
DECEMBER 2018  
THE FIRST LADY ELECTED TO PARLIMENT. 

  
Today, the 1st December, but in 1919, is the day the first female Member of 
Parliament took her seat after being elected to the House of Commons following 
the Representation of the People Act also known as the Fourth Reform Act of 
1918.  She was not the first to be elected, but Countess Markiewicz was serving 
a prison sentence in Holloway Goal for Sinn Fein and other suffragettes were 
also in prison having been found guilty of arson. 
  
Nancy Witcher Langhorne was the eight of eleven children of Mr. and Mrs. 
Chiswell Dabney Langhorne, a railroad businessman, and was born on the 19th 
May, 1879.  Prior to Nancy’s arrival her father had lost his fortune in the 
aftermath of the Civil War, and her early childhood was less well to do during 
the time her father was rebuilding the family fortune.  On the 27th October, 1897 
she married the wealthy socialite Robert Gould Shaw in New York, but this 
unhappy union was soon terminated. A chance vacation in Great Britain led to 
Nancy’s love affair with England and our way of life, especially our aristocracy 
to which her father’s rebuilt wealth gave her access.  She married into the 
English aristocracy, albeit one born in the United States, Waldorf Astor in 1906, 
and the Bridegrooms father gave them “Cliveden”, a grand house and estate in 
Buckinghamshire overlooking the River Thames, as a wedding present.  On the 
death of her father in law, Viscount William Waldorf Aston her husband 
succeeded to the title becoming the 2nd Viscount Waldorf Astor, thus Mrs. 
Waldorf Astor became Viscountess Nancy Astor. 
  
She was an active Member of Parliament, and her Intoxicating Liquor (sale to 
persons under 18) Bill to raise the minimum age for the sale of alcohol in Public 
Houses from 14 to 18 attained the Royal Accent. Also, she was a great 
supporter of nursery education, and worked to recruit women into the Civil 
Service and Police Force.  She could be both extremely witty and devastating 
when annoyed, and there were various exchanges between Viscountess Astor 
and Winston Churchill. On one occasion Nancy Astor is reported as saying to 
Winston that “If you were my husband, I’d poison your tea” to which he replied 
“If you were my wife, I would drink it”.      
  
Viscountess Nancy Astor died on the 2nd May, 1964 at Grimsthorpe Castle in 
Lincolnshire 



 

 


