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Australian Feminists: The Visit of Maude Royden, 1928

Susan Mary Withycombe, Australian National University
Introduction
On Sunday, 10 June, 1928, the Principal of the University of Queensland Women's College,
the presidents of the Queensland Women's Electoral League and the Women's Non-Party
Association, representatives of several other organizations, a Methodist clergyman and his
wife, and several journalists gathered at the Brisbane Railway Station to welcome Miss
Maude Royden at the beginning of the Queensland part of her lecture tour of the British
World, sponsored by the British Commonwealth League. Australian metropolitan dailies
gave ample coverage to her tour, which is the more remarkable since at the very same time
Charles Kingsford Smith and his team were making their epic first flight across the Pacific —
they landed in Brisbane on the same day as the lady arrived by train — while the Church of
England was preoccupied with debate in the British Parliament over its attempted revision
of the Book of Common Prayer.!

Who was Maude Royden, and why did she visit Australia? Who were the

Australian feminists involved in her visit? What did she do in Australia, and was it

successful? These are questions I should like to explore in this paper.

Who was Maude Royden?
Agnes Maude Royden? (1876-1956) was the youngest of the eight children of Thomas
Bland Ro_y‘den, a successful shipbuilder of Liverpool, England, who had entered politics,
become Member of Parliament for Toxteth in 1873, a JP in 1874, and Lord Mayor of
Liverpool 1878-79. In 1905 he was made a Baronet, in recognition of his concerns for
marine insurance and the safety of ships at sea (he later agitated for the introduction of the
Plimsoll Line) — Sir Thomas Royden of Frankley Hall, Birkenhead. Maude's eldest brother,
also named Thomas, was educated at Winchester College, and Magdalen College, Oxford;
he became head of the Cunard Steamship Company, as well as sitting on the Board for
Midland Bank and Shell Transport. He inherited the baronetcy from his father in 1917.
This privileged family background gave Royden access to the élite levels of
Australian society. She was welcomed and entertained by Governors and Mayors and their

wives because of her family connections; such matters still counted in the 1920s, especially

! Brisbane Courrer, Friday 8 June, 1928, p. 13; Monday 11 June, 1928, pp 13-17.

* Sheila Fletcher, Maude Royden: A Life (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989). Fletcher has also contributed an entry
on Maude Royden to the Dictionary of National Biography. Sybil Oldfield, /#omen Against the Iron Fist:
Alternatives to Militarism, 1900-1989 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), ch. 3, ‘The Political Preacher: Maude Royden
(1875-1955)'. On-line biographies include ‘Celebrated Women: Maude Royden, 1876-1956'

Attp:/ A womenandthechurch org/ celebrated women/ Mande%20Rovden pdf,
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in the Australia of Stanley Melbourne Bruce. But even more important for early 20
Century feminists was education: a genteel education at home by a governess was not
enough to equip them for the work they were to undertake.

Royden was given as good an education as her brothers: at Cheltenham Ladies’'
College (still one of the leading girls' schools in Britain); and then at Lady Margaret Hall,
Oxford, where she read History and developed an interest in the plight of the poor. But she
could not graduate, because until October, 1920, when a new University Statute changed
the rules, women were not admitted as full members of Oxford University. Although from
the late 1870s women had attended lectures, taken examinations and had gained honours in
those examinations, they were unable to receive the degree to which, had they been men,
their examinations would have entitled them.® The situation was even worse in Cambridge,
where women were not admitted to full membership of the University and therefore not
allowed to graduate until 1948.

Maude spent the next three years after University at the Victoria Women's
Settlement at Liverpool, working for the welfare of disadvantaged women. Next she served
as an assistant in the country parish of Luffenham where the incumbent, the Reverend
Hudson Shaw, recognized that her gifts as a teacher far exceeded the needs of a Sunday
School class. A travelling lecturer himself in the University Extension movement, Shaw
resolved to get her extension work, lecturing on English Literature. Though the Oxford
delegacy then employed only male lecturers, he insisted that they try her out. This was her
start in public speaking.

Her considerable eloquence and her profound convictions as a Christian led her into
the campaign for Women's Suffrage. She joined the National Union of Women's Suffrage
Societies, and soon became one of the organization's main public speakers, although she did
not engage in the violent demonstrations of more militant members. In 1909 she helped
form the Church League for Women's Suffrage. Two years later she was elected to the
executive committee of the NUWSS and from 1913 to 1914 she also edited its newspaper,

The Common Cause. When war broke out in 1914, she found herself unable to be convinced

that the War was just or that the suffering it entailed was justified. Although her pacifism

The new University statute of 1920 which admitted women to full membership of the University, and which
came into effect from October that year, enabled women who had previously taken and gained honours in
University examinations to return to matriculate (go through the formal ceremony of admission to the
University) and have the degree to which they were now entitled conferred on them (again, at a formal
ceremony). Consequently, at the very first ceremony at which women were able to graduate more than forty
women did so. Oxford University Archives, *

http://www.oua.ox.ac.uk/enquiries/first%20woman%20graduate html.
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The Purpose of the Tour
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not only equipped intellectually able pupils to proceed to higher education but encouraged
all pupils to think of others less privileged than themselves and to engage in activities for
the welfare of their community. Such schools also provide young girls with role models of
their own gender in teachers and prefects, and opportunities to exercise leadership within
the school, as a captain of some group, or as a prefect. Several of them had also attended an
Australian university, which unlike Oxford had admitted women on the same basis as men
since the 1880s.

Prominent among those who organized the Queensland part of the tour was Miss
Freda Bage,!! who graduated from Melbourne University with a BSc in 1905 and MSc in
1907. She was now a lecturer in charge of Biology at the University of Queensland and
foundation Principal of its Women's College. ~She was also involved in many women's
organizations and activities, including the National Council of Women, and had been
President of the Brisbane Women's Club in 1916 and the Lyceum Club in 1922-23. At the
time of Royden's tour she was President of the Australian Federation of University Women.
She joined Miss Margaret Ogg, Secretary of the Queensland Women' Electoral League, and
Miss Ross Patterson (Women's Non Party Association) and representatives of about two

dozen other organizations to plan the event.'?

‘What did she do?

It is worth looking at the programme for the Brisbane part of the tour to get some idea of
what Royden actually did, and the demands made of her.1 It is a closely packed schedule,
with three or even four separate functions every day. In less than a week she gave one
sermon, three public lectures, and at least two other addresses. She spoke on issues of
public concern. She met and was entertained by men's organizations as well as women's;
the Mayor gave her a Civic Reception, the Governor of Queensland a luncheon. She was
especially eager to meet young people, because they represented the future; her first public
lecture was held especially for youngsters between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five. At
her meeting with the clergy she was no doubt questioned on her views about the ministry of
women, perhaps the most controversial of the issues she addressed; but she did not shy
away from controversy: in her talk to the Constitutional Club she drew attention to the

power of multi-national businesses, for better or for worse,

11 ‘Bage, Anna Frederika (Freda) (1883-1970), Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of
Biography, Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/ biography/ bage-anna-frederika-freda-
5090/ text8497, accessed 28 June 2012. z

12 Brisbane Courier, Wednesday 25 April 1928, p.21.

13 See appendix.
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On Thursday, 31 May, she had addressed a meeting of ministers of religion in the
Chapter House of St Andrew's Anglican Cathedral Sydney, not on the advertised subject of
‘Christianity and Industry’ but on the more specific and controversial topic dear to her
heart, “‘Women and the Ministry’. According to a letter in the Church Standard published on
8 June, 1928, the majority of the audience were Nonconformists — it is safe to say that none
were Roman Catholics — but ‘Miss Royden directed her words to members of the Church of
England in particular’. The correspondent ‘thoroughly enjoyed the address’ although he
claimed to have been entirely unconvinced by it. The Church of England in Australia was
not going to change its attitude to women for several decades; some may argue that the
Anglican Church in Sydney never would, but that is unfair to the many Sydney Anglicans
who do not fit the stereotype.

On the Sundays she preached in various churches, St Mark's Darling Point being the
first — in more senses than one, because that made her the first woman ever to preach from
an Anglican pulpit in Australia, and the Rector had to obtain a special licence from the
Archbishop of Sydney to allow her to do so. ‘Her message, he recalled, ‘which reviewed
man's age long history, which sympathetically indicated some of the problems which beset
the scientific mind, was listened to, appreciated, and absorbed by every thoughtful member
of the congregation, whether young or old.""* That evening she preached at the Pitt Street
Congregational Church to a crowd so great that the ushers were obliged to close the
entrance doors and about two thousand people were turned away. The following Sunday
she was in Brisbane, and preached at the Albert Street Methodist Church to a large
congregation.

The Brisbane Press gave generous coverage to every meeting, reported the gist of
every address she gave, and recorded in detail the guest list for every function. She met an
impressive number of Brisbane's leading citizens, including both Archbishops (Dr Sharp and
Dr Dubhig) the Mayor and Aldermen, the Chief Justice, the Governor and Lady Goodwin,
and of course the Presidents of all the Women's Clubs and service organizations.

‘Was this a mark of her success, and the success of the enterprise she had come to
promote? She certainly gave her audiences a great deal to think about, and the organizers
of her visit could not fail to be encouraged by the positive reception she was given. She
made a great impression on the State Governor and Lady Goodwin, who insisted on having
her to stay at Government House rather than at the Montpelier private hotel in Wickham

Terrace.

* St Mark's Parish Messenger, 28 June, 1928, pp.2-3.
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Brisbane Programme

10 June ER . Sermon Albert Street Chrs %
(Rev'd HM. Wheﬂer) Tist and the

Methodist
10.00 am Welosme Church
(Miss Freda Bage)

So, why was her tour important? It brought important issues to public attention, not
only concerning gender equality and women's welfare, but maintaining peace, resolving

apparent conflicts between science and spirituality, striving for the best in humanity.
It gave good publicity to the feminist cause, not least by breaking the stereotypes

Common People’

Brisbane

that bedevilled it: reporters who interviewed her were surprised to discover that she did not
Women's Club

cut her hair in an "Eton crop’, nor dress unfashionably in ‘baggy tweeds’; she did not have a
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11.00
S City Hall
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their eyes . . . Miss Royden was talking about the spiritual side of

emancipation, what women could make of it intellectually.!s
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o YMca
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‘Beauty and
Everyday Life’

Brisbane
Women's Club

Morning Tea

It encouraged women to persevere in the cause of peace, justice and equality, for all —
{Mrs F.H. Wedd)

women and men. It may not have solved the problems, but it made people think about
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n L
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Conclusion
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Committee

One of the most interesting consequences of this part of the tour might well have been the

nomination by the Queensland Women's Electoral League of a former President of the Wednesday Morni
. vlorning Tea Rowe'
une (A:Hfilzabed Societies of Res:awuf‘:nt
British Commonwealth

Queensland branch of the National Council of Women, Mrs Irene Maud Longman, asa
candidate in the next State election.! The first woman ever to stand for parliament in

Queensland, she won the seat of Bulimba from Labor for the Country and Progressivé

League)

Luncheon
(H.E. Sir John Goodwin)

Government
House

National Party. As a Member of Parliament, Mrs Longman was able to transform some:

the aims of the Australian Feminists into actual legislation. To find other positive results: o
ublic Lect 4

Miss Royden's tour for the feminist cause is part of my ‘work in progress’. i (Chief Justice H;er Exhibition Hall “What Sort of

o b rt of a
Blair World do w,
e Want?*
Women's Meetin
(Miss Freda Bage% Albert Hall 'Womén and the 2ot
entury’
L T
uncheon Constitutional ‘Business Men and

(Mr J.A. Walsh
ah) Internationa]

Problems’

Club

‘Can the World be
Set in Order?’

Public Lecture
Mayor, W.A. Jol]
Return to Sydney

Exhibition Hall

15 Sydney Morning Herald 30 May, 1928. . |
'® Mary O'Keeffe, Longman, Irene Maud (1877-1964)", Australian Dictionary of Biog;raphx, National
of Biography, Australian National University, http: i /longman-irene-m

7225/ text12515, accessed 29 June 2012.




