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‘These were the days that made us, and these are the day trips to find them. Should we do a flask? And are you sure you’ll be warm enough in that coat?’

In Hope and Glory Stuart Maconie goes in search of the places, people and events that have shaped modern Britain. Starting with the death of Queen Victoria, to the Battle of the Somme and the General Strike, and on to the docking of the Empire Windrush and Bobby Moore raising the Jules Rimet trophy, he chooses a defining moment in our nation’s story from each decade of the last century and explores its legacy today.

Some were glorious days, some were tragic, or even shameful, but each has played its part in making us who we are as a nation. From pop stars to politicians, Suffragettes to punks, this is a journey around Britain in search of who we are.


[image: image]

STUART MACONIE is a writer, broadcaster and journalist familiar to millions from his work in print, on radio and on TV. He has presented shows on practically every BBC radio network and currently hosts the afternoon show on 6Music with Mark Radcliffe. His weekly 6Music show The Freak Zone is a global cult. His work as a journalist has appeared everywhere from NME and Q Magazine to the Daily Telegraph and the Oldie. He is a regular columnist for publications as diverse as the Daily Mirror, Radio Times and Country Walking Magazine. His previous bestsellers have included Cider with Roadies, Pies and Prejudice, and Adventures on the High Teas and his books have been translated into Italian, Japanese and Russian. He is based in the cities of Birmingham and Manchester and the wilds of the Lake District where he can often be spotted on top of a mountain with a thermos and an individual pork pie.


[image: image]


Extract from The Hard Way Up: The Autobiography of Hannah Mitchell, Suffragette and Rebel © the Estate of Hannah Mitchell and reproduced by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd

Quotations from First World War servicemen taken from Forgotten Voices of the Somme by Joshua Levin and the Imperial War Museum. Published by Ebury Press

‘MCMXIV’ and ‘Days’ taken from Collected Poems by Philip Larkin © the Estate of Philip Larkin and reproduced by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd

‘The Send Off’ by Wilfred Owen quoted with kind permission of the Wilfred Owen Literary Estate

An English Journey by J. B. Priestly is quoted with kind permission of United Agents on behalf of the J. B. Priestly Literary Estate

Ed Douglas’s article ‘Reach for the Sky’ © Guardian News & Media Ltd 2004 is quoted with kind permission

David Hepworth’s blog quoted by kind permission

Morrissey interview © Time Out quoted with kind permission

Every effort has been made to trace and contact the copyright holders of quoted material. If notified, the publisher will rectify any errors or omissions in subsequent additions.


INTRODUCTION

Chairman Mao was one of those blokes who was always saying things. So many things in fact that he filled a whole book with them. It’s a little one, though; positively dinky, actually, about the size of an iPod, bright red, and hugely popular in the China of its day, chiefly through the astute marketing strategy of it being compulsory to carry a copy on pain of getting beaten up by the Red Guards.

To be honest, Mao’s Little Red Book needed some of this kind of proactive promotional campaign. Here’s what he probably thought was a really sexy bit: ‘Marxist dialectical materialism, which connotes the constant struggle between opposites in an empirical setting, is the best method toward constant improvement. Objective analysis of problems based on empirical results is at a premium.’ Despite this, the print run ran to roughly six billion copies, of which none was in a pink cover featuring a pair of gold strappy sandals and a bottle of Chardonnay.

Sometimes, though, when feeling particularly waggish after a hard day reviewing rice yields, the Chairman would make a little joke. When asked what he thought of the French Revolution, he famously replied, ‘It’s too early to say yet.’ This was what passed for a thigh-slapper of a wisecrack in revolutionary China. But it was also an astute piece of social analysis. What the old rogue meant was that, despite what pageantry junkies like David Starkey and the makers of those commemorative plates you see advertised in the back of the Radio Times say, history and culture doesn’t really proceed via coronations and beheadings and uprisings but is shaped by the less glamorous but more profound gradual shifting of underlying historical forces; slow and tidal, as forceful as a glacier but about as nippy and sexy as an MT Hellespont Alhambra T1 Class Double Hulled Ultra Large Crude Carrier Class Supertanker (I appreciate that this is a somewhat niche analogy but those who get it will love it. Sadly, guys, it’s the last oil tanker reference in the book. Off to the till anyway, eh?).

The Chairman’s thinking chimes with the sort of stuff I used to trot out as a young sociology teacher in Skelmersdale in the mid-1980s. I was in my early twenties, the same age as most of my students, and it was in many ways a more hedonistic and rock and roll job than my next one, a writer for the NME. But that’s another story. During our more tranquil moments, I would tell my enthusiastic charges that despite what the shallow news media of the day might try to imply, society was not about strikes and explosions and random newsworthy events but those deep subterranean tectonic plates of class, economy, power and science grinding away over the centuries. Understandably, at this point, they would say, ‘Can we do Deviance again, Stu?’

And so with apologies to Sophie and Tracy and Taudy and Sam and Soft John and, for that matter, Chairman Mao, here’s a book all about red-letter days made up of shocking events, terrorism, pageantry, death, scientific breakthroughs, adventure, violence, rock and roll, horror, romance; the indisputably newsworthy, the defiantly photogenic, the unashamedly thrilling.

Over the last year or so and over the next few hundred pages, I have travelled in search of the days that have shaped the Britain we live in today. I’ve chosen a day from each decade of the twentieth century, partly for neatness (a day a decade and a chapter for each making a nice round ten chapters) and partly because I really believe that the century not long gone is still the most profoundly influential one in terms of how we live and love and work today. The last decade or so has seen enormous – cataclysmic even – news stories but they’ve tended to happen elsewhere – New York, Baghdad, etc. – and so for me these ten days are the ones that are still resonating through our cultural lives, our fun, our jobs, our cities, our families, our streets, our countryside. I visit the places where these events happened and where their echoes can be heard down the years: from the corporate pizzazz of the new Wembley to the funeral parades of Wootton Bassett, from the mountains of Snowdonia to the Portuguese cafes of Norfolk, from the sleepy seaside of the Isle of Wight to Manchester’s city centre in Freshers’ Week, from Holmfirth and Accrington and Orgreave to Sandringham, Millbank and Tolpuddle.

As for the 21st century, well, you’re right, Chairman, it’s too early to say yet. But I hope the rest of you can come with me. It’s quite a trip, full of sex and violence and the occasional scone and jigsaw. These were the days that made us, and these are the day trips to find them. Should we do a flask? And are you sure you’ll be warm enough in that coat?


22 January 1901

‘We are Not Amused’

Boggart Hole Clough. Good name, isn’t it? Savour it. Roll it around your mouth a little, like a humbug or a mint ball. There’s something nicely gnarled and weird and ancient about the sound of it; like a crackling fire in the depths of a wood, rain sluicing down scree, the gloopy suck of mud under boot. It has the distant chilly echo of a place out of Norse myth, or a Middle English epic poem, or at the very least prime-period Oliver Postgate.

In the north of England, a Boggart is a gremlin: a hobgoblin who lurks under bridges and hides round dark corners waiting to snare unsuspecting travellers and steal their souls. Boggarts sour milk, pull on children’s ears and climb into your bed at night. They say the king of the Boggarts lived right here in the clough where rumour has it ghosts still walk. Mischievous spirits bent on trouble and mayhem. They could be right.

Even on this mild spring day, when the longest winter in years seems to be finally losing its clenched, icy grip on the land, you sometimes think you see something shift in that scribble of black bush, or a shadow move in the trees, or maybe hear a tinkle of laughter in the beck water. If you do hear voices, they’ll be girls’ voices. Women’s voices. Voices raised in clamour; protesting, exulting, struggling to be heard.

Boggart Hole Clough. It sounds like somewhere only reachable by longboat or packhorse or after a stiff climb up a bracken-choked hillside. Disappointingly, then, I got there by taxi from Manchester Piccadilly station. Twenty minutes, I’d say. The driver had heard of it but he checked his A–Z just in case. Yes, this was the place. He’d taken the kids one Bank Holiday Monday. It was nice. But the kids had wanted something with more… He paused to think of the word. ‘Amenities’. They’d chucked a few sticks for the dog, splashed in the stream and then headed back to town for a Nandos and a DVD.

People from Manchester, especially those in the dense, compact industrial suburbs of Blackley and Moston, have been coming here for centuries for fresh air and a bit of green, for an atmosphere both lovely and a little eerie. Essentially it’s a long wooded ravine – a ‘clough’ is a water-filled cleft – a dark, green, faintly magical interlude between two busy but nondescript sub-urban roads in an unprepossessing quarter of an undistinguished area of north Manchester.

The journey is – and I think we aren’t speaking too harshly here – unglamorous. You leave central Manchester via the weary streets of Ancoats, cradle of empire when its mills and factories – the first of their kind anywhere in the world – were noisy, hellish turbines of the economic might that made Manchester and Britain rich. For this very reason, enthusiasts are applying for World Heritage status for Ancoats, an accolade it would never win for its looks. Unless, that is, you’re a sucker for stolid, redbrick cathedrals of industry and mazy, cramped warrens of workers’ houses. Regeneration, though, that buzzword and spirit of the age, is coming gingerly to Ancoats now and the Urban Splash studio apartments are incongruous dabs of colour in a palette of dirty grey. I bet that up there in one of them, a graphic designer with an iPad is having a cup of hibiscus tea.

Next we pass through Harpurhey. Its most recent accolade was having the poorest quality of life in England, according to a 2007 government survey. Local band King of the Slums immortalised it – OK, sang about it – in the bleakly sardonic ‘Bombs Away on Harpurhey’. But its main claim to fame is being home to Bernard Manning’s ‘World Famous Embassy Club’. Manning was a foul-mouthed, corpulent stand-up comic specialising in crude bigotry who was nevertheless a light entertainment TV staple during the 1970s. He bought this ugly lump in 1959 and made it, in his mind anyway, ‘world famous’. A moot point, I’d say. It’s no Madison Square Garden. It’s not even a Batley Variety Club. I doubt that it crops up much in conversations about the world’s major entertainment venues in, say, Budapest or Seoul. But in the north and beyond, it did gain a certain reputation once as a great place to go if your idea of a good night out involved a pint of warm, gassy keg bitter, a bad singer and a fat git in a dickie bow telling jokes rooted in the fear and hatred of people different to yourself. Particularly foreigners. And women.

That’s what makes it all the more ironic that I pass the ‘World Famous Embassy Club’ on my way to Boggart Hole Clough. His son, a roly-poly near visual facsimile called Bernard Manning Jr, runs the club now, a pile that’s Blackpool vulgarity combined with north Manchester shabbiness. But it’s Manning Sr who leers down from the giant poster; another spectre, and one that would not approve of the ghosts that rail and curse in nearby Boggart Hole Clough. These are the ghosts I’m hunting, Bernard. Is it warm down there, by the way?

The black wrought-iron gate that says Boggart Hole Clough is more like something from a Gothic horror tale – The Castle of Otranto or Frankenstein – than the usual bland civic metalwork. A sign states, optimistically, ‘We Hope You Enjoy This Lovely Part of North Manchester’. Wide roadways snake through the ravine, steep in parts, and giving way to a large boggy field. There are dogs everywhere of every breed and shape and size and a similarly bewildering array of humans too: pale indie kids, little old ladies, bullnecked, shaven-headed, steroid-enhanced gym bunnies on their morning run.

Getting my bearings and taking a wide turn around the Clough, I see there’s a visitors’ centre. To this visitor, it’s about as welcoming as a decommissioned nuclear power plant or a 1970s East German abattoir. It’s a low green bunker in a grim livery of anti-vandal paint, iron spikes and barbed wire. Both doors are shut and barred; one says ‘No Admittance’. It’s huge, forbidding and thus, as a visitors’ centre, more than a little pointless. They do say Cromwell camped here. But presumably he got his little leaflets and stuff from somewhere else. Just outside the impenetrable fortress of the visitors’ centre are a line of minicabs whose various drivers seem to be engaged on a charity sponsored smoking challenge, puffing and sucking with a fury and dedication that’s humbling to behold while engaged in a colourful, richly demotic and vocal discussion forum about various sporting and political matters, all conducted in low, bronchial rumbles and keening Manc drawl, an accent that sounds like a police siren having a nervous breakdown. But a century or so ago, had you come to Boggart Hole Clough of a Sunday morning, you’d have seen firsthand a seismic shift in British and world culture, a violent and revolutionary overthrow of the existing order and status quo. This mossy, muddy corner of Manchester was a kind of Tiananmen, a Bastille, an Odessa Steps.

Manchester entered the twentieth century with a past hundred years of radical ferment under its belt, fires sparked by the sabres and pikestaffs that the yeomanry had turned on the peaceful protestors at Peterloo in 1819. The city’s wealth and power and the plight of the lower classes on whose labour it was built were grist to Marx and Engels’s mill, both of whom visited the city. Vegetarianism, feminism, the co-operative movement: Manchester nurtured them all. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the hundred and odd acres of the Clough had become a semi-formal venue for political gatherings, often those of the embryonic Independent Labour Party. The topography is such that a bowl-shaped depression not far from the road makes for a natural amphitheatre. It’s said you could get 30,000 people in there. Whatever the actual figure, it was far too many for the Clough’s new owners after 1895 when the Corporation of Manchester bought the land for £8,000. Grandees, landlords, aldermen, councillors, all started to bridle and harrumph about these lively meetings ‘disturbing the serenity of the Clough’, but the subtext is clear. We don’t want your sort getting uppity. Especially a new breed of troublemaker whose revolutionary garb was not balaclava and Molotov but bonnet and petticoat.

However innocuously they were dressed, they meant business, these women who had been disparagingly dubbed ‘Suffragettes’ by the Daily Mail, a diminutive, trivialising version of the more serious term Suffragists. They were prepared for a fight and they often got it. Here’s a young woman called Hannah Mitchell, writing about the scene at Boggart Hole Clough one fine summer Sunday morning in July 1906 when a group of Suffragettes and activists met to hear the words of one Adela Pankhurst and found a reception committee awaiting them:

‘There was a concerted rush… most of our assailants were young men… The mob played a sort of Rugby football with us. Seizing a woman they pushed her into the arms of another group who in their turn passed her on… Two youths held on to my skirt so tightly that I feared it would either come off or I should be dragged to earth on my face… I gave one a blow in the face, which sent him reeling down the slope… An older man on the fringe of the gang was shouting indecent suggestions… I ran after this man and hit him on the jaw with my umbrella. I stood still, expecting an assault, but he ran off. I was soon surrounded by other young men. At last a group of men fought their way to me, having to beat off our assailants with their bare fists in order to get us out. The crowd followed yelling like savages. Someone opened the door of their house and drew us inside. We were glad to take shelter, but the crowd seemed so dangerous, booing and yelling round the door and windows, that I feared they would break in and wreck the place. One may ask “Where were the police?” but anyone who has ever championed an unpopular cause will know how far the roughs are allowed to go before they are checked.’

A little later that summer, Hannah was arrested and imprisoned after interrupting a Liberal Party rally where Winston Churchill spoke. ‘I rose and displayed my little banner, calling out; “Will the Liberal government give the vote to women?” At once the meeting broke into uproar, shouting “throw her out!” along with less decent suggestions. My banner was snatched from me, and clutching hands tried to pull me over the seat, but I was young then, and strong, and pushing my assailants away, I mounted the seat, held up my second banner, and repeated the question. The chairman seemed unable to do anything, except to make wild gestures of rage… so Mr Churchill himself took a hand. Appealing for order he said, “Let the lady come to the platform and tell us what she wants.” My immediate attackers gave way at once, but I was subjected to so much rough handling on the way, that I must have looked a sorry sight when I reached the platform. The chairman, who seemed entirely to have lost his self-control, seized me roughly by the arm and literally shook me, until Mr Churchill interposed, saying he would deal with me himself.’

It’s said that Hannah, who left an abusive home at fourteen to work as a maid, had only six days of formal schooling in her life. But her name is now a celebrated one, along with other heroines of this early feminist struggle: Beatrice Webb, Annie Besant, Richmal Crompton of Just William fame and the Pankhursts Emmeline and Christabel, these last being Mitchell’s Mancunian comrades. And these are the real ghosts of Boggart Hole Clough. A new kind of world emerged right here in a damp and mossy Lancashire beauty spot now the preserve of picnickers, dog walkers, joggers, amorous teen couples and surly acne-ravaged hoodies.

A new kind of world. And a new kind of woman. Angry, passionate, unstoppable. Some were rich. Many were not. Some came from the respectable middle classes, some from the ranks of the urban, industrial poor. They broke windows, they set fire to churches and railway stations, vandalised works of art and shed blood, their own and others’. They threw themselves under horses and starved themselves. They were gearing up for full-scale war and the forging of that new world just as the old one was passing gently away, several hundred miles south on the island that time forgot. As one kind of woman was getting roughed up in the Manchester mud, another kind was leaving this world in a feather bed in an offshore pleasure palace. Neither was amused, apparently.

Queen Victoria, Alexandrine Victoria of the House of Hanover, died a year and 22 days into the new twentieth century at Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. It was a place she loved, a refuge from the duties of state that, in a rather grumpy and ungrateful way, some would say, she had grown to loathe. The same month, they struck oil for the first time in Texas and Nigeria became a British protectorate. But the big story was the passing of the monarch who, for 64 years, had become practically synonymous with England, with Albion and Empire, a feisty, dumpy, mournful-looking matriarch, part Mrs Doubtfire, part head matron, part Britannia.

She didn’t start out that way. As a girl, she was young, vibrant and determined, though later that determination ossified into a bossy recalcitrance, as far as the world saw her at least. Part of her image problem, according to the historian Kate Williams, is that she had the bad luck to live through the early days of photography when the technology and craft was in its infancy. So there are pictures of her, but like most of the period, they render the subject stiff and unsmiling. Victoria may have grown up a harridan and a grouch. But as a kid, she overcame a stifling and melancholy upbringing to fight for the prize she craved and the role she was seemingly born to. The British throne.

She actually wasn’t born to it at all. She was never meant to rule. She was born a long way from any succession, a minor princess with no realistic claim on the crown. But the three eldest sons of her grandad, George III, in the profligate way of the idle posh bloke of the time, didn’t manage to produce one child born on the right sheets between them. Of the king’s 56 grandchildren, not one was legitimate. Young Victoria was the daughter of George’s fourth son, the Duke of Kent who, as the race to produce an heir hotted up, dumped the near-obligatory mistress and got himself a wife.

Even so, no one thought his baby daughter would ever be queen. Hence her name, bizarre for the time and with no regal precedent. She was the first person in England to be called Victoria. It was a continental absurdity that she hated. It was like being called Pacquita or Heidi or Björk. Preposterous. Until, that is, she made it the most stirringly imperial name imaginable.

The Duke of Kent died when Victoria was just eighteen months old, making the baby girl heir presumptive to the throne when George IV died and his brother William succeeded. But it was never going to be a smooth handing on of the royal baton. For one thing, the public were pretty fed up with the royals of late. There’d been a mad bloke, then his son, a debauchee and a clown, and now it looked as if they were going to be saddled with a woman. And her own mother, egged on by her ‘adviser’ John Conroy, wanted her to accede quickly and be a mere puppet of hers and Conroy. By the way, I’ve put adviser in those rather suggestive quotation marks as everything I’ve read seems to imply their relationship was rather more intimate. Well, she’s not going to sue, is she?

Mama and Conroy tried their best to enfeeble and control her. They instituted something called the ‘Kensington System’ that was essentially a kind of child abuse-cum-house arrest. Fortunately the new old King (William was 64 when he came to the throne, the oldest person ever to do so) detested Victoria’s mother and vowed to live until Victoria was of an age to take the throne independently herself. This isn’t just my speculation, by the way. Here’s what he actually said at his last birthday banquet in 1836, at which both Victoria and Mum were present:

‘I trust to God that my life may be spared for nine months longer… I should then have the satisfaction of leaving the exercise of the royal authority to the personal authority of that young lady, heiress presumptive to the crown, and not in the hands of a person now near me, who is surrounded by evil advisers and is herself incompetent to act with propriety in the situation in which she would be placed.’

As you can imagine, this came as a bit of a shock. Especially if you were expecting ‘Cheers, thanks for coming, help yourself to the buffet and the disco will be back on in half an hour.’ It was met, variously, with outrage, tears and stunned silence.

Victoria turned eighteen in May 1837. Good as his word, the mortally ill King William lasted another month and then died in his bed of heart failure. The public was overjoyed. They’d had enough of dimwits and rakes. This young woman seemed fresh and hopeful. Mum, though, was devastated. The new Queen Vic quickly set about dismissing Conroy and placing the Duchess into a kind of internal Buckingham Palace exile. But Victoria was savvy enough to know that the best way to put the seal on her reign and authority was to marry. So she promptly and quite deliberately set about getting herself a bloke.

Which brings us to the fellow before me in the grand and rather hideous portrait in the foyer of Osborne House. Rum cove in lots of ways. Not conventionally attractive, as the gossip columns like to say of a character actor who looks like a horse. I wouldn’t say Francis Albert Augustus Charles Emmanuel, Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha looked actually equine but by today’s standards of male beauty, well, he was no Brad Pitt. As I stand, tilting my head at various angles and scrutinising the picture, it seems to me that the root of the problem is the haircut. It is quite breathtakingly bad, and more than a little experimental. Albert’s crop may be the first and perhaps only example of a comb-forward. Furthermore, he wears that expression of ineffable pain and weariness familiar to anyone who’s just been told they need a new boiler.

Initially, at least, he failed to charm the British public. They were less than hot for this minor Saxon Duke, now married to their new Queen via an arrangement of the utterly monstrous Leopold of Belgium, Butcher of the Congo. To the man on the as-yet-not-invented Clapham omnibus, Albert appeared over-serious, detached, small-time and decidedly German. Victoria, though, in the modern parlance, thought he was well fit, possibly jiggy, buff, blazing or even bootylicious. ‘It was with some emotion that I beheld A who is beautiful,’ she wrote; also she thought him ‘extremely handsome; his hair is about the same colour as mine; his eyes are large and blue, and he has a beautiful nose and a very sweet mouth with fine teeth; but the charm of his countenance is his expression, which is most delightful’.

I’m standing in the entrance hall to Osborne House, Victoria’s island hideaway. For her and her beloved Albert, this was a refuge from the cares of state and irritating, rubber-necking nonentities like you and me. Back in her day, a few rounds from a well-trained Webley Longspur revolver would have taken me out before I’d got across the lawn. But today I am a welcome guest in Osborne House, albeit a paying one who is forbidden to use a mobile phone, or take pictures or video in the house.

The Isle of Wight is sometimes referred to as the ‘island that time forgot’. This may be unfair but it is a widespread, almost clichéd judgement of the island as ‘like Britain in the 1950s’. It’s a slick, glib summation that I’ve also seen applied to both the Isles of Man and Scilly. So maybe it’s just a thing chattering-class folk say about any island when stuck for a dinner-party bon mot. But it kept revolving in my mind as I came to the Isle of Wight for the first time. The Solent looked impossibly blue and Portsmouth utterly glorious on a fine October afternoon. A very old and very weather-beaten road sign proclaims that the town is ‘The Flagship of Maritime England’. The city is wedded to the sea, its fortunes woven with those of sailors, salts and seadogs. Victoria reviewed her naval fleet here seventeen times, more than any other monarch. At the very first one in March 1842, when she was 23, she apparently delighted the assembled tars (and Albert standing by her side) by ‘drinking a mess basin of grog, and liking it!’ Grog being, of course, the mixture of weak beer or water and rum given to sailors as part of their rations. The addition of sugar and nutmeg makes it Bumbo, a drink popular with pirates. Ask for one next time you’re in your local.

Portsmouth’s skyline glitters with elegant cranes and tall dock structures with pride of place given to the new Spinnaker Tower, a 170ft construction of curving white steel whose graceful shape conjures a billowing sail. This is a city devoted to the sea. After a bit of stressful shenanigans with the one-way system, I’m crossing the Solent bound for the Isle of Wight as travellers have done since the end of the last Ice Age when the great melting sheets inundated the then Solent estuary and separated the island permanently from the mainland. Admittedly 7,000 years ago they were probably going by coracle or some such rather than RORO car ferry but I still feel part of a grand tradition nonetheless as I look back at the Spinnaker and Pompey’s bustling, bright new harbour side.

On board the ferry, the bar is open – already some seadogs are at the grog rations, or at least the Stella – and on various posters the Isle of Wight rock festival is being advertised. This year Paul McCartney is one of the headlining acts, the man who nodded lyrically to the island’s sleepy, mildly geriatric image in ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’. The festival is a recent revival of perhaps the most exciting thing ever to happen on the isle when in 1970 Miles Davis played an incendiary, unforgettable set, Hendrix performed for the last time, ELP’s breakthrough performance was dismissed haughtily by John Peel as a waste of electricity and Joni Mitchell berated the crowd for ‘behaving like tourists’.

We 21st-century tourists disembark with me clutching, sorry, my ticket to Ryde. There’s nothing particularly fifties about the island’s biggest and most populous town; all fast-food joints, pound shops and surly teens texting on street corners. We soon leave Ryde behind, regretting not having seen its most famous resident David Icke jogging down the Esplanade in a turquoise tracksuit on the lookout for reptilian shapechangers bent on world domination.

The Isle of Wight’s St Helens is not like the Lancashire one that I grew up near. That one is glass factories, Rugby League and binge-drinking bars. This one has a huge village green, a Mother Goose bookshop and a backdrop of rolling downs all gauzy in the failing light. Brading is lovely but quickly passed through, pausing only to notice a sign saying ‘Urgent!! Wool needed for overseas knitted garments’. Sandown’s holiday chalet park does look very 1950s, an air reinforced by a plethora of nursing and residential homes.

We crawl into Shanklin as we seem to have hit the Isle of Wight rush hour. It’s early autumn now; dusk comes quicker and a certain gloom pervades. But I see two girls with buckets and spades walking through the twilight to the beach and then suddenly it really is the 1950s. Thatched cottages, pubs with jolly signs of Henry VIII, cider barns, gift shops, a piano bar open to the public, a shop selling dressed crab. As we leave and climb into the hills, there is a sweet view back of the town and the twinkling fairy lights along the promenade.

I decide to soak up the atmosphere in Ventnor, intrigued not just by Queen Victoria and her doctor’s enthusiasm for the health-giving properties of the sea air but by Radio Solent’s reference to it as the ‘new Notting Hill’. OK, let’s take the atmosphere first. It is bracing indeed. The boulder-strewn harbour is gull-racked, strewn with all manner of kelp and nets, and the whole place stinks of fish and ozone.

As for ‘the New Notting Hill’, well, that struck me as stretching it a little as I wandered down to the Winter Gardens, a grim building facing a churning grey sea, a forlorn place whose white plaster frontage was cracking and in need of a lick of paint. I just couldn’t imagine Richard Curtis setting a goofy romcom here. There is an advert for the senior citizens’ lunch outside a strip-lit bar decked with Union Jack bunting. Inside, a gloomy barman polishes glasses while, on a crackling public address system, Max Bygraves sings ‘When You’re Smiling’. Depending on your perspective and why you have come, it is either too good, or bad, to be true. In a truly odd twist, a poster outside states that next week, the Irish indie guitar band Ash are playing here.

The Crab and Lobster, The Boniface Arms, The Volunteer, The Mill Bay Inn; Ventnor isn’t short of colourful pubs, all sounding as if they contain men with gold teeth, missing fingers and pockets full of salty, stolen doubloons. The one that lures me is The Spyglass Inn, just across the road from The Pintxo Playa tapas bar. The Spyglass is an idiosyncratic thing overlooking the sea, with raffia chairs on the decking terrace and a big TV screen in the entrance way showing the pub’s own web page. There’s a sort of amusement arcade built on the side and a function room called The Boathouse Bar that seems to have some kind of gig or private party going on at a chilly midweek teatime in October. Inside, just discernible, sits a man playing a muted and depressed version of ‘Fool if You Think It’s Over’ on guitar watched by a handful of people. There’s the smallest bowling alley I’ve ever seen. I’m no expert in this field but the three lanes seems cramped to say the least. The man I take to be the landlord sits outside smoking and looking wistfully out to sea. Perhaps he’s an old seadog dreaming of bronzed and lithe Tahitian girls or the brawls in the bars of Kowloon. Or perhaps he’s just wondering if he needs to order some more pork scratchings. It starts to rain and a party of Germans bring their lager indoors.

Inside a sign in one section says ‘No Sprogs’. Beneath the actual sign itself a small boy is swinging acrobatically on the bar rail. I’m beginning to find The Spyglass Inn oddly quaint, quaintly odd and rather lovely, particularly when the owner comes in from the drizzle and goes round lighting the gas lamps. Yes, I could sit here for quite a while with a strong, peaty malt and a good book, watching the sun set on the Atlantic. Later I find out that it’s a popular spot for local anglers, who can nip in for a swift one while leaving their lines and fishing off the sea wall a few feet away.

Walking back down along the seafront I spot the now closed Minghella’s Ice Cream Parlour, the local family from which the late British film director Anthony came. In one window, I glimpse a photocopied A4 sheet proclaiming that ‘Ventnor Amateur Boxing Club have been going from strength to strength over the past year. Having now moved from under the stage at the Winter Gardens to the large space in the disused church on the high street, they have built up a good reputation amongst many youngsters and adults in Ventnor. Next Sunday, weather permitting, they’ll be putting on an afternoon of Exhibition Boxing at The Mill Bay Inn on the Esplanade. It is planned to start at about 3pm and should last a couple of hours. We understand that all taking part are in possession of both arms and legs.’

There is something quirky and charming about Ventnor in the autumn dusk. Outside the Winter Gardens, there’s a filthy, mildewed relief map of the island that must have been here since the days of Take Your Pick and Workers’ Playtime. Out in the ocean, a cross-channel ferry glitters in the murk. The beach is brackish, the sea is pounding and the seafront lonely and whimsical. There’s a decidedly worrying sign on the beach saying ‘Beware of Weaver Fish!’ Apparently the spiny little brutes bury themselves in the sand leaving only their poisonous dorsal spikes protruding. Stings like billyo and the surfers’ cure is to pee into a wetsuit boot and leave your foot in the warm, soothing but, let’s face it, quite icky liquid.

Turning my attention to more pleasant scenarios, there’s a rockery on the front with palm trees and a waterfall and a drinking fountain built by the Ventnor and Bonchurch Temperance Society. Just by it, the two worst skateboarders in Britain are falling heavily, awkwardly and repeatedly at the end of several quite easy stunts. Everywhere is a scene of disarming quaintness heightened even more by the colourful march past of two flamboyantly gay men in matching three-quarter-length trousers with matching yapping Scottie dogs.

I liked Ventnor and I could see why Queen Victoria did too. There’s a kind of otherworldliness to the whole island, particularly out of season. I was told that the place where I was staying, Seaview, was a popular hangout for blazered sailors, posh beach bums and rangy, long-limbed, polo-shirted children of the well-to-do. But it was almost deserted when I was there, making the nocturnal seafront streets both spooky and serene. My hotel, a boutique affair rescued from rack and ruin by an enterprising couple fleeing London’s rat race, attracts a varied cross-section of customers: locals who quaff a pint in two gulps then leave without a word, Boden catalogue families, plump, kindly, well-heeled elderly diners. The waitress brings me white bread without asking. She’s clearly guessed that I’m common. Ludovic the French maître d’ used to work at the island’s Parkhurst prison and tells grisly stories of notorious inmates to a blanching couple who sit ashen-faced with soup spoons paused midway to lips. After dinner, I walk along the harbour wall, listening to the surf whispering along the darkened shingle. Three girls pass me, arms linked and giggling, and give me a strange, amused look. I turn to watch where they go. But they’ve gone. Into thin air. Into the water? Feeling more and more like a character in Robert Aickman’s strange story ‘Ringing the Changes’ – read it, you’ll know how I felt – I head back to the hotel bar for a warming whisky.

Next day I take a mazy, profligate route to Osborne House to enable me to soak up more of the island’s sedate Victorian ambience. Gurnard is a pretty little stretch of the Cowes coastline lined with colourful beach huts whose steep hinterland is crowded with cute cottages festooned with nets and corks. From an upstairs window of an unusually large house a woman screams, ‘Emily, go and get that surfboard!’ On the beach with its broken ribbon of boulder and stone and seaweed, Emily, a girl of about fourteen, is lying on a towel looking exquisitely bored. Leaning on one elbow, she watches languidly as the board drifts out to sea, equally languidly. Another, smaller girl jumps up and splashes out after it. ‘Thank you, Amy,’ comes the pointed comment from the upstairs window. ‘Doing all the work as usual.’ From where I am, I can see Amy’s eager splashing form but I can’t see the look on Emily’s face. I imagine though that it’s a study in elegant disdain. I fancy there will be no sandcastle building for young Emily today but perhaps a furtive Gitane and a few pages of Anaïs Nin.

Out from Seagrove Bay, rising dark and forbidding from the waters of the Solent, is the dramatic hulk of No Man’s Fort. It was built in Victoria’s day (she could probably see them towing out the granite blocks from Osborne House) as a protective fortification against the French. It housed 80 soldiers and 50 cannons. Now it’s an ultra-secluded, ultra-luxurious maximum-security private residence with pools and gyms and other mouth-watering features. Last time it came on the market, Duran Duran’s Simon Le Bon was said to be interested. Ideally, though, it would best suit a mad Bond villain bent on world domination but who’s into interior design programmes on Channel 4 and has friends or family in South Hampshire.

I certainly wouldn’t say no to it as weekend bolthole. The same goes very much for Osborne House itself, a few miles away in East Cowes. That elaborate, Victorian Italianate architectural style isn’t really my thing – it looks to me like a gigantic wedding cake with icing sugar campaniles and loggias – but the setting is lovely. Victoria said of it: ‘It is impossible to imagine a prettier spot – we have a charming beach quite to ourselves – we can walk anywhere without being followed or mobbed.’ Philip Larkin once said that the reason he lived in Hull is that when journalists saw how awkward it was to get to they’d stay on the train and go and pester the Newcastle poet Basil Bunting instead. Victoria wasn’t as sharp as Larkin. But she was just as chilly towards her public, whom she seems to have regarded as a nuisance who would insist on either fawning over her or, on at least seven occasions, trying to kill her. The first assassination attempt was in June 1840, when a mentally ill youth called Edward Oxford fired two pistol shots at her carriage. Further attempts followed pretty regularly, if unsuccessfully. In 1842 she was shot at twice. In 1849 she was (sort of) shot at with an unloaded pistol. In 1850 she was bashed over the head with a walking stick but then it was back to firearms in 1872, when her highland servant John Brown wrestled the gunman to the ground, and 1882 when two schoolboys beat up the would-be assassin with their umbrellas. The motive in nearly every one of these attempts was, put simply, that the assailant was nuts. The 3 July 1842 attempt, carried out by a Mr Bean, failed because he’d only loaded his weapon with paper and tobacco. Only one attempt was what we might call political, that of seventeen-year-old Arthur O’Connor, the one foiled by John Brown. O’Connor wanted the release of revolutionary Fenian prisoners, fighting for an independent Ireland.

With all this going on at fairly regular intervals, it’s not surprising that the Queen wanted to get away at the weekends and put her feet up. She’d loved the Isle of Wight since childhood. But after her marriage in 1840, the place really began to attain a kind of magical significance. She felt the need for a residence in the country; ‘a place of one’s own – quiet and retired’. Of course, she already had just the three palaces – Windsor Castle, Buckingham Palace and the Royal Pavilion Brighton – but she didn’t think any were suitable for bringing up a young family. She wanted to have somewhere with a large, private garden and generous nursery space and so, in May 1845, Victoria and Albert bought the 342-acre Osborne estate from Lady Isabella Blachford for £26,000, the Blachfords having bought the place with the handsome proceeds of the slave trade. ‘I am delighted with the house,’ enthused Victoria, ‘all over which we went, and which is so complete and snug. With some alterations and additions for the children it might be made an excellent house.’ What that meant was the complete demolition of the existing house and a new one designed and built by Albert’s favourite contractor Thomas Cubitt of London.

Albert loved that Italianate style and thought it would fit in here nicely, since Cowes, Osborne Bay and the Solent reminded him of the Bay of Naples. He was also something of a techie, an ‘early adopter’, the kind of guy who would have ordered an iPad on import from the States and bought fussy useless potato peelers from the Innovations catalogue. Thus Osborne House had fire prevention and insulation. It had an advanced heating and ventilation system with a coal boiler in the basement serving the whole Pavilion Wing of the house. It had flushable toilets, showers and baths. It had electric light bulbs and battery-powered bell pulls at a time when such futuristic appliances were extremely rare. The family also had bathing machines – essentially a kind of mobile shed-cum-changing room which would deliver its occupant to the water in privacy. They used these on their private beach almost every day. It was one of the first houses in England to have a Christmas tree, another exotic innovation introduced by Albert. Most famously of all, Alexander Graham Bell demonstrated his new gizmo the telephone in the Council Room on the evening of 14 January 1878, when he established contact with a nearby house and then, clearly on a roll, Cowes, Southampton and London. So it was ironic that when I was in the Council Room someone’s mobile phone went off, its cheery and inane ringtone bringing much tutting and raising of eyes to the sign prohibiting mobile phones and cameras.

On first entrance, Osborne House has that buttoned-up, stuffy formality that always makes me uneasy at stately homes, a fug of deference heavy in the air that you don’t get at regular museums or zoos or whatever. Or perhaps that’s just my chippiness and class envy getting the better of me. But continuing in this carping manner, let me say that like Buckingham Palace and many another aristocratic domicile, the corridors are filled to bursting with every kind of crappy bric-a-brac and nasty tat. These, one imagines, are all breathtakingly rare and of venerable heritage and would have the bow-tied experts of Antiques Roadshow drooling with pleasure. But boy are they ghastly. The look could best be described as proto Versace meets Oldham Market. A thought occurs. In their bold and ostentatious tastelessness, royalty and aristocracy then had much in common with those at the bottom of the social scale now. They liked bling. They were a bit chavvy.

I walk down a grand corridor. It is called, unimaginatively, The Grand Corridor. The man whose mobile phone went off, an Asian guy of about 30 in a replica Manchester United shirt, is still being berated sotto voce by his embarrassed wife. I feel kind of sorry for him. But then comes the crackle of a guide’s walkie-talkie and a very loud enquiry about biscuit deliveries for the cafe, so that must have made him feel better. There is a sudden, lovely view of the Solent and an elderly lady tourist turns to me to comment on it, or so I thought. ‘Bet they had a job keeping these places warm,’ she says, conspiratorially.

After a brief tour of the shabby and plain ‘below stairs’ quarters with its horrible view of a grimy ginnel and a board detailing the day’s duties, a vaguely revolutionary and republican mood begins to take hold. A candid, twinkling lady guide tells of how Victoria kept an autocratic hand on domestic duties such as menus and table placings. There are various seating plans all defaced with many purple crossings out in Victoria’s own hand where she moved or banished ladies in waiting who’d fallen from favour. According to our guide she was ‘a selfish and discourteous diner’ so maybe I wouldn’t have minded having a sausage roll downstairs with the bootblack. It is a fantastically gloomy dining room, where doubtless many a glum and silent meal was eaten in half-light beneath mournful portraits of oneself.

By contrast, the drawing room is a dingy eyesore in canary yellow with a billiard table and a weird dog-leg layout. This, says our guide, was so that any gentlemen would still be technically in the monarch’s presence – to quit it would be impertinent – but could ‘retire’ out of sight round the corner, presumably to smoke cigars, drink brandy, pull faces and give her V signs like schoolboys.

It’s the nursery, though, that really does open one’s eyes to the reality of the power and privilege that took its ease here. When history books call Victoria ‘The Grandmother of Europe’, they aren’t just indulging in hoary cliché. The walls of the nursery are crammed with pictures of pretty much every past crowned head of Europe – and pretty much every one sprang from Victoria’s loins. Her nine kids and 40 grandkids seeded every royal house in Europe, spreading Victoria’s mournful, sleepy eyes and debilitating haemophilia wherever they went. And they went to Russia, Prussia, Denmark, Greece, Norway, Romania, Spain, Bulgaria and beyond. From the Black Sea to the Baltic to the Bering Straits, Queen Victoria’s progeny presided over a century of turbulent, brutal history to come.

Or at least they did until some narky folk had had quite enough of them. One picture on that nursery wall shows Tsar Nicholas II of Russia, his wife and five children. With a shudder you realise that this is the family who, along with their doctor, cook and valet, were bundled into a basement in Yekaterinburg and shot at point-blank range. When some of the kids’ jewellery deflected the bullets, they were bayoneted. These kids. In this picture.

And while the heart recoils in horror, the hardest of heads would doubtless see the method in such cruelty. The reason is here on the pictures on the nursery walls. This was not just a family, not even a dynasty, but a vast, controlling octopus whose tentacles were wrapped around the nervous systems of every nation in Europe. For the new breed of revolutionary, merely uncurling one tentacle would never work. They had to be surgically amputated.

In thoughtful mood, then, we come to Victoria’s own bedroom. She and Albert naturally shared this except when they argued. Even the famously devoted couple sometimes fell out from time to time, and they would sleep apart, letters flying between them from flunkeys. ‘It would be texts now,’ muses the guide. They were separated permanently and prematurely in the winter of 1861 when Albert died suddenly at the age of just 42.

Victoria was devastated. In a letter soon afterwards she wrote: ‘How will I, who leant on him for all and everything – without whom I did nothing, moved not a finger, arranged not a print or photograph, didn’t put on a gown or bonnet if he didn’t approve – go on, to live, to move, to help myself in difficult moments?’ Mourning became her modus operandi, her raison d’être. The prince’s rooms in all their residences were maintained exactly as he styled them when he was alive. Servants were instructed to bring hot water into his dressing room every day as they had formerly done for his morning shave.

For a while, the British public and politicians thought all of this most affecting and proper. But after a year of conspicuous black-clad purdah, it came to be regarded as weird, inappropriate, obsessive even. Unease grew about the Queen’s state of mind and the state of the monarchy generally. She refused to appear in public for over two years and then only to unveil a statue of Albert in Aberdeen. Even The Times rebuked her eventually and she wrote a stinging personal letter to the editor. The curious intimacy she developed with her Scottish manservant John Brown was said to include séances at which Brown acted as medium and conduit for Albert’s voice from beyond the grave.

Some of those séances took place here, in the bedroom, which is really the reason for our visit to the island. For in this room, with its grim privy and ugly ivory nick-nacks, in this huge bed with its vast canopy, Queen Victoria died aged 81 on 22 January 1901 after 40 years of mourning, 40 years of rapid and far-reaching social change that saw Britain become the world’s pre-eminent political and economic power, a nation of public piety and private vice, of unimaginable wealth and unthinkable poverty, hypocritical, hard-headed, mighty.

We all stand at the foot of the bed a little awkwardly. The man in the replica shirt sneaks a look at his mobile phone, making sure that it’s off. The guide points out a plaque above the bed commemorating the death of the Queen, which actually happened in a temporary single bed which the physician found easier to minister to. There’s Hubert von Herkomer’s famous watercolour of the deathbed scene too. It’s creepy. The Queen lies still in a gauzy cocoon of white lace; part Miss Havisham, part huge bloated spider. ‘The last moments were like a great three-decker ship sinking,’ wrote one observer.

Finding a definitive list of who was actually present that fateful January day is not easy. But we know that the pioneer of children’s medicine Thomas Barlow was there, as well as Victoria’s personal physician. Also at the bedside were her sons the Prince of Wales and Prince Arthur and a grandson who had raced from overseas to be with her. ‘How I love my grandmother, I cannot describe for you,’ he once told a friend. ‘She is the sum total of all that is noble, good, and intelligent.’ That grandson was Wilhelm II, Kaiser Bill, the future ruler of Germany and the man usually accused of plunging civilisation into the nightmare and carnage of the First World War. It was, in essence, a very bloody family squabble.

Next day, The Times was bordered in black and contained a six-page, 60,000-word obituary. James Vincent’s extraordinary report from the Isle of Wight began: ‘All day long the Angel of Death has been hovering over Osborne House. One could almost hear the beating of his wings, but at half past six those wings were folded, and the Queen was at rest.’

Queen Victoria’s death is the moment at which the bright confident morning of Britain’s imperial vigour ends and a new century of doubt, change and turmoil begins. Within a few years, there would be big trouble in Ireland and India. War and then revolution would disfigure the continent. Henry James felt that the death of his ‘little mysterious Victoria’ had ‘let loose incalculable forces for possible ill’.

But not everyone was so cut up about it. H. G. Wells said that a ‘great paperweight had been lifted’. Beatrice Webb, the Fabian pioneer, wrote of the national orgy of grief, real and feigned, that ‘we are at last free of the funeral. It has been a true national wake. A real debauch of sentiment and loyalty.’ She might have been writing a century on, of another royal funeral and another paroxysm of mourning.

Victoria was dead and, slightly late, the twentieth century could begin, with all that would entail. Most significantly for the girls of Boggart Hole Clough, new forces would emerge in British life: socialism and, in its wake, feminism. As Victoria lay dying in the sumptuous surroundings of her island hideaway, in the streets of British towns and cities, in church halls and market places and street corners, an altogether different breed of woman was on the rise and on the march.

Probably just as well she didn’t live to see most of it. For Victoria may have been many things but she was no sister. In 1870, she’d written: ‘Let women be what God intended, a helpmate for man, but with totally different duties and vocations.’ All this newfangled talk of rights and, heaven help us, even votes for women really got her dander up. ‘I am most anxious to enlist everyone who can speak or write to join in checking this mad, wicked folly of “Women’s Rights”, with all its attendant horrors, on which her poor feeble sex is bent, forgetting every sense of womanly feelings and propriety. Feminists ought to get a good whipping,’ she concluded, disturbingly. She could afford to talk this way, of course. She was the only woman in the country with any actual power.

Besides, she wasn’t the only upper-crust matron to be repelled by these new and frankly dangerous notions of freedom, equality and social justice. The Dowager Lady Stanley and 103 other titled ladies including Lady Randolph Churchill put their names to a magazine letter claiming that ‘women’s work for the state… must always be different from that of men… to men belong the struggle of debate and legislation in parliament’.

If this was what so-called intelligent women had to say, it’s no surprise that many leading male commentators of the day spouted similar guff. ‘Political power in many large cities would chiefly be in the hands of young, ill-educated, giddy, and often ill-conducted girls,’ warned Frederick Rylands of the call for female suffrage. G. K. Chesterton was equally wrongheaded – in fact, downright silly – on the matter: ‘But I feel all mankind behind me when I say that if a woman has this power it should be despotic power – not democratic power. There is a much stronger historic argument for giving Miss Pankhurst a throne than for giving her a vote. She might have a crown, or at least a coronet, like so many of her supporters; for these old powers are purely personal and therefore female. Miss Pankhurst as a despot might be as virtuous as Queen Victoria… In short, one Pankhurst is an exception, but a thousand Pankhursts are a nightmare, a Bacchic orgie, a Witches’ Sabbath. For in all legends men have thought of women as sublime separately but horrible in a herd.’ Winston Churchill referred to them as ‘a band of silly, neurotic, hysterical women’.

While the great and good were trotting all this out in book-lined studies in Belgravia, and while Victoria’s cortege made its somnolent way under slate-grey skies from London to Windsor, a group of women were trudging the cobbled streets of Lancashire cotton towns, collecting signatures from women mill workers. These women were uneducated, overlooked and, when the knock came at the door, probably placating fractious children or making tea for their husbands after a gruelling and long day’s work themselves. They might have been forgiven for closing the door on a middle-class ‘busybody’. But happily they didn’t. And soon after a petition containing 30,000 signatures demanding votes for women was taken to London by fifteen female cotton mill workers. That night, Millicent Fawcett, head of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), provided them with dinner and the next day delivered the huge petition to parliament. This was the kind of tactic that Fawcett and her fellow suffragists preferred: petitions, peaceful persuasion, public speaking, meeting with politicians and arguing their case. But some of their sisterhood felt that the time had gone for reasoned argument and patience. They were to break away from the sweetly reasonable NUWSS and form something very different that would come to be known by a different name. A name the Daily Mail gave them in a hostile article but which they came to embrace, which the world came to know, and was even enshrined in song by talents as disparate as David Bowie, the cast of Mary Poppins and a popular Broadway number from the Ziegfeld Follies. ‘Oh dear, oh dear… just look look look who’s here/ragging with bombshells and ragging with bricks/hagging and nagging in politics… it’s that Ragtime Suffragette!’

My walking route to the house, to the unassuming middle-class family home where history was made, takes me south from the city centre down Manchester’s Oxford Road and right through the heart of the liveliest student area in Europe. By a gorgeous, entirely unplanned irony, it is Freshers’ Week and the scene is mayhem. I am wandering through what is to all intents and purposes an afternoon al fresco rave, a mobile bacchanal, a Mancunian Mardi Gras.

There’s a man on stilts dressed as Batman, as if unconvinced that either affectation would singly render him sufficiently noticeable. Someone’s wearing a penguin suit. There is a giant baby. There is a person dressed as a mobile phone. There is every conceivable flavour of fast food on offer: pizza, curry, noodles, sushi, fried chicken, burgers, pies, kebabs. There is a street market with the heady ambience of the souk selling everything a student might conceivably want to furnish their new life with. These include, touchingly, posters of Marlon Brando, Muhammad Ali and Marilyn Monroe, which must have been in currency in student halls since the seventies. I wonder are they still selling… yes, here is Che Guevara, still staring moodily into the middle distance, perhaps looking for that elusive fellow, International Socialism.

There are lots and lots of girls. Young women, I should say if, like me, you were a student in the political maelstrom of the 1980s where every university had a Mandela Bar and every sentence contained a potentially explosive linguistic landmine just waiting to blow the leg off the unsuspecting and un-right on. Anyway, here come the girls. Girls of every shape and size and ethnicity. There are girls dressed as princesses, girls dressed as fairies with wands and wings, there are indie girls in Doc Martens and vintage macs and townie types teetering on vertiginous heels and resplendent in bling and spray-on tans. There are girls in traditional and tribal costume of every kind, from Burka to Boob Tube. What would Emmeline Pankhurst make of it all, I wonder, as I turn into the street where she lived, and where, on 10 October 1903, the first ever meeting of the Women’s Social and Political Union, soon to become the Suffragettes, was held.

Turn right at The Oxford pub (student discount curry night Wednesdays), past the Subway and the McDonald’s (open till 3am every morning!) and just past the eye hospital you come to it, 62 Nelson Street, Chorlton-on-Medlock. Tentatively stepping inside, I meet Zoe, who wears a red hoodie and when I arrive is telling two Italian girls about one of the Pankhurst daughters’ affair with Keir Hardie and an Italian anarchist. While Zoe sees the visitors out, she suggests I go into the sitting room and watch a video which she says ‘is quite good’. And so it is, commentary by Glenda Jackson and great old archive footage, but to be truthful it isn’t as good as Zoe.

Zoe tells me something about the ‘back story’ of the house and how Emmeline Pankhurst came to be here. During one of those famous Boggart Hole Clough disturbances, her husband Richard complained of severe stomach pains. These were the first stirrings of the gastric ulcer which would eventually kill him. In the summer of 1898 he became gravely ill while Emmeline was abroad. A telegram arrived from Richard, reading: ‘I am not well. Please come home my love.’ Pankhurst returned immediately to England but while on the train from London to Manchester, she noticed a newspaper solemnly announcing the death of Richard Pankhurst.

Richard was known as the Red Doctor around Manchester, a GP who ran unsuccessfully for parliament several times and was part of that circle of Socialist thinkers who helped form the modern Labour Party. He was a decent man but he left his wife and daughters burdened with debt. He also left no will, ‘stupidly’, as Zoe adds. Emmeline got herself a job as Registrar of Births and Deaths for Chorlton and moved to Nelson Street. Her daily immersion in the lives of women in desperate straits was a radicalising influence and here in this very room, with its teapots and antimacassars and wicker chairs, she convened the first meeting of the WPSU. ‘It would have been quite a posh house, I suppose,’ says Zoe. ‘She used this front room as a kind of office and consulting room when she became the registrar. So this is where she’d have felt it for the first time, the poverty and misery of a lot of women’s lives.’

From the very first meeting that October day, it was clear that the patient, reasonable, non-confrontational approach of Fawcett’s NUWSS was to be dispensed with by both Emmeline and her equally passionate daughters. A few years later, Adela Pankhurst organised a rally that drew a crowd of 100,000 supporters. ‘That’s bigger than the Reading or Leeds festivals,’ says Zoe admiringly. In October 1905, after she’d been dragged out of a Liberal rally at the Free Trade Hall, Christabel Pankhurst spat in the face of a policeman, thereby fulfilling the prophecy she’d made earlier that day: ‘I shall sleep in prison tonight.’ It was the first act of serious Suffragette militancy but many more were to follow over the next nine years. The mood, the language and the resolve of these new Suffragettes was steelier. ‘Deeds Not Words’ was their new slogan. Emmeline’s new line in rhetoric was more Chairman Mao than Mothers’ Union: ‘There is something that governments care for far more than human life, and that is the security of property, and so it is through property that we shall strike the enemy. Be militant each in your own way. I incite this meeting to rebellion.’ More succinctly still, she asserted ‘the argument of the broken window pane is the most valuable argument in modern politics’.

So they broke windows. And that was just the start. They burned down or bombed railway stations, churches, schools, private houses and industrial premises. They destroyed the orchids at Kew Gardens. They took blades and knives to works of art in Manchester and London galleries. They blew up Lloyd George’s half-built new house near Walton Heath. It was a guerrilla war against the authorities every bit as ferocious and revolutionary as anything undertaken by Guevara, Mao, Castro, Adams or Mandela. And like Adams and Mandela, they are now regarded as political pioneers and agents of positive social change. But then they were terrorists.

There’s an absurd film on show at the Pankhurst centre called Millie the Militant, an anti-Suffragette propaganda short silent film from around 1910. It’s an idiotic domestic comedy in which the Suffragette is an unwomanly brute who goes out on the rampage armed with a toffee hammer with which to smash windows while hubby struggles on trying to maintain the household. The Suffragettes are presented as rampant arsonists and vandals. Hubby falls asleep in the chair and dreams that he is the PM. In the slightly pervy dream fantasy that ensues, we see Suffragette women digging roads or placed in the stocks and in the ducking stools. Similarly, there’s a poster in Manchester’s People’s History Museum called ‘A Suffragette’s Home’. It shows a sturdy, stoical working man coming home to a house with a bare table, crying kids with holes in their stockings and a general scene of slovenly disarray. Underneath all this bluster you can feel a very real current of consternation and fear on the part of the establishment. They had every reason to feel scared. For the Suffragettes, it was a fight to the death.

Emily Davison died under the hooves of the king’s horse at the Epsom Derby of 4 June 1913 or, more accurately, from her injuries four days later in Epsom Cottage Hospital. The Suffragettes often targeted the male bastion of sport. They attacked Asquith and members of his cabinet on the golf course. The grandstands at Kelso, Cardiff and Aintree racecourses were vandalised, as were a billiard room in Dundee, a bowling club in Newcastle, cricket pavilions from Perth in the north to Tunbridge Wells and Muswell Hill in the south, golf clubs at Manchester and Roehampton, and the grandstands at Preston North End, Blackburn and Crystal Palace football clubs. They even tried to flambé the famous strawberries and cream by attempting to burn down the All England Lawn Tennis Club at Wimbledon.

No one really knows whether, in the most infamous instance of Suffragette sporting terrorism, Davison meant to kill herself or not. She had in her possession a return rail ticket and also a ticket to a Suffragette dance later that day. Some think she was trying to attach a flag to the king’s horse so that as it crossed the finishing line it would be literally flying the Suffragettes’ flag. What’s indisputable, though, preserved on grainy newsreel for ever, is how she steps out of this life and into posterity. When she ducks and slips beneath the railings at Tattenham Corner and steps out in front of the horse as it rounds the bend. Its massive chest hit Emily full on and the impact fractured the base of her skull. She never recovered.

To all intents and purposes, hers was a military funeral, with salutes and a procession and a flag-draped coffin. There were some protestors but they were far outnumbered by the ranks of Suffragettes of all ages. They filed solemnly before the coffin on its horse-drawn carriage in their black armbands and banners proclaiming ‘Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death’. Her gravestone bears the slogan ‘Deeds Not words’.

But here’s the strangest thing. The horse, Anmer, suffered no real ill effects and raced on for many years. Herbert Jones, his jockey, was concussed but soon recovered – from his physical injuries at least. Eleven years later, though, at Emmeline Pankhurst’s funeral, he laid a wreath ‘to do honour to the memory of Mrs Pankhurst and Miss Emily Davison’. In 1951, he was found dead by his son in a gas-filled kitchen. Ever since that incident almost half a century before, he said he was ‘haunted by that woman’s face’.

Amazingly, a century after women got the vote here (although they had to wait till 1971 in Switzerland) there are still those who thought the Suffragettes were unjustified in their righteous anger. Search the internet and you’ll find those who talk of them as being ‘well nigh terrorists’ and ‘believe it is entirely possible that their actions may well have actually delayed women getting the vote’. I confess, I hadn’t realised that the government of the day were actually planning to give them the vote very soon but were so angry at them being so dashed unladylike that they thought they could jolly well wait until they’d had a spot of jail and horse-whipping and force-feeding.

In case you didn’t know, this is what the force-feeding was like, as carried out by officers and doctors of the crown on hunger-striking Suffragettes, and in this case one Laura Ainsworth: ‘One doctor with a towel round his neck kneels at the back of your right shoulder and forces your head back (there is a wardress to help him)… the other doctor who faces you pushes the tube down your mouth about 18 inches and while this is done… you have a choking feeling and then you feel quite stunned. When the tube has gone down the required distance, a cork is shoved between your teeth. Your mouth is held open by the doctor and at the other end of the tube is a china funnel into which the food is poured… about a pint.’ After this, as you can imagine, there’s a lot of screaming and mucus and phlegm and vomiting. If they couldn’t get your mouth open, they forced glycerine up your nose and into your throat through small often unlubricated pipes. This happened to many, many of the 617 Suffragettes in prison by 1910.

Such then was the reasonableness and generosity of the state. If only they hadn’t been so childish and awkward, they’d have got the vote sooner or later, the silly pretty little things, eh? Well, this male isn’t so sure. Terrorism, nigh-on or full-blown, seems to have been an entirely justified response. A successful one too, of course. It took till 1928 and only after what Joyce Marlow calls ‘a bloody and dangerous war lasting several decades, won finally by sheer will and determination’ but in the end British women were given the vote. That little black cross is as much blood as ink. We should remember that.

Back in Emily Pankhurst’s old house, in the very room where the battle plans of that bloody war were first drawn up, Zoe shares a few final thoughts with me, in a confiding and almost apologetic tone. ‘She wasn’t a very good mum really, Emmeline. She rejected Christabel because she wanted more than just votes, she wanted the whole deal, real freedom from social convention. And because she had a child out of wedlock.’ Until Zoe says it in this context, I’ve never realised what a terrible and cruel word wedlock is, for one sex at least.

Before they fell out, though, Christabel and Mum showed what some might say were their true colours. They grew jingoistically patriotic, became hardened anti-Socialists and campaigned for the abolition of Trade Unions. Adela Pankhurst went off to Australia and flirted with different varieties of fascism. Many an ex-Suffragette fell in with Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, perhaps seduced, as Unity Mitford and Coco Chanel were, by the fantastically greasy hair, very thin moustaches and the timeless elegance of the Little Black Shirt.

All this seems to confirm the fears of many a Liberal back then around the time of the death of Queen Victoria: the problem with giving these women the vote was they were implicitly Conservative. They would, in other words, vote the wrong way. As JFK said, though, freedom is indivisible. It means you have to let people vote for parties you don’t like. Zoe says this ruefully and with a smile as she sees me to the door, wishes me good luck with my researches, and makes to lock the door: ‘There’s been the occasional theft.’ I ask her how long she’s worked here as a guide. ‘Oh, I’m not a guide,’ she says, laughing again. ‘I’m a cleaner. And a sort of admin assistant. I get bumped up to guide I guess when there’s someone inquisitive to talk to.’

It’s a month after my visit to the Pankhurst house and Boggart Hole Clough and I’m back at my alma mater, Edge Hill University in Lancashire, to receive an honorary degree. It’s the first time I’ve put on that enduring absurdity, the academic gown, since I left here two decades before. I feel like a right nana. However, the chancellor of Edge Hill, the eminent and popular psychologist Tanya Byron, looks terrific in hers, which I tell her over lunch, complimenting her on the colour scheme. ‘I know. These are the Suffragette colours. Purple, white and green; for freedom and purity and hope. You do know about Edge Hill’s feminist history, don’t you? It’s why I accepted the chancellor’s post.’

Thus I learn, somewhat shamefacedly, that my old college, which I chose for its proximity to Liverpool, home of the Teardrop Explodes and Echo & The Bunnymen, and for the fact that there were three girls there for every lad, was in fact the first secular women’s college in Britain, founded in 1885 with 41 students. It was a radical and progressive institution, with some of Edge Hill’s earliest students having strong links to the Suffragette and Labour movements. The college magazine frequently carried impassioned articles demanding the enfranchisement of women. I think back to my time here, at my first real experiences of young independent women in an adult environment, of passionate heated encounters of various kinds, some intellectual, some more visceral, in the bars and halls of residence. ‘Which hall were you in?’ asks Tanya. The shamefacedness makes a slight return. ‘Lancs Hall, at least nominally. But I was a young man away from home for the first time so I spent more time in various girlfriends’ halls, I guess. Margaret Bain, Katherine Fletcher, Eleanor Rathbone.’ These weren’t the girlfriends, I point out. These were the names of the Halls. ‘Though they must all have been real flesh-and-blood women too,’ I add.

‘Oh yes,’ one of the current administrative staff says over an excellent lamb chop, ‘Eleanor Rathbone was very much a real woman. A real campaigner for women’s rights too. She fought for family allowances, human rights, the unemployed, refugees and against child slave labour and female circumcision. She was a staunch anti-Nazi when many male politicians were appeasers. She supported the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. She was the first woman to be elected to Liverpool City Council. In many ways she was much more radical and influential than the Pankhursts. She would never have wrapped herself in the flag like they did during the First World War, and gloried in all that carnage.’

On 4 August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany. Two days later the NUWSS suffragists announced that they were suspending all political activity until the war was over while the WSPU Suffragettes said they would end their military activities and help the war effort. For its part, with more pressing dangers abroad, the government announced it was releasing all Suffragettes from prison. And yes, Christabel and Emmeline did indeed support that war and actively urge young men to sign up, sending them up the line to death with a stirring female voice at their backs. But Sylvia Pankhurst was not so gung ho. She refused to help the recruitment drive. Despite what men had patronisingly predicted, there was no single silly, neurotic, self-interested female voice, neither reactionary nor revolutionary, Conservative nor Communistic. Just the beginning of a transformative hubbub, chorus of bold competing voices that would come to include not just the Pankhursts and Hannah Mitchell, Millicent Fawcett and Eleanor Rathbone but Bessie Braddock, Barbara Castle, Margaret Thatcher, Susie Orbach, Jeanette Winterson, Ann Oakley, Poly Styrene, Bernadette Devlin, Tracey Emin, Billie Piper, Harriet Harman, the members of Girls Aloud, Tanya B and Zoe. Not forgetting Geri Halliwell, whose crucial contribution to the development of third wave feminism was a semiotic one: Girl Power.

We can feel good about all that. Even if you abhor her politics, we can feel proud that Mrs T, the original Scary Spice, was leading her party to government here not long after the Swiss had been keeping their women out of the ballot box. But before we get too pleased with ourselves, remember this. Britain is currently 56th in the list of the countries with most female MPs. That’s lower than Iran and Rwanda.

If the battle still goes on, what’s for certain is that a century of the struggle for Girl Power started in that gloomy bedroom in Osborne House, when the mighty imperial warship that was Queen Victoria, the little cuboid monarch, slipped beneath the waves and that great weight was lifted.

Look again at that crepuscular, sepulchral picture. Can you make out someone behind the old Queen, holding her hand, guiding her gently into that good night? Why, it’s cousin Willie, Kaiser Bill, and thanks to him, death will become the family business.
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