
Peggy Smith: Drawing for Peace

 

Margaret Beryl Smith was born in Finchley, 

North London, in 1895, to a family devoted to 

art and music.  Her father, who worked for an 

insurance company, was a keen photographer 

and musician and her mother was an artist, who 

had trained at the Slade School.  Aged three, she 

developed spinal tuberculosis and had to spend 

much of her childhood and teens immobile in a 

spinal carriage.  From an early age she loved art: 

her early preference was modelling in plasticine, 

wax and later clay, which was easier to handle in 

her carriage than other media. 

During the Great War, she sewed buttonholes in 

pyjamas for the war effort.  However, even 

before the war she had begun to develop an 

interest in pacifist ideas, an interest which 

became more urgent as the war’s devastation 

progressed: she lost brother, cousin, and many 

friends.   

Post-war, the League of Nations seemed to offer 

a way forward. By this time, Peggy was more 

mobile, and able to attend art school.  But “I got 

so keen trying to work for peace that I threw 

over all that”, she later said. 

She left art school to work in the League of 

Nations Union, which aimed to win support for 

the League of Nations. After taking courses in 

shorthand, typing and public speaking, she 

obtained a secretarial position with the LNU’s 

London Federation.  In such a large and 

influential organisation, Peggy was well placed to 

make the difference she hoped and formed close 

links with many peace campaigners.  However, 

continuing health problems made the long hours 

of the LNU impossible for her, and she 

encountered similar problems in other jobs. 

Fortunately, in 1929, Peggy discovered work 

that enabled her to use her talents towards peace 

and that was compatible with her health.  She 

doodled a portrait of Fenner Brockway at a 

public meeting.  Impressed with her skills, he 

later asked her to draw regularly for the journal 

of the Independent Labour Party, “The New 

Leader”, of which he was then editor. 

Peggy began to make a living as a freelance artist, 

specialising in newsworthy people at press 

conferences, meetings and congresses: “I drew 

anybody who came to London to talk to the 

government or to speak”.  When drawing 

speakers, she often made a note of their most 

striking words.  She also drew musicians playing 

or conducting in concert halls.  “The Star” paid 

a guinea a week for these portraits. Unable to 

afford concert tickets, she was delighted to 

obtain a press pass.  She spoke later of having to 

wait till a musician returned to the same note to 

get the position of their hands right.   Often she 

was able to show her work to the subjects, who 

then signed the drawings.  

Although Peggy’s drawings were published, the 

versions seen in newspapers did not perhaps do 

justice to her talent.  Having drawn first in 

pencil, she quickly reworked her drawings in pen 

and ink for publication, but the copies, as her 

friend Paul Connett put it, “lacked the fluency 

and detail of the original effort.”  This makes 

the chance to see her original works even more 

special. 



In 1936, she was one of the first women to sign 

the Peace Pledge.  She knew (and drew) many of 

the Peace Pledge Union’s sponsors, being 

particularly influenced by Gerald Heard.  In the 

same year, appalled by the gassing of Ethiopians, 

she travelled to Italy to persuade Mussolini to 

stop.  She was unable to reach him as another 

Englishwoman had tried to assassinate him the 

year before but she wrote about her frightening 

observations for “The Star”.  Also in 1936, 

Peace News was founded, and, after a few issues, 

became the official paper of the PPU.  She 

produced sketches for it, and sold copies on 

Hampstead Heath for 2d.  Peggy was to support 

the paper for the rest of her life. 

At the time of the Munich crisis, Peggy moved 

to Switzerland, as she felt she should be with her 

parents, who had retired there.  Her view on the 

Second World War was that “we felt that if we 

were invaded we should refuse to fight but 

welcome the invaders as fellow human beings”.  

She returned to London in 1949.  Peace 

campaigning was even more important to her 

than ever, particularly with the new urgency 

around the atomic and later the hydrogen bomb. 

She was active throughout the movements of 

the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.  She joined the 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, was 

arrested 11 times for her involvement in 

Committee of 100 actions, and in 1968 travelled 

to Cambodia as part of a non-violent action 

group to draw attention to the American 

bombing of North Vietnam.   She continued to 

work for Peace News, selling copies on the steps 

of St Martin-in-the-Fields, from which grew her 

keen involvement with the London School of 

Nonviolence, which met in the Crypt of St. 

Martin’s. 

Peggy’s art took second place to her peace work.  

Few people were shown her 1930s drawings.  

However, in 1973, she showed them to friends 

who recognised their artistic and historical value 

and wanted to make them more widely available. 

Thanks to their efforts, in 1975, she held her 

first exhibition: “Music and Line” showed her 

1930s drawings of musicians, in the highly 

appropriate setting of the Royal Festival Hall.  

Peggy’s age (79), her fascinating story, and the 

great list of famous musicians portrayed 

attracted newspaper and radio coverage. 

Falling ill and hospitalised later that year, she 

was deeply involved with a working group to 

produce a new weekly peace newspaper for 

London following the move of “Peace News” to 

Nottingham and fortnightly publication.  This 

was to be called “Makepeace”, and the pilot 

issues show Peggy’s influence in design and 

illustration. 

 

Peggy Smith died on February 12 1976.  A 

farewell concert was held on February 29 at the 

Hampstead Friends Meeting House, which she 

had attended for many years. 

 



A second “rediscovery” took place in the 1990s.  

Margaret Glover, an artist who has made a 

doctoral study of images of peace, was intrigued 

by Peggy’s work in early issues of Peace News.   

Thanks to her involvement, the drawings have 

been deposited with Commonweal Library, an 

independent peace library housed in the J.B. 

Priestley Library of the University of Bradford.  

Some of the drawings of peace campaigners are 

regularly on show at the Peace Museum, also in 

Bradford.  Margaret Glover’s works illustrating 

peace and disarmament movements of the 1980s 

were displayed in an earlier exhibition in Gallery 

II, “Brushes with Peace”.  

While Peggy Smith’s drawings have a highly 

individual and recognisable style, her work can 

be seen in the tradition celebrated and also 

epitomised by Margaret Glover and in the other 

important collections of peace-related art at the 

University of Bradford.  From her earliest years, 

she put her talent at the service of causes she 

believed in: as she is quoted as saying: 

“Art is one of the first casualties of war. You 

can’t have beautiful music or painting and 

violence”. 

Alison Cullingford 

February 2009. 
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