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Lives of American Women


“Finally! The majority of students—by which I mean women—will have the opportunity to read biographies of women from our nation’s past. (Men can read them too, of course!) The Lives of American Women series features an eclectic collection of books, readily accessible to students who will be able to see the contributions of women in many fields over the course of our history. Long overdue, these books will be a valuable resource for teachers, students, and the public at large.”


—COKIE ROBERTS,


author of Founding Mothers and Ladies of Liberty


“Just what any professor wants: books that will intrigue, inform, and fascinate students! These short, readable biographies of American women—specifically designed for classroom use—give instructors an appealing new option to assign to their history students.”


—MARY BETH NORTON,


Mary Donlon Alger Professor of American History, Cornell University


“For educators keen to include women in the American story, but hampered by the lack of thoughtful, concise scholarship, here comes Lives of American Women, embracing Abigail Adams’s counsel to John—‘remember the ladies.’ And high time, too!”


—LESLEY S. HERRMANN,


Executive Director, The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History


“Students both in the general survey course and in specialized offerings like my course on U.S. women’s history can get a great understanding of an era from a short biography. Learning a lot about a single but complex character really helps to deepen appreciation of what women’s lives were like in the past.”


—PATRICIA CLINE COHEN,


University of California, Santa Barbara


“Biographies are, indeed, back. Not only will students read them, biographies provide an easy way to demonstrate particularly important historical themes or ideas. . . . Undergraduate readers will be challenged to think more deeply about what it means to be a woman, citizen, and political actor. . . . I am eager to use this in my undergraduate survey and specialty course.”


—JENNIFER THIGPEN,


Washington State University, Pullman


“These books are, above all, fascinating stories that will engage and inspire readers. They offer a glimpse into the lives of key women in history who either defied tradition or who successfully maneuvered in a man’s world to make an impact. The stories of these vital contributors to American history deliver just the right formula for instructors looking to provide a more complicated and nuanced view of history.”


—ROSANNE LICHATIN,


2005 Gilder Lehrman Preserve American History Teacher of the Year


“The Lives of American Women authors raise all of the big issues I want my classes to confront—and deftly fold their arguments into riveting narratives that maintain students’ excitement.”


—WOODY HOLTON,


author of Abigail Adams
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Westview Press is pleased to launch Lives of American Women. Selected and edited by renowned women’s historian Carol Berkin, these brief, affordably priced biographies are designed for use in undergraduate courses. Rather than taking a comprehensive approach, each biography focuses instead on a particular aspect of a woman’s life that is emblematic of her time or made her a pivotal figure in her era. The emphasis is on a “good read,” featuring accessible writing and compelling narratives, without sacrificing sound scholarship and academic integrity. Primary sources at the end of each biography reveal the subject’s perspective in her own words. Study questions and an annotated bibliography support the student reader.
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD


When historians think about America’s first great “age of reform” in the 1830s and 1840s, they often locate its seedbed in that region of upstate New York where the fires of evangelical revivalism earned the area the name “the burnt-over district.” And it is true that many of the leaders of the antislavery movement, the women’s movement, temperance, and reforms long forgotten by modern Americans—just like the Grahamite diet and phrenology—grew up or made their homes in this region. Yet, as Stacey Robertson shows us in her compelling account of the life of Betsy Cowles, American midwesterners embraced the spirit of reform as deeply and with as much energy as these easterners.


Cowles’s life spanned an era fraught with tensions and fears that existed side by side with an equally powerful optimism that American society could be perfected. In her life, we can see the impact of a rapidly changing society, as a national market began to link the regions of the nation, as factories and industries began to change traditional work patterns, as education and the opportunities for careers began to be a possibility for single women, and as the nation confronted the morality of slavery and the possibility of disunion. In this critical moment, Betsy Cowles chose to be an agent of change and improvement, not a passive observer of the history happening around her.


Cowles was touched by and helped to shape many of the ideals and goals of the era’s reform enterprises. Her commitment to racial and gender equality was rooted in her family’s values. Her parents imparted a belief in religious observance, education, devotion to family, and loyalty to friends. Neither Betsy nor two of her sisters chose to marry; instead they devoted their energies and talents to creating reform societies and recruiting women to the causes they espoused. Betsy’s success as a reformer rested on her many advantages: a sustaining circle of friends and family, a solid education, a successful and satisfying career as a teacher and academic administrator, an independence that her choice not to marry provided, and, perhaps most importantly, an intelligence and character that made her an expert negotiator, policy maker, organizer, and mentor to other women. Cowles did not crave the limelight, and thus her name is rarely included in the list of “notable” women reformers, but, as Robertson shows us, her contributions were in fact noteworthy. She deserves to be remembered as one of the first women to graduate from Oberlin College and as the organizer of the largest female antislavery society in the nation. She also deserves our attention because she illustrates the impact a determined woman can have on the world around her.


In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview Press’s Lives of American Women series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story told is the story not simply of an individual but of the era in which she lived, the events in which she participated, and the experiences she shared with her contemporaries. Some of these women will be familiar to the reader; others may not appear at all in the history books that focus on the powerful, the brilliant, or the privileged. But each of these women is worth knowing. Their personal odysseys bring American history to life.


Carol Berkin
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Introduction


Betsy Mix Cowles’s name is unfamiliar today, but her life deserves a wide audience. Her distinguished career as an educator, abolitionist, and women’s rights activist embodies the most noteworthy and consequential reform movements of the nineteenth century. Her leadership in social movements was guided by an unwavering commitment to equality. Though her modest personality and pragmatic approach to reform resulted in her absence from the history books, her career as a reform leader has much to teach us about women’s lives in the antebellum North.


The first half of the nineteenth century was a period of tremendous change, especially for those white northerners who experienced the market, transportation, and communication revolutions in their daily lives. Men and women began to think about themselves differently as jobs changed and contributions to the household economy shifted. Some men began to labor for wages outside the home, meaning that work was no longer defined by the mutual contributions of entire families. Women’s lives were now perceived to be limited to the “private” sphere that characterized domesticity. Despite this pervasive ideology, women experienced increased access to civic spaces and roles through their interactions with expanded markets, educational opportunities, and benevolent organizations. Religious revivals were especially important in opening doors for women.


As Cowles came of age in the 1820s, the Second Great Awakening taught many newly roused Christians that they had an important and necessary role to play in perfecting the world. Spurred by a desire to purify their communities and spread Christian spirituality, men and women began to initiate reform organizations to aid the needy and directly confront sinfulness. Women began charitable establishments to help the poor, sick, disabled, unemployed, and orphaned. They confronted perceived illicit sexuality and the problem of prostitution through moral reform groups that demanded men follow the same moral code as women. Temperance associations attracted widespread support among benevolent women who connected drunkenness to family violence, poverty, and illness. By the 1830s, a minority of women in the North embraced antislavery as the ultimate reform because they identified slavery as the worst sin confronting the nation. These civic engagements brought women into contact with businesses, financial affairs, and local governments.


In the 1840s and 1850s, national politics began to change with the erosion of the Second Party System, and this impacted women’s reforming lives also. Some became involved in partisan politics by joining the Whigs, the Democrats, or the small antislavery Liberty Party and expressing their political convictions. For women interested in moral reform, politics offered the opportunity to influence policy and further advance their causes. Confronted with criticism for stepping outside their sphere, these women used notions of women’s moral nature to excuse their presence in politics. They sought only to address issues of sinfulness, they contended. A few women even began to argue that as citizens of a republican nation, women deserved equal rights, including the vote.


Cowles embraced many of these new reform movements because she too believed Christian evangelicals had a responsibility to improve their communities. Her father was a clergyman and a missionary who taught his children that worldliness was only a distraction from the spiritual fulfillment of doing good works. Empowered by her religious life as well as increased access to civic life for women, Cowles created and led the largest female antislavery society in the North. Her exuberant and shrewd support for women’s abolitionism resulted in a nationally influential petition drive and a successful effort to increase educational opportunities for African Americans. Her advocacy of racial equality and antislavery permeated all aspects of her life, including her wildly successful teaching career. She challenged racial segregation and exclusion in schools even at the risk of losing her job and alienating her community. As she continued climbing higher in her academic career, serving as principal and superintendent—extraordinary achievements for a woman of the period—she brought her values to her work. She labored to ensure that girls and women gained increased access to knowledge and learning, and she persistently pushed doors open for black students.


Cowles played a vital role in the burgeoning women’s rights movement. She created a variety of women’s organizations that promoted equality and enriched women’s intellectual and spiritual life. She served as president of the groundbreaking Ohio Women’s Rights Convention of 1850 and modeled educated, successful womanhood to thousands of students, colleagues, and friends throughout her career.


Whether it was antislavery, women’s rights, or education, Cowles employed a flexible and pragmatic approach to initiating change. She learned to work with all brands of reformers and built bridges with skill and dexterity. Friends, colleagues, and even opponents loved and respected her. She employed traditional notions of womanhood to her advantage, relying on women’s association with piety and virtue to gain access to civic life. Always cognizant of her goals but willing to slow her pace or change course if necessary, Cowles established an effective method for social reform that appealed to a broad cross-section of the population.


Her practical approach to change meant that her name did not usually make the headlines. She preferred to play the roles of negotiator, policy maker, and motivator. She was a leader who chose to avoid the spotlight. Shedding light on her life is the job of the historian. This book recognizes Betsy Mix Cowles as a champion of equality.
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Pious Pioneering


The Roots of Reform, 1810–1827


Betsy Mix Cowles had just celebrated her first birthday in the spring of 1811 when her family made the arduous four-week trek from Connecticut to Ohio. With all their belongings packed in two covered wagons pulled by oxen, most of the family, including seven children ranging in age from seventeen-year-old Edwin to little Betsy, rode in a cramped carriage. The long, uncomfortable trip presented challenges for the Cowles family. During the second week of the journey, a steady rain created dangerously muddy roads. As a result, the family was forced to unload and ship many of their possessions. Not long after, Betsy and her fifteen-year-old sister Sally became ill, followed a day later by the toddler Cornelia. The family recovered for a few days in Avon, New York, where Betsy’s father, Giles, used the opportunity to deliver a sermon to a large Sunday audience. Despite the delays and difficulties, the family arrived in the area of Ohio known as the Western Reserve two weeks later in good spirits. The Western Reserve encompassed a large swath of land in the northwestern corner of Ohio, claimed until 1800 by Connecticut. Bordered by Lake Erie to the north and Pennsylvania to the east, it was a region of Ohio that attracted many New Englanders, and its culture reflected that heritage.


The move to the Western Reserve was not an obvious choice for Betsy’s parents, Sally White Cowles and Giles Hooker Cowles, both of whom had deep roots in New England. Their colonial ancestors may have known each other; the Whites and the Cowles were among the first British settlers in Connecticut in the early seventeenth century. Both families remained in the area over the decades, building homes, families, and careers. Sally, born in 1774, and Giles, born in 1766, came of age during the fragile and tumultuous early years of the Republic when Americans debated the meaning of citizenship, freedom, and democracy. While John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and other leading politicians were busy honing their vision of the nation, Giles pursued his education at Yale College in Connecticut. After completing his studies he served as minister to the Bristol Congregational Church for nearly twenty years. During those two decades he met and married Sally White, and together they filled a home with children, friends, and relatives. Despite this long family history in New England, Sally and Giles found Ohio enticing.


The opportunity for change arrived in an unusual form. According to local historians, Sibbel Austin showed up at the Cowles family homestead in Bristol in the spring of 1810. Austin, wife of the founder of Austinburg, Ohio, made a solo thirty-day trek on horseback from the Western Reserve to Connecticut. At a time when women rarely journeyed alone, this was a bold expedition. But Austin was highly motivated. Her town’s Congregational minister, Joseph Badger, had left to become a missionary to Native Americans, and she was looking for a replacement. Who better to seek a new clergyman than an industrious, righteous woman? After all, it was a widely held belief among Americans in the early nineteenth century that white women had a special religious nature and a strong moral core. (African American and Indian women were subject to different, negative stereotypes.) A new “separate spheres” ideology was slowly emerging as some men’s occupations moved away from the home and women were increasingly identified with domesticity. Popular literature linked women to the virtuous, family-oriented “private” and men to the rough-and-tumble, competitive, and combative “public.” Though men and women’s lived experiences overlapped in public and private, the separate-spheres ideology became increasingly pervasive throughout the antebellum period.


When Sibbel Austin first arrived in Bristol, she conferred with Sally. This was an intelligent decision. A respectable woman did not show up at a stranger’s doorstep to discuss business with men. But she might seek advice and support from another reputable woman. Austin probably knew that wives often had influence in the decision to move west, and so her effort to gain Sally’s support was perceptive and effective. Sally chose to collaborate with Austin. There are few extant letters from Sally, so we can only guess at her reasons for favoring the move to Ohio. It is clear that the young state offered opportunities for growth; Ohio land was plentiful and affordable, making it more likely that the four Cowles sons would have the chance to develop their own independent farms. Career options seemed more extensive as well. Newly developed towns needed doctors, attorneys, shopkeepers, teachers, clergymen, and manufacturers. Many western settlers pointed to frustration with the lack of opportunity in the cramped, aged towns of New England as a motivator for their relocation. They equated the West with freedom, choice, self-sufficiency, and space. Sons could pursue their dreams with few limitations. Girls, too, benefited from the environment of the West, and parents hoped their daughters would gain an adequate education and suitable husband. Ohio seemed like an door opening onto a brand-new world full of fresh, rewarding opportunity.


When Austin met with Giles, she already had the support of his wife. She offered him $200 per year from the Austinburg, Ohio, Congregational Church, combined with an additional guarantee of $200 from the Connecticut Missionary Society. She also promised eighty acres of land for a parsonage, and eight acres for his personal use. Giles was sold. He had limited space for growth in Connecticut, so the idea of easing into a sizeable plot of land that would allow him to build a spacious home for his large family excited him. Additionally, Giles had become increasingly frustrated with the unwillingness of his church to increase his salary.


Ohio in the early nineteenth century offered a unique opportunity for an experienced and energetic minister like Giles Hooker Cowles. Christian leaders worried about the entire northwestern region, including the new state of Ohio (1803) and the quickly developing territories of Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Clergymen like Joseph Badger hoped to convert regional Indians to Christianity by living and preaching among various groups for years. Moreover, in emerging small towns saloons outnumbered churches, and many settlers displayed more interest in carving out a living than in nurturing their souls. The daily struggle to milk cows, fell trees, and build homes consumed early migrants. Those who desired religion, particularly the early settlers from the forested mountains of Kentucky and Virginia, preferred the evangelical camp-style meetings of the Methodists and Baptists, where physical expressions of spirituality abounded. The more cerebral Presbyterians and Congregationalists worked together to build a presence in Ohio alongside the demonstrative evangelicals. Giles understood that in accepting a position with the Austinburg church and the Connecticut Missionary Society, he would spend much of his time traveling across the new state spreading the Congregational message. The idea of offering spiritual guidance to hundreds of isolated westerners must have been enticing.


Located in Ashtabula County in the northeastern tip of Ohio, Austinburg was still in its adolescence, a mere twelve years old, when the Cowles family arrived. The countryside consisted of gentle streams and forested valleys lush with beech, elm, maple, and oak trees. Settlers shared the land with bears, wolves, wild turkeys, deer, geese, and the occasional panther. This beautiful landscape was also home to a variety of Indian tribes, many of which remained in Ohio despite broken treaties and violence. Not until the 1840s did the Wyandot Nation reluctantly leave Ohio due to increased pressure from American authorities.


Judge Eliphalet Austin founded the town in 1799 after leaving Connecticut in an attempt to regain his health. A debilitating dog bite had left him physically compromised, but his tenacity and leadership remained strong. He brought with him nine men, women, and children, and during the first year they had cleared enough land to plant a crop, build a church, and open a school. This was no easy feat for the raw, untested settlers. After all, it took at least a week for the most skilled axmen to clear an acre of land. The small towns that emerged in the Western Reserve of Ohio typically followed this path of development. New England migrants were eager to recreate the key institutions that characterized “civilization” and “progress” as they understood them, including schools and churches.


Austinburg had grown to include ten families by the time the Cowles family arrived. Industry was limited to a gristmill and a sawmill located on the Grand River, which flowed north toward Lake Erie along the southwestern side of the town. The isolated, small community had only a few rough roads, and locals lived in remote log cabins; the residents were friendly, however, and all came out to welcome the new minster and his family upon their arrival. The adventurous Sibbel Austin, who had convinced Sally and Giles to move to Austinburg, was also on hand to greet them and their children.


Adjusting to their new surroundings must have been a challenge for the older Cowles children. They had grown up in a large frame house in a well-populated community with opportunities to meet friends, go to school, and attend social events. Neighbors were plentiful, and their father’s Congregational church offered weekly occasions for community engagement. They had family in the area and could expect to see cousins, aunts, and uncles regularly. In the days preceding their departure from Connecticut, the Cowles family was overwhelmed with visits from beloved friends and family who mourned their decision to leave. Teenagers Edwin (seventeen), Sally (fifteen), and William (thirteen) probably experienced this difficult change more deeply than their younger siblings, though all the Cowles offspring would choose to remain in Ohio for most of their lives. Edwin practiced medicine in Austinburg for years before eventually moving to Michigan. Sally married the son of Sibbel and Eliphalet Austin, Eliphalet Austin Jr., whereas William became a local farmer. All three had children who also remained in the area. Edward, who was ten when the family moved, died at the age of twenty-two. The young ones, Martha (seven), twins Cornelia and Lysander (four), and Betsy (one), would also remain closely connected to their Ohio home. Lewis was born in 1812, the year after the family arrived in Austinburg, and would become a farmer in the area.


When the Cowles family arrived in Austinburg, they initially moved into the Meeting House, a log building normally used for church services and local gatherings. Built in 1803, the structure was drafty, small, and secluded. This was a typical first home for new residents in the West. As a young migrant to Illinois named Julia Ann Moss wrote about the frustratingly small home she inhabited for two years, “We sorely need a new house. This one room is parlor, dining-room, kitchen, dormitory and laundry, and I might add barn, and gentlemen’s work shop, saying nothing of a nursery, and ladies’ dressing room.”1 Locals quickly helped the Cowles family build a log home. Wielding axes and eager to display their well-earned woodworking skills, the small group erected the home in only a few months. This community spirit and generosity pervaded the early history of Austinburg and deeply influenced all of the Cowles siblings. The family lived in this log cabin for nearly four years. Not until 1815 did they move into a more spacious and comfortable frame dwelling that would remain Betsy’s primary home until her death in 1876. The Meeting House served as the local Congregational church until a commodious frame church was first opened in 1815 and fully completed in 1820.


Housing was just one of the many challenges the Cowles family confronted upon their arrival in Ohio. Stores were few and far between, and most residents relied on their own animals, gardens, and crops for sustenance. While many Ohio settlers quickly developed wheat and corn harvests, these were cash crops raised for the market, not local consumption. Most families kept cows and sheep for milk, cheese, and wool. Hogs became staple livestock for nearly all Ohio farmers, particularly in the southern region of the state. More than 40,000 swine were driven to eastern markets in 1810 alone. Hogs were everywhere, and stories of lost, peculiar, and aggressive pigs abounded. Known as “land sharks” or “prairie rooters,” these pigs were particularly hostile animals that worried many young children. Little Betsy would have kept a close eye out for the speedy irritants that seemed to roam everywhere. Neighbors regularly argued over the ownership of hogs because keeping the animals confined and separated was a low priority. Eventually the state legislature approved a system of registered earmarks that allowed local farmers to distinguish their animals. Of course, once a lost or stolen hog was butchered, the earmark was pointless.


As they developed their own small farm with livestock and a garden in that first summer of 1811, the Cowles family also contended with blistering heat and oppressive humidity. Ohio’s weather differed from Connecticut’s. Lake Erie offered some relief during the summer, but it also generated high humidity and intensified snowstorms during the bitterly cold winter. Arriving in early June, the Cowles family probably experienced the tail end of the rainy spring season, which made outdoor work difficult. Thunderstorms brought high winds and mud. Never-ending dampness accompanied sunshine and high temperatures. Such summer weather made daily labor slow and tedious.


All members of the family would have been expected to contribute to the household labor. Between milking cows, tending the garden, and sidestepping roaming pigs, Betsy and her siblings engaged in other types of helpful activity. While farmers balked at planting too many cash crops in the Western Reserve due to poor climate and soil conditions, this same environment proved just right for dairying. Cheese and butter making were considered women’s work, offering mothers, daughters, and sisters the opportunity to make significant contributions to the household economy. Settlers from Connecticut brought their dairy skills to the Western Reserve, where the production of cheese thrived. Much like their revolutionary-era foremothers, women and girls became skilled at cheese making for home consumption and sale on the market. So prolific were these dairywomen that Ohio cheese became highly sought after across the South, and the Western Reserve acquired the nickname “Cheesedom.”


This female-dominated labor also offered women and girls the opportunity to combine labor with social engagement. Mothers shared their dairy skills with their daughters as they discussed local politics, the latest community gossip, and daily worries. It was a private opportunity for female bonding and mother-daughter intimacy. Sisters, too, bickered and bonded while producing the cheeses that made their region famous. As the four Cowles daughters came of age, they would have shared many lively conversations while they participated in this family labor. Cheese would remain an important symbol of Ohioan tenacity and nurturance for Betsy; in the late 1840s she arranged for local Ashtabula women abolitionists to donate a “stupendous” cheese weighing nearly two hundred pounds to the Boston Anti-Slavery Fair. The cheese attracted large, curious crowds at the fair and sold quickly.


While daily labor dominated most Ohio settlers’ lives, the Western Reserve was noted for its commitment to education. Among the first buildings constructed in Austinburg was a schoolhouse. Individual citizens in northern Ohio equated education with a healthy, productive life. In the early part of the nineteenth century, however, the state as a whole had a mixed record on education. Ohio did not yet fund public schools, but it encouraged the incorporation of private schools and made passing laws that obstructed the poor from receiving an education illegal. Schools, mostly known as academies, emerged when local citizens raised money to construct a building and hire a teacher. Low-paid and overworked, instructors usually had a minimal education themselves but could provide just enough reading, writing, and math skills to be considered qualified. Tuition at such private academies paid for the teacher’s salary and basic school supplies. Schoolhouses were usually one-room log buildings that were sweltering in the summer and chilly in the winter. Students of all ages and abilities crammed into one classroom. The focus for education included basic skills such as literacy and mathematics that could be helpful in daily life.
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