided what and, more importantly, who should be remembered. For people like me, the role of a historian is often to act as a gatekeeper; we are conduits between the past and present, supposedly maintaining an unbiased and clinical view of the facts and events that have shaped our nations and our identities. Our written history, taught in schools and universities, the basis for films and television dramas and the answer to a question in the pub quiz, is an amalgamation of facts, events and the story historians have wanted to tell you. But a gatekeeper does more than allow stories out, they also keep stories in.

Perhaps then it would be better to call historians secret-keepers. We uncover and recover lives, feelings and emotions of the past with the same frenzy as a child at Christmas, tearing through archives and memories in pursuit of a perfect story, for something that is always just out of reach – a complete and unequivocal historical truth. But, as many historians know, truth is a relative concept, and our history has often fallen victim to a lack of it. From the ignorance of western internment camps for Japanese-Americans during the Second World War, to the existence of Britain’s multicultural heritage since the Roman period, or the violent terrorism committed by the suffragettes in the run-up to the First World War, our relationship to truth and history is one still being defined by whoever is in power. Secrets and stories, the lives of those who have challenged the powerful, lie hidden in archives and museums across the world. 

For women, it is often only our leaders who have been memorialised. Queens, courtesans, spies and revolutionaries have all found their place in history, and in our collective memory. These leaders are often idolised for what they represent, extraordinary women in power when ordinary women had none. And no women are more rightfully idolised than the leaders of the suffragettes, without whom there would have been little chance of women gaining access to the vote and without whom the society we have today would not exist. But for a long time the lives of real women, rather than solely our figureheads, have been ignored. These women – the wives, mothers, workers, writers and activists who joined the ranks of the early women’s movement – often carried out the directives and commands of those in power. But their experiences have been forgotten, left in the dust of a movement often concerned with projecting just the right image, and just the right sort of feminism. Women are no different to men when we are in power; we seek to control and manipulate our story, and in this case our history, to avoid anything that might be uncomfortable. To exclude what we cannot make conform. Because no matter how we look at it, feminism, from the nineteenth century to today, has been a club where not everyone has been welcome. It has required a conformity to the rules, a rejection of sexual identities and an unwavering commitment to those who assumed leadership. Because of this, the women who should be at the heart of our history have been hidden, forgotten and betrayed by those who were supposed to keep their legacy alive. 

This book will challenge everything you thought you knew about the suffragettes. Beyond the marches and the women who chained themselves to railings lies another group, who operated under cover of darkness from the heart of the suffragette campaign to carry out a nationwide bombing and arson campaign the like of which Britain had never seen before – and has not experienced since. I am going to tell you two stories: firstly, the incredible life of Kitty Marion, taken from her own words as she spent a lifetime fighting for women’s rights; and secondly, the story of why this life has been hidden from us. To do this, we need to go back to a time before the suffragettes, to explore the forces that set modern feminism on its path. We need to understand that those who have sought to be in control of our history of women decided to only tell one story and to exclude those voices, those women’s lives, that did not conform. These are stories that need to be told.

Kitty Marion, or Katherine Marie Schäfer (1871–1944) as she was born, was a German child immigrant to the East End of London. She arrived in 1886, two years before the city was terrorised by the murders of Jack the Ripper, with his violent attacks on the women of the East End. Starting her English life in a quiet domestic bubble out towards Epping Forest, Kitty cared for the children of her aunt, while London jostled and manipulated the deaths of Mary Ann Nichols, Catherine Eddowes, Elizabeth Stride, Annie Chapman and Mary Jane Kelly into arguments about women on the streets, in public spaces and, of course, as sexual beings. The fact that these murders occurred among women who sometimes bolstered their economic position through sex work – a revenue stream many women in the Victorian century took advantage of – was a final nail in the coffin of public female sexual independence. Sex not only risked a woman’s reputation, now it also risked her life. 

At times, it seems as if we have hardly moved on from this view, and for many in our current society, sexually empowered or knowledgeable women threaten the very fabric of our world. Sex, it seems, is still a dirty word. Feminists have long struggled with women and sex, focusing on the manipulation men could exact rather than on the pleasure women might enjoy. But for Kitty Marion sex was at the heart of her fight for female equality. She knew, first-hand, the reality of sexual danger that many women faced, as she found herself subjected to multiple sexual assaults and attacks during her career as an actress and singer in the music halls. The expectation that a woman would be required to trade her body for employment utterly infuriated her, as she believed, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that a woman should have a right to work, earn money and be independent, without being subjected to sexual harassment. But she also understood the nature of love and its relationship to sex, and her desire to empower women to have control over their own bodies saw her become a leading birth control activist, the final stage in the evolution of her belief that women should be free to live whatever life they choose.

As Kitty began to fight for her right to work without fear of sexual harassment, another social revolution was taking place across British society. The campaign for women to get the vote had been gaining momentum since the mid-nineteenth century and, following Queen Victoria’s death in 1901, a new radically charged wing of the suffrage movement had emerged in 1903. Formed by the previous founders of the Manchester-based Women’s Franchise League – the powerful Pankhurst family – the Women’s Social and Political Union manoeuvred their way to centre stage in the fight to give women the vote. Splitting from the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, the Pankhursts took to the streets and the press, encouraging the members of the WSPU to fight the government with ‘Deeds, Not Words’: with militant action, not simply political debate. For Marion, it was a radical ideology that answered the aggressive and violent assaults she had been subjected to throughout her working life, and offered a clear way to combat the social attitudes that dominated her world – the misogynistic belief that any man had a physical right to any woman’s body, without her consent.

As a suffragette soldier, Marion travelled across the country, utilising her music hall contacts as a network to hide herself and her knowledge and experience of costumes to help her to conduct a bombing and arson campaign in the fight for the vote. She was imprisoned multiple times, and during one single imprisonment was subjected to 232 force-feedings, which destroyed her singing voice.1 She joined the suffragettes to fight for protection within her industry, and she sacrificed her talent for the cause. The sheer multitude of force-feedings that she endured is incredible when compared to other, better known suffragettes – Emily Wilding Davison was force-fed forty-nine times in the entirety of her suffrage activism, and the government had to deny it was or would be force-feeding WSPU leader Emmeline Pankhurst in 1913, after hysterical reports in the Dundee Courier that she had been force-fed once and was at the point of collapse.2 Yet, lauded and applauded for her courage in her own time as she was, Kitty Marion’s name is virtually unknown today. 

The outbreak of war in 1914 forced Marion to flee England for America, after a poison pen letter from an old friend accused her of being a spy for Germany.3 The British Establishment, gleeful at a chance to rid themselves of such a notoriously dangerous woman, sent her with a personal police escort to the Liverpool docks. Once in the USA, friendless and alone, Kitty discovered an opportunity to carry on the fight for female empowerment by joining Margaret Sanger’s new birth control movement. She faced imprisonment, poverty and assaults for the rest of her life, travelling between the USA and UK to promote the campaign for sex education and female empowerment until her death in 1944. In her lifetime women not only won the right to the vote, but also saw the scientific breakthroughs that would lead to the development of the contraceptive pill. Although Kitty, and many women like her, fought hard for sex education, female freedom and bodily empowerment, their stories have been hidden, passed over in favour of women who appear to be paragons of virtue. Feminism has not often been welcoming to the women who believe sex is something that should be enjoyed.

The battle for female emancipation raged throughout the nineteenth century. But it was governed by very strict, conservative forces, which have since dominated the suffrage movement’s history. Piecing together the threads of such a movement, which has a complex relationship with women and sex, allows us to begin to understand why the lives and activism of women like Kitty Marion have so often been suppressed from our mainstream historical story. It opens up to us the world and society that Kitty Marion grew up in, which influenced her life as a feminist, as a fighter and as a writer. We have to understand the manipulation of our history surrounding this complex and divided movement, one that has been specifically recorded to exclude some voices and legitimise others, because otherwise Marion’s role feels like an aberration. While she is herself unique, she was not alone in her desires, her beliefs or her actions. The link between sex and suffrage, between arson, anarchy and female activism, existed for many Victorian and Edwardian women but has never before, in the history of the suffragette movement, been openly acknowledged. This story has been silenced, even denied, and the voices of women who faced the same battles we are still fighting today on consent, sexual empowerment and sexual harassment have been left in archives and unpublished memoirs across the world. 

Throughout history, the idea of feminism, of universal equality for all – of women’s worth not only to society, but also to themselves – has never been defined by just one single organisation. And once you begin to look at the history of feminism in this country outside of what we were taught in schools, a very different world appears. We are given a chance to re-examine the story and to challenge the identity of early feminists solely as sexless prudes who wrote pamphlets, by discovering women who advocated for your right to safe sex at the same time as they advocated for your right to vote.

Before now, to be a woman in the nineteenth century has been universally regarded as to be stuck in a life of suffering, especially where sex is concerned. For too long we have laboured under the misapprehension that Victorian women knew nothing about sex, that they ‘lay back and thought of England’, covered chair legs and were so disconnected from their own bodies that they allowed doctors to use clunky and rudimentary devices to bring them to orgasm, simply as a cure for hysteria. None of this is true. Although influenced by the image of a British woman on the throne, Victorian Britain is often portrayed as a time when women were little more than figures to be pitied, either facing terrible struggles due to their lack of social or economic rights, or becoming brave heroines suffering for their revolution. 

After Victoria’s death in 1901, the dramatic rise of a militant campaign to give women the vote has been memorialised by the sacrifices of its members; Emily Wilding Davison’s death under the hooves of the king’s horse at the Epsom Derby in 1913, and the traumatic imprisonments and brutal force-feedings of many other brave suffragettes. No matter where women are found in feminist history, they have been portrayed as demanding our pity. But by changing the narrative, by looking at these women not as victims, but as survivors and fighters, I want to show you a world where women pushed our world’s politics and culture into the modern age. Where sex, far from being a woman’s curse, became defined as her choice. Where men were held accountable for their actions, and women were not victims, but soldiers and leaders.
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