MARGARET ASHTON :
MANCHESTER’S ‘FIRST LADY’

Jane Bedford

In the Manchester Guardian of 16th October 1937 there
appeared the obituary of ‘Margaret Ashton : Woman
Suffrage Pioneer : Long Record of Public Service’ which
marked the end of thelife of a remarkable woman who has
largely been forgotten. Who was this remarkable woman,
and why and how did she become Manchester’s ‘first
lady’? Margaret was born on 19th January 1856, the
sixth child to the Liberal mill-owner Thomas Ashton and
his wife Elizabeth. Margaret was one of a family of nine,
six daughters and three sons. She and her sisters had a
governess and then went to school for a short period. Her
sisters and brothers all married, and she was left the
daughter at home.! However, at the relatively late age of
44 this personification of middle-class affluence became
involved in the Manchester Women’s Suffrage Society
and the Women’s Liberal Associations, rising to become
a leading light in both associations, and eventually to
become the first woman city councillor for Manchester.
For these reasons Margaret Ashton deserves proper his-
torical recognition and a prominent position amongst the
ranks of those women who so zealously worked for wom-
en’s suffrage and for social reform (in the promotion of
women’s interests, child welfare and education) for forty
years.

To understand Margaret’s interest in education, politics and
public service, it is worth mentioning her family background
and in particular her father, Thomas Ashton.? He had inher-
ited the Ashton Brothers cotton mills at Flowery Fields in
Hyde and the merchants’ business in Manchester, and lived at
Flowery Fields House. He carried on the family tradition of
being an employer who realised his responsibilities to the
men and women who worked for him. He enlarged the
school, built a church at Flowery Fields, enlarged the village
built by his father and he established scholarships at the Hyde
Mechanics’ Institute and the Technical School which enabled
students to go to Owen’s College and to the Manchester
Technical School. On his move to Ford Bank in Didsbury,
when Margaret was two, he soon became a figure of note in
Manchester society. He funded many projects, was regarded
as the second founder of Manchester University and he recon-
structed the Hulme Trust which resulted in the establishment
of Manchester High School for Girls in 1874, He was also an
active member of the Manchester branch of the National
Educational League which did much to prepare the way for
the passing of the 1870 Act. During the Cotton Famine he
gave full employment to his workpeople and his work on the
Relief Committee was one of the reasons that the City Coun-
cil gave him the freedom of the city in 1892,

As well as his many activities in Manchester, he served as
Mayor of Hyde, High Sheriff of Lancashire and he was also
amagistrate for Cheshire and Lancashire. A leading member
of the Liberal party in Manchester — it was commented that
he was the Liberal party in Manchester — he nevertheless
declined invitations to become a Member of Parliament. In
1882 he declined a baronetcy offered to him by William
Gladstone, who subsequently stayed at his house when he
came to Manchester to deliver the keynote speech to the
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National Liberal Foundation meeting at the Free Trade Hall
in 18893 Thomas Ashton’s status as a leading Manchester
Liberal meant that Margaret was often allowed to attend party
meetings and discussions held at Ford Bank, and it is hardly
surprising therefore, that in later life Margaret’s political
views were predominantly Liberal.

Being the daughter at home, Margaret was very much the
companion of her father up to his death, and had the greatest
affection and respect for him, and so, until he died, she
probably found more fulfilment in her life than did some other
Victorian women ‘rebels’. Through him, we can assume, she
learnt much about the running of the family business - indeed
she had very much wanted to be involved — as she put it “my
brain is as good as my brother’s” — but, progressive as her
father was, concerning working women, he stuck to the con-
ventional line of male succession, and refused to allow her to
become a member of the firm. Despite this reputtal, she kept
aneagleeyeonits welfare policy. She became very interested
in the conditions the workers had to live in, and made great
study of building techniques, sanitation and accommodation
requirements. Indeed, when the expansion of Flowery Fields
village was being undertaken in 1884, she supervised the
construction of the houses, after finding that, when the houses
were half-built, the number of bedrooms was insufficient. In
the words of one who was present, she “marched down to the



site, raised hell and made the builder pull down what had been
done and rebuild them to her own design”.*

Margaret had also wanted to train as a nurse, a profession that
Florence Nightingale had ‘made respectable for women’, but
being regarded as a ‘delicate’ person, she was unable to
pursue this career. In 1875 however, she did manage to
persuade her father to allow her to take over the management
of Flowery Fields School, and thus began her life-long inter-
est in education.®

Throughout her home life she enjoyed all the advantages of
the best provincial society, meaning the intelligent, well-to-
do and prosperous middle class, and her social life was full
and varied. The Ashton circle included the staff of the
growing university, C. P. Scott (founder of the Manchester
Guardian) and his wife, the Gaskells and the Philips of
Prestwich Park. Manchester’s emigrés were also included in
the Ashton circle, notably Charles Hallé, the founder of the
Hallé Orchestra.” Her sisters had married leading business
men, Charlotte Sir Edward Tootal Broadhurst, Grace Mary
Philip Kessler, both municipal leaders, Harriet Gertrude and
Katherine Arthur and Charles of the Luptons of Leeds and
Elizabeth Marion the Rt. Hon. James Bryce (who had come
to Lancashire in connection with his famous enquiry into
secondary education).® Connections through which Margaret
became interested in municipal affairs.

In 1884, like many young Victorians, Margaret undertook a
‘Grand Tour’. However, her particular tour did not follow the
oft-tread route to Europe. Instead, she and a fellow compan-

ion, Elsie, armed with letters of introduction, set off for

"America, stopping firstin Cork and then on to New York. Her

letters home to her mother of the voyage, arrival in New York
and subsequently her tour up to Victoria Falls and into
Canada, the Rockies and West Coast America are all full of
social comment, as well as fascinating descriptions of the
flora and fauna she encountered.” She was particularly fasci-
nated by the differences in the structure of class and education
— and reported her discussions on these matters, although
she felt that the Americans didn’t appreciate her questions on
these matters — ‘not becoming of a woman’, she complained
to her mother, and felt that she was being ‘fobbed off’. There
are also some humorous comments. Of the native Americans
she wrote: “They are quite fascinating with their red skin and
long, shiny black hair. I am only a little upset to find them
wandering around the streets with their suits and bowler hats
on, I was so looking forward to seeing their warpaint and
feathers”.'" The letters belie the image of a ‘delicate’ daugh-
ter at home: she emerges as a strong-minded woman, often
given to forthright comment, a lively interest in and a keen
observation of all she saw on her travels. Throughout the six
months of her tour, she was accorded a great deal of respect
and generous hospitality by her American hosts. Nonethe-
less, it was clear from the letters that Margaret looked forward
to her return to her beloved Manchester in the early months of
1885 and resuming her familiar social round.!!

When her father died in 1898, Margaret might have continued
to live a leisured life, doing conventional charitable work like
hercontemporaries. Instead, at the age of 44, she plunged into
the career of a public woman, leading to the suffrage cam-

William Gladstone and his wife at the Ashton family home, Ford Bank, Didsbury, 1889. Margaret is standing in the doorway on the left.
(Lord Ashton Private Collection)



paign and fighting for the position of women in public life.
Margaret had found her purpose in life. When her brother,
now living in London and an MP for South Bedfordshire,'
asked Margaret and her mother to live with him, Margaret
opted to stay in Manchester. She felt that now, free and
independent, she had to live her own life and to follow,
allowing for the changing conditions of the times, in her
father’s footsteps.!> From him she had inherited her love of
freedom and hatred of injustice, her interest in education and
civic affairs, and it was only natural that in her day, given her
temperament and character, she should be led to pioneering
work, and the obvious pioneering work for an intelligent
woman of the 20th century was in the realm of women’s
rights. Asshe herself said: “Born and brought up on thecity’s
atmosphere of public service, who could escape the inspira-
tion of, and joy of, work for the prosperity and progress of the
» 14

people”.

Margaret moved to Fairfax House in Didsbury and thus began
aremarkable career in public service and the women’s move-
ments.

Margaret Ashton and Liberalism

During the late 19th century women with Liberal leanings,
attracted by Gladstonian policies, were recruited through
increasingly effective party machinery, and had formed local
Women’s Liberal Associations (WLA) by the time the Wom-
en’s Liberal Federation (WLF) was established in 1886.% In
towns such as Manchester, a new association would be
formed by calling a public meeting, by visiting wives of
Liberal sympathisers and by house-to-house canvassing, and
it was through such an encounter that Margaret Ashton was
persuaded to join her local Association in Didsbury. Muriel
Eckhardrecollected asking her to join: “Is it fitting...that such
an Association should exist almost at your gate, you not being
a member?” to which Margaret replied, “Very well!”. She
was then thirty-eight.'® In the early years, as a member of the
WLA, Margaret’s role was largely that of a local campaigner
and canvasser for the candidates at elections and fundraiser -
organising bazaars, ‘athomes’, tea dances and similar events.
The Lancashire and Cheshire Women'’s Liberal Association
was established in 1889. By affiliating with the London-
based Women’s Liberal Federation the Lancashire and
Cheshire Union was allowed to send delegates to the Annual
Council Meeting, with the right to forward resolutions, dis-
cuss policy and vote officers to the Executive Committee."’
Margaret Ashton became an active campaigner for the Lan-
cashire and Cheshire Union of Women’s Liberal Associa-
tions (henceforth referred to as the Lancashire and Cheshire
Union) and by 1905 had become President. Already anactive
member of the North of England Suffrage Society, Margaret
used her position as President to push for the Liberal Party to
take a strong lead — suffrage should be made an ‘official’
objective, and she was confident that, when the Liberal Party
came into power, they would give women the vote. '™

In 1905 it seemed highly likely that an election would be
called, and through the Lancashire and Cheshire Union,
Margaret organised numerous meetings to promote Liberal
policies. One particular meeting in October 1905 at the Free
Trade Hall, which was to be addressed by Winston Churchill
and Sir Edward Grey, two prominent Liberals who could
reasonably expect cabinet positions should the Liberals be
returned, threw Margaret into the national spotlight when it
was disrupted by Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney of
the Women'’s Social and Political Union." The demonstra-

tors challenged the speakers by asking “Will the Liberal
Government give votes to women?” and unfurling their
‘Votes for Women’ banners. This action had them thrown out
of the meeting.”

Their action was lauded by the Independent Labour Party,
which, at their next public meeting read out letters of support
— including one from Philip Snowden, then Chairman of the
Independent Labour Party in which he and his wife congratu-
lated Christabel on her bravery: “We are all proud of her and
her friend Miss Kenney. Their action on this occasion has
done more for the women’s cause than all the continued work
of such as Mrs Mills and Miss Ashton.”? The latter, as members
of the North of England Society pursued, the persuasive and
moderate approach of working for suffrage, rather than the more
aggressive campaigning of the Pankhurst faction.

Margaret Ashton was particularly incensed. As President of
the Lancashire and Cheshire Union, she took personal excep-
tion to what she saw as Labour attacks on Liberals in the name
of women’s suffrage. The criticism of her work provoked a
strong reaction. She wrote to the Manchester Guardian to
defend her party line and to point out that Liberal women
deplored, “the method used by the Women of the Independent
Labour Party...as calculated to retard rather than hasten the
extension of the franchise”.?? Margaret was equally enraged
a few months later when she read a letter from Mrs Fawcett,
the President of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage
Societies, making public her acceptance of the Free Trade
Hall incident. Margaret despatched a letter of protest:

DearMadame:...l amsure that you cannot have the fact
of the case about these suffrage questions before you,
or you together with the North of England Suffrage
Society and the Women’s Liberal Association would
have been compelled to condemn the action of these
Sfew violent women who have so much injured the
reputation of women politicians in Lancashire...It has
been most deplorable from all points of view and has
made it more difficult to approach the Government
with dignity than ever before...we Women of Lanca-
shire have suffered much from these disturbers who
have spent their time shouting while we have been at
work.?

With the return of the Liberals in 1906, suffragists attempted

‘Lancashire and Cheshire of The Women's Franchise Deputation io
The Prime Minister, 1906, margaret Ashion is seated al the end of
the second row on tyhe right hand side.’

(Nelson Library. Lancashire)




to put pressure on Campbell-Bannerman and his new govern-
ment. The new Prime Minister had a reputation for personal
sympathy to women’s suffrage. Plans for a deputation were
drawn up among the National Union of Women’s Suffrage
Societies, the Women’s Liberal Federation and other wom-
en’s organisations including the Women'’s Social and Politi-
cal Union,*

The deputation was scheduled for 19th May 1906 and ap-
proximately 350 attended. Two MPs, Keir Hardie and Mr A
Cameron Carbett, introduced a delegation of eight women
and Sir Charles McLaren.?> Each of them made an impas-
sioned plea for the parliamentary franchise. Margaret
Ashton, as a member of the delegation, represented 641
Women’s Liberal Associations with a membership of 99,000
women. She stated that, as party women who had loyally
served the party for years, they asked that: “We may have the
promise of legislation that shall give us some measure of
enfranchisement. We ask it as Liberals from a Liberal Gov-
ernment and as Liberal women, we ask it from the present

Parliament’ 2

Campbell-Bannerman was not so easily persuaded. In along
speech extolling the virtue of their campaign so far, he con-
cluded by stating that even though he supported their claims
on a personal level, he felt that the women should be patient,
not do anything rash or hasty that would damage the cause,
and to continue with their fight. Having already waited 50
years, these comments made it clear to the women that
Campbell-Bannerman had absolutely no intention of intro-
ducing any measure during his government. Margaret’s
disillusionment was bitter, for she had strongly believed that
this Liberal government would extend the suffrage to
women.?’

In 1908, Campbell-Bannerman was replaced as Prime Minis-
ter by Herbert Asquith. His attitude towards women’s suf-
frage was similar to Campbell-Bannerman’s. However, the
government did announce that an Electoral Reform Bill
would be presented before Parliament, which was to be
drafted in such a way as to allow the inclusion of Women'’s
Suffrage, by accepting an amendment giving the vote to
women. Margaret doubted the genuineness of the proposal.
If the Government was seriously intending to enfranchise
women, why was the requisite legislation only being pro-
posed as an amendment to the main bill? Indeed, her exas-
peration at the continual rebuttal of the claims for women’s
suffrage changed her position in the Lancashire and Cheshire
Union. It soon became apparent that the Union would have
to concentrate its efforts on persuading the government to
include the franchise in its policies, and Margaret threw her
energies into appealing to the Union to adopt her policy.?® At
a conference in February 1908 Margaret spoke on the theme
of Women’s Liberal Associations and Party Allegiance:

We have come, it seems to me, into an entirely fresh
position as regards the party. We shall have to con-
sidervery seriously if in future we are going to accept
the dictum of the party absolutely or whether we are
going to hold our own banner of Liberal principle and
to put principle before party.”’

Margaret continued in this vein throughout 1908 and tried
without success to get the Women’s Liberal Federation to
adopt a resolution on the subject of votes for women at its
annual conference in June.

Atthe 4th Conference of the International Women’s Suffrage
Alliance at Amsterdam in June 1908 Margaret reported that,
though she was the president of a large body of Liberal
women, she had decided that it was useless to work further for
her party unless it would enfranchise women. Margaret
further stated that women had held the Liberal party together
and had given patient, hard work for years to their party:

Women in England have worked for 60 years for this
party and now, if they will gain their own liberty they
must refuse to lift hand or foot for it until it will
enfranchise them...Though we have a Liberal cabinet
and the pledges of a majority of voters in a Liberal
parliament, it has not given us the franchise. The
Liberals have practically told the women, ‘We do not
represent you. You are not our constituents!'%

The Liberal papers reported that the women were ‘in revolt’
and party managers sent word to headquarters: “We can no
longer hold the women unless the party does something for
them™ ™

Margaret became more and more frustrated over this issue,
and finally, at the Annual Meeting of the Council of the
Lancashire and Cheshire Union in October 1908 she tendered
her resignation as President. She was persuaded to allow
herself to be nominated again, but a second candidate was put
forward, a Mrs Stewart-Brown. Margaret warned the Coun-
cil that in choosing between the two candidates, it would be
deciding in a large measure on its policy on women’s suf-
frage. This election would decide whether they would have
a very progressive policy which included that of no longer
working actively at elections for Liberal candidates, unless
the government showed signs of adopting suffrage as policy,
or follow the Women’s Liberal Federation policy which
urged women to carry on working for men who would not
grantthem liberty > Inresponse, Mrs Stewart-Brown pointed
out that in view of Margaret’s speeches and her actions at
elections the Union ought to have the opportunity of showing
whether or not they were in sympathy with her views. Quite
clearly they were not, for Mrs Stewart-Brown was elected as
President.

In handing over her presidency, Margaret hoped that: “You
will never forget that this Union stands far more for Liberal
principles than the Liberal party. It was, after all, principles
that we banded ourselves together to support and not the
party”. She noted that Mrs Stewart-Brown and she differed
in the ways of achieving Liberal principles:

She [Mrs Stewart-Brown] feels it is to be attained by
working for the party - l believe in giving a lead to the
party when it falls short. That is my sole reason to
refuse to work for a party which sacrifices its princi-
ples so far as we women are concerned:...I stand for
principles. This vote of yours has set me free to work
for Liberal principles in my own way and not to work
for them as part of an electioneering agency...”?

Margaret had an abiding faith that the Liberal party would
eventually grant the franchise and urged the Union to con-
tinue their efforts to get the franchise extended to women.
However, she could no longer continue with the Union. In
leaving the Union Margaret drew a line under this phase of her
life - disillusioned by the party political manoeuvring and the
lack of progress, she decided to go her own way and also
resigned her membership of the Liberal Party.** This was not,



however, to be the end of Margaret Ashton’s involvement in
the suffrage campaign.

Margaret Ashton and the North of England
Society for Women’s Suffrage

As with the Women’s Liberal Association, Margaret had
joined the Manchester National Suffrage Society compara-
tively late in life. She wasn’t at this time (1894) particularly
interested in women’s suffrage, and unlike many women
working for the cause, she didn’t become a suffragist because
she was a feminist in principle, but because her work for
women proved to her the necessity of the vote.* She became
an active campaigner for the Society and Chairman in 1906.
She believed that the North of England Women’s Suffrage
Society (the Manchester Society renamed with the formation
of Mrs Fawcett’s national society) had to speak at street
corners and in public squares and parks; give out handbills in
the street; stand all day in the gutter collecting signatures to
the voter’s petitions; and that it had to take an active part in all
elections and suffragist processions. She didn’t enjoy these
activities, but neither did she shirk them. Neither did she
enjoy public speaking, but she hurled herself into it; her
abiding concern for the lives of common people, the welfare
of children, for the special wrongs of women gave her unlim-
ited material for speeches. She travelled from end to end of
the country speaking indoors and outdoors, and was assidu-
ous at the meetings of the National Union of Women’s Suf-
frage Societies Executive in London,*

The North of England Society was made up of women from
all shades of the political spectrum, whether Liberal, Con-
servative or Independent Labour women. Indeed members
originally included such people as Mrs and the Misses
Pankhursts, Eva Gore-Booth, Esther Roper and Selina
Cooper. These women, through their radical campaigns
amongst the Lancashire textile workers, in particular their
launch of a petition to be signed exclusively by working
women in the Lancashire cotton mills in order to show the rest
of the country how powerful the demand for the vote really
was among industrial women, focused national attention on
the North of England Society. However, the success of the
radical campaigns brought its own problems. Therespectable
Liberals (Margaret Ashton et al) who still provided the bulk
of the North of England Society funds were becoming in-
creasingly concerned over associations with the labour
movement and the Labour party. As the suffrage movement
had been run on careful non-political lines, they could see no
advantage in supporting the least influential of political par-
ties. Nonetheless, the North of England Society did assist in
helping get the petition to all the mills in the county.”” It
wasn’t long before the radicals found themselves hammpered
by the ‘traditional’ stance of the North of England Society. It
took Christabel Pankhurst’s action at the Free Trade Hall, the
banner-waving incident, to split the suffrage movements
completely. Margaret, by now a very influential member of
the North of England Society, had deplored Christabel’s
actions and she represented the opinions of the great majority
of Society members, all united in their condemnation.*® The
radicals left to form a separate independent group - the Wom-
en’s Social and Political Union, and these two societies coex-
isted for a short while.

The well-documented story of the subsequent activities of the
WSPU once it moved to London bear little on Margaret
Ashton’s involvement with the North of England Society. By
1906, Margaret, now serving on the Committee of the North

of England Society, was elected President of the Society
following thisdivision, and the Society became ultra-respect-
able. The new committee severed its contacts with trades
unionists, textile workers or Labour politicians and settled
down to working for suffrage along its previous lines.”

The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies
(NUWSS) in 1907 adopted a new constitution and formed an
impressive executive onto which Margaret Ashton was
elected. Margaret now had arole in both the major women’s
movements, namely President of both the North of England
Society for Women’s Suffrage and The Lancashire and |
Cheshire Women’s Liberal Association. As part of her role
on the NUWSS Executive, she organised the great suffrage
demonstrations in Manchester. All the women’s societies in
Manchester at this time came together in demonstrations to
support the call for suffrage.®

During 1908, another Women’s Suffrage Bill was to be put
forward to Parliament by Mr Stanger, MP for North Padding-
ton. Margaret, along with Helena Swanwick, toured all the
local branches to campaign for a petition to be sent to the
House of Commons in an attempt to persuade MPs to take the
bill to asecond reading. As with previous bills, Margaret was
well aware that the bill might be wrecked in Committee,
however she believed it would give those members who were
pledged to the principle of women’s suffrage a chance to
record their votes. She therefore urged all members at the
various meetings to write to their MPs and ask them to support
Stanger’s Bill.*!

As Margaret had supposed, Stanger’s Bill was ‘talked out’.
Disappointing though this further failure was, the North of
England Society were not defeated. A deputation was sent to
meet with Asquith, the Prime Minister, to urge inclusion of
suffrage in his forthcoming reforms. Not able to attend
herself, although she was in London for the Executive meet-
ing of the Women’s Liberal Federation, Margaret had studied
the verbatim report of the meeting, and was not as easily
satisfied with Asquith’s comments as the deputation ap-
peared to have been. From what she had read of the meeting,
“All he [Asquith] says with regard to women is that they will
not be included in the Reform Bill....His pronouncement
concedes nothing except the right to introduce another meas-
ure in this Parliament. It has not given us what we asked for
more than anything else...”®

Asquith, however, continued to prevaricate over women’s
suffrage, stating that no reform could be introduced unless
women showed that the great majority of women desired it.
Margaret took up Asquith’s challenge and began organising
a ‘great demonstration’ in favour of women’s suffrage.
Margaret stated that:

This demonstration is intended as a direct answer 1o
the request made by the Government, through the
Prime Minister, that the women of the country would
show that they really wanted the vote...And we are
going to demonstrate in our thousands in Man-
chester....Allmen and women who believe that it is just
that women should have the vote are asked to join in
the Manchester demonstration.®

The ‘Great Demonstration’ took place over the weekend of
23rd and 24th October 1908. On the Friday night a large
meeting was held in the Free Trade Hall, to which a large
number of MPs had been invited to attend. Only one, a very



‘faithful servant of the women’s cause’ put in an appearance
(Lord Courtney of Penrith). Not one of the Manchester or
Cheshire MPs came. According to the report in the Manches-
ter Guardian, “they seem, when they got their invitations,
with one consent to have set about making excuses”.*

From the chair, Margaret Ashton put the case for women’s
suffrage in sentences that were telling in their directness.
Women should have the vote, she stated, so that:

Women may have the right to protect themselves so
that they may bring a larger influence to bear on the
work of social reform, and so that a better sense of
proportion may be secured in handling matters that
affect intimately the lives of women and children.

The call for the vote was seen by Margaret as the greatest
reform since [830. It would, when granted, affect a larger
number of citizens than any other reform, for it was to enfran-
chise not a class, not a section of the community, but the
whole of one sex, and it was this particular point that Margaret
saw as “the greatness of the demand”. Aspartofagreat nation
and under-representative government, the only means of ef-
fecting legislation was by achieving the vote. It was an oft
repeated cry. Women such as Margaret were told time and
time again to apply themselves to the social reforms and to
leave the vote alone. But it was because of their interests in
education, temperance, children - indeed all the ‘great’ ques-
tions being faced by Government and reform agencies - that
women felt that they had a chance (and a right) to call for the
vote in order to have some say in changing and influencing the
reforms:

MANGHESTER WOMENS SUFFRAGE DEMONS TRATIONS
"t 1908

sturday Oct, 241h, 2.30 pom. rocession
Albert Square 1o Alevandra Park,
. Meeting 4 pm

il e R T TIPS

'Front Page of the Official programme for The Manchester suffrage
Demonstration, 23rd to 24th October 1908".

Year by year, as the legislation comes into our very
homes, does it not seem right that the home-makers
should be consulted?...we think that we should have
the right to speak in the councils of the nation.

The anti-women feeling of parliament was very well evi-
denced by the fact that none of the Cheshire and Lancashire
MPs came to the meeting. Margaret candidly pointed out that
had they been men asking for some reform none of the MPs
would have dared to decline the invitation to the meeting. For
the women at the Free Trade Hall this was symptomatic of
“the privileged classes who stand in the way of the unenfran-
chised”. In this case, it was the ‘manhood’ of England who
were the privileged classes.*

On Saturday 24th October, the ‘Great Demonstration’ took
place. The women gathered in various streets around the Free
Trade Hall, and at 2.30pm they proceeded into Albert Square.
The North of England Suffrage Society led the procession,
with Margaret at the front, followed by numerous other wom-
en’s societies, and women who represented other walks of
life, for example, the Wniversity Settlement women, clerks,
typists, girls from the mills - altogether, about 5,000 women
were involved in the procession - none of whom possessed the
vote. Also included in the procession, hidden behind white
shawls, were the veterans of the fight for women’s liberty -
Elizabeth Wolstenholme-Elmy and Isabella Mills. With
bands and banners, the women proceeded through Manches-
ter and out to Alexandra Park. The Manchester Guardian
reported that the men and women in the crowds watching this
procession were “two miles of debaters for and against the
suffrage”. On reaching Alexandra Park, more crowds gath-
ered to hear the various speeches. There were separate plat-
forms for speakers on topics of interest to women: on housing
and health; peace; temperance; education and school man-
agement; the vote; prison reform; working women; labour
legislation and, Margaret’s platform on Women and the Poor
Law. At the end of the afternoon, each of the meetings was
called to move a resolution from the platform in support of
women’s suffrage, and with very few exceptions, the crowds
in Alexandra Park supported the resolution.

Margaret believed she had achieved her aim of proving to
Asquith that the majority of women desired the vote. How-
ever, Asquith remained steadfast in his refusal to incorporate
women'’s suffrage into the Reform Bill. The official response
was, “on behalf of women’s suffrage...Mr Asquith...is not in
a position at present to add anything as to the future action of
the Government”.*” The government’s attitude towards
women'’s suffrage remained invariable over the years up to
the First World War, and during that time Margaret was
tireless in her efforts to press the case for women’s suffrage,
carrying the campaign all over the country, locally to
Glossop, Macclesfield, Marple, Knutsford and elsewhere,
and further afield to Edinburgh, London and Bristol.

With the outbreak of war in August 1914, the suffrage soci-
eties suspended their political activities, although the
NUWSS, of which Margaret was a member of the Executive,
decided that they should direct their efforts to the service of
the country and do as much as they could for “the relief of
distress” caused by the ‘great national crisis’. As soon as war
had been declared, Margaret had offered the services of the
staff of the Manchester and District Federation and the Man-
chester Society to the Local Relief Committee, the War Of-
fice and the Red Cross. This offer was immediately accepted
and the Manchester Suffrage Office became the registration



office for volunteers. About 300 voluntary women workers
registered.*®

With women working in all aspects of public life during the
war years, it was obvious to members of the NUWSS, that the
introduction of women’s suffrage was inevitable. In May
1918 a Bill was presented to Parliament with a clause relating
to Women'’s Suffrage. The Bill was accepted by the House of
Commons and passed to the next stage of its journey to
become legislation. Various attempts by the Government to
defeat the Bill at the Committee and Report stages were
overcome due to vigorous protests from supportive MPs from
all parts of the House, and finally the Government withdrew
all its objections, and women’s suffrage became an integral
part of the Reform Bill and law on 6th February 1919.%

Margaret Ashton and the Women’s International
League

Margaret by this time was no longer directly involved in the
suffrage movement. In 1915 she and ten others had resigned
from the National Union Executive over the failure of their
resolution before the Council of the NUWSS for, inter alia
“discussion with women of other nations to promote the
establishment of a stable system of international law and
mutual understanding”.®® Margaret became a member of a
group who concentrated on working for a negotiated peace,
and helped to form the Women’s International League, of
which she became Chairman. At the start of the war, a few
British women had gone to Holland to attend a meeting at the
 Hague of the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance, and
met other women from Europe and America who believed in
the solidarity of women, even in the face of the “greatest
tragedy the world has ever seen”. This meeting passed a
resolution calling for an International Congress on peace, and
this was set for April 1915 in Amsterdam. On their return to
England, these women very quickly convened an Executive
Committee, and commenced campaigning for delegates to a
British Committee to attend the Congress.®!

The British Committee selected delegates to attend the Con-
gress representing over thirty organisations including the
Independent Labour Party, the Women’s Cooperative Guild,
the Manchester Public Health Society, the Women’s Free-
dom League, and Margaret Ashton, as Chairman of the Wom-
en’s International League. However, the government, along
with the press, believed that their actions were “anti-nation-
alistic”, and the government, in particular, made every effort
to frustrate the British contingent’s efforts to attend the Con-
gress. The women of the British Committee made represen-
tations to the Home Office, and persuaded the Government to
reconsider their decision. Despite the government’s prevari-
cation the British Committee were advised that they could
travel on a boat leaving Tilbury on the 20th April. However,
they heard that an order from the Admiralty had been issued,
closing the North Sea, and that there would be no sailing.
Despite this, the women waited in Tilbury to take the first boat
that might cross. Margaret Ashton, along with the other
delegates, had to make overnight journeys to arrive in London
in the early hours of the morning, only to be frustrated by
delays over permits. The Government’s efforts at frustrating
the Peace Congress had succeeded, in this country, for the
British Committee remained in Tilbury until the Congress
was over. Despite the lack of British delegates, the Congress
was a success, and significant in that it was the first time
women had met to protest against war.”

To work for peace in the middle of a war was to be branded
as a “traitor to your country” a “pro-German” and worse.
These comments were particularly hurtful to Margaret, but
she showed her leadership qualities by encouraging her col-
leagues: “Go on, no turning back. The need of truth is too
great, people don’t know yet what war means...If we go into
public life we must take what the public gives us, plenty of
knocks and little praise. Never show you mind, work on, our
Peace message will be needed later”. 5

During the war years halls were refused for League meetings.
The press, with the exception of the Manchester Guardian,
was hostile, but Margaret persevered - the work of the League
continued to gain more members as the war progressed and
the Manchester Branch made headway. After the war, the
League continued its action. In 1922 Margaret became the
President of the Manchester Branch, and through her dogged
determination the movement gained more and more members
until gradually the Peace Movement became firmly estab-
lished. She continued her association with the League until
her death in 1937.%

Margaret was vilified because of her work for the League and the
hostile City Council, in a demonstration of ‘patriotism’, turned
her off the Education Committee. Deeply hurt by their action,
though never showing any open bitterness, Margaret resigned
from the City Council, and ‘retired’ to the country for a couple
of years, to her brother’s home in Gloucestershire.>

Margaret Ashton and Manchester City Council

By the end of the 19th century a host of women’s organisa-
tions were encouraging women to stand for elected office.>
Local government seemed to offer a sphere of work and a way
of going about it particularly suited to women. It embraced
the ‘domestic work’ of the nation:” “We want the home and
domestic side of things to count for more in politics and in the
administration of public affairs than they do at present”.* As
local government enlarged its responsibilities to include such
areas as the care of the young and old, poor and sick, and
moved from the private to the public domain, so did women.
Yet local government was more than just practical rate-
funded philanthropy. It required women to seek election,
mobilise an electorate, gain the endorsement of political
parties and the confidence of local interest groups, accept the

- obligation of canvassing and committee work, the exposure

in the press and on the public platform and the discipline of
liability. Local government, in other words, offered a multi-
plicity of routes through which women could advance their
rights, plead their cause, pursue their duties, fulfil their mis-
sion and lay claim to full citizenship.*

Margaret Ashton’s route into local government had, in effect,
started with her appointment as manager of the Flowery
Fields School in 1875, for being involved in education, she
was ideally placed to argue for improvements. She had also
been a Governor of the Manchester High School for Girls
since it was inaugurated. In 1900 she had been elected to the
Withington Urban District Council and was a member of their
Education Committee. .

In 1906 with the return of a Liberal Government, and in

particular with the election of John Burns, President of the
Local Government Board and a long-time sympathiser with
the women’s cause, Women’s Local Government Societies
made further appeals for their bill to be adopted by govern-
ment - allowing all women to stand for local authorities. In



August 1907 the Government did adopt the bill and women
ratepayers could at last seek election to the country’s borough
and county councils. All daughters, and most married women
were automatically barred from office. As Margaret stated,
“Picture yourself a council from which all married men were
excluded - who would be left?” As an unmarried woman
herself, she “wished to emphasise that it was the married
women who were needed on town councils...they were the

Parliament, giving women the right not only to vote
but to be candidates at municipal elections, Miss
Margaret Ashton, who is well known in Manchester
public life, has consented, in answer to a request, to be
a candidate for the representation of Hulme's St
George's Ward... She has had much experience [also]
in other forms of public service.%

most valuable in public work”.®

Council elections in Manchester were set for 1 November
1907, giving véry little time for a sustained and comprehen-
sive campaign. The Manchester Guardian stated that these

elections would have some ‘new features’:

Taking advantage of the privileges conferred on
women ratepayers by the Act recently passed through
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The seat she was contesting, as a Liberal candidate, had been
held by the Conservatives since 1901, and interest in the
contest was substantial. Her campaign was comprehensively
recorded throughout in the Manchester Guardian. Her first
meeting was crowded and her speech set the tone of the
campaign:

People were asking what women could do on a town
council...If she was elected...she would like to serve
on three committees - the Sanitary Committee, the
Watch Committee, and the Education Committee. As
to the Education Committee she pointed out that she
had been connected with the work of education all her
life. The question of women's lodging houses was one
that the Sanitary Committee ought to take up...She
wanted to be on the Watch Committee because she felt
it was a dreadful thing in this twentieth century...in a
largetown like Manchester there were streets in which
respectable women could not walk without fear of
insult and molestation...Every improvement in the
condition of women meant an improvement in the
condition of the whole community.®

Throughout her campaign, Margaret emphasised her inten-
tion, if elected to the City Council, to improve the social
conditions of the people of St George’s Ward. In an enumera-
tion of the special classes of work in which a woman could
prove her worth on the Council, she spoke of the ill-effects on
women and children when overcrowding of houses, lack of
cleanliness and fresh air and the bad lighting of streets and
backyards continued unchecked. Wherever she spoke,
Margaret re-stated that her thirty years experience of public
life made her familiar with the subjects which would require
her attention as a member of the City Council. Of such
questions as drainage, sewerage, housing, and the framing of
by-laws she had made a special study and ‘kept her eyes
open’. “Don’t expect the millennium when women get into
the Council, but what one vote can do to improve this district
of Hulme that I will do”.®

On the eve of polling day, the Manchester Guardian summa-
rised the campaign:

The most interesting of the contests is no doubt pro-
ceeding in the ward of St George, where Miss Ashton
is the first woman candidate for a seat in the Manches-
ter Council Chamber. If crowded meetings and the
enunciation of a definite programme offer any indica-
tion of the result of an election Miss Ashton’s candida-
ture ought to succeed. She has laid before the electors
definite views on progressive municipal work con-
nected with good housing, clean air, and other princi-
ples of sanitation. She has also pointed out that atown
council has now to undertake many duties associated
with questions which especially concern women. That
the public are interested in these is shown by the
increasingly large attendances at her meetings. It
remains to be seen what effect the novelty of a woman
candidate will have on the poll.%



In spite of her untiring work and considerable support among
the electorate she was defeated.

As aresult of her standing for election, Margaret, who had
been Chairman of the Withington District Education Com-
mittee when Withington was amalgamated with Manchester,
and had been co-opted onto the city Education Committee,
was unceremoniously replaced on the Withington Committee
by Mr James Heald, a local businessman. This action initi-
ated a debate in the Manchester Guardian, and a petition was
sent to the Lord Mayor, from people of all shades of political
opinion, asking for Margaret’s reinstatement. The Lord
Mayor referred the matter back to the Withington Committee,
where a Mr Kemp spoke of the “misfortune to the city” in
losing “the expert services of an expert in elementary educa-
tion”. He went on to state that:

[He] thought that the key of the opposition was in fact
that Miss Ashton was — should he say? — indiscreet
enough to contest one of the seats held by the member
of the Council. If that were so, if her rejection by the
Withington Committee were a matter of vindictive-
ness, he could only say he was sorry at the smallness
of soul thereby indicated.®

Correspondents to the Manchester Guardian held the same
view.®® However, the petitioning was to no avail. The
Withington Committee steadfastly refused to accept her as
their nomination and James Heald was appointed. Despite
the obvious ‘snub’, Margaret was not deterred. As she stated
after the election, “I hope that, next year, when I stand again,
- I'shall not stand alone, but that other women colleagues will
come forward at the same time.”¥’

Margaret did stand again. As her father was a Liberal, so was
she, but as the Liberal party refused to enact women’s suf-
frage, this time she was standing for independent liberal
principles and not the Liberal party, reflecting her sense of
betrayal. She now suggested, ironically, no doubt, that mu-

nicipal council work “was not entirely suitable for women”
but she was “anxious to be allowed to try her small share of
it”. She didn’t talk about her expertise in drains and ventila-
tion this time, but about the needs of women and children for
homes, schools, clean water, baths and wash-houses: “Surely
such things affected women even more than men...who had to
suffer if houses were ill-built, ill-drained, short of water and
dark, ill-paved courts and alleys outside them?” She also
campaigned for adequate street lighting and safe trams.

A few days later, in case the electors had missed the point, she
was insisting that “if she were returned there would be no
necessity for her to encroach upon the men’s work.” Not that
it was clear what she had left them to do - as there was so much
only a woman could see to: “Matters of great importance to
women had been overlooked...Women councillors could do
a great deal in pointing out the many small things that stood
in the way of decent life in the home.

In 1908 Margaret stood as the candidate for the Withington
district against the incumbent Conservative. She won, in a
straight fight.®

Once elected women met with little or no hostility from
fellow councillors, although soon after Margaret Ashton was
elected to the City Council, an elderly councillor proposed to
her ata Town Hall reception. Herresponse was disconcerting
to the councillor in question: “Good Gracious Mr X, you
surely don’t think that after taking all this trouble to get
elected, I am going to give it up to marry you!” Even at this
time, married women were not eligible as councillors.”
There was however a deeper resistance to women from voters
- a voter was heard to have pulled down the blinds when
Margaret won in Withington saying “A Suffragette is
elected” - and also from party agents. Women recognised this
and, searching around for explanations, blamed it on the
militant tendency of the suffragettes. Margaret wrote angrily
to Millicent Fawcett that women candidates were finding

Margaret Ashton on her campaign trail, Withington Ward, October 1908




themselves damaged “by the action of those few violent
women who have so much injured the reputation of women

politicians in Lancashire”.”

Margaret was elected to the Education Committee and the
Sanitary Committee.” Education and public health were two
predictable committee interests of women members.
Margaret, along with many other women who had been co-
opted onto education committees, had given her views and
had had to watch, unable to take any part in the final stages of
her proposals, whilst her schemes had collapsed in Council.
Margaret now felt that, being on the council, she would at last
be able to get some “good work done”. She was elected to be
the City Council’s representative as a Governor of Manches-
ter High School for Girls, and she took a keen interest in both
the girls and their teachers. Margaret set herself two principal
aims: one, to ensure that good educational facilities were
provided for girls as well as boys and the other, that teachers
were properly trained and paid in accordance with their du-
ties.” -

In 1910, she called attention to a resolution passed by the
Elementary Education Sub-Committee as to the appointment
of married women teachers. At the time, there were, in
Manchester, 28 married women teachers in provided schools
and 120 in non-provided schools.™ According to the minutes
of the Sub-Committee’s meeting, it was proposed to recom-
mend to the Education Committee that:

l...in future the appointment of a woman teacher
should terminate on marriage; 2 That no married '
women other than widows be engaged by the Commit-
tee as teachers; and 3 That no action be taken regard-
ing married women teachers now in the employ of the
Committee.

Margaret entered a protest against disqualifying women for
the office of teachers when they married. She believed that,
until a woman teacher proved herself inefficient, it was an
injustice to force her to retire from the profession for which
she had been trained. The effect, Margaret stated, was to
reduce her to the level of an unskilled worker: “Once you are
married you become nothing but a general servant for no
pay”. In such cases, she pointed out, these women teachers
lost their chance of a pension; there was no certainty that their
husbands would remain alive, and as widows they were putin
aserious position as there was no provision for them. Aslong
as the woman was an efficient teacher, she argued, the Com-
mittee had no right to interfere. She hoped that the Committee
would treat the married women as human beings, consider
them on their merits, and not penalise them because they
married. Unfortunately for Margaret, the Committee did not
agree with her, and her proposal was defeated, and the recom-
mendations were sent to the full Council Meeting in Febru-
ary.

A large and influentially signed petition against the recom-
mendations had been sent in to the Council. It maintained that
the teacher’s position would be rendered even more precari-
ous than it was, and would tend to make young women half-
hearted in their training and subsequent work and so ulti-
mately injure the teaching profession, if the recommenda-
tions of the Committee were generally adopted. Speaking
against the recommendations, Margaret stated that national
schools needed the best teachers they could get, and that the
proposed restriction in choice would entail the loss of valu-
able members of the teaching profession who had the experi-
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ence and who had already proved themselves.

The debate turned on the second clause of the Education
Committee’s recommendations, that no married women
other than widows be engaged as teachers, and a resolution
was moved referring it back to the Committee for further
consideration. Those who had argued for the recommenda-
tions, had stated that it was unfair to the scholars, to the
women themselves, to their families, and to their husbands.
Margaret, on the other hand, had argued that the question of
what married women should or should not do was entirely a
domestic matter - as she stated: “In what other profession do
you clear out the experienced persons to make room for the
juniors?” The amendment to remove the second clause was
defeated by sixty-five votes against thirty-six, however one
concession was won, that being that the Chairman of the
Education Committee had agreed that, “in the case of a
husband incapacitated from work, the wife, for the purposes
of employment by the Committee, should be treated as a
widow”.” It was obvious that Margaret’s criticisms of the
status of married teachers in Manchester were bitterly re-
sented, but her arguments and recommendations, so often
defeated, were substantiated in the reports of HMIs.”

Experience had taught women that healthy homes needed
healthy streets, that private health depended on public health.
Working on the Sanitary Committee Margaret already had
made a thorough study of sanitation and building regulations
before she was elected to the Council. As local authorities
began more vigorously to inspect workshops, laundries, of-
fices and shop premises, checking their hours, conditions and
sanitation, so women sanitary and factory inspectors begged
women to come into public life so that they would have
women members to report to; women councillors for their
part tried to get more women sanitary staff appointed, and
Margaret particularly supported the opposition of any curtail-
ment of the power of chief lady inspectors.” Together,
women sanitary staff and women councillors such as
Margaret, took the lead on their councils in exposing and
denouncing sweated labour.” In this connection, Margaret
helped to organise the Anti-Sweating Exhibition which took
place in Manchester, and focused the attention of the public
on the conditions of women workers in this area.”

Another aspect of her work on the Sanitary Committee in-
volved the provision of ‘clean’ housing. The crowded,
gloomy enclosed courts and alleys, as found in Ancoats and
‘Little Ireland’, were rotting into disrepair and needed to be
replaced by open-ended streets, which allowed light and air
in. Apart from clearing the slums, the council had to prevent
instant slums being built in their place. Builders now had to
conform to by-laws requiring them to construct cottages with
at least four rooms, piped water, separate sculleries, privies,
and often internal WCs, with higher ceilings and larger win-
dows, soundly built with damp-proof courses below, a yard
behind, and a decent respect for the building line in front.® At
the annual meeting of the WLGS, a Dr Slater stated that local
authorities needed to have women on committees so that they
didn’tmerely confine their concern to construction but also to
care about design, and to consider not only sanitation but also
architecture:

...the home is a woman’s shelter and workshop and its
design determines the fate of the wife and mother...it
seems that only women councillors notice that larders
should be on the coolest not the warmest wall; that
rooms with too many doors are impossible to furnish;



Architect's perspective view of Ashton House — Women's Lodging House, opened 1910

that to have the dustbins sited next to the larder win-
dow is unhealthy; that squared corners collect dust,
that steep narrow stairs are dangerous, that living
rooms should be positioned to get the sun; and that
children needed space to play and grow.*'

Manchester had established its city architect’s department in
1902; from 1904 it was building two-bedroom cottage es-
tates, and Margaret became much involved with the work, at
last able to use her expert knowledge of drains and ventilation
systems. Under her supervision, the Council, by 1910, was
building semi-detached cottages, many with three bedrooms
and bathrooms.*

There was one housing question in Manchester that Margaret
made exclusively her own — a municipal lodging house for
women. As she had stated in her election campaign of 1907,

...there were 400 homeless women walking the streets
of Manchester night after night. I hope to see a
women’s lodging-house provided. I want the house to
be an hotelforthe poorest, without any inquiries being
made into their character, where they slept the night
before, or what they have been doing with them-
selves. ™

Margaret had realised the lack of suitable accommodation in
Manchester for working women in need of cheap lodgings.
She knew of the proposed lodging-house being constructed in
Glasgow, and she, together with the Manchester Sub-Com-
mittee, went to Glasgow to learn what they could of its
construction and its proposed administration.* Onherreturn,
both she and a Mrs Clarke (of the Women Guardians and
Local Government Association) visited some of the Man-
chester common lodging-houses on various occasions, espe-

cially at night. They found the conditions shocking: beds
were foul and the atmosphere was horrendous. They could
understand why some women chose to sleep in the open air
rather than stay in the existing lodging-houses. In 1906, the
Women’s Guardians and the Women’s Local Government
Association, of which she was Chairman, had sent a deputa-
tion to the Sanitary Committee, with the result that in March
1907 the City Council agreed to build a women’s municipal
lodging house. Land situated behind Victoria Station was
chosen as an appropriate site. This land had been acquired by
the Improvements Committee at a cost of between £4 and £5
a yard. In 1908, once elected to the Sanitary Committee,
Margaret steered an application forward for appropriation of
this land, and atransfer was agreed. As well as the appropria-
tion of the land, the Council borrowed £13,000, of which
£11,000 was spent building the lodging-house and £2,000 to
provide the necessary furniture and fittings.

The lodging-house was intended for the accommodation of
women of the poorest class, such as charwomen, hawkers,
field-workers and mill-workers. It was designed to accom-
modate 220 women, each of whom would have her own
cubicle in a self-contained apartment. The building was
designed to provide all the necessities of life: on the ground
floor there was a large dining hall, recreation hall, a fully-
equipped kitchen and a shop where the women could buy
basic necessities. Also situated on this floor was the superin-
tendent’s house. The basement provided laundry facilities,
locker rooms to store private possessions, water closets,
washbaths, and a boot cleaning room. The first, second and
third floors were divided into dormitories, each containing
between 7 - 14 cubicles, with access to water closets on all
floors. The charges for staying were 4d, 5d or 6d, depending
on which floor the women were accommodated.




The lodging-house was opened on 2 September 1910, and
was unique in that it was the first municipal enterprise of its
kind in England, and quite simply would not have happened
if Margaret had not worked so hard for it. Fittingly, the
building was named Ashton House as a tribute to her efforts.”

The most sensitive indicator of the nation’s health, ‘the ther-
mometer of the city’, was infant mortality. Despite advances
in the field of medicine, the infant death rate in Manchester
was as high as 152 per 1,000 births; in the poorer parts of the
city, it was as high as 300 per 1,000.** Margaret became
Chairman of the Maternity and Child Welfare Committee in
1915 and she was responsible for the reorganisation and
coordination of the various activities which had been doing
child welfare work in the city. Despite closing privies, mak-
ing the supply of milk more hygienic, and recruiting health
visitors to educate mothers in baby care, infant deaths re-
mained stubbornly high.

In 1909, Manchester opened its first School for Mothers,
where doctors checked the newborn babies and health visitors
were sent to the homes. Within a year, Margaret had six
clinics under her supervision and worked alongside Dr Niven,
the Medical Officer of Health, and women doctors such as
Catherine Chisholm and Janet Blair Zimmern.*” Women of
Manchester were offered free classes in elementary hygiene,
cut-price fresh and dried milk, and the loan of prams. Though
initially a voluntary scheme, Margaret persuaded the Council
to fund it.*®

In May 1914 Margaret, having recently pressed for an en-
quiry into infant mortality, heard of a scheme formed by the
medical women of Manchester about getting hospital care for
dozens of babies suffering from malnutrition and epidemic
diarrhoea. Infant mortality from nutritional disorders was
extremely high, buttreatment for babies underone year of age
was strictly limited. Margaret had tried without success to
persuade the Council to release a wing of the Old Infirmary
for a baby unit, and saw this scheme as an ideal opportunity
to establish a Babies’ Hospital. Following discussions,
Catherine Chisholm drew up a modest plan - the acquisition
of a small house, with 12 beds, which would become the
Manchester Baby Hospital. The nurses were to be well paid
and comfortably housed, and the hospital was to carry out
scientific work into the treatment of not only malnutrition but
also rickets in children under two years of age. Margaret’s
reaction to this plan was characteristic: “Can you start this
suminer? [ have £300 ear-marked for a Diarrhoea Clinic, and
if you will begin at once, I will collect the rest”.® The Babies
Hospital was opened in August of 1914, in a private house in
Clarendon Road, chosen and funded by Margaret.”

The hospital had three declared aims: 1) to provide an
institution where babies suffering from disorders of malnutri-
tion could be treated - these often included epidemic summer
diarrhoea and rickets; 2) to train girls in the care of infants (a
very specialised field of nursing hardly explored up till then);
3) to provide opportunities for research in these, its special
areas. By the end of the first year the house had been over-
whelmed by the sheer volume, and again with Margaret’s
help, they moved to premises in Slade Lane, capable of taking
30 babies, whilst a neighbouring house was used for the
Nurse’s Home. This accommodation was also insufficient to
meet demand, so the hospital made a third move to the
mansion, then known as Cringle Hall, standing back from
Burnage Lane.”’ When the hospital had succeeded in show-
ing that it was going well and was really needed, the necessity
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of raising money was obvious. Margaret, with her usual
directness said, “Get me some men on the Board in order to
give the city firms confidence; the men always have the

money” %

Apart from caring for sick babies, the hospital provided
training for girls in the care of infants and opportunities for
research into malnutrition, under circumstances not previ-
ously available. Dr Niven, the city’s Medical Officer for
Health, stated that the work of the hospital was “as necessary
as it was unique”, and he hoped that the hospital would
“enable a further step to be taken in linking up the medical
work of the city by providing systematic instruction for the
health visitors, and thus enabling them to continue in the
homes of the children, the good done to them in the hospital”.

Margaret was a ceaseless campaigner for the hospital to
the end of her life, persuading city firms to donate funds to
provide adequate facilities for the training of medical stu-
dents in infant diseases and ailments.”* The hospital con-
tinued to flourish, subsequently changing its name to The
Duchess of York Children’s Hospital, and was renowned
forits pioneering work in the area of research of childhood
ailments and diseases until its annexation by Withington
Hospital.

Margaret Ashton: The End of a Life of Public
Service

Margaret left the City Council in 1921 at the age of 65 years
and on medical advice ‘retired’ to her brother’s home in
Gloucestershire. Evidently she found this period of inactivity
extremely irksome. In a letter to her friend, Marie Eckhard,
during a period of enforced bed-rest, she wrote, “I feel so
dreadfully cut off from everyone here”. Two years later, in
1923, she returned from the brief and reluctant retirement and
settled in Didsbury at “The Hawthorns’ where she soon re-
sumed her work for the International League, the Babies’
Hospital and Manchester High School for Girls for a further
fifteen years.

Over the last few years of her life, she was hampered by

partial blindness and the heart trouble from which she had
always suffered became worse. In 1928, she went abroad for
four months to Italy to recuperate. But, despite her failing
health she continued with her commitments. In a letter dated
14 June 1928, she wrote to Marie Eckhard:

...I shall be at home till about July 25, when the WFL
Anglo-American Crusade meeting is in London...l
have promised to take in guests for the Fed. of Univ.
Women June 28 - July 2 and foreigners for WFL July
21-23...1amwell — but at the moment cumbered with
much serving. All sorts of potty little things, Saies of
Work, annual and other meetings, tea parties of my
own (9) for high school teachers and so forth.. %

A portrait by Sir Henry Lamb was presented to Margaret as
a commemoration of her 70th birthday. Margaret’s reaction
to this tribute was characteristically modest, as stated in a
letter to Mrs Robinson, who made the presentation:

That the work which has meant so much to me — been
indeed my very life — should have won me this sympa-
thy and understanding is, in itself, so wonderful that [
am truly grateful to you all. My opportunities have
been so great — I am so conscious of shortcomings
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and of failure often to grasp occasion as it is offered,
that to know my efforts were appreciated far beyond
their deserving is a source of pride and rejoicing.”

However, the City Council and the City Art Gallery churl-
ishly refused to accept the portrait for public display, due to
Margaret’s pacifist activities, an action which Shena Simon
saw as a “blot on the council’s reputatjon that there is no
record of so distinguished a citizen ‘in the appropriate
place”.® Nonetheless, the portrait did find a home: “I have
given the portrait to the Women’s Union of the University,
who I had reason to know were anxious to have it...It will hang
in their Debating Hall in the Union Building”.

Margaret died on 15 October 1937. Friends and colleagues
who paid tribute to Margaret in a special issue of the Man-
chester and Salford Woman Citizen in December 1937 re-
membered her as a woman who inspired others with her great
devotion to ideals, and the great sacrifice she made for those
ideals. Those who counted themselves as her friends felt it to
be a privilege.”

After her death, a memorial fund was set up by friends,
admirers and colleagues. It had been hoped to provide a
travelling scholarship. However, the memorial committee
decided that monies raised should be used for two memorials:
a set of seats in the new Council chamber at the Town Hall,
and a public lecture on some aspect of national or interna-
tional affairs to be given at least every two years.”® The
inaugural lecture took place on 20 March 1941, when Mrs J.
L. Stocks gave a lecture on ‘The Victorians’. The Chairman,
Alderman R. G. Edwards, the Lord Mayor of Manchester
commented in his introduction to the lecture that:

It is fortunate that the first woman member of the
Manchester City Council was a person of the standing
of Miss Ashton — cultured, educated and possessed of
an intense desire to serve the City. 1 am sure that ifa
less suitable and less qualified person than Miss
Ashton had been elected as the first woman Council-
lor, the result could well have been disastrous to the
cause of the representation of women on public
bodies...but more important...she is remembered by
those who knew her best...in her achievement in help-
ing to make it possible for women to take their full
share of responsibility in public life.”

The greatness of Manchester was in the creation of distinc-
tively great citizens, and there was almost a definite species
of such citizens — ‘Homo Sapiens Mancuniensis’. Margaret
Ashton was undeniably just such a citizen — distinguished,
influential, courageous and resolute in pursuing her objec-
tive, and yet a most ‘womanly’ woman, compassionate and
kindly. As the Dean of Manchester Cathedral stated in his
address at a memorial service to her, “Like all really great
people, she never put herself in the centre of the picture; the
cause was everything and she was nothing. Wherever she
touched the lives of other people she uplifted them”.'®

Margaret’s life spanned an era of great social and technologi-
cal change: the first Education Act was passed in 1870; the
Factory Act of 1878 and the Reform Acts of 1868, 1885 and
1918. Telephones, motor cars, photography and cinema were
all developed during her lifetime. The first Women’s Suf-
frage Society was formed when she was eleven years old, and
she lived to see its ultimate success when all women of 21
years and over were given the franchise in 1929. She was to

Portrait ofMargarel Ashton at 70, painted by Sir Henry Lamb

see women becoming Members of Parliament, Cabinet Min-
isters, and holding the highest civic posts in local govern-
ment, but not in her beloved Manchester.'""

It is difficult to realise now what it meant for the daughter of
a freeman of Manchester and member of the privileged
classes to defy the conventions of her upbringing. Ties of
family and friendship meant much to Margaret, and her in-
volvement in the suffrage campaign must have made rela-
tions between her and her brothers-in-law, James Bryce, a
prominent anti-suffragist, and Edward Tootal Broadhurst, a
prominent Manchester citizen, very difficult. Both openly
disapproved of her actions and opinions. Certainly she de-
scribed all her public work as the outcome of her ‘tiresome
conscience’. It is not, therefore, very surprising that, in her
frustration at being denied a higher profile in public life
because of her gender, and her perception that women in all
walks of life were equally disadvantaged, she embraced the
women’s suffrage movements with characteristic enthusiasm
and determination. Her charismatic personality attracted
enthusiastic feminists who were repelled by the ‘militant’
movement and believed, like her, that rational persuasion and
orderly lobbying would be more effective. During her time as
President of the North of England Society she succeeded in
placing Manchester at the centre of a reform movement once
again.

Her parallel interest in local politics gave hera new impetus
when, at the second attempt, she was successful in being
elected to the Manchester City Council in 1908 as an Inde-
pendent, and where she concentrated her efforts into working
for those municipal projects in which she had a particular
interest and for which she worked strenuously to implement
in the spheres of education and public health.’? This was
perhaps her most notable achievement, and one for which she

15




should be remembered, the first woman councillor in Man-
chester, which opened the way for others to follow. In 1911
Mrs Redford joined her, and for a number of years they were
the only women members. Then came Caroline Herford,
Annie Lee, Ellen Wilkinson. Ten years after her death, there
were 12 women on Manchester City Council out of a total
council of 144,'%

In many ways it would be almost impossible to find her equal.
Certainly no-one had ever contributed more in the way of
gratuitous labour for great political ideals, municipal admin-
istration, higher and elementary education and the enfran-
chisement of women - perhaps her greatest life-work - and for
the Women'’s International League which evolved during the

1914-1918 War.'%

Today, Margaret Ashton and her many years of working for
women’s causes and public service are, sadly, largely forgot-
ten. Recognition of her life and work was, in Shena Simon’s
words, “neveradequate”. Arguably, her dedicated and relent-
less campaign for women’s causes, albeit less strident and
dramatic than her more famous contemporaries, was ulti-
mately the more effective.'® Itis surely time that her achieve-
ments were recognised, especially in Manchester, and that
she should be granted her rightful place as a prominent figure
in the history of the women’s movement.
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