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It began with the death of a queen, and ended with the 
outbreak of a world war. We chart the political, economic 
and social milestones that defined the Edwardian age...
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN
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G Boer War hero Robert Baden-Powell 
(inset) invites 20 boys to take part  

in an experimental camp at Brownsea 
Island, Dorset, where they are taught 

some of the military and scouting skills 
he has previously observed in southern 

Africa. The Scout Movement is born.

H American 
entrepreneur Harry 
Gordon Selfridge 

opens his first 
department store 
on Oxford Street, 

London. 

G Liberal politician 
Herbert Henry 

Asquith, the son of  
a Yorkshire clothing 

manufacturer, 
becomes prime 

minister.

H The British 
empire declares 
war on Germany; 

the Edwardian 
gilded age comes 

to an abrupt end. d

Fearing the 
growing strength 
of Germany and 
its alliances with 
Austria-Hungary 
and Italy, Russia 
(already formally 
allied with France 
since 1894) enters 
into a pact with 
Britain. The new 

Triple Entente will 
later become the 

nucleus of the Allied 
powers in WWI.

E Several  
weeks later than 

planned – to 
allow the king 

to recover from 
a serious bout 
of appendicitis 
and peritonitis 

– Edward 
VII and his 

wife, Princess 
Alexandra of 
Denmark, are 
crowned at 

Westminster 
Abbey.

`H After 63 years 
and seven months 
as monarch, Queen 

Victoria dies at 
Osborne House on 
the Isle of Wight. 
Her 59-year-old 

son Albert 
Edward takes 
the throne as 
Edward VII.

The first Empire 
Day is held on 

the late queen’s 
birthday. Shops 

and schools 
close and 
celebrations 

take place 
across the 

empire. G The Peace of 
Vereeniging brings 

the Boer War to 
an official end. 

The British victory 
comes at a great 

cost to both sides.

H Conservative 
statesman and 

philosopher Arthur 
Balfour becomes 

prime minister 
following the 

retirement of his 
uncle and mentor 

Lord Salisbury.

H Britain’s 
chancellor of the 
Exchequer, David 

Lloyd George, 
announces his 

People’s Budget, 
paving the way for 

social reform.

H More than 2,000 athletes from  
22 nations take part in the fourth modern 

Olympiad, held in London. Among the 
competitors are 37 women, including 
Britain’s Queenie Newall (below), who 

wins the gold medal in women’s archery.

`RMS Titanic hits 
an iceberg and 

sinks on its maiden 
voyage with the 

loss of more than 
1,500 lives.

Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, heir-
apparent to the 

Austro-Hungarian 
throne, and his 
wife Sophie are 

assassinated 
during a visit to 
Sarajevo. The 

archduke’s death 
will later come 
to be regarded 

as the spark that 
ignited WWI.

Britain’s first  
62 government-
funded labour 

exchange offices 
open for business, 

tasked with helping 
unemployed people 

find work. The 
Shoreditch office 
in east London, 

for example, lists 
vacancies for jobs 
such as ‘picture 

frame gilder’ and 
‘piano regulator’.

G Edward VII 
becomes the first 
reigning British 
monarch to visit 
Russia, meeting 
his nephew, Tsar 

Nicholas II, on board 
the yacht Standart. 

H Britain’s first 
national miners’ 

strike sees miners 
achieve their aim 
of a guaranteed 
minimum wage.

The Aliens Act 
denies ‘undesirable 

immigrants’ 
entry to Britain. 
Although not 

specifying Jews 
by name, the Act 
is predominantly 
targeted at the 

tens of thousands 
of Jewish refugees 

fleeing religious 
persecution in 

eastern Europe.

Edward VII dies 
of pneumonia, 

aged 68. His body 
lies in state at 

Westminster Hall 
for three days prior 

to his funeral so 
people can pay 
their respects. 

The king’s eldest 
surviving son 

takes the throne as 
George V.

The Old Age 
Pensions Act 

comes into effect, 
providing a non-

contributory weekly 
pension of 5s a 
week (7s, 6d for 

married couples) to 
people over the age 

of 70. Claimants 
need to have an 

income of less than 
10s a year and pass 
a ‘character test’ in 
order to be eligible.

H Robert Falcon Scott reaches the South 
Pole five weeks after Norwegian explorer 
Roald Amundsen. Scott and his team later 

perish on the return journey.

H Militant suffragette Emily Wilding 
Davison throws herself in front of the 
king’s horse at the Epsom Derby. She  
dies four days later from her injuries.

Britain and France 
sign a declaration, 
later known as the 
Entente Cordiale, 

establishing the 
beginnings of a 
formal alliance 
and bringing 

colonial 
disputes in 

north Africa to 
an end, among 

other things.

The National 
Insurance 

Act receives 
royal assent. 

A compulsory 
payment of 4d  

a week by regularly 
employed men 

(plus 3d from his 
employer and 2d 
from the state) 

entitles him to free 
medical care and 
sick pay for up to 

26 weeks.

G John Archer 
is elected mayor 

of Battersea, 
becoming London’s 

first black mayor  
in the process.

H The first meeting of the Women’s Social 
and Political Union (WSPU) is held at the 
Manchester home of Emmeline Pankhurst. 
For the next 15 years the movement will 

campaign tirelessly for women’s suffrage.

The Parliament 
Act sees the 

power to veto a 
bill (except one to 
extend the lifetime 

of a parliament) 
removed from the 
House of Lords, 
and reduces the 

maximum lifespan 
of a parliament 
from seven to  

five years. 

Herbert Henry 
Asquith proposes 

a third Home 
Rule Bill for 

Ireland, provoking 
a political 

clash between 
Ulster Unionists 
determined to 
prevent home 
rule and Irish 
nationalists 

keen to see Irish 
independence.
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THE DAWN OF  
A NEW CENTURY

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO EDWARDIANS TIMELINE OF EDWARDIAN BRITAIN

H Tens of thousands of Liverpool 
transport workers go on strike, 

demanding, among other things, an 
increase in wages, union recognition and 
an end to medical inspections. In August 

the tensions explode into full-blown 
riots, which see two men shot dead by 

soldiers from the 18th Hussars.
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Q: When was the Edwardian
era and how long did it last?

A: Technically, it was the period when 
Edward VII, the eldest son of Queen 
Victoria, ruled as King of Great Britain 
and Ireland, from January 1901 to May 
1910. Most historians, however, talk of 
the Edwardian era as extending to the 
years until World War I broke out in 
1914. That is because once the nation 
had entered the war, the whole tenor of 
British life fundamentally changed and 
a new country, both domestically and 
internationally, emerged. 

Q: What was it known for?

A: Coming as it does after Victoria’s 
long and epochal reign and before the 
destruction and horror of the world 

war, it was a liminal time for Britain, 
commonly imagined to this day as a 
‘gilded age’ all about tea on the lawns 
and lazy, sunlit afternoons. But once you 
penetrate the Edwardian era, you see a 
different side to the myths that have long 
been perpetuated. 

It was a period that saw the spread of 
the labour movement, an intensification 
of the fight for women’s suffrage, and the 
rise of Pan-Africanism; a key trademark 
of the decade was the assertion of such 
marginalised groups. There were plenty 
of other changes, too: the growth of the 
middle classes, greater urbanisation and 
electrification, and so on. It was an era of 
swagger, opulence, self-belief and a bit of 
arrogance. But underneath this was a fear 
of imperial decline – a decline 
in the British ‘stock’, if you 
like – and the birth of the 

eugenics movement in Britain. So the era 
was a paradoxical age as well. 

Q: How did the Edwardian era
differ from its predecessor, the
Victorian period?

A: Well, at a basic level, the fact that there 
was a different person on the throne, 
Edward VII, set a different tone, one that 
was less conservative in outlook and a bit 

Dr John Jacob Woolf answers key questions about  
a brief but momentous ‘gilded age’ for Britain

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS EDWARDIAN BRITAIN Q&A

THE EDWARDIANS

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT

more morally lax. Women’s clothing was 
less restrictive, for example. I think it’s 
fair to say that the world became a smaller 
place and more interconnected during the 
Edwardian era too. Victorian inventions 
started to become more widespread, such 
as electricity in homes and the first local 
telephone systems. 

I think the Edwardians saw themselves 
as distinctly modern and more global. 
They even talked about how old-
fashioned the Victorian speech patterns 
and culture seemed to them, so there 
was an awareness that with the passing 
of Victoria, a new age was beckoning, 
and that they were living in a modern, 
exciting, self-confident time. 

Q: What would you say are some
of the era’s defining moments?

A: For such a short period, so much 
happened. Looming large is the promise 
and tragedy of RMS Titanic: seen at its 
launch as a symbol of modernity and 
progress, but the news of its sinking 
in April 1912 was met with widespread 

grief and anger. Another big moment 
for the Edwardians was the People’s 
Budget of 1909–10, a proposal by the 
Liberal government that created the 
foundations of the modern welfare state. 
Then, of course, there was the build up 
and declaration of World War I. But the 
first decade of the 20th century also 
witnessed great technological leaps, 
notably Orville and Wilbur Wright’s first 
heavier-than-air flight in 1903. 

Q: What did the Edwardians
like to do for fun?

A: Oh, the Edwardians were great fun! 
They loved international sports: in 1908, 
London hosted the Olympics for the 

first time with more than 2,000 athletes 
taking part, including 37 women. 

Cinema and theatre were on the rise, 
with many people flocking to see the 
cultural phenomenon, JM Barrie’s Peter 
Pan, which hit the stage in 1904. Another 
feature of the Edwardians was their 
fascination with weird crazes. They loved 
dressing up, rollerblading and skating, 
writing and sending postcards, and the 
tango became hugely popular. So, as well 
as the garden parties of their historical 
reputation, the era had lots of dancing, 
music, fashions, theatre visits and sport.

Q: What about the significant
technological developments?

A: The development and expansion 
of electrical systems that took place 
under the Victorians really picked up 
speed, with electricity lighting up more 
and more houses as well as streets. 
Outside the home, the first electric 
tram line in London began operation 
in 1903. Technological innovations 
continued under Edwardian inventors 
and scientists, from the car starting 

“THE EDWARDIANS
WERE AWARE THEY
LIVED IN A MORE

MODERN, EXCITING,
CONFIDENT TIME”

ABOVE: A photograph 
of Sir Francis Galton, 
along with items from 
his laboratory. The 
scientist is often 
remembered today for 
his controversial work 
on eugenics

TOP: The Edwardian era  
is sometimes depicted 
as a relaxed and idyllic 
age – but that isn’t a 
totally accurate picture

ABOVE LEFT: A c1909 
poster advertising fur 
coats. On the whole, 
women’s fashion 
became less restrictive

ABOVE RIGHT: The 
Edwardians certainly 
knew how to entertain 
themselves. Here, a 
man enjoys a spot of 
ice skating in London’s 
Kensington Gardens

Edward VII ruled for just 
nine years, but his reign 
helped breathe new life 
into the monarchy

RMS Titanic under construction in Belfast. News of the ship’s  
sinking was met with widespread shock and anger

Actress Pauline Chase as a ‘Lost Boy’ in the  
1904 debut of JM Barrie’s smash hit Peter Pan

The Wright Brothers’ first heavier-than-air flight stands out  as one of the great technological achievements of the age
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to become widely available, to 
the invention of devices like the 
vacuum cleaner (introduced in 1901) 
revolutionising everyday life. 

During the Edwardian era, there were 
broad advances in the understanding of 
physics and the material world as well. The 
theory of relativity, quantum theory, and 
the theory of radioactive disintegration 
were just some of the discoveries that had 
their roots in the period.

Q: What would it have been
like to grow up at this time? 

A: In contrast to the Victorian period 
and the Industrial Revolution, this was 
an era where childhood became more 
cherished, and young boys and girls 
came to be seen as agents in their own 
right. Aided by a government crackdown 
on child labour, they were given greater 
freedom to have fun, to play games and 
make friends. At the same time, the 
education system was being revamped: 
more children attended school and 
learned to read, write and do arithmetic. 

While there was still an entrenched 
gendered division, with girls more 
likely to be taught how to cook and sew, 
children were at least encouraged in 
their schooling. It obviously depended a 
lot on the class they were born in to, as 
the life of a child from a working-class 

family would certainly have been more 
restricted and they would likely have 
ended up working from a young age. Yet 
the Edwardian era took childhood as a 
concept more seriously, and generally 
speaking there were more opportunities 
for the young, the majority of whom 
would have previously ended up in the 
factories and mills. 

Q: Who were some of the main
celebrities of Edwardian Britain? 

A: Aside from the king who gave his 
name to the era, there were politicians 
like David Lloyd George, who proposed 
the People’s Budget in 1909 and went 
on to be elected the wartime prime 
minister, and activists, including 
suffragists and suffragettes like Millicent 
Fawcett and Emmeline Pankhurst. 
Sophia Duleep Singh is one of my 
personal favourites. Queen Victoria’s 
goddaughter, she lived in Hampton 
Court, but her militant campaigning for 
women’s rights made her something of  
a thorn in the royal side.

This was the time of heroic Antarctic 
exploration, so some of the biggest 
celebrities were men like Robert Falcon 
Scott and Ernest Shackleton. But there 
were artists too: Arthur Conan Doyle 
was still writing Sherlock Holmes stories 
while Beatrix Potter published her first 
Peter Rabbit tale in 1902. While Edward 
Elgar is perhaps the best-known of the 
era’s composers, on a par with him at the 
time was Samuel Coleridge-Taylor. The 
black composer’s Song of Hiawatha was 
massively popular, to the point that he 
was received by US President Theodore 
Roosevelt in 1904.

Finally, there were other personalities 
of the day, although they were not  
exactly celebrities. Dr Crippen is among 
this list. Hanged in 1910 for murdering 
his wife, he was one of the first criminals 
to be caught with the aid of wireless 
telegraphy after he tried to flee abroad. 
His story, trial and execution was 
splashed across the press and he became 
a notorious name to the Edwardians. 

FEATURE NAME HERE YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO CRIME AND PUNISHMENTYOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS EDWARDIAN BRITAIN Q&A

DR JOHN JACOB WOOLF is an author, 
historian and co-writer of the Audible 
series Stephen Fry’s Edwardian Secrets 
and Stephen Fry’s Victorian Secrets. His 
first book was The Wonders: Lifting the 
Curtain on the Freak Show, Circus and 
Victorian Age (Michael O’Mara, 2019)

Q: What impact did the era
have on the British empire?  

A: While the empire remained a key part 
of life and the Union flag was still spread 
across the globe, there were concerns 
about the extent to which Britain could 
maintain control. The Second Boer War 
was raging and nationalist movements  
were on the rise in different parts of 
the world. The empire was still an 
important part of Britain’s sense of self 
and its moralising mission. But it had 
also become dangerously competitive, 
particularly with Germany. 

Q: What were the political
and diplomatic circumstances
of this?

A: While Edward VII showed a real 
interest in foreign affairs, and went on 
numerous state visits, international 
tensions were a trademark of the period. 
The Second Boer War was dividing 
opinion in Britain, and such was the 
fear about German imperial ambitions 
that, in 1909, the Secret Service was 

established (later MI5 and then MI6). But 
there were tensions closer to home as 
well, especially in Ireland. The Irish home 
rule movement [which campaigned for 
self-government] was a dominating force, 
and a destabilising one at that.

This was a period of social and political 
agitation across Britain, culminating in 
the ‘Great Unrest’ from 1911 to 1914 and 
more than 3,000 labour strikes. Russian 
revolutionary Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, 
better known as Lenin, was knocking 
around Britain, while anarchists and 
syndicalists [those in worker-based 
groups seeking to advance their rights 
through strike action] caused as much 
trouble as possible. And in 1911, a 
gunfight broke out between Latvian 
revolutionaries and police in London, 
dubbed the siege of Sidney Street. 

Amidst the unstable activity, the 
working classes were finding their 
voice and demanding better wages and 
protections at work. They asserted their 
rights through the growing trade union 
movement, which led to the formation, 
in 1900, of the Labour Party. Six years 
later, 29 Labour MPs had been elected. 

In Europe, there were many divisions 
and power struggles, with the German 
kaiser expanding his navy to threaten 
British naval superiority, and Russian 
aggression in the east. The situation 
remained incredibly tense after Edward’s 
death, and ultimately resulted in the 
outbreak of World War I and the symbolic 
end of the Edwardian era. d
INTERVIEW: ELLIE CAWTHORNE 
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

“CHILDHOOD WAS
MORE CHERISHED,
WITH BOYS AND
GIRLS AGENTS IN

THEIR OWN RIGHT”

ABOVE: A large crowd gathers in London to watch 
the city’s first electric tram line in action

BELOW LEFT: Edwardian children were actively 
encouraged to have fun and play games

ABOVE: The siege of 
Sidney Street – and its 
aftermath – gripped 
the nation in 1911

TOP: The imperial 
posturing of Germany’s 
Kaiser Wilhelm II 
served to heighten 
international tensions 

LEFT: Samuel 
Coleridge-Taylor’s 
Song of Hiawatha 
earned the composer 
international fame

BELOW: Suffragette 
Sophia Duleep Singh 
(second from left), 
became a passionate 
fundraiser during WWI

New appliances such as the 
vacuum cleaner, introduced in 
1901, helped make domestic 
chores a lot less arduous

‘UNCLE OF EUROPE’Edward VII was related to most 
of the European rulers, although 
he didn’t get on with his nephew 
Wilhelm, the kaiser of Germany.  
The British king’s 1903 speech 

in Paris helped agree the Entente Cordiale, which improved relations  with France.
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C
oming after the inherent 
social conservatism of the 
long Victorian age, the 
Edwardian era offered 
something of a breath of 

fresh air – from a rollerskating craze 
that swept the nation to the invention of 
ping-pong. However, it wasn’t all fun and 
games: society still conformed to a strict 
class system, and people were governed 
by an exhaustingly long list of dos and 
don’ts – from not shaking anyone’s hand 
to having all of your dinner conversation 
topics dictated by your hostess. 

The tone of upper-class society was set 
by King Edward VII himself (see page 45), 
a man who loved to live life to the full – 
he smoked huge numbers of cigarettes 
and cigars, had a string of mistresses, 

and enjoyed a diet stuffed with rich foods 
and alcohol. The families who made up 
the British aristocracy took their lead 
from him, eating sumptuous dinners, 
gambling into the early hours and often 
engaging in extra-marital affairs.  

To live such a life of luxury required 
a small army of domestic servants. 
Working-class Edwardians could find 
employment as humble maids or kitchen 
assistants, or else take on the grander 
positions of housekeepers or butlers, 
who managed the great houses and made 
sure life ran smoothly. Or, if they were a 
particularly attractive or tall man, they 
might seek employment as a footman – 
those who were blessed with good looks 
and a lofty stature often received higher 
wages, as they were the public face of 

the house to visitors. (For information 
about servants’ daily routines, see box 
on page 39.)

DOING THE HARD GRAFT
Although it was a gruelling job, working 
in service was seen as a prestigious 
occupation, providing accommodation 

While a rigid class system still remained, daily life was paved 
with exciting new opportunities for Edwardian Britons

Life ‘downstairs’ was demanding and dirty. Scullery 
maids, on the lowest rung of the servants’ hierarchy, 
would be up at 4 o’clock in the morning to sweep 
the grates and relight the kitchen fires. The day’s 
work was long for everyone: on average, a servant 
would work for 17 hours a day, and commonly get 
only one afternoon off a week (as well as Sunday 
mornings to attend church).

In between cleaning, cooking and managing 
the house, servants could snatch a few moments 
of rest in the servants’ hall. Typically found in 
the basement, this was where they would eat 
their meals. A board laying out the house’s rules 
of conduct was also commonly displayed here, 
indicating any areas of the building that were 
restricted, and often prohibiting ‘followers’ – 
romantic partners – from entering. 

Servants were discouraged from having 
relationships, be it with other members of the 
household staff (the servants’ accommodation was 
separated according to gender to help prevent any 
night-time creeping) or with outsiders. Butlers in 
particular were expected to remain celibate, so they 
could focus solely on the house.  

Unlike the warm friendships depicted in shows 
like Downtown Abbey, servants generally wouldn’t 
make strong bonds with their employers. In fact, 
employers wouldn’t even say ‘thank you’ when their 
servants performed tasks for them – they did so 
much around the house that the family would need 
to thank them at least 60 times a day. 

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS EDWARDIAN DAILY LIFE

MOVING  
WITH THE TIMES

THE REAL UPSTAIRS, 
DOWNSTAIRS
Serving Britain’s wealthiest families  
could quite literally be a thankless task

(although it might be a tiny attic room), 
food (which might be leftovers from the 
family’s table) and job security. In 1911, 
more than 1.3 million people in Britain 
were working as domestic servants – 
more than the 1.2 million who toiled the 
land, or the 971,000 who worked down 
the coal mines.

For those workers whose jobs didn’t 
offer board, housing could range from 
a filthy inner-city slum to a country 
cottage. Reformers were particularly 
concerned with the dank conditions of 
tenement housing in cities, which were 
notoriously overcrowded and crawling 
with disease. Between 1886 and 1903, 
social reformer Charles Booth studied the 
lives of London’s poorest residents and 
found that 1 million out of 4.5 million 
were living in homes that were unfit for 
human habitation. 

Although the authorities embarked  
on an ambitious programme to raze these 
dilapidated buildings to the ground, this 
approach often made things worse. As 
the journalist George Sims pointed out in 
1902: “Up to the present they have hardly 
succeeded in solving the great problem, 
because the evicted or displaced tenants, 
practically left without any superior 
accommodation, are driven in to worse.” 
He also described the harrowing scenes 
where some tenants wouldn’t leave until 

“the point of the pickaxe came through the 
wall against which [they] were leaning.” 

While many had to find alternative 
lodging themselves, some city councils 
did build housing to help the poor: 
Birmingham, Leeds, Bradford and 
Manchester all provided municipal flats. 
These buildings often boasted a range of 
mod-cons, such as wired electricity –  
a Victorian-era invention that took off  
in the Edwardian period.

BUILDING A NEW BRITAIN
Fresh technological innovations were 
transforming Edwardian life, from 
housing to travel and leisure. The middle 
classes in particular embraced gadgets 
like electric stoves, as they typically 

“THE BUILDINGS
HAD MOD-CONS
SUCH AS WIRED
ELECTRICITY”

The horse-drawn carriage was still  
a main mode of transport during 
the Edwardian period, meaning 
plenty of sweepers were required  
to keep the streets clean

The aspirational middle classes were moving into newly built homes on the outskirts of Britain’s towns  
and cities, complete with modern plumbing, electrical lighting and hi-tech kitchen appliances

The poorest members of society still had to contend 
with unhygienic and overcrowded living conditions

Edward VII (seated, 
centre) at a weekend 
party in 1908. His 
long-time mistress, 
Alice Keppel, is 
standing in the back 
row slightly to his left

MAIN: Despite advances in 
mechanisation, horsepower was 
still vital to agricultural work
BELOW: A dust-covered coal miner  poses with his young family

An Edwardian servant 
uses a washboard to clean 
a garment. Shifts could be 
arduous – with few breaks
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wouldn’t have a host of servants to 
help cook and clean but wanted to 
emulate the lifestyles of the aristocracy. 
They had the means to splash out on 
these luxuries, too: the middle classes’ 
ranks were swelling, and they had more 
money in their pockets than ever before. 
Many bought houses in the suburbs, so 
they could easily travel to their work – be 
it in banking or manufacturing – in the 
city. This triggered a huge housing boom, 
with builders tripping over themselves 
to match the demand for homes on the 
outskirts of Britain’s cities and towns.

CONVIVIAL PURSUITS
The world was also becoming smaller 
than ever before. Telephone lines 
were enabling global communication, 
with a wireless signal transmitted 
across the Atlantic in 1901 for the first 
time ever. Motor cars were becoming 

more mainstream, and the reasonably 
priced Ford Model T first rolled off the 
production line in 1908; by 1914 there 
were approximately 400,000 licensed 
road vehicles in Britain. Air travel was 
another exciting new possibility, with 
the Wright Brothers making history with 
their first powered flight in 1903. 

Technology also gave rise to one of 
Edwardian Britain’s most treasured 
leisure activities: a trip to the cinema. 
The first film showing technically took 
place at the tail end of the Victorian era, 
in 1896, when the Lumière brothers’ 
Cinématographe device was debuted 
to fascinated onlookers at London’s 
Regent Street Polytechnic. By 1914, 
approximately 500 cinemas had cropped 
up in London alone. 

Theatre was also popular: JM Barrie’s 
play Peter Pan (later transformed into 
a novel) took to the stage in 1904 and 

proved a smash hit. The Edwardians also 
loved outdoor pursuits, with hunting, 
horse racing and lawn tennis being 
particular favourites among the upper 
classes. The working classes also found 
time for fun, using their Sundays to 
wander around museums and galleries, 
or to enjoy a bracing stroll at the park. 

There were more bizarre crazes, 
too, such as a vogue for dressing up, 
and – perhaps most unexpected of all – 
rollerskating, which gripped the nation 
from 1908 to 1912. At its height, there 
were at least 500 rinks in operation 
across Britain.

THE AGE OF CELEBRITY 
For those who wanted to keep up with the 
latest gossip of the day, the popular press 
was booming. Celebrities, such as the 
entertainer-turned-countess Belle Bilton 
and the composer Samuel Coleridge-
Taylor, were often splashed across the 
papers. Fans could also purchase postcards 
printed with celebrities’ portraits, so they 
could bring their favourite stars’ likenesses 
into their homes. 

The newspapers and magazines also 
kept fashion-forward Edwardians up 
to date with the latest trends. Women 
tended to adopt a slightly less restrictive 
dress code in the period, as flouncy 
blouses became popular – but corsets 
were still widely worn. And working-
class women could dress in the newest 
styles, too, as the mass-production 
methods that were pioneered during the 
Industrial Revolution had slashed the 
prices of clothing. 

Men, meanwhile, were dressing to the 
nines in flashy three-piece suits. However, 
there was one key fashion cue they 
took from King Edward VII himself: he 
apparently always left the bottom button 
of his waistcoat undone. His decadent 
diet and habit of taking a roast chicken to 
bed every night as a midnight snack had 
expanded his waistline, and he apparently 
couldn’t secure the final fastening. 

According to the American author 
Samuel Hynes, the Edwardian period 
was a “leisurely time when women 
wore picture hats and did not vote, 
when the rich were not ashamed to live 
conspicuously, and the sun never really 
set on the British flag”. Although this 
sentiment can be jarring for a modern 
audience, life in the Edwardian era was 
typically looked back on as a golden 
era, filled with garden parties and 
pleasant summer afternoons. Much of 
this is coloured with nostalgia, but it 
was certainly a time of prosperity and 
peace – the final stretch of calm before 
the horrors of World War I, which would 
rupture British society. d
WORDS: RHIANNON DAVIES

“THE MIDDLE CLASSES’ RANKS
WERE SWELLING, AND THEY
HAD MORE MONEY IN THEIR

POCKETS THAN EVER BEFORE”

ABOVE: Between  
1908 and 1912, a brief 
rollerskating craze led 
to the creation of more 
than 500 purpose-built 
rinks across Britain

TOP LEFT: Municipal art 
galleries and museums 
– such as London’s 
National Gallery, shown 
here – were enjoyed by 
the masses

TOP RIGHT: Outdoor 
pursuits like hunting 
remained popular with 
members of the British 
upper classes

ABOVE: Music halls provided audiences with a  
cheap and enjoyable form of evening entertainment

RIGHT: Car ownership became a realistic aspiration  
for thousands of families following the introduction of 

the Ford Model T – like the 1910 model shown here 

LEFT: Telephones were also becoming an increasingly 
common sight in well-to-do Edwardian homes 

A Victorian image shows boys enjoying 
sweet treats in a public park. During the 
19th century there had been concerted 
efforts to create accessible green spaces 
for the urban population – something 
from which the Edwardians benefited

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
 X

4,
 A

LA
M

Y
 X

3



42    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
 X

13
, A

LA
M

Y
 X

1

We examine the diverse lives and careers of some of the men 
and women who captured the headlines in Edwardian Britain

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS FAMOUS EDWARDIANS

LORDS, LEADERS 
AND LUMINARIES

G If Edwardian Britain was slowly 
emerging from Victoria’s long reign and 
unsure of its new, developing identity, 
the writer HG Wells was already gazing 
far into the future. For while his non-
fiction output was impressively prolific, 
it was his science fiction novels that 
made Wells his name, foretelling of 
future 20th-century developments such 
as space travel and nuclear bombs. 

In both his fiction and non-fiction, 
Wells investigated contemporary social 
problems and ills, deliberating on the 

means with which to cure them. A 
futurist and utopian, novels like 1905’s 
A Modern Utopia attempted to provide a 
framework for a new way of living. Other 
works speculated on notions such as 
time travel (The Time Machine) and alien 
invasions (The War of the Worlds). 

After the gritty social realism of 
Victorian novelists like Charles Dickens, 
such flights of fantasy, conceived in the 
safety of suburbia, offered Edwardian 
readers a sense of escapism; a portal into 
other ways of being. 

E Born to a Barbadian carpenter 
father and an English mother, 
Walter Tull became one of the 
very first mixed-race footballers to 
play in English football’s top tier. 
He also became a soldier in the 
British Army who saw action at 
the battle of the Somme. 

Tull’s parents had both 
passed away before his 10th 
birthday and he was placed in an 
orphanage in east London. There 
he developed a love for football 
and went on to play for local 
non-league side Clapton, before 
being headhunted by Tottenham 
Hotspur in the First Division of 
the Football League. 

But following sustained racial 
abuse from opposition fans (at 
Bristol City, the vernacular used 
by the locals was described as 
being “lower than Billingsgate”), 
Tull dropped down the leagues 
to sign for Northampton Town in 
1911. Three years later, he enlisted 
in the army, rising through the 
ranks before being killed in the 
final year of World War I.

F If a new century and a new monarch heralded 
a bright, reshaped future, Emmeline 
Pankhurst had a strong idea of what that 
shape should be. In Manchester in 1903 she 

and her daughter Christabel established 
the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU) to further the cause of women 
in society, most conspicuously by 

attempting to secure their right to vote. 
The WSPU’s tactics appeared out of step 

with genteel, polite Edwardian society. 
Pankhurst and the union advocated the 

deployment of militant, direct action to 
force the issue onto the political agenda 

of the day. Focusing on “deeds, not words”, 
the suffragettes often operated beyond the law, 
undertaking acts of arson and violence to get noticed. 

Some might say that Pankhurst’s tactics were 
extreme, but they led, in 1918, to the 

first British women (those 30 or 
older who met certain property 

qualifications) being finally 
able to go the polls.

HG WELLS

WALTER 
TULL

EMMELINE 
PANKHURST

F Born in New Zealand, Ernest Rutherford 
became chair of physics at the Victoria 
University of Manchester in 1907. The 
following year he won the Nobel prize  
(for chemistry), and would later come to 
be regarded as the godfather of nuclear 
physics, creating the first artificial nuclear 
reaction in 1917.

F After a childhood spent largely separate 
from other children, in adulthood Beatrix 
Potter became a painter of flora and fauna 
before publishing her first book, The Tale 
of Peter Rabbit, in 1901. The first of a series 
of 23 children’s books, it established Potter 
as one of the bestselling authors of the age 
and would go on to sell 45 million copies.

F An architect, 
designer and 
painter, Scotsman 
Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh is 
best known – 
during the years 
of Edward VII’s 

reign, at least – for his buildings, 
particularly those in and around his native 
Glasgow. His work, the most famous of which 
is probably the Glasgow School of Art, ushered 
in a thoroughly 20th-century style, moving 
British architecture out of the Victorian era.

F Not only was Sir Pelham Grenville 
Wodehouse the creator of dim aristocrat 
Bertie Wooster and his pin-sharp valet 
Jeeves, but the humourist was also 
extraordinarily prolific, writing countless 
plays and short stories alongside more 
than 90 novels, the first of which was 
1902’s The Pothunters.

F An army officer who gained nationwide 
fame for his heroics during the Boer War, 
Robert Baden-Powell’s books on military 
reconnaissance proved popular with boys, 
prompting him to host a scout camp in 
Dorset in 1907. The following year, he 
wrote Scouting for Boys; its enthusiastic 
reception saw Baden-Powell leave the 

army in 1910 and launch the Scout Association.

ERNEST RUTHERFORD

BEATRIX POTTER

CHARLES RENNIE 
MACKINTOSH

PG WODEHOUSE

ROBERT BADEN-POWELL

WINSTON 
CHURCHILL

E Although his 
greatest achievements 
would come with 
World War II, Winston 
Churchill was already 
a notable public figure 
by the time of Edward 
VII’s coronation, as both a 
celebrated war correspondent 
and Conservative MP. He 
defected to the Liberals in 1904 
and subsequently held a number 
of cabinet posts, including first 
lord of the Admiralty, a 
role he was holding 
when World War I 
broke out.

ON THE BLACKLISTLondon’s Royal Albert Hall  
was regularly hired by women’s 
suffrage groups, who used the 

venue to host rallies. However, in 
1913 the WSPU became the first 

group to be banned from  
the hall due to the costly disruption and damage they promoted.

HG Wells (main) is perhaps best 
remembered for his science fiction 
novel The War of the Worlds, 
known for its chilling depiction  
of a Martian invasion (above)

Pankhurst (right) openly endorsed acts of vandalism to further the suffragette 
cause, such as the smashing of these shop windows on London’s Regent Street

Walter Tull pictured during his time at Tottenham Hotspur.  He would later be killed in action during World War I, aged 29

The main building of 
the Glasgow School  
of Art is considered 
one of Mackintosh’s 

masterpieces
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G Despite a comparatively humble 
background and being raised, to the 
Establishment’s consternation, as a 
Roman Catholic, Edward Elgar rose 
to become the preeminent English 
composer of the Edwardian era. His 
Pomp and Circumstance Marches, 
the majority of which were written in 
the first few years of the new century, 
became the soundtrack of the immediate 
post-Victorian age, while his Symphony 
No 2 in E flat major was dedicated to 
Edward VII shortly after the king’s death. 

So quintessentially English-sounding 
was Elgar’s work, and so bound to 
Edwardian times, that the personal 
aspect of his composing is often 
neglected. Indeed, as his biographer 
Michael Kennedy observed, his music 
“can be described accurately as not 
‘Edwardian’ but only as ‘Elgarian’”. 
Another critic, Andrew Farach-Colton, 
declared that “the composer’s Edwardian 
image has blinded generations to the 
loneliness and beauty in his music”. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

EDWARD ELGAR

F The older sister of 
novelist Virginia Woolf, 
Vanessa Bell was a  
key member of the 
artistic and literary 
Bloomsbury Group that 

divided itself between London and the 
Sussex countryside. Her paintings drew 
from post-Impressionism, playing with 

form and colour, and very much 
providing a counterpoint to 

the rather more dour 
realism of Victorian 

narrative painting. 

F The future Lord 
Kitchener played a 
significant role in 
ensuring that the Sun 
never set on the British 
empire during 

Edwardian times. A key figure in the 
Boer War, he served as commander-in-
chief of the British Army in India for 
seven years, before becoming proconsul 
of Egypt. Kitchener then became the 
poster boy for a mass campaign to 
assemble an army of volunteers in the 
early days of World War I.

VANESSA BELL LORD KITCHENER

G Taking office in 1908, Herbert Henry Asquith was the fourth 
– and last – prime minister of Edward VII’s nine-year reign. An 
influential barrister who had served as home secretary under 
William Gladstone and chancellor under Sir Henry Campbell-
Bannerman, he embarked on a series of reforms aimed at 
modernising both the workings of government and the way of 
life for wider society. 

But parliament’s upper chamber, the House of Lords, was 
an obstacle to the Liberal Party’s reform programme, and it 
wasn’t until three years into his premiership that Asquith was 
able to get the Parliament Act of 1911 passed, which allowed the 
sidestepping of the House of Lords when it came to enacting 
legislation, as long as the bill in question had been passed 
three times in the Commons. 

This was crucial as Asquith fought to continue his reforms, 
namely the establishment of a modern welfare state after the 
laissez-faire approach during the 19th century.

HH ASQUITH

E Edward VII strongly 
approved of the 
endeavours of Britain’s 
polar adventurers, 
especially Captain 
Robert Falcon Scott, whose 
Discovery expedition set 
sail just a few months after 
Edward became king. With  
a bright new century opening 
up, Scott was the embodiment 
of a new era of discovery, even 
if he prematurely met his 
demise in 1912 on the ill-fated 
Terra Nova expedition.

CAPTAIN ROBERT F SCOTT

DYING IN (THE) OFFICE
Asquith’s predecessor, Sir Henry 
Campbell-Bannerman, resigned 

as prime minister on 3 April 1908 
due to failing health. He passed 

away at 10 Downing Street  
19 days later, becoming the 
first and only former prime minister to die at the residence.

Elgar pictured at his desk 
in 1904 – the same year he 

was knighted by Edward 
VII for his services to music

A stalwart of the Liberal 
Party, Asquith led Britain 
during the first two years 
of World War I



W
hen 59-year-old 
Edward VII came to 
the throne in January 
1901, he couldn’t have 
been more different 

to his late mother, Queen Victoria. The 
king and former Prince of Wales was 
the complete opposite of the Victorian 
ideal of propriety; he lived for life’s 
excesses, and was renowned for his love 
of smoking, gambling and cavorting with 
his many mistresses.

Born on 9 November 1841, Albert 
Edward was the eldest son of Queen 
Victoria and Prince Albert. Much to his 
parents’ dismay, the young Bertie – as 
he was known to his family – was a 
boisterous boy, and struggled to keep 
up with the strict educational regime 
imposed by his private tutors. Despite 
later flourishing in his studies at Oxford 
and Cambridge universities, he was at 
his happiest while partying in Parisian 
nightclubs and enjoying the company of 
his private court, which embodied the 
fashionable and high society elite.

Overall, the prince had a strained 
relationship with his parents, and things 
would come to a head when Victoria 
blamed Bertie for his father’s death. 
While gaining military experience in 
Ireland, Bertie had spent three nights 
with an actress who had been smuggled 
into his camp. A furious Prince Albert 
visited his eldest son in November 1861 
to rebuke him; three weeks later, the 
prince consort was dead from typhoid 
– his demise allegedly hastened by the 
stress his son had caused. Victoria would 
later write to her eldest daughter, Vicky, 
of Bertie: “I never can, or shall, look at 
him without a shudder.” 

In 1863, Bertie married Alexandra, 
daughter of Christian IX of Denmark, 
and together they had five surviving 
children. Despite his mother’s misgivings 
(and his involvement in the occasional 
scandal), the people came to adore the 
genial heir, and his recovery from a 
severe bout of typhoid – almost exactly 
10 years since the disease had claimed 
the life of his father – was greeted with 
relief across Britain.

In January 1892, the royal family 
suffered another major blow when 
Bertie’s eldest son Albert Victor died, 
aged 28. His second son, George, moved 
up the line of succession, and Bertie was 
keen to do everything he could to make 
sure the young prince was prepared for 
his future role as king. Even towards the 
end of her life, Victoria had attempted to 
prevent Bertie from carrying out 
certain royal duties, deeming 
him too lazy and irresponsible.

A SENSE OF DUTY
Victoria’s exceptionally long reign 
meant that Bertie’s rule was brief. 
However, despite fears that he would 
be a bad king, he is widely considered 
the first truly constitutional British 
sovereign, who paved the way for the 
modern monarchy. A skilled diplomat 
and a talented linguist, he left a legacy of 
improved relations between Britain and 
France, and became the first reigning 
British monarch to visit Russia. 

Importantly, he also made concerted 
efforts to present himself as a king for 
all men. At a time when anti-Semitism 
was rife, Bertie warmly welcomed Jews 
into his inner social circle, and he even 
enquired after the radical politician  

Despite his love of the finer things in life, King Edward VII was  
a skilled and devoted ruler who modernised Britain’s monarchy

THE LIFE OF EDWARD VII

A MAN OF THE AGES

Keir Hardie – a staunch republican – 
when he heard the Scotsman was unwell. 

In March 1910, Bertie faced criticism 
for not returning from an overseas trip 
amid the turmoil triggered by the Liberal 
government’s People’s Budget, which 
was being blocked by the House of Lords. 
Unbeknown to the public, Bertie had 
suffered a collapse. Years of smoking 
and overeating had wrought havoc on 
his body, and he was now gravely ill.

Amid this constitutional crisis, 
Edward VII died, aged 68. On  
6 May 1910, he suffered multiple 
heart attacks before falling into 
unconsciousness – his last words 
expressed his joy that his horse 
had won a race at Kempton 
Park. The novelist and 
playwright JB Priestley 
would later describe him 
as “the most popular 
king England had 
known since the 
earlier 1660s”. d
WORDS: EMMA  
SLATTERY  
WILLIAMS
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LEFT: As Prince of Wales, 
Bertie embarked on a  
royal tour of the Indian 
subcontinent, where his 
friendly nature endeared  
him to local rulers

RIGHT: The king in  
his coronation robes, 
alongside a painting  
of his wife, Alexandra.  
Bertie went against his 
mother’s wishes by 
ruling as Edward VII,  
not as Albert Edward I
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“I 
am here as a soldier who has 
temporarily left the field of 
battle in order to explain – it 
seems strange it should have to 
be explained – what civil war is 

like when civil war is waged by women.”
These words, spoken by prominent 

women’s suffrage campaigner Emmeline 
Pankhurst in 1913 to an audience in 
the US state of Connecticut, describe 
the fight that many women took up 
during the early years of the 20th 
century. In her now-infamous ‘Freedom 
or death’ speech, Pankhurst spoke of 
the numerous hardships suffered by 
imprisoned women and the torture 
endured by campaigners who chose to go 
on hunger strike. Her name (along with 
her daughters Sylvia and Christabel) 
endures as one of the most famous of  
the Edwardian era.

Though by no means the first in 
Britain’s history to campaign for the 
vote, societies like the Women’s Social 
and Political Union (WSPU) – founded in 
1903 and whose militant members were 
nicknamed ‘suffragettes’ by the Daily 
Mail in 1906 – took on new momentum 
in the period. The rapid urbanisation of 
the 19th-century Industrial Revolution 
had brought welcome changes for many 
women, giving them a wider range of 
opportunities to earn a wage. But it also 
came with hardship, with most women 
still expected to marry, maintain homes 
and manage families, many with multiple 
children (ideas of birth control would not 
be discussed more openly until near the 
end of the period).

And so, although women such as 
the Pankhursts and Millicent Garrett 
Fawcett, leader of the non-militant 
National Union of Women’s Suffrage 
Societies (NUWSS), were from inarguably 
middle-class backgrounds, this was no 
privileged or narrow movement. In a 
world rigorously divided by class, tens 
of thousands of working-class women 
also joined the cause. Radicalisation of 
urban workers spurred on the suffrage 
fight, and speeches were given at 
factory gates, rallying women towards 
unionism. Suffragists like Ada Nield 
Chew campaigned for workers’ wages 
and better welfare for working mothers, 
advocating nursery care for the babies 
of all working women to be paid for, she 
suggested, by levying additional taxes on 
incomes of over £1,000 per annum.

By the Edwardian era, it wasn’t just 
factory work or domestic service that 
occupied women. The 1901 census 
recorded women working as lawyers’ 
clerks, physicians, dentists and dental 

The Edwardian era saw countless courageous women rise up  
and shatter social mores – at home, at work and in public life

At the start of the Edwardian 
period, women’s fashion favoured 
the ‘S’ curve, a shape that 
pushed the hips back and the 
bust forward, with the wealthiest 
women sporting high lace collars 
and plenty of embellishments.

But an increase in leisure 
activities soon brought about 
a change. With crinolines and 
corsets no longer suitable 
for pursuits such as riding a 
bicycle, garments that restricted 
movement fell out of fashion. 
Draped, corset-free dresses by 
designers such as Paul Poirot 
were favoured, while smaller hats 
such as boaters replaced wider, 
more elaborate feathered brims.

Elsewhere, musical variety 
performers such as Vesta 
Tilley pushed boundaries even 
further by appearing on stage at 
performances in trousers (Queen 
Mary, wife of George V, reportedly 
covered her eyes at the sight).

War brought about even more 
radical change, with women 
donning overalls and tunics to carry 
out work in factories and farms. As social historian 
Arthur Marwick wrote in 1965 of the war’s impact 
on women’s lives: “However far politicians were to 
put the clocks back in other steeples in the years 
after the war, no one ever put the lost inches back 
on the hems of women’s skirts.”

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS EDWARDIAN WOMEN

BREAKING THE 
GLASS CEILING

FASHIONING FREEDOMS
The social changes of the Edwardian era 
also had an impact on women’s wardrobes

assistants, and during the period there 
was also a marked rise in women 
becoming teachers. But, at a time when 
women and men were expected to 
occupy different spheres of society, the 
battle was far from won: a common 
argument was that domestic service 
was the best option for women because 
it was good ‘training’ for becoming a 
wife; and when a female doctor was 
appointed at Macclesfield Infirmary in 
1901, male colleagues walked out. She 
was forced to resign.

The suffrage fight was particularly 
reviled as it bucked against the rigid 
etiquette of the day. Many campaigners 
were openly jeered. Contemporary 
postcards caricatured leading suffragists 
and suffragettes as unattractive and  
man-hating, or as sexually depraved 
creatures who needed to be ‘tamed’. 

THE ANGEL IN THE HOUSE
The Edwardian era was a time when 
‘respectable’ women would not remove 
their gloves in public, when women 
were expected to be subservient, meek 
and live their lives almost entirely in the 
domestic sphere. In Edwardian Britain, 
the ideal place of women was in the 
home. Social mores had not yet moved on 
from women as the ‘angel in the house’, 
a Victorian ideal that Virginia Woolf later 
described as “intensely sympathetic… 
immensely charming… utterly unselfish.” 

Such a woman, wrote Woolf, “excelled in 
the difficult arts of family life,” and never 
“had a mind or a wish of her own, but 
preferred to sympathise always with the 
minds and wishes of others.”

Though some strides had been made in 
the Victorian era as to women’s marital 
rights, such as the Married Women’s 
Property Act of 1870 (allowing women 
to maintain ownership of their property 
and earnings after marriage), cultural 
taboos persevered into the early 20th 
century, with many rules around adultery 
and divorce favouring men, fuelled by 
a pervasive double-standard regarding 
sexual morality. In 1901, just 14 per cent 
of women under 45 were unmarried. 
These women had the limited options 
of living with their immediate family, or 
possibly becoming a ‘companion’ to an 
older woman or family member. 

Nevertheless, the era also stoked the 
beginnings of a revolution in women’s 
private lives. Marie Stopes’ Married Love, 
published in 1918, was groundbreaking 
for openly discussing methods of birth 
control. Advances in technology, too, 
granted new opportunities. Domestic 
sewing machines, such as those 
produced by Singer, gave women more 
control over the clothes they wore 
(see box), and the invention and mass 
production of the bicycle presented 
opportunities for wider travel – 
potentially without a chaperone.

The upheaval of war in 1914 brought an 
abrupt end to many of the Edwardian era’s 
most restrictive traditions, and required 
many women to step into roles previously 
held by men, such as managing budgets 
and taking up munitions or land work. 
These collapsing barriers brought down 
with them many of the arguments against 
women gaining the vote.

The first significant victory would not 
arrive until 1918, in the wake of World 
War I, when women over 30 who owned 
property were granted the vote – in part,  
a recognition of the ‘men’s work’ they had 
carried out during the conflict. Though far 
from universal, it was another step in the 
fight for equality. As Pankhurst had told 
her Connecticut audience in 1913: “If we 
win it, this hardest of all fights, then, to be 
sure, in the future it is going to be made 
easier for women all over the world to win 
their fight when their time comes.” d
WORDS: ELINOR EVANS“THE UPHEAVAL OF WAR

BROUGHT AN ABRUPT END
TO MANY OF THE ERA’S MOST

RESTRICTIVE TRADITIONS”

Vesta Tilley was 
famous for her 
impersonations  

of men

TOP LEFT: A London 
primary school class 
pictured in 1905. The 
Edwardian period saw 
many women enter the 
teaching profession

BELOW LEFT: Birth 
control advocate  
Marie Stopes with her 
husband, Humphrey 
Verdon Roe. Her book 
Married Love became  
a bestseller

BELOW RIGHT: The 
mass production of 
affordable bicycles 
gave women greater 
freedom to roam

ABOVE: Christabel, 
Emmeline and Sylvia 
Pankhurst lead a 
suffragette parade  
in London, 1911

TOP RIGHT: Women 
may have had more 
opportunities to earn  
a wage, but they were 
still expected to look 
after large families

TOP LEFT: A WSPU 
poster criticises the 
government’s ‘Cat  
and Mouse Act’, which 
saw hunger strikers 
released from prison 
and rearrested once 
their health improved
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BORN AND DIED

E 27 FEBRUARY
Australia wins the 1907/08  
Test series against England (4–1)  
and regains the Ashes.

E MARCH
A group from Ernest 
Shackleton’s Nimrod 
expedition become the  
first to ascend Antarctica’s 
Mount Erebus.

E 14 MAY 
Mechanic Charles Furnas 
(right) becomes the world’s 
first airplane passenger when 
he takes turns flying with 
Wilbur and Orville Wright.

E 14 NOVEMBER
Albert Einstein (right) presents his quantum 
theory of light, highlighting, among other 
things, that light operates at a constant 
speed despite space and time.

E ARCHAEOLOGY
Otto Hauser (right) unearths the 
40,000-year-old skeleton of a 
Neanderthal boy in southwest France.

E ASTRONOMY
In June, 80 million trees near the Stony 
Tunguska River in Yeniseysk Governorate, 
Russia, are flattened by a giant fireball (possibly caused by  
a meteorite or comet exploding close to the Earth’s surface).

E CHEMISTRY
Japanese chemist Kikunae Ikeda successfully isolates 
monosodium glutamate (MSG), which is still widely used as  
a flavour enhancer in foods today. 

E PHYSICS
Hans Geiger and Ernest Rutherford invent the Geiger counter,  
an instrument used to detect and measure radiation.

F BORN: 28 MAY
IAN FLEMING 

British author, best 
known for his 

James Bond series 
of spy novels

DIED: 6 FEB E  
HARRIET 
SAMUEL

Businesswoman and 
founder of H Samuel 

jewellers

WORLD EVENTS

DISCOVERIES

What sort of world would you encounter if you were to travel back 
in time to a random year in Edwardian Britain? Find out here...

A snapshOt iN time: 1908

H For women, the ‘S’ silhouette – 
created by so-called ‘health’ corsets 
that push the bust forward and the 
hips back to avoid pressure on the 
abdomen – is still very much en 
vogue. For men, clothes related  
to sporting pursuits such as golf  
and cricket, are becoming more  
acceptable as daywear. d 

WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

E The Summer Olympics are 
held in London, with 2,184 
competitors taking part in 110 
events across 21 sports.  
 

E  Music halls still  
offer much of the 
entertainment of  
the day. Among the 
offerings this year are 
The Belle of Brittany –  
a musical comedy 
about a miller’s 
daughter who falls  
in love with the son  
of a marquis – and 
The King of Cadonia, 
which runs for 333 
performances at 
London’s Prince of 
Wales Theatre.

POPULATION

COST OF LIVING OLYMPICS

EDUCATION

WEATHER

ENTERTAINMENT

FASHION
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E A freak cold spell in April sees heavy 
snow hit many parts of Britain, with 
temperatures of -12.8°C recorded in both 
Yorkshire and Perth in Scotland, and 
blizzards across the Thames Valley and  
the Midlands. A heatwave in early October 
sees temperatures reach as high as 28°C  
in parts of England.

1 IN 8
The proportion  

of children 

who will die 

before their  

first birthday

<1% 
The percentage 
of people born  
in this year who 
will reach 100

1.1M 
The number of 
people born in 

England in 1908

<10,000
The number of  people attending England’s 20  

universities

£70
A person’s annual earnings (equivalent to approximately  £6,000 today)  

56
The number 

of golds 
won by 
Britain

1 PENNY
The price of a pint of  

bitter at the pub

2:55:18.4The winning time for the men’s marathon

 4.7 PENCE
The price of petrol, per litre

12
The legal 

school 
leaving age

This article contains Parliamentary information licensed under the Open Parliament Licence v3.0
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D
uring the coronation 
celebrations of King 
Edward VII and his queen, 
Alexandra, in August 
1902, more than 2,000 

representatives from the British empire’s 
colonial forces took part in a procession 
that lined the streets of London. Among 
them was a contingent of black soldiers 
from the recently raised King’s African 
Rifles, which had been formed to bring 
together the various imperial regiments 
in east Africa. So as the crowds cheered 
the procession as it passed through 
the capital on that August day, black 
faces were visible en masse. And as the 
coronation had been delayed by around 
six weeks due to Edward falling ill, the 
soldiers had already become something 
of a feature in London as they spent their 
time seeing the landmarks.

But it was not just those who visited 
from around the world that gave 
Edwardian Britain a black presence. There 
was a small but significant population 

of black Britons, 
consisting  
of people who 
had travelled 
to the ‘mother 
country’ of the 
empire themselves, 
along with the 
descendants of those 
who had made the 
journey over the past 
few centuries: formerly 
enslaved people looking for a 
new life, troops who had fought in 
the wars in America, and wealthy elites 
who had come to the centre of British 
imperialism in order to study or work. 

In fact, small, multicultural 
communities had already begun to 
develop in port cities such as Liverpool, 
Cardiff and, of course, London 
(congregating in Canning Town, north 
of the docks), as they had been the 
places most strongly connected to 
the transatlantic slave trade and the 

commerce around slave-produced 
goods. And when black seamen had 
been abandoned by their employers, 
they had often decided to stay and set up 
homes, or simply found themselves with 
no other choice. Indeed, the Strangers’ 
Home for Asiatics, Africans and South 
Sea Islanders, located in the Limehouse 
area of east London, had been established 
in the mid-19th century to house 
unemployed and destitute sailors.

OUT OF THE RECORDS
By the end of the Edwardian era, the black 
population in Britain was around 10,000. 
Although this figure is far from absolute, 
since skin colour is not often mentioned 
in historical records, it is likely that at 
least part of this population was among 
the country’s poor. Poverty in Britain 

was still rife; according to a study by 
economic historian Ian Gazeley 

and economist Andrew Newell, 
at least 23 per cent of urban 

working households had 
incomes insufficient  

to meet “minimum  
needs” in 1904.

Yet there were 
some people who 
had opportunities to 
participate in pursuits 
like entrepreneurship, 

politics, sport, the 
arts and the military. 

Walter Daniel John 
Tull, for example, made 

his professional football 
debut in 1909 for Tottenham 

Hotspur, making him the first 
black outfield player in the English 

top flight. Having joined up in World 
War I, he made history again by being 
commissioned as a second lieutenant in 
1917 and becoming the first black officer 
to lead white British troops into battle. 

Scientific racism still clung to the 
view that black people were inferior (as 
recently as 1899, entertainment venues 
like Earls Court had offered visitors the 
chance to have “a peek at the natives”), 
but there were figures in Edwardian 

Lola Jaye reveals how Britain’s black population helped  
to shape the Edwardian period – from medicine to politics

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS BLACK EDWARDIANS

FORGOTTEN  
CONTRIBUTIONS

EDWARDIAN LEADERS 
OF PAN-AFRICANISM

“BLACK EDWARDIANS
ARE SO MUCH MORE THAN
HISTORICAL FOOTNOTES”

LOLA JAYE is a historical fiction writer 
and public speaker. Her latest novel is  
The Attic Child (Pan Macmillan, 2022), 
partly set in Edwardian Britain

During the Edwardian era, the cause of Pan-Africanism – a 
movement encouraging all those of African descent to unite 
– was championed by a number of key figures. By then, 
the African Association (formed in 1897) had become the 
Pan-African Association, and had held, in 1900, its inaugural 
conference in London. 

A momentous event over three days, it laid foundations 
for a global movement as eminent activists gathered to 
discuss the inequalities faced by black people. Members 
established the association’s objectives as, among other 
things, securing “civil and political rights for Africans and 
their descendants throughout the world”, and working to 
“ameliorate the condition of the oppressed negro”.

Here are some of the figures who were instrumental in 
the growth of Pan-Africanism in Britain…

HENRY SYLVESTER WILLIAMS 
F A Trinidadian lawyer, activist and writer 
who travelled widely to promote solidarity 
among black people, Williams co-founded 
the African Association in 1897. In 1903, he 
became the first black lawyer to practise in 
Cape Town, South Africa, and, three years 

later, one of the first two black councillors in Britain.

ALICE KINLOCH 
Along with Williams, the South African activist was a co-
founder of what would become the Pan-African Association 
and organiser of its first conference. She was an influential 
figure in British politics at a time when it was not seen as  
‘a woman’s place’, but, as was the fate of many women, her 
deeds were written out of history and nearly lost altogether. 

JOHN ALCINDOR 
 F Earning his medical degree in 1899,  
the Trinidad-born doctor carried out and 
published vital research on cancer, 
tuberculosis, influenza and syphilis, which 
suggested links with poverty, unbalanced 
diets and health inequalities. He went on, in 

the 1920s, to be president of the African Progress Union. 

JOHN RICHARD 
ARCHER 
E In 1913, Archer 
became the first black 
man to be elected 
mayor of a London 
borough. In his 
acceptance speech 
before taking up the 
post in Battersea, he 
said: “I am a man of 
colour... I am proud 
to be... My election 
tonight marks a new 
era. You have made 
history tonight.”  

society presenting a very different image. 
There were respected black members of 
the Salvation Army, and bandsmen of 
the West India Regiment were regular, 
popular performers at Crystal Palace 
during the summer of 1905.

With the era also seeing the growth 
of the women’s suffrage campaign, at a 
time when the British empire was at its 
peak, it would not have been unusual 
for imperialist views to be echoed in the 
movement. Again, the role of women 
of colour has proved difficult to trace 
in the historical records, but in 1911 a 
suffrage march included people of Indian 
descent, intended to demonstrate the 
need for British women to have the vote 
as it would serve to ‘help’ those in the 
overseas colonies. 

MEDICAL PIONEERS
One field where it is possible to see a 
black presence in Edwardian times was 
medicine. Doctors of African descent 
were employed in hospital wards and 
pioneering medical advances, including 
James Samuel Risien Russell. A physician 
and neurologist, he became one of 

Britain’s first black consultants and 
could be heard speaking on epilepsy at 
the British Medical Association’s annual 
conference in 1910. Allan Glaisyer Minns, 
born in the Bahamas, was a successful 
doctor who went on to be elected to the 
town council of Thetford, Norfolk, and, in 
1904, was the first black man to become 
a mayor in Britain. In dentistry, Walter 
Tull’s brother, Edward Tull-Warnock, 
became one of the first black qualified 
dentists in 1912, which, considering that 
the average person at the time would 
have rarely seen a qualified dentist at all, 
was a remarkable feat. 

The black people who lived, worked 
and advanced Edwardian Britain are so 
much more than historical footnotes. They 
contributed heavily to the innovations 
that defined the period, and beyond – 
adding to the story of Britain in a way that 
has often gone unacknowledged, yet can 
no longer be ignored. d

ABOVE: Although  
their presence is often 
missing from official 
records, black people 
– such as the women in 
this c1908 photograph, 
taken at a convalescent 
home – were very much 
a part of British society

ABOVE RIGHT: Edward 
Tull-Warnock qualified 
as one of the first black 
dentists in Britain

RIGHT: His brother 
Walter (circled) played 
for Tottenham Hotspur, 
and was an officer 
during World War I 

ABOVE: An illustration 
depicts out-of-work 
sailors at the Strangers’ 
Home for Asiatics, 
Africans, and South 
Sea Islanders

TOP LEFT: Troops of the 
King’s African Rifles  
in London for Edward 
VII’s coronation, 1902
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FEATURE NAME HERE YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO CRIME AND PUNISHMENTYOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS THE GREAT UNREST

A
s acts of futility go, the task 
that a magistrate named 
Stuart Deacon was asked to 
perform on 13 August 1911 
takes some beating. Deacon 

was charged with reading the riot act to a 
vast crowd of strikers that had descended 
on the area around St George’s Hall in 
central Liverpool. His words were, in 
effect, the authorities’ last-minute bid to 
persuade the demonstrators to disperse 
and return to their homes peacefully. 

The crowd, however, was in no mood 
to listen – perhaps 80,000 of them 
had taken to the streets in support 
of what was being described as the 
“Great Transport Workers’ Strike”. 
What followed was one of the most 
violent episodes in the history of British 
industrial relations.

No sooner had Deacon addressed his 
restive audience than fighting broke out 
between police and the protesters. As 
members of the Warwickshire Regiment 
stood by waiting for the order to go into 
action, mounted police waded into the 
crowd. By the end of the day, hundreds 
required treatment for their injuries.

Two days later, things got even worse. 
When protesters threw bricks at vans 
carrying strikers to prison, soldiers 
guarding the convoy opened fire, killing 
two men. It was a bloody end to a strike 
that truly shocked the nation. Yet it was 
far from an anomaly.

GRINDING TO A HALT
Today, World War I dominates histories 
of the early 20th century. Yet before 
Britain was pitched into that calamity it 

experienced a period of unprecedented 
strike action, as workers up and down 
the country agitated for better pay and 
working conditions by downing tools and 
walking out. Such was the scale of the 
industrial action that this period from 
1911–14 is known as the Great Unrest.

The numbers speak for themselves. 
In 1909, 2.7 million working days were 
lost to strikes; by 1912, that number had 
skyrocketed to 41 million. There were an 
eye-watering 3,000 strikes between 1911 
and 1914. With the wheels of industry 
grinding to a halt again and again, The 
Times went as far to label the miners’ 
strike of 1912, “The greatest catastrophe 
that has threatened the country since the 
Spanish Armada.”

Few industries were unaffected by 
the action. In January 1914, Londoners 

In 1911, overworked and underpaid Britons downed tools  
and led the biggest industrial dispute the nation had ever seen

WORKERS  
AT WAR

seen it coming, but the Great Unrest was 
a storm a long time in the brewing.

The turn of the 20th century was a 
time of enormous volatility for the British 
economy. As inflation rose, and wages 
failed to keep pace, thousands of workers 
found themselves plunged into severe 
poverty. And so they turned to the trade 
union movement to secure fair pay from 
what they saw as grasping employers.

Over the past half century, Britain’s 
trade unions had been transformed from 
a network of small organisations to huge, 
sophisticated entities with the resources 
to lobby companies, run PR campaigns 
and pursue their grievances in the courts. 

POLITICAL UPHEAVAL
By the late Victorian era, this added 
professionalism had secured the trade 
union movement a series of high-profile 
victories, none more celebrated than 
the matchworkers’ strike of 1888, when 
a group of young women employed at 
the Bryant & May factory in east London 
secured better working conditions.

Such successes made the movement 
a powerful player in Britain’s political 
firmament. And one way to exert this 
power was via the ballot box. The 
general election of 1906 saw the Labour 
Party (then known as the Labour 
Representation Committee) increase their 
number of seats in Westminster from 
two to 29, with their MPs essentially 
viewed as the trade union movement’s 
representatives in parliament. It was 
a landmark moment in the history of 
industrial relations, but one that came 
with expectations – expectations that 

these MPs would deliver results for 
Britain’s workforce. 

By the end of first decade of the 20th 
century, some in the labour movement 
were beginning to conclude that the 
Labour MPs weren’t delivering. Men 
like the leading trade unionist Tom 
Mann were increasingly attracted by 
syndicalism, an ideology that cleaved to 
the belief that better pay and conditions 
for the masses was best achieved by 
workforce organisation rather than 
parliamentary politics.

The extraordinary spike in strike 
action from 1911–14 is testament to how 
persuasive the syndicalists were. The 
increasing force that the authorities 
exerted against the strikers is testament 
to how rattled the establishment was by 
Mann’s ideology.

In his book The Strange Death of 
Liberal England, the historian George 
Dangerfield wrote that the working 
class of this period “took a revolutionary 
course and might have reached a 
revolutionary conclusion”. With the 
dread spectre of regime change casting 
a long shadow and Conservative MPs 
talking of the need to deploy martial 
law to defeat “socialist trade unionism”, 
the authorities’ response took a more 
punitive turn. Gunboats were moored 
in the Mersey as the Liverpool transport 
workers’ strike of 1911 played out, two 
men were shot dead by soldiers in 
Llanelli during a railway workers’ strike, 
and Tom Mann was charged with inciting 
mutiny among soldiers and sentenced to 
six months’ imprisonment. d
WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

shivered as coal porters walked 
out in search of increased  
pay. The previous month,  
a strike of Leeds corporation 
workmen had plunged 
the city into darkness. The 
Times reported how, at one 
school in Deptford, pupils 
“organised a demonstration 
outside the school, and amused 
the neighbourhood by shouting 
‘We are on strike’.”

When, in 1911, a national railway 
strike forced significant concessions 
out of the government, home secretary 
Winston Churchill lamented: “The men 
have beaten us. We cannot keep the 
trains running. There is nothing we can 
do. We are done!”

The authorities weren’t “done”, of 
course. But they were certainly wrong-
footed. The establishment may not have 

“THOUSANDS OF 
WORKERS FOUND 

THEMSELVES PLUNGED
INTO SEVERE POVERTY”

The disruption triggered by the Great Transport Workers’ Strike meant that 
some rail passengers ended up riding in freight cars normally used to carry milk

Soldiers were drafted  
in to work during a coal 

porters’ strike in London

Demonstrators gather in Liverpool 
in support of the Great Transport 
Workers’ Strike on 13 August 1911. 
Efforts to quell the protest resulted 
in two men being shot dead

Victorious Labour MPs at the 1906 general election included leader Keir Hardie 
(third from right) and future prime minister Ramsay MacDonald (third from left)

ABOVE: 
Trade unionist Tom 
Mann was chairman  
of the Liverpool strike 
committee

RIGHT: Chairmakers 
also downed tools 
during the Great Unrest

Mounted police pictured guarding Liverpool Lime Street station during the 1911 unrest

NOT WELCOMEIn 1910, Winston Churchill sent 
the British Army to Tonypandy, 

south Wales, to quell unrest 
stemming from a miners’ strike. 

His actions made him unpopular 
in the area for decades; as late 

as 1950, he was forced to address the issue while visiting Cardiff.
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T
he Edwardian era evokes images of country houses, garden parties 
and croquet on the lawn; an era where the sun shone brightly 
as gentlemen and ladies in decorated picture hats sipped tea and 
nibbled on sandwiches. It is an era that has cascaded into our own 
through popular cultural productions such as My Fair Lady, Mary 

Poppins and Downton Abbey. It can appear as a ‘golden age’; an age of warmth 
and cosiness – and one subject to much mythology. 

The era, which takes its name from the corpulent King Edward VII, was 
sandwiched between the Victorian age (1837–1901) and World War I (1914–
18), emerging as a seemingly quieter period compared to the momentous 
industrialisation of the 19th century and the global slaughter that followed. It 
was also a relatively short era, giving the period a pithiness that has contributed 
to its relative historical neglect. 

But there is much to be gleaned from the period, which both discredits the 
myths and recentres the age in our own understanding of today. For starters, 
the Edwardian era – like the epochs before and after – was not mono-ethnically 
white. At the apex of the imperial age, and at a time when racism was rife, 
 black Edwardians were intimately part of British life. At the same time, 
large-scale Jewish migration to Britain led to greater levels of anti-Semitism  

YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE EDWARDIANS

DR JOHN JACOB WOOLF ON THE LEGACY OF THE EDWARDIAN ERA

and the advent of the explicitly anti-immigration Aliens Act 
in 1905. Famously, the Edwardian era also saw the campaign 
for women’s suffrage gather violent momentum, while the 
labour movement became increasingly more vocal and active. 

It was, therefore, an era of radicalism. Socialism, 
anarchism, republicanism and syndicalism sought to disrupt 
the order of things, while the state recognised, however 
conservatively, that interventionist welfare policies were 
necessary to address the vast levels of inequality. 

This sense of change and disruption permeated all areas 
of society – whether through momentous technological 
advancements, the rise of eugenics, new understandings 
about sex and gender, or the increasingly precarious position 
of the landed gentry – leading many people to long for the 
past or fret about the future. 

There was, of course, some sunniness amid the tumult: 
fresh opportunities for women, the creation of the world’s 
first-ever garden city [Letchworth in Hertfordshire], a new 
focus on childhood, rising literacy levels and growing forms 
of fun in sports and cinema. Yet there were also dark clouds 
forming on the international horizon, which brought the 
stormy Edwardian era to a tragic close. 

Stripped of the mythology, then, the Edwardian era echoes 
into our own – in politics, culture, international struggles 
and the fight for equality – with a legacy that still defines the 
struggles of today. dThere was some sunniness amid the tumult of the Edwardian era, argues Dr John Jacob Woolf

DR JOHN JACOB WOOLF is an author, historian 
and co-writer of the Audible series Stephen Fry’s 
Edwardian Secrets and Stephen Fry’s Victorian 
Secrets. His first book was The Wonders: Lifting the 
Curtain on the Freak Show, Circus and Victorian Age 
(Michael O’Mara, 2019)

It can appear as  
a ‘golden age’ –  
and one subject to  
much mythology
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Bertie: A Life  
of Edward VII

By Prof Jane Ridley  
(Chatto & Windus, 2012)

Professor Jane Ridley explores the life  
of ‘Bertie’ – from his power struggles 

with his mother, Queen Victoria, to 
his passion for foreign policy – while 
painting a vivid portrait of the age in  

all its excess and eccentricity.

The Edwardians: Biography  
of the Edwardian Age

By Roy Hattersley 
(Little, Brown, 2004)

Former Labour MP Roy Hattersley 
explores the achievements and 

indulgences of the Edwardian age – 
from new advances in technology to 
the work of authors such as Rudyard 
Kipling and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

The Age of Decadence: 
Britain 1880 to 1914

By Simon Heffer 
(Random House, 2017)

Simon Heffer exposes the contradictions 
of late-Victorian and Edwardian Britain, 
exploring how, beneath the surface of 

a vast empire and expanding comforts, 
there lay profound doubts about 

Britain’s imperial destiny. 

Life Below Stairs: True Lives  
of Edwardian Servants

By Alison Maloney  
(Michael O’Mara, 2011)

Using first-hand stories from domestic  
staff of the time, author and journalist 

Alison Maloney investigates the secrets, 
scandals, trials and tribulations that 
took place in the great houses of the 

Edwardian period.

WATCH

Downton Abbey

(streaming on various platforms)

ITV’s period drama chronicles events  
in the lives of the fictional Crawley 

family and their servants between 1912 
and 1926, with the very first episode set 
immediately after the sinking of Titanic.

Edward the Seventh

(available on DVD)

This Bafta-award winning, much-
acclaimed series from 1975 explores the 
life of ‘Bertie’ – from playboy prince to 
eventual king. Timothy West takes the 

role of the elder Edward VII.

E Stephen Fry’s Edwardian Secrets (Audible) 
Co-written by Dr John Jacob Woolf, this 12-episode series uncovers some of the 
startling and unexpected hidden histories of the Edwardians. Listen at adbl.co/3z2elnhx

E Trade unions: everything you wanted to know (HistoryExtra) 
Mark Crail answers listener questions about the history of Britain’s trade union 
movement and the fight for workers’ rights. Listen at bit.ly/3uGRivW

E The Edwardians: everything you wanted to know (HistoryExtra) 
Dr John Jacob Woolf answers listener questions on life in Edwardian Britain. Listen  
at bit.ly/3IBg46d

ONLINE AND AUDIO
E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews  
and more on the Edwardians, visit our website:  
historyextra.com/period/edwardian

ON THE 

E The Long View: The London  
Olympics in 1908 and 2012
bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/b01ky5r5
First aired in the run-up to the opening ceremony 
of the 2012 Olympic Games, Jonathan Freedland 
looks at the first London Games of 1908.

E Discovering Elgar
bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01lfm9n
A range of programmes examining the life and 
works of composer Edward Elgar – from the 
landscapes that inspired him, to the impact of 
World War I.

E Princess
bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p0cjqwlv
Anita Anand, actor Anjli Mohindra and Dr Priya 
Atwal explore the story of Sophia Duleep Singh: 
the daughter of a deposed maharaja, goddaughter 
of Queen Victoria and a militant suffragette.

GET HOOKED


