
12 Journal of Liberal History 112 Autumn 2021

‘One of the most effective and most welcome workers’‘One of the most effective and most welcome workers’
Bertha Bowness Fischer, pioneering political organiserBertha Bowness Fischer, pioneering political organiser

IN 2020, the Liberal Democrats added 
a new category to the awards presented 
annually at Liberal Democrat conference. 

This was the Bertha Bowness Fischer Award, 
conferred on a new member who had joined 
the party within the last year or two and who 
had shown outstanding energy and commit-
ment to their new political home. But who was 
the woman in whose name the award has been 
established?

~

Bertha Bowness Fischer (1875–1920) was the 
first woman of any political party to be for-
mally accepted into the agents’ profession. 
On 18 February 1902, three days before her 
twenty-seventh birthday, she was admitted as a 
Fellow of the Society of Certificated and Asso-
ciated Liberal Agents (SCALA), having passed 
its examination papers in both Registration 
and Elections – although passing either would 
have been su+cient to qualify her. Not until 
1908 would another woman, Ellen Pocock, 
enter the ranks of professional Liberal agents 
by becoming a Fellow of the SCALA, and Fis-
cher and Pocock were the only women to do so 
before 1918.1 This achievement was made even 
more remarkable by the fact that women were 
excluded from the parliamentary franchise 
until 1918, and were not admitted to the com-
parable profession of solicitor until after 1919. 
There were no female members of the equiva-
lent Conservative or Labour agents’ organisa-
tions during this period.

Fischer’s pioneering status generated atten-
tion in the press, both close to her home in 
Southsea – the Portsmouth Evening News and 
the Hampshire Telegraph reported on her success 
as ‘the first lady’ qualified as a member of the 
SCALA – and further afield.2 The Dundee Eve-
ning Telegraph featured Fischer under the head-
line, ‘Novel professions for women. The lady 

Liberal agent’.3 Using the press, census entries, 
India O+ce records and other sources, it has 
been possible to build up a picture of Fischer’s 
life. As well as being a pioneering political 
organiser, she was an active and well-respected 
poor law guardian in Portsmouth, but ended 
her days in tragic circumstances on India’s 
North-West frontier.

Fischer was born in India, where her fam-
ily, who were of German origin, could trace 
their roots back to the 1750s. She was the fourth 
generation to be born there. Her great-great-
grandfather, George Friedrich Fischer, came 
to India in 1753 to command troops at Pondi-
cherry (now known as Puducherry). In 1759 he 
settled at Tranquebar (Tharangambadi), then 
under Danish control, but ceded to the British 
in 1845. Born at Tranquebar, Fischer’s great-
grandfather, George Fischer (1773–1812), had a 
brief military career before setting up in busi-
ness at Cochin (Kochi) in 1797.4 Cochin passed 
from Dutch to British control in 1814 and 
the Fischers developed ties to Britain. In 1823 
George’s younger son, Thomas James Fischer 
(1808–64) – Fischer’s grandfather – joined the 
4th regiment of the Madras Native Infantry, 
which was under the control of Britain’s East 
India Company.5 When he married his wife 
Louisa at the British ambassador’s residence in 
Paris in 1837, he was listed as a resident of Top-
sham, Devon, but he continued his military 
career in India and had attained the rank of 
lieutenant colonel by the time of his death at 
Trichinopoly (Tiruchirappalli) in 1864.6

Fischer’s father, Thomas James Henry Bow-
ness Fischer (1838–1910), was baptised at Can-
nanore (Kannur) in 1839.7 He followed in his 
father’s footsteps, joining the 45th Madras 
Native Infantry as a second lieutenant in 
August 1857, shortly before this force passed 
from the East India Company’s control to the 
British crown.8 He transferred to the Madras 
Sta/ Corps in 1867.9 In 1870, by which time 
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he was a captain, he became the British consu-
lar agent at Karikal (Karaikal), then in French 
India.10 The following year he married Fischer’s 
mother, Henrietta Amelia Stevenson (1851–97), 
the daughter of a fellow o+cer in the Madras 
Native Infantry, at Tranquebar.11 Fischer, 
born on 21 February 1875, was the younger of 
two daughters.12 Although a press report gave 
her place of birth as Madras (Chennai), cen-
sus records confirm that, like her older sister 
Henrietta Maria (1872–1957), she was born at 
Karikal.13 Her father remained there as British 
consular agent until he retired from the army in 
August 1887 with the rank of colonel.14 Fischer 
presumably spent at least part, if not all, of her 
childhood in India, although the details of her 
education are unknown.

In April 1888, when Fischer was 13, her par-
ents left India for England.15 At the time of 
the 1891 census, they, Fischer, her sister and 
two servants were living at the White House, 
Frant, East Sussex.16 At some point before 1895 
they moved to Southsea, near Portsmouth.17 In 
November 1897, when Fischer’s mother died, 
they were living at ‘Elsinore’, Waverley Grove, 
Southsea, but by the time of the 1901 census, 
they had moved to 25 Havelock Road, where 
Fischer was listed alongside her father, his 
young niece and two servants.18 Fischer’s sister 
had obtained her own professional qualification 
as a Queen’s District Nurse and was living in 
Rochdale, Lancashire.19

A ‘keen politician on the Liberal side’, Fis-
cher’s father encouraged his daughters to take 
an interest in social and political a/airs. After 
leaving school, Fischer ‘began to study the 
social questions of the day, especially those con-
cerning women’. She shared her father’s Liberal 
views, although the first political meeting she 
attended, where she was introduced by a friend 
as a ‘rabid Radical’, was organised by the Con-
servative-supporting Primrose League. Fis-
cher was inspired to take up public work after 

hearing a talk by Melie Stanbury, secretary of 
the Women’s Local Government Society, at 
her first women’s Liberal meeting.20 Although 
excluded from the parliamentary franchise, 
by the late 1890s women made up 17 per cent 
of the local government electorate in England 
and Wales, and in 1900 there were 270 women 
sitting on school boards, 172 female district 
councillors and 1,147 female poor law guard-
ians. Following the removal of the property 
qualification in 1894, ‘women and working men 
flowed on to poor law boards’.21 Fischer became 
one of them in April 1900, when, aged only 
25, she was elected to the Portsmouth board of 
guardians, the ninth of ten successful candidates 
in the Southern ward.22

Re-elected as one of the ‘progressive’ can-
didates in 1903,23 this time she took third place 
in the poll, indicating the recognition her 
diligent and energetic work had received.24 
Indeed, one former chairman of the board 
considered her ‘one of the best of the Guard-
ians of Portsmouth’.25 Between April 1900 and 
March 1901 she had attended 151 out of the 224 
board and committee meetings to which she 
was summoned.26 Her election address in 1903, 
issued jointly with Mr W. J. Groves, noted that 
they had given ‘much time and attention to the 
work’, helping to achieve ‘The Better Care and 
Training of the Children’, ‘Brighter and Bet-
ter Conditions for the Aged and Infirm’ and 
‘Labour for the Genuine Employed during the 
Winter Months’. This had been done with-
out any need to increase the poor rate, despite 
increased demands for welfare provision during 
the Boer War.27

Fischer was particularly interested in the 
welfare of women and children, serving on the 
board’s Children’s Home Committee.28 Like 
many fellow Liberals, she was anxious to pro-
mote temperance. She presided over Gospel 
Temperance meetings at Portsmouth’s work-
house and pursued the same agenda at the 
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children’s home through the Band of Hope.29 
She consistently voted against o/ering beer 
as a Christmas treat in the workhouse,30 and 
also opposed a Christmas allowance for those 
receiving poor relief outside the workhouse, 
partly because ‘in many cases … the money 
would go on beer’.31 She ‘strongly advocated 
women doctors’,32 and was involved with the 
Portsmouth branch of the National Union of 
Women Workers.33 Hoping to make the board 
of guardians work more e+ciently, she success-
fully raised the issue of a time limit on speeches 
at its meetings, complaining that ‘lately the 
Board had su/ered from an epidemic of long 
speeches … the longest speakers were those 
who did not speak closest to the subject’.34

Alongside this, Fischer was ‘a most enthusi-
astic worker in the Liberal cause’.35 The poten-
tial to harness women’s voluntary labour for 

electioneering tasks such as canvassing in the 
wake of the restrictions on paid assistance 
imposed by the 1883 Corrupt Practices Act and 
the demands of an expanded electorate after the 
Third Reform Act of 1885 had encouraged the 
formation of women’s Liberal organisations, 
which from ‘a modest beginning’ in the early 
1880s had grown considerably by the end of the 
century. In 1904 the Women’s Liberal Federation 
– founded in 1887 – had 496 a+liated Women’s 
Liberal Associations, with a combined member-
ship of 66,000 women.36 Fischer was honorary 
secretary of the Southsea Women’s Liberal Asso-
ciation. She did not, however, confine her activ-
ities to single-sex organisations, serving on the 
executive committee of the Portsmouth Liberal 
Association, as well as its ward and finance com-
mittees.37 She attended selection meetings for 
the Liberal candidate for a by-election at Ports-
mouth in April 1900.38 The Liberals won on this 
occasion, but lost both Portsmouth seats at the 
‘khaki’ election later that year.

Reflecting on this defeat in a speech at 
Southsea on ‘Women and politics’, Fischer 
argued that ‘there was much work to be done by 
women, and by Women’s Liberal Associations, 
to awaken the right spirit’. She also commented 
‘in interesting and instructive fashion’ on ‘the 
temperance problem, the housing question 
and the conditions of labour’.39 She regularly 
addressed the Southsea Women’s Liberal Asso-
ciation, on topics ranging from ‘Imperialism 
and Empire’ to ‘The work of the guardians’.40 
Unfortunately, press reports did not elabo-
rate on Fischer’s views on these issues, many of 
which were divisive and electorally challenging 
ones for the Liberal party. Given her firm anti-
drink stance as a poor law guardian, it seems 
likely that she would have sided with the tem-
perance lobby, rather than those party activists 
who raised concerns about the potential of this 
issue to alienate voters, while her own family’s 
experiences would undoubtedly have informed 
her speeches on the theme of imperialism.41 

One subject on which Fischer’s opinions 
were reported in more detail was women’s suf-
frage, of which she was, unsurprisingly, an 
advocate. She told a local debating society in 
December 1900 that ‘women should bear a 
share in the government of the country, as they 
were becoming large wage earners and had 
a stake in the country’.42 She was concerned, 
however, that ‘if women do get votes there are 
very few who would know anything about reg-
istration’, and thought they should go beyond 
the canvassing work usually assigned to them 
and ‘learn more about the legal aspect of elec-
tions’. This prompted her to study registration 
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law and spend six months assisting with Liberal 
registration e/orts at Hastings.43 Local party 
organisations made a significant contribution 
to the work of electoral registration, checking 
the lists prepared by parish overseers, lodging 
claims to vote on behalf of their supporters, 
objecting to opponents’ claims and sending rep-
resentatives – usually the agent – to the annual 
registration courts at which revising barristers 
ruled on these claims and objections.44 

Impressed by Fischer’s abilities, the Hastings 
agent encouraged her to sit the examination 
held by the Society of Certificated and Associ-
ated Liberal Agents (SCALA).45 Following the 
major electoral reforms of 1883–5 – the Cor-
rupt and Illegal Practices Prevention Act, the 
Franchise Act and the Redistribution of Seats 
Act – which made the work of registration, 
electioneering and party organisation more 
demanding, local party associations increas-
ingly turned from part-time solicitor agents to 
full-time professional agents.46 On the Liberal 
side, these aspiring professionals had formed the 
Liberal Secretaries and Agents’ Association in 
1882, known from 1887 as the National Associa-
tion of Liberal Secretaries and Agents (NALSA). 
It aimed to improve agents’ status and provide 
professional education for this new breed of 
party organisers. Wanting to take this further 
and issue certificates of proficiency for agents, a 
break-away group from the NALSA formed the 
Society of Certificated Liberal Agents (SCLA) in 
June 1893. It held its first examination in Febru-
ary 1894. Papers on Registration and Elections 
tested would-be agents on questions ranging 
from the detailed technicalities of registration 
law to broader practical matters such as how to 
organise a by-election campaign.47

Fischer passed both papers not long after 
the NALSA and SCLA overcame their dif-
ferences and merged as the SCALA in 1901. 
Agents could also qualify to join as Fellows on 
the basis of experience, or at the lower grade of 
Associate, but for Fischer, new to the profes-
sion, examination o/ered her the opportunity 
to demonstrate her abilities, irrespective of her 
gender. In 1895, the SCLA’s examining board 
had discussed whether to accept women into 
the society, and resolved that ‘women be not 
admitted members at present’. It reported to 
the annual meeting that ‘applications had been 
made by women to become members but have 
been declined’.48 The reasons for this were not 
elucidated, but when Fischer proved her merits 
by passing both of the SCALA’s examination 
papers ‘without di+culty’ in 1902, no qualms 
seem to have been raised about making her a 
Fellow.49

Although it was not compulsory for agents 
to be SCALA members, Fischer’s possession 
of a professional qualification undoubtedly 
proved an advantage in securing the post of 
Liberal agent for the Fareham (or South) divi-
sion of Hampshire, an appointment which the 
Liberal Agent reported in January 1905.50 She 
also had the benefit of some local knowledge, 
since the Fareham constituency adjoined Ports-
mouth. Fischer therefore became only the sec-
ond woman known to have held a position as 
a constituency agent. The first, Ellen Pocock, 
had served as Liberal agent for the Strand divi-
sion in London from around 1899, but did not 
become a SCALA Fellow until 1908. In the 
absence of any surviving records from the Fare-
ham Liberals, the circumstances of Fischer’s 
appointment are unknown, but it came just 
a few months after Surgeon-General George 
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Evatt (1843–1921) became the prospective candi-
date, suggesting that, as in other constituencies, 
the arrival of a candidate served as a stimulus 
to organisation ahead of an anticipated general 
election.51 The Liberals, under the guidance of 
Herbert Gladstone as chief whip, were making 
particular e/orts on this score in the run-up to 
the 1906 election.52

Evatt, who had stood unsuccessfully at 
Woolwich in 1886, made his first appearance in 
the Fareham constituency in April 1904. He was 
a long-serving and distinguished o+cer in the 
army medical service, and had been stationed 
for several years in British India, which gave 
Fischer the advantage of working with a candi-
date whose experiences and background were 
familiar to her.53 The Liberals had never won 
the Fareham seat since its creation in 1885 and 
had left it uncontested in 1886, 1895 and at a by-
election in 1903. Alongside their poor electoral 
prospects, the financial position of the local 
party does not seem to have been strong, since 
in May 1905 Rev. R. J. Wells wrote on behalf 
of the Fareham Liberal Association to W. M. 
Crook, secretary of the Home Counties Liberal 
Federation, to solicit funds from party head-
quarters in order to be able to employ a succes-
sor to Fischer, who was due to leave her post 
at the end of June.54 At the 1906 election, Evatt 
was among the 169 Liberal candidates in Eng-
land and Wales – many of them in unpromising 
southern English seats such as Fareham – who 
received a grant of money from Herbert Glad-
stone towards their election costs: in his case, 
£300.55

Fischer’s career as a Liberal agent proved 
short-lived, as she left the profession to get 
married in July 1905.56 This meant that she did 
not, as anticipated, act as Evatt’s election agent, 
which would have been the first time a woman 
performed this role.57 She had, however, under-
taken many of the other key duties of an agent 
during her time at Fareham. Although she was 
no longer in post by the time of the autumn 
registration courts, she would have overseen 
much of the preparatory work of registration 
earlier in the year, drawing on the experience 
she had gained at Hastings. This would have 
included gathering information on potential 
Liberal voters who could be added to the regis-
ter, as well as marking up the new electoral reg-
isters which were published in January, listing 
details of what was known about each voter, 
so that they could be invited to meetings, sent 
election literature and canvassed as appropriate. 
In the case of known Conservative voters, pos-
sibilities for objecting to their vote and strik-
ing them o/ the register would also have been 

considered. Given that the constituency had 
17,398 electors in 1906 – 6,331 of whom voted 
for Evatt – the organisational and clerical tasks 
associated with registration and party organisa-
tion were significant.58

Fischer’s work as agent also included pro-
moting Evatt’s candidature and general e/orts 
at ‘political education’ on behalf of the Lib-
eral cause. One means of doing this was by 
the distribution of Liberal leaflets and pam-
phlets and the display of posters. Some of 
these were used to promote the speaking tour 
of the constituency made by Evatt in Janu-
ary and February 1905, which was also adver-
tised in the press.59 Under the heading ‘WAKE 
UP SOUTH HANTS’, the Portsmouth Evening 
News in January 1905 listed eight dates and loca-
tions of meetings to be addressed by Evatt, and 
there was further promotion of the individual 
events.60 Given the timing of this campaign, 
not long after Fischer’s appointment, it is likely 
that the organisational initiative came from her, 
and as agent, she would have been responsible 
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for arrangements ranging from the placing of 
advertisements in the press to the booking of 
rooms for meetings. Fischer attended at least 
two of these meetings alongside Evatt.61 At 
one of them, she was singled out for praise by 
Rev. Wells, who chaired the meeting, as ‘a lady 
skilled in electioneering work … whose heart 
and soul were in the cause’.62 If there was any 
opposition to a woman performing the duties 
of agent, it was not recorded in the press.

The reaction of Fischer’s fellow agents also 
appears to have been largely positive. The Lib-
eral Agent’s ‘All About Agents’ column reported 
the appointment of ‘our only lady Fellow’ as 
agent for Fareham alongside similar news from 
other agents.63 In noting that this post came 
with an agreement that Fischer would serve as 
the election agent, the journal implicitly con-
veyed approval on her, since securing the right 
of the constituency agent to serve as the elec-
tion agent – rather than this position being 
taken by a solicitor – was an important part 
of the agents’ e/orts to promote their profes-
sional status.64 When Fischer left the profes-
sion, her colleagues gave her a farewell dinner 
at the Hotel Florence, Rupert Street, London, 
and the Liberal Agent paid tribute to her as ‘one 
of the most e/ective and most welcome work-
ers of her sex in the Liberal Party’, declaring 
that ‘our only Sister’ had ‘the whole-hearted 
good wishes, as well as the esteem and regard 
of the Brotherhood’.65 Her services to the board 
of guardians and the Southsea Women’s Lib-
eral Association were recognised with wedding 
gifts of a bracelet and a silver salver.66 

In turn, Fischer showed her ‘kindness of 
heart’ by inviting children from the children’s 
home to her wedding to her cousin, Cap-
tain Thomas Howard Foulkes (1870–1920), at 
Portsea parish church, as well as sending a wed-
ding cake to the home.67 Her husband, known 
as Howard, was born in India, where his 
father, the Welsh-born Rev. Thomas Foulkes 
(1826–1901), had gone as a missionary in the late 
1840s, subsequently becoming a chaplain in the 
Madras government service.68 Having com-
pleted medical training at St Bartholomew’s 
Hospital, London, Howard Foulkes qualified in 
1892, when he became a member of the Royal 
College of Surgeons. He joined the Indian 
Medical Service the following year and served 
in both civil and military posts. By the time 
he married Fischer, he had served not only in 
India, but also Burma and China, and become a 
Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons.69 

The newly-weds departed for Madras, where 
Howard Foulkes had been serving as district 
medical and sanitary o+cer since 1899. In 1908 

they moved to Vizagapatam (Visakhapatnam, 
also known as Waltair), where he took up a 
similar post and was also superintendent of the 
medical school and asylum.70 Their only child, 
Constance Hilda Fischer, was born there in 
1909.71 Their peripatetic existence continued 
with Howard’s appointment in 1912 as Dur-
bar surgeon of Mysore state.72 At some point 
they lived in Egypt, where Bertha Foulkes once 
‘had to stand and protect herself against sedi-
tious conduct’.73 By then a lieutenant colonel, 
her husband returned to military service during 
the First World War, when it seems most likely 
that Bertha remained in India.74 By 1920, still in 
the Indian Medical Service, Howard was assis-
tant director of medical services at Kohat, then 
on India’s North-West Frontier, but now in 
Pakistan. He was shot dead in a raid on the fam-
ily’s bungalow by Pathan tribesmen in the early 
hours of 15 November 1920. Shot in the arm and 
chest, Bertha was dragged away by their attack-
ers, but released almost immediately when she 
became too weak to walk. Press reports praised 
her ‘wonderful calm and pluck’. The dangers 
of life on the North-West Frontier were shown 
by the fact that the Foulkeses usually slept with 
revolvers under their pillows, but had not done 
so on this occasion.75 

Sadly, Bertha Foulkes died of her injuries 
three weeks later on 6 December 1920.76 Their 
daughter, who was uninjured, went to live 
with relatives in England.77 Bertha and Howard 
Foulkes were buried at Kohat Church, where 
‘their many friends in India’ erected a memo-
rial plaque. This became part of the Punjab 
Frontier Force Memorial, which was relocated 
to England following partition in 1947. From 
1951 the plaque to Bertha and Howard Foulkes 
was housed in the crypt of the newly dedicated 
Punjab Frontier Force Memorial Chapel at St 
Luke’s Church, Chelsea, but it was given to the 
National Army Museum in 1998.78 

Learning of their former colleague’s plight, 
the members of the Portsmouth board of guard-
ians paid tribute to her as ‘an e+cient lady on 
the board’ and ‘a most able woman’.79 Bertha 
Fischer had been a trailblazer in 1902 as the 
first female professional agent. Her depar-
ture for India in 1905 left Ellen Pocock as ‘the 
only woman political registration agent in 
the United Kingdom’.80 Looking beyond the 
constituency associations, there were a small 
number of other female organisers on the Lib-
eral side, such as Ivy Pretious of the Free Trade 
Union.81 There were also cases of daughters 
who aided their fathers with political work: 
the Liberal Agent suggested that James Cor-
rie’s daughter, who assisted her father at the 

Left:

Liberal Democrat 
party president 
Mark Pack confers 
the Bertha Bowness 
Fischer award for 
the first time, on 
Simran Meji at 
the autumn  
Liberal Democrat 
conference.

Commemorative 
plaque for 
Lieutenant-Colonel 
Thomas Howard 
Foulkes and Bertha 
Bowness (Fischer), 
made by P Orr and 
Sons, from the 
Punjab Frontier 
Force Memorial 
Wall S, ‘Erected by 
their many friends 
in India’, . 
(© National Army 
Museum online 
collection)

‘One of the most effective and most welcome workers’ Bertha Bowness Fischer, pioneering political organiser



18 Journal of Liberal History 112 Autumn 2021

Northern Liberal Federation’s o+ces, could 
easily qualify as a Fellow of the SCALA.82 Tak-
ing a broader perspective, while Fischer’s posi-
tion within the formal structures of the Liberal 
Party organisation as a professional agent was 
highly unusual, her wider experiences – as a 
poor law guardian, a temperance supporter, an 
advocate of women’s employment and an active 
Liberal association member – were sympto-
matic of the growing opportunities which 
women had for participation in public and 
political life, even before the extension of the 
parliamentary franchise to them in 1918 and 
1928.83

However, despite the acceptance Fischer 
had received, allowing women into the profes-
sion remained a thorny question for the Liberal 
agents. In 1905 Maisie Rivers – demonstrating 
her own capabilities by deputising for her ill 
father as editor of the Liberal Agent – deemed it 
‘a well-known fact that some Liberal agents are 
not at all partial to admitting the “fair sex” into 
their ranks’.84 This may have reflected the divi-
sions within the profession over women’s suf-
frage. When the SCALA overhauled its rules 
in 1910, it confined its membership specifically 
to ‘persons of the male sex’. An attempt at the 
annual meeting to omit this alteration received 
only sixteen votes in favour from the ninety 
members present.85

This rule change overlooked the existence 
of the society’s only current female member, 
Ellen Pocock, who had followed in Fischer’s 
footsteps and qualified as a Fellow by examina-
tion in December 1908. Pocock does not seem 
to have known of Fischer’s pioneering achieve-
ments, commenting in an interview about her 
registration activities in 1904 that ‘I am the only 
lady who does this sort of work. It is extraor-
dinary that others have not taken it up’.86 By 
1910, Pocock was able to report that ‘there are 
a good many women engaged in this branch of 
political work in various parts of the country’, 
although she believed she was ‘the only one’ 
who had defended her party’s claims and objec-
tions in the registration courts.87 The Liberal 
candidate for the Strand constituency, Leonard 
Costello, entrusted her with the responsibility 
of acting as his election agent in January 1910, 
the first known occasion on which a woman 
undertook this duty.88 Pocock seems to have 
encouraged other women to take up political 
work, with a ‘lady assistant’ accompanying her 
to the 1913 registration courts.89

In 1914 Pocock successfully appealed to the 
SCALA’s examining board to be reinstated as a 
Fellow. Citing the 1910 rule change, the Home 
Counties district, to which she had previously 

belonged – as had Fischer – had refused to allow 
Pocock to resume her membership after she 
missed subscription payments due to a change 
of address, despite her o/er to pay the arrears. 
The examining board resolved, however, that 
the rule change should not be considered ret-
rospective, and the SCALA therefore had a 
female member once more.90 In the wake of 
partial women’s su/rage in 1918, the society 
put its opposition to female political agents 
firmly behind it, not only admitting women as 
members, but honouring two of them – Mrs E. 
Smith, of East Dulwich, and Florence Morton, 
assistant secretary to the Yorkshire Liberal Fed-
eration – with biographical profiles in the Lib-
eral Agent to mark the event.91 By the time of the 
1921 census – the first occasion on which ‘politi-
cal association o+cials’ were listed as a separate 
category among the ‘professional occupations’ 
– there were 1,159 male and 243 female politi-
cal association o+cials in England and Wales.92 
Bertha Bowness Fischer’s hopes that women 
would become more involved in registration 
and elections had been realised.
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