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To the two women I’d most want to have dinner with. My mother, Lynn Tendler Bignell, whom I miss supremely, and my muse, Elsie Robinson, whom I never got to meet.


—ALLISON GILBERT






To my two amazing daughters, Tessa Liberty and Davia Joy. May you live as intensely and creatively as Elsie Robinson. I love you both forever.


—JULIA SCHEERES

















AUTHORS’ NOTE



THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK, WE INCORPORATE ELSIE Robinson’s own words taken from her memoir, book of poetry, newspaper columns, interviews, and letters. These passages appear in italics and are referenced in the Notes. At times we’ve edited her prose for space and clarity.















INTRODUCTION



ON MARCH 4, 1940, ELSIE ROBINSON WROTE her boss the kind of scathing letter that she knew, in theory, could get her fired.


The famous columnist, whose opinions reached twenty million people a day and millions more through a vast syndication network, had just been offered a new contract at the same salary she’d been making for the past nine years. Outraged, she told her editor that the deal was plain stupid. When her editor failed to advocate on her behalf, she decided to go over his head and appeal directly to the head of the company they both worked for—America’s most powerful publisher, William Randolph Hearst.1


“The Chief,” as Hearst was called by those who worked for him, created the first media conglomerate in the world. By its 1930s height, he owned twenty-eight newspapers in nineteen cities; popular magazines including Good Housekeeping and Cosmopolitan; a radio network; and a film division. Elsie was emboldened by her stature within the Hearst empire. He’d hired her in 1924 and paid her more than any other woman writer. For more than fifteen years, her daily column, “Listen, World!,” was devoured by Americans across the country who valued her take on everything from how to be happier to the spread of communism. Elsie knew her worth.2


Hearst sent one of his lieutenants, Abraham Merritt, a managing editor at one of his weeklies, to talk her down. Elsie wanted nothing to do with him.




Confidential


Dear Chief:


Your Mr. Merritt talked to me the other day. He seems pretty smart. I let loose at last and told him a few of the private opinions that have been stewing in me for nearly 20 years. He asked me if I would write them on paper. Of course I’ll write them. Why should there be anything private in an organization like this?





She listed her frustrations: her workload was crushing (in addition to her daily column, she wrote features and breaking news), she hadn’t taken a vacation in a year, and yet, despite her dedication to her job, she was repeatedly denied a raise, not even given a modest bump.


After recounting her grievances, she launched into a criticism of the way Hearst was running his company, suggesting that he was losing his competitive and creative grip:


I knew you when you filled the whole horizon and licked twenty 20th Centuries. You didn’t let anything stay stagnant for six years or six weeks. I’m not insulting you when I talk like this. I’m just remembering the glory that was Rome…3


Elsie had spent her entire career seizing opportunities and defying convention. In 1918, she noticed that the Oakland Tribune didn’t have a children’s section and convinced the paper to hire her to create one. She both wrote and illustrated the stories. “Aunt Elsie’s Magazine” became a sensation, spawning Aunt Elsie clubs for kids across California. When she learned that parents were also fans of her work, she launched two popular advice columns geared at adults. In 1923, she scaled the much larger market of San Francisco with a third column, “Tell It to Elsie,” for the San Francisco Call and Post.4


Elsie had always relied on her tremendous moxie to navigate life. In her early thirties, as a broke, single mom in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, she’d talked her way into a gold mining camp where, for three years, she wore spiked boots and cheated death six hundred feet below the earth’s surface, the only woman on a motley crew of prospectors, and spent evenings bent over a typewriter, trying to develop her skills as a writer.5


She remained just as fearless at fifty-six in her chastisement of The Chief—a man who lived on California’s central coast in a castle sprawling enough to accommodate fifty to sixty overnight guests. She’d dealt with male bosses for her entire career and refused to be intimidated by them.6


If I hadn’t improved on my stuff in nine years, I’d have been out on my ear in exactly eight years and eleven months, she had written her editor. I know the comeback. “But we give you a really staggering sum for a woman writer.” My answer is simple. I am not a columnist. I am a factory. You’ve not been getting a feature. You’ve been getting mass production for nearly twenty years.


What happened next suggests she was either placated or promised a future pay increase. Perhaps both. We know she wasn’t fired. Hearst continued to send her to cover the major stories for his papers, including the 1940 Democratic National Convention in Chicago, and he threw a luncheon in her honor at the lavish Warwick Hotel in New York.7


Elsie kept writing at a finger-numbing clip for another sixteen years, publishing as frequently as six days a week—producing approximately nine thousand columns and articles during her forty-year career. She was the most widely read female columnist of her day and reached double the number of current subscribers to the New York Times. She was also one of the first and only columnists in the country to draw her own blistering editorial cartoons to accompany her writing.8


In addition to journalism, she wrote short stories and poems that were published in national literary journals and collected in “best loved” anthologies.


During a time of rapidly changing mores—the years following World War I, during the Great Depression, and after World War II—she went from offering advice to mostly female readers to expanding her audience by sounding off on larger political topics and social trends. She tackled gender inequality more than a decade before Gloria Steinem was born: I’m tired of hearing the differences of men and women emphasized and exploited, she wrote in April 1922. It has built a wicked wall between the sexes and it’s time we knocked it down. She denounced racism and anti-Semitism, condemned capital punishment, and advocated on behalf of immigrants.9


But she rarely wrote about herself in her columns. Save for a few mentions of her twenty-one-year-old son’s death, she divulged little about her personal life. For that reason, this biography—the first of Elsie Robinson—reveals both her remarkable body of work and the heartbreaking and surprising paths she took to become one of the most prominent and powerful writers in America. She was lauded by her peers for giving “hope and inspiration to millions” and for being “one of the most interesting women in the world.” One of the columns she launched would continue to be published for decades after her 1956 death, written by successors who kept up her brand and signature style.10


Nonetheless, despite her fame, today Elsie Robinson has largely been forgotten.


Her journey to journalistic stardom was arduous and unlikely. In 1903, at nineteen, she left her childhood home in frontier California to marry a wealthy widower in Vermont. Despite means and motherhood, she felt unsatisfied by conventional female roles and turned to writing and illustration first as a way to amuse her ailing young son and then, after she escaped her loveless marriage, as a way to forge an independent life.11


Her inspirational story still resonates, as women continue to fight against societal strictures in pursuit of their own versions of creative and professional fulfillment. There couldn’t be a better time to resurrect the dramatic life and spectacular career of this twentieth-century heroine. With this biography, we hope to restore Elsie Robinson to her rightful place as a venerable American icon.















Chapter 1



BENICIA
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PHOTO OF FIRST STREET IN 1900, THE SAME YEAR ELSIE ROBINSON graduated Benicia High School. 
Courtesy of Benicia Historical Museum, Benicia, California.
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THERE WAS A LINE DIVIDING THE SINNERS FROM the saints in Benicia, and that line was F Street. Above F Street loomed St. Catherine’s Convent, where nuns quietly worshipped behind high stone walls. Below F Street lay perdition: saloons, gambling parlors, and brothels where a large, transient population of men cavorted with an equally shifty population of “sporting women” eager to liberate them of their hard-won wages.1


As a teenage girl in the 1890s, Elsinore Justinia Robinson was intensely curious about both sides of town. Refined spirituality at one extreme, throbbing carnality at the other; a mere eleven blocks between them.


The ramshackle white clapboard home that Elsie shared with her parents and four siblings sat on a hill that was closer to the convent, but within earshot of the sin. She rose to consciousness each morning to the sweet peal of bells calling the virginal sisters to prayer. She fell asleep each night to the faint tinkle of dancehall mandolins and sporadic gunshots. And so it went throughout her girlhood, waking to God and falling asleep to the Devil. In the gray twilight hours, when her thoughts were solely her own, Elsie weighed the merits of each as she lay in her narrow bed. It didn’t take much deliberation for her to reach a conclusion: the Devil was far more interesting.


A shocking confession? Not at all—a natural and most necessary one. Females are as lawless at heart, as intrigued by the forbidden, as males. They are also as passionate, as rebellious. And, as you go down the scale, as vulgar and vicious.


Goodness, though it promised halos in heaven, certainly didn’t offer a lively gal many breaks on earth. Bad Women, on the contrary, had practically unlimited freedom and fun.2


A lanky girl with large blue eyes and a mass of thick, dark blonde hair that she piled atop her head in a loose bun, Elsie invented excuses to go poking around below F Street, just to make her pulse race. For a restless, inquisitive teen, Benicia—a town of 2,300 perched on the edge of America’s western frontier—was, at the turn of the twentieth century, a place of both titanic drama and astonishing human diversity.3


Located just thirty miles northeast of San Francisco, Benicia had long been a haven for dreamers and renegade souls. In the 1700s, when Spanish colonists rounded up Native Americans to force them to convert to Catholicism, the local Patwin tribe stayed fiercely independent and provided a refuge for mission runaways. And it was in Benicia that the discovery of gold at John Sutter’s mill was leaked to the world, starting a global stampede to California’s Mother Lode. In 1848, one of Sutter’s associates stopped by Von Pfister’s General Store and Saloon on First Street, where—his discretion addled, perhaps, by too much ale—he pulled a handful of gleaming nuggets from his pocket and dazzled onlookers, unable to contain his giddy secret.4


Five years later, gold fever had more than tripled California’s population—from 93,000 people to 380,000—and Benicia matured from a crude adobe settlement into a proper town of charming Victorians purchased as mail order kits from the East Coast and shipped around Chile’s Cape Horn. Benicia’s economy also evolved, from one that catered to gold prospectors and dealers into an independent manufacturing center.5


Situated along the sun-dappled waters of the Carquinez Strait—which connects California’s great inland rivers to the San Francisco Bay and the Pacific Ocean—Benicia’s waterfront factories churned out leather hides, flour, and tinned salmon, which were exported around the globe. Its shipyards built hundreds of yachts, brigantines, and schooners that were proudly launched from its waterfront docks. And a military outpost perched on its eastern bluff housed two hundred soldiers who galloped off periodically to engage in the brutal suppression of Native Americans as white settlers poured into the state’s interior and claimed Indigenous land.


The 1860 census reflects the small town’s startling diversity, with residents hailing from the United Kingdom, Belgium, Poland, Switzerland, Portugal, Hungary, China, Australia, Mexico, France, Germany, Canada, Spain, and Holland. By the time Elsie was born, in 1883, Benicia was a study in contradictions—a frontier village with a decidedly cosmopolitan flair.6


It was a town powered by muscle—the muscle of strapping young men of every hue and nationality: strutting, tattooed sailors and shipyard workers; black-bearded Greek fishermen; brawny Hawaiian stevedores who loaded grain onto scows in the nude, their broad backs gleaming with sweat.


All this raw virility did not go unnoticed by teenage Elsie.


I came from a land where the very earth quivered with desire.7


As a teenager—caught in that peculiar limbo between girlhood and womanhood—she found that many of the social protocols regulating her daily life had abruptly changed to telegraph her developing biology. In the 1890s, the length of a girl’s skirt was determined by her age. A grade schooler’s hem fell at the knee. At thirteen, a girl’s hem was lowered to her ankles. At seventeen, when she was considered a woman in full, even her ankles were covered, concealing her entire leg from prurient male eyes. Elsie only reluctantly put aside the loose, knee-length dresses that allowed her to scramble up her front yard pepper tree to watch the sunset flare over the strait for long skirts that confined her movements and had to be lifted to climb stairs. Her hairstyle also changed: gone were the days of low ponytails tied with floppy bows; she now pulled it into a fussy, blowsy updo popularized by illustrator Charles Dana Gibson.8


These changes by turns irked and intrigued Elsie; the transformation of boys to men was not nearly as pronounced. The Victorian sensibilities of the time held that men and women were fundamentally different and must therefore behave and dress in ways that magnified these differences. According to Godey’s Lady’s Book, a popular monthly magazine, “true women” were “delicate and timid” beings who “required protection” and “possessed a sweet dependency.” In contrast, men were admired for their decisiveness and rugged individualism. These traits were distilled into fashion: women wore dresses in flowery calicos with ornate hats looking like frivolous baubles, while menswear was both practical and comfortable—dark, loose, and plain. The underlying message was not lost on Elsie: in women, appearance was exalted; in men, action.


The original woman was made of the same materials and for the same job as the original man. She didn’t arrive with a blue ribbon tied around her big toe to indicate that she was of more delicate clay. Nope, she was just the other half of the working team.9


The transition to womanhood could be literally torturous for Victorian girls. Growing up in Ireland, Elsie’s mother was fitted with a backboard—a wooden plank that was strapped to adolescent girls’ backs to force them to maintain an erect posture. Teenage Elsie was fitted with another body-morphing contraption: the corset, a product of the era’s fetish for tiny waists. You could interpret the corset as a metaphor for the repression of Victorian women, a worn cage that restricted their movement and put them on display like so many “exquisite slaves,” as one writer put it. The shortness of breath induced by corsets spawned a need for “fainting rooms” and “fainting couches” and led to florid descriptions, in contemporary novels, of shallow-breathing, bosom-heaving heroines.10


Elsie described the arduous task of getting dressed each day in her 1934 memoir, I Wanted Out! First came a stout, ribbed cotton undershirt that rolled around the hips like a life preserver. Then, underdrawers. And I mean underdrawers. No frivolous “scanties.” Invincible garments that, at a pinch, could have served nicely for roofing. To be worn until the thermometer melted them off.


Black cotton stockings, likewise resembling corrugated iron in weight and texture. They came three pairs for a dollar. Three pairs lasted you six months. Then they had shrunk to fit your little sister. Next, a whale-boned corset, armored like a war tank, reaching from armpit nearly to knee, to be laced until your tonsils cracked. I had a nineteen-inch waist. Where did I put my insides? You tell. Over the corset went a nice, long corset cover with, if necessary, many cold-starched ruffles to conceal nature’s deficiency. Anything less than a bustling size 38 was considered a deficiency.


Then, quickly, more drawers. Cambric ones this time—big, balloony affairs, with enormous frilly flounces, and two sets of buttons so they wouldn’t fall off.


(Anything more? My gracious, you’re not tired already, are you? Why, we’ve hardly started. Now we come to the petticoats. And you might’s well settle down and make yourself comfortable, for we’re in for a good, long session.)


First—the flannel or crocheted wool petticoat. Knee length. Next, the plain, white, cotton petticoat. Shin length. Over this, another slightly fancier ruffled white petticoat, ankle length. Then, if you were Terribly Rich, a swishy taffeta. Or a Best Petticoat of white cambric, incredibly flounced, ruffled, tucked, with miles ’n’ miles of eyelet embroidery, valenciennes lace insertion and edging and baby ribbon run through beading.


And now, at last, we can begin to get dressed!


Over the undershirt and the corset and the ruffled corset cover, went a starched shirtwaist—balloon sleeves—neckband like a man’s. Next, the skirt. Skirts were lined, and interlined… stiffened with crinoline about the sweeping hem. Discreetly concealed by tape beneath the rear of the skirt, in case of more deficiencies, there was a small lump, somewhat larger than a grilled kidney… the bustle. Well-bred young ladies managed to keep this accessory in its proper place at the base of the spine. This was a feat beyond my undisciplined nature.


At last the Gibson Girl was dressed! Literary critics have remarked that during that period there was one outstanding feature in all novels—Virtue Always Triumphed. Well, stranger, I’m asking you—considering the handicaps, was it any wonder?11


Fully girded in her new underpinnings, teenage Elsie suddenly looked like a woman—or at least a caricature of one—and she was expected to modify her behavior accordingly. Gone were the languid days of childhood—the boisterous forays with classmates into downtown Benicia to stop by the butcher shop for free slices of bologna or to swipe watermelons from neighborhood gardens. She had a reputation as a “bad girl”—mouthy, impetuous, and hot-tempered. She roamed where she pleased. Sassed teachers. Got into fistfights. Spied on cockfights through fence knotholes. She much preferred the freewheeling company of boys, exasperated by what she saw as the cattiness and furtive scheming of her female classmates.


Now, by mere virtue of her sex, she was supposed to act “ladylike” and serve as an apprentice to her mother, learning the “womanly arts” of housekeeping in preparation for her own eventual marriage and pregnancy—the only acceptable life path for women at the time.


I’m sick of reading poetry about dear mother darning and scrubbing and drudging. That may be fine poetry, but it’s a poor way to live. Mothering means something greater than the manufacturing of good soup. If your conception of a woman’s highest duty is to be a vacuum cleaner, be one. But don’t grumble thereafter if your family parks you behind the kitchen door.12


But none of the Victorian protocols regulating a teenage girl’s dress, appearance, or behavior could put a damper on Elsie’s raging curiosity. Again and again she was drawn to Benicia’s main drag, First Street. The dirt thoroughfare was unshaded and deeply rutted, lined on both sides by elevated boardwalks. During the dry season, the sun baked First Street into a fine dust that was kicked up by horse hooves and wagon wheels and filigreed Elsie’s long skirts in mocha-colored swirls; in the winter rainy season, First Street turned into mud that oozed over her dainty ankle boots and made it perilous to cross. In both seasons, onshore breezes often pushed the putrid stench of the tanneries up the street to assail the locals, who clamped perfumed hankies over their noses.


Flanking both sides of First Street were small stores, many with two-story false fronts to make them appear more successful than they actually were. The windows of Trautz’s Pharmacy gleamed with jars of green and red liquids and elixirs touted to cure everything from “sluggish blood” to venereal disease. Rauhut’s Dry Goods imported the latest fashions from the East Coast—stuffed parakeets sold as women’s hat decorations, bolts of cotton printed with tiny pink rosebuds, silk taffeta parasols.13


As the newly corseted Elsie walked down the creaking boardwalks running errands for her mother—her bustle loose and bouncing jauntily on her hip—she was keenly aware of the adult world she was entering and still trying to figure out her place within it. Unlike the black-veiled nuns from St. Catherine’s—who always traveled in pairs, kept their eyes trained straight ahead, and never ventured below F Street—Elsie didn’t consider any part of Benicia off-limits. Etiquette books from the 1890s stated that it was “unbecoming” for women to walk alone in public places. If they couldn’t find appropriate company, however, single women were advised to “walk slowly, do not turn your head to the right or left, unless you wish to walk that way, and avoid any gesture or word that will attract attention.” In other words, make themselves as invisible as possible.14


This Elsie did not do. Not only did she roam around Benicia alone, she also was drawn to, again and again, the places that were verboten to girls. Places like Otto Singler’s barber shop, where men waited for a shave and a haircut paging through the racy Police Gazette, reading lurid tales of Western gunslingers, and ogling engravings of burlesque dancers. Or any of the dozens of saloons concentrated at the foot of First Street, where the men reeked of rye and doffed their hats and raked their eyes over her pinched-waist figure. She felt the confused frisson of experiencing the animalistic male gaze for the first time, and the encounters charged and changed her. Before leaving home, she started dabbing cornstarch onto her face to conceal her pimples and pressing wet red crepe paper to her lips to color them. She knew to be discreet, however; only prostitutes—“painted ladies”—wore noticeable makeup.15


But in a town where men greatly outnumbered women, Elsie’s graceful figure was bound to attract attention, regardless of how she held her head. You could practically smell the testosterone pulsing through Benicia’s ecosystem—in the clip-clop of a cowboy’s spurred heels on the elevated boardwalk and in the baritone laughter that tumbled over swinging saloon doors. She learned to swerve away from lurching drunks. To ignore the whispered come-ons of solitary mashers. To be watchful in an atmosphere that could explode into violence at any minute.


Once, going on a casual errand, rounding the corner, I came upon a scuffling crowd—saw a mob walk on a man’s face. They opined he had it coming to him, the dirty—! What did he expect, using loaded dice in a friendly game? I stood there as long as there was anything to see, feeling hot and prickly sick. Then I proceeded on my errand for a perforated pasteboard to make a cross-work motto for the Church Fair. I saw nothing incongruous in the two incidents.16


The most forbidden place of all, however, was at the very tip of First Street—past the railroad depot, where the street jagged west and ended in a long pier that stretched out into the Carquinez Strait. There, in shacks built along the rotting piles and in the shabby houseboats anchored to them, Benicia’s numerous prostitutes plied their trade.


Even in the wild and woolly Old West, prostitution was seen as a social evil. But a shortage of women had lured many “soiled doves” to California, where they lived separately from, and barely tolerated by, the striving middle class, which viewed sex workers as an affront to their efforts to bring respectability to the frontier.


Each night at sunset, Benicia’s prostitutes emerged from their cribs.


Out across the swaying planks, teetering on their high heels, minced The Girls on their evening parade.


Bleached, bobbed hair—a certain sign of shame in a world of long tresses. Red-heeled slippers and silk stockings equally branding at a time when decent women walked in stout, ribbed cotton. Calcimined faces—lilac white above carmined lips, brightly blue about belladonnaed eyes. Rouge and bleach, garnet earrings, saucy slippers, “opera length” stockings, Jockey Club perfume—besides these they wore but one covering, a frilled Mother Hubbard of sheerest flowered muslin.


Fragile as glass against the sunset flare, down the plank they filed, their rounded bodies silhouetted in tinted sheaths—mandolins whining behind them—a circle of dark faces grinning before them.17


The low sun at their backs illuminated the fact that the women wore nothing beneath their thin dresses. No corsets, no petticoats, no bustles. They inhabited their bodies honestly, as nature intended—free of Victorian constriction or exaggeration—and moved with a brazen, earthy sensuality, their intentions shorn of any pretense.


Watching night after night, one could see the makings of the most spectacular pageant on earth. Swaggering, slouching, strutting, according to their nature or profession, out they came—those actors in America’s last melodrama.18


It was this teasing interplay of the sexes that pulled hardest on Elsie’s imagination. One afternoon, skulking about the wharf alone, she noticed that the door to one of the shacks was half open. She crept closer. She had only the vaguest idea of what happened in those dingy, kerosene lamp–lit rooms. No one talked of sex in her circles. Nobody even said the word aloud. Above the noise of the tidal slosh came other sounds—utterances and murmurs. New sounds. She glanced about discreetly to make sure nobody was watching her, then peered through the door. There, in the murky interior, a naked couple writhed on a thin mattress. She turned and rushed away, cheeks aflame. So that was sex. It was only a glimpse, but the image made her question everything she’d been taught about the differences between women’s and men’s “essential natures.”


We are all, in fundamental and inextricable ways, products of the places that raise us. For most of us there is no love on earth like the bonds that bind us to the little town where we were born.19 A distinguishing characteristic of the American frontier was an ambivalence toward authority and social decorum. A scholar visiting Benicia in 1915—years after Elsie had moved away—would gripe that the town was a place of “unrestrained liberty,” where children lingered in the doorways of dance halls to gape at carousing adults.20


But it was precisely Benicia’s independent and bohemian nature that shaped Elsie’s character. The freedom to contemplate opposing lifestyles at close proximity—the convent novice versus the saloon girl, the banker versus the bandit, the preacher versus the gambler—would equip her with a radical empathy and open-mindedness that would someday vault her to fame as a syndicated columnist, fiction writer, journalist, and poet.


I have known a diversity of people in my day. Miners and stevedores, writers and taxi drivers, janitors and jailbirds, deacons, murderers, gentlemen of leisure and the more obvious kind of pickpockets, gamblers, common Bill Browns—scores of them, and the women of their kind, from prostitute to nun.… And whatever the surface, something was there, unspoiled. And always, sooner or later, that beauty spoke.21


But as a teenager at the brink of the twentieth century, roaming about a Western town in a tight corset and absorbing life through wide eyes, Elsie had no idea that the most epic drama she’d witness would be that of her very own life.















Chapter 2



HOME
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ELSIE AS A TEENAGER IN 1901. 
Photo courtesy of Northfield Mount Hermon Archives, Gill, Massachusetts.
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PERCHED ON THE EDGE OF AN OVERGROWN field of mustard grass, the Robinson house, at what is now 1305 West Second Street, was the magnet that always drew Elsie back up the hill at the end of the day. Home represented everything that First Street did not: safety, order, and above all—family.1


Everywhere in the 1880’s American life centered around homes. This omnipotence of homes was due to one simple fact—in a world still largely unmechanized they were practically our only social centers, frequently our industrial, educational and medical centers as well. Presently this was to change. Within the next twenty years the machine age, with its countless gadgets for amusement and transportation, was to invade the home, challenge its power, destroy its privacy. But in the ’80’s family life was still walled within the home as closely as a chicken in the shell. And so, though my eyes were eagerly staring beyond the cypress hedge, and my pigeon-toed feet scrambling over the picket fence, home was still my horizon.2


Elsie’s mother, born Elizabeth Pearson to a monied family in Ireland, immigrated to the United States as a twenty-one-year-old, where she met and soon married Alexander Robinson. In the early 1870s, the newlyweds had moved to California, part of a massive wave of fortune-seekers lured by the Golden State’s promise of abundant opportunities and easy wealth.3


But the couple’s milk-and-honey fantasies never quite played out. They purchased their home in Benicia unfinished, and over the decades that they lived in it, they were never able to scrape enough money together to complete it. Alexander only found intermittent employment—sometimes as a city surveyor, sometimes as a superintendent for the water company—but nothing that provided a steady, reliable income.4


When Elsie was a baby, he permanently mangled one of his fingers.


I suppose he was working overtime as usual—perhaps was groggy with weariness. For some reason, he fumbled—and his hand was caught in the swiftly moving machinery. A flash of steel—and half the finger dangled from the bone.5


Unable to afford a doctor, he wrapped the two pieces of his finger together and jury-rigged a homemade splint; he managed to save the finger, but it would forever be deformed.


The couple had five children in sixteen years (Paul in 1875; Winifred roughly two years later; Elsie in 1883; Phil in 1885; and Mardele in 1891). The family made do, using packing boxes as bureaus, eating crude meals of fried salt pork and cornbread laced with molasses. Elizabeth was a deeply religious woman who was given to long, moody silences. Elsie would come to believe that her mother’s taciturn nature hid an intensely rebellious and dramatic inner life that a stifling sense of propriety prevented her expressing. Elizabeth never took to the arduous role of frontier wife and faced the daily onslaught of household chores with a resigned efficiency.6


Her rebellion against sordidness of any sort was almost a religion with her. Yet it was dignified to the plane of a spiritual protest. You felt it in the way she held her head, firmed her lips. Never once in all her life did I hear her whine. Though often I heard her storm!7


Elizabeth didn’t mollycoddle her children—in that era, few mothers did—and as a child, Elsie didn’t feel particularly close to her. But there was one activity that drew mother and daughter together like no other: gardening. When the Robinsons moved onto the Benicia property, the yard was as bare as a bleached skull. But slowly and assiduously, Elizabeth transformed the barren land into a private Eden. Every January—the wettest, darkest time of year in Benicia—seed catalogs, often running more than a hundred pages, began to arrive at the Robinson household, and with them, the promise of paradise.8


As she held the thick catalogs in her calloused hands, Elizabeth’s gray eyes would brighten; her whole being seemed to lighten. The catalog covers featured glorious, full-color illustrations of fat English roses, dainty petunias, giant dahlias. In an era before photography undermined advertising hyperbole, the hand-drawn illustrations also marketed a fantasy: asparagus were drawn as fat as zucchini, tomatoes as big as softballs, camellia bushes produced more blossoms than leaves. The prose was just as overwrought: the “finest roses in all of existence,” the “most prolific watermelon ever planted!” But it was a fantasy within reach of a frugal housewife like Elizabeth—a packet of seeds, light and compact, only cost three to five cents each, including shipping.9


At the end of a gloomy winter day, Elizabeth sat at the dining room table studying the pages of the seed catalogs by the light of a pungent kerosene lamp, her fountain pen circling and scribbling. Elsie often sat at her mother’s elbow just to absorb Elizabeth’s rare contentment and share her mirth at the overblown descriptions of common vegetables. Elizabeth would happily go without a new dress to spend money on a rare rose.


Each heart knows its own needs. Each heart seeks its own expression and compensation for its loneliness.10


Elizabeth’s garden stood as a refined counterpoise to the coarse frontier town, recalling, on a very minor scale, the magnificent estate gardens of her native Ulster. After completing her long list of household chores with pinched resentment, she could gladly retire to her garden to spend hours bent over the mud, yanking out bull thistles and bindweed and pressing seeds and bulbs into the ground, her fingers stained with dark clay. As the weeks passed, she’d feel a deep satisfaction as the seedlings broke free of the heavy soil and grew, by miraculous transmutation, into vegetables and fruit for her table and cheery bouquets for her parlor.


A woman’s garden, in the 1800s, was more than just another corner of the household she was responsible for tending. A woman’s garden provided a refuge from an unequal society—an interstitial space just outside the confines of home—where she was allowed to be both creator and ruler.


Likewise, a daughter could enter this matriarchal realm to act out her own escapist reveries. The garden was a place where Elsie could find relief from the intense pressure on Victorian girls to always “be good” and project “sweetness and light”—pressures that trained girls to smother their impulses and desires. A good girl was a happy girl—or one who forced herself to project happiness. The role of a sixteen-year-old daughter, a columnist explained, was to “make the sunshine of the home, to bring cheer and joyousness into it.”11


A garden wasn’t just flowers to a girl in the ’80’s. It was everything she’d heard of Indian raids, covered wagons, [and] Andersen’s and Grimm’s Fairy Tales. It was dens, lairs, teepees, gold mines—long dreams in the green caverns and tunnels under the figs, loquats and olives where jeweled bugs and great, spangled worms feasted on the fallen fruit.12


Boys, meanwhile, were allowed a fuller range of emotions—including anger. Boys who didn’t fight with their peers were considered unnatural; indignation was seen as the root of fearlessness in men. Children’s stories depicted girls as sweet and timid while boys were shown struggling to control their tempers. Boys who exhibited fear were called “sissies”—a derisive term for a cowardly boy that, before the 1880s, was simply an affectionate term for “sister.”13


Reading provided another way for girls to escape these asphyxiating gender norms, allowing them access to worlds and emotions they were barred from exploring or expressing in their daily lives. Victorian girls devoured adventure tales featuring (male) protagonists who fought pirates (Treasure Island), sailed the Mississippi (The Adventures of Tom Sawyer), or solved crimes (Sherlock Holmes). Immersed in a harrowing story, girls could, for a brief moment, be genderless and free.


I read everything I could lay my hands on. Anything about humans was grist for my mill. In our shabby hodge-podge of a home, we had two things which will transform life for any sensitive, intelligent child—an abundance of flowers and of books. My mother and father read ceaselessly. Unnoticed, squatting in the dark corners of the big, untidy rooms—hiding in the thickets of mustard or wedged high in the crotch of the pepper tree, I followed the book trail, gobbling words greedily, though nine times out of ten I hadn’t the slightest notion what they were all about.


By twelve I had read Dickens, most of Thackeray, all of Shakespeare. Of the last I could make little meaning but got from it in some mysterious way a great sense of splendid fury. I was in love with words—hungered for them as other children hunger for candy. For hours I would sit simply saying words aloud—page after page of fine words—crying and flaming to the flow of them, stalking up and down repeating them, with gestures. I have had much the same experience in the few operas I have heard—feeling the throb and leap of the human heart beneath the noble sweep of music, even though it was all in a foreign language.14


Elsie must have recognized herself in the protagonist of Louisa May Alcott’s 1868 novel Little Women, Jo March, a girl who also resented—and bucked—gender norms. “It’s bad enough to be a girl, anyway,” Jo says in Little Women. “I like boys’ games, and work, and manners. I can’t get over my disappointment in not being a boy.” Jo’s character would be embraced by generations of girls who admired her brash independence and perhaps wished for a little of it themselves.15


Luckily, Elsie’s autonomous streak was encouraged by her father, who didn’t differentiate in his treatment of his daughters and sons—all the Robinson kids were expected to work hard, be honest, and not whine or tattle on each other.


As a teenager, Elsie’s guilty pleasures included reading the novels of Margaret Wolfe Hungerford, who wrote under the pen name “The Duchess.” Hungerford, who coined the phrase “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” specialized in unconventional female protagonists, women who were sultry, worldly, and independent—and yet were deeply desired by men. I longed to be a LOVELY TEMPTRESS with Marvelous Red Hair and Violet Eyes whom Men Couldn’t Resist.16


Novels featuring such brazen women rankled conservatives, who warned parents that allowing their daughters to read the “wrong” type of literature could lead to a life of debauchery. “This intemperate craving for sensational fiction weakens the mental grasp, destroys the love of good reading, the power of sober and rational thinking, takes away all relish from the realities of life, breeds discontent and indolence and selfishness, and makes the one who is addicted to it a weak, frivolous, petulant, miserable being,” wrote Congregational minister Washington Gladden in 1900. “I see girls all around me in whom these results are working themselves out, steadily and fatally.”17


Although many parents censored their daughters’ reading materials—scanning books for references to anti-Christian sentiment or the “generative process”—Elsie’s bibliophile parents allowed her great latitude in her literary choices.18


She already knew a thing or two about the “generative process”—that searing glance into the shack along the wharf—and about the type of female physique that quickened men’s pulses. She’d seen such a woman, in her full carnal glory, one day when she passed a saloon and bent down to look under the batwing door.


Scrooching, I could see an enormous painting of a “nekkid” lady with a large, bulging, very pink tummy and bosom and masses of bright orange hair, lying, full length, front face, on rumpled plush. Still scrooching, I prayed earnestly that God would give me a shape like that.19


Elsie’s voracious reading habit, curiosity about the world, and desire to express herself freely prompted her to start writing and illustrating her own stories.


As early as I can remember, I wrote. Not with any idea of being a writer. I was trying to get something out of me which I could release in no other way. After it was done I showed the thing to nobody. Just threw it away. The fun was over. When I wasn’t writing, I drew—for the same reason. Groping at something—trying to make it on my own. And all the time I was speculating. Trying to understand what this strange performance was all about. Why were people what they were?20


She shared her love of literature—both high- and lowbrow—with her older sister Winifred, who was studying philosophy at UC Berkeley. Education was another area where the Robinsons treated their daughters and sons as equals. Many East Coast colleges barred female applicants for decades; Harvard refused to allow women to live on its storied campus until 1972. In the West, however, colleges had admitted women on an equal basis with men since 1870.21


Nevertheless, many Americans thought educating girls beyond high school was a waste of time and money: If a woman’s destiny was to become a wife and mother, they reasoned, why bother educating her? Conservatives worried that degreed women would compete with men for jobs. Liberals were hardly more enlightened, countering that women should attend college just so they could raise smarter (male) children. The question of what women themselves wanted was rarely considered.


When Winnie returned to Benicia on weekends or holidays, she regaled Elsie with stories of college life—about her studies of Socrates and Rousseau, about handsome Cal boys, about military balls and football games and student pranks. As Winnie spoke, it was easy for Elsie to idolize her sister’s life—and to imagine her future self walking down UC Berkeley’s elegant corridors, arms full of books, head full of belletristic thoughts, one of a small number of young women among young men in brown corduroy suits.


But when Elsie was a junior in high school, her college aspirations were shaken by a seemingly minor incident: her mother couldn’t afford to sew her an Easter dress. At the time, waltzing into church on Easter morning in a frilly new dress was an essential part of the holiday ritual. The custom traced back to early Christians, who donned fresh linen tunics on the anniversary of Christ’s resurrection from the dead to symbolize their own “new life”—a renewed dedication to their religious principles and efforts to lead a life without sin. Over the centuries, the tradition evolved into something darkly superstitious: believers must wear new Easter clothes or risk bad luck for the rest of the year, a sentiment captured in a popular couplet:


At Easter let your clothes be new,


Or else be sure you will it rue.22


In years past, Elizabeth had spent hours at the dining room table transforming one of Elsie’s everyday dresses into a spectacular new confection.


All through the day—and far into the night—there’d be the clunketey-clunk of the scissors against the scarred wood… and the thud of the sewing machine treadle beating the floor… and the flash of the needle, slipping endlessly through the fingers that were rough with their pricking, year in, year out. Long after we’d gone protesting to bed, we’d hear the fury of it going on, like an army of banners… and the rank smell of the coal-oil lamp would be thickening through the house, and its dim light falling over her valiant figure.23


The next morning, Elsie would rush downstairs to view her mother’s handiwork, the old dress unrecognizable with the fanciful addition of beading, ribbons, flounces, shirring, and silk flowers. A leghorn hat, wreathed with flowers plucked fresh from the garden—pink roses, daisies, buttercups—would complete the look.


In 1899, however, Elizabeth solemnly informed Elsie that she couldn’t afford to make her a new Easter dress; the family’s finances were too tight to spend on such fripperies. And there was worse news, much worse: the Robinsons couldn’t afford to send Elsie to college—a brutal blow to a girl already lit from within by visions of herself as a scholar.


As she sat in the lily-scented church sanctuary that Easter morning, wearing a familiar gingham dress and watching her classmates sashay down the aisle in new frocks, it was more than jealousy that bit her heart; it was anxiety, spiked with fear.


I didn’t care about the dress itself. But suddenly I faced the insecurity of life—like a sleep walker wakened at the edge of a precipice. I saw the abyss beneath my dreaming feet. I have never lost sight of it since! With that shock, came general realization. Soon I would be graduated from High School. Then what? There was no money for me to go to college. There was no money to keep me at home. Life seemed rushing at me from every side—churning within me—with startled eyes, I saw that everything had changed.24


At Winnie’s graduation from UC Berkeley the year before, she sat with her family under a large tent and watched her big sister stride across a stage to claim her sheepskin. She was filled with a mixture of pride and excitement, glimpsing her own future in Winnie’s achievement. Now that her collegiate dreams had been snuffed out, dread about her future life consumed her.25


At her graduation ceremony on June 21, 1900, she was one of eleven seniors. Surely her parents and siblings were sitting high in their chairs, happy to celebrate Elsie’s educational milestone. For the graduating girls, however, the cheerful event masked a dark reality: they had crossed an invisible threshold into an overtly sexualized world. From now on, Elsie, and all the other rosy-faced female graduates, would be seen not as heady pursuers of knowledge but as nubile young women, measured and judged in terms of their marriageability and child-producing capabilities.26


Lacking the education to teach, there was practically only one respectable opportunity ahead—Marriage. Society in the ’90’s was still very explicit on that point. And the west—wildly unconventional as it might be in the conduct of its men—was ultra conservative in its attitude toward women. It recognized but two types… Good Women… Bad Women.


A Good Woman was a Wife, Mother, or a Dear Old Maid with a Secret Sorrow. Lady missionaries and school teachers were respectable but evidently unsuccessful souls. Commercial work for women hardly existed and was strictly taboo, save under gravest urgency. Girls who went into it—even into nursing—were always under suspicion.27


And when that day arrived—when you finally became a young bride—you relinquished much of your identity and power. Even though wives were slowly being allowed to own property and sign legal contracts (by 1900, every state had passed legislation granting married women some measure of control over their assets), only your husband was permitted to have a say in the way the world was run by voting at the polls.28


The place to find the actual standing of the old fashioned home is not in the poetry books, but in the law books of a nation. The law books of this particular nation reveal that for much of the time the wife’s status in the home was just about on par with the bossy cow’s. And not always as good.29


The tremendous pressure for young women to find a husband and have children was relentless and multidirectional, coming from their families, peers, religious leaders, and popular media—advertisements, songs, and magazine articles. Even literature’s most famous tomboy, Jo March, eventually bowed to gender norms and got married. And even though Elsie graduated in the first year of the new century, very little had changed for women since archaic humans first implemented a gendered division of labor. Gender roles and expectations, in 1900, still seemed to be set in stone. The graduating boys, of course, had an almost endless range of options open to them, including careers, college, or travel.


It isn’t any more “normal” for the average young woman to find complete satisfaction within the four walls of her home than it would be for the average young man. All these distinctions and barriers which have arisen between men and women are wrong. Men and women aren’t primarily Hes and Shes with separate and distinct niches in life. Men and women are, primarily, just PEOPLE—with identical impulses, identical interests.30


At seventeen, Elsie wasn’t savvy enough to articulate these thoughts. Even if she had been able to express her opinions, her words would have fallen on dismissive ears. Her formal education was now complete, and a new primary objective was thrust upon her: to find a husband and set up a house of her own.


Late one night, unable to sleep and fretting about her future, Elsie decided to take her case directly to God. The house was silent as she slipped from bed, tiptoed downstairs, and walked out the front door in her nightgown.


Our house lay on the outskirts of the town. Beyond our house, on a still higher hill, at the end of a sinister, weed-tangled road, was the Graveyard. I was scared pink of the Graveyard. But, by my youthful reasoning, it was only the proper place to make my bargain with God and midnight must be the time.31


Heart thudding, she climbed an overgrown slope filled with mildewed tombstones spaced at body-length intervals. Here were the graves of Benicia’s founding fathers, its barkeeps and preachers, its prostitutes and tannery workers. The graves of women who’d died in childbirth and children who’d died in infancy. All the vast iterations of human life.


She kept climbing until she reached the highest point—a clearing where, she figured, she would be more visible to God. In the distance, between the trunks of towering eucalyptus, the Carquinez Strait glimmered darkly.


It was increasingly evident that life didn’t always go as one desired. Certain people plainly lost out in the shuffle. I had no intention of letting that happen to me. God at least should be reminded of my presence. I went to meet my God and told Him what I wanted. Covered with confidence, and goose-pimples, I informed God that I wanted to Know Life. I wouldn’t ask to have fun, and be rich and beautiful. But I must find out everything about Life—feel all there was to be felt. In short—I wanted God to Give Me The Works.32


It was a big ask. Perhaps the biggest. As a seventeen-year-old girl from a poor frontier family in 1900, every card was stacked against her.
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