
Electrifying Women: Understanding the 
Long History of Women in Engineering

Elizabeth Bruton and Emily Rees and Graeme Gooday
University of Leeds

@electrifyingwmn
#electrifyingwomen
Electrifyingwomen.org 

Image: Women’s Engineering Society visit to a power station, c.1938 Source: NAEST 092/07/01 Caroline Haslett papers,  Institution of Engineering & Technology Archives 



Plan for today

• Introduction to Electrifying Women
• History of WES
• Loughborough and women in 

engineering
• Presentations!

Advertisement for Parsons and co from the Woman 
Engineer



Electrifying Women Project

• Who we are

• Dr Emily Rees (Research and Engagement Assistant, University of Leeds)
• Professor Graeme Gooday (Professor of Science and Technology, University of 

Leeds)
• Dr Elizabeth Bruton (Curator of Engineering and Technology, Science 

Museum)
• Project aims

• To highlight the long history of women in engineering
• To share it with as wide an audience as possible
• Working in partnership with WES and IET 
• Increased participation - creative writing, discussions and wikithons 



What do you know about 
the history of WES?
• The Women’s Engineering Society 

(WES) founded in the UK on June 
23rd 1919
• The first women’s engineering 

society in the world
• Founded by seven women 

including Lady Katharine Parsons, 
Laura Annie Willson, Lady 
Margaret Moir and Margaret 
Rowbotham



WES’s Founding Aims

• To ensure the jobs created for women in WW1 
were not threatened
• To promote the study and practice of engineering 

among women; and… 
• To enable technical women to meet and to 

facilitate the exchange of ideas respecting the 
interests, training, and employment of technical 
women and the publications and communication 
on such subjects
• How does that match with WES’s current aims?

WES founder Lady Katharine Parsons



Laura Willson Caroline Haslett            Margaret Partridge 
Halifax house builder    WES’s 1st Secretary       Consulting engineer

Early patrons and 
Presidents: Rachel 
Parsons (above)

Lady Margaret Moir 
‘engineer by marriage’

Founding Members of WES



Do you know any historical members of WES?



Do you know any historical members of WES?

Gertrude Entwisle
Mechanical 
engineer

Verena Holmes
Mechanical 
engineer

Beatrice Shilling 
Mechanical and 
electrical engineer

Amy Johnson 
Aeroplane Pilot



Loughborough Technical 
College 

• Loughborough Technical Institute founded in 
1909

• Working munitions factory during WW1 –
lots of women employed in the ‘instructional 
factory’

• 1918 Loughborough College – divided into 
sections including Loughborough College of 
Technology 



Loughborough Technical 
College 

• Pioneering role in training women in engineering
• 1919 four women (300 men) enrolled on 

Automobile engineering programme
• Verena Holmes
• Claudia Parsons
• Dorothea Travers
• Patricia Erskine 

• 1930 Special Training Course in Simplified 
Engineering for Women



In the Woman Engineer



Claudia Parsons (1900-
1998)

• Graduated in 1922, one of the first women in the 
UK to graduate from engineering
• First woman to circumnavigate the globe in a car
• Factory inspector during ww2 
• Member of WES
• Wrote frequently for Woman Engineer
• Halls of residence at Loughborough named after 

her
• Claudia Parsons lecture 



Claudia Parsons (1900-
1998)

Portrait of Claudia Parsons held at NPG

The Woman Engineer, Vol 3, no 3



The Woman Engineer

•WES’s in-house publication for 
women in engineering
• 1919-2014 
• Still being produced today 
•Digitized via IET

Cover of the Woman Engineer, vol 1, no 10

https://www.theiet.org/publishing/library-archives/the-iet-archives/online-exhibitions/women-and-engineering/the-woman-engineer-journal/


Make your own presentations…

Research one of the following women (all have their 

own Wikipedia pages):

• Hertha Ayrton

• Henrietta Vansittart

• Blanche Thornycroft

• Beatrice Shilling

• Gertrude Entwisle

• Verena Holmes

• Margaret Partridge



Things to think about 

• Basic facts: birth, death, place of birth etc 

• What pathway did they take into engineering? What kind of 

engineering?

• What challenges did they face?

• How did they overcome them?

• Do they have any patents or inventions?

• In ways do their experiences resonate with your own?

• Visit Electrifyingwomen.org/resources for ideas 



Presenting Toolkit

Beforehand

• Do your research; be confident about your topic 

• If you need one, prepare a PowerPoint that is concise and looks 

professional (should you include brand logos? Contact details? Etc)

• If it helps, prepare yourself a script or a series of bullet points

• Rehearse your talk and time yourself 

• Practice on someone!

• Wear an outfit that you feel smart and comfortable in

• Arrive early 



Presenting Toolkit

During

• Breathe and speak slowly

• If you have one, follow your script, but keep your voice animated

• Make eye contact with your audience

• If you lose your place or train of thought, simply stop, breathe and 

begin again 

• Find a friendly face in the audience and focus on them



Presenting Toolkit

After

• Be prepared to answer questions

• Reward yourself!



Hertha Ayrton 

Right: Portrait of Hertha Ayrton, Girton College, University of 
Cambridge painted by Héléna Arsène Darmesteter (nee Hartog) 
[Ayrton’s first cousin once removed]; supplied by The Public 
Catalogue Foundation



Blanche Thornycroft



Henrietta Vansittart



Verena Holmes 



Beatrice Shilling



Gertrude Entwisle



Margaret Partridge 



Final thoughts…

WHAT DID YOU LEARN 
FROM THE WORKSHOP?

HOW CAN THE PAST HELP 
US IMPROVE THE FUTURE?



Keep in touch 

Email: 
electrifyingwomen@gmail.com

Website: 
https://electrifyingwomen.org/

Twitter: @ElectrifyingWmn

http://gmail.com
https://electrifyingwomen.org/

