FORWARD SISTERS!
Local Women in Politics
The Torchbearers

In 1870 legislation finally provided compulsory elementary
education for all children, introducing school boards where no
church or charity school already existed. It was a year later that
Joseph Dare, who ran the Leicester Unitarian Domestic Mission,
shocked many in declaring that the education of girls was even
more important than boys since the influence of wives and
mothers was so all pervasive. Accordingly, he urged local women
to stand for election on the newly established School Boards.

Isabella Evans
(1836-1894)

In 1879, Isabella Evans, the eldest
daughter of Joseph Dare became
the first woman to be elected
to a public body in Leicester
when she was elected to the
Leicester School Board. Isabella
Census return for 1891
had left school at fifteen to earn
showing Isabella living
with her family in 'The Hall',
her living as a private teacher.
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However, her life and prospects
had been transformed when she
married William Evans, a wealthy corn miller in Belgrave. Despite her marriage and the birth of her six children, Isabella retained
her interest in education and no doubt under the influence of her father, had in 1875 delivered a highly successful series of
lectures on hygiene and health to women in the poorer areas of Leicester. It was the minister of Wycliffe Chapel, the Reverend
Joseph Wood, who as Chairman of the Leicester School Board and himself a keen supporter of women’s suffrage, secured the
nomination of Isabella amongst the Liberal members.

Isabella’s daughter, Isabel Ellis later recalled that her mother loved attending the School Board:

‘Mrs Evans loved School Board Meetings as other women love hunting or bridge. There was an exhilaration about the meetings
of those early years, for principles had to be discovered and methods worked out. Nothing was cut and dried…’
She was remembered principally for pressing successfully for the introduction of the kindergarten system into elementary
schools. When in 1892, ill health forced Isabella to retire from the Board , she was presented with an illuminated address :

‘The teachers of the Leicester School Board desire by the presentation of this Address to express to you their great appreciation
of your uniform kindness and sympathy with them during the years you have been associated with the work of the Board. They
sincerely regret that you have felt compelled to resign a post for which you are so admirably ﬁtted. They feel that the town as
well as themselves is deeply indebted to you for the time expended on, and the constant interest taken in, the work of education.’

‘Oh man, man, how can you be
so cruel?’

The minutes of Leicester School Board in 1890 record that Isabella
Evans visited female industrial schools all over the country.

Despite the success of Isabella Evans, the ladies of the Women’s
Liberal Association were greatly
disappointed in December 1891
to have only one woman chosen
amongst the nine Liberal
candidates for the School Board.
Charlotte Ellis was rejected
apparently on the grounds of being
a woman and the Wyvern was
quick to express its disgust.

Annie Clephan (1854-1930)

Annie, the daughter of
Edwin Clephan, a
partner in Paget and
Kirby’s Bank, was born
in Leicester but after
her mother’s early death
was sent away to school,
first in Cossington and
later in Cheshire. She
was a stalwart member
of the Leicester Ladies’
Reading Society almost
from its foundation
in 1869 until her death,
often delighting audiences with accounts of her travels
to India and elsewhere. As well as being a keen
member of the National Union of Women’s Workers,
Annie was a founding member of the Leicester
Women’s Liberal Association. It was as a Liberal
candidate that she was elected to the Leicester School
Board in 1891, a body which she would serve for the
remaining nine years of its existence. Her philosophy
is well illustrated by the words she wrote in the School
Board Chronicle in October 1900:

‘…the awakening of intelligence and training of the
faculties of sight and touch were more lasting than
mere book learning’

Mary A Saunderson

Mary was the wife of the Vicar of St Martins and served first as
a member of the School Board in Hull before moving to Leicester.
She was elected to the Leicester
School Board in 1894, becoming
the first Labour woman to be
elected to public office. She resigned
in December 1895 and unwittingly
caused a great controversy when
the alternative nomination by the
Independent Labour Party was
rejected.

