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ALTHOUGH IT WAS 10:45 P.M. WHEN MADAME RESTELL OPENED the front door of her Fifth Avenue brownstone, her face seemed unsurprised by what she saw: a strange man in a black suit, shivering on her landing, the harsh puffs of his breath lingering between them in the cold January air. After all, how many men like him had found themselves hovering upon her doorstep over the past forty years? These men knew of Madame Restell’s reputation as a woman of skill and discretion. Perhaps this man had just come from supper with his mistress, who had informed him of some unwelcome news. Or he might have been a husband whose wife was in the kind of ill health that would prevent her from having more children. Perhaps he already had more children than he could afford to feed.


“May I speak to Madame Restell?” he asked.


“Do you wish to see her professionally?”1 Her voice lilted with a hint of its original West Country accent.


He nodded. The woman beckoned him inside.


Winding her way through her drawing room, Restell walked—according to the man observing her—with “a stride that was firm, for all advancing years, and a bearing that flaunted a callous defiance.”2 She hardly resembled the part of “hell’s representative on earth,” as her nemeses liked to call her; rather, the elderly Restell looked more like the regal grandmother she was.3 She had been beautiful once, even her harshest critics acknowledged, like Countess Ellen Olenska moving among the glamorous circles of Victorian New York. Gone now were the luxurious frocks and diamonds that had accentuated Restell’s once curvaceous figure. In their place—albeit still glittering with jewels—lay a black silk mourning dress, worn in memory of the husband she’d lost the year before.


At sixty-six years old, Madame Restell had begun to strike people who saw her as a “careworn woman.”4 Her brown hair, impeccably styled as ever, was now flecked with gray; yet, after all these years, her elegance hadn’t dimmed. Her dark brown eyes remained as keen and piercing as ever.


And neither did her magnificent Fifth Avenue brownstone look—as some protesters had been known to shout from the street—as though it were “built upon a mound of baby skulls.” The house itself, mere feet from the construction site of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, imposing with its Corinthian columns, looked like the home of someone as refined as they were powerful. The interiors were as sumptuous as any of the rooms in Edith Wharton’s novels, full of oil paintings, artistic bronzes, and statues. The marble floors were covered with Turkish rugs. Marble columns flanked the stairways. Ladies could gather around two pianos to play and sing in the evening if they so desired.


Restell and her newest guest made their way downstairs to her basement office, where she and her granddaughter Caroline, by then her apprentice, conducted their business. She invited him to take a seat.


The stranger was still shivering, face pinched with anxiety beneath his great beard and mutton chops. A scar on his left cheek gave him a particularly pitiable air. Once settled, he informed her that he’d seen her advertisements and wanted something to prevent a woman from giving birth.


Restell asked him whether the woman he’d come for was married or unmarried. “If unmarried, it’s a case of needing immediate action,” she told him sternly. “If married, there’s less necessity for hurrying.”5


This was Madame Restell’s indirect way of making sure all her clients actually wanted an abortion. She lived down the street from an orphanage; sometimes, she told female patients that she could help them find a family to adopt the baby if they wished. Indeed, in cases where the pregnancy was especially advanced and abortion seemed unsafe, she pressured her patients to opt for adoption over an operation. Some did. Most did not.


The man before her refused to say anything more about the pregnant woman he represented. Restell assured him that she did not need to know her name. He muttered only that it was a “delicate situation.”6


Knowing the grave urgency that this understatement typically conveyed, Restell gave the man some pills, telling him that the directions were inside the bottle as it was illegal—and therefore unsafe—to have them on the outside.


“It is not infallible,” she advised him. “No medicine is. In nine cases out of ten, however, it is effective.”7 If the medicine did end up working, it would act by Thursday.


In the middle of their conversation, another caller knocked on the door. Madame Restell went upstairs to see who it was, and the man later reported that he could not help but be curious upon hearing a female voice. He listened to their conversation, catching certain phrases. The woman said something about her husband having been away for two months. She already had two children. She’d been… “indiscreet,” as she put it.


Before long, Madame Restell returned. With a sigh, she remarked, “Poor little dear… she has been unfortunate, and has come for relief. Many such ladies come here for such relief.”8 Restell’s remark was likely intended to reassure her other customer: She knew what she was doing. The only people Restell saw more of than anxious men were distraught women.


Restell told the man once more that the pills she had given him ought to be safe. She also reminded him that if they did not have the intended effect, he should bring his lady friend by the house for an appointment that would cost him $200—or $5,000 in today’s currency. That would be a surgical abortion.


Thanking her, the man clutched the pills to his chest and headed back out into the cold night air. Restell never expected to see him again. But if she had pulled back one of her lace curtains and gazed after him as he departed, she might have noticed his lips flicker into a victorious smile. As it happened, he would return to the steps of her lavish abode. But not with a lady friend.
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Two weeks later, on February 11, 1878, Restell’s gentleman caller came back, this time with a group of policemen and a warrant for her arrest.


“You’ve brought quite a party with you,” Madame Restell deadpanned as she opened the door.9


Ever the dramatist, Anthony Comstock relished in his big reveal: He was no anonymous, terrified sinner requesting Restell’s services on behalf of a mistress, but in fact the head of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice. That society attempted to ban all that they considered obscene—whether it was pornographic pictures or birth control pills. Its members also attempted to jail anyone who defied them. Comstock was the very man who had created the 1873 laws that forbade using the US Postal Service to send out anything even mentioning birth control, let alone supplying it. Many before him claimed that Madame Restell was too powerful to pursue. But who was laughing now?!


To his annoyance, Restell seemed to find the affair absurd. She was not dissolving into the puddle of tears he had expected.


Madame Restell knew about Comstock. Of course she knew about him. Likenesses of him ran in the papers regularly. She shook her head upon realizing who he was, remarking, impassively, “You [are] Mr. Comstock? I thought he was dark complexioned.” For a moment, her sangfroid gave way to the sensational interest of a tabloid media connoisseur as she asked, “Are you the man who was injured in the face by the prisoner?” He was. A New Jersey pornographer had not responded to Comstock’s interference with the same bemusement Madame Restell was exhibiting.


Comstock had already developed a reputation as somewhat of a controversial figure, and his treatment of Madame Restell would lead to questions about his character as well as hers. In mere months, newspapers would begin wondering whether he “transcend[ed] his duty by leading innocent people into temptation in order that he may convict them.”10


But Madame Restell was no innocent. She knew the risks inherent in her line of work. A policeman had been patrolling outside her mansion for years in an attempt to intimidate her. He had not done so. So why should these men?


Comstock’s officers began their search of the premises. Restell casually told them to go ahead, insinuating that they’d find nothing to convict her. Less casual was the woman they found recuperating in one of the lace-curtained bedrooms upstairs: upon seeing them, she burst into tears, announced that her husband was rich, declared that she was the mother of four children, claimed that she was only there on behalf of a friend, and wailed that she was going to kill herself if they arrested her. She was also wearing a veil to protect her identity.


Amid this commotion, two new women arrived at the door. Restell calmly sent them away, gesturing to the policemen and remarking, “You must excuse me, ladies. These gentlemen are acting in a very officious manner and will not allow me to see you.”11


Comstock ushered them in nevertheless and proudly declared that he was searching for evidence of abortions. At that, the twosome turned pale and ran out the door.


As the officers continued to search, making their way to her basement, Restell informed them that they were merely searching her wine cellar. As for the pills and powders they found, she was adamant that they were no more than could be provided by any druggist. Still, the men seemed satisfied that they’d found enough medicine and contraceptives to arrest the infamous Madame Restell on the grounds that she was distributing articles used for “immoral purposes.”


“Where am I to go?” she inquired.


“Before the judge!” Comstock said.


“With these men?” Her eyes said: hell no.


“How, then?”


“In my own carriage. It’s at the door. At least I am entitled to that courtesy.”12


Once assured she could travel to court in her famously lavish carriage, drawn by two gray horses and driven by a purple-clad coachman, she agreed without objection. Just before leaving, she asked if she could “take oysters.” After all, she complained, “I’ve had no lunch, yet.”13


The police agreed that they would wait until a lovely lunch was served and accompanied her into the kitchen.


Gazing at the men icily, she lowered one oyster after the other into her mouth and swallowed each one down. She’d spent a lifetime ensuring she had enough money to afford such delicacies. Now, she would need her energy for what lay ahead.
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This is the story of one of the boldest women in American history: a self-made millionaire, a celebrity in her era, a woman beloved by many of her patients and despised by the men who wanted to control them. An immigrant who came to the Lower East Side of Manhattan lured by the promises of the American Dream, Madame Restell soon found herself a widow attempting to raise a toddler.


It didn’t take Restell long to learn how horrifically hard single motherhood was in the mid-1800s. “Why,” she wondered, “should women have no say over if and when they became mothers?” Before long, she was producing pills made of tansy seeds, which could induce miscarriage. Then she learned how to perform surgical abortions, offered on a sliding scale so as to accommodate poorer women while still allowing her to amass a fortune.


Restell’s profession eventually took her from the fringes of Five Points to the heart of Fifth Avenue. She became one of the era’s savviest businesswomen, writing editorials in the big city newspapers and publicizing services her competitors merely whispered about. Her adversaries were at least as upset about the idea of a woman making that much money and consuming that much attention as they were about the very idea of abortion. Each time they advanced an argument decrying abortion—women would become prostitutes! Men wouldn’t know if their wives had been faithful! The white race would be decimated!—Madame Restell published another rebuttal.


Her pen wasn’t always enough to keep her on the right side of the law, but she didn’t let that slow her down. When Restell was finally arrested and sent to jail, for a year, she began using the warden’s office for her work affairs. She employed three prisoners to act as her servants—they did her washing, cleaned her cell, and made sure she was supplied with fresh fruit (she preferred peaches). However, she never forgave the police for her imprisonment. She later cut ties with her own daughter after said daughter—to her horror—married a cop.


The only thing Madame Restell hated more than cops were the moralizers determined to destroy her business. When the Catholic Church spoke out against her, she outbid the archbishop of New York for the land he wanted to build his house on. There, she built a mansion, and from it she doled out birth control to her many patients. She did not ask for any man’s opinion, for she was not interested in hearing it.


Restell was a businesswoman, a scofflaw, an immigrant, and an abortionist. She made men really, really mad. She deserves a place in the pantheon of women with no fucks left to give. But, despite her impact, she has been largely lost to history. Most Americans don’t know her name at all, and those who do have a less-than-accurate impression of who she was. Every existing record of her life reduces her somehow: to only an activist, only a villain, only a campy show woman, only the tragic victim hounded to death by Anthony Comstock.


Madame Restell was so much more than any one thing. She was unrestrainable. Unapologetic. A survivor. The kind of woman who has always existed in America, and always will.
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SHE WAS NOT FRENCH.


And she was not even called Madame Restell—until much later.


The heroine of our tale entered this world in 1811 as Ann Trow. The “lucky star” under which one of her future clients claimed she was born hung over a small English town called Painswick. Those who would later allege she was sent by devilish agents could hardly have picked a more perfect birthplace.


Today, Painswick, with its Cotswold stone cottages, is known primarily as being “the epitome of an English town.” It is one possessed of an idyllic beauty, standing on a hill overlooking one of the Five Valleys of Gloucestershire, a land of rivers and streams. Anne Boleyn and King Henry VIII once hunted in its woods; ironically, Boleyn’s eventual executioner, William Kingston, also hailed from the region.1 In 1643, during the First English Civil War, King Charles I and Royalist forces stayed in Painswick for a time. According to a walking tour guide, “tradition has it that [King Charles I] went up to the Beacon and, seeing the beautiful valley to the east, said, ‘This must be Paradise.’ Since then that valley, and the hamlet on its western side to the north of Painswick, have been called Paradise.”2


Yet there was also another side to the splendor of Painswick. During Ann Trow’s childhood, the townspeople possessed an unusual fondness for pagan customs, celebrating a yearly festival to the Greek satyr god Pan. Until around 1830, citizens of Painswick staged an annual procession in honor of this pagan god, who was most typically associated with sexuality.


The tradition appears to have originated with Benjamin Hyett, a member of the local gentry. In the mid-eighteenth century, Hyett erected a classically styled woodland pavilion, called Pan’s Lodge, where he and his friends could celebrate “nocturnal orgies,” according to the historian Timothy Mowl. Disinclined to let nobles have all the fun, it seems, locals soon got in on the action. Gentlemen’s Magazine, in 1787, described the town’s festival as one that “would have disgraced most heathen nations,” as it was filled with “drunkenness and every species of clamor, riot and disorder.”3


So, Ann was born into an uncommon place with particular—and particularly libertine—customs. But she was far from the only woman to grow up with a similarly blasé outlook toward sex during the period of her youth. While eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century society admired virginity, actual attitudes toward everyday premarital sexual activity at the time were more relaxed—both in Europe and even in supposedly puritanical America—than they’re often portrayed as being in modern media.


As the historian Jack Larkin stated, “Into the 1820s, almost all Americans would have subscribed to the commonplace notion that sex, within proper social confines, was enjoyable and healthy and that prolonged sexual abstinence could be injurious to health. They also would have assumed that women had powerful sexual drives.”4 Premarital sex between couples was common. So common, in fact, that one pastor, in South Carolina in 1847, claimed that most brides—“except for two or three”—were pregnant when he performed their weddings.5 In some northeastern American states, bundling—in which two sweethearts would snuggle, supposedly chastely, in bed, with the consent of their parents—was a common custom during courtship through the 1700s.6 The “chaste” part of the practice, however, was notoriously misleading—which may help explain why, in the 1790s, one-third of rural New England brides were already pregnant by the time they walked down the aisle.7 Women were seen as enjoying the practice of bundling as much as, if not more than, men. A poem from 1785 captures the spirit of the tradition:




Some maidens say that, if through the nation,


bundling should go out of fashion,


courtship would lose its sweets, as they


could have no fun til wedding day.





The concept is hardly that different from modern attitudes toward courtship. A 2002 study found that by the age of forty-four, 99 percent of Americans had sex. Ninety-five percent had premarital sex, making premarital sex nearly universal.8


As the lewd poem implies, many considered sexual impulses in women to be natural, not shameful. Indeed, popular magazines advocated punishment for men who had premarital sex with women and then left them, but sympathy for the women, who were perceived as unfortunate victims in that situation.9 It may seem incredibly obvious to say “you should sympathize with a woman who had sex with a man and got dumped after”—until you realize that there are still messages today likening women who choose to have premarital sex to worthless, chewed-up gum.


Ann had the strange fortune to live during a period of great change regarding sexual attitudes. In modern times, we’re sometimes guilty of assuming that one sexual ideology dominated a previous century—thinking everyone from the nineteenth century was prudish, for instance. Or else we theorize that all of history is one long, uninterrupted upward trajectory from utmost prudery to utter hedonism. In truth, dominant attitudes regarding sex shift decade to decade. Consider the laissez-faire approach to sex during the early aughts with those considered acceptable a decade and a half later, in a #MeToo era. The attempted rapist character on Gossip Girl in 2007 who became the show’s romantic hero in later episodes would not have been given that story line fifteen years later—indeed, in Gossip Girl 2.0, characters now ask, “Do I have your consent?” before sex.


Over the course of her life, Ann watched public sentiment slide from being moderately permissive toward female sexuality to being more constrained, culminating in a time when doctors were convinced that “good women” did not have a sex drive at all. The change must have felt a bit bewildering, especially to someone who grew up in a place where residents partook in “every species of clamor, riot and disorder.”


Sexual permissiveness aside, Ann’s upbringing was simple. Her father was a laborer who worked at the local woolen mill, as did her mother. Her schooling consisted of basics: she might have learned how to read, most likely from the Bible, so as to recite the catechism, though religion was not a large part of her upbringing. Judging from records concerning Ann Trows, who was born in Painswick during this period, Ann wasn’t baptized until the age of 16, perhaps in preparation for her marriage.10 While (male) country doctors sometimes came from humble backgrounds, certainly she and her family would have had no such aspirations for her. They never expected that one day she would go on to buy all her family members houses, in spite of the fact that from an early age it was clear that Ann possessed “an acute intellect and a determined will.”11


Like many young girls from lower-class families, Ann was sent into domestic service at the age of fifteen. Servitude at the time was a brutal business, no matter how charming BBC shows persist in making it seem. Dismiss any Downton Abbey notions you might have about this period of Ann’s life. Young Miss Trow was not serving tea to nobility.


Instead, she worked for a middle-class butcher’s family. Given her age, and the fact that she was unskilled, and came from a poor family, it’s likely that she was a maid of all work. As such, she’d be required to do any and all chores around the house. Her day would begin before dawn. She might awake in an attic—which would be freezing during the winter—and creep downstairs at around 5:00 or 6:00 a.m. to make sure all the fires were lit before the family came down for breakfast. Then she would spend the day scrubbing floors, carrying water into the house from a well, emptying chamber pots, dusting the rooms, changing the beds, polishing the brass, scrubbing the laundry, cleaning the rugs, and serving the family’s meals. Her work would continue until after nightfall—perhaps around 9:30 or 10:00 p.m., at which point she’d collapse, exhausted, only to begin again the next day.


Domestic drudgery of the lower orders was work that most of us would find physically and emotionally exhausting. However, Ann was naturally someone who enjoyed being busy. There were to be few periods of her life where she appeared to relax, and she always seemed a bit bewildered by those who enjoyed a life of idleness. She was also tireless.


Ann would never forget this time in her life. Nearly a lifetime later, her servants would live in nicer conditions than those of her neighbors, and she’d go out of her way to help them. And, just as she’d never forget the grim physical work that accompanied being a maid, she’d remember, too, the sexual peril inherent in being a teenage girl living in a near stranger’s house.


Despite most households’ insistence that maids not have gentlemen callers, her work as a servant would hardly have insulated Ann from sexuality, both her own and that of her peers. Many ladies took great care to keep their female staff from meeting with men from outside the house. But they often forgot about the men inside the house, especially those within their own families.


If well off, these men could assault household maids with little or no repercussions, legally or socially. And they would. This was sufficiently common in the eighteenth century that the Irish satirist Jonathan Swift advised the household maid “to get as much out of her master as she possibly can and never allow him the smallest liberty, not the squeezing of your hand, unless he puts a guinea into it.… [N]ever allow him the last favor for under a hundred guineas.” He urged particular caution around the family’s eldest son, as, from him, the maid would “get nothing from him but a big belly or the clap, and probably both together.”12


Swift meant for readers to take his comments humorously, as any maid would have known that there was not much room for negotiation. If a maid did have sex with a male member of the family who desired her, she risked becoming pregnant and losing her job. People may have been happy to marry women of their own class whom they’d already impregnated, but if they impregnated a maid, they weren’t going to keep paying her to dump out their chamber pots. If she refused sexual favors, however, she was likely doomed anyway: She could be fired immediately. Most chose the former option, compliance. A memoir written by an anonymous wealthy man, most likely Henry Spencer Ashbee, who grew up during the mid-1800s, My Secret Life, stated, “As to servants and women of the humbler class… they all took cock on the quiet and were proud of having a gentleman to cover them. Such was the opinion of men in my class of life and of my age. My experience with my mother’s servants corroborated it.”13 The author further discusses impregnating some servants and, perhaps fortunately for them, procuring abortions.


Ann may or may not have experienced these assaults herself, but even so, she was likely well aware of their prevalence. If none presented in her household, she would certainly have heard stories about other maids who had been seduced or outright raped by their masters. Young girls hoped to follow the example set in Pamela: Or Virtue Rewarded—the popular novel of the period in which a young maid thwarts her master’s near constant attempts to rape her (at one point he leaps out of her closet; at another, he kidnaps her) only for him to marry her. Ann may well have even read about these experiences in the popular advice guide A Present for a Servant-Maid. Published in 1744 and still referenced throughout Ann’s own era, the manual was divided somewhat evenly between good recipes and warnings about the terrible men who would try to sleep with the help. That list included their masters, male servants, sons of the household, and guests. As for what to do, the manual suggested it was probably best to keep away from men as much as possible, to remind married men of their wives, and to avoid smiling at single men, as it would “the more inflame him and render him more persevering than ever.”14 The Servant-Maid guide was, to its credit, candid about the fact that avoiding these inflamed men would be incredibly difficult, and, in some cases, even impossible. It also stressed that if a young woman became pregnant, the man would probably not marry her, a situation that could lead to prostitution. At best, because life was not a romantic novel, it mentioned, he would marry her, and then all his friends would sneer at her for being poorly born.


It is a shame that this book did not contain any effective suggestions for birth control—something Madame Restell would end up attempting to remedy later in life.


In any event, trying to avoid a master’s wandering hands while also dumping out his chamber pot seems stunningly degrading. Whether Ann had to fight off advances is lost to history. But for the rest of her life, she would show the utmost sympathy—and often offer vastly lowered prices for her services—to women who had been impregnated by their employers.


At this time in her life, Ann’s options seemed to be either to marry or remain in service. She had little desire to remain a maid.


So, Ann married.


It was hardly unexpected. At sixteen years old, she was pretty and popular, and known to be “a favorite among the cloth weaving population of Painswick.”15 One of her suitors was a twenty-two-year-old man named Henry Sommers. As a journeyman tailor, Henry had completed his apprenticeship. He was considered fully educated and qualified to work in his field. With such a useful skill he could expect to have steady employment. At the time, Painswick was well known for its cloth and weaving industry. By marrying him, Ann’s own fortunes would improve, and she could stop hauling water for her employers’ laundry.


But as many women who live in the real world ultimately discover, married life is not always a fairy tale.


Shortly after her nuptials, Ann found out that her new husband was less a Prince Charming and more of a charming alcoholic. She discovered that she was “no better off after marriage than before.”16 As a result, “to support him, and herself, she had to do the tailoring work that he should have done.”17 Ever the hard worker, she soon became very proficient, and within a few years she was a talented dressmaker.


By 1830, she was also a mother to a daughter named Caroline. Supporting her family in Painswick was a constant challenge, but “she heard that in America she could get good wages for the trade that her husband’s dissipation and idleness had forced her to learn.”18


So, in 1831, Ann, Henry, and their toddler set sail to New York. Had she known how fierce the competition would be, she might never have left home.
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THE VOYAGE TO NEW YORK FROM ENGLAND WAS A BRUTAL ordeal for the poor in 1831. Immigrant ships were considered, according to the Quebec Gazette in 1834, to be “the worst of all the merchant ships of Gt. Britain & Ireland.” “With few exceptions,” the paper said, “they are very old, very ill-manned, very ill found.”1 The passengers were crammed together on bunks for the monthlong voyage with little or no regard for their comfort. The more immigrants the ship owners were able to accommodate, the more money they made. The close quarters allowed disease—whether colds or flu, or more serious ailments, such as typhus—to spread easily and quickly. The health of the passengers was not helped by the fact that the food was appalling, if present at all. Until 1842, the British government did not mandate that the ships going to America provide passengers with adequate food and water. Before then, starvation on immigrant ships was not uncommon, especially if the journey was longer than expected due to bad weather. In 1836, a ship by the name of Diamond traveling from Liverpool to New York took one hundred days to make the crossing, due to poor weather, rather than the thirty days the passengers had anticipated. As a result, seventeen of the one hundred and eighty steerage passengers starved to death onboard. Captains and other employees would barter food in return for sexual favors from female passengers. Even after 1842, the food allotted to passengers was “not sufficient for the sustenance of any human being.”2 The immigrants had to cook their own food, and fights were known to break out as people jostled for access to a fire for this purpose. Furthermore, the water given to voyagers was often stored improperly. It had, according to one immigrant, “a rancid smell that… was enough to turn one’s stomach.”3 The water was also limited; what the ship could hold had to be reserved for drinking—there was little, if any, left over for washing. Passengers would defecate in buckets, which were known to tip over in rough weather. The stench on the ships was, consequently, overpowering.


What a relief it must have been for Ann and her family, hungry and filthy, to step off that ship and be met with a vision of New York. When Frances Trollope traveled there in 1827 and saw the city in all its grandeur for the first time, she later wrote, “Situated on an island, which I think it will one day cover, it rises, like Venice, from the sea, and like that fairest of cities in the days of her glory, receives into its lap tribute of all the riches of the earth.”4


How infinitely different this city was from Ann’s pastoral hometown! How exciting to be in such an American city, filled with the bustle of horses and carriages and buildings being rapidly constructed.


And how full—truly full—of people it was. Already New York’s population was 185,000, and it was growing rapidly. By 1840 it would be 327,000.


Until her arrival in New York, Ann Trow Sommers did not realize that she was only one of thousands of women who thought they might make a good living through their sewing skills in America. In 1830, the economist Mathew Carey estimated that in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Baltimore there were already between 18,000 and 20,000 working women, many of those working as seamstresses.5 Just as with the population, that number would continue to rise.


The mid-1800s saw a distinct shift in America, from being a country where people gathered primarily in rural areas to one where people were flocking to urban industrial areas for work. In 1800, 83 percent of the US labor force was in agriculture. By 1850, that number had decreased to only 55 percent.6 This new labor force, made possible by industrialization, included women. The migration to the cities offered promise to many, but the appeal was especially strong for portions of the female population. For example, mill towns—which had sprung up during the 1830s—offered women financial independence away from their homes. That lure was strong enough that by 1840, women made up three-quarters of the workforce in these areas. Many hoped to earn enough money to provide for a relative, pay a brother’s tuition, or save for their own dowry and then return home. Others intended to get a better education, or to buy the things they wanted for themselves—books! pretty dresses!—with their own money. At least one went because she “hate[d] her mother in law,” which seems fair.7


At the mills, women would earn wages as well as food and accommodation in a nearby boardinghouse with six to eight women to a room. But employment conditions were far from ideal. Workers labored from sunup to sundown. According to an 1849 issue of Operatives magazine, the boardinghouses were so “absolutely choked with beds, trunks, bandboxes, clothes, umbrellas and people” that it was “difficult to stir, even to breathe freely.”8 At the mills, fiber particles wafted in the air, making it hard for workers to breathe.


But while the environment itself was dismal, it also presented women with the possibility of exhilarating new intellectual challenges. Corporations offered lecture series to employees: twenty-five cents for twenty-five lectures. Workers had access to libraries that they might not have seen in more secluded areas. Factory towns like Lowell, Massachusetts, published literary magazines composed of the women’s writing, such as The Lowell Offering. Industries often boasted proudly of the “literary mill girls” who had improved themselves while away from home. In actuality, many women found the work and long hours so exhausting they had no energy for lectures or penning pieces. Still, the poet John Greenleaf Whittier discussed how “here, at last… the work of her hands is adequately rewarded; and she goes about her daily task with the consciousness that she is not spending her strength for naught.”9 Being paid for labor can be intoxicating, especially in an era where women from more rural backgrounds were expected to labor for free. By the 1850s, one writer bemoaned the tendency of women to work away from home: “The most intelligent of the farmer’s daughters become schoolteachers, or tenders of shops, or factory girls. They contemn the calling of their father, and will, nine times out of ten, marry a mechanic in preference to a farmer.… [T]hey remember their worn-out mothers.”10 At least some young women seemed to agree with this assessment. After they had been relatively independent in the mills, many women who returned to their family’s farms in the 1840s complained somewhat snootily of “nice folks” who were sadly “countryfied in their ideas.”11


By 1845, there were approximately fifty thousand working women in New York City—around one-seventh of its total population. Most of them were employed in factories, where they typically worked 13 to 18 hours a day and earned less than $3 per week. For perspective, in modern terms, that equates to a salary of $33 to $96 a week for as much as 126 hours of work. This amount was only about one-quarter of what men at the time received for equal work.


Still, competition for the limited jobs available to women was so keen that, as the New-York Tribune reported, women were happy to “snatch at the privilege of working on any terms.”12


Ann likely felt fortunate to have her husband with her when they landed in America, especially as the streets where she was living were not exactly paved with gold. Upon their arrival, Ann and Henry lived on Oliver Street in Lower Manhattan, near the notoriously dangerous immigrant neighborhood of Five Points, a far cry from the quaint charms of Painswick.


If the streets of Five Points were paved with anything, it was vomit and horseshit. The stench alone was brutal, and the insect problem was notable. That was due to the fact that the neighborhood’s spring-fed Collect Pond had been filled in to become a new residential area in 1811. This initially seemed like a fine solution to a problem that had developed: the pond had become contaminated by the growing factories of the area dumping their waste in it. And so, “Paradise Square” was constructed.13 The houses were lovely. But the workmanship that had gone into filling the pond was not. By 1820, the pond began to reassert itself, the land became marshy, and the houses began to crumble. In the summer, mosquitoes swarmed the neighborhood, bringing with them malaria. The pools of stagnant, contaminated water also became breeding grounds for cholera.


This scenario did not attract a particularly nice class of residents. The neighborhood became known for crime, prostitution, and the gangs later made famous in Herbert Asbury’s 1927 book, Gangs of New York. Asbury’s tales, by his own admission, grew somewhat in the telling. It’s doubtful, for instance, that Hell-Cat Maggie, a female fighter, really filed her teeth into points and kept all the ears she ripped off her opponents pickled in a jar at her bar. Or that Mose, an Achilles-like figure who was said to have led the “Bowery Boys” gang, was eight feet tall and once ripped an oak tree out of the ground to beat members of a rival gang to death. But Asbury did capture the colorful spirit of a neighborhood that horrified and fascinated many in equal measure. In 1834, the frontiersman Davy Crockett visited the area; he later said, “I think I saw more drunken folks that day than I ever saw before.” The denizens of the neighborhood were, in his estimation, “too mean to swab Hell’s kitchen,” and after interacting with them, he decided, “I would rather risk myself in an Indian fight than venture among these creatures after night.”14


It follows then that Ann, a young mother who probably walked through that neighborhood every day, must have been a good deal braver than American folk hero Davy Crockett.


During her time in Painswick, she had become accustomed to the notion that sex was a fact of life—sometimes good, sometimes bad. But it was only now that she would see the desperate situation into which that unavoidable fact plunged American women.


By the mid-1800s, the streets of New York teemed with an estimated 30,000 homeless children. The miserable conditions they lived in were startling at best, but more often appalling. In 1849, the Brooklyn Daily Eagle begged people to look to Lower Manhattan, five minutes from the Fulton Ferry, where they’d see “ragged children crouched and huddled together like swine… greedily devouring the contents of their filthy baskets: all day long they have been wandering up and down the streets gathering half picked bones and rejected food; cast from the swill tub into the gutter.” The paper described a scene of “six wretched, starving, freezing children” huddling around their mother, who was “ragged and filthy in the extreme, her dress in rags and tatters, her hair is matted in wads, and she is, indeed, an object of loathing.”15


European countries had prepared for children born out of wedlock. As one physician noted in 1847, “In England, there are foundling hospitals, where unfortunate mothers can hide at once their offspring and their shame. In every large town in France, there are similar establishments; and in Vienna, still better, there is a government hospital, to which any woman may go, and in absolute security, await the birth of her child, whom the laws of society does not allow her to cherish and protect as a blessed gift of heaven. Here, we have nothing of this kind.”16


It’s important to understand that there was a difference between society’s treatment of foundlings versus orphans. Orphans were children who, while they may have come from respectable homes, had lost both of their parents, perhaps due to an epidemic or some other act of God. They were considered pitiable. Foundlings, however, were children who had been abandoned immediately after their birth. They were considered, in the words of New York’s first chief of police, “embryo courtesans and felons.”17 Fans of feminist history and the musical Hamilton will know that Eliza Schuyler helped found the first private orphanage in New York, called the New York Orphan Asylum Society, in 1806. While that’s laudable, it was also lacking; orphanages did not admit foundlings. The Infant’s Home, New York’s first foundling asylum, would not open until 1865.


And so, foundlings were left on street corners and doorsteps. One of the more heartbreaking aspects of these stories is how hard many mothers strove to find the “right” door at which to deposit their baby, one which might open to a kind person who would take their child in and care for it. They rarely did. When one baby was delivered at the doorstep of the former New York City mayor Philip Hone in 1838, he claimed that “it was one of the sweetest babies I ever saw.”18 He was tempted to keep it, but his friends informed him that if he did, he’d soon have twenty more babies abandoned upon his doorstep. He sent it off to the almshouse with a servant.


That was the fate of most such infants. Almshouses were where cast-off infants were supposedly cared for, but it’s hard to say that they experienced much “care” there. A report from 1856 by a committee appointed by the Senate of the State of New York found that these places were “for the young the worst possible nurseries.”19 The state hired women as nurses to tend to the infants until they were two years of age, but sadly, many of those women were ill equipped and untrained, and funds were insufficient for even basic care in terms of food or clothing. From 1854 to 1859, nearly 90 percent of the infants in those institutions died.20 Even at a time when it was estimated that a third of children died during their first year, the statistic was shocking.


Poor people trying to provide for their children couldn’t even rely on basic compassion from their fellow New Yorkers, let alone help from government-funded institutions. In 1850, one newspaper, the Buffalo Commercial, was almost hysterically unsympathetic to the poor. It published an opinion piece from an author who was fed up with the “hundreds of suffering children who are perpetually rapping at our doors… [as] few if any of them have been taught their accountability to God or Man.”21 The author of this piece did not propose any charitable solution—he just, like many of his fellows, regarded these destitute, literally starving children as a real nuisance.


In the new urban environment, relative anonymity gave people the freedom to be awful. Back in the country, a pregnant and abandoned woman might suffer a good deal of social criticism—depending upon how seriously her neighbors took the advice that magazines gave to be kind to women who had premarital sex and were then abandoned. She could certainly be fired if she was employed anywhere. New York state law did dictate that the mother and baby be “supported at the expense of the county where such bastard should be born.”22 This may have proved somewhat easier, however, for a small, close-knit community, even if the assistance was provided begrudgingly, than for a sprawling metropolis such as New York City, where the babies supported by the city often died.


Still, while the scenes that surrounded her might have made Ann clutch her daughter, Caroline, slightly closer as they walked through the street, she had reasons to be optimistic that first year in New York. Henry soon found work as a tailor. During at least this period of his life, family friends would later claim, he was industrious and hardworking.


That in and of itself is praiseworthy considering that he was said to be a very heavy drinker, and that drinking served as a universal pastime among the very diverse residents of the Five Points neighborhood. Certain bars in the Five Points offered a kind of primitive keg stand. Lacking glasses, the proprietors poured beer from the keg through a tube into a person’s mouth. For three cents, one could have as much beer as they could drink in one swallow. People, understandably, became excellent at holding their breath.23


While Henry was presumably making a beeline past these temptations on his way to the tailor shop, Ann continued to work from home as a seamstress. She was skilled as ever in her craft. Ann might have begun to dream of a home in a nicer part of the city, and a better future for their young daughter.


And then, Henry died.


Later journalists were surprisingly adamant to note that his death was not because of his drinking; rather, he died from typhoid fever. The disease, which is spread through contaminated food or water, was rampant in the slums of New York at the time. If he got it from drinking water, ironically, it might have been to his benefit to have consumed alcohol instead.


So in 1833, at age twenty-one, Ann found herself a widow in a rough neighborhood and a strange country, entrusted with the care of a toddler. This was a terrifying position to be in, both for herself and her child, at a time when one-third of the deaths in the city were of children under five.24


If Ann had been childless, it’s likely she would have either returned to domestic service or begun working in one of the textile factories around town. With a child, however, both of those options were impossible. A maid with a child would typically find her baby unwanted in the family’s home and would have to send her child away to be cared for by “baby farmers,” who would take in children and raise them for a fee. As for factory work, the sheer number of hours demanded by those jobs made caring for a child inconceivable, and besides, it didn’t provide enough money to entrust the child’s care to anyone else.


That didn’t mean that women with children didn’t take on factory work. It just meant working women resorted to drugging their children.


In an 1859 cartoon, Harper’s Weekly reported that opium served as “The Poor Child’s Nurse.” Opium, a pain reliever with effects similar to heroin, was popular among virtually all classes by the mid-1800s. While wealthy upper- and middle-class people might enjoy its effects upon their own disposition, working mothers found it to be a virtual necessity in terms of childcare. Advertised in New York in 1833, the hawkers of the infant sedative Godfrey’s Cordial promised it was “most useful for young children who are weakly and restless”: “[It] may be taken with perfect safety and success by children from birth.”25


Godfrey’s Cordial was as good as advertised at keeping infants asleep. That’s because it contained laudanum, a tincture of opium, in a sweet syrup. An 1857 article in the Brooklyn Evening Star said it could “explain away your charitable wonder that the frequent beggar women who hold out imploring hands, and roll up patient eyes at Broadway stoops, should be blessed with brats of such accommodating sleepy headedness, by showing… that those infantile objects of your admiration are brought up to scratch with laudanum—fuddled continually and permanently stupefied at last.”26


The permanent stupefaction part is important. It had become clear by the late 1850s that in many cases, Godfrey’s Cordial was keeping children asleep forever—overdoses could kill them, and constant use weakened their health, leaving them susceptible to other ailments. By 1860, the Philadelphia Inquirer, writing about overdoses, implored mothers to “be more than careful of the sacred charge of little children. Do not, to ease your cares, sink them into unnatural slumber.”27


Not drugging your infants to keep them quiet seems like a reasonable directive for mothers who were at home with their children. But it ignored the way the Industrial Revolution had changed women’s lives. These mothers weren’t drugging their kids because they wanted to; they were compelled to do so because they literally couldn’t be at home with their children. And there was no money for anyone else to care for them. Single mothers like Ann found that, if they took time off from factory work to care for their child, they risked unemployment and starvation.


Essentially anesthetizing children was the only way to keep them calm for the hours parents had to be away from their families.


But couldn’t an older child care for a younger one? Certainly there were women who attempted that solution. One excerpt from the New-York Tribune in 1844 describes a mother who left her infant in the care of his older brother with instructions to put the infant to sleep if he woke. When she returned, her toddler proudly reported that the baby woke up crying, but he put it back to sleep. “The mother, thinking it had slept long enough, went to take it up, when she discovered its head, horribly mangled. It appeared afterwards the boy, quite unconscious of the crime he was committing, had taken a hammer and beat the child on its head until the poor little thing fell asleep in death.”28


In return for taking such risks, so as to give their full attention to work at a given factory, women were barely compensated. In the 1830s, Mathew Carey found that about 60 percent of women working sixteen hours a day could not earn more than $1.25 a week. That equates to $39 a week today. The economist Helen L. Sumner Woodbury noted in 1910 that women actually fared far better financially in work that was typically done by men, such as cigar making, as opposed to textile work. However, when “they have entirely displaced men, they have soon lost their economic advantage.”29


Prostitution, understandably, struck many women as a better alternative to factory work. The journalist William Lloyd Garrison recalled an incident where a missionary attempted to dissuade a woman from the trade and she replied, “Instead of coming here you had better go around to some of these factories and shops that grind a poor girl down to $2 a week, and get them to pay better wages. It’s no use; a girl can’t live on what she gets.”30 Sex work allowed for both better wages and a freedom that factory and menial work did not offer. The hours were certainly more forgiving; frankly, the fact that sex workers could expect to get a good eight hours of sleep was something that many jobs at the time did not permit. Plus, a prostitute could earn enough money to have someone competent take care of her offspring, or even to send them to school. The money a woman could make—perhaps $50 a week as a prostitute—was substantially more than she could ever earn at a factory. Little wonder, then, that there were approximately 10,000 prostitutes in New York City by the 1840s. In 1846, the New-York Tribune quipped that there were “about as many prostitutes [in New York] as there are soldiers in the United States Army.”31


For some women, sex work truly did prove superior to the alternatives, and it wasn’t always as socially damning as one might expect. In the 1840s, Julia Brown, a former prostitute turned madam of New York’s most elegant brothel, was not only accepted by high society but beloved by the wealthy. “Princess Julia” attended all the best soirees and maintained a friendship with Charles Dickens. Fanny White, another famous New York prostitute of the time, traveled abroad with a gentleman friend to meet Queen Victoria. There was also Helen Jewett, who “swept like a silken meteor through Broadway, the acknowledged queen of the promenade.”32 In addition to being a sex worker, Helen was a prolific letter writer, a talented seamstress, and a woman who didn’t hesitate to take men who sexually harassed her to court. Her life was a rich and captivating one. The Herald described her as a “fascinating woman in conversation, full of intellect and refinement, with talents calculated for the highest sphere in life.”33 It is worth noting, however, that they were describing Helen as such after she’d been brutally beaten to death with an axe. She was likely murdered by one of her clients, Richard P. Robinson, who would defend himself of the charge by claiming, “I am a young man of only nineteen years of age yesterday, with most brilliant prospects!”34 Infuriatingly, this sort of defense is still employed two hundred years later to defend young men who have committed crimes against women. Despite testimony from women in the brothel, Robinson was found not guilty. Helen’s brilliant prospects were deemed unimportant.


All this to say—prostitution also had its disadvantages.


As James Miller explained in a paper on prostitution that ran in The Edinburgh Medical Journal during this era, “to the majority of women, the state of prostitution proves a grave, not a chrysalis-shell.”35 By the 1850s, Dr. William Sanger estimated that in New York, a woman would only work as a prostitute for, on average, four years before dying.36 It was similarly estimated that only 2.35 percent of metropolitan prostitutes survived fourteen years in the business. It was a dangerous profession, because of the clientele, because of the squalor of many prostitutes’ surroundings, and because of the potential for exposure to then untreatable sexually transmitted diseases. In July 1832, a New York paper reported that “a prostitute at 62 Mott Street who was decking herself before the glass at 1 o’clock yesterday, was carried away in a hearse at half past three o’clock. The broken-down constitutions of these miserable creatures, perish almost instantly on the attack.”37 Venereal diseases, such as syphilis, took a toll during a period when medical care, especially for the poor, was very limited. Half the prostitutes in New York at this time reported that they suffered from syphilis.38


This outlook also didn’t bode well for the very children whose mothers had turned to prostitution. Children born to and raised by prostitutes were likely to enter the profession themselves. Given the short life expectancy of their mothers, they might do so at an early age, and so child prostitution became a problem in New York, as it was in other major cities. In his 1885 exposé, the journalist W. T. Stead talked to a brothel keeper in London who claimed, “Many women who are on the streets have female children. They are worth keeping. When they get to be twelve or thirteen, they become merchantable.” Stead found that girls of this age were often drugged, whether by snuff or chloroform or laudanum, and then sold to men who wished to sleep with a virgin. When Stead remarked, horrified, to a police officer, “The very thought is enough to raise hell,” the officer replied, “It is true and although it ought to raise hell, it does not even raise the neighbors.”39


If Ann had chosen to moonlight as a prostitute, no one could have blamed her; a study by William Sanger in 1859 found that a quarter of the prostitutes in New York had tried working as seamstresses before turning to sex work.40 Soon, Ann moved to Chatham Street, still on the outskirts of the Five Points. There, in 1850, as George Templeton Strong wrote, “after nightfall, amid the theaters, saloons, dance halls, and cheap lodging houses, the thoroughfare overflowed with ‘members of the whorearchy in most slatternly deshabille.’”41


And it was there where she worked as a seamstress. Unless Ann was truly masterful—at a veritable Coco Chanel of Lower Manhattan level of mastery—she would not have been able to earn enough to support herself and her daughter. Helen L. Sumner Woodbury noted that women trying to make a living sewing during this period were in a particularly competitive situation. The fact that it was one of the few skills women were trained in meant that, in her words, “clothing trades… served as the general dumping ground of the unskilled, inefficient, and casual woman workers,” creating “a condition of almost pure industrial anarchy.”42 The average seamstress made even less than a woman working in a factory—about $1.12 a week, if she was constantly employed. If you’ve ever encountered a novel from this period where a woman is in massive debt to her dressmaker and wondered why the dressmaker was allowing clients to run up absolutely insane debts, well, this is why. If you were at work as any kind of seamstress, you were lucky if people were offering you money at all.


Ann’s situation looked desperate. During the day, she took in whatever clothing her neighbors might need mended. Every evening, she passed dozens of prostitutes, trying to make their way in a world that had abandoned them. It seemed likely she would join their number, and her daughter would probably have to do the same.


All this would surely have been the case, had Ann not been friendly with her neighbors.
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VERY NEAR ANN’S NEW HOME ON CHATHAM STREET, THERE lived a pill compounder by the name of Dr. William Evans. He was, to put it mildly, a character. Being a successful pill compounder—rather like being someone who sells supplements today—was more dependent on having a big personality and being an excellent salesman than on having pills that worked. In an age prior to medical regulations, you could package more or less any powder in a pill and claim it was a miracle cure. Evans’s numerous advertisements promised that his “chamomile pills” would relieve everything from “low spirits” to “constipation.” “Hypochondriacism” was also on the list of ailments he promised to help—which is at least one malady that can be cured by sugar pills.1 Most of the diseases he said his pills would relieve were, like “low spirits,” things it would have been difficult to objectively assess. He claimed that he was “singularly effective” and that his pill formulas came from “the research of the most eminent medical men in the world.”2 He might have been, at the very least, prone to exaggeration.


Ann Trow Sommers was not a bit fazed by this. Throughout her life, she would appreciate men with big personalities. And if Evans was faking it until he made it, well, he was still doing better in his trade than she was as a seamstress. Before long, she began helping him with his work; in return, “to her he imparted many secrets of the business.”3


It didn’t take Ann long to figure out that she could produce her own wares. Soon, she was making pills that promised to help relieve liver, stomach, and lung ailments, the latter largely brought on by consumption, a bacterial disease that destroys the patient’s lung tissue. The efficacy of this medication is, frankly, dubious. Consumption, for instance, can only be cured by a course of antibiotics that were unavailable until the 1940s. That said, even if Ann’s promises were ambitious and overblown, people in the neighborhood believed that her pills worked. And she began to gain renown for them.


Soon after Ann began manufacturing pills, one woman came to her with a request for a medicine that would help induce an abortion. Ann knew what happened to women in her neighborhood without contraception. Unwanted pregnancy was a disaster for them, and for any other children they might already have. Ann could see the effects outside her window every day of her life. So she didn’t hesitate to provide a service. Whether it was to prevent pregnancy or end one, the pill seemed to have served its purpose. Unlike “low spirits,” which may naturally fluctuate, you can tell fairly easily whether you are pregnant.


And just as Ann Trow Sommers wasn’t the only woman who had planned to make it in New York as a seamstress, that woman wasn’t the only one who desperately needed birth control options. Ann quickly found that her new pills “speedily sold so extensively that she gave up tailoring.”4


What Ann was doing in providing a version of an abortive pill was by no means revolutionary in itself. For as long as women have been expecting, there have been methods to end a pregnancy. The first clear written description of abortion dates back to 1550 BCE in Egypt, when women who wished to abort turned to one of the remedies described in the Ebers Papyrus, an ancient medical text, which suggested that following its protocols would “cause all to come out which is in the stomach of a woman.”5 Its advice included inserting warm oil and fat into the vagina, or inserting a plant-based pessary, much like a tampon or suppository. The pessary was coated in “unripe fruit of acacia, colocynth, crushed… and 6/7 a pint of honey.” Remarkably, this isn’t as outlandish a treatment as it might seem. During fermentation, the acacia plant produces lactic acid, which kills sperm and is still used in spermicides today. According to Vicki Oransky Wittenstein, the author of Reproductive Rights: Who Decides?, this is an abortion method “modern researchers think may actually have worked.”6 It seems at least preferable to another recipe for abortion pessaries, mentioned in the Kahun Papyrus, in which crocodile dung mixed with dough was inserted into the vagina.7


Pessaries like these were decried by the Greek physician Hippocrates in the fourth and fifth centuries BCE, whom antiabortion advocates frequently reference in their defense. After all, the Hippocratic Oath states, “I will give no deadly medicine to anyone if asked, nor suggest any such counsel; and in like manner, I will not give to a woman an abortive pessary.”8


Some suggest that this language, in addition to the oath’s admonition to “do no harm,” means that Hippocrates regarded fetuses as people to whom no harm should be done. In truth, though, claiming that the Hippocratic oath is antiabortion because it is anti-pessary is a bit like claiming someone is anti-beverage because they don’t believe in drinking poison. Diseases in Women, a treatise attributed to Hippocrates though likely the work of numerous physicians, explicitly explains how they could produce disastrous results: “Suppose, after an abortion, a woman receives a serious lesion or that she causes ulcerations in her uterus with harsh pessaries (such as women produce in treating themselves and others), and her fetus is destroyed and the woman herself is not cleansed, but her uterus becomes very inflamed and closes?”9 Pessaries weren’t very good for the women themselves. They could die or lose their ability to become pregnant in the future.


Pessaries rarely produced a “clean” result. They were effective precisely because they were harmful. They were not made of sanitary materials. For instance, some contained, among other things, beetles that produced a toxic substance called cantharid. Others included “a head of boiled garlic.”10 Surely the thought of inserting either beetles or boiled garlic into one’s vagina is enough to make a modern woman shudder. These ingredients were intended to irritate a woman’s insides, often causing infection, which was what ultimately destroyed the fetus. In the process, they could cause great impairment, increasing a woman’s risk of vaginal infections, including toxic shock syndrome. TSS would account for the descriptions of women dying with very high fevers in ancient Greece.11


Hippocrates and physicians like him didn’t recommend the kind of abortive attempt they knew produced poor results for their patients. Doing so would have gone against the code of ethics. Diseases in Women did, however, recommend alternative means to induce miscarriage, such as strenuous exercise, including leaping so that a woman’s heels touched her butt, or “shaking [a woman] under the armpits.”12 In a less exercise-based approach, it prescribed Queen Anne’s lace, a wildflower herb that could be an effective means of contraception and abortifacient. Ingesting seeds from Queen Anne’s lace prevents the production of progesterone, which is necessary for pregnancy. Women in Appalachia, India, and other underserved regions still use the seeds today as an (imperfect) kind of herbal morning-after pill.13


Queen Anne’s lace isn’t the only plant with a supposed ability to prevent pregnancy. Pennyroyal served much the same purpose. Like Queen Anne’s lace, its use dated back to ancient Greece, where a play by Aristophanes, Lysistrata, describes a desirable young woman as being “trimmed and spruced with pennyroyal.”14 The implication being, not only was that woman good-looking, she was also free to have sex without fear of pregnancy—a combination that has been desirable in virtually any time period. Herbs such as rue and gingerroot were commonly used to achieve the same end. Abortive remedies have also long been part of American society. Benjamin Franklin even included a recipe in his book of general knowledge, The Instructor. It suggested that “unmarry’d women” suffering from a “suppression of courses” (today better known as a missed period) consume pennyroyal mixed with twelve drops of spirits of hartshorn.15


It is likely that the preventative powders Madame Restell marketed were composed of these varied natural ingredients. She may even have suggested they go into a tea.


Her pills, though, were more popular, likely because the powders cost $5 a package while a box of the pills, or a vial of liquid, could be purchased for only $1.16 The pills were meant to be employed if the powders—which were intended to act like a birth control pill—failed.


While her admirers clamored for them, her detractors scoffed that the pills contained nothing of value. Some men believed that a young and barely educated immigrant woman must be a scam artist. One of these critics, a man named Dr. Jacobi, later claimed that Madame Restell’s wares were nothing but “bread coated with sugar” that she sold for $100.17 This doctor may have been attempting to do Restell a favor or to save his own skin, though her professional pride would certainly not allow her to appreciate it. As he made this assertion, he was on trial himself for performing abortions. His defense hinged upon the notion that everything abortionists sold was a mere “humbug” and that members of the profession were charlatans, not murderers. Still, even more recent historians, such as Clifford Browder, likely due to a reasonable level of skepticism regarding homeopathic cures, have claimed that Restell’s products “were ineffective if not downright fake.”18


This would appear to be an unfair assessment.


Certainly, no birth control or abortifacient used in the mid-nineteenth century came near to being as effective as today’s methods. However, two hundred years from now, chemotherapy—with its array of often miserable side effects—might seem like a horribly primitive way to attempt to cure cancer. But in the absence of a better method to eliminate the disease, it does not mean that people who receive chemotherapy now are foolish or being conned.


At least through the 1830s, Madame Restell’s pills appear to have been made of ergot of rye and cantharides. Ergot of rye is a fungus that develops specifically on rye plants. The primary source of cantharides is the dried bodies of blister beetles, also known as Spanish flies (Lytta vesicatoria). Both of these ingredients were considered effective abortifacients at the time. One journal from 1844 wrote that “cantharides in [small] doses… would not endanger life, but would be likely to produce an abortion.… Ergot of rye would be the most efficient medical agent to procure abortion by acting specifically on the uterus.”19 Later, in the 1840s, Madame Restell seemed to have refined her methods. An examination prompted by the doctor of one of her more reticent patients found the vial she’d been given to be filled with “oil of tansy and spirits of turpentine.”20


Now, there is a wide gulf between wholly ineffective, on the one hand, and effective and safe, on the other. For example, swallowing turpentine, which is often used as a paint thinner, might seem like a bad idea. It is in fact a terrible idea. Pregnant women (or anyone, for that matter) absolutely should not swallow turpentine or, for that matter, tansy oil. Even doctors at the time were aware of this peril. The doctor who examined the mixture Restell was selling declared that he thought they were “among the most dangerous preparations that could be taken.”21


However, the fact that these remedies were dangerous doesn’t mean the ingredients were combined without reason. Because, like ergot of rye and cantharides, the combination of turpentine and tansy oil was thought to be successful in ending a pregnancy.


Sadly, these are still ingredients that women with few legal options use to induce abortions to this day. One doctor told the Guardian that, within the world of DIY abortions, “turpentine became a kind of harrowing motif.”22 The same doctor recalled a woman in the 1970s injecting turpentine directly into her abdomen. As recently as 2006, the mother of a teen in Columbus, Ohio, was accused of forcing her daughter to drink turpentine in order to induce an abortion. Regarding the case, a local doctor said that turpentine “is a known substance that has been used in abortions. The problem [is] it will cause an abortion and it will cause you to die.… [F]or the fetus to die the mother has to be dead or near death.”23


Tansy oil is less well known for its abortive properties. Coming from a yellow flowered plant, the oil was traditionally used to embalm bodies. While it can be safely used to treat skin ailments and as an insect repellent, it can be extremely deadly if taken orally. As little as ten drops might be fatal.24 It is considered especially dangerous for pregnant women, as it can cause uterine contractions and lead to a miscarriage. Which, of course, is what some pregnant women want.


In 1839, the New York Daily Herald reported that a woman by the name of Sarah “wished to procure an abortion without the aid of Madame Restell.” She proceeded to take a quarter of an ounce of tansy oil. Doctors would later claim this was “too much by half”; she died a few hours after ingesting it.25


As with turpentine, prior to the legalization of abortion in America, many women intentionally drank teas that contained herbs such as tansy, pennyroyal, and rue in order to provoke a miscarriage. Even today, while less common, this practice has not vanished. In 2012, the New York Times Magazine published a harrowing account wherein a woman drank tea composed of herbs (including tansy oil) to induce her second abortion.26 She did so while composing goodbye letters to her loved ones in case the tea killed her.


In regard to Madame Restell’s clinic, what’s remarkable is not so much that women flocked to her door, but that Madame Restell seems to have managed the dosage of these incredibly dangerous ingredients in such a way that her patients not only survived but became repeat customers. One woman even claimed that Restell’s pills successfully caused her to miscarry five times.


During this period, Ann’s brother, Joseph Trow, followed his sister to New York. He found work located near her as a sales assistant at a pharmacy. In addition to providing him with stable income, it ensured he had ample skill with which to help his sister in the production of her pills when demand began to outstrip her individual ability.


But Joseph wasn’t the only supportive man in her life.


In late 1835, Ann met Charles Lohman, the man who would become her second husband. Twenty-six years old, he was a Russian immigrant who, after moving to the Lower East Side, had found work as a printer for the New York Herald. Charles was later said to be “a fine looking man of very genial disposition, joyful nature, and very fond of conviviality and a good glass of wine.”27 Another paper posthumously declared him “just a good, ink-fingered, hard drinking fellow.”28 Ann may have been very kind to people in need, and a charming conversationalist, but it’s hard to consider someone of her professional determination to be as easygoing as Charles was made out to be. At a time when her work was consuming much of her days, it might have been a relief for Ann to spend time with an upbeat fellow. The biographer Browder speculates that literary inclinations might have brought them together—George Mastell’s bookshop, which carried works by figures such as Voltaire and Thomas Paine, was located at 94 Chatham Street, near Ann’s home. This is by no means certain, but it’s pleasant to imagine their hands touching as they reached for a volume of Eugene Onegin.


But while her fondness for reading may have been part of Ann’s appeal to Charles, her greater lure may have lain in the fact that the young widow was clearly unwilling to remain poor. Like Ann, Charles was drawn to America’s promise of prosperity for all. As an atheist he was also attracted to America’s Enlightenment philosophy and the idea of a country where church and state were separate. In this, he may have vastly overestimated America’s tolerance. But then, so did Ann. Ann would eventually join an Episcopalian church for the social access it provided, but Charles would remain a staunch nonbeliever. Even so, the pair found themselves, at least initially, excellently matched. They both believed in a future where they could cast off outmoded ideas and get rich, and were mutually frustrated that, despite making the arduous journey to America, “the iron grip of poverty still continued to bear relentlessly upon them.”29 By 1836, Ann Trow Sommers had become Mrs. Ann Lohman. In the same year, Charles, excited about the promise of his adopted country, became a US citizen.


Many newspapers credited Ann’s second husband with launching her career as an abortionist and birth control provider. Some claimed he was surely “a professor of her art,” and that he must have “school[ed] the woman in her uncanny art.”30 Clearly, it must have been he who produced the pills and taught her how to perform the abortions. This was declared despite ample evidence to the contrary—Charles was a good-natured printer at a newspaper with no medical training when he met his wife, and she had learned about pills from an entirely different man whose trade she immediately surpassed. Some of those writers believed that women were utterly inept; others imagined that a woman in a field they regarded as wicked must be compelled by a Svengali-like man who controlled her.


It’s a tiresome and, unfortunately, still true fact that, if men like something a woman does, they assume another man must have helped her do it. If they hate something a woman did, on the other hand, they assume a man must have made her do it. There’s no indication that Ann was coerced in any way by her second husband; what’s more, there’s no indication she was anything but obstinate when it came to people telling her what to do. Whatever one thinks of her actions, she deserves the dignity of autonomy so often denied to women in history.


There was plenty in Ann’s background and circumstances to indicate that her decision to induce abortions stemmed entirely from her own worldview. She’d lived her whole life in poverty, and she had seen what happened to women and children trapped within it. She was empathetic toward other working women’s concerns. She also wanted to make money, and the profits from her pills were undeniable. Last but certainly not least, she was not puritanical in her attitude toward sex. So, let us say she did not take up her trade because a man forced her. In all likelihood, she took it up because she was good at it, people had a need for it, and her business quickly became lucrative. After the challenges she experienced while married to her first husband, it’s also doubtful she was eager to rely upon a man for her income ever again.


Regardless of his role in its origins, it was Charles who took Ann’s career to a whole new level. In many ways he would prove to be the man behind the woman. While Ann was no longer working as a seamstress, the pair still lived with daily financial concerns. It’s true that the threat of penury and prostitution no longer hovered over Ann’s head, but they were still living in fairly miserable conditions. If both of them desired the level of wealth that had at least partially motivated them to come to America in the first place, then Ann’s business had to expand beyond catering exclusively to the residents of Lower Manhattan.


During his time working at the Herald, Charles came across many advertisements in the newspaper for pills like the ones his wife was producing. Ann likewise had seen her mentor Dr. Evans’s profusion of ads filled with outlandish claims. She and Charles realized that they had to start advertising. Seemingly deciding that Ann’s actual life story might not be enough to inspire confidence among the wealthier denizens of the city, they thought about what sort of woman people with money to spare would visit.


So, they dreamed up a woman from France. Specifically, a female physician who had worked at hospitals in Paris and Vienna, two very romantic cities that it seems extremely unlikely either Ann or Charles had ever visited. They even claimed she had inherited the craft. It had been her French grandmother who had devised the recipe for her pills, which, in France, had received accolades for their “efficacy, healthiness and safety” for thirty years.31 Anyone who met Restell and noted her British accent could probably tell this was not true. But then, as often now, Americans viewed Europeans, and especially the French, as being more advanced and sophisticated in their sexual mores than their countrymen. If anyone was going to help manage one’s birth control and abortive needs, you could do far worse than going to a nonjudgmental, worldly Frenchwoman with many lovers.


Gradually, Madame Restell came to life.


Her creation proved to be a dazzling, and very effective, lie.
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