
 
 

So near but still too far! 
 

John Dixon, 
President of the Tewkesbury Historical Society 

 
After so many months of tribulation Hillary Clinton has conceded that she can no longer 
be the first woman president of the U.S.A.. 
 
There seem to have been markedly few women who have stood for President but one of 
them has very close links with ……. Bredon’s Norton! 
 

Her Contrasting Life 

  
Youth1 Respectability2 

 
In 1872 the lady of the manor from 1901-1927, Victoria Claflin Woodhull, put her name 
forward as a candidate.  In the end, she did not actually stand! This was partly because of 
lack of support but also because she spent polling day in prison on a charge of publishing 
defamatory articles. 
 
Victoria Claflin was certainly controversial.  Born in 1838, she was the seventh child of a 
jack-of-all trades and a domestic servant. At 15, she married Canning Woodhull, bearing 
him two children, one of which was Zula Maud.  Her mother divorced and then married 
Col. James Blood but, with great discretion, chose not to take his name.  She was 
allegedly a “spiritualist”, successfully tending the needs of recently widowed Cornelius 
Vanderbilt, who helped her make money on the Stock Exchange.  It was also claimed that 
Victoria Woodhull was also a supporter of "short skirts, free love, vegetarianism and 
prostitution." 
 
However, her life was to change when” she met the highly respectable John Biddulph 
Martin, a member of the banking Martin family of Overbury.  They married in 1882 but it 
was only after her husband’s death that Mrs. Woodhull-Martin found herself lady of the 
Manor of Bredon's Norton in 1901. 
 
For the next twenty-six years, she devoted herself to this role: sometimes controversially 
and sometimes successfully.  
 
She attempted to bring to the village the benefits of modern civilisation such as street 
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lighting. However, in 1904 during the second season, the lights were systematically 
destroyed and the culprit was never caught.  
 
The Great War intervened and the Lady of the Manor and her daughter, Zula, threw 
themselves into good works: hosting Belgian refugees, growing food, and contributed 
10% of the public appeal to convert Mitton Manor into a Red Cross Hospital. 
 

The Abbey Lawn was an imposing house whose 
demolition opened up the modem Crescent.  Zula – and 

her mother’s – legacy to the town.3 

 

Throughout her life in England, she 
never renounced her American 
citizenship and she worked tirelessly 
as the `Apostle of Anglo-American 
Friendship.'  Because of this, a tablet 
was installed in the Abbey in 1943. 
The credit for this goes to Zula, the 
loyal unmarried daughter who 
purchased, for £5,000, the Abbey 
Lawn property and two acres of land 
as a memorial to her mother. 

 
 
 
Mrs. Woodhull-Martin has been the subject of at least three books concentrating upon the 
contrasting periods of her life.  In 2000, Tewkesbury frothed with anticipation of a film 
being made of her life – starring bizarrely Tom Cruise and Nicole Kidman. 
 
The film was never made and Hillary Clinton will not be the first female US President 
because she has been eclipsed by another “first” in Baraq Obama.  The time for women to 
break the mould was, perhaps, 1872 but America’s loss was our gain. 
 

500 words 
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