West of England & South Wales Women’s History Network

Annual Conference 15 October 2022

ABSTRACTS
Helen Doe, Plenary speaker

Historians are increasingly uncovering women in business and the conversation has moved on from merely identifying them to considering how they operated. How can we quantify their success as business women, how did they compete with male businesses and who were their customers?  
Jane Berney

An unsuitable profession for a woman? The work experience of women members of the Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales (ICAEW)

‘We have no desire to say anything that might tend to encourage women to embark upon accountancy, for although many women might make excellent bookkeepers there is much in accountancy proper that is, we think, altogether unsuitable for them’

In 1920 the first woman was admitted as a member the Institute of Chartered Accountants of England and Wales (ICAEW) and as the above quote from The Accountant demonstrates there were many who did not feel that women could be chartered accountants. Fast forward to 2022 and even though many women train to become chartered accountants, the number who make it to the top is still relatively small.

In this paper I shall look at the careers of the first female members of ICAEW to illustrate the barriers they faced in their professional lives, how they navigated these barriers and how this illustrates societal views on women and money that persist today.

Lizzie Broadbent

‘More than spending power: Women in Advertising Between the Wars’

In December 1926, Caroline Haslett wrote in her annual round-up of ‘Women in Commerce’ for the Woman’s Leader that ‘perhaps in the advertising world one sees the most outstanding and complete successes of women achieving important managerial and executive posts.’  That year Jessie Reynolds had taken over the management of Samson Clark and Ethel Wilson had become Managing Director of AJ Wilson. Over at WS Crawfords, Florence Sangster was already a joint Managing Director and two years later she was joined on the Board by her sister, Margaret Havinden.  Jean Lyon was in charge of advertising at Punch, earning a salary that it was said would make a cabinet minister weep.  When Viscountess Rhondda set up the Business and University Committee in 1925, four of the eleven women representing business came from the world of advertising.  

From its earliest days, the advertising industry has recognised the spending power wielded by women.  This paper explores how this translated into employment opportunities for women between the war and the role that pay, networks and industry attitudes played in their success.  It draws on primary sources including newspapers, magazines and archives including the Ashley Havinden archive, the Jaegar archive and the papers of the Women’s Advertising Club of London at the History of Advertising Trust. 

Laura Burnett

Her Halfe Penny: Women as money makers, users and subjects in the mid-17th century

A key characteristic of money is that it is fungible; any piece should be interchangeable with any other. This ideal is far from the physical reality of coinage in the Early Modern period, but it is also far from the peoples’ use and understanding of money. While mental categorisation often separates money by its purpose - as savings or spending money for example - different forms of monetary instrument can also be conceptualised differently. The association of certain forms of money with different economic groups and genders is often poorly served by models which focus on money as an abstract rather than money as something with physical form and embedded in social relationships.

This paper will focus on 17th-century trade tokens as they provide an excellent vehicle to think about these issues. These farthing and halfpenny tokens are a short lived, but mass phenomenon produced between 1648 and 1679 in England, Wales, and Ireland. Seventeenth-century commentators identified women, especially ‘market women’, as particularly affected by the shortage of state issued small change in this period, and thus important users of such tokens. Over 300 women issued tokens in their own name and more than 4,000 are identified on tokens issued by their husband, often through a triad of the married couple’s initials. This paper will introduce these female money makers and users to those unfamiliar with the series before focussing on the way women are portrayed and identified on tokens and the insights this may give us into how women’s work and lives was perceived by contemporaries.

Joan Heggie

Women as capital lenders in nineteenth-century Yorkshire: Evidence from the Registers of Deeds

This project investigates the role women played as capital lenders in the expansion of industrial towns and the development of middle-class suburbs. Using documentation from the Registers of Deeds across the three Ridings of Yorkshire for 1885-1889, this study examines women’s mortgage activity and situates it in the wider social and economic context of nineteenth-century Yorkshire. Specifically, this study uses documentation relating to the towns of Middlesbrough, Scarborough, Halifax and Hull to focus on identifying women’s role(s) as lender/ borrower within transactions, as sources of lending for land purchase and house building, and as purchasers of existing mortgages (Mortgage Transfers) as an investment strategy. 

In the 1880s, when borrowing money from banks or building societies was in its infancy, the norm was for individuals to borrow from other individuals. These were, in essence, interest-only mortgages – the borrower paid interest to the lender until they could repay the entire capital amount. The lender’s money was secured against the property, providing minimum risk to capital. As well as borrowing money to invest in property themselves, lending money for property purchase or development became a more common financial strategy for many women who had even small amounts of capital to invest. 
This paper demonstrates the importance of the Registers of Deeds in the quantification of this type of semi-formal lending, as no other repository holds such documentation. It will also illustrate the scope and richness of information about women contained in these documents and introduce some of the early findings. Thousands of women were involved, of all marital status and from all income brackets. Illiterate women feature as well, somehow managing to navigate the legal process regarding property ownership and money lending. The documented experiences of these women offer a unique glimpse into nineteenth-century gendered financial strategies, local investment patterns and women’s agency.

Rosalind Johnson

‘Trade is the Life of the Nation’: Economics in the petitions of Elinor James (1681–1716). 

Elinor James (née Banckes, c.1645–1719), petitioner, authored some ninety known printed papers during the period 1681–1716, addressed to six monarchs, both houses of parliament, and the Lord Mayor and aldermen of the City of London. Her petitions discussed matters concerning trade, religion, the monarchy, and other aspects of current politics, and her activities in promoting her causes ensured she was well-known to her contemporaries. 

Many of James’s petitions referenced finance, both in trade and in household economics, and this paper will examine her surviving petitions for evidence of both, and of her concern for the economic situation of those whom she saw as affected by government policies. Her husband, Thomas James, was a master printer, and James’s own knowledge of printing (she ran the business after his death) informed her several petitions on the trade. She petitioned the House of Commons about the tax on paper, and opposed the lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695, and with it the lapse in government censorship, since she believed that without regulation of the press there would be a proliferation of printers, with no guarantee of sufficient work to support them. James also petitioned on the dangers of government policy concerning the East India Company which threatened to ruin small investors, and on the shortage of coin which caused difficulties for the poor buying food and other necessaries. 

James’s petitions have been collected as facsimiles by Paula McDowell (2005), but other than McDowell’s work, James remains little studied by scholars of women’s history. This may be because in her petitions James did not define herself by her gender; she invariably petitioned not as a woman, but as a concerned citizen. Yet as a woman who boldly petitioned those in power, she is a worthy subject for further study. 

Sarah Villiers

Women as Head of Household: what were the challenges?

This will be a snapshot of life in Easton, Bristol at the turn of the century.

In particular, it will focus on women who found themselves Head of Household in the 1901 census. This could be for a variety of reasons: single and with their own businesses, widowed, or married but no husband present (at sea? in prison? away on business? deserted?) For whatever reason, how did they manage - especially with a brood of children to feed?  Apart from the economic issues there were some cases where women were further challenged by the need to care for a disabled family member - whether ‘blind’, ‘deaf’, ‘imbecile’, or suffering a chronic complaint or injury.  A range of strategies emerge.  

Easton was a new developing suburb of two-up-two-down terraces, built for ‘workers’, with a few larger ones (double fronted bays) ‘for Foremen/Managers’! From the initial findings relating to those women appearing as Head of Household, I shall extract examples to illustrate the variety of circumstances these women faced. It is not realistic to conjecture too much about the impact their childhood may have had in moulding their different responses but it is tempting to note their family context - economic, educational and social - and to wonder whether this led to some being better equipped to cope than others.  I would welcome an exchange of ideas amongst others with different experiences and further information. 

Most survived, some thrived. Those women who ‘just about managed’ must have need tremendous resilience.  It can’t have been easy.  But what of those who floundered - did the workhouse beckon, were neighbours or family able to help?

Hazel Vosper

“Dear Madam, Your instructions of yesterday’s date are duly to hand & shall receive my total attention”: A Bristol stockbroker and his female clients in the late nineteenth century.

The Victorian period witnessed significant numbers of women looking to invest money in stock markets, buying company and government securities as a means to live independently, protect family wealth or to avoid a poverty-stricken old age. Many women turned to stockbrokers not only as a trustworthy source of information about the ever-growing choice of investments but also to guard them from the perils of fraudsters preying particularly on women and their money. One such trusted advisor was Sir George White and his eponymous stock broking company in Bristol, established in 1875.

White ran a successful and busy business which had a significant number of female clients; a few were wealthy but many others less so. The first Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 had given some women an increased degree of financial agency, a trend that continued with subsequent legal changes as well as attitudinal changes regarding women’s employment. More women had control of their own money and more women looked to investing as an opportunity to make that money work for them.

Although much of the financial advice literature and articles in newspaper directed at women in the later Victorian period assumed a low level of financial knowledge, the interaction captured in client letters between White and his female clients presents a different picture. Instead, an alternative perspective emerges from the broker-client discourse to consider women’s investing competency and female financial agency at the turn of the century.

Helen Wilson

Violet Pinwill, Professional Woodcarver

In 1890 three sisters set up their own woodcarving company in Ermington, Devon, and established a flourishing business in a profession dominated almost entirely by men. The emergence of Mary, Ethel and Violet Pinwill as professional woodcarvers was shaped by the support and encouragement of their family and the early patronage of architect Edmund H. Sedding. They were also influenced by the Arts & Crafts Movement and the relative freedom it gave to women to experiment and express themselves.

While the three sisters were true innovators in becoming professionals and creating between them one of the most successful woodcarving companies in the West Country, after the departure of Mary and then Ethel, Violet Pinwill ran the business single-handedly for about 50 years. At the height of her success prior to WWI, she employed nearly 30 carvers and joiners. In the 1920s, when women’s employment horizons began to broaden, Violet engaged at least three women, leading by example. After the death in 1921 of architect Edmund H. Sedding, Violet increasingly produced innovative and sensitive designs herself.

The company persisted through two world wars and the Great Depression, as well as overcoming the need to adapt to changing architectural styles from Gothic Revival through to Modern. The story continued into the 1940s and 1950s, when the company was severely affected by a steep decline in the demand for ornate church furniture. Yet Violet persevered with what work became available, adapting her skills to more modern styles and downsizing to a more modest workshop, but managing to keep some of her long-term employees. She lived for her profession and was working at the bench up until a few days before she died in 1957 at the age of 82.

Hannah Young

“Almighty money is a good companion”: Slave-ownership, marriage and the making of the British aristocracy

In July 1777, the Hampshire elite descended on the Winchester races with great excitement. Less than a fortnight earlier James Brydges, the third Duke of Chandos, had married Anna Eliza Elletson and this was the Duchess’s grand introduction into Hampshire society. One local gossip reflected on the difficulty of embarking on a second marriage as a widower; the Duke’s first wife had died several years previously. But, he added, “almighty money is a good companion”. 
Anna Eliza Elletson’s “almighty money” was derived almost entirely from the profits of enslaved labour. The widow of Roger Hope Elletson, the former Governor of Jamaica, she owned the Hope estate in St Andrews, Jamaica and enslaved over 350 people. Elletson was one of numerous slave-owing women who married into the British aristocracy in the eighteenth century. Such marriages enabled a much-needed injection of finance into the cash-strapped elite. 

This paper will paper will demonstrate that, in an eighteenth-century world where the Caribbean colonies were one of the most vital areas for British wealth-creation, a marriage between landed wealth — still a beacon of British status and influence — and colonial commerce could be mutually beneficial. It will argue that women like Anna Eliza Elletson were not merely passive personifications of their fortunes, but integral members of the kinship networks that sustained transatlantic slavery. They made a wide range of choices, for a wide range of reasons, about themselves and their money and property, both metropolitan and colonial. The paper will demonstrate that in the eighteenth century women played a vital role in transmitting wealth rooted in enslavement into the highest echelons of British society, highlighting the importance of always exploring gendered power in intersectional ways.

