The Suffragette.

(J. Beran. Pseudonym of Hilda Doolittle)


“I don’t care who is arrested,” said the American girl with the soft hair and the determined chin, “I don’t care who is arrested—serve them all right!”


From the other side of the firelit dining room, across the intervening tables with their candles and their shining plated silver, the burly Englishman, with the figured waistcoat, spoke.


“Quite right, miss, I agree with you! A set of law breakers and rioters—outrageous performance—don’t know what we’re coming to, but the police will settle them soon enough—stone throwing!”


The lady from Richmond with the inexhaustible fund of pre-historic anectode and the diamond earrings, tossed her head with a single interjection— “Ladies!”

“Yes,” interposed the heavy, well-gowned Englishwoman, who, in some inexplicable manner dominated the whole of this a-little-better-than-others London boarding house, “Yes, most remarkable—so many of them, women of intellect and culture! Now my cousin, Mrs. Caxton Robertston, of Upper Stenton Road, who went to school with Lady Morley’s daughter—”


They all knew what was coming and fell to their fish with dogged concentration.


There was a pause after the fish course, and the American girl, for the first time that evening, addressed the young Englishwoman, who sat at the corner table by the window, “And why don’t you speak up for your cause, Miss Marston?”


The English girl, conspicuous in tailored costume, among that characteristic just-a-little-better-than-others Duke Street gathering, whose evening gowns, though differing widely in style, seemed to vibrate with one note in common, “Well, we know what is correct”—answered simply, “I’m afraid that there would be no point in doing so—here!”


The words were spoken quietly, but already the circle bristled.


“Well,” said the lady from Richmond, always ready to change her colors as the wind veered—she prided herself on her “tact”—“Well, you see, I don’t know anything about your English politics, so I can’t really judge. I know there’s a House of Commons and a House of Lords, but as for the Liberals and Radicals and Labor parties and Redmondites—and mercy knows what else—I’m sure—”

She would have rattled on through dessert, if the burly Englishman had not interrupted with cheap gallantry, “Never you mind, Mrs. Eldridge, women are meant for better things than that!”

It was at this point that the American girl, in spite of her determined chin, too, veered with the wind. [my emphasis]

“Better than what?” she questioned to herself—“Better than what?”


She looked at the heavy, over-gowned Englishwoman, who was taking her dessert in too open enjoyment, to the shallow-eyed little woman from Richmond. Then her eyes wandered to the ponderous Englishman, with his narrow forehead and mouth, the brutality of which was almost disguised by its self-contented smirk, to his wife opposite in her mauve gown, her faded hair, and her all-expressive silences—and back to the English girl in tailored costume.


“Better than what?” she questioned once more. Surely it was better to take active interest in the affairs about one, if only for the whetting of one’s intellect, than to drift on and on, following ever the conventional, the platitudinous—to this!


She looked again at the English girl, whose blue eyes met hers clearly, “Really, Miss Marston,” she said, “I don’t understand, but I’d like to!”


The girl answered with a smile, “Don’t worry! We all started like that. [emphasis mine] Won’t you come with me tonight to our weely meeting?”

But when it came to a practical demonstration of her interest, the other shrugged her shoulders. “You’re very kind,” she said “but really—” her pause was eloquent. “I do appreciate your asking me,” she continued, “but I’m sure that no number of meetings could convince me that breaking of windows and general rioting is going to help your cause or any cause relating to humanity. I wonder—” she stopped.


The English girl was standing. The burly Englishman and his faded wife had left the room. The others were standing over the fireplace. The two were practically alone. “The breaking of windows is a very small part of our tactics,” said the English girl. “We don’t all sanction it, by any means, but it seems to be the standard of condemnation of the general public. You don’t understand,” she said, “of course. No one in this sphere,” she included the circle that had been all engrossed in dining, a moment since . . . “does. You think that we’re a crowd of fanatic, hysterical women, don’t you? And I can’t blame you either, looking at it with the eyes of . . . this . . .” again the contemptuous gesture . . . “I won’t ask you to come to our meeting. I only suggest that you walk part way with me. Perhaps I can explain a few things, that way, to your better satisfaction.”


They started out together into the well-ordered darkness. Here and there, at proper intervals, the street lamps seemed to glow symbolic of the spirit of the city, steady, luminous, appearing to penetrate all dark and hidden corners. A policeman, now and then, standing guard, silent and dignified, seemed needless, superfluous.


The American girl broke the silence as they turned down Regent Street. “You have a wonderful city,” she said, “so peaceful and well ordered. I wonder that you try to better it.”


The other looked at her, a quizzical smile wrinkling the corners of her steady eyes. “You haven’t seen it all,” she said, “now, that—” the girl pointed down a narrow little court, almost concealed between the more prosperous buildings of the greater throughfare—“have you ever seen that, for instance?”


The American had passed the spot often enough, almost daily, in fact. It was strange that she had never before noticed that obscure turn, but, to be sure, the entrance was little larger than a doorway, and it was easy enough to overlook the alley. “No,” answered the American girl, a shudder passed over her as the damp wind, heavy and reeking from the alley, caught them. “No, I hadn’t seen it!”


“Most people don’t,” said the English girl, “but come on—it’s getting late—we’ll have to hurry!”


“Miss Marston, Miss Marston!”


The American girl turned with a start. They had regained the atmosphere of order once again, and this strange, high pitched voice broke, jarring and raucous, as from the underworld—“Miss Marston!”


The English girl stopped, “Well, Maggie?” she said.


Beside them stood a whisp of a girl in a child’s tight-fitting jacket, a woman’s discarded “picture hat,” blown sideways with its tattered flowers, shoes, originally owned by some boy, hard pressed for money, and a bedraggled skirt. “Miss Marston,” she clutched at the woman’s out-stretched hand . . . “are you going to the meeting?”


She spoke a language almost unintelligible to the outsider, but the American girl could follow, using her wits and listening attentively. There is no spelling for the words. They can be recorded only as a translation.


“Miss Marston,” she said again, “are you going to the meeting?”


The English girl looked at the other. A little frown gathered between her straight-set eyebrows. “I thought you were in Chestershire,” she said.


“O, I was, miss, but didn’t you hear? You ladies was so good to get me and Jennie Lanesbrook and the others that place up there to work at. But didn’t you know, miss? There was a change of managers at the mills, and they put us off—no girls. There was forty of us put off. We couldn’t do nothing about it. Though, if I do say it, me and Jennie and the Smither girls did better than those new young fellers they got in. But they kept the fellers, all the same, and they put us off!”


“Why?” questioned the American girl. Something stirred within her, deep down it had its origin, among the primal courses of unjust allotments—“why?”


The young Enghish woman turned abruptly toward her. Her eyes were flaming now under the steady glow of the street lamp. Her head, under its little helmet of soft fur, was lifted in challenge. “Why—why—yes, why? The men are able at a moment’s notice to get work, some kind of man’s work elsewhere. But it is these girls, and this is only one case in a thousand, who do the same work, and sometimes do it better, who were turned out to shift for themselves. And why? Because they’re women, that’s all. Because there is an alarming majority of women in this country, and women are cheap, because if this new bill goes through, all men will have the vote, no women, because such women as Maggie and Jennie and a thousand others have no social power, nor any hope of power in the future—that’s why!”


A taxi passed. A woman with a little theatre cap, bordered with soft pearls, leaned forward from the window. She laughed and turned to her companion. Then another head peered at the group with little Maggie at the center, and they passed. The American girl knew that, in a moment, these two would whirl by the great auditorium at the corner, pause long enough in their chatter of the latest singer to exchange one comment, as the crowds of women, hurrying toward the entrance, barricaded their progress for a moment—“Suffragettes!”


Maggie’s cold little hands were only half protected in the shallow pockets of her meagre jacket. The American girl looked at her in her flowered “picture hat” and clumsy shoes. She wanted to laugh, but something caught in her throat.


She turned to Maggie, “Do take my muff,” she said. And to the English girl—“I should like—may I come with you to your meeting?”

� A handwritten note says that the Eglish girl seems inspired by Dora Marsden.
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