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A Note on Names



Throughout the book, I often refer to Margaretta Hare Morris and Elizabeth Carrington Morris by their first names, since referring to both as “Morris” would get confusing. I am sensitive to the fact that in the past historians referred to women by their first names and men by their surnames, a habit that made female subjects feel more familiar than professional and authoritative. That is not my intention, though I do hope these remarkable women will become all of the above to you: familiar, professional, and authoritative.















Introduction



Sister Scientists
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Elizabeth Carrington Morris (1795–1865) and Margaretta Hare Morris (1797–1867) were sisters and scientists. When they sat for these paired portraits, they chose brooches that signaled their shared passion for natural history. (Special Collections, University of Delaware Library)








In the middle of April 1851, when the rain had paused long enough to venture outside, Elizabeth Carrington Morris knelt beneath a blossoming pear tree to weed. The ground, thick and wet, was rich with “dockens,” as she called them, a European plant related to buckwheat that thrived in neglected spaces. Her garden in Germantown, just outside of Philadelphia, was far from neglected, but Elizabeth had been busy that spring tending to sick relatives, and in that time the dockens had flourished, threatening to overrun her carefully cultivated refuge. Fifty-five years old and a well-established botanist, Elizabeth had put on the rough dress she reserved for gardening, long leather gloves, and black rubber boots, determined to restore order in her flower bed. Some people ate the leaves of certain species like curly dock (Rumex crispus), raw in salads or cooked down in stews, but Elizabeth considered them to be an unsightly nuisance. As she dug around the base of the tree, uprooting as much of the spindly plants as she could with her trowel and tossing them in a nearby basket, she caught sight of cicada larvae wriggling around in the upturned soil. While other gardeners might have leapt back, squeamish at uncovering this glistening “bevy of Locusts,” Elizabeth sprang to her feet in delight, calling out for her sister to grab their specimen jars.1


For years, Elizabeth had been immersed in all things cicada thanks to her younger sister, Margaretta Hare Morris, an entomologist who specialized in agricultural pests. The two women lived together, hiked together, and debated new scientific theories together. They spent long hours in their garden puzzling over the insects and diseases that troubled the plants Elizabeth cultivated. Entomology and botany intersected quite literally in the sisters’ garden. Two years Elizabeth’s junior, Margaretta had been investigating seventeen-year cicadas and their impact on orchards since she first discovered them attached to the roots of her suffering fruit trees in 1846. While naturalists had established the creatures’ seventeen-year life cycle in the eighteenth century, no one knew for certain how the larvae survived underground for so long, though most presumed their presence was benign. Finding them sucking from the roots of her trees, Margaretta had concluded that the creatures subsisted “unseen, and unsuspected, draining the life blood from our most valued fruit trees and timber.” Some trees could handle the ravenous, if lethargic, grubs, but the Morris sisters’ apple and pear trees had withered and failed to produce fruit. Margaretta had spent the last five years sending specimens and reports on her findings to the country’s most prominent scientific associations and agricultural journals, while monitoring cicadas under bell jars filled with dirt and severed roots.2


In the decade leading up to her cicada discoveries, Margaretta had faced skepticism from her male peers who publicly belittled her in agricultural and scientific journals. Before presenting her latest theory to the scientific community, she knew she would need to be more strategic. Starting in 1846, the sisters invited male scientists to visit their garden and witness Margaretta’s cicada discoveries for themselves. While Margaretta and Elizabeth chatted with their guests, their gardener dug up a tangle of roots from a sickly tree to reveal cicadas lined up with their long, sharp proboscises deeply embedded. These reenactments worked. With each visit, Margaretta gained another ally ready to endorse her findings, and as she amassed support, respect for her work in both scientific and agricultural circles grew. By 1850, she had established herself as one of the country’s most notable agricultural entomologists and, alongside the astronomer Maria Mitchell, was one of the first two women elected to the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS).3


While Margaretta was developing her career by maneuvering through the ranks of male entomologists, her older sister was content working behind the scenes to collect and catalog specimens. The reason Elizabeth was so excited to find cicadas emerging from the weeds in April 1851 was not because Margaretta needed more evidence—if anything, her sister had too much. Instead, Elizabeth was eager to share them with Harvard zoology professor Louis Agassiz, who, she bragged to a friend, had told her “he wanted enough to supply all the cabinets in Europe.” Margaretta had already given Agassiz specimens for Harvard’s collection, but this set would make it possible for him to gift the North American insects to other zoologists. Elizabeth counted, weighed, and bottled three hundred to mail to him, offering several hundred more to her elated chickens. She had been doing this kind of thing with botanists for years, supplying them with rare plant specimens that they could share with others. Gifts like these and other forms of support made Elizabeth indispensable to her peers. They fueled an exchange of knowledge and helped other scientists expand both their collections and their influence. Her behind-the-scenes work was integral for the advancement of the natural sciences and involved significant training and expertise in local environments, but very little credit or acclaim.4


The jar of cicadas made its way in a small wooden crate from the Morris sisters’ Pennsylvania garden to Agassiz’s office in a converted bathhouse in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Agassiz and his student assistants then either wedged the jar onto his cramped shelves filled with preserved fish, snakes, and other creatures floating in alcohol, or repackaged them and sent the specimens across the Atlantic to the private and public natural history cabinets of his friends and acquaintances. The cicadas were passengers on a journey American science was only just beginning. Universities that had previously only offered science classes as part of their medical programs had begun to hire more botanists, chemists, geologists, and zoologists, expanding their offerings and opening scientific schools. For decades, women’s seminaries had a rich assortment of science classes, but as it became possible to find jobs in these fields, schools for men followed suit.


In the nineteenth century, as the sciences were gaining a foothold in the United States, men of science were beginning to tell stories about the origin and growth of their fields. Like many other women, Margaretta and Elizabeth Morris, no matter their contributions or accomplishments, were left out of these tales. This book is about restoring these sisters’ lives to the history of science while making sense of how power dynamics have impacted environmental knowledge and the stories we tell.


Once the cicadas emerged on their own throughout the mid-Atlantic states a few weeks later, Americans of all ages, classes, races, and genders were swept up in the entomological event of the season. The loud drone that became the soundtrack for the summer, the abandoned nymphal shells left clinging to tree bark, and the clumsy insects flying into pedestrians inspired newspaper articles, poems, diary entries, and constant commentary. Curious enthusiasts stood shoulder to shoulder with seasoned naturalists, collecting and trading their specimens.


The emerging cicadas were the latest novelty, but the public’s preoccupation with plant names, rock formations, chemical reactions, and constellations had been steadily on the rise throughout the nineteenth century. This was a golden age for popular science. Some thought they would unlock the mysteries and wonders of the natural world, while others believed science would help them get closer to God. For many, the combination was what made science irresistible. Regardless of its precise appeal, there was a collective societal desire to better know the environment. Women and men crowded lecture halls to hear scientists speak as a form of evening entertainment. Magazine and newspaper editors incorporated popular science articles into their issues to keep up with their readers’ insatiable appetite for more knowledge. Authors wrote books aimed at mothers looking to structure their children’s curiosity about the world. Primary schools, particularly those for girls, advertised their advanced science classes as a way to attract new students. While not everyone could afford a microscope, they could flatten the frond of a lady fern between the pages of a book or collect apple moth caterpillars in a box to watch their transformation.


Margaretta and Elizabeth were equal parts avid consumers of the nineteenth century’s popular science culture and qualified experts with the ability to influence its development. Like other engaged members of the public, they took the classes, they attended the lectures, they purchased the books. They were conversant in the Victorian era’s floriography, or the “language of flowers,” where specific blooms carried hidden messages for recipients, such as oleander symbolizing “caution,” and chamomile “strength in adversity.” Like many of their contemporaries, they also filled their albums with paintings of butterflies and plants. What made them exceptional, though, was that they were connected to the burgeoning professional circles that allowed them to become “insiders.” Margaretta and Elizabeth were trained experts who hobnobbed with other scientific luminaries. They traversed both worlds, and that was critical in this transformational moment when professionalization meant that scientists were becoming increasingly distant from the popular culture that had helped them rise to prominence. The Morris sisters were popular science writers who encouraged others to learn about their environments and perform experiments whenever possible. They not only collected specimens for their own use but also donated their most interesting finds to natural history museums, like Margaretta’s taxidermied Dasyprocta niger, a South American rodent, and Elizabeth’s Actinia marginata, a sea anemone she found off the coast of Rhode Island. Elizabeth knew enough about seaweed to differentiate what might be known from what might be new before sending dried specimens to an algae specialist in Dublin. Margaretta went further still, jumping into major entomological debates about threats to crops, whether that involved the wheat flies that exacerbated the Panic of 1837, or even the mysterious source of the potato blight that devasted Ireland while simultaneously threatening potato yields in the United States.5
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Margaretta worked less common images into her personal album, like this aphid-eaten iris with a triumphant damselfly perched on a bud, having devoured the tiny pests. (Collection of S. C. Doak)








By joining contentious public debates and connecting with scientists throughout the country, Margaretta’s discoveries became well-known, which was a highly unusual feat. Charles Darwin, a rising naturalist in England, was in the midst of drafting On the Origin of Species when he heard that Margaretta witnessed water beetles transporting fish eggs from lake to lake in Pennsylvania. This discovery had the potential to shape his discussion of species distribution in his book, but he first had to determine if he could trust her observations. While Darwin ultimately decided he did not believe the “lady in N. America,” modern biologists have confirmed that Margaretta’s observations were accurate. Still, Darwin was far from alone in dismissing findings on such prejudicial grounds.6


So much of this story is about power and how it shapes our knowledge of the environment. By not trusting someone because of their gender, race, age, or class, we lose crucial information. We erase their contributions and discount their observations. Margaretta’s and Elizabeth’s respective lives and work illuminate the frustrating hurdles they faced as women, despite the privileges afforded to them by their wealth and race. The sisters developed strategies and methods to counter the distrust, the exclusion, even the attacks. Despite all of that, they have been erased from the historical narrative. They have been forgotten.


By recovering the Morris sisters’ story, we have an opportunity to read the history of professional science through their experiences. Scientific culture and practices changed dramatically over the course of the nineteenth century, and even just during their lifetimes. Women scientists and the work they did were integral to that professionalization, but the process of drawing lines around what qualified as science also ultimately relegated them to the periphery. This is why we keep rediscovering hidden figures in the history of science. Over the course of the Morris sisters’ lifetimes, they witnessed the lives and deaths of those considered the founding fathers of their fields—many of whom had tutored them. When these men died, their friends and colleagues wrote a first draft of the history of botany and entomology, centering their friends in the narratives while sidelining others. Adding women like the Morris sisters back into the story of American science combats the kind of marginalization that led to their erasure in the first place.


Margaretta and Elizabeth were far from the only women shaping the sciences in early America. Jane Colden (1724–1766), a colonial woman in their grandmothers’ generation, learned botany from her father but soon surpassed his skills and would eventually identify and describe 326 plants in the Hudson Valley of New York, several of which were previously unnamed. Colden exchanged data and plant descriptions with botanists in England, becoming an invaluable overseas correspondent. In Margaretta and Elizabeth’s own generation, the sisters Emma Hart Willard (1787–1870) and Almira Hart Lincoln Phelps (1793–1884) were advocates for women’s education, running seminaries and writing best-selling science textbooks for women and children. Similarly, Sarah Mapps Douglass (1806–1882), a talented botanical illustrator and Black abolitionist, taught science and art to her students at the Free African School for Girls and later the Institute for Colored Youth in Philadelphia. Maria Mitchell (1818–1889)—the astronomer who was elected to the American Association for the Advancement of Science with Margaretta—was internationally famous for having discovered a comet in 1847 and later joined the faculty at Vassar College to inspire and educate young female scientists. The writer and naturalist Mary Treat (1830–1923) published popular science books and articles in major magazines, while also sharing her findings on carnivorous plants with Asa Gray and Charles Darwin. And these are just the women that we hear about. The list would be longer still if it included women working in medicine.7


There were also lesser-known women who were working in the sciences at the same time as the Morris sisters and whose contributions only faintly survive. Women like Isabella Batchelder James (1819–1901), a friend of Elizabeth’s, who researched the physiological source of plant odors. She corresponded with other American botanists and wrote anonymous articles about American trees, science books, and biographies of naturalists. Another is Sarah Coates Harris (1824–1886), who studied botany and herbalism, exchanged letters with other botanists, and delivered a series of lectures to ladies in Ohio on “Anatomy, Physiology, and Hygiene,” while also fighting for women’s rights.8


Women who pursued work in the sciences in the nineteenth century were rarely aware of their predecessors. Elizabeth Morris, as far as I have found, had never heard of Jane Colden and her botanical work in the colonial era. That loss of continuity, even community, caused a lot of damage. When women and other marginalized people broke barriers by becoming a “first” in their specialty, they had the potential to inspire others who had been excluded to believe that what had seemed impossible was actually possible. Obscuring these stories forced those who followed to reinvent strategies in order to join scientific communities and be taken seriously. It also kept those less emboldened or supported from entering the profession at all.


Thanks to the popular enthusiasm for the sciences and growing educational opportunities, though, scientific women were everywhere: collecting specimens, writing articles, illustrating textbooks, and sponsoring the production of groundbreaking books. They played a central role in popularizing the sciences and making them accessible to others. As men of science tried to establish themselves as trained experts within the scientific cultural zeitgeist, they wrestled with how to balance communication with the public and specialists. Men like Asa Gray, Charles Darwin, and Louis Agassiz embraced the opportunity to write for multiple audiences. Others balked, viewing public outreach as degrading or a needless distraction. Desperate to be taken seriously, they sought to separate themselves from popular science—and from the work women were doing.


William Whewell coined the term “scientist” in 1834 in an essay about a woman with a talent for turning complex scientific phenomena into understandable prose for popular audiences: the British astronomer and mathematician Mary Somerville. In his review of Somerville’s book On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences, Whewell proposed the idea that women’s brains worked differently than men’s. This biological difference, Whewell believed, allowed Somerville to artfully synthesize current scientific findings while men stumbled. He called it “the peculiar illumination” of the female mind. While he suggested that a woman’s brain enhanced rather than diminished her ability to understand science on a higher level, he also claimed that they were inherently different from male scientists in a way that precluded their equality, something that would haunt the Morris sisters as they struggled to be taken seriously in the burgeoning American scientific community.9


Inspired by the connections Somerville drew between the ever-subdividing disciplines of science, Whewell felt that there needed to be a new term like “scientist” for these people who sought “knowledge of the material world” in order to bring unity to the expanding community. However, not many men were eager to embrace Whewell’s inclusive “scientist” to describe themselves and instead clung to “man of science” or “naturalist” among other designations even into the early twentieth century. Whewell’s struggle to create an inclusive label and its difficulty gaining traction was indicative of the power hierarchies within the scientific community. Those unwilling to drop “man of science” considered the elite scientific circles to be inherently, commonsensically masculine. Hierarchies are difficult to shake.10


While in hindsight there is a clear trajectory toward professionalization in the nineteenth century, it was a muddy and uneven process for those living through it. It began far earlier in the century than we usually assume, starting in the decades before the Civil War and continuing through the early twentieth century. One could argue that it has never fully finished, since scientists continue to rewrite the rules that govern good practice. Still, throughout the nineteenth century there were markers that showed the gradual formalization of the field, as scientists defined their community rules and training, determined whom to exclude, and began to author their own historical narrative.


Much of the formalization of professional practices happened in the decades after the Morris sisters’ deaths in the 1860s, but the women still bore witness to changes in their own statuses even during their lifetimes. Though the renowned Harvard botanist Asa Gray had treated Elizabeth as a valuable collector and friend early in their relationship in the 1840s, that changed quickly as his professional star rose and his dependence on her specimens diminished. In 1859, after Asa Gray published his “Japan Paper” on the distribution of plant species—an essay that would have significance for Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species—he noted in a letter to Elizabeth that while he had promised her a copy, he had to first distribute them to “working botanists.” She needed to wait.11


Employment was crucial if science was to become a profession. At the start of the century, few people could make a living in the sciences in the United States, and many worked day jobs as bankers, doctors, and lawyers to support scientific work in their spare time. Some, like Margaretta and Elizabeth, relied on the wealth of relatives. Gradually, more job opportunities made it possible for people to devote themselves fully to science in an institutional capacity, whether at universities, in government positions, or in natural history museums. It began slowly, with a professorship in chemistry and natural history at Yale in 1802, followed by growing demand for science writers and teachers in the 1820s, and a market for collectors of specimens in the 1840s. By the 1850s, the United States Patent Office had filled its ranks with men and women, and New York had even hired a state entomologist. After the Civil War, funding for railroad surveys, the expansion of natural history museums, and the opening of agricultural schools thanks to the Morrill Act of 1862 meant budding scientists could convert their practice into a career. Some of these jobs did not pay well, but they inspired the creation of others like them, which in turn considerably lowered the economic barrier of entry into the profession.12


Some scientists were wary of the ways money might taint scholarship. Toward the end of the century in the Gilded Age, there were men who balked not only at being called “scientists” but also at being called “professionals.” They equated professionalization with commercialization, the enemy of “pure science,” and chose to refer to their work instead as an avocation or calling. While these distinctions were meant to rein in ethical issues like geology professors profiting from mining contracts, they had deep roots in a collective disdain for those who either did not come from wealth or were unable to secure a salaried position. Ironically, given that women scientists in this era were generally expected to work for free or close to it, they ought to have been held up as ideal scientific investigators. That was not the case.13


The more formalized scientific employment became in the late nineteenth century, the more women were relegated to peripheral jobs. Even after women won access to doctoral programs at universities, they remained in subservient positions performing what was considered “women’s work.” These jobs included calculators at observatories, illustrators at botanical gardens, and assistants at natural history museums. Home economics departments, which developed at land-grant universities at the turn of the twentieth century, became one of the few places where women scientists could find professorships in numbers elsewhere unseen. Prior to this formalization and expansion of scientific work, though, women like Margaretta Morris and Elizabeth Morris had more leeway to be on something closer to equal footing with their male peers. When it was not profitable work, more women could compete. Professionalization and the turn toward more merit-based job opportunities actually edged women into gender-segregated and lower-paid jobs with fewer chances to be promoted, let alone credited for their work.14


Scholarly journals were also rapidly transforming over the course of the nineteenth century, as scientists developed their communities and became architects of their profession. In the 1840s, Margaretta published her findings in multiple kinds of journals, including the Transactions of the American Philosophical Society as well as the Proceedings of the Academy of Natural Sciences. While peer review would not gain the prestige and power it currently holds until the mid-twentieth century, the Philosophical Society used a committee of members to vet Margaretta’s research before deciding to publish it in their Transactions. At the same time that she published for an audience of scientists through the journals, she also wrote about her findings in agricultural journals predominantly read by farmers. These journals—continuously referenced into the twentieth century by entomologists and other biologists—served as a cacophonous space to exchange scientific data, with fast-paced publication times and feedback from readers. Not all of what was published was credible, but these were important conversations for botanists, entomologists, and agricultural chemists, as well as farmers. By the turn of the twentieth century, these kinds of scientists would establish more specialized journals that gave them space to speak solely to their peers, such as the American Entomological Society’s Journal of Economic Entomology, which began publication in 1908. With the new journals, the foundation of scientific exclusion grew stronger with the advent of a new kind of professional gatekeeping.15


Professionalization by its very nature involves exclusion. The bylaws of the American Philosophical Society and the Academy of Natural Sciences did not explicitly limit their membership to men, but in practice, the organizations did. In 1841, the Academy of Natural Sciences granted membership to Lucy Say, an illustrator and naturalist in her own right, as a show of gratitude for her donation of specimens that belonged to her deceased husband, the entomologist Thomas Say. And in 1859, they voted to admit Margaretta Hare Morris for her lifetime of entomological work. However, in both cases, the women were given a specific type of membership that spared them from paying dues, but also excluded them from attending meetings, let alone voting. The AAAS began admitting women in 1850 with Margaretta Morris and Maria Mitchell, but when the numbers of women joining spiked in the 1870s and 1880s, the Association decided to create a two-tiered membership with professional scientists designated as “fellows.” It had already been hard for women to gain membership to the AAAS. Whereas men became members by default if they were involved in local scientific associations or employed in the sciences, women—who were often excluded from those local groups and jobs—had to be nominated by current members. This new tiered system further formalized a sexual segregation among members. Other scientific organizations adopted similar practices or devised systems in which women faced tougher requirements than men. The unspoken racial exclusion was even starker.16


Not coincidentally, it was over the course of the nineteenth century that the definition of the word “amateur” transformed. It had originally been an elevated rank, suggesting that someone was doing the work because they loved it, not because it would earn them money. It implied a certain purity of intention. However, by the middle of the nineteenth century and onward, it gradually took on a negative connotation and meant someone who was unskilled and unqualified, the opposite of an expert. Given how murky the process of professionalization was, the line between amateurs and experts was blurred, and those without formal training continued to participate in organizations and activities. Still, the more derogatory the term became, the more it was tied to the activities of women who faced more obstacles gaining access to the kinds of training and employment that would have classified them as professionals or experts.17


The denigration of women in the sciences was intricately caught up in gendered insecurities. Some men worried that botany, in particular, was perceived as a female vocation. They felt the need to prove that men, too, could study flowers and plants. These ideas were still prevalent in 1887 when J. F. A. Adams challenged the idea that botany was suitable for “young ladies and effeminate youths, but not adapted for able-bodied and vigorous-brained young men.” Writing in Science, Adams argued that botany should be “pre-eminently a manly study,” given that the work took place outdoors and required intellectual rigor. That Adams felt this argument had to be made and in one of the leading journals for the profession illustrates the scale of women’s involvement in the natural sciences during that era.18


Not everyone subscribed to these concerns about the masculinity of the sciences. Margaretta and Elizabeth found many allies among their peers who were willing to use their positions of power to amplify and defend the work the women were doing. Some of these men were those who witnessed the cicada discoveries Margaretta made and publicly endorsed her work. Others, like the botanists Asa Gray and William Darlington, welcomed the contributions women made and saw advantages in working with all botanical enthusiasts. The culture among entomologists was not nearly as welcoming, but Margaretta still sought out friends and allies.


Beyond anxieties about gender, many American scientists felt the need to prove that they had the intelligence and training to keep pace with their more established European counterparts abroad. American naturalists rushed to name North American species before Europeans claimed priority. It was not all competitive, though, and scientific conversations were transatlantic, with letters, books, and scientists themselves traveling back and forth, establishing connections and sharing specimens. In some ways, American scientists mimicked what they saw occurring in Britain and elsewhere—the AAAS was modeled after the British Association for the Advancement of Science, for instance. In other ways, America excelled—European travelers were often surprised by the high level of science being taught in girls’ schools in the early nineteenth century.


Still, there were lasting insecurities that stemmed from America’s colonial past, and professionalization could serve as a balm for that. It had the potential to clean up the messier attempts at science that might reflect poorly on American work—flowery prose, airy theorizing, and a lack of rigor among them. As was true with the arts, architecture, and literature, many Americans sought to prove that democratic societies could generate creative advances, new knowledge, and innovative technologies. However, if America’s leading organizations invited all scientists in as equals—no matter their race, gender, or class—there was fear that Europeans might mock the organizations as inferior. These insecurities were the enemy of equality. They prevented many potential scientists from sharing their knowledge and stifled collective advances.19


It was within this shifting scientific landscape in the nineteenth century that marginalized scientists like the Morris sisters found ways to participate and become instrumental in its growth and professionalization. Their specimens, their experiments, their publications, and their engagement in transnational exchanges of data were all part of this transformation. Ironically, the professionalization that they helped to advance would ultimately wrest opportunities from women in the generations that followed. The more legitimate, respectable, and profitable science became, the harder it was for women to participate on equal footing, and the more intentionally they were consigned to obscurity.


This book was never supposed to be about the Morris sisters. As an urban environmental historian by training, I had been planning to write about a city tree that Americans love to hate: the Ailanthus altissima, or Tree of Heaven. When I was at the New-York Historical Society researching the history of that tree, one of the archivists pointed me in the direction of the William Darlington Papers, since Darlington had once written about trees and other plants he classified as weeds. As I sat with the finding aid, scanning for any possible leads, I noticed that there was an enormous collection of letters from someone named Elizabeth C. Morris. Curious as to who she was, I googled her name and found very little—not even a snippet on a Wikipedia page. A bit more digging led me to some information about Margaretta Morris, and I learned that the two sisters were scientists. Rushing to catch a flight home, I scribbled their names in my notes and wondered why I had never heard of them before.


The next month, sitting in Harvard’s Ernst Mayr Library of the Museum of Comparative Zoology, I found myself deep in the papers of Thaddeus William Harris, an entomologist who had written about a caterpillar that had infested urban trees (though not the Tree of Heaven) in the 1850s. There in Harris’s papers, I coincidentally came across a series of letters from Margaretta Morris. Her words made me pause. She wrote about the difficulty and loneliness of being a woman in the sciences—how her access to colleges was limited, how she lacked peers to compare notes with. “I have panted for the sympathy of someone who could appreciate my love of the science, and overlook my want of that learned love derived from books that are, generally speaking, out of woman’s reach,” Margaretta wrote. “The book of nature, however, has been widely spread before me, and countless hours of inexpressible happiness I have had in the study, there.” After reading that, I decided the Tree of Heaven could wait.20


If it was Elizabeth whose letters introduced me to the women, it was Margaretta with her energetic voice and desperate longing to connect with other entomologists who captured my imagination. She could not pass a spiderweb without pausing to investigate which insects were tangled in it. Whoever she sat next to at a dinner party could expect to get an earful about the moth or beetle she was currently studying under the bell jars in the sisters’ library. From the handful of letters that were in the Mayr library, I also got the sense that she had been defending herself and her findings against skeptical entomologists who were quick to dismiss her. After describing a dispute with another entomologist about the behavior of a fly, she wrote, “This formidable opposition roused me to renewed exertion.” The pushback she received from critics did not silence her; it fueled her determination.21


Margaretta’s steadfast desire to be heard convinced me to change the focus of my book. She was facing unrelenting criticism and all kinds of obstructions, and I was struck by how determined she was to persevere. Her struggles felt relatable across centuries, and her courage was inspiring. It also brought into sharp relief how so much of our knowledge about the environment has been filtered through power relationships based on gender, class, and race. The privileging of some experts over others has resulted in lost knowledge about species, relationships within ecosystems, even how things have changed over time. I wanted to explore how the Morris sisters personally navigated these issues and what effect these power structures had on their work and legacy.


Margaretta, in many ways, fit the mold of similar pathbreakers by defying expectations and rising above doubters, but Elizabeth did not. While fiercely opinionated, Elizabeth was terrified of criticism and overstepping boundaries. Still, after reading her letters and uncovering dozens of her anonymous articles, I came to find her just as fascinating as her sister. While Margaretta was more exceptional in terms of the public-facing work she did, Elizabeth made choices common among women in the nineteenth century. She bristled at the idea of publishing anything under her own name, and the attacks on her sister likely reinforced that decision. She was far from alone. Publishing anonymously allowed women the chance to have their scientific findings given serious weight. Elizabeth shared her passions on the pages of popular agricultural journals, encouraging her readers to take botany seriously. Whatever hesitations she had about publicity, she never stopped obsessing over ferns and wildflowers, and she collected as much as she could, actively assisting other botanists like Asa Gray and William Darlington for the sake of science, just as she had assisted Louis Agassiz with the cicadas. Elizabeth seems to have been unconcerned with getting credit for the work she did.


Studying two sisters made it possible for me to distinguish their personal choices from the limitations they faced during their lifetimes. Margaretta and Elizabeth show how two different women reacted to the cultural restrictions and freedoms of their generation. They came from the same wealth, they had the same resources and even the same education, and yet they chose different paths while following their passions. Margaretta and Elizabeth made decisions—one forging into public debates, the other embracing anonymity—to develop their careers as they preferred, amid the gendered conventions of the nineteenth century. Margaretta was honored as exceptional during her lifetime because she engaged in the sciences in the same ways that men did—publishing findings under her own name, jumping into contentious entomological debates, proving to male peers again and again that she belonged in their world. Elizabeth’s work as an anonymous science writer, illustrator, collector, even a community builder, however, was more in line with the kind of work that would be categorized as “women’s work”—popularizing, appreciating, disseminating, and consuming. As those boundaries between gendered work calcified over the nineteenth century, the value attributed to one kind of work over the other felt inherent, even natural.


Mischievous Creatures follows the lives of Margaretta and Elizabeth from their childhood curiosities about the natural world through the ups and downs of their careers as they navigated antebellum American science while it professionalized around them. The chapters weave between the two sisters, and by juxtaposing their different approaches to scientific work, we can come to understand how the division of labor marginalized the very women that science relied upon to maintain its position in the nation’s intellectual life. The sisters faced personal and intellectual crises at two pivotal points in their lives and careers, in both young adulthood and middle age. Their agile navigation of changing scientific structures during those moments reveal as much about them and their persistence as it does about nineteenth-century America and the course of professionalization. While Margaretta was driven by the desire to solve entomological puzzles, Elizabeth’s community-building skills ultimately made it possible for her sister to succeed. These soft skills, as we might call them today, built a network of relationships with male scientific celebrities whose support would prove crucial to the widespread acceptance of Margaretta’s work. When Margaretta made her cicada discoveries, it was likely Elizabeth who strategized about how to rally endorsers. Their lives were forever entangled, just like botany and entomology, and they were stronger for that.


The voices of the Morris sisters were buried deep in the archives. They were part of the major scientific conversations happening in the middle of the nineteenth century, yet they were nearly completely silenced in the stories scientists told about themselves. Even though Margaretta had chosen a more public scientific life than Elizabeth, both sisters barely made it into the historical record. These women were wealthy, white, and well connected to the scientific community, and yet, even with those privileges, they were practically invisible. Theirs are just two of countless silenced voices, but their story offers us a window into the realities that women scientists of the time faced as they navigated professional transformations.22


For more than a generation, historians have been hard at work rediscovering forgotten scientists’ lost contributions. This has often involved parsing the role that power—in the form of misogyny, empire, wealth, and white supremacy—has played in shaping the sciences. By broadening the scope of the field, historians have also been unearthing stories of science taking place in parlors, gardens, classrooms, and kitchens, which has, in turn, revived many underappreciated, uncredited discoveries and collaborations. Reframing what counts as science and calling into question who gets to define those boundaries similarly expands the narrative beyond the great men celebrated in biographies and honored with awards. Remembering can be an act of resistance.23


Not every voice and life is recoverable, though. I was able to learn a lot about Margaretta and Elizabeth thanks to their being related to a wealthy, politically notable family—a fact that meant archivists saved some of their papers over the last two centuries. Other things were certainly lost, such as their daily diaries and scientific notebooks, which they occasionally make reference to but seem to have not survived. Much of their scientific writings only exist because they were tucked in the collections of male scientists. All biographers try to understand the lives of their subjects with incomplete information, but for these overlooked women, the records are even less complete. We are used to assuming that women of the past were quiet, but that perception is built on the fact that fewer sources preserve their voices. From what I have been able to excavate of the Morris sisters’ writings, though, these women were opinionated and passionate—anything but quiet.


So many marginalized scientists from this time period have scarce or nonexistent archives, and it can prove frustrating when we want to make sense of not only their accomplishments but also how they confronted obstacles along the way. Where historians have come up empty-handed, fiction writers have filled in archival absences by re-creating the lives, thoughts, victories, and struggles of real and imagined scientists from this era. The popularity of characters like Elizabeth Gilbert’s Alma Whittaker, Esi Edugyan’s Washington Black, Barbara Kingsolver’s Mary Treat, and Tracy Chevalier’s Mary Anning speaks to our collective desire to understand what these early scientists were thinking as they made space for themselves and their ambitions in a complicated period of fertile growth and contracting opportunities. These captivating stories remind us of the universal frustration of not being taken seriously because of something beyond our control like our gender or race. They also remind us of the joy of observing something new about our environment, the boundless wonder involved in figuring out how things work, and the specific delight in sharing those discoveries with others who care as much about them as us. That was exactly what drew me to Margaretta and Elizabeth. The Morris sisters struggled, yes, but they also could not get enough. They were hungry for new knowledge. They wanted nothing more than to fundamentally know the natural world. They were persistent.24


No matter the adversity Margaretta and Elizabeth faced, they had an enormous advantage of not being alone. Whether digging up cicada larvae, arguing over the best recipes for homemade soap, discussing the latest issues of scientific journals, or caring for each other when sick, Margaretta and Elizabeth had each other. When Margaretta came under attack, it was Elizabeth who encouraged her to stand up for herself and her methods. Alone these sister scientists may never have achieved what they accomplished together.















One



World of Wonders


Margaretta Morris and Elizabeth Morris were happiest outdoors. They certainly spent considerable time there as adults—Margaretta galloping on horseback across fields to visit neighbors or hunched over the edge of a lake, losing track of time while observing water beetles. Elizabeth, for her part, took off for the forest with her tin vasculum case thrown over her shoulder filled with her lunch, tools, and papers to separate whatever specimens she gathered.1


As scientists in midlife, they reminisced with peers about what drew them to their specialties—botany for Elizabeth, entomology for Margaretta. Like anyone looking backward with hindsight, they sought roots as if the seeds had been sown early. And all of these formative memories were outdoors.


Elizabeth, ever the romantic, remembered having her eyes cast wistfully toward distant worlds far from her childhood home in Philadelphia. “I used to want to set out on my travels, in search of adventures and flowers,” she wrote, “like the heroines of the fairy tales, for then as now, flowers were my diamonds.” As an adult, she would come to possess bookshelves filled with bound descriptions and lithographs of these exotic plants, an enviable herbarium with pressed specimens, and a carefully tended garden full of gifts from botanists around the world. Those men who sent the seeds, rhizomes, and plants were the ones able to go on the expeditions Elizabeth dreamed of.2


Margaretta’s origin story remained closer to home, as she recalled “the world of wonders opened to the solitary Child, in a rotten apple, or a decaid log and pear.” While butterflies might have paired well with the flowers her sister and many other American girls collected, Margaretta was less interested in those than she was with the insects typically considered pests. Housekeeping manuals and agricultural journals regularly gave tips on how to kill all kinds of insects with arsenic, tobacco, cobalt, and boiling water, but Margaretta preferred to capture and observe the creatures. Nothing about her obsession with her “little friends the insects” embarrassed her as a child or an adult, and she breathlessly filled letters and conversations with friends about her latest findings.3


The word “scientist” had not even been coined yet when Madge and Libby—as they were known to their family—were born in 1795 and 1797. However, American “men of science” were busy collecting, drawing, and naming the creatures and plants they discovered. Thomas Jefferson, who won the presidency in 1800 when the girls were toddlers, was not only tinkering with his own experiments and defending the size and vigor of North American mammals to European critics, but also sponsoring the Lewis and Clark expedition that would involve collecting a wide range of plants and animals from across the continent. Meanwhile, Yale University offered Benjamin Silliman the very first American professorship in natural history and chemistry in 1802, beginning a trend that would slowly establish the sciences’ home in universities across the United States. In order to educate himself prior to accepting the position, Silliman moved to Philadelphia to attend lectures at the University of Pennsylvania’s medical school. Almost immediately, he met the Morris sisters’ older cousin, Robert Hare, who maintained a chemistry lab in the basement of their mutual boardinghouse. The young men became fast friends.4


For two young children interested in science, Margaretta and Elizabeth could not have been born in a better city. Philadelphia, the temporary capital of the country from 1791 until 1800, had emerged as a center for scientific inquiry. The American Philosophical Society was right in the center of the city amid the red brick row houses and buildings devoted to the government. Men of science met in Philosophical Hall to discuss their latest findings and read reports sent from scientific correspondents scattered around the country and across the Atlantic. Charles Willson Peale had moved his natural history museum, the first in the country, into the same building in 1794. Across town, the botanical gardens of William Bartram had become a tourist and scientific destination. Scientific lectures, whether at the Philosophical Society, Peale’s museum, the University of Pennsylvania, or in other spaces, drew students and the general public alike, and were a regular feature on Philadelphians’ calendars. In 1804, when the explorer Alexander von Humboldt traveled to South America to collect specimens and develop theories, he made sure to take a detour and sail north to Philadelphia to meet with the American leaders of science and Thomas Jefferson, in particular. In this era before universities were the center of intellectual life, Philadelphia’s wealth of institutions made it a hub of scientific activity.5


Madge and Libby began their lives about a mile south of Philosophical Hall at the Peckham estate. Their home sat on a hilltop overlooking the Delaware River, with terraced gardens rippling down toward the other country estates of Philadelphia’s social elite. Their extended family had deep roots in Pennsylvania’s founding. Their grandfathers, great-uncles, and great-grandfathers had been mayors of the city, and their family’s names inspired street and town names throughout Pennsylvania.6 Their parents, Luke Hudson Morris and Ann Willing Morris, inherited not only recognizable names but also real estate and wealth. Their home was full of expensive mahogany tables, chairs, and chests, paintings in gilt frames, as well as shelves and trunks full of books. Like everyone, Margaretta and Elizabeth were shaped by where they came from. And for two children who would come to find joy closely observing the structure of irises and the habits of caterpillars making a home under apple tree bark, their family’s encouragement helped set them on their path. A home where they could embark on childhood adventures in the garden likewise made this intellectual exploration possible.7
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The American Philosophical Society’s building that housed Peale’s Museum stands behind the trees in William R. Birch’s 1799 print. Institutions like these made Philadelphia a center for science in the early republic. (Library Company of Philadelphia)








Located in the relatively rural Southwark neighborhood, Peckham was where the sisters’ grandparents, Elizabeth Hudson Morris and Anthony Morris III, had retreated to in 1758. Elizabeth—a strong-minded, independent woman, not unlike her future granddaughters—was a renowned Quaker preacher who had traveled from Philadelphia to England, Ireland, and Scotland on a speaking tour. She was thirty when she returned and married the widowed Anthony, taking his six motherless children under her care. After giving birth to her first son, William, she suffered greatly from a debilitating and “unspeakable poverty of spirit” for nearly seven years. She wrote in her diary that she struggled to “properly attend to the cares of so large a family.” She had, for unknown reasons, also been blocked from preaching by the church, which had been both an intellectual outlet and a central part of her identity. Witnessing his wife’s distress, Anthony readily agreed to abandon the bustling, overwhelming city for the refuge of their country home. After a few years and some recuperation from a variety of illnesses, including a bout of “nervous fever” that nearly took Anthony “to the brink of the grave,” they had their second son, Luke Hudson Morris, in 1760.8


While the family suffered greatly from physical and mental illnesses, they did not have to worry about money. Anthony had inherited the family’s brewery and, like his wife, a large amount of real estate throughout the city. Margaretta and Elizabeth’s grandparents were one of the few families in Philadelphia that owned a “pleasure carriage” pulled by stylish horses. They were also among the small percentage of families who had their homes labeled on the 1752 Scull and Heap map of Philadelphia, which spoke to their wealth and stature in the social hierarchy, if not the grandness of their home itself. They enslaved three people: Pompey, Sabrina, and Eleanor Sneed, a practice that Pennsylvania Quakers had been alternately denouncing and justifying for more than a century. By the time the American Revolution erupted in 1776 and Luke was a teenager, his extended Quaker family began granting manumission to the people they enslaved. That fall, it had been announced at the Philadelphia Annual Meeting at the Arch Street Church that members who did not free their enslaved laborers would face disownment by the Society of Friends. The Morris family complied. A few years later in 1780, Pennsylvania would pass the Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery, the first of its kind that served as a model for other states. While it stopped the slave trade and blocked the importation of slaves into Pennsylvania, those already enslaved continued to work uncompensated, as would their children, until they were twenty-eight years old.9
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Peckham, labeled as “Morris” on this portion of the 1752 Scull and Heap map, was the home where Margaretta and Elizabeth were born and the site of their early explorations in the garden. (Library of Congress)








Peckham was a large, comfortable mansion, which likely included several other buildings to house all who labored there. It was also a working farm with livestock, horses, gardens, and an orchard. As a child, Luke Morris meandered around the property—the same lands that his daughters would fondly remember for their flower and bug explorations—gathering botanical specimens and cultivating a garden. His daughters would recollect how as an adult he had loved deciphering the world of plants.10


In the middle of the Revolutionary War, when Luke was just twenty, his father died, followed a few years later by his mother. The many acres of property owned by his parents were divvied up among the siblings and half siblings, and Luke ultimately inherited his childhood home. Luke had stayed out of the war out of respect for his devout, pacifist mother. However, after her death in 1783, he was made captain of the 5th Battalion of the Pennsylvania Militia and then soon after became lieutenant of Delaware County. He also apparently studied law, occasionally tacking “Esquire” to the end of his name.11


Meanwhile, less than a mile north in what is now known as Society Hill, Margaretta and Elizabeth’s future mother Ann Willing lived with her parents, Charles Willing and Elizabeth Carrington Willing. Her parents had met and married in Barbados amid the sugar plantations, returning to settle in Philadelphia before Ann, the younger of two daughters, was born in 1767. Like the Morrises, the Willing family was wealthy and well connected, with extensive real estate holdings throughout the city. Ann’s grandparents had been among the largest slaveholders and slave traders in Philadelphia earlier in the eighteenth century. The next generation of Willings had mixed feelings about slavery. One aunt—Mary Willing Byrd—ran an enormous plantation in Virginia, while another—Elizabeth Willing Powel—donated money to abolitionists. Ann’s parents, though they had likely enslaved people during their time in Barbados, sent their daughter to a progressive girls’ school opened by the famed Quaker abolitionist Anthony Benezet.12


Gregarious and outgoing, Ann Willing was a significant figure in Philadelphia high society when she met Luke Morris. Nearly a century later, when a series of antiquarians and genealogists wrote the histories of Philadelphia’s wealthiest families, they would note Luke Morris’s birth and death dates, and an occasional reference to him being a “gentleman.” Ann, however, garnered extensive entries. They celebrated her as a “lady of remarkable attainments” and “great mental energy,” reflecting her delight in telling stories to relatives who later passed down these tales to the authors.13


Ann particularly loved telling stories about her childhood and her proximity to political power. She met many Revolutionary-era celebrities in the homes of her relatives. She delighted in recalling how as a baby, she prattled to George Washington while sitting on his knee at her aunt Elizabeth Willing Powel’s townhouse. Her aunt hosted lavish parties and was particularly close with the Washingtons and others, passionately arguing politics with them, while also connecting Ann to this world of powerful politicians. Ann remembered learning about Ben Franklin’s famous experiments with electricity from Franklin himself at her grandmother Ann Shippen Willing’s home. As an eleven-year-old, she even attended the wedding of Benedict Arnold and her relative Peggy Shippen, though she quickly distanced herself from the infamous character when recounting the event.14


Given their similar social circles, it is likely Margaretta and Elizabeth’s parents met at a social event in Philadelphia near the end of the American Revolution. However, they most certainly did not meet at the Mischianza, a theatrical, lavish party for British soldiers during the war at Luke Morris’s neighbor Thomas Wharton’s abandoned estate. Though many of her young, marriageable peers attended, dressed in Turkish costumes, Ann was proud to have refused that traitorous invitation. Regardless of where they met, with both of Luke’s parents deceased, he must have felt free to marry Ann, whose family had long ago shed their Quaker faith in favor of Episcopalianism.15


Married at Christ Church in 1786, Luke and Ann soon settled into family life at Peckham. Almost immediately, Ann was pregnant with her first daughter, Abigail, who was born the next spring in 1787. Two years later, a baby named Elizabeth was born, though she lived just two months. After that, Ann had five more babies in quick succession, with her namesake, Ann, born in 1790, followed by Thomas in 1792. Elizabeth Carrington Morris was born on July 7, 1795, and Margaretta Hare Morris was born on December 3, 1797, Luke and Ann’s fifth and sixth children. Finally, the baby of the family, Susan, was born in 1800. It was a busy fourteen years for this large family, with Ann pregnant or caring for an infant for practically the full stretch. The 1800 census shows that the Morris household was bustling with eighteen residents that included an additional four adults and six children beyond Luke and Ann’s six, likely a combination of servants and relatives. Certainly, a wealthy family such as this did not raise their children single-handedly, and at least one of the residents would have been a governess or nurse. Meanwhile, Luke Morris continued to manage real estate for both his and his aunt’s properties.16


Besides the family wealth that would later support Margaretta and Elizabeth’s scientific practice and make it possible to purchase books and scientific journals, paints and pens, microscopes and magnifying glasses, their parents had a passion for education. The family had a history of well-educated women on both sides, so it was not surprising that the two parents took their young daughters’ education as seriously as they took their son’s. Philadelphia was famous for providing educational opportunities for girls, stemming from the Quaker belief in the intellectual and spiritual equality of women and men. By the time the girls were born, the city was much more diverse religiously, but educational opportunities continued, especially for Philadelphia’s elite. While it is unclear which specific schools Margaretta, Elizabeth, and their siblings attended, it does seem that their parents preferred a combination of tutors and formal schools, making their children’s education a priority.17


Just as Ann and Luke were starting their family and considering how they might educate their children, Benjamin Rush—the famed physician, politician, educator, and one of their family friends—published what he saw as a risky pamphlet arguing that girls should be educated not only for their sake but also for the sake of the young country. Having cofounded the Young Ladies’ Academy in Philadelphia, Rush gave a lot of thought to the kind of education he felt girls needed in a republic, believing it should veer away from the superficial and decorative toward more practical skills in mathematics, history, geography, chemistry, and astronomy. Not only was this necessary to run their future households and family businesses, Rush argued, but girls needed a rigorous education so they could better educate the next generation of American patriots. Worried that this was “so contrary to general prejudice and fashion,” Rush dedicated the pamphlet to Margaretta and Elizabeth’s great-aunt, Elizabeth Powel, mentioning that his revolutionary statements had the endorsement of “such a respectable and popular name.”18


While many wealthy and middling Philadelphia girls continued to be educated by private tutors, the Young Ladies’ Academy that Rush helped found attracted national attention, with Martha Washington, members of the House of Representatives, as well as state politicians attending the commencements. Combining the goals of the Enlightenment with the rhetoric of the Revolution, girls’ education was soaring at the turn of the nineteenth century and becoming increasingly mainstream, if still primarily accessible to wealthy white girls. Similar academies began opening around the city and across the country.19


In the midst of all of this in 1794, Philadelphia printer and bookstore owner Mathew Carey produced 1,500 copies of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, confident that he could sell them all. Purchased or borrowed, passed along to friends and family, read aloud in parlors, Wollstonecraft’s take-no-prisoners message that women ought to be as much a part of educated civil society as men lent credence to what supporters of women’s education were already saying. The Philadelphia educator James Neal was eager to draw connections between Wollstonecraft’s popular book and the work being done at the Young Ladies’ Academy when he wrote An Essay on the Education and Genius of the Female Sex the next year.20


Margaretta, Elizabeth, and their sisters benefited from the upswell of support for female education during the early republic. What had been accessible at only the very progressive schools, like the one their mother attended, was now becoming widespread throughout the city. As young children, the sisters would have learned the basics of literacy and mathematics, and as was fashionable at the time, they would also have been encouraged to explore and investigate the natural world as they wandered through the gardens and the wheat field, past the pigs, cows, and horses at Peckham. Their father was responsible for that realm of their education at home. He was one of the earliest members of the Philadelphia Society for Promoting Agriculture, an organization intended to spread scientific information about farming while keeping the young United States competitive with English exports. Decades later, Elizabeth would recount to friends that her father had instilled a curiosity about plants in all his children. She considered him “a respectable botanist in the then existing state of the science.”21


Luke and Ann would have taken their young children to visit Peale’s natural history museum up in Philosophical Hall near the State House, close as it was to their great-aunts’ and great-uncles’ homes. The Morris children were accustomed to visiting the center of the city, crossing the streets paved with river rocks and walking down the brick sidewalks, sometimes nearly tripping over the bricks pushed up by the roots of Lombardy poplar trees that lined many of the city streets. The large family would have to weave through the bustle of pedestrians, passing Absalom Jones’s African Episcopal Church of St. Thomas, a center for Black Philadelphian life, on their way to the museum. Philadelphia was growing increasingly diverse, racially, economically, and religiously, and the Morris children would have witnessed that on their many journeys into the city.22


With admission set at twenty-five cents, the natural history museum was accessible to most, and Peale had intended it that way. In practice, though, his patrons tended to be white and well-to-do, and many of the people the Morris children passed on the sidewalk before entering the museum probably would not have felt as comfortable inside as they did. Peale wanted children to view the plant and animal specimens from all over North America and take pride in the natural riches of their continent. With impressive exhibits of preserved birds, amphibians, fish, insects, mammals, fossils, and minerals on display behind glass, it was hard for visitors—Margaretta and Elizabeth included—not to be inspired to start their own collections of similar treasures. Margaretta would have been particularly enchanted with the four thousand insects in cases near the windows that she could examine closely under magnification.23


Peale also wanted women as well as men to attend the science lectures he hosted at the museum, explicitly stating as much in the advertisements he posted in newspapers: “It is my wish to behold LADIES among my hearers; for female education cannot be complete without some knowledge of the beautiful and interesting subjects of natural history.” This helped to cultivate a culture in which women often outnumbered men in science lectures around town. The Morris children’s proximity to these opportunities—this museum, the lectures, the scientists who orbited around Philosophical Hall, even their parents who wanted to ensure they grew up well educated—left an imprint on the girls and their budding interests.24


And then, in an instant, everything changed. It is unclear exactly how Luke Morris died on March 20, 1802, though by all accounts it was unexpected. He was trained as a lawyer, yet he died without a will. Perhaps he suffered from the same “poverty of spirits” that had afflicted his mother, or perhaps there had been a sudden accident or illness. Whatever the cause of his death, his children and wife—who otherwise seemed interested in preserving family history—said very little in the decades that followed about their father and husband who died at the age of forty-one, when Margaretta and Elizabeth were just four and six. While they refrained from writing about it as adults, this event proved a major turning point in their lives.25


Ann, a widow at only thirty-four, had to find a way to keep afloat with her six young children ranging in age from one to fifteen. Even if he had not been a lawyer who would have known better, it was rare for a man as wealthy as Luke Morris to die without a will. This meant the estate went into probate, which put Ann and her children in a vulnerable position, particularly in Pennsylvania where the widow’s share of the estate was not protected from creditors. Two weeks after burying her husband, Ann signed a wobbly signature to the court documents that made her the administratrix of Luke’s estate. She now had to settle his debts and inventory every item in the house, all the while tending to her household, farm, and children.26


Ann turned to family for help as she adjusted to her new circumstances. Her parents had died years ago, and her sister’s family was 2,000 miles away in Barbados, but her uncle Thomas Willing, then the president of the Bank of the United States, stepped up as a trusted financial advisor, and her widowed aunts Mary Willing Byrd and Elizabeth Willing Powel swept in to help their struggling niece. Her aunt Mary, who provided her with a modest trust, had experience. She had been widowed a quarter century earlier in 1777 when her husband, Colonel William Byrd, in debt and accused of being a Loyalist, died by suicide. Forced to protect her family’s property from both British and American soldiers while paying off her husband’s debts, Byrd was herself considered a traitor at times, though she emerged from trial without charges. Ann’s other aunt, Elizabeth Powel, had been widowed in 1793 when Samuel Powel died during the yellow fever epidemic. She proved herself an outstanding investor as she took over management of the family’s real estate holdings, acquiring properties across the city. Powel would ultimately help her young, widowed niece in the best way she knew how: with real estate.27


At first, it seemed that Ann was set on remaining at Peckham with her children. In July 1803, a year following her husband’s death, she even purchased a small orchard’s worth of young peach and apple trees to plant on the property. As was true for her daughters, she found solace outside, getting her hands dirty in the garden. Planting trees and cultivating an orchard hardly seemed a move that a woman planning to uproot her family would make.28


Within a few years, though, Ann changed course and decided to move her children out of Peckham, away from her extended family in central Philadelphia, to Germantown, a bustling village roughly eight miles north of their home in Southwark. Germantown, which was outside the boundaries of Philadelphia at the time, was in the process of transforming from a summer getaway for those looking to escape the disease-riddled city into a bustling village with multiple churches, a busy thoroughfare, and a year-round population. It had rural features, including deep lots that held farms, but also felt very much like a village, with homes, shops, and churches lining Main Street. Still, when James Mease wrote the Picture of Philadelphia guidebook in 1811, he warned his readers that while it featured a healthy and beautiful setting, Germantown had “little to interest or detain strangers.”29


Ann initially rented a modest stone house on that street, where her six children would share two bedrooms. Saddled with the costs and responsibilities of running Peckham and settling her late husband’s debts, Ann decided this made the most sense financially. While they lived in the house, Margaretta and Elizabeth’s older sister Ann rebelliously joined two teenaged friends in etching their names in the window with the date 1807, a tidbit that late-nineteenth-century antiquarians loved to point out in their histories of Germantown.30


Regardless of whether she ever saw her grandniece’s vandalism, Elizabeth Powel was concerned about how Ann’s family would fare in such cramped quarters. Eager to get them better situated, Powel purchased a larger, recently built home down the street on a narrow but extensive plot of land. Powel offered the house to them free of charge, with the hope that it would give the young family space to flourish. By the time Powel had made the offer to Ann, or “Nancy,” as she preferred to call her, the decision was all but made. Powel was assertive, telling her niece, “I think you had best remove as soon as possible.” Should Ann argue that her current landlady would not let her out of the lease, her aunt was ready with a solution: she would pay off the rest of her rent. Promising her niece that the new house was in good order thanks to the neat and methodical previous homeowners, Powel counseled Ann that a messy house would cause domestic life to spiral out of control. “Punctuality regularity and neatness are the concomitants of Good breeding,” Powel added. Perhaps this was a sly critique of her niece’s sometimes unwieldy brood. Whatever strings might have been attached, whatever advice and criticism she might have endured, the offer was a lifeline, and Ann took it.31
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When the Morrises moved to Germantown, they initially rented this house, now known as the Howell House, which could barely fit them all. The home is seen here in 1920 with additions added in the mid-nineteenth century. (Library Company of Philadelphia)








Ann and her children—including ten-year-old Margaretta and twelve-year-old Elizabeth—settled into the two-story stone house with latticed windows that they named “Morris Hall.” Their new home sat right on the corner of Main Street (later renamed Germantown Avenue) and High Street. Trellises clung to the stucco walls, enabling vines to climb up and over the façade, connecting their home with the lush gardens around it. The family would have all the benefits of rural life with trees, an elaborate botanical garden, and plenty of fresh air. The Morris family’s home was also right on the busiest street, keeping them in close proximity to neighbors, the post office, Germantown Academy, and stores. While the house was far smaller than Peckham had been, it was still sizable. Ann and her children would need to adjust to life on their own, with some occasional hired help.32
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By 1808, Ann Morris settled with her children into the house they called “Morris Hall” on Main Street and High Street in Germantown, seen here in 1890. (Library Company of Philadelphia)








The beautiful botanical gardens that served as their backyard—where the children wandered through in search of new flowers and creatures—had a storied history that extended back to the settlement of a German religious community, known as the “Mystics of Wissahickon.” Dr. Christopher Witt, an English physician, and his companion Daniel Geissler left the pietist community after the death of its leader in 1708 and settled in Germantown. At that time, the property became best known for its garden, which Witt and Geissler cultivated carefully into one of the earliest botanical gardens in the colonies. Witt used the garden for medicinal plants, but he also nurtured native and foreign plants that he collected and traded with the famed botanist Peter Collinson in England. Through their mutual connections with Collinson, Witt and John Bartram, whose botanical garden and nursery in Philadelphia would become far more famous, developed a relationship as well, making extensive visits to each other’s gardens. While the property changed hands several times before Ann Morris and her children settled in, the extensive garden secluded behind trees and shrubs would provide an immediate link to the outdoor life that Margaretta and Elizabeth had enjoyed at Peckham.33


As Ann and her children settled into Germantown, they quickly became part of the community thanks to Ann’s gregarious nature. In 1811, Ann joined with a dozen others who helped to establish Germantown’s Episcopal church, St. Luke’s, down the street from their new home. While her husband had been a Quaker and was buried at the Arch Street meetinghouse in central Philadelphia, Ann had held tight to her own Episcopalian faith, and in 1813 she had her children baptized privately by William White, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church and a close friend of Elizabeth Powel’s. Margaretta and Elizabeth would never be as devoted to religious life as their mother, but they went along with these changes. All of these steps—the move out of her husband’s childhood home, the baptism of her teenaged children, the rooting of herself in a new community—were signs that Ann was establishing herself and rebuilding life on her own terms. Her children and her grandchildren would long admire her pluck and resilience. They also internalized it.34


Margaretta, Elizabeth, and their family had lost so much—their father, their childhood home, their proximity to schools, museums, family, and friends. However, between their mother and their great-aunts, they had no shortage of strong, self-assured women to serve as their role models. Their home was a matriarchy. Their great-aunt Elizabeth Powel encouraged teenaged Margaretta’s and Elizabeth’s interests in gardening, praising them heartily when they turned the raspberries they planted and tended into raspberry syrup. Not only were the girls supported in their interests, they were constantly in the company of well-read women who never hid their intellectual strengths from the wider world.35


Still, Ann had some hesitations about their life in Germantown, so far from everything she once had known. She worried that she might regret removing her children from the center of social life in Philadelphia. She worried about who her children would someday marry. Along those lines, she was also concerned that her daughters seemed to prefer spending long days alone in the garden.36


Margaretta and Elizabeth, however, relished that seclusion and the time it afforded them to explore and tinker with experiments outdoors surrounded by the insects and plants that consumed their attention. And, while they were far from the center of Philadelphia where the pulse of science beat loudest, Germantown would ultimately provide a surprising number of opportunities.
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