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The history of science has a checkered 
past when it comes to recognising the 
achievements of its female practitioners. 
Instrumental in the discovery of nuclear 
fi ssion, physicist Lise Meitner is one of the 
most signifi cant to have been overlooked.

Born in 1878, Meitner consistently broke 
barriers in a male–dominated fi eld. 

Only the second woman to earn a doctorate 
in physics from the University of Vienna
in 1906, she went on to make history
as the � rst to become a full professor of 
physics in Germany.

Unfortunately, the rise of the Nazi regime 
brought her time in the country to a close. 
Stripped of her positions due to the anti–
Jewish Nuremberg Laws, she was forced to 
fl ee, eventually settling in Sweden. 

Collaborating with her nephew Otto 
Robert Frisch, it was during this period 
of exile she played a key role in the 
splitting of the atom. This saw her map 
the underlying physics by analysing 
complex data from an experiment by 
Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassmann.

Despite her contribution to this 
world–changing breakthrough, her 
achievements were overlooked 
by the scientifi c community. The 
1944 Nobel Prize in Chemistry 
was controversially awarded 
solely to Hahn, an omission 
that remains one of the most 
glaring injustices in the history 
of science.

Meitner spent the fi nal years 
of her life in Cambridge, 
England, where she moved to 
be near her nephew, Otto.

Dedicated to the health and wellbeing of 
her community, Louisa Mayne was the fi rst 
professionally trained midwife to serve 
the village of Burbage and its surrounding
rural areas.

This was a role that demanded extraordinary 
dedication and physical stamina. Travelling 
on a simple pushbike through dark winter 
nights, she covered a vast rural network 
across the county. In one famously dramatic 
incident, she even halted a local demolition 
crew from tearing down a toll house at the 
bottom of Cock Hill so she could safely 
deliver a child inside.

Though her standard fee for a confi nement 
and twelve days of visiting was two guineas, 
she frequently went unpaid, continuing to 
care for local mothers out of a profound 
sense of duty. Through her unwavering 
compassion and medical expertise, Nurse 
Mayne left an enduring mark on the lives of 
countless families across the East Midlands.

Formally quali� ed through the Central 
Midwives Board in 1906, she worked 
tirelessly alongside local doctors throughout 
her career, across the East Midlands.

Louisa Mayne

Lise Meitner
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A behind–the–scenes force in the militant 
suffrage movement, Louise ‘Louie’
Hatfi eld was indispensable in the fi ght for 
women’s enfranchisement.

Born in Shepton Mallet in 1883, her 
conventional life as a young milliner was 
radically transformed upon meeting
the prominent working–class suffragette 
Annie Kenney. 

Becoming Kenney’s confi dante, 
housekeeper, and fi erce protector, Louie 
would eventually adopt the role of ‘fi xer’
for the Women’s Social and Political
Union in London.

This saw her bravely organise underground 
safe houses for activists under the threat 
of arrest. She also threw herself into direct 
action, participating in the militant window–
smashing campaign of 1912. 

Her defi ance led to a brutal four–month 
sentence in Holloway Prison, where she 
endured the horrifi c torture of force–feeding 
whilst on a hunger strike.

Though she never truly recovered from 
the trauma of her imprisonment, dying 
tragically young in her early 30s in 1917, her 
heroism was deeply revered by her fellow 
campaigners. 

By keeping the movement running when the 
stakes were at their highest, 

Louise Lydia
Isabelle Hatfi eld 19
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Louise Hat� eld made a vital, if hidden, contribution 
to the ultimate triumph of women’s su� rage.
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Lucia Marion
Foster Welch

To break new ground in politics is a 
remarkable achievement. For 
Lucia Foster Welch to achieve 
the succession of political 
“fi rsts” she did, at a time 
when women were still 
fi ghting for the vote, 
is nothing short of 
extraordinary.

A trailblazer for 
women in politics, 

there were many � rsts 
in the life of Lucia 

Foster Welch.
In a period when opposition to 
women in offi ce was common, 
she became Southampton’s fi rst 
female councillor, alderman, and eventually 
mayor. Granting her the historic title of Admiral 
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Celebrated as one of Britain’s earliest female 
Olympic pioneers, Nellie Halstead was a 
phenomenal athletic talent who helped 
establish women’s competitive sport on the 
global stage.

Born in Radcliffe in 1910, she emerged 
as a dominant force during the crucial 
early development of women’s athletics in
the UK. Renowned for her explosive speed 
and versatility,

she quickly became a 
national sprint champion,

achieving remarkable success across 
a variety of distances.

At the peak of her career, she was widely 
lauded by the press and her peers as one of 
the country’s greatest living sportswomen. 
During this time she would win an Olympic 
bronze medal and a Commonwealth Gold, 
securing her rightful place amongst the 
international sporting elite.

By consistently breaking records and 
challenging the physical expectations 
placed upon women in the early twentieth 
century, Nellie Halstead blazed a trail for 
future generations of female athletes, 
leaving behind a vital legacy in the history of 
British sport.

Nellie Halstead
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of the Port, her mayoral role would make 
her the nation’s fi rst woman to hold 

that honour too. She also became
the UK’s fi rst female sheriff in 

1926.

Much of Welch’s political 
outlook was informed by 
her support for women’s 
suffrage. While she 
was a member of the 
peaceful National Union 
of Women’s Suffrage 
Societies (NUWSS), 
she had sympathy for 
the aims of the more 

militant Suffragettes and 
once hosted Emmeline 

Pankhurst at her home. 

Throughout her distinguished 
career in public offi ce, she was 

a dedicated advocate for public
health, serving as chairman of the civic
health committee.

Names like Edward Lorenz and Benoit 
Mandelbrot are often the fi rst to be 
mentioned when discussing the pioneers of 
chaos theory. However, it was the work of 
a number of groundbreaking scientists 
who came before them, such as 
Dame Mary Cartwright, that helped 
lay the foundations for many of the 
discoveries that would follow.  

One of just fi ve female students 
taking mathematics at St Hugh’s 
College, Oxford, Cartwright was 
the fi rst to achieve a fi rst–class 
honours degree in the subject 
there. Her subsequent research 
would transform understanding 
of the non–linear differential 
equations and dynamical systems 
that underpin the concept of 
mathematical chaos. This in turn 
provided the mathematical basis for 
more widely known theories including the 
Butterfl y Effect.

Throughout her career, Cartwright broke 
barriers for women in mathematics and 
academia, becoming the fi rst woman 
elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 1947, 
the fi rst female President of the London 
Mathematical Society between 1961 and 
1963, and the fi rst woman awarded the 
Sylvester Medal in 1964.

Honoured with a damehood by Queen 
Elizabeth II in 1969, Dame Mary Cartwright 
is one of Britain’s most distinguished 
mathematicians, whose research reshaped 
modern mathematical theory and opened 
new paths for women in science.

Dame Mary 
Cartwright 
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Dr. Phyllys
Pleasance Pigott23

Not much is known about Phyllis Nicklin. But 
thanks to her passion for photography, we 
have an incredible insight into the times and 
the place that she lived. 

From immigration to industrialisation, 
Birmingham in the 1950s and 60s was a city 
in the midst of a radical transformation and 
throughout that period, 

Drawn to the everyday fabric of the city, from 
its terraces and tower blocks to workshops 
and waterways, the scenes she captured 
may have been considered unremarkable 
at the time. But today they are recognised 
as an invaluable contribution to the
historical record. 

Documenting the urban landscape of her 
time, such as the social housing and working 
conditions around Birmingham, Nicklin’s 
collection represents an incredible legacy, 
providing a unique insight into past lives and 
the changing face of Britain’s second city.

Moreover, her ability 
as a photographer is also
worthy of recognition, characterised by a 
candid, unsentimental style and a keen eye 
for an arresting composition. 

In recent years, a reappraisal of Nicklin’s 
collection has seen it celebrated in 
initiatives like The Grid Project, which saw 
71 photographers recreate her pictures half 
a century after they were originally captured.  

Phyllis Nicklin24

It’s often said that confl ict reveals character. 
This was undoubtedly true of Vera Buxton–
Knight, an inspirational fi gure on the home 
front during World War II.

A trained nurse and Senior Ambulance
Offi cer with the St John Ambulance Brigade, 
during the confl ict, Buxton–Knight transformed
her home into the emergency control hub 
for Selsey, a West Sussex town on the
south coast. 

Her activities during this time were as varied 
as they were invaluable. From overseeing 
the care of over 800 London evacuees, to 
managing emergency vehicles and medical 
support, she gave her time and often her 
own resources. 

In a boost to morale and wider preparedness, 
Buxton–Knight trained volunteers in fi rst 
aid and civil defence, organised social 
events and launched the Selsey Spitfi re 
Fund, which raised £5,000 for the RAF. 
Her exceptional efforts drew the attention 

of Queen Elizabeth, who visited Selsey in 
1939, acknowledging the town’s remarkable 
wartime contributions.

Buxton–Knight’s courage was evident in her 
direct responses to air raids and aircraft 
crashes, including assisting the wounded 
crew of a downed German bomber.

Today, Vera Buxton–Knight’s unwavering 
commitment to her community and wartime 
resilience is commemorated in a stained–
glass window at Church Norton.

Vera Buxton–Knight25
Phyllis Nicklin would take
to the streets with her camera.

Pioneering physician. Decorated military 
offi cer. Respected civic leader. Dr. Phyllys 
Pigott achieved more in her one life than many 
of us could hope to do in three. Qualifying as 
a doctor in 1927, Dr. Pigott moved abroad 
soon after, spending six years in Egypt
and Palestine.

Following her return to the UK, Dr. Pigott led 
medical care for Wokingham’s World War 
II evacuees. She would later join the RAF 
Medical Service, where she was mentioned 
in dispatches and retired as a Squadron 
Leader. In a landmark move, the British  
Medical Association insisted she receive 
pay equal to her male colleagues.

Her commitment to public service continued 
as a public representative. She served as a 
Wokingham town councillor and was later 
elected Mayor, the last independent to 
hold the offi ce. She also chaired several 
local charities and served in hospital 
administration roles in London.

Despite living with rheumatoid arthritis, Dr. 
Pigott’s dedication to her community was 
unwavering. She died in 1981, leaving a 
legacy of extraordinary service in medicine, 
the military, and public life.

Recognition of her work during 
this time would earn her the 
title of O�  cer of the Order 
of St John, a hospital based in 
Jerusalem.
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Visit ancestry.co.uk
to fi nd out more

With over 70 billion records spanning 80 
countries, Ancestry can help you discover 
untold stories in your own family’s history. 

In addition to the 1921 Census of England 
and Wales, which features all 25 of the 
remarkable women covered in this 
newspaper, the Ancestry archives include 
a huge range of sources, such as the fi rst 
employment records of women in the 

police force and aviation licenses showing 
the very fi rst female pilots.  These, and 
many more collections, document the 
contribution and achievements of women 
throughout history. 

To fi nd out more about the incredible 
women in your family, visit ancestry.co.uk 
and sign up to a 14-day free trial today.


