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}Fanny Margaret  Thomas  was born  in  
Dolgellau,  February  1868 , the  second  of  six  
children  born  to  Annie  Bridget  (nee May) and  
Robert  Parry Thomas,  an accountant  with  the  
National  Provincial  Bank

}By 1874  her  fatherõs job  had  taken  the  family  
to  Aberystwyth . Two years later,  she was 
enrolled  at the  Board School,  the  family  
having  now  moved  to  Cowbridge,  Annie  
Thomasõs native  town





}It  seems that  Fanny remained  a ôscholarõ at  
Cowbridge  Board School  until  she was 
appointed  a ôpupil teacherõ there  in  March  
1883 , a few  weeks  after  her  fifteenth  birthday

}This  involved  a five - year apprenticeship,  
teaching  for  a certain  part  of  the  day but  also  
receiving  tuition  from  a serving  mistress  in  
the  same school  



}Meeting  the  requirements  of  the  annual  
school  examinations,  she obtained  financial  
rewards  for  successful  progress  and  at the  
end  of  her  term  of  apprenticeship,  in  March  
1888  was promoted  to  assistant  teacher

}Combining  teaching  duties  with  evening  
study  for  the  entrance  examination,  she 
successfully  gained  a place  at Swansea 
Training  College  and,  in  January 1889 , at the  
age of  twenty,  she enrolled  on  the  two - year 
(unsalaried)  college  course



}In a letter to his school board in October
1888 , her headmaster  reported that ôMiss
Fanny M. Thomas, formerly Pupil Teacher,
and now Assistant Teacher at the Cowbridge
School, was one of the successful Candidates
at the Scholarship Examination recently held
at Swansea, being placed in the excellent
position of No. 305 for England and Wales
and the fifth in the Swansea Training Collegeõ



}Opened  in  1872 , Swansea was until  the  
1890 s the  only  teacher - training  college  for  
women  in  Wales and  from  its  early  years the  
number  of  applicants  far  outstripped  the  
accommodation  available

}In keeping  with  similar  institutions  in  
England,  it  sought  to  instil  among  its  women  
students  the  prevailing  Victorian  ideology  of  
femininity,  womanhood  and  domesticity



The first  college  in  Wales to  admit  women  to  higher  
education . Its  first  enrolment  was 38  students,  at a site  in  
Swansea city  centre . The college  moved  in  1912  to  the  
building  in  Townhill , Swansea, shown  on  the  card



}During  Fannyõs time  there  (1889 - 90 ) the  very  
wide - ranging  curriculum  was largely  the  
same as it  had  been  at its  inception

}The Bible,  school  management,  penmanship,  
reading  and  recitation,  English  language  and  
literature,  arithmetic,  geography,  English  
history,  domestic  economy,  vocal  music,  
drawing,  needlework  and  cutting  out,  
calisthenics,  French,  animal  physiology  and  
physiography



}Within  this,  however  ð under  the  dictates  of  
the  Education  Department  and  Her Majestyõs 
Inspectors  (HMI) ð there  was a major  
emphasis  on  courses  in  needlework,  cookery  
and  domestic  economy  in  order  to  equip  
pupils  for  their  probable  future  roles  as 
housewives  and  mothers



}ôDomestic  matters  will  form  the  principal  
matter  for  thought  in  the  daily  life  of  almost  
all  the  girls  in  our  elementary  schoolsõ, 
insisted  a Committee  of  Council  of  
Education  minute  in  the  early  1870 sõ

}ôIt would  be good  for  the  girls  to  learn  to  be 
useful  in  the  state  of  life  to  which  it  has 
pleased  God to  call  themõ



}Becoming  a ôcertified teacherõ in  December  
1890  Fanny took  a post  at Redwick , a coastal  
village  near  Magor,  Monmouthshire,  where  
she was the  sole  teacher

}Fanny evidently  made  a favourable  
impression  on  HMI, one  of  whom  wrote  thus :

}ôThere have been  two  changes  of  teachers  
during  the  year and  Miss Thomas  has been  in  
charge  only  about  four  months,  but  she has 
already  effected  considerable  improvementõ



}Before  the  end  of  that  academic  year she had  
successfully  applied  for  a new position  in  a 
very  different  part  of  Wales, being  appointed  
headmistress  in  the  slate - quarrying  village  of  
Tan- y- Grisiau , near  Blaenau Ffestiniog

}Her reasons  for  exchanging  the  highly -  
anglicised  south - east  for  the  deeply - Welsh 
north - west  are unclear



Tan- y- Grisiau , near  Blaenau Ffestiniog



}Fanny stayed  in  Tan- y- Grisiau  for  three  and  a 
half  years before  returning  to  south - east 
Wales in  January 1895 , taking  up  employment  
with  the  Llangeinor  School  Board,  which  
covered  the  region  north  of  Bridgend

}After  short  spells  at two  infant  schools  in  the  
Ogmore  Valley,  in  November  1895  she was 
appointed  headmistress  of  the  Ffaldau  
Infantsõ School,  at Pontycymer  ð her  
predecessor  having  been  forced  to  resign  her  
post  upon  marriage



}Founded  in  1888  as a mixed  and  infantsõ 
institution,  over  the  next  20  years it  became  
ôso large  as to  become  almost  unwieldyõ as it  
eventually  sought  to  accommodate  some  900  
pupils  that  a new boysõ school  was opened  in  
1908

}Fanny now  became  head  of  the  separate  girlsõ 
school  (which  remained  in  the  old  building),  a 
position  she held  until  her  retirement  twenty -
three  years later,  in  May 1931 , at the  age of  
sixty - three . Thus  ended  a long  and  dedicated  
career  
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}What made  Fanny Margaret  Thomas  distinctive  
and  exceptional  was that  alongside,  and  within,  
her  teaching  career,  she had  a passionate  
commitment  to  feminist  and  political  activism

}Accordingly,  in  the  Garw Valley  where  she was 
headmistress  at the  Ffaldau  School  for  thirty - five  
years,  she was a compelling  figure,  whose  
notoriety  has endured  in  popular  memory

}ôShe is well  known  in  myth  and  legendõ, writes  a 
local  historian,  ôhaving taught  relatives  of  older  
residents  hereõ 





} One contemporary  has this  recollection : ôThe Girlsõ School  in  
Pontycymer  was run  by a Miss  Thomas,  known  to  everyone  as 
ôFanny Bloomersõ, who  ruled  her  school  with  a rod  of  ironõ

}ôIn the  old  school  with  the  galleries  she would  take  150  
children  in  English,  with  the  assistance  of  two  other  teachers,  
and  she herself  would  be positioned  on  a high  chair  at the  
centre  of  proceedingsõ.  ôShe was stern  and  fair,  she was also  
very  British  and  made  sure  her  classes remembered  such  things  
as Empire  Day

} When entering  her  class she would  make  a grand  entrance  
reminiscent  of  her  performance  in  the  local  production  of  such  
plays  as ôThe Tempestõ in  which  she acted  in  a highly  mannered  
style  which  was fashionable  at the  timeõ
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}The first  woman  in  the  Garw Valley  to  wear  
breeches  earned  her  the  nickname  ôFanny 
Bloomersõ, while   her  obituary  in  the  Western  
Mail  ð supported  by local  testimony  ð stated  
that  ôshe was the  first  woman  in  South  Wales 
to  ride  a motor - cycle,  and  rode  to  school  on  
it  from  her  home  in  Cowbridgeõ



}Both  of  these  may be seen as feminist  
statements,  as can the  story  that  Fanny would  
go  into  the  public  bar  at the  Royal Hotel  in  
Pontycymer  and  refuse  all  requests  to  remove  
herself  to  the  ladiesõ lounge,  before  drinking  
a pint  of  beer  and  then  leaving

}She also started the first tennis club in the
Garw Valley ôata time when the game was
looked upon with disfavour, and provided
amusement for onlookersõ



}When Fanny began  her  career  as a certified  
schoolmistress  the  natural  step  was to  join  the  
National  Union  of  Teachers  (N.U.T) -  formed  in  
1870  as the  National  Union  of  Elementary  
Teachers  before  changing  its  name  in  1888

}By 1911 , the  number  of  full - time  teachers  in  
Wales had  increased  from  5,000  in  1891  to  over  
14 ,000  with  women  outnumbering  men .  
Though,  as many  remained  uncertificated,  they  
were  often  ineligible  for  NUT membership



}Despite  womenõs numerical  strength  
within  the  NUT, it  remained  heavily  male  
dominated

}The number  of  female  members  sent  as 
delegates  to  annual  conferences  steadily  
increased  but  they  remained  vastly  
outnumbered  by men,  while  the  
proportion  of  women  on  the  national  
executive  reached  only  about  10  per  cent  
before  the  First  World  War



c. By Philafrenzy  -  Own work



}At  a time  when  discontent  among  women  
about  inequalities  within  the  profession  was 
coming  to  the  fore,  by the  early  years of  the  
century  Fanny Thomas  was active  in  NUT 
affairs  in  the  Bridgend  region  

}It  was no doubt  this  that  roused  her  feminist  
consciousness  and  from  1907  she was also  
involved  in  the  newly - formed  Ogmore  and  
Garw Association



}A victory  over  benefit  rights  in  1903  inspired  
some  members  to  create  the  Equal Pay 
League (EPL) the  following  year,  the  first  
feminist  organisation  within  the  NUT.  Its  first  
annual  report  (1904 ) listed  seventy - three  
members  scattered  throughout  the  country

}Two were  from  Wales, one  being  ôMiss F. M. 
Thomas,  Ffaldau  Infants,  Pontycymmer,  
Glamorganõ.  Its raising of the equal pay issue
at the 1904 national conference in
Portsmouth was met with hostility and
derision from the largely male audience



}The ôSouth Walesõ (or  ôGlamorganõ) branch  of  
the  NFWT was formed  in  April  1907  with  
Fanny at the  forefront : 

}ôMiss F. M. Thomas  is the  pioneer  of  the  
Federation  movement  in  South  Wales, 
founding,  with  Miss  Gelder , the  important  
Glamorgan  Association,  of  which  she is 
presidentõ, recorded  Joseph Tate





}Helen  Gelder  (1867 - 1957 ), a Yorkshire  woman,  
was also  a teacher  in  the  Garw Valley  ð for  thirty -
seven years headmistress  at Blaengarw  infantsõ 
school,  scarcely  a mile  from  Pontycymer . These two  
women  were  not  only  central  to  developments  in  
south  Wales but,  it  seems,  to  the  very  survival  of  
the  NFWT in  its  infancy

}ôMissGelder, headmistress Council School,
Blaengarw, has done sterling work for the
Federationõ,wrote Tate . ôSheis the founder and
secretary of the important Association of
Glamorgan . . . she has worked well, sparing
neither money nor effortõ



} The ôGlamorganshire Associationõ initially  covered  a 
wide  area,  Among  its  published  aims  were  several  
focused  on  equal  pay issues  but  also  others  urging  
separate  boysõ and  girlsõ departments  in  all  large  
schools,  a lower  optional  retirement  age,  a more  
adequate  government  pension  and  the  return  of  more  
women  representatives  on  all  educational  bodies

 
} The first president of the branch was Hilda Siderfin , a

Penarth schoolmistress, who was also a member of
the NFWT executive from 1910 to 1911 , before
resigning upon leaving the teaching profession to get
married . Fanny Thomas was originally vice- president
and Helen Gelder secretary and treasurer



}So concerned  were  the  NUT about  the  growing  
dissatisfaction  among  female  teachers  that  a 
conference  of  women  teachers  was convened  in  
London  in  December  1907 , comprising  selected  
delegates  from  around  the  country  and  also  male  
members  of  the  national  executive

} The NFWT had  few  representatives . Nevertheless,  
they  made  their  presence  felt  by forcefully  voicing  
their  concerns . One centred  on  opposition  to  the  
tendency  of  local  education  authorities  (often  for  
reasons  of  economy)  to  combine  departments  or  
schools  under  a male  head,  an issue  on  which  Fanny 
was able  to  draw  upon  her  knowledge  of  Glamorgan  
and  Ffestiniog  for  supporting  evidence



}The Schoolmaster  reported  ôa drastic  amendment  
from  Miss  Thomasõ, who  unsuccessfully  
proposed  that : ôAny master  taking  over  a girlsõ or  
infantsõ department  previously  under  the  charge  
of  a mistress  should  be considered  guilty  of  a 
breach  of  professional  etiquette  and  be 
suspended  from  membership  of  the  Unionõ

}Fanny opposed the combination of departments
as a source of injustice to women, but also on
grounds of principle : ôAman could not manage
girls in the same way that women could, nor
could women manage boys as men couldõ



}By now  the  federation  was paying  more  
attention  to  local  organisation,  having  
initiated  a scheme  of  supervisors  allocated  to  
ôa definite  district  for  visiting  associations  
and  stimulating  interestõ, increasing  
memberships  and  helping  form  new branches  
being  key tasks

}Fanny Thomas  served  as a supervisor  until  at  
least  1916



}During  Fanny Thomasõ term  as president  
(1912 - 1913 ) the  NFWT developed  an 
itemised  programme  of  ôobjectsõ :

ƁTo secure  equal  pay and  equal  increments  for  men  
and  women  teachers  of  the  same professional  
status

ƁTo secure  the  maintenance  of  each girlsõ and  
infantsõ department  under  its  own  head  mistress



ƁTo bring  all  women  teachers  into  the  NUT and  secure  more  
women  on  the  NUT executive

ƁTo secure  representation  of  women  on  all  education  
authorities  and

ƁTo secure  for  women  teachers  the  Parliamentary  franchise

} In her  inaugural  speech  on  becoming  president  Fanny said

ƁôThey did  not  wish  to  capture  the  National  Union  of  
Teachersééthey  wished  their  men  folk  to  recognise  their  
equality  and  joint  rulershipõ

         



Hull Daily Mail, 8 April 1912

Fanny Thomas, first right (president)
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} The emergence  of  womenõs suffrage  as the  principal  
demand  of  feminist  teachers  by the  end  of  the  first  
decade  of  the  twentieth  century  reflected  
developments  in  the  country  at large

}Womenõs suffrage  first  made  a significant  impact  in  
the  Garw valley  in  autumn  1906  when  campaigners  
descended  upon  the  Mid  Glamorgan  constituency  in  
order  to  oppose  the  sitting  Liberal  candidate,  the  
strongly  anti - suffragist  Samuel  Evans, who  was 
seeking  re- election  following  acceptance  of  a minor  
government  office,  as was then  the  legal  requirement



"Sam", caricature 
by Spy in Vanity  

Fair in 1908

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vanity_Fair_(UK)


} The Independent  Womenõs Social and  Political  (WSPU) 
leader  Emmeline  Pankhurst  spoke  at Pontycymer  and  
elsewhere,  while  several  of  Evansõs meetings  descended  
into  chaos  as a result  of  interruptions  by her  suffragette  
supporters

} It  was this  by- election  which  first  brought  Fanny 
Thomas  into  close  contact  with  prominent  activists . The 
following  April,  on  her  return  from  an educational  tour  
of  the  United  States,  she invited  Adela  Pankhurst,  
Emmelineõs youngest  daughter,  to  lecture  in  
Pontycymer  on  behalf  of  the  National  Society  for  the  
Protection  of  Cruelty  to  Children  (NSPCC)



Emmeline (right) and Adela Pankhurst



}Over the  following  years a stream  of  
ôcelebrityõ visitors  came ð as Fannyõs guests  ð 
to  address  meetings  in  Pontycymer,  including  
not  only  suffragettes  but  pioneers  of  the  
labour  movement  like  Keir  Hardie,  George  
Lansbury  and  Ethel  Snowdon  and  feminist  
educationalists  like  Elizabeth  Phillips  Hughes , 
all  reflecting  her  social  conscience  and  
growing  political  commitment  on  several  
fronts
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George Lansbury and Ethel Snowden



}Fanny Thomas  made  her  first  public  speech  
on womenõs suffrage  in  January 1909 , 
sporting  the  purple,  green  and  white  colours  
of  the  WSPU, as one  of  the  main  protagonists  
at the  Pontycymer  Debating  Society

}In time,  she became  a confident,  forceful  and  
amusing  platform  speaker,  able  enough  to  
address  some  of  the  large  London  
demonstrations



}Locally,  she took  every  opportunity  to  promote  
the  cause. Thus,  it  was Fanny who  induced  the  
Australian  suffragette,  Muriel  Matters , to  convene  
the  first  suffrage  meeting  ever held  in  her  home  
town  of  Cowbridge,  in  August  1909

}At  the  time  Muriel  Matters  was one  of  the  
principal  speakers  of  the  Womenõs Freedom  
League (WFL), founded  in  late  1907  following  a 
split  in  the  WSPU, largely  over  the  Pankhursts õ 
dictatorial  style  of  leadership





}Another  by- election  in  Mid  Glamorgan  in  March  
1910  provided  an opportunity  for  womenõs 
suffrage  advocates  of  all  shades  to  hold  
meetings,  question  politicians  and  distribute  
literature

}ôMiss F. M. Thomas  has kindly  placed  her  house  
in  Pontycymmer  at our  disposalõ, reported  one  
Womenõs Freedom  League representative,  while  
the  WSPU (through  Emmeline  Pankhurst,  Emily  
Davison  and  others)  and  the  National  Union  
Women  Suffrage  Societies  (NUWSS) were  also  
active  in  the  same locality



}In terms  of  methods  of  protest,  the  WFL 
pursued  a militant  but  non - violent  path

}Its  strategy  centred  on  civil  disobedience,  
adopting  tactics  such  as boycott  of  the  1911  
census

}Supporters  were  encouraged  to  either  openly  
resist  the  census  by refusing  to  fill  in  the  
schedule  or  evade by staying  away from  their  
homes  for  the  night



}Boycotting  the  census,  however,  was no  straight -
forward  matter  for  individuals . Evaders were  
liable  to  prosecution  and  for  teachers  this  could  
mean  dismissal

}Thus,  Fanny Thomas  filled  in  her  census  return  
but  in  the  ôInfirmity Columnõ ð where  the  head  of  
the  household  was expected  to  note  whether  a 
person  was ôdeaf, dumb,  blind,  lunatic,  imbecile  
or  feeble -mindedõ ð she wrote  the  word  
ôunenfranchisedõ for  the  four  women  residing  in  
the  household



}Her NFWT ally  in  the  Garw valley,  Helen  
Gelder , was more  forthright,  commenting  
thus  in  the  same column : 

}ôNo vote . I am intelligent  enough  to  fill  up  
this  census  form  ð but  I cannot  make  a X on  a 
Ballot  paperõ



}As well  as being  a member  of  the  WFL, Fanny 
Thomas  subscribed  and  made  donations  to  
the  WSPU

}ôMiss F. Thomas,  Pontycymer,  gets  rid  of  2 
dozen  copies  [of  The Suffragette  newspaper]  
every  weekõ, reported  the  literature  secretary  
of  the  Cardiff  branch  in  late  1913 . ôWill other  
members  follow  her  splendid  example?



}She also  spoke  in  support  of  the  organisation  on  a 
number  of  occasions,  vehemently  defending  its  policy  
of  wide - ranging  attacks  on  property

}Chairing  a meeting  in  Pontycymer  in  November  1912 , 
for  example,  she began  by welcoming  the  
opportunity  ôto publicly  state  her  views  on the  
womanõs questionõ and  then,  as reported  by the  local  
newspaper,  ôopenly advocated  militancy,  declaring  
that  the  end  justified  the  means

}She admired  the  pluck  of  the  militant  women  and  felt  
that  she was not  fit  to  wipe  their  boots . She herself  
had  not  the  pluck  to  break  windows,  for  fear  of  losing  
her  post


