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Introduction



A LITTLE WORLD FOR US


On Saturday afternoon, in a place that feels, just then, like the brightly pulsing center of the universe, a group of women gathers to talk about the world, and their place in it. They haven’t come far—physically, at least. Most have walked: from shared apartments, boardinghouses, and cooperative lodgings, or from red-brick mansions and smaller family homes, to a townhouse on MacDougal Street, in the middle of a busy, scruffy block just below Washington Square Park, the heart of the bohemian New York neighborhood they call Greenwich Village.1 In the basement is a restaurant that everyone knows simply as Polly’s, its walls painted with sunny yellow chalk paint and hung with local artists’ work, and its wooden tables crammed close together. The whole point is to overhear your neighbors’ conversations, lean over, and join in. It’s what makes the Village the Village, this contagious buzz, sitting elbow to elbow with artists and radicals and waiting for the chef, an anarchist poet, to bang down your plate of goulash or liver and onions with his signature hiss “bourgeois pigs.”2 Short-haired young women in loosely tied, batik-print tunics smoke cigarettes and flirt with long-haired young men in wire-rimmed spectacles, tweed coats, and soft-collared shirts. Upstairs, the Liberal Club bills itself as “A Social Center for Those Interested in New Ideas,” and next door, in the Washington Square Bookshop, browsers hang out for long enough that the owners protest they aren’t running a lending library.3 The Village isn’t a tourist attraction, at least not yet—it’s a place to live, to be, to become. Uptown, there might be more “light and space and air,” but downtown “there is another and larger and altogether incalculable element, which we might call sentiment,—atmosphere.”4


At the head of the table in Polly’s, a pretty woman in her early forties with a pile of dark-gold hair raps a gavel on the tabletop and brings the meeting to order. The women around the table describe themselves as “the most unruly and individualistic females you ever fell among,” and pride themselves on their voracious interests and varied outlooks.5 They are “Democrats, Republicans, Prohibitionists, socialists, anarchists, liberals and radicals of all opinions.”6 Sometimes they accuse each other of being “cranks on certain subjects,” but no woman obsessed by a single issue lasts long in their proudly eclectic meetings.7 To give each other space to doubt and to disagree, the women keep no records of their meetings. They give their secret, unruly club a name that celebrates the difference of opinion: Heterodoxy.


One thing distinguishes the chatter at this gathering from the usual lunchtime buzz: the voices are exclusively feminine. This doesn’t mean it’s much quieter than any other afternoon or that there’s no argument (or, indeed, flirting). But it does change the atmosphere, just a little. In almost every other club and society and discussion group in the bohemian Village, political or artistic or purely social, men are part of the conversation, and their voices tend to carry. It is hard to talk over them, to interrupt or correct, without being labeled stubborn or strident. Among women, it is easier to be heard. At heart, that is the simple idea that the club’s founder, Marie Jenney Howe, uses to gather the prominent women of her acquaintance into yet another club. What it will become—a network of mutual support whose legacy runs long and deep in the lives of its members—she has no idea, on that first Saturday afternoon.


The women around the table belong to many other groups: leagues, associations, societies, and organizations of all stripes crowd their schedules. They are veterans of social reform efforts and tireless in their work for an array of causes. It’s how women, denied the vote, get things done. This club is different, however, because it isn’t trying to do anything or change anything. A unique hybrid of the politically oriented Progressive Era women’s clubs and the freewheeling, mixed-sex discussion groups that proliferate in Greenwich Village in the early 1900s, Heterodoxy is “the easiest of clubs… no duties or obligations.”8 It offers a place to meet that is free of rules and formality, a place where ideas burst forth from intimacy. It’s enough to be, as one member puts it, “women who did things, and did them openly.”9 It’s enough simply to show up.


There are twenty-five charter members of Heterodoxy, one of whom is so proud of that distinction that she says she wants it carved on her tombstone.10 Most of them are public figures, in the way that women in professional fields at the time could often be, purely for doing their jobs. For being, if not the first or the only woman in their profession, then among the first and among the few. The majority are college educated—placing them among a tiny, elite percentage of American women—and several hold even rarer graduate degrees in law, medicine, and the social sciences. There are pairs of sisters and pairs of lovers; women entwined by family and marriage; and those who have studied together, worked together, and marched side by side for the vote. They already know each other by reputation, if not personally—an exposé of the group calls it the “de facto star chamber council of the prominent women of New York.”11 Together, in that room, they represent something new, and they know it.


As I look round and see your faces—


The actors, the editors, the businesswomen, the artists—


The writers, the dramatists, the psychoanalysts, the dancers.


The doctors, the lawyers, the propogandists [sic]


As I look round and see your faces


It really seems quite common to do anything!


Only she who does nothing is unusual.


—Paula Jakobi entry, “Heterodoxy to Marie” scrapbook


Forging such exceptional lives, well outside the mainstream of expectations for women of their era, can feel daunting and isolating. It is easier in the company of others.


Yet despite the enormous impact of the club on the lives of its members, and the fame of those members in their day, the most basic facts about Heterodoxy remain elusive. We don’t know exactly where and when the club first met, only that it was sometime in 1912, probably in the spring, although some historians date it to the fall.12 Polly’s restaurant at 135 MacDougal Street, and the Liberal Club upstairs, which are usually identified as its first meeting places, did not open until 1913.13 We know that the women met on Saturday afternoons, every other week, skipping the summer months when members went out of town to mini-Village enclaves in actual villages, including nearby Croton-on-Hudson and Provincetown, Massachusetts. At some point, meetings moved to Tuesday evenings. There were modest dues, a couple of dollars a year plus eighty-five cents for the meal, and the topic for discussion was agreed in advance. The meetings could stretch on for several convivial hours.14


Because of the lack of records, we don’t know what was discussed at any particular meeting, nor who attended, though we can gather something of the meetings’ shape. The aim was not “mere clever conversation” but an organized discussion on a specific subject, from psychology to childbirth techniques, pacifism to anthropology, labor organizing to education reform. Guest speakers, frequently invited, included Margaret Sanger, the poet Amy Lowell, Emma Goldman speaking on “Anarchy,” and Edith Ellis, a lesbian writer in an open marriage with the scandalous sexologist Havelock Ellis, speaking on the topic of “Love.” Every now and again, the doors would be opened to men for what were jokingly called husbands’ evenings. “We thought we covered the whole field,” one member recalled, “but really we discussed ourselves.”15


After the second full year of Heterodoxy’s existence, the New-York Tribune ran a story that claimed to blow the lid off this secretive club, divulging the names of several prominent members who belonged to the group and guests who had addressed it. The paper appeared impressed, or bewildered, that the club could operate without bylaws or written rules and that its criteria for membership were so vague—it was open to “advanced” women, but that meant pretty much whatever the members wanted it to mean. The only other rule was the limit of forty people per meeting, a practicality to make discussion possible—although the gatherings could still be raucous. According to the Tribune, Heterodoxy was by this time meeting at the Greenwich Village Inn, at 79 Washington Place, just off Washington Square—another of “Polly’s” restaurants, a bigger space that reflected the growing fame of both the restaurateur, Polly Holladay, and the Village itself as a hotbed of countercultural ideas.


Unlike most clubs and institutions in that rapidly evolving quarter, which ran with enthusiasm for a year or two, Heterodoxy weathered the gentrification of the bohemian Village, the upheaval of World War I, and the tyranny of the first Red Scare, during which several of its members were harassed, surveilled, and arrested. It held together through the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which splintered so many women’s rights organizations, and of Prohibition, which drove much of the artistic energy of the Village underground or overseas. It lived on beyond the death of its founder, the onset of the Depression, and the scattering of key members to Paris, New Mexico, Hollywood, or simply uptown. After a quarter century, it dimmed its lights only with the advent of another world war.


Drawing Heterodoxy together more strongly than any other idea was feminism: a new word in America in the early 1910s, if not exactly a new idea. Newspapers and magazines devoted extensive space to defining, explaining, and ridiculing the word, adapted from the French féminisme, and before long it was part of the common lexicon—a word that, depending on your point of view, spelled doom or liberation. Those opposed to women’s rights seized on feminism as a catchall term for everything they feared: “non-motherhood, free love, easy divorce, [and] economic independence for all women.”16 In an era consumed by the debate over women’s right to vote, anti-suffragists fulminated that feminism was the secret end goal of the suffragists, and that the vote was a slippery slope straight to the hell of gender equality. “The implication,” as one Heterodoxy member put it, was that feminism was “something with dynamite in it.”17


Its ambassadors were certainly treated as explosive. “Here she comes, running, out of prison and off pedestal, chains off, crown off, halo off, just a live woman,” wrote Heterodoxy member Charlotte Perkins Gilman, imagining the feminist as a refugee from the patriarchy and the harbinger of a new dawn.18 When the silent film star Theda Bara declared to a newspaper, “I have the face of a vampire, but the heart of a feministe [sic],” she was engaging in a prescient form of celebrity branding and lending the term a frisson of her own. The imprimatur of the notorious “vamp” made the feminist sexy, mysterious, threatening, and thrilling. Of course she was a sensation.19 


The women of Heterodoxy played a major part in defining—and embodying—feminism for the American public. Indeed, in some ways, to embody feminism was to define it. In the absence of any specific political agenda, feminism was a broad and protean identity that often began as a feeling of kinship with other unorthodox women. Novelist, poet, and screenwriter Alice Duer Miller, a member of the club who published a popular column of comic suffrage verse in the New-York Tribune (under the title “Are Women People?”), imagined that kinship literally, as knowledge passed down the female line:


Mother, what is a Feminist?


A Feminist, my daughter,


Is any woman now who cares


To think about her own affairs


As men don’t think she oughter.20


To Edna Kenton, another Heterodoxy writer, feminism was a spiritual experience, a journey of the soul, “a great personal, joyous adventure with one’s untried self,” and promised an exuberant range of benefits for the whole human race. “Feminism Will Give—Men More Fun, Women Greater Scope, Children Better Parents, Life More Charm,” her article claimed in its headline.21 Heterodoxy’s founder Marie Jenney Howe understood feminism as the quest to become “not just our little female selves, but our whole, big, human selves.”22 That meant more than “a changed world.” It meant “a changed psychology, the creation of a new consciousness in women.” In other words, feminism was always both personal and political. “The essence of this new consciousness,” she concluded, “is woman’s refusal to be specialized to sex.”23


Most club members shared this optimistic, egalitarian vision of feminism, which emphasized the shared humanity of men and women—but it was not a simple idea, and they discussed and debated what “feminism” meant many times over the years. Others in the club argued that there was something irreducibly different and powerful about femininity (often conflated with the ability to bear children), which ought to be recognized in its own right. However they defined it, through their books, articles, speeches, plays, and activism, Heterodoxy members worked tirelessly to spread feminism beyond their radical quarter. For a while, their nickname as club members—“Heterodite”—was a synonym for “feminist.”24


It can be difficult, at more than a century’s distance, to understand how far outside the mainstream Heterodoxy members dwelt. In their personal and professional lives, as well as their political activism, they formed a tiny and tight-knit minority. At a time when fewer than 2 percent of American women got divorced, fully one-third of the group slipped their marital bonds, and several were in long-term relationships, more or less openly, with other women. Those who loved men dreamed of more equal, friendly, and respectful partnerships to replace the patriarchal structure of dependence; the right to keep their own names; and the freedom to have sex without having children. Heterodites who were mothers, to biological or adopted children, generally had much smaller families than the average and started them later in life. In a culture that saw child-rearing as a job for women only and, ideally, a woman’s only job, they struggled to find ways to balance families and careers.


Yet although Heterodoxy’s interests, opinions, and activism ranged widely, it remained a club for a certain kind of woman: highly educated, outspokenly feminist, economically independent, with the leisure, desire, and means to pay dues and attend meetings. In New York in the 1910s, such a woman was almost always white, at least middle class, and Protestant. The Heterodites’ rebellion against marriage and their embrace of professional careers resonated very differently for less privileged women. For Black women, marriage itself could be a gesture of defiance against a culture that disparaged them as sexually “loose” and their relationships as inherently unstable, while for working-class and immigrant women, toiling in factories was a matter of survival, not a blow for freedom. The club members were aware of these differences in circumstances and outlook and worked to overcome them, but connection was a messy, imperfect business, and blind spots remained. 


This is a story about feminism, its insights and its exclusions, in its first American incarnation. It’s also a story about how history is written: what matters and what doesn’t in the stories we tell; who gets forgotten and why. Heterodoxy members were involved in multiple causes and many were active public figures for decades, publishing memoirs, novels, and reams of journalism, winning Pulitzer Prizes and numerous other accolades. Although several of them have been the subjects of biographies, many of these are out of print and, today, hardly any club members retain the level of fame that makes their names instantly recognizable.25 This book, therefore, does not single out any women, but combines elements of biography and cultural history in an effort to bring Heterodoxy to life as a vibrant whole. 


Given the club’s size, its long history, and the many achievements of its members, however, Heterodoxy in its entirety is an unwieldy subject. I have therefore chosen to focus on the first turbulent and transformative decade of the club’s existence, from 1912 until the early 1920s, which was also the heyday of this particular incarnation of Greenwich Village as America’s countercultural epicenter. This approach highlights the causes that most animated the club in the early years: women’s rights, both political and professional; socialism and labor organizing; sexual autonomy and access to birth control; the anti-lynching crusade and larger efforts toward racial justice; and the avant-garde artistic movements, especially in theater and visual arts, that were intertwined with these social and political battles. Although I include sketches of as many club members as possible, I focus on the women who were particularly influential in Heterodoxy and their wider community in the 1910s. These were the women who shaped America’s understanding of feminism, either by examining it as a theory or proclaiming it as an identity. 
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Charlotte Perkins Gilman in 1900, shortly after she published Women and Economics. (Credit: Library of Congress)








Of all the public feminists in Heterodoxy, the most famous in her own time was Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who is remembered today mainly for her novella The Yellow Wallpaper, published in 1892. A vivid depiction of a woman’s mental deterioration under masculine medical oppression, the story was inspired by Charlotte’s own experience of crippling postpartum depression. Shortly after it appeared, Charlotte and her husband divorced—a scandalous step made infamous by her refusal to treat it as a tragedy. In order to focus on her writing, Charlotte sent her nine-year-old daughter across the country to California to live with her ex-husband and his new wife (who was her close friend), eliciting a vicious public response. Her feminism focused on women as rational, independent human creatures and rejected the idea that motherhood was any kind of blissful, natural destiny. She repeatedly argued that the isolated domestic realm of the family, so worshipped by the Victorians, was unnatural and inefficient: it made it impossible for women to achieve their potential, and it exposed children to the risks of cruel or neglectful parenting. She advocated instead for communal living and the outsourcing of domestic labor to trained and well-paid professionals. But feminist principles were no guarantee of family harmony: Charlotte’s daughter Katharine, who lived into her nineties, remained resentful of her mother’s abandonment to the end of her life.26 To combine fulfillment in their career with happiness at home was a struggle that preoccupied the Heterodites, in which there were often no good choices.


The most visible feminist cause of the day, the vote, was only a small part of the grand social revolution that Charlotte Perkins Gilman advocated. At the turn of the century, her book Women and Economics became a bible for progressive young women.27 The prosaic title concealed a radical vision for overturning the patriarchy, in which the author compared marriage to prostitution and insisted that women’s freedom rested on economic independence. By the time Heterodoxy began to meet, Charlotte was an international celebrity. She called herself a woman “at large,” a giant in the vanguard of her transformative era. When she gave a “background talk” at Heterodoxy on her childhood and feminist beginnings, the theme was “inherited rebelliousness.”28


One eager early reader of Women and Economics was a twenty-nine-year-old Unitarian minister from Syracuse, New York, named Marie Hoffendahl Jenney. At the turn of the twentieth century, she was living in Des Moines, studying and preaching among a network of forward-thinking women known as the “Iowa Sisterhood,” who were fighting for women to have a more visible and influential role in church leadership. Despite their mentorship, the young minister found herself restless and unfulfilled. Her work was often tedious and the local community resistant to female authority. She had pledged loyalty to a supposedly progressive church that, year after year, refused to grant women any real power or leadership. More fundamentally, she was beginning to doubt what Christianity taught about the innate differences between men and women. These differences underpinned the whole structure of Western society at the turn of the century, denying women a voice in public and the power to change their circumstances. To many people, they still seemed as fixed and unchangeable as the tides, even as women made incremental gains, professionally and politically. 


But, Marie was beginning to wonder, what if they could be overturned—a revolution, not gradual reform, in the very concept of gender? What if Jesus could be thought about not as a man, exactly, but as an “ethical ideal” who was free from “sex bias”? A figure who embodied both masculine and feminine virtues, self-reliance combined with self-sacrifice? This nonbinary Jesus seemed perfectly suited to the new era of equality that Marie hoped would dawn with the twentieth century. But no doubt church leaders would balk at such a bold re- (or de-)gendering of the Son of God. If she was to think her way out of the polarity of gender toward a vision of universal humanity, she would need a new guide. When she read Charlotte’s book, Marie sent the author a heartfelt letter declaring herself not just an admirer but a “disciple.” She thanked her for writing Women and Economics, but more deeply, for seeing her, for giving her a language and a theory with which to comb out her tangled beliefs about women and society. In bold, romantic terms she begged to be recognized in return: “I want you to write me. You will, won’t you! Perhaps you are flooded with letters. Never mind. They don’t care as I care.”29 Their friendship would continue by letter for a decade before they met in person.


When Heterodoxy first met in 1912, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, at fifty-one, was the club’s second most senior member: the actress Mary Shaw, famed for her roles in Henrik Ibsen’s plays, was six years older. They set the club’s standard for notoriety. “Already the air was being charged for the new day,” Heterodite Zona Gale wrote of Charlotte. “But her mind was one of the first in America to catch the fire.”30 If Charlotte lit the club’s intellectual torch, however, it would be Marie’s emotional warmth, her “genius for friendship,” and her “great mother-heart” that sustained it. “Here’s to Marie,” said one member, “who in the midst of this strange universe and this cold city created a little world for us.”31
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Marie Jenney Howe, the founder of Heterodoxy, was a Unitarian minister, suffrage activist, and writer. (Credit: Susan B. Anthony House and Museum)








Marie moved to New York in 1910 and quickly became an organizer in the suffrage movement. Through her activism, she met many of the women who would become core members of Heterodoxy. Most members of the club were involved in the fight for the vote, seeing it as an essential tool (or a weapon) to advance equality, even if they didn’t believe it would be enough by itself to truly liberate women. One of the club’s most visible members was the beautiful and quotable Inez Milholland, a lawyer and committed suffragist as well as a newspaper darling, whose early death in 1916 amplified her fame by turning her into a martyr for the movement. Her close friend and fellow lawyer Crystal Eastman came to believe that World War I and the political repression it unleashed in America was an even more urgent cause, which led her to cofound the organization that became the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). Grace Nail Johnson, the only Black member of Heterodoxy and the wife of civil rights leader James Weldon Johnson, pushed her peers to foreground race in their understanding of equality, while Elizabeth Gurley Flynn and Rose Pastor Stokes, working-class union activists and ardent socialists, kept class and labor issues front and center.32


The majority of Heterodoxy’s members were writers, and their collective output of articles, nonfiction books, memoirs, novels, plays, and poetry is enormous. Among the club’s many journalists, Rheta Childe Dorr, Bessie Beatty, and Madeleine Doty took daring trips to Europe during World War I and reported from Russia in the throes of revolution, while Mary Heaton Vorse chronicled labor battles back home. Dr. Sara Josephine Baker overhauled New York’s public health policies and slashed the city’s infant mortality rate, while Mary Ware Dennett, the divorced mother of teenage boys, championed sex education and birth control. The writer Susan Glaspell, along with her friends in Heterodoxy and the wider Village, founded the Provincetown Players theater company and was responsible for much of its best work, exploring daring new ideas about gender and relationships onstage. Elsie Clews Parsons, a feminist anthropologist and ethnographer, wrote widely about the evolving structures of family life under feminism and studied Native American cultures in the American Southwest—an area to which the wealthy, restless Mabel Dodge was also drawn after several years as an arts patron and salon hostess in the heart of the Village. Filling out the membership roster were actresses, anarchists, psychologists, poets, teachers, lawyers, socialites, and socialists—few of whom can be classified with just one label.


Together, the women of Heterodoxy pushed each other toward a new way of living. Everything from the way they dressed to the company they kept and the causes they championed was self-consciously new, and the daily pursuit of the future could be exhausting. They needed each other: as inspiration and support, as friends and lovers and rivals. Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, a leader since her teens in the radical Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) and a believer in class solidarity above all, was at first skeptical of the benefits of a women-only organization. Her membership in Heterodoxy proved to be a transformative experience. “It has been a glimpse of the women of the future, big spirited, intellectually alert, devoid of the old ‘femininity’ which has been replaced by a wonderful freemasonry of women,” she wrote. She referred to the club as “this charmed circle,” a group touched by magic.33


What remains to be discovered of Heterodoxy in the following pages is how this extraordinarily fertile network of friendship grew far beyond the formal structure of meetings to give shape and meaning to its members’ lives. Friendship is an elusive subject for history because we tend to take it for granted, to view it as something organic, unspoken, a connection that doesn’t require work or analysis. Its story must be pieced together through the evidence of meetings, shared projects, and long associations; through public tributes or private expressions of affection. Biographers often treat friendship as subordinate to romantic or familial relationships, and less important than the influence of mentors and teachers in shaping a person’s life. But our friends have a profound influence on our work and our beliefs, on the way we live every day. For the women in this book, friendship was a bolstering, emboldening force. I invite you to treat the women in this book as they treated one another—not as role models or heroines, statues at whose feet we are supposed to sit, but as friends: flawed, frustrating, and human.34
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Chapter 1



WAY DOWN SOUTH IN GREENWICH VILLAGE


Heterodoxy’s founder Marie Jenney Howe was a few months shy of her fortieth birthday when she arrived in New York from Cleveland, Ohio, in the fall of 1910. Six years earlier, she had married her longtime admirer, Frederic C. Howe, whom she first met during her time in seminary in his hometown of Meadville, Pennsylvania. He had judged her “too beautiful to be a minister” and could not comprehend her longing for a career; when he proposed, she turned him down, and he later admitted he had wanted his “old-fashioned picture of a wife, rather than an equal partner.”1 But the couple stayed in touch, and following her disillusioned departure from the ministry, some years later, Marie reconsidered. Once they were married, she steadily pushed back against her husband’s opposition to the idea of women in public life, increasingly active in the suffrage movement in Ohio and later in New York. 


Fred, a well-connected liberal political activist, was a great believer in the democratic potential of the American city, which he called “the hope of the future,” where “life is full and eager.”2 After several years working with the influential reformist mayor of Cleveland, however, he tired of acrimonious municipal politics, and the couple decided to move to New York, in part based on Marie’s “decided preference” for the city.3 New York was the country’s foremost crucible of urbanist theory. Fred quickly rose to prominence as a writer and reformer, and was eventually appointed Commissioner of Immigration of the Port of New York, the busiest in the world, where he was responsible for processing the thousands of people disembarking daily at Ellis Island in search of a new life in America. Marie took up a role as a suffrage leader for the district covering Greenwich Village. Although she struggled with chronic illness, she was able to combine her experience in the pulpit and her passion for women’s rights to become a popular speaker and organizer, and she worked hard to convert her husband and his political allies to the suffrage cause.4 


Fred and Marie threw themselves into the progressive life of their new city. After a stint in the Chelsea Hotel, the couple moved to an apartment at 31 West Twelfth Street, on the wealthy northern edge of Greenwich Village. There, they welcomed crowds of idealistic guests, including many of the founding members of Heterodoxy. “Brilliant young people, full of vitality, ardent about saving the world,” Fred called them.5 Playing the role of hostess to the downtown radicals offered Marie a way of combining her ministering instincts with her zeal for social change. Meanwhile, Fred became the director of the People’s Institute at Cooper Union, on the eastern edge of the Village, a “kind of popular university” that invited progressive speakers, and ran classes and lectures for workers and new immigrants on everything from urban planning to foreign policy to feminism.6 


When Fred and Marie arrived, the Village was largely an Italian neighborhood, bordered by other ethnic enclaves, some growing and some shrinking. The residents of Little Africa, a lively, raffish nineteenth-century haven for free Black families and interracial households, studded with “black-and-tan” dive bars, were migrating north, to the midtown Tenderloin and to Harlem, which in the 1920s would blossom into a new, distinctly African American bohemia.7 The Lower East Side, meanwhile, was becoming an increasingly Eastern European and Jewish quarter. Fleeing famine, poverty, and antisemitic violence, hundreds of thousands of refugees, especially from Russia, sought safety and opportunity in the biggest immigrant city in the world, and they brought with them an infectious revolutionary spirit. For reformers and radicals in New York in the early twentieth century, there was nowhere else to be but Greenwich Village. From a slow beginning in the early years of the century to a heyday that coincided with, and that is impossible to untangle from, Heterodoxy’s earliest and most vibrant years, the scruffy, dense, and tucked-away neighborhood was home to a remarkable flowering of creative and activist energy.


Writers on the Village are always leading us down—down the rabbit hole, into the underworld, where something illicit and exciting is germinating, where life is shabby and crowded and free. Mary Heaton Vorse, a writer and Heterodoxy member who had lived in the area since 1900, begins her warmhearted satirical novel I’ve Come to Stay with an invitation, or a lure: “Down below Washington Arch, at the end of the Avenue, lies Washington Square.… It takes only a minute to walk from the north to the south, but whether you pass the hotels—west, or choose the way past the Benedict—east, you have left New York and gone into that mythical spot called Greenwich Village.”8 Edith Unger, a sculptor who ran what she claimed was the first tearoom in the Village, set the tone with the words inscribed—backward, for maximum outsider confusion—over her door: Eloh Tibbar eht Nwod. Imitators proliferated at an astonishing rate—the Purple Pup, the Dutch Oven, the Crumperie, the Samovar, Christine’s, Grace Godwin’s Garrett—the vast majority of them run by women. Bobby Edwards, the Village’s self-styled troubadour, celebrates the freedoms the area offered women in particular in his poem “Way Down South in Greenwich Village.” “’Neath the guise of feminism, / Dodging social ostracism, / They get away with much / In Washington Square.”9 


It is difficult to imagine now, walking the well-heeled district of boutiques waving the deep purple flags of New York University, but the Village, as it was called mainly by its bohemian inhabitants, was once cheap, seedy, and out of the way. No subway line went there until the Seventh Avenue line extension to Christopher Street–Sheridan Square opened in 1917. Greenwich Village’s hard-to-access location and quirky geography shaped it as much as the literary and political daydreams of its residents. “Under scientific scrutiny, it is an indefinite area below Fourteenth Street, winding around a variety of irregular streets,” explains Mary Heaton Vorse’s narrator. “It comprises some studio buildings, a few eating places, a club or two, and that is all one can say of its geographical confines. It is nothing much to look at; yet it has already passed into tradition.”10 Washington Square Park was “bounded on the north by a sparse fringe of fashionables who live in mellow brick houses,” the settings for Henry James novels, while to the south and east, immigrants crowded into tenements, and apartment buildings nudged up against stores and small-scale factories. “Satin and motorcars on this side, squalor and push carts on that,” as the modernist writer and longtime Village resident Djuna Barnes put it.11 Yet in the optimistic eyes of the bohemians, there was harmony despite the extremes. “One group of people melts gradually into another group or is superimposed on it until one has that intangible thing called atmosphere—poor abused word.”12


Several of Heterodoxy’s core membership lived on the wealthy northern side of the park: suffragist Inez Milholland with her parents, siblings, and servants at 9 Washington Square North, and on the same block as Marie Jenney Howe, the flamboyant Mabel Dodge in a magnificent apartment on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Twelfth Street, where she held weekly salons. Rose Pastor Stokes, one of the few members of the club who was both Jewish and from a working-class background, lived with her millionaire husband in a brownstone at 88 Grove Street. One of Heterodoxy’s pairs of sisters, née Inez and Daisy Haynes, were both long fixtures in the neighborhood: Daisy ran a shop on Thompson Street (also her married name) selling “quaint and curious things,” while Inez moved frequently before settling with her husband, journalist Will Irwin, in a four-story house on West Eleventh Street, which was remodeled by an architect friend to embody the colorful, modern Village style. “We painted the walls, all over the house yellow and the woodwork green,” Inez recalled. “We took out the sleazy, rococo gas chandeliers [and] established electric lights.”13 Younger Heterodites, no doubt picking up tips from their friends about availability and sympathetic landlords, moved around the neighborhood with footloose frequency, often staying only a few weeks or months at one address before moving on. 


The addresses of Heterodoxy members sometimes overlap: playwright Susan Glaspell and feminist leader Henrietta Rodman lived, at different times, at 42 Bank Street, while journalists Madeleine Doty and Mary Heaton Vorse both belonged to a socialist housing collective at 3 Fifth Avenue that was called (with frank unconcern for future historians) simply “A Club.”14 Madeleine later shared a third-floor walk-up apartment at 12 Charles Street with Crystal Eastman and Ida Rauh—all three were graduates of New York University School of Law (as was suffragist Inez Milholland) and active in a number of progressive and artistic ventures in the Village. Crystal reported to her mother that Madeleine had “frank gray eyes and an open smile and much the same charm as a young boy has. I shall like her, and there won’t be any emotional strain either way.”15 But the shared quarters didn’t last long before Crystal moved out to live with her beloved and strikingly handsome younger brother, Max, who brought his own brand of emotional strain to her friend group, professing his love for Inez Milholland before marrying Ida Rauh in 1911.


This was the charm of life in the Village for bohemian women: creating their own gatherings, communities, and living arrangements, where—liberated from the parlors and chaperones of their upbringings—they could talk freely about anything, with anyone. In their dining room at 1 Patchin Place, a picturesque tucked-away street opposite the notorious Jefferson Market Courthouse, two Smith graduates—a couple known as “the two Elizabeths”—hosted a gathering every Thursday evening, beginning sometime in late 1910. Lit by candles and fueled by coffee, the after-dinner talks around their dining room table ran deep into the evening, and shared commitments blossomed quickly into intimacy. The group was almost exclusively female and united by “a loosely-held attitude towards women’s rights,” recalled one of the two men allowed to attend regularly, who added that “conversation was the flickering flame that held the group together.” A smaller counterpart to Heterodoxy, and including several members who belonged to both groups, the Patchin group also prided itself on its eclectic range of subjects and its witty repartee: “One could air serious as well as amusing opinions, provided they were treated lightly and deftly.”16 


Not long after becoming a regular at “Patchin,” writer and Heterodoxy member Katharine Anthony moved into the communal all-female household. The women had “a joint kitchen and dining room with a real cook and excellent food and think they have solved the problem of life in a big city,” one of the “Elizabeths,” progressive educator Elisabeth Irwin, jokingly told her college alumnae magazine.17 In 1915, her partner Elizabeth Westwood died suddenly, aged just thirty-five, and within a few months, Katharine and Elisabeth had become a couple. They moved several times around the Village before landing at 23 Bank Street, where they would live out their lives together. The path from shared ideals to shared beds was a short one in the Village.


The journalist and poet John Reed—“Jack” to his friends—also romanticized the Village, America’s “Quartier Latin,” as a place to escape middle-class morality. He would become romantically entangled with more than one Heterodoxy woman, and in 1918, wrote his account of the Russian Revolution, Ten Days that Shook the World, while living on Patchin Place. When he first arrived in the Village as a recent Harvard graduate, he found a world gloriously free of social constraint. Despite the dust, smells, cockroaches, inadequate plumbing, and unreliable gas at “Forty-Two Washington Square,” he extolled that freedom in verse: “But nobody questions your morals, / And nobody asks for the rent,— / There’s no one to pry if we’re tight, you and I, / Or demand how our evenings are spent.”18 But the pleasures of the Village—sex, booze, friendship, poetry—were more than simply indulgences. Certainly, the opportunity to sit up late drinking with unchaperoned, unmarried women of one’s own class was a new and intoxicating experience, but it wasn’t simply hedonism. These pleasures were symbolic of a different set of values, far removed from those that governed most of America, and a new way of living that championed equality, cosmopolitanism, freedom of speech and ideas, secularism, and socialism. The self-proclaimed feminists of the Village, men and women, embraced a new form of fellowship between the sexes that was fairer and freer and more fun than the ones they’d grown up with. In the epicenter of American bohemia, they took the feminist theory of women’s humanity and equality and attempted to put it into practice.


By the time Heterodoxy playwright Susan Glaspell settled in the Village in 1913, the scene, sets, and main characters were established.
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Patchin Place, one of Greenwich Village’s most iconic streets, was home to several Village radicals, including John Reed and the writer Djuna Barnes, and a Heterodoxy-like discussion club at the residence of Elisabeth Irwin. (Credit: Jessie Tarbox Beals, New-York Historical Society)








One could turn down Greenwich Avenue to the office of The Masses, argue with Max [Eastman], or Floyd [Dell], or Jack Reed; then after an encounter with some fanatic at the Liberal Club, or (better luck) tea with Henrietta Rodman, on to the Working Girls’ Home (it’s a saloon, not a charitable organization) or if the check had come, to the Brevoort.19


Her description, one of innumerable miniature guided tours offered by writers in these years, evokes a world in which social, political, and professional pursuits bled into each other. The “Working Girls’ Home” was the joking nickname that Mary Heaton Vorse bestowed on the rough-and-tumble O’Connor’s Saloon, on a corner of Christopher Street, where you could get hard-boiled eggs with your beer, and where John Masefield, “perhaps England’s greatest living poet,” had tended bar.20 The Brevoort Bar was a swankier affair, in the basement of an imposing black-brick hotel dating to 1835, which loomed on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Eighth Street (or, as the stationery styled it, “[Le] Coin de la 5me Avenue et de la 8me Rue”). Continuing the Left Bank Paris pastiche, the staff wore chic striped waistcoats and the bar was well stocked with absinthe.21 Ambrose, the poseur hero of Mary Heaton Vorse’s Village novel, is a regular: “Like all its patrons he grumbled at it, called it monotonous, crowded, smoky, full of slummers; threatened to find another hangout, and never, when he could afford it, went anywhere else.”22 


Among the neighborhood’s numerous temples of talk, the most important to its social life and its later mythology was the Liberal Club. In the middle of the row of buildings on MacDougal Street that housed a shifting array of spaces for eating, drinking, performing, and gathering, the club was a vital social center for the Village as a whole. Its two adjoining parlors had a stripped-down elegance, with high ceilings, big windows, fireplaces, bare wood floors, an old piano, and wooden furniture painted, in the established bohemian style, in bright, clashing shades of orange and yellow. On the walls were political cartoons and paintings by American artists—Charles Demuth, Marsden Hartley, Art Young—who were not yet famous, whose colorful, off-kilter works were inspired both by the Cubists in Paris and by the gritty vistas of urban and industrial US cities.23 A far cry from an older kind of political club like the staid Gramercy Park organization from which it had broken away, the downtown Liberal Club was “possessed of quite the best dancing floor one might desire.”24 It boasted its own drama troupe and threw fundraising costume balls in nearby Webster Hall that were known as “Pagan Routs.”25 The idea of a political club that was also a dance hall and an avant-garde theater would have seemed odd anywhere in New York in 1903. In 1913, in the Village, it felt inevitable.


Numerous Heterodoxy women were members of the Liberal Club and involved in its organization, but none was more influential than Henrietta Rodman, a high school English teacher and outspoken feminist who is often credited with spearheading the club’s move from Gramercy Park to Greenwich Village, and thus with launching the neighborhood as a byword for cultural rebellion. The writer Floyd Dell, who arrived in New York in 1913 and quickly established himself at the heart of the Village’s literary culture, created a memorable picture of Henrietta in his memoir, as “a Candide in petticoat and sandals”—that is, an optimistic dreamer who had “an extraordinary gift for stirring things up.”26 Certainly Henrietta cut a distinctive figure in her turban, loose gown, and flat lace-up boots: the picture of a feminist bohemian who cared nothing for corseted convention. But as an educator and organizer, her activism and her politics were more purposeful than this description suggests.


The idea that women’s power lies in “stirring things up,” of being the catalyst for change, but not carrying it through themselves, was one that feminists frequently encountered. In seeking reasons for the Liberal Club’s defection to the Village, scandal-hungry newspapers seized on Henrietta’s secret marriage to Herman de Fremery, who worked at the American Museum of Natural History. The New York Times suggested that the pair were living in a ménage à trois with Herman’s common-law wife, and that Henrietta was also involved, in unspecified ways, in another divorce in the club’s ranks. Invoking the buzzword “free love” (gasp!), the paper insinuated that it was sexual immorality that enticed the liberals downtown. The story was quickly enshrined in myth, despite the paper’s quick retraction (“De Fremery Marriage: The Times Finds Published Details Are Erroneous.”); Henrietta’s secrecy was in fact due to the Board of Education’s ban on married teachers, which she would soon devote her energies to overturning.27 Other causes cited for the exodus of ultra-liberals to MacDougal Street include the blackballing of the anarchist Emma Goldman and the refusal to admit W. E. B. Du Bois as a member. The new Liberal Club did include in its membership rolls Heterodoxy’s Stella Ballantine, who was Emma Goldman’s niece and loyal supporter, but not Du Bois or any other Black people.28


Like many cultural shifts in the history of New York, the Liberal Club’s move really began as a story about real estate. The younger, more radical wing of the club wanted to create an open, relaxed social center, which was impossible to do in a private apartment in a wealthy uptown residential neighborhood. According to the new club’s secretary, a breakaway group began looking for “a house in some picturesque quarter” near Washington Square; among them was the “jaunty and hirsute” Ernest Holcombe, who was married to Grace Potter, a Heterodoxy member who would become one of America’s first psychoanalysts. Before long, Polly Holladay, “a robust young woman with prominent eyes and chin” and “a frequenter of rebel balls,” approached the group to propose joining forces—her eponymous restaurant in the basement, the club upstairs. Once they’d found the house on MacDougal Street, “a hardwood parquet floor for dancing was put down, and a player-piano was bought on the installment plan.” By the end of 1913, Polly’s restaurant and the club were well established, with Heterodoxy members comprising around two-thirds of the female membership.29 Henrietta Rodman served on the club’s scrupulously co-ed executive board.30


The more scandalous myth of the Liberal Club stuck because it conformed to a story the Village loved to tell, in which members of the upstart new generation overthrew an older, more entrenched and conservative one. And although the details here were inaccurate, they betrayed a larger truth about how the city was changing, with cracks opening all over: between stuffy midtown and anything-goes downtown, between the nineteenth century and the twentieth, between reformers and revolutionaries. The liberal center was under assault from the energized Left, whose knack for pageantry, stunts, and celebrity made up for a lack of money and traditional authority.


The Liberal Club’s in-house theater was a self-consciously modern and proudly amateur undertaking. The performances were primarily “satirical little comedies making fun of ourselves,” like Floyd Dell’s St. George in Greenwich Village, which Henrietta Rodman asked him to write for the club’s opening in November 1913.31 The play took aim at several of the neighborhood’s favorite topics of discussion and belief, including Montessori education, anarchism, futurism, and suffrage. The play was mounted without a stage, curtain, or any lights, and the cast—which included Heterodoxy actress Helen Westley, a “femme fatale” with “coal-black hair and black, slinky dresses”—invented their own words when they forgot the script.32 Familiarity with the local scene made improvisation easier, and the jokes were readily at hand. Their self-conscious laughter was a way for the bohemian Villagers to reaffirm the in-joke identity of the neighborhood. “It was only in the privacy of our Liberal Club little theatre, amongst ourselves, that I made fun of the suffrage movement,” Floyd Dell noted. “I would not have thought of doing so in Vanity Fair.”33 The question was whether that spirit could spread beyond the borders of Washington Square.


The gatherings at the Liberal Club have, like Heterodoxy meetings, vanished into myth, but in the pages of The Masses magazine, a vibrant record survives of the Village’s political and artistic preoccupations during the 1910s. Founded in 1911 as a rather earnest socialist weekly, The Masses passed after a year or so into the hands of Max Eastman, thanks to his sister Crystal’s energetic promotion of his talents. In September 1912, Max, then a lecturer at Columbia University, was informed that he’d been “elected” editor of the magazine—“No pay.”34 He proved to be a talented leader, adept at staying ahead of the conversation and—no less important—delegating work to eager associates, who included both Jack Reed and Floyd Dell. From its headquarters at 91 Greenwich Avenue, the monthly magazine was distributed across the country as an organ of avant-garde ideas. The Masses advanced feminist theories, supported suffrage and the labor movement, and published stinging satirical cartoons, poetry, and political commentary on every subject that preoccupied the leftists, progressives, and radicals of the day. 


The Masses owed a great deal to the labor and vision of Heterodoxy women, who were editors and frequent contributors. Inez Haynes Gillmore (later Irwin), a well-known and popular short story writer, was recruited early on as fiction editor by Piet Vlag, the socialist writer (a different one) who started the magazine. “I had almost as much qualification for such a position as for work on the atomic bomb,” she claimed—and at first recoiled from the responsibility of taking a red pen to an author’s work, knowing only too well how much it could hurt. Before long, however, she began to relish her power, cutting and rewriting “as though I had been born in an editorial chair.”35 Inez brought in her friend Mary Heaton Vorse as a fellow editor, and manuscript review sessions happened collectively, often at Mary’s house. In “a cozy room, soft, yellow light, lots of tobacco smoke,” writers read their work aloud to the assembled audience of contributors and editors. It was no place for a sensitive ego. “The poor author would feel more and more like a worm,” Mary recalled. “You could see him looking wildly around to see if there was a swift exit.” This “dismemberment,” usually by the artists—who were always locked in rivalry and jockeying for page space with the writers—was often brutal but potentially exhilarating. “There was no greater reward than having them stop their groans and catcalls and give close attention, then laughter if the piece was funny, finally applause.”36 It almost made up for the lack of pay.


Along with Mary and Inez, Heterodoxy members Elsie Clews Parsons, Helen Hull, Alice Duer Miller, Mabel Dodge, and Margaret Widdemer wrote for the magazine, and one-off pieces also came in from labor activists Rose Pastor Stokes and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, and from Susan Glaspell, who went on to write a play, The People, set in “the office of a publication which is radical and poor,” with a woman writer as a central character.37 Heterodoxy contributions reflected the eclecticism that characterized both the magazine and the club: sentimental fiction, daringly intimate poetry, reportage, opinion pieces, satire, and personal essays. Other women whose contributions were vital but unsung included Dolly Sloan, the indefatigable office manager, a tiny, fierce, working-class woman whose husband, John, was one of the magazine’s leading artists. Dolly made sure the bills were paid on time and kept the operation afloat, always insisting she was the only practical one among the staff.


Ironically for a socialist magazine, The Masses was heavily dependent on the support of wealthy backers, among them Alva Belmont, the fabulously wealthy dowager who was a major supporter of suffrage efforts in New York and had taken Max Eastman’s ex-girlfriend Inez Milholland under her wing. When Max and Inez bumped into each other in the lobby of the Hotel Manhattan shortly after he became editor of The Masses, he confessed that the magazine he’d been invited to run was in danger of running into the ground. Inez invited him to dinner at Mrs. Belmont’s mansion, promising that the heiress would open her purse for the cause. “She doesn’t know anything about socialism,” she told him. “Just tell her it’s a fight and she’ll like it.” After the meal, whether she was charmed or convinced, or both, by the ardent young socialists, Alva agreed to give The Masses two thousand dollars—about four times a good annual salary at the time. Inez’s new boyfriend, after what we can only assume was an uncomfortable pause, offered a thousand dollars of his own to the magazine.38


In its manifesto, The Masses set itself “against rigidity and dogma wherever it is found,” which translated into a determined openness to different points of view as long as they were, in some way, radical and new. And stating its side in one of the era’s most relentless ideological battles, it declared itself “A Revolutionary and Not a Reform Magazine.” Mary Heaton Vorse neatly summed up the overlap of political and creative causes in both the Village and the pages of The Masses: “Everybody a Liberal, if not a Radical—and all for Labor and the Arts.”39 That combination was important. It was an axiom of Village life that new ideas about politics and society were inseparable from innovations in painting, theater, dance, literature, and sculpture. There was no contradiction between marching for the vote one day, treading the creaky boards at a little theater the next, and disappearing into an art studio on the third. Max Eastman’s wife Ida Rauh, for example, who graduated from law school but never practiced, was at once a prominent labor activist, talented sculptor, birth control advocate, suffragist, and an actress and director with the Provincetown Players.


Ida also came from a wealthy family in Manhattan and did not need to support herself. But whether or not they had to earn a living, Heterodoxy women saw their creative and political work as the source of their identity, and their bond. On the shared ground of economic independence, an actress and a child psychologist, a textile artist, a labor organizer, and a satirical poet could meet and make friends. Being “women who did things—and did them openly,” drew the club members tightly together and helped fuel their involvement in other causes.


For women artists who needed to make a living, commercial disciplines like cartooning, illustration, photography, and interior design were more welcoming than the arena designated as “fine” art. Women thronged the ranks of the “decorative” or “applied” arts—everything from basket weaving to interior design, bookbinding to stage and set decoration, jewelry to textiles to ceramics. For artistic Heterodites, the sacrifice of prestige was counterbalanced by economic independence, the value on which their feminism hinged.


Within Heterodoxy, in addition to Daisy Haynes Thompson, with her eponymous curiosity shop, and the political cartoonist Lou Rogers, there was Ami Mali Hicks, a textile artist and one of the most established of the female artisans and shopkeepers in the Village. Ami created decorative rugs, scarves, tunics, and wall hangings in botanical prints in her studio at 158 West Eleventh Street. Around 1917, the Village photographer Jessie Tarbox Beals created a portrait of Ami and her artwork for one of her postcards promoting picturesque Village life. The artist, tall and in her midforties, with her hair loosely braided around her head, rather awkwardly shows off a tufted rug to the camera. She is wearing a quintessential Village outfit: a square-necked flowing tunic in a paisley fabric, embroidered at the collar, hem, and cuffs, and belted over a long skirt and narrow, lace-up boots—clearly, no corset is constraining her breath. A rack behind her displays similar tunics on hangers, and a rattan chair and wooden table are draped and piled with scarves and more rugs. Over her shoulder hangs a display of batik wall hangings. Batik, the technique of applying wax to fabric to create a pattern before dyeing it, had recently come into vogue, and Ami joked about the way that a method so fundamental to her art was suddenly treated as a rare talent. “I am always being asked in prayerful accents, ‘Oh, do you do batik?’ And I always want to answer, ‘My dear, do pianists play sonatas?’”40


But Ami, too, was a political activist, a committed suffragist, and a seeker of alternative ways of living and thriving under capitalism. There was, for her, no disjunction between art and politics. It was in her studio in 1910 that she and six other friends founded Free Acres, an unincorporated community in New Jersey where inhabitants could own property but not land, which was collectively held. The community was a small but enduring experiment in putting into practice the theories of Henry George, the progressive economist who argued for a single tax on land values as a way to fight inequality and allow all Americans, not just property-owners, to benefit from large-scale improvement projects like the railways. His theories attracted a cultlike following in the wildly unequal Gilded Age, especially among workers and socialists, and he had a particularly enthusiastic following in Heterodoxy—in which both his daughter, Anna George de Mille, and granddaughter, the dancer and Broadway choreographer Agnes de Mille, were members.
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Ami Mali Hicks in her studio, photographed by Jessie Tarbox Beals. (Credit: New-York Historical Society)








Inez Irwin remembered the short Greenwich Village heyday, between roughly 1912 and the end of World War I, as “full of hope and freedom” and the most exciting time of her life. “Great movements were starting everywhere,” she wrote. “Everyone was fighting for something. Everyone was sure of victory. I used to say that a speaker with a megaphone could go to the intersection of Forty-Second Street [and] Broadway… and announce, ‘I am here to gather recruits for a movement to free…’ and before he could state the object of his crusade, he would be in the center of a milling crowd of volunteers.”41 In these and other memories of the Village, it is the energy of the time and place that lingers, more than the substance of the fight. It’s understandable that long after those dreamed-of revolutions had flared and failed, and youthful zeal had faded, the survivors would cast the Village as a locus of passion rather than concrete action. Of course, there were dilettantes and hangers-on, there for the much-derided “atmosphere,” especially once the neighborhood was more accessible and more hospitable to tourists. But it is worth remembering that in the year of Heterodoxy’s founding, the Socialist candidate for president garnered nearly one million votes, and left-wing radicals had good reason to believe that their movement was ascendant. Ida Rauh bet a friend in 1912 that within ten years the United States would be a socialist republic.42 Radicals truly believed that the balance of power was on the verge of a profound shift. Although their political fights would range widely, it was the woman’s vote—thanks to the leadership of Marie Jenney Howe—that was for many of them the obvious place to start.


1















Chapter 2



THE TYPE HAS CHANGED


A few days before the presidential election of 1908, the businessmen of New York City staged a vast, seven-hour parade in support of the soon-to-be-victorious Republican candidate William Howard Taft. On a bright, blustery Halloween morning, more than sixty thousand men representing forty-three professions—from Wall Street bankers and brokers strewing ticker tape to milliners sporting different styles of hat—marched uptown from the financial district. Thousands more supporters lined the streets, huddled against the wind, waving flags. When the parade reached Fifth Avenue, it was suddenly enlivened by a new sound. From a window above the street, a group of women waved flags and hollered, “Votes for women!” through a megaphone. 


According to a reporter, a “simply stunning” Vassar senior leaned out of the window and launched into a speech on suffrage, which halted the masculine march in its tracks. The men took one look at her “and stopped to listen, as any sane man would.” Alarmingly, a group of marchers broke free of the parade and ran into the building and up the stairs to find the women, but this interruption didn’t faze “the young orator,” who kept talking for twenty minutes. Then she thanked her audience and added politely, “May I ask you kindly to clear the room?”1 It appears they left without a fuss.


The parade heckler was twenty-two-year-old Inez Milholland, whose beauty and charisma soon made her a star of the suffrage movement. She was a quintessential New Woman—the fun-loving and free-spirited figure who was ubiquitous in the media; rather like “millennial” a century later, it was a label that marked both a generation and an attitude.2 By the time she joined Heterodoxy, four years after making a splash at the Taft parade, Inez had become the embodiment of the modern, fashionable suffragist. A cartoon by Boardman Robinson, a radical artist for The Masses and other newspapers whose wife, Sally, was also a Heterodoxy member, illustrates the transformation. Called “The Type Has Changed,” it shows a flat-footed frump, mannish, bespectacled, and dour, next to a fashionable young woman displaying graceful curves, high heels, low neckline, and a rampantly feathered hat. Both women wear a suffrage ribbon pinned to their chests, but on the older “type” it hangs limp, while on the younger it flutters amid the folds of her scarf like a fashion accessory. There is a gap between them like a cold shoulder: an inch or two on the page, but miles in real-life outlook and status.
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Village radical artist Boardman Robinson illustrated the evolution of the women’s rights activist in this newspaper cartoon. (Credit: New-York Tribune, February 24, 1911)








Since the deaths of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony in the first decade of the twentieth century, the American suffrage movement had struggled to move forward. The leaders of the dominant group, the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), emphasized respectability and women’s moral superiority, which made the movement palatable to thousands more supporters. But concrete political progress had stalled. By the end of 1910, only five western states—Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, Idaho, and Washington—had granted women the vote. The issue had been put in front of male voters in a referendum no less than fifty-five times, and only twice had the women prevailed.3


The fight for the vote was still being led by members of the generation that had attended or been inspired by the landmark meeting at Seneca Falls in 1848, widely credited with launching the women’s rights movement. They favored tactics that were stuck in the previous century: endless petitions, endless meetings, endless speeches on the same points, for the same faithful listeners. Meanwhile, the world had moved on. New technology made it possible to share information much faster, over much bigger distances, than ever before, and photography, now much easier to reproduce, became more common in daily life. With the surge of visual imagery, glamour and celebrity began to infuse the culture, and a younger generation of activists realized that in the new century, the messenger was going to matter as much as the message. 


Heterodoxy’s other Inez, the writer Inez Haynes Irwin, was thirteen years older than Milholland. She remembered from her college years how viciously the old “type” of suffragist was lampooned for daring to talk while men didn’t want to listen. “In the comic weeklies, Priscilla Jawbones, a tall, thin female of great strength and appalling ugliness, was the figure at which all these jokes were hurled,” she recalled, adding that “the woman-believer in the movement was a cartoon figure until the last decade of the fight.”4 Ironically, Inez Milholland also resembled a cartoon figure, but not a comic one: she looked to a besotted news media like a real-life Gibson Girl, the ubiquitous fantasy figure sketched by Charles Dana Gibson, with her lithe body and piled crown of hair.


Inez’s beauty was a boon to the modern suffrage movement as editors scrambled to put her face on the cover of their pictorial sections and held her up as a fashion icon. When she landed back in New York in September 1910 after a summer in Europe, where she had joined the suffrage fight in London, a New York Times reporter was there to greet her and described her up-to-the-minute ensemble. “Miss Milholland scampered down the gangway from the great liner, in a tailored suit, hobble skirt, trimmed with silk. She had on a Turkish turban, with a long Oriental veil, which was tossed carelessly about her neck.” Reporters soon realized she could also be relied on for a juicy quote. “It might be considered good politics,” Inez suggested to one, if the leaders of the movement “put their most attractive members forward when seeking to influence legislators.”5 In the ensuing months, she would lead parades dressed as Joan of Arc, and her combination of socialite glamour and socialist convictions made her a household name.


Inez had grown up in an environment that combined wealth and progressive zeal. She was the eldest of three children of John Milholland, a mercurial social reformer who made a fortune with an invention that cut through the clog of urban life: a pneumatic tube network under the streets that could zap messages in metal tubes across the city at breathtaking speed. He launched the system in New York by sending a family Bible (wrapped in an American flag) from midtown down to Bowling Green in forty seconds, a journey that took a bicycle messenger nearly twenty minutes. Pneumatic tubes were soon transmitting five million letters a day in New York, operating like the email of their day, making John Milholland a Progressive Era tech baron.6 He expanded to cities across the United States and Europe, launching new systems with publicity stunts like hurtling puppies, kittens, and bowls of goldfish safely through the tubes.


When Inez turned thirteen, in the summer of 1899, John moved his family to London. The Milholland mansion was easy stone-hurling distance from Kensington Palace, and Inez became an eager recruit of the British suffragettes, whose tactics blended window smashing provocation with public pageantry. It was an intoxicating combination. When she returned to the United States to enroll at Vassar College, her English accent and cosmopolitan flair made Inez irresistible to her sheltered classmates—and to the American press, which assumed, or hoped, that she was more radical than she actually was. When one newspaper reported that she’d been jailed for her activism, her mother, Jean, wrote in to correct the record: Inez had not broken the law, and she was a born and bred New Yorker. “If she be a Suffragette at all, she is very much an American one.”7


But even as a law-abiding American “suffragette,” Inez knew how to make trouble. Vassar was an elite, conservative college, led by a president, James Monroe Taylor, who fiercely opposed woman suffrage and banned all activism for the vote on campus, insisting that it was his college’s job to educate women, not to reform society. He had reckoned without “the idol of the whole undergraduate body,” who made it perfectly clear that he could not have one without the other.8


On a sunny June afternoon at the end of her junior year, Inez led dozens of students and visiting alumnae off campus to the nearest place they could hold a suffrage meeting—a nearby cemetery. There, in a symbolically charged venue conspicuously close to the college, she gathered her fellow students “to listen to impassioned outpourings about the wrongs of their sex while seated on cherub-carved tombstones.”9 The students laid out a picnic and strung a yellow banner between the gravestones that read Come, Let Us Reason Together, a verse from Isaiah that suffragists adopted as a plea for mutual respect.


The guest of honor was Harriot Stanton Blatch, a Vassar alumna thirty years Inez Milholland’s senior who was back on campus to give a speech at her alumnae luncheon. As Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s daughter, Harriot had grown up in the American women’s rights movement. As an undergraduate, she had chafed at Vassar’s refusal of politics, calling it “an institution composed entirely of a disfranchised class,” which nevertheless refused to take “any interest whatsoever in its own political freedom.”10 She married an English socialist and spent twenty years in England, where she developed an inclusive and class-conscious view of suffrage; although she was a fierce guardian of her mother’s legacy, she disagreed with the elder Stanton’s desire to restrict voting to educated, literate women. On her return to America in 1902, Harriot brought a new vision of the movement with her: inclusive, confrontational, and media savvy. Inez’s graveyard rally heartened her with its unprecedented show of defiance. She was joined there by two core members of her new organization, the Equality League of Self-Supporting Women (soon renamed the Women’s Political Union): the labor leader Rose Schneiderman and bona fide feminist icon Charlotte Perkins Gilman.


The year Inez graduated, President Taylor gave a speech praising Vassar’s conservatism, noting waspishly that the college “does not love notoriety for the undergraduate, and declares it to be unhealthful, intellectually and socially.”11 But in opposing suffrage, Vassar’s president was swimming against a steadily strengthening tide. By the time a newspaper called Inez Milholland “one of the most fascinatingly persistent young radicals who ever mounted a suffragette banner on a mortar-board,” that combination of accoutrements was more common than ever before.12 Women’s colleges were vital in fostering the relationships that spurred graduates to undertake activist careers, and campus connections became nodes in larger webs of feminist friendship. Within Heterodoxy, the majority of members, especially the younger generation, had forged friendships on the campuses of colleges like Vassar, Radcliffe, Smith, Barnard, and Bryn Mawr and were connected through close-knit alumnae and sorority networks. 


But women’s colleges were exclusive and elite spaces—many banned Black and Jewish students from attending—and resistant to political change. When Inez Haynes Irwin and a friend founded the College Equal Suffrage League at Radcliffe in 1900, she faced an uphill task getting undergraduates involved. According to Dr. Sara Josephine Baker, one of the league’s earliest members who would go on to join Heterodoxy, “When asked to become a member, the average college woman acted as if you had suggested she play Lady Godiva at a stag-picnic.”13 Raised in a wealthy family in upstate New York, “Dr. Jo,” as she was known, originally intended to go to Vassar as her mother had. The deaths of her father and brother while she was in her teens, however, meant she needed to earn money, and economic pressure was part of what led her to the Women’s Medical College at the New York Infirmary, founded by the pioneering sisters Elizabeth and Emily Blackwell (the other part, she admitted, was “her native stubbornness,” which made her want to study medicine “at all costs and in spite of everyone”).14 In 1911, another soon-to-be Heterodite, the journalist Mabel Potter Daggett, described sitting with a “woman physician”—quite likely Dr. Jo—at a Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority gathering. Having “withdrawn with our tea cups to the sofa,” the friends observed with dismay the students’ lack of interest in winning the vote. “You are a suffragist and I am a suffragist,” Mabel quotes her doctor friend as saying, “but there is only one other woman here whose name is written in the cause.”15 
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