
1 Lilian Lenton 
Case study 
 

• Born: 1891 
• Died: 1972 
• Occupation: social campaigner 
• Claims to fame: one of the most famous women pursued 

by the police as a suffragette, with wanted posters of her 

Her background 

Lilian grew up in Leicester and trained as a professional dancer. She was inspired to 
join the WSPU after hearing Emmeline Pankhurst speak, and became a committed 
suffragette. 

As a suffragette 

Lilian took an active role in the 1912 window-breaking campaign. She was arrested 
under the alias ‘Ida Inkley’ and sentenced to two months in prison. In 1913, she was 
suspected of burning down the tea pavilion at Kew Gardens, Surrey, with fellow 
suffragette Olive Wharry and was imprisoned. She went on hunger strike. Lilian was 
released after two days, seriously ill. The Home Secretary denied that she had 
been force-fed before government papers showed that she had been. 

Once Lilian had recovered, she went on the run to avoid being sent back to prison 
under the government’s ‘Cat and Mouse’ Act, remaining on the run for some weeks 
until she was arrested for setting an empty house on fire in Doncaster. She was 
released from prison in Leeds after hunger striking, escaping to France in the disguise 
of a boy. A 'wanted' photograph was issued. She returned to England and was 
recaptured at Paddington station, London, reclaiming a bicycle from the lost baggage 
department. Her imprisonment and release cycle continued, with many people helping 
and supporting her. The WPSU stopped activities during the First World War, where 
Lilian served with the Scottish Women’s Hospitals Unit in Serbia and was awarded a 
French Red Cross medal. The Representation of the People Act did not allow her to 
vote, so she continued to campaign for women’s rights after 1918. 

Glossary 

• Force-feeding – a brutal and dangerous practice where food was forced through 
a tube down the throat or nose into the stomach 

• ‘Cat and Mouse’ Act (1913) – allowed suffragettes to be temporarily released 
from prison to remove the need to forcibly feed them 

 



2 Rosa May Billinghurst 
Case study 
 

• Born: 1875 
• Died: 1953 
• Occupation: social campaigner 
• Claims to fame: used her 

wheelchair to distribute leaflets 
and parade the WSPU colours 

Her background 

May (as she preferred to be called) was from Lewisham in London and joined the 
WSPU in 1907. She had polio as a child, leaving her partially paralysed and using a 
wheelchair. She became known as the ‘cripple suffragette’, not just by other suffrage 
campaigners but also by the national newspapers. Her work in a workhouse led her to 
believe that if women had the vote, they would use it to end poverty. May took part in 
suffrage processions in her wheelchair (known as a tricycle), distributing leaflets as she 
went. Her tricycle was brightly decorated with flowers and in WSPU colours. May 
founded the Greenwich branch of the WSPU, acting as its secretary. 

As a suffragette 

In November 1910, May took part in a suffrage demonstration that became known as 
'Black Friday' because of the violent treatment of women by police. May was thrown out 
of her tricycle. In 1911, she was arrested in Parliament Square for obstructing the 
police and sentenced to five days in prison. She was sentenced to one month’s hard 
labour in 1912 for taking part in a window-smashing campaign, and received another 
eight-month sentence for her role in the December 1912 attacks on pillar boxes in 
Deptford. The people that force-fed her ripped her nostril and broke a tooth. Her 
treatment was reported in the newspapers and, after appeals, she was released. In 
May 1914, as part of a larger WSPU demonstration, she chained herself in her tricycle 
to railings at Buckingham Palace. She retired from suffrage activities after the 1918 
Representation of the People Act. 

Did you know? 

Other women with disabilities campaigned for women’s suffrage: Adelaide Knight, who 
used crutches her entire life, and Mary Somerville, the first woman asked to sign the 
1868 suffrage petition. She was a mathematician and astronomer, who was also 
hearing-impaired. 

 

 



3 Timeline of Suffragette Activities 

 
1903 1903 WSPU formed in Manchester by Emmeline Pankhurst 

1905 Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney arrested in Manchester – ‘Deeds Not 
Words’ slogan is born. 

1906 After Liberals win the election, the WSPU moves its headquarters to London. 

1907 Split in WSPU; some members leave to found the ‘Women’s Freedom League’. 

1909 The first hunger strike by suffragettes in prison leads to the beginning of 
forcible feeding 

1910 Truce while negotiations happen with government over passing a Suffrage Bill. 
After the Bill is almost successful in Parliament, the Prime Minister, Asquith, 
intervenes to halt its progress. In response, the WSPU embarks on a mass 
march on Parliament, which ends in ‘Black Friday’ as the police assault the 
suffragette protesters. 

1912 Mass window-smashing by suffragettes. Labour comes out in support of 
women’s suffrage and forms an alliance with the NUWSS. As Asquith’s Liberal 
Party has a small majority in the House of Commons, they might have to rely 
on Labour for votes. Christabel Pankhurst flees to Paris. Major split in the 
WSPU, and the Pethick-Lawrences leave. 

1913 Another near-success in gaining votes for women in Parliament is blocked by 
the Speaker of the House. This leads to widespread fury in the suffrage 
movement. Militant suffragettes begin arson and bombing campaigns. The 
government passes the ‘Cat-and-Mouse Act’ to temporarily release 
suffragettes on hunger strike and then re-arrest them when they have 
recovered. Many suffragettes (including Emmeline Pankhurst) go on the run. 
On Derby Day, Emily Davison dies while attempting to attach a suffragette 
banner to the King’s horse. 

1914 Continuing attacks by suffragettes. On 4 August, war is declared and Emmeline 
Pankhurst formally suspends suffragette activities during the course of the 
war. 

 


