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Nancy, Viscountess Astor (1879-1964) was the first woman to take a seat in Parliament. Born in
Virginia, she moved to England following her divorce from her first husband and subsequently
married Waldorf Astor in 1906. In 1919 her husband, who was MP for Plymouth Sutton, succeeded to
the peerage and she was elected in his stead for the Conservative party. She held the seat until she
retired in June 1945.

« In Parliament, Nancy Astor devoted herself to the causes of women and children, temperance,
education and nursery schools. She also became associated with appeasement in the years
before the Second World War. Outspoken and possessed of a quick wit she became well known
for the weekend gatherings at Cliveden, the Astor family home.

e In her maiden speech to Parliament on 24 February 1920, Lady Astor strongly advocated the
return of the strict drinking hours which had prevailed during the War.

Extract of Lady Astor’s Maiden Speech in the House of Commons —
24 February 1920

Viscountess ASTOR: | shall not begin by craving the indulgence of the House. | am only too conscious of
the indulgence and the courtesy of the House. | know that it was very difficult for some hon. Members to
receive the first lady M.P. into the House. [HON. MEMBERS: “Not at all!”’] It was almost as difficult for
some of them as it was for the lady M.P. herself to come in. Hon. Members, however, should not be
frightened of what Plymouth sends out into the world. After all, | suppose when Drake and Raleigh wanted
to set out on their venturesome careers, some cautious person said, “Do not do it; it has never been tried
before. You stay at home, my sons, cruising around in home waters.” | have no doubt that the same thing
occurred when the Pilgrim Fathers set out. | have no doubt that there were cautious Christian brethren who
did not understand their going into the wide seas to worship God in their own way. But, on the whole, the
world is all the better for those venturesome and courageous west country people, and | would like to say
that | am quite certain that the women of the whole world will not forget that it was the fighting men of
Devon who dared to send the first woman to represent women in the Mother of Parliaments. Now, as the
west country people are a courageous lot, it is only right that one of their representatives should show some
courage, and | am perfectly aware that it does take a bit of courage to address the House on that vexed
question, Drink....
Do we want the welfare of the community, or do we want the prosperity of the Trade? Do we want national
efficiency, or do we want national inefficiency? That is what it comes to. So | hope to be able to persuade
the House. Are we really trying for a better world, or are we going to slip back to the same old world before
19147 | think that the hon. Member is not moving with the times...
He talks about the restrictions. | maintain that they brought a great deal of good to the community. There
were two gains. First, there were the moral gains. | should like to tell you about them. The convictions of
drunkenness among women during the War were reduced to one-fifth after these vexatious restrictions
were brought in. | take women, because, as the hon. Member has said, most of the men were away
fighting....
I do not think the country is really ripe for prohibition, but I am certain it is ripe for drastic drink reforms.
[HON. Members: “No!”] I know what | am talking about, and you must remember that women have got a
vote now and we mean to use it, and use it wisely, not for the benefit of any section of society, but for the
benefit of the whole. I want to see what the Government is going to do...

Source:

Parliamentary Archives — Lady Astor’s Maiden Speech in Parliament
(Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 125 10 Feb 1920 to 27 Feb 1920 (p 1623-1631).
www.parliament.uk

Accessed: Oct. 21, 2011




