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“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,
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“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.”
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Mary Donlon Alger Professor of American History,
Cornell University
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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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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD



In 1948, when Cheaper By the Dozen hit the bookstores, millions of Americans came to know Lillian Gilbreth as the doting mother of twelve children. Yet to those who knew the importance of Gilbreth’s innovative work, she was not simply “Mother of the Year,” she was also “The Mother of Industrial Psychology.” In the books and movies made about her family, Lillian appears to be the very model of post–World War II domesticity—a stay-at-home wife and mother, happy to bow to her husband’s judgment and to devote herself to raising her family. In reality she was a pioneer in the science of industrial management and psychology, the holder of honorary degrees, an international lecturer, and the recipient of a dozen awards and engineering society medals. Yet Gilbreth’s story is not one of unchallenged success. In the early twentieth century, she faced the gender bias common in graduate and professional programs that were not specifically defined as female areas. Her conviction that subjective factors were as important to consider as objective ones was originally rejected by her male colleagues in the newly emerging profession of industrial engineering. And, while her husband Frank lived, the engineering profession viewed her as a helpful assistant to his work rather than as a full and equal partner in the many studies of time and motion the couple produced together. Lillian did not complain about these challenges she faced as a woman. She remained convinced that employers must consider the human needs of workers, and, in time, both political leaders and business managers would agree. During the Depression, she turned her exceptional skills to the task of improving the circumstances in which women labored in the paid work force, and later she focused on the setting in which wives and mothers worked—the kitchen and the home. Gilbreth was often ahead of her time—but she was willing to wait for American society to catch up.


As Julie Des Jardins shows us in this biography, Gilbreth’s life story illustrates the opportunities and the barriers facing women who wanted both professional careers and a satisfying family life in the late nineteenth century and in the decades before the modern feminist movement. Gilbreth was, as Des Jardins notes, a pioneer, not simply in her path-breaking studies of factory efficiency or in her creative redesign of the center of domestic life, the kitchen, but also in her remarkable efforts to balance work and family and to demonstrate that there was no contradiction in being both a woman and an engineer, a mother and an individual with a satisfying career.


In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview’s Lives of American Women series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story told is not simply the story 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. In their personal odysseys, American history comes alive.


Carol Berkin





AUTHOR’S PREFACE




Cheaper by the Dozen’s Mother, Lillian Gilbreth:
A Woman Who Defied All Categories


If younger generations of Americans haven’t read the classic book Cheaper by the Dozen, perhaps they have heard about the 1950 film adaptation or the late twentieth-century remakes. The original novel, written by a sister and brother, recalled their coming of age in suburban New Jersey in the 1910s. Gathering some of their most vivid memories, they embellished them a bit and offered them up for publication after World War II, when Americans were nostalgic for stories that reinforced traditional family values. The book was so popular that it spawned the film version and a highly anticipated sequel Belles on Their Toes two years later. This book, too, was light-hearted fare despite its treatment of a darker chapter in the family’s story. Dad, the larger-than-life Frank Gilbreth Sr., had passed away, leaving his wife Lillian Gilbreth in charge of a home, a business, and eleven children.


That there were only eleven living siblings, no longer an even dozen, was a detail left out of the Gilbreths’ novel, since it was not conducive to the tone they were trying to strike. But the greatest departure from reality may have been in the depiction of the novel’s retiring matriarch, Lillian Gilbreth, who appeared incapable of self-assertiveness, when she appeared at all. Dad ruled the roost in Cheaper by the Dozen and featured as the central figure in nearly all the anecdotes his children recalled for postwar readers. “Before her marriage, all Mother’s decisions were made by her parents. After her marriage, the decisions were made by Dad,” Ernestine and Frank Jr. maintained. “It was Dad who suggested . . . that both of them become efficiency experts.” Perhaps more surprisingly, they also claimed that it was Dad’s imperative, not Mom’s, to have a family of a dozen children.1


Aside from her alleged dabbling in efficiency work, the Lillian Gilbreth of Cheaper by the Dozen appeared to be the proverbial “Woman Who Lived in a Shoe,” overwhelmed by her prodigious offspring had it not been for her rule-making husband. Readers likely conjectured in the literary silence that she tended to domesticity almost exclusively behind the scenes, soothing hurt feelings in the wake of her husband’s blustery refusals to let daughters wear provocative swimsuits or attend dances unchaperoned. Her influence, one can only presume, was quiet and unequivocally feminine. She did little to tweak this image after her children’s novel came out in 1948. In fact, when asked, she stated that her years married to Frank Gilbreth were the most significant of her life. It was as if she had nothing else to show for herself other than obediently raising his dozen children.


Only at the end of Cheaper by the Dozen do readers get the slightest glimpse of the real Lillian Gilbreth’s resolve to work outside the home, and it only seems acceptable because her husband is dead and she is desperate to preserve his legacy. Readers are not privy to the fact that, together, she and Frank Gilbreth had run an engineering firm, given scores of professional papers, published eight books and hundreds of articles, conducted courses on industrial management, and maintained a household of servants, schedules, and a dozen children. In fact, Lillian Gilbreth may have been responsible for the lion’s share of the work in these joint endeavors. To the outside world, she appeared the helpmeet to a more qualified professional man. But in the Gilbreth household, everyone understood that Mom was an industrial consultant, a credentialed psychologist, an originator of ideas, a writer of texts, a designer of experiments, a supervisor of homework, and a soother of scrapes and hurt feelings all rolled into one.


No book that sought to reinstate traditional family life could ever succeed in revealing Lillian Gilbreth in all of her dimensions, and yet readers of Cheaper by the Dozen may find something subversive in this literary portrait, if they care to look. Although her children emphasized their father’s patriarchal authority, it was authority subtly influenced by the quieter, more effective control wielded by a mother, who, although not the protagonist of the story, was implicitly a partner of equal standing and the parent with more understanding of emotions and needs. When Dad yelled, Mom cushioned the blow. When he went too far, she was the voice of reason. There is a sense that Lillian Gilbreth let Frank be impudent Frank Gilbreth, but then she quietly cleaned up his messes when he wasn’t looking. She was an effective, and perhaps far more efficient, parent and communicator in the end.


If her children had provided glimpses of their mother’s life before motherhood, readers would have seen a young woman who went to college to defy traditional marriage, not to embrace it. And while readers of Belles on Their Toes saw a widow more independent and savvy than the wife of Cheaper by the Dozen, this image still did not do justice to Lillian Gilbreth. Her children’s fictional account gave no sense of the extent to which she realized economic autonomy, intellectual fulfillment, and professional success on her own terms and how much she forged paths for other women to do the same. She continued to work more than full time, outside the home, nearly fifty years after Frank Gilbreth’s death in 1924. And thus, although nothing was more traditional than marrying and rearing a dozen children, the truth is that Lillian Gilbreth defied every other expectation of well-to-do women coming of age in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. She attended college, earned a doctoral degree, and became an industrial engineer, a professor, a breadwinner, a domestic guru, and a consultant for US presidents. If her own children failed to acknowledge her many hats, it’s no wonder that most Americans don’t know her name in the twenty-first century.


Actually, there was a time when Lillian Gilbreth held a distinctive, albeit unfixed, place in American popular culture. Men and women on the street once knew her in the 1920s, the ’30s, the ’40s, the ’50s, and even the ’60s, even if they weren’t always sure what to make of her. The popular press referred to her as “Mother of the Year,” (1957) but also as “the greatest woman engineer in the world,” (1954) and “The Mother of Industrial Psychology.”2 Magazine editors decided that she belonged on lists of the “Greatest American Women” (1930s), even if they couldn’t come to a consensus as to why this was the case.


Lillian Gilbreth was multifaceted, to be sure, and this fact may be the reason that she has since been forgotten; she defies facile categorization, so historians have taken the easier road of neglecting her altogether. By all indications, Lillian seemed to sanction the neglect. She was never adamant about getting her name on books and papers she and Frank Gilbreth coauthored, and she leaves very little autobiographical material behind. Upon her husband’s death, she published the story of his life and work, entitled The Quest of the One Best Way (1925), which she asked the Society of Industrial Engineers to publish immediately in tribute. Her autobiography, As I Remember, she wrote and published privately in 1941, but it was only retrieved and made more widely available to the public in 1998. It is telling that, aside from the title, the story is written in the third person; to say “I” felt too assertive to Lillian Gilbreth, especially when she had spent years saying “Frank this,” “Frank that,” or sometimes an occasional “we.” Like so many women married to prominent men, she had mastered the art of obscuring her work from view.


Luckily, the following rendition of Lillian Gilbreth’s life benefits from historians and family members who filled in many of her silences. Jane Lancaster’s Making Time: Lillian Moller Gilbreth—A Life Beyond “Cheaper by the Dozen” (2004), is the most recent and comprehensive of the biographical works on Gilbreth to date, and thus it is used extensively in this narrative. Laurel Graham’s Managing on Her Own: Dr. Lillian Gilbreth and Women’s Work in the Interwar Era is a thorough account of Gilbreth’s professional life and intellectual contributions to industrial management and psychology, while Edna Yost’s Frank and Lillian Gilbreth: Partners for Life (1949) remains an informative, though dated, source on the Gilbreths’ work and life together. Amusing, if not always accurate, versions of Gilbreth family life in the early twentieth century are Ernestine Gilbreth Carey and Frank Gilbreth Jr.’s Cheaper by the Dozen (1948) and the sequel Belles on Their Toes (1951). Later Frank Jr. went on to write the more reflective Time Out for Happiness (1970), which contains insightful commentary on Gilbreth family life.3


This book makes no claim to be as comprehensive as most of the books above; if it covered Lillian Gilbreth’s life from birth to death, it would be told alongside a backdrop of events spanning nearly a century of modern American history. She lived through an industrial revolution, the passing of women’s suffrage, two waves of organized feminism, and two monumental world wars. In terms of shifts in cultural notions of American womanhood, she was born a Victorian, morphed into a “New Woman (1880–1920), and anticipated, to some degree, the “Superwoman” ideal that materialized after the Women’s Liberation Movement of the late 1960s and 1970s. Her eyes are windows on too many social, cultural, and economic events to note them all; so much could be broached that is only alluded to in these pages, particularly with regard to the last third of her life. She evokes many conversations, but here most attention is paid to the light she sheds on notions of domesticity in American life, primarily in the years of her young womanhood, active motherhood, and early widowhood through the Great Depression of the 1930s. She lived and worked furiously for another forty years, but the Depression serves as a sort of narrative apex in her career, because it supplied the confluence of forces that brought her unique perspective, position, and contributions in American life into clearest view.


Whether historians have emphasized her contributions to industrial processes, homemaking, or changing definitions of womanhood, it is clear that Lillian Gilbreth was a pioneer. Because pioneers tread uncharted terrain by definition, they are never easy to characterize in simple terms. Hers was a path with no blueprints, and thus it is difficult to classify the kinds of science, professionalism, and feminism she espoused, and to discern whether she was a scientist, a professional, or a feminist at all. Rather than label her, it may be more productive to try to understand how she negotiated labels or defied them altogether. She proved that unspoken concepts like “woman engineer,” “working mother,” “professional wife,” or “domestic expert” weren’t cultural oxymorons, even when most Americans thought they were. Through Lillian Gilbreth’s life, a perspective of shifting work and gender roles in America comes into view.


In the tradition of “great man” history, some biographers have called Lillian Gilbreth the “Mother” of any number of engineering innovations, in addition to her dozen children, much the same way biographers refer to Thomas Edison and Albert Einstein as “Fathers” of their important discoveries. The strategy has worked to garner prestige for Gilbreth in the conventionally historical sense, and yet it has done little to make the private woman better appreciated and understood. Lillian Gilbreth’s “greatness” does not lie in lists of her formal accomplishments and official discoveries. The seemingly trivial details of her private, daily, domestic, and routine experience are most meaningful, since they reveal her as typical and extraordinary at once. To tend to these particulars is to acknowledge the value and influence of the private home, much as Lillian Gilbreth did when she applied scientific methods to housewifery. She understood that the balance one struck between public and private, professional and domestic spheres was the key to a fulfilling life, just as it is the key to telling her story in a meaningful way.


The details of her daily routine provide an interesting perspective on the modern concept of “work-family balance.” Americans at the turn of the century did not talk about men’s work, let alone women’s work, in these terms, and yet it is impossible to describe what she was trying to achieve day in and day out without invoking a sense of balance. Her view of balance shifted over time and context, but it was the flexibility of her vision that she successfully propagated through her work and by example. Her efficiency studies in factories and homes saved time, money, and physical energy, but their greater purpose was to allow others—most often women—to strike some sense of balance for themselves. Lillian Gilbreth’s story is not a road map for modern women seeking families and careers, but it may just inspire them to be their own guides on paths to self-fulfillment.


Julie Des Jardins
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Lillie Moller’s Victorian World, 1878–18951


In May of 1878, Annie and William Moller of Oakland, California, gave birth to a blue-eyed, redheaded baby and named her Lillie. It would have been a happier occasion if Annie weren’t inconsolably worried for herself and her newborn child. Her first daughter Adelaide had died in infancy, and she feared that her new baby girl would fail to thrive like the last. Luckily, her fears proved unwarranted. Although young Lillie was an anxious, antisocial child, she was intellectually curious and physically robust. She went on to live to the age of ninety-four, despite her mother’s fears. To Annie’s chagrin, her daughter asserted her independence at the age of twenty-one by changing her name to Lillian. This bold gesture seemed appropriate on the eve of her college graduation in a new century—what better way to shirk the dependent femininity her mother embodied? Annie Moller accepted her daughter’s independent spirit in time but not before trying, as so many mothers of her upbringing did, to shape her daughter in her mold.


One could hardly blame her for trying, for hers was the only model of womanhood Annie knew; any other seemed, in her eyes, to be failed femininity at best. She was the daughter of wealthy parents, and she had known constant pampering, having never really been charged with the care of another human being until she became a mother herself. Her parents, the Delgers, were of German descent; they raised her in the Lutheran Church and with all the refinements. She played the piano and harp competently, read the classics aloud, and appreciated high art as if raised in the great museums of Europe. She also was blessed with curly brown tresses and a shapely figure. She was a vision, and her parents knew it: they kept her cloistered at home so as to not court the wrong sort of suitors. Annie was raised to be the quintessential gentlewoman of the Victorian age—refined and always leaving something to be desired.


Although the term “Victorian” refers to the reign of Queen Victoria in England (1837–1901), it is apt here, for it also describes the broader cultural sensibilities in well-to-do classes of Anglophones, including Americans, particularly in regard to gender and sexuality. After the first Industrial Revolution in the early nineteenth century, an ideology of separate spheres rigidly delineated the roles of American men and women: in the ideal world, the former occupied the public realm of business and politics, and the latter, the private realm of the home. Not all American families achieved this ideal of separate spheres, because it required leisure and privilege that working women, rural women, and most women of color did not enjoy. But for women who could afford the luxury of staying home, their cloistered domestic existence conferred a heightened degree of moral authority. This was, in essence, a sort of social power gained through keeping house, rearing children, and staying out of the fray of politics—a form of influence when women had little legal and economic power. Annie Delger had this influence by birthright, and her parents saw to it that it remained untarnished while their daughter remained in their home.


Of course, not all women of privilege conformed to the strict social rules laid before them. Annie had a rebellious older sister named Matilda, for instance, who had secretly eloped in her late teens, thus shirking the protocols of proper courtship and embarrassing her parents. Likewise, Annie’s other sister Lillie, after whom Annie named her daughter, later became the subject of gossip when she, too, divorced, remarried, and took on a career. Vowing that their young Annie would never be tempted into the same circumstances, the Delgers acted swiftly when they discovered that their seventeen-year-old was paying special attention to a boy in town. They sent her to finishing school in Germany in 1872, where contact with boys was forbidden, and they vowed that she would never be introduced to any suitor who did not meet their approval beforehand. Their older daughters’ ill-fated decisions, as they viewed them, had jeopardized the social standing of the entire family. To make connections in the right circles, Annie’s interactions with men had to be carefully controlled.


The Delgers had emigrated from Germany to New York in 1847 and moved to San Francisco three years later. The timing was not accidental. Frederick Delger, like many men, moved west to capitalize on the gold rush of 1849. He proved more successful than most, not because he found gold, but because he shrewdly turned a profit outfitting the miners who looked for it. While Levi Strauss made durable denim trousers for the miners, Delger made his fortune providing them with work boots to match. From there, he invested his money in real estate, buying up acres of land in what would eventually be downtown Oakland. When Frederick Delger died in 1897, he was worth millions. His heirs, Annie’s family, lived on a majestic estate that stretched a full city block in the nicest part of town.


Annie lived a sheltered life on the estate with three other siblings—two girls and a lone boy, Eddie. Though all the children received the best education that money could buy, Eddie’s schooling diverged from his sisters’. He was never a serious student, but his parents took his intellectual training seriously indeed, even sending him east to Harvard to study law. Annie attended convent schools in Oakland and San Jose before being sent off to the boarding school in Germany. The Delger girls’ education didn’t include math or science; their lessons featured “cultured English” and the “social arts.” Annie Delger was intellectually curious, but she accepted her fate as given: schooling for girls was nothing more than cultivating refinements to become attractive marriage material. Describing her mother’s education decades later, Lillian Gilbreth explained that almost no emphasis was placed on her mother’s “physical fitness” or “mental alertness.” For the Delger girls, their “social adjustment” had the greatest bearing on their future prospects.


German boarding school was supposed to complete Annie’s cultivation before finding a suitor for her to marry. On the way to accompanying their daughter overseas, the Delgers took a train to New York and called upon the Mollers, a prominent German family with whom they wanted to be better acquainted. The Mollers were “old money,” that is, the family had made its fortune in Germany, and John Moller successfully added to it when he took his family’s sugar-refining business to the States. It appealed to the Delgers that the Mollers lived honestly but expensively with their children on several floors of a lavish building on Thirty-Seventh Street in Manhattan. They were just the sort of people with whom they hoped young Annie could ingratiate herself, and they proved eager when an opportunity arose for introductions.


Indeed the Delgers aspired to play by the social rules of the New York elite, and Annie was helping them succeed. Nevertheless, there were many rules to master and pitfalls to avoid. The choosing of marriage partners was a calculated transaction between families of high society. Although it was acceptable for women to marry men they did not know well, parents had to think them proper for purposes of social standing. Young women were supposed to be chaste yet have enough veiled sex appeal for well-bred suitors to pursue them. If and when spouses were incompatible, separation was acceptable, but divorce was not. In the case of the latter, the woman suffered the greater stigma, for a proper lady, many presumed, was supposed to give a man little reason to stray. Women’s lack of legal status in marriage perpetuated a paradox: a woman’s femininity was defined through her ability to marry and have children, and yet she had little autonomy once she accomplished these ends. Marriage was, in this sense, salvation and sentence at once. Legally, a married woman had little more status than chattel. She was a husband’s possession, no longer with possessions of her own. In this circumscribed Victorian world, young women like Annie Delger wanted desperately to marry, but, once they did, they could hope for little more than to find fulfillment by wielding feminine influence on their husbands and their children.


The Mollers would have preferred a more understated family to join with theirs, for privately they thought the Delgers ostentatious and their exploits out West too opportunist to be dignified. But their eldest son, twenty-six-year-old William, a tall and stately heir to the family fortune, was completely enraptured by young Annie Delger when they met during her brief stay in 1872. He wanted to marry her, and his parents politely consented. The couple would marry in Hamburg, they decided, after Annie completed a year of school abroad. The Delgers enthusiastically approved.


Annie and William returned to New York as husband and wife in 1873; shortly afterward, Annie was pregnant. No one was surprised, because babies were expected within the first year of marriage. Few Victorians practiced birth control, and when they did it was typically simple abstinence. Privately, women had ideas about when their bodies were likely to conceive children, though they were not always correct. Even when they were, few women felt emboldened to reject a husband’s sexual advances when they believed pregnancy would result, for cultural, let alone legal, notions of marital rape did not yet exist. And hence, whether Annie was prepared for motherhood or not, within the year she bore Adelaide, the baby who died amid the summer heat in 1874. The climate and the loss of the child caused her health to deteriorate further, and William worried for his wife. He followed doctors’ orders, sold his share of the sugar business, and moved his wife back to the milder climate of California just before Lillie was born.


From this point forward, Annie’s physical fragility became a recurring leitmotif in the Moller household. William pampered her with a staff of servants and rarely let her do things alone; she remained in a perpetual state of convalescence for the rest of her married life. Although William’s parents were devastated to see them leave New York, the Delgers were delighted to have their daughter living within walking distance of her childhood home. On the West Coast, Annie could take better advantage of the alternative medicine practiced in Chinatown, for she believed that it was the key to making her stronger to bear more children. Indeed she spent exorbitant amounts of her husband’s money on herbs, leaves, and other medicines intended to alleviate her migraines and exhaustion. Li Po Tai, a doctor known by the San Francisco elite, regularly provided licorice and other roots for Annie’s “womb problems,” and apparently the measures worked. In the next two decades she conceived and bore five more girls in two-year intervals, followed by three boys in the same orderly fashion.


If Annie was a “hypochondriac,” she was no more so than other women she knew in the 1870s. She came of age when proper women were seen—and saw themselves—as too delicate to engage in physical labor or intellectual pursuits. Back East in Massachusetts and New York, some women of her age and social standing were attending college in the Seven Sister schools—Vassar, Wellesley, Bryn Mawr, Smith, Radcliffe, Barnard, and Mount Holyoke—which began to open their doors to the daughters of privileged families after the Civil War. But by no means was the “college” education they received designed to prepare them for the paid professions after graduation. Medical experts supported the belief that women engaged in physical activity, formal education, and paid work were at grave risk to their reproductive health. Harvard medical professor Edward Hammond Clarke, most notably, wrote a popular treatise on the subject in 1873 called Sex in Education, which supported a conclusion that middle-class Americans already believed: college learning was too taxing on women’s bodies to be useful to them. Because rigorous study tapped women of the reserves they needed to make babies, he determined, it must be severely limited or curtailed altogether.2


Most middle-class Americans also agreed that a college education was unnecessary, given the calling of proper women to raise their children at home. They needed enough education to make children moral citizens but not enough to be able to earn income or participate in political and intellectual life. Of course, poorer women, the ones, for instance, employed by the Moller and Delger families, were forced to work for a wage as domestic servants or industrial workers, but they, too, risked their physical and moral well-being, the experts believed, because the home was the place where true women cultivated feminine virtue and conserved their energy for reproduction. The fact that working women left the home, in other words, was the reason for their depravity; some privileged members of the industrial elite were downright sanctimonious on this point, urging women who worked for a wage to return home and find religion as a way of bettering their economic circumstances. Lillian Gilbreth’s parents belonged to this elite social class, exalting their delicate women as the moral guardians of society. Afforded the luxury of not working outside the home, their women presumably hadn’t been sullied by the corruption of politics or the business dealings of men in the public sphere. William Moller perceived his wife as just this kind of woman: her physical weakness was proof of her moral force.


As a child, Lillie became accustomed to preparing her mother’s medical elixirs during her perpetual states of bed rest. Mother appeared to be a fragile figure, but in point of fact there is no telling of the extent to which her ailments were clinically real. Victorian women frequently complained of weakness and illness, and gentlemen were raised to treat their wives as delicate hothouse flowers, always in need of special care. In a society in which women had little command over their sexual lives, feigning illness may have been a quiet and effective way to quash the sexual advances that led to unwanted pregnancy. But illness was also a mental preoccupation in lieu of more fulfilling endeavors outside the home. Annie had domestic obligations—the decorating of rooms, the managing of domestics, and the organizing of social engagements—but as a rich woman with a household of servants, one wonders if she subconsciously yearned for more to do.


Although Annie was a woman supposedly tapped of vigor, she was able to nurse her nine children successfully, when all was said and done. Lillie, the eldest, had nursed the longest, as Annie hadn’t the heart to force her weaning. Baby Lillie slept on a cot in her parents’ room so that her anxious mother could feed her on demand—at least until Lillie the toddler finally weaned herself. Annie became pregnant just six weeks later, with the girl known affectionately as Gertie. During every pregnancy that followed William continued to tend to Annie with kid gloves. “Why do you act this way Papa?” Lillie asked him. “So that Mama won’t be ill,” he replied. His wife’s demise seemed always on his mind.


When Annie wasn’t pregnant, William reluctantly permitted her to take herself off to the shops in downtown San Francisco, but he paced the floors awaiting her safe return. He “did not realize,” reflected Lillian Gilbreth in 1941, “that his small daughter interpreted this as fear that she’d never come back.”3 Looking back on these anxious moments, when Papa fretted and the maids speculated in whispers about their mistress’s failing health, Lillian Gilbreth believed that this worry exhibited by other people contributed to her being a pathologically anxious child. She often stood vigil over her mother when she slept or watched at the gate outside the house on afternoons when Mama was due back from tea at her grandparents’ estate. Indeed Lillie’s childhood was filled with warm familial bonds, but it was also self-professedly dominated by fear—fear that she would lose her mother, which turned into a fear of doctors, a fear of men, and a fear of being drawn out of her insulated shell. Much of her energy in girlhood was devoted to keeping the outside world from creeping in, keeping all who were not family at arm’s length, and clinging desperately to things most familiar. Like so many privileged Victorian girls, she had been raised to think that influences outside the home had potential to harm and corrupt.


By six, Lillie was too terrified of social interaction to be put in school with children her age, and thus Annie kept her home long after other girls had been sent off for “finishing.” Paradoxically, this insular existence may have been a source of Lillian’s self-assurance later in life: Annie educated her daughter thoroughly, as a professional teacher would, but she nurtured, rather than intimidated, keeping her sensitive daughter’s self-confidence intact. She made spelling lists and flash cards and gave Lillie daily assignments after breakfast. To Grandfather Delger’s dismay, William and Annie did not speak German at home, and thus Lillie learned their native tongue from books. Annie thought it just as well. Her daughter did love books.
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