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Emma Sproson  (Red Emma)  

Emma Sproson was born Emily Lloyd 
on 13 April 1867 in . She was one of 
seven children of Ann,  Johnson, and her 
husband, John, a builder of canal boats; 
he was a heavy drinker, and the family 
lived in extreme poverty.  

In 1875 the family moved to Daisy Bank, 
Bilston  and, at around the same time, 
Emma began to work part-time, like 
many children, running errands or pick-
ing coal off the local tips and slag heaps. 
In around 1876, at the age of nine, she 
left home to go into , although she was 
still able to attend school four days a 
week. When she was thirteen she ob-
tained a position working in a shop, al-
though when she complained about the 
owner's brother making advances to-
wards her, she was dismissed. She then 
moved to Lancashire  to find work and 
taught at a Sunday School . She also 
joined the church debating society. 

Emma returned to Wolverhampton by 
1895 with enough money to set up a 
business—most likely a shop in the front 
room of the house she began sharing 
with her mother.  She became a 
member of the  (ILP) around this time 
and, in August 1896, she married Frank 
Sproson, a postman and the secretary 
of the Wolverhampton branch of the 
ILP; he was also supportive of the 
movement for women’s suffrage. 
The couple had four children, although 
only three survived: Frank, born in 1899 
Chloris, born in 1897; and George, born 
in 1906.  

Frank, as secretary of the ILP, invited 
Emmeline & Christabel Pankhurst of the 
(WSPU) to speak at an ILP meeting. 
Emma acted as the Chair for the meet-
ing and Pankhurst stayed overnight at 
the couple's house. Emma joined the 
WSPU shortly afterwards, and began a 
letter-writing campaign to local news-
papers. Emma was invited to take part 
in a suffragette march to Parliament 
Square, London on 13 February 1907. 
She had attended a WSPU meeting fol-
lowed by the march to parliament. More 
than 700 suffragettes made two vain 
attempts to force their way into the  Pal-
ace of Westminster and mounted police 
were called to deal with the riot. Spro-
son and sixty six other women were ar-
rested. She was given a choice between 
a fine or a two-week prison sentence, 
and Emma chose incarceration. Here 
she became ill due to the appalling food 
and living conditions, but was buoyed 
during her incarceration by letters of 
sympathy from family and friends. 

Wolverhampton's first lady councillor 
and a  ‘Votes for Women’ champion
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On 18 March 1907 she was arrested, 
again on a march from Caxton Hall to 
parliament. She was again sent to Hol-
loway , where she was visited by Chris-
tabel Pankhurst, the co-founder of the 
WSPU. 

By the time of her second arrest, anti-
suffragette sentiments were wide-
spread and the public attitude to Emma 
was aggressive on her return to Wolver-
hampton, traditionally a Liberal strong-
hold. 

On her release Sproson attended and 
spoke at a lunch hosted to celebrate the 
release of all those imprisoned. She re-
turned to Wolverhampton, where she  

 

and fellow WSPU member  spoke at a 
public meeting before she went on a 
WSPU speaking tour of the Black 
Country .The historian Jane Martin, in 
Sproson's entry in the  describes Spro-
son's attendance at a public political 
meeting as "the defining moment in her 
conversion to women's suffrage". At the 
meeting Sproson asked  a question and  
he refused to answer on the basis that 
"she was a woman and did not have the 
vote". 

In late-1907 or early-1908 Emma, 
growing increasingly unhappy with the 
authoritarian manner in which the Pan-
khursts ran the WSPU, left the organisa-
tion and joined the  (WFL), a 
non-violent suffrage group. She be-
came branch secretary in Wolverhamp-
ton and a member of the National 
Executive by February 1908. 

Emma also became  a member of the 
Women’s Tax Resistance League, who  
refused to pay tax in protest against dis-
enfranchisement; tax resistance was 
also a policy of the WFL. In May 1911 she  

 

Blue plaque 
marking the 
birthplace of 
Emma Sproson

Letter from E. Pankhurst 3rd August 1906 
 
Dear Mrs Sproson, 
I have the last Sunday in October  
free and will give you that (28th).  
Unless I hear from you to the contrary  
I shall consider that settled. I may be  
in London at that time and have  
to come to you from there but I  
suppose that will not matter.  
My movement during the  
Autumn session of Parliament  
will be very uncertain of one  
thing you may be sure that is  
that meetings addressed by any  
of the suffragettes will be  
large ones for our activity causes us 
to attract big crowds who come out of curiosity but 
remain to sympathise with us in our demands for justice. I enclose 
here some post cards just issued. It will help if you get them filled up and posted. 
The blank one is for the local M.P. If you can use more please let me know. 
Gratefully yours 
E Pankhurst 
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was sent to prison for seven days for re-
fusing to pay for a dog licence. She went 
on  and was reclassified as a political 
prisoner. It is almost unbelievable now, 
but the police put down her dog. In No-
vember 1911 Sproson joined the WFL 
leader  and three other WFL members 
as a delegation to meet H.H. Asquith, 
the Prime Minister . By April 1912 Spro-
son had become disenchanted with 
Despard's autocratic control over the 
WFL, and she left the organisation. She 
took no further part in national cam-
paigning, but concentrated instead on 
local politics. 

When the activities of the suffragettes 
were temporarily halted with the advent 
of war in 1914, Emma devoted her time 
to the ILP and social welfare work. With 
the end of the First World War, Parlia-
ment finally granted some women the 

right to vote. Every man aged over 21 
could now vote, but women had to be 
aged over 30 and be either a house-
holder, married to a householder or pay-
ing £5 a year in rent. It was not until 1928 
that all women aged over 21 were given 
the right to vote. 

Women were now also allowed to stand 
as councillors on their local council. 
Emma stood as Labour candidate for 
Park Ward in 1919 and 1920 but lost on 
both occasions. Finally, in 1921 she stood 
for and won the Dunstall Ward, becom-
ing Wolverhampton's first female coun-
cillor. 

On receiving the news of victory she 
waved a red flag from the Town Hall 
balcony – earning her the nickname 
'Red Emma'! During her years with Wol-
verhampton Borough Council, she was 
very outspoken about abuse and mal-
practices.  

Emma was involved with several com-
mittees concerned with the care of the 
'blind, distressed and mentally ill, as well 
as child welfare and maternity rights. 
Following disagreements with the La-
bour Party in 1927, Emma stood unsuc-
cessfully as an Independent Socialist 
candidate. Although she remained in 
the ILP this was effectively the end of 
her active political life. 
 
Emma Sproson died in December 1936. 

Charlotte Despard, Edith How-Martyn 
and Emma Sproson, c.1914

Jane Martin concludes that          
"Sproson's working-class, mid-
lands-based career provides a vivid 
counterbalance to the view of the 
women's suffrage movement which 
portrays it as predominantly bour-
geois and London-centred".
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ABOVE: 
Women’s Freedom League 
demonstration in London.

RIGHT: 
Police Summons for court 
appearance in Westminster.
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