

















the NAWSA's “anti-party” political strategy and
aggressively lobbied for, and against, political
candidates and parties that did not support their
cause. Burns was particularly infuriated with
President Wilson because he had promised to
announce his support for suffrage, but never
mentioned it in his Congressional Address.
When a delegation of women from NAWSA
attempted to meet with him to express their dis-
content, Wilson ducked the meeting by claiming
to be ill. A few days later, Wilson reneged on his
promised support for suffrage, saying he would
not impose his private views on Congress.
Increasingly at odds with the passive
NASWA leadership, Paul and Burns broke
for good with the organization and formally
launched the National Women’s Party in Chicago
in June, 1916. Burns and Paul were committed
to direct action in fighting for women’s rights
and particularly their right to vote. In January,
1917, dozens of NWP women stood outside
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, protesting as “Silent
Sentinels.” The pickets continued six days a week,
and their protest soon caught the attention of
the national press. Jennifer Krafchik, executive
director of the Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality
National Monument, the party’s former head-
quarters that now serves as its museum, stated:
What was militant about the NWP was
that no group had ever picketed the White
House before. They used Wilson’s words
against him in their banners. Nobody had
ever seen this before especially in a group
of women. They were much more aggres-
sive than any other suffragette group.
(qtd. in McArdle)

Each day, the picketers faced harassment and vio-
lence from men on the street, but they received
no police protection. Their banners were torn

to shreds, and in one instance the women were
attacked and a hundred pickets were injured.

For the first three months, Burns and the
other picketing suffragists were tolerated, but
upon America’s entry into World War I, attitudes
changed as people increasingly saw the suffragists’
actions and banners as controversial distractions
from the war effort. Rather than backing down in
the face of opposition, suftragists raised even more

contentious banners. At one point, Burns held a

banner stating “We, the women of America, tell
you that America is not a democracy.” Soon after,
Burns carried an even more shocking banner call-
ing the president “Kaiser Wilson,” a reference to
America’s enemy. The police warned the women
that they would be arrested if they continued.
Nevertheless, they persisted.

The authorities determined to stamp out
the protests, and the first arrests started in June,
1917. The picketers received three-day sentences,
mostly for obstructing the sidewalk. The judges
also fined the picketers $25, which they refused
to pay. After serving the three days, the women
promptly returned to their sites in front of the
White House. Angered now, the authorities
determined to clamp down. Those arrested in
August were sentenced to sixty days—at the
Occoquan workhouse in Lofton, Virginia where
the warden would try to intimidate Burns and
other suffragists into ending their picketing.

The women would go through extreme
treatment in the workhouse, but it was also here
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A 1909 depiction
of force-feeding a
suffragette in the
United Kingdom’s
Holloway Prison. By
the end of 1913 the
practice had been
prohibited in the
U.K. by Parliament.
Houwever, in the
United States force-
feeding continued.
Because of their
protest activities in
Washington, D.C.
during 1917, Lucy
Burns and other
women were harshly
imprisoned in a
Virginia workhouse
where Burns and
others began hunger
strikes. Burns was
ultimately subjected to
force-feeding. Courtesy

of Wikipedia.
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TREATMENT BACKFIRES

The violence and inhumane treatment though
backfired against the authorities. The suffragists
had a sympathizer in the Wilson White House.
Dudley Field Malone, an attorney who had been
a Wilson campaign adviser, was the collector of
import duties. He was also married to suffragist
Doris Stevens, one of the Occoquan prisoners.
He resigned his position to represent the Silent
Sentinels in court. Malone also gave his jailhouse
correspondence with Stevens about the ordeal

to the women'’s party newsletter, The Suffragist,
outraging women in the movement and turning
public opinion in their favor. By November 28,
two weeks after the Night of Terror, the Occoquan
prisoners were released on bail. In March 1918,
the D.C. Court of Appeals declared that all the
suffragist arrests had been unconstitutional.

The suffrage movement continued to gain
strength and garner support. Within three years
of the Night of Terror, the nineteenth amend-
ment was ratified on Aug. 18, 1920, giving
women the right to vote. Burns’ colleagues were
certain that she would continue to work with the
women’s movement to ensure that the passage
of the Equal Rights Amendment, but Burns had
grown tired of activism. She stated “I don’t want
to do anything more. I think we have done all
this for women, and we have sacrificed every-
thing we possessed for them, and now let them
fight for it now. I am not going to fight any-
more.” All her time in jail and her experiences as
a suffragist had also left her bitter towards mar-
ried women and others who didn’t take action
during the suffrage movement. Burns shocked
her colleagues by retiring from the movement
and returning to Brooklyn where she focused
on raising an orphaned niece and working for
Catholic charity groups.

Burns’ retirement from the movement stung
many of her colleagues, especially Alice Paul, who
said of Burns many years later “She was never as
committed as we would have liked.” Fellow suf-
fragist Doris Stevens also stated that it was “always
difficult” for Burns “to give all of her energy and
power to a movement” because she had other
interests, including family, leisure, and learning.
She died on December 22, 1966, in Brooklyn.
Today, the Occoquan prison where she suffered

has been renamed the Lucy Burns Museum, a
fitting tribute to the indominable fighter from
Brooklyn.
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