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Ethel Smyth  

1858 - 1944 

 
"Because I have conducted my own operas and love sheep-dogs; because I generally dress 

in tweeds, and some#mes, at winter a$ernoon concerts, have even conducted in them; 

because I was a militant suffrage&e and seized a chance of bea#ng #me to "The March of 

the Women" from the window of my cell in Holloway Prison with a tooth-brush; because I 

have wri&en books, spoken speeches, broadcast, and don't always make sure that my hat 

is on straight; for these and other equally per#nent reasons, in a certain sense I am well 

known."  
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Ethel Smyth 

Born: 23rd April 1858, London 

Moved to Kent in infancy and then to Frimley Green aged 9 years and 

then on to Woking in 1910. 

Died: 8th May 1944, Woking        

 

 

 

 

 

 

Her Early Life: Dame Ethel Smyth (to rhyme with Forsyth) was one of eight children of   Major 

General John Smyth and Emma Struth Smythe. In 1867 her father was posted to Aldershot and 

the family moved to ‘Frimhurst’, Frimley Green, which remained their home until the        Gen-

eral’s death in 1894. Ethel was educated at home until 1872, when she went to boarding school 

at Putney. As a child, her mother nicknamed her “the stormy petrel” because of her   headstrong 

nature. From the age of twelve, she wished to study music but her Father was       opposed to 

this and she had to wait until 1877 before being allowed to go to Leipzig to study.  

 

Her Music: While attending Leipzig to study music, Ethel met many famous composers of the 

day, including Liszt Greig and Brahms. She started to compose herself, but met a great deal of 

prejudice from the music-publishing world. However, once her reputation had been established 

she had many triumphs, one being to conduct a piece of her own work at the Royal Albert Hall, 

another the performance of some of her pieces at Crystal Palace. Her most famous works are 

probably her operas, especially “The Wreckers”.   

 

Her involvement in the Suffragette movement: Ethel became interested in the Womens Social 

and Political Union, otherwise known as the Suffragette movement, as a result of her friendship 

with the Emmeline Pankhurst which began in 1910.  In 1912, following a large scale Suffragette 

protest, she was sentenced to two months in Holloway prison for smashing a window of an      

anti-suffrage politician’s residence, along with her friend Emmeline.  Her uncompromising and 

energetic spirit led her to become a driving force in the women’s movement and her battle song 

“The March of the Women”, was sung by suffragettes throughout London.  Stories are told of 

how, when in prison, she conducted her fellow prisoners in a performance of this with a        

toothbrush through the cell window, possibly if true, one of her greatest performances.  
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Interesting Facts about Ethel Smyth: 

• She was the first woman to be seen riding a bicycle in Frimley, usually smoking and always 

accompanied by a sheep dog. She was once even writing a letter while riding a bike! 

• She was created a Dame of the British Empire in 

1922.  

• In later life she was forced to give up her musical 

career due to deafness. 

• In her spare time she enjoyed golf and was a keen 

mountaineer.  

• She had many famous friends, including Emmeline 

Pankhurst, Virgina Woolf, the Empress Eugénie 

and Tchaikovsky!  

 

 

Her Death: Although leading quite an extraordinary life 

her death was from natural causes. Her good friend Vita 

Sackville-West, wrote a poem about this irony: 

 “To Ethel, May 8th 1944” 

You lived. You fully lived. In this weak age 

Perplexed and wavering, you charged your glass 

With wine not water, faith not doubt. 

Faith where you chose to fix your blinkered eyes 

What you believed, you would believe, perverse 

Nine times in ten, but never shilly-shally. 

 

Wild welcomer of life, of love, of art, 

Your hat askew, your soul on a dead level. 

Rough, tough, uncomfortable, true, 

Chained to the iron railings of your creed, 

Strange that you should be dead. 

 

You were marked out to meet a violent end; 

You should have matched the violent young men, 

Stormers of evil in all elements,  

Earth, water, air and in daring mind. 

They were your peers; their life, their death, were yours; 

Not in a Surrey villa, of old age, 

Where you who greatly lived have gently died.  
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Dame Ethel Smyth timeline 

Early Days 1858-1867 

1857 The Indian Mutiny broke out this year, whilst Major-General and Mrs Smyth, together with their 

two elder children, were on leave in England. The Major-General immediately returned to resume his    

duties in the Indian Army and to collect the youngest child Mary who had remained in India with friends. 

The rest of the Smyth family remained in England. 

 

1858 Ethel Smyth was born on 22nd April in London while her father was still on duty in India. Ethel, the 

fourth child in the family, was the first born in England. The Major-General later returned to England and 

took up command of the Royal Artillery depot at Woolwich. The family took up residence in Sidcup Place, 

a small Queen Anne house in Footscray, Kent, which the Major-General had selected as convenient for 

reaching Woolwich whence he rode to duty daily on horseback. 

 

1862 Sister Nina was born. Two further sisters, Violet and Nelly were also born while the family were 

living at Sidcup Place. 

 

1867 The Major-General was promoted to the command of the Royal Artillery at Aldershot. The Smyth 

family moved to a large house, Frimhurst, at Frimley Green, Surrey, which appropriately reflected the    

importance of his new command and was conveniently located for access to Aldershot and surrounding 

military areas. 

 

Adolescence in Frimley 1867-1877 

1868 Ethel’s brother Robert (Bob) born – the last of the eight Smyth children 

 

1870 Ethel was introduced to classical music by a governess who had studied at the Leipzig               

Conservatoire. Inspired by the performance of a Beethoven sonata by this governess, Ethel decided, at the 

age of twelve, to become a composer and determined to study music in Leipzig rather than London or    

anywhere else. Later she took harmony lessons from a Mr Ewing, musician and composer, who was in the 

RASC and stationed at Aldershot. Her father strongly objected to her becoming a musician and disliked 

Ewing. 

 

1872 It was decided to send Ethel and Mary to school as governesses were now deemed unable to cope. 

A school in Putney was chosen on the recommendation the Smyth’s neighbour Mrs Longman (wife of the 

publisher). 

 

1875 Johnny, Ethel’s elder brother, died after an illness caused by a riding accident sustained two years 

previously. Johnny was Mrs Smyth’s favourite child and she never entirely got over this tragedy.           

Ethel later described Johnny’s death as “the great sorrow of my mother’s life”. 
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1876 Ethel’s harmony lessons were brought to an abrupt conclusion by the Major-General and Ewing as 

posted out of Aldershot shortly afterwards. Her father thought that the departure of Ewing would reduce 

Ethel’s musical aspirations but she redoubled her efforts to follow a career in music and war broke out   

between father and daughter. 

 

1877 Following years of argument and non-co-operation, Ethel finally obtained parental consent to study 

music in Leipzig. 

 

The Leipzig Years 1877-1885 

1877 Ethel arrived in Leipzig to study music, an exceptional achievement in that era for a girl of 19. She 

was disappointed to find that the teaching at the Leipzig Conservatoire was not up to the standard she had 

expected, feeling that it was trading on past glories. Instead she arranged to have private lessons with  

Heinrich von Herzogenberg, Director of the Bach Verein. She built up a close relationship with the       

Herzogenbergs, especially with Heinrich’s wife Elisabeth (Lisl) who ‘mothered’ her and nursed her when 

ill. Through the Herzogenbergs, Ethel was introduced to the leading composers of the time. 

 

1878 Brahms visited Leipzig to conduct his new second symphony and stayed with the Herzogenbergs. 

He was shown some of Ethel’s compositions but refused to believe she had written them. 

 

1880 While in England during the summer, Ethel became friends with Agnes and Rhoda Garrett (cousins) 

and was introduced by them to the composer Sir Hubert Parry. She also met Agnes’ sisters, Millicent    

Garrett Fawcett and Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, both ardent Suffragists. 

 

1883 Ethel travelled to Italy. When in Florence she met and became friends with Henry Brewster and his 

wife Julia who was Lisl’s sister. 

 

1883 Visited Berchtesgaden, Germany, where she met Clara Schumann, pianist, composer and widow of 

Robert Schumann. While at Frimhurst that summer she was introduced to the Empress Eugénie, widow of 

Napoleon III, who had moved to Farnborough Hill nearby after the death of the Prince Imperial in 1879. 

Mrs Smyth, who spoke fluent French, was on friendly terms with the Empress. 

 

1884 First public performance, in Leipzig, of music composed by Ethel – her String Quartet Op 1. 

 

1885 Complete break with Lisl, apparently due to Ethel’s increasingly strong friendship with Henry  

Brewster. Ethel had bid the Herzogenbergs ‘auf wiedersehen’ when they left Leipzig that summer, but she 

never saw them again. She was devastated by the break: “For seven years I had been as inextricably mixed 

up with the Herzogenbergs’ lives, whether musically or humanly, as if I really had been their only child.” 
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“The most miserable years of my life” 1885-1891 

1885 After the break with Lisl, Ethel returned to England but found it impossible to compose at 

Frimhurst. 

 

1886 Ethel returned to Germany and stayed with her musician friends the Fiedlers. Lisl refused to discuss 

with Ethel, or with any of their mutual acquaintances the break in their friendship. Ethel was henceforth 

excluded from the Herzogenberg musical circle and its prestigious musical contacts. 

 

1887 Ethel’s first dog, Marco, given to her by Ella Limburger, a Leipzig friend. “For twelve years that 

dog was the joy of my life”. 

 

1887-88 Met and made friends with the Norwegian composer Grieg and his wife when they visited  

Leipzig. Got on well with Tchaikovsky who advised her to study orchestration. 

 

1890 Returned to live with family at Frimhurst. The first public performance of her music in England 

took place at a Crystal Palace concert when her Serenade in D was performed.  

 

1891 Ethel’s mother died. Despite occasional disagreements, she had been a staunch supporter of 

Ethel throughout her musical apprenticeship. A further blow was the death in the same year of Lisl von 

Herzogenberg without any sign of reconciliation. 

 

The maturing composer 1891-1910 

1891 Composed Mass in D. Visited Balmoral with Empress Eugénie. Ethel herself sang through parts of 

her Mass to Queen Victoria who was favourably impressed. 

 

1893 Mass in D performed at Royal Albert Hall with the support of the Empress who paid for 

the cost of its publication. 

 

1894 Death of Major-General Smyth. Frimhurst had to be sold and Ethel moved to a small 

house on the Portsmouth Road, Frimley which she called One Oak. 

 

1898 Premiere of her first opera, Fantasio, in Weimar, Germany. 

 

1902 Premiere of her second opera, Der Wald, in Berlin, and also in London at the Royal Opera 

House, Covent Garden. 
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1906 Successful premiere of her third opera The Wreckers in Leipzig with many curtain calls.              

Ethel refused to agree to cuts which the conductor had considered necessary. She consequently removed all 

scores from the opera house before the next scheduled performance, creating bad feeling which did not 

help her to secure further performances in Germany. A subsequent performance in Prague was of poor 

quality. 

 

1908 Illness and death of Henry Brewster. Concert performance of two acts of The Wreckers at the 

Queen’s Hall in London. 

 

1909 Fully staged performance of The Wreckers at Her Majesty’s Theatre, London, conducted by Thomas 

Beecham. 

 

1910 Further performances of The Wreckers at the Royal Opera House conducted by Bruno Walter and 

Thomas Beecham. 

 

Politics, War and Books 1910-1920 

1910 Moved to Hook Heath, Woking, where she lived for the rest of her life. The land was purchased and 

the house built with financial help from Mary Dodge, an American patroness of the arts, who had          

supported performances of her music. Awarded Honorary Doctorate (Mus Doc) by Durham University in 

recognition of her musical achievements. 

 

1911 Ethel became interested in the Suffragette movement as a result of her friendship with the          

Pankhursts. She promised the Women’s Social and Political Union to devote the next two years of her life 

to this cause. 

 

1912 Sentenced to two months in Holloway jail for smashing a window of the Colonial Secretary’s       

residence in a Suffragette protest. In the event she served only three weeks. 

 

1913 Resumed musical career, travelling initially to Paris, Stuttgart and Vienna, and then to Egypt where 

she composed her fourth opera, The Boatswain’s Mate. 

 

1914 Returned to Europe to discuss planned performances of her operas in Vienna, Munich and Frankfurt. 

Continued to France and joined Mrs Pankhurst who arrived there when released from jail. Both returned to 

England when war broke out. 

 

1915 Joined sister Nina on the Italian front, then went to Paris to train as a radiographer. Subsequently 

Ethel was attached to the XIIIth Division of the French army at a large military hospital in Vichy. 

 

1916 First performance of The Boatswain’s Mate at the Shaftesbury Theatre in London under Thomas 

Beecham. 
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1917 Commenced writing her first book of memoires while still in France 

 

1918 Became ill and returned to England 

 

1919 Publication of the first two volumes of her memoires, Impressions that remained. 

 

1920 Death of her important patroness the Empress Eugénie. 

 

The later years 1920-1944 

1922 Ethel Smyth created Dame of the British Empire for her services to music. Performance of her 

French song cycle a success at the Salzburg Festival. 

 

1923 Premiere of her fifth opera, Fête Galante, in Birmingham. 

 

1924 Sixth opera, Entente Cordiale, completed 

 

1926 Awarded Honorary Doctorate (D Mus) by Oxford University. 

 

1927 Commenced writing seven further books of memoires, plus two other books (one on her series of 

dogs!) and many articles. 

 

1930 Became friends with Virginia Woolf. Composed choral symphony The Prison, which was performed 

in London and Edinburgh under Adrian Boult. 

 

1934 A concert of her works given in the Royal Albert Hall to celebrate her 75th birthday, conducted by 

Thomas Beecham. Although Ethel enjoyed the occasion she was unable fully to appreciate the performance 

due to her increasing deafness. 

 

1939 Fully staged performances of The Wreckers at Sadlers Wells Theatre under Warwick Braithwaite. 

 

1941 Suicide of Virginia Woolf. 

 

1944 Dame Ethel Smyth died at her home in Woking on 8 May at the age of eighty-six. She was cremated 

in Woking and her ashes were strewn by her brother Bob in the woodland adjoining the golf club in Hook 

Heath where she had loved to play. 

 

Source: http://www.exploringsurreyspast.org.uk 
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Votes for women leaflet from 1911 

Front cover to the musical score of                 

‘The March of the Women’ by Ethel Smyth. 

Used as a ba&le song by Suffrage&es 

throughout London. 
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The kind of ou>it Ethel Smyth would have worn in her 

#me at Holloway Prison.  

Ar#cle in the Woking New, 1912, on Ethel Smyth’s 

experience of prison. 
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