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The Century of Hope Finale and Party at the Redhouse, Merthyr Tydfil 
 
February 8th 2019 saw the celebrations of the Century of Hope project at the 
Redhouse, Merthyr Tydfil. This was a splendid event, and all the places were taken 
by members and others. The lecture theatre was comfortably full for the two objects 
of the evening, the first part commemorated Dr Ursula Masson who died ten years 
ago, and without whom Archif Menywod Cymru / Women’s Archive of Wales might 
never have been established. She was a native of Merthyr Tydfil, and is already 
commemorated in the Redhouse. The second part was the premiere of the Century 
of Hope documentary film. Both halves were memorable, as was the social event 
which concluded the evening. 
Emeritus Professor Jane Aaron spoke first. She had worked with Ursula at 
Glamorgan University (as it was at the time), co-editing the anthology of Welsh 
women’s political life The Very Salt of Life in 2007. She gave a detailed and 
interesting analysis of Ursula’s immense contribution to women’s studies through 
her pioneering books and articles and through founding Women’s Archive Wales 
and inspiring the Roadshow project. She noted especially how much Ursula had 
achieved during her last years when she was very ill. 
It was especially gratifying that Ursula’s family could be present to join with us in commemorating Ursula.   
Tributes followed from Gail Allen and Emeritus Professor Jen Wilson, Jazz Heritage Wales. Gail spoke about 
her great personal debt to Ursula as they worked together for the Swansea Women’s History Network and the 
opportunity this gave them to make pioneering films on the munitions’ factory in Bridgend, the Miners’ Strike 
1984-5 and Conscientious Objectors in WW2. She also took this opportunity to pay  tribute to Professor Deirdre 
Beddoe, another of the founders of WAW, describing her academic work which put women’s history on the map 
in Wales for the first time. She presented Deirdre with a bouquet of flowers as a mark of WAW’s thanks and 
admiration for her special contribution to women’s history. Jen Wilson was a close neighbour of Ursula’s. They 
became friends and Jen paid her tribute to Ursula for encouraging her to return to education and by showing 

faith in her ability to achieve. She too told several 
poignant tales and amusing anecdotes about 
researching and recording material for Swansea 
Women’s History Network. 
Then came the premiere of the documentary film, 
the Century of Hope. Catrin Edwards and Tash 
Horton, the project’s film-makers, had been diligently 
recording every event of the year and producing 
miles of film testimony about them. This had entailed 
hours upon hours of hard work; selecting material 
from this huge amount of testimony must have been 
very challenging. They had also recorded the 
memories of 16 of WAW’s founder and other active 
members. From this whole range of evidence, they 
succeeded in creating a fascinating film which 
managed to weave these elements into a coherent 
narrative. Each interviewee showed a picture of her 
favourite heroine(s) and these cameos were 
carefully woven into the film’s central story. The 
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film’s conclusion was particularly poignant as it commemorated the huge contribution that Avril Rolph, another 
founder member, had made to WAW. Avril died midway through the project year in June 2018. The editing was 
skilful, imaginative and creative and the choice of background music inspirational. The audience had obviously 
enjoyed the film’s journey and appreciated very much how the film-makers had succeeded in crystalizing so 
cleverly all these elements and the events of 2018-19.  This film will be shown again many times and will remain 
a lasting legacy of this ambitious project. DVDs will be available! Many congratulations to Catrin Edwards and 
Tash Horton on their masterpiece. 
Then we all went down to the Plymouth Courtyard to enjoy a glass of wine and a buffet!  
 

Catrin Stevens 
 

Engineering for women 

Historians love to discuss the reasons which explain turning points in history – and to disagree over them too. 
But the Representation of the People Act, 1918, is an important turning point in women’s history. It was right and 
proper to celebrate it last year. Some of us will be celebrating another centenary this – the founding of a special 
society for women engineers in 1919. 
By then, women were well-established in some professions. The National Association of Women Pharmacists 
had been established in 1905. Although those women who wanted to qualify as doctors had to fight hard for 
acceptance the Medical Women’s Federation had been founded as early as 1879.  By 1919 thousands of women 
had been accepted as full members of the more ‘feminine’ professions like 
nursing and teaching.  
After all, care of the sick and the raising of children are traditional rôles for 
women, but designing and building were alien to women in the opinion of 
many. In this case, it is inarguable that the establishment of the Women’s 
Engineering Society was a direct consequence of women’s experiences in 
the Great War.   
There is one example of a woman working as an engineer a century before 
that, namely Sarah Guppy of Bristol, who obtained a patent for a suspension 
bridge in 1811 -long before Brunel built his famous bridge in Clifton.  But she 
is an exception: it was during the Great War that other pioneering women 
engineers gained their experience. This was the case for Caroline Haslett 
(1895 – 1957), who specialised in electrical engineering; Rachel Mary 
Parsons (1885–1956), one of the first women to graduate in mechanical 
sciences from the University of Cambridge in 1912; and Victoria Drummond (1894–1978), the first woman to 
become a marine engineer.  
Other pioneering women could be included here too like Laura Anne Willson (1877- 1942) – engineer and 
suffragette. But we are Archif Menywod Cymru / the Women’s Archive of Wales and so far I have searched in 
vain for examples of women engineers in Wales. We know of business women, like Lucy Thomas and Amy 
Dillwyn; Cranogwen is an example of a woman who qualified as a ship’s captain, and went on to teach the 
subject to men– but where are our engineers? In view of the industrial developments in Wales in the century 
before 1919, it is hard to believe that not one woman had the opportunity to contribute to the field of engineering.  
Perhaps they thought – like Sarah Guppy herself – that “it is unpleasant to speak of oneself—it may seem 
boastful particularly in a woman”. This is an attitude of mind which continues to hold us back from recognising 
and celebrating our successes. But if we want to see girls applying confidently for engineering work, then they 
must have examples to inspire them. Women engineers of Wales, come out of those shadows!  
 

Elin Jones 

 
Call for Papers for Conference 2019 
 

Our 2019 Conference will be held at St Fagan’s, Cardiff on Saturday 5th and Sunday 6th 
October.  The call for papers has gone out, and  
Submissions should be made by Friday 17th May 2019.  
 

Please email your abstracts or queries to: conference@womensarchivewales.org  
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Hunger Strike medals 

Many thanks to Ryland Wallace for pointing out that the claim, reported in December’s Newsletter, that the 
hunger strike medal awarded to Kate Williams Evans was the only one awarded to a Welsh woman was false. 
Medals were awarded to Edith and Caroline Downing of Cardiff. Florence Tunks and Mary Allen (Cardiff) and 
Rachel Barrett would also have received them. Illustrated below are those awarded to the Downing sisters 
Caroline [left] and Emily [right]. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pupils from Ysgol Plascrug, Aberystwyth, learn about the town’s famous women.  

 

A most successful visit to Ceredigion Museum by 60 ten and eleven year olds took place in January. Gwyneth 
Roberts and Aberystwyth Museum’s curator Carrie Canham organised the visit, 
from Ysgol Plascrug, which built on the success of the Women’s History Walks 
held in July 1918.  The visit concentrated on three women who had connections 
with the Museum: Olwen Davies (opera singer, UN translator, peace campaigner), 
Mabel Pakenham Walsh (wood carver and disability rights activist) and Olive Gale, 
who from the 1930s-60s ran the cinema and theatre in the building which now 
houses the Museum. There were temporary displays of Mabel Pakenham-Wood’s 
carvings and Olwen Davies’s memorabilia for the children to work from.  
Gwyneth writes ‘The visit 
needed considerable 
planning, but was very 
successful; both the 
children and teachers were 

fully involved in the tasks, and the Museum staff in 
general (who came in to open the building an hour earlier 
than usual to fit the school timetable) and Carrie Canham 
in particular seemed happy about this link with the school 
and that it had attracted into the Museum some children 
who had never been in it before. At the beginning of the 
visit I spoke briefly about the Archive, its aims in general, 
and the Women’s Walk in particular; I think the event 
established useful links and helped to spread the word 
about the Archive.’ 
Hopefully there will be many other such partnerships in 
Aberystwyth and elsewhere in Wales. 
 
International Women’s Day – apologies 

I’m sorry we don’t manage to advertise IWD events. The timing of this Newsletter just doesn’t work. But please 
send me reports of activities for June’s Newsletter. caroline_fairclough@yahoo.co.uk.  

Tweet from Ysgol Plascrug following the school’s visit 

to the Museum. 
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Women in Local Government: Suffrage Pioneers and more 

People from across the UK converged on Leeds Civic Hall on 24th 
November to celebrate local activities built around the 100 Suffrage 
Pioneers project. This was organised by the Women’s Local 
Government Society (founded in 1888, originally to promote the 
election of women to county councils), and was the culmination of a 
project to select 100 pioneers of women’s suffrage. 
WAW was represented by Shan Robinson and Caroline Fairclough, 
supporting their respective candidates Charlotte Price White and 
Millicent MacKenzie. Other Welsh women who made it into the list 
of pioneers were Alice Abadam, Emily Phipps, Margaret Haig Thomas, and Winifred Tennant. Madge Watts of 
WI fame, though strictly Canadian rather than Welsh was there too. We had a very good day, of talks, food and 
a wonderful demonstration of suffrage jui-jitsu by re-enactors (see above), and were encouraged by the 
presence of a number of young people. The e-book of the Pioneers is at 
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/12.14%20-Suffrage%20Pioneers%20e-book_05A.pdf.  
 

The story of women in local government is complicated. The Municipal 
Franchise Act 1869 gave single and widowed women the right to vote, but not 
stand. This was subject to property qualifications; married women were still not 
allowed after the Married Women’s Property Act 1870. The Education Act of 
the same year allowed women to stand for election on to the new School 
Boards. They could also stand as Poor Law Guardians, though were 
discouraged by men who thought they might be too soft on the paupers (and 
therefore too expensive). Property was an issue: in 1890 Mrs Ashton Warner 
had to resign from the Guardians in Flintshire as her name ‘did not appear on 
the rate-book’.  The Local Government Act of 1894 let women stand for all 
levels of local government except city and county councils, though this was 
remedied in 1907 when women first ran for election to these councils. Amy 

Dillwyn stood for Castle Ward in Swansea but came 3rd. By 1914 around fifty women were serving on city and 
county councils throughout Britain.  
The first woman to be elected to a town council in Wales was Gwenllian Morgan of Brecon, usually described 
as Miss Philip Morgan) in 1907. She was on the School Board before 1897, and was ‘unanimously selected’ 
Mayor of Brecon in 1910. (The first woman mayor in Britain was Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, Aldeburgh 1908, 
so good company!). In May 1916 Lady Howard was co-opted as Mayor of Llanelli when her husband died in 
office. She had to be co-opted as an Alderman too, a post she resigned in 1919 to fight for a seat on the County 
Council (which she won unopposed). 
1919 saw a big increase in women on town and county councils. There had not been local elections for six years 
and women’s experience on important local committees during the war led to female candidates being seen as 

capable of more than welfare rôles (though not 

all agreed – this from 
Cricieth). Mrs Ann 
Nora Jenkins, of 
Aberdare [left], a former teacher, had sat on the local War Pensions committee. She 
became a district councillor in 1919. Rose Davies, also Aberdare failed to be elected 
in 1919, but got on to the Council the following year. She had chaired the Aberdare 
District Trades and Labour Council. Lady Howard in Llanelly was joined on the County 
Council by Miss Davies and Miss Gwen Trubshaw. In Cricieth Mrs Lloyd George was 
returned unopposed, together with Leah Thomas, a well-known local speaker, and Mrs 

D R Jones.  The Cambrian Daily Leader reported ‘In some of the rural districts on Monday the women took a 
tremendous interest in the elections, though there were practically no lady candidates.’  
Perhaps we should be keeping a record of these pioneering women. 

Women’s Archive Wales, Richard Burton Archives, Singleton Park Library, Swansea University, Singleton Park, Swansea, Wales, SA2 8PP  
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