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About the story 
 
Stella has always looked forward to changing the world. It’s what she was 
brought up to do, by a suffragette mother who knew all about fighting and 
rebellion. But it’s November 1918. The great flu pandemic sweeping the 
world has robbed Stella of her mother and her home, and she’s alone in a 
strange country. 
 
But change is coming – the war is over, and women are about to vote for 
the first time.  History is being made, but how can she help make it? As 
election day approaches, a day that will transform Ireland forever, Stella 
realises that she can indeed change the world. Not alone, and not all at 
once. But just as stars come one by one to brighten the night sky, so 
history is made person by person, girl by girl.  
 
Publisher Siobhán Parkinson says 
 
“As a publishing house with a feminist heart, we decided we’d like to 
publish a novel for teenagers that would have women’s suffrage as a 
theme, in good time for the centenary of the 2018 election, in which (some) 
women had the right to vote for the first time in the UK/Ireland. We had 
published Name by Name, by our talented author Sheena Wilkinson, to 
coincide with the centenary of the Easter Rising of 1916, and we love the 
way Sheena takes a historical event and gives it a local and personal 
twist, putting history into the context of the lives of relatable characters. 
So she was the obvious person to ask to take on this second celebratory 
historical novel for us.  
 
“We were thrilled to read Star by Star, which was from the very first 
draft, a tightly constructed, entirely credible story. Gutsy, hot-headed, 
empathic, passionate and politically engaged, Stella is thoroughly decent, 
capable and admirable, and she copes with loss, crisis, the effects of war 
and the influenza epidemic on those around her, all the while keeping a 
firm grasp on the importance of democracy and the universal franchise.” 
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Writer Sheena Wilkinson says 
 
“When I was asked to write a book set around the 1918 election I was 
absolutely delighted. I’ve always been fascinated by this period of history 
and especially in what life was like for women and girls. Stella, my 
heroine, has had fairly unconventional life, being raised by a suffragette 
mother. As a teenager, I was very politically engaged and went on lots of 
marches and rallies, so it was easy to channel my own passionate teenage 
self. However, Stella is much braver and kinder than I ever was!” 
 
 
Before reading  
 
• What does the title, Star by Star, suggest? When you finish reading, 

think about this again.  
 
• Look at the cover, designed by Irish designer Niall McCormack.  
 
• What does the cover image suggest about the story and its setting? 
 
• What is the significance of the green, purple and white colour palette? 
 
Some of the posters, badges and banners produced by the suffrage 
movements were very striking and beautiful. Find some examples of these 
and draw your own suffrage banner – or design a banner for a cause you 
feel strongly about.  
 
Suffrage and Suffragettes 
 
Suffrage is the right to vote. The importance of suffrage is at the heart of 
the novel. The Historical Note at the beginning of the book gives some 
helpful background information about the women who fought for that 
right at the start of the twentieth century, but you could find out much 
more. 
 
There were many different suffrage societies all over Ireland and in Great 
Britain. They did not all agree about the right way to fight for the vote. 
Some suffragists had been peacefully campaigning for years before the 
more militant ‘suffragettes’ began their militant campaign with the slogan 
‘Deeds not words!’ 
 
Their campaign involved direct action such as damaging property, 
chaining themselves to the railings of government buildings, disrupting 
meetings, etc. Many women went to prison for their actions, where they 
fought to be treated as political prisoners rather than common criminals. 
When this was refused, many went on hunger strike and were forcibly fed, 
often with great brutality.  
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Some women to find out more about: 
 
• Millicent Garrett Fawcett  
• Isabella Tod 
• Emmeline Pankhurst 
• Christabel Pankhurst 
• Sylvia Pankhurst 
• Annie Kenney 
• Emily Wilding Davison 
• Hanna Sheehy Skeffington 
• Winifred Carney 

 
In Ireland, the fight for female suffrage was overshadowed by the fight for 
Irish independence from British rule. In Britain, the outbreak of World 
War One led to a break in militant suffragette activity, with many 
suffragettes supporting the war effort. However, some prominent 
suffragettes, notably Sylvia Pankhurst, opposed the war.  
 
Some points to discuss 
 
• Why does voting matter? 

 
• Do you think the suffragettes were justified in damaging property and 

taking ‘direct action’?  
 

• What do you think about the way suffragettes were treated in prison? 
 
• Where in the novel do you see some of the different ideas and opinions 

being explored?  
 
• What issues do you feel strongly about? 
 
• If you’d been a young woman in the early twentieth century, do you 

think you’d have been a suffragette? 
 

• The suffragettes wanted the vote so that women would have a say in 
the laws that governed them. Stella tells Nancy that one day there will 
be female Members of Parliament. Who was the very first woman to be 
voted into Parliament? Why did she not take her seat at Westminster? 
 

• Find out about some of the laws which have made life fairer for women 
throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. What inequalities still exist? 
What could you do to improve things? Remember to think about women 
in other parts of the world.  
 

• Organise a classroom debate between suffragists and anti-suffragists.  
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The Great War 
 
The Great War (later known as the First World War) comes to an end 
during the novel. However, Stella and Sandy know that it won’t really be 
‘over’ for many people for a long time – if ever.  
 
Again, look at the Historical Note to remind yourself about the Great War.  
 
Sandy and Charlie are examples of characters who have been physically 
and mentally damaged by the war. Nowadays we would say that Sandy 
suffers from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, but that term was not used 
in 1918.  
 
• What are some of the difficulties Sandy and Charlie face? 
 
• How have their wartime experiences differed? 
 
• What do we learn about their backgrounds? 
 
• Write a letter home from the war from either Sandy to Helen, or 

Charlie to Rose. Remember that letters were the main way people kept 
in touch in those days.  

 
The Great Flu 
 
About 50 million people around the world died in the 1918-1919 influenza 
pandemic, including about 20,000 in Ireland. 
 
• Had you heard of this pandemic? (Many people haven’t!) 

 
• Why do you think it is so much less well-known than the war, or than 

other plagues like the Black Death or the Bubonic Plague?  
 
Life in 1918 
 
Stella is proud to be a very ‘modern’ girl but she is also very much of her 
time. Her attitudes to lots of things won’t be the same as yours. In some 
ways she seems older than a modern 15 year old, and in other ways 
younger. 
 
• In what ways is Stella’s life different from yours? 

 
• Would you rather be a girl in 1918 or 2018? Why? 
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Reviewing Star by Star 
 
Have a read below about what some reviewers have said about this novel 
and see if you agree with them. Then write your own review of the book.  
 
Chosen as one of the top books about Women’s Suffrage by the 
BBC  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/3PQTYY9D9tt17v1x
q00mcQ9/books-about-womens-suffrage-that-get-our-vote 
 
Shortlisted for BGE Irish Book Awards 2017 
Shortlisted for CBI Book of the Year Awards 2018 
 
‘A heart-warming gem of a book.’ – Books for Keeps Magazine, five star 
review 
 
‘An insightful look into the losses and traumas of the era, with pitch-
perfect period details woven throughout.’ – The Irish Times 
 
‘Another stormer from this hugely-gifted novelist’ – Damian Smyth, Head 
of Literature, The Arts Council of Northern Ireland 
 
‘The novel gives a fascinating, sensitive, intelligent, even-handed insight 
into the historical period and the complexities facing many young women 
and families during the turbulent years directly after the War … So many 
of the book’s concerns …seem terribly applicable to 2017.’ – The Bookbag 
 
‘Every secondary school library should have a copy of this book to help the 
next generation value the say they will come to have in how their country 
is run.’ – Pippa Goodhart, Awfully Big Blog Adventure 
 
‘A brilliant and bold novel … Wilkinson gives a succinct and true portrait 
of the time …  An amazing book that will last long after it’s been read and 
open up many doors of interest to its readers.’ – Fallen Star Stories 
 
‘This is a beautifully written and fascinating story, which shines a light on 
an important part of history that may be unknown to many teenagers.’ – 
Booktrust 
 
Further reading  
 
• Anna Carey, The Making of Mollie and Mollie On The March 
• Sally Nicholls, Things A Bright Girl Can Do 
• Linda Newbery, Until We Win 
• Sheena Wilkinson, Name upon Name (where you’ll meet Helen and 

Sandy in 1916) 


