

  [image: image]




  MORE THAN PETTICOATS SERIES


  




  MORE THAN PETTICOATS




  Remarkable South Carolina Women




  Lee Davis Perry




  [image: image]




  Guilford, Connecticut




  [image: image]




  Copyright © 2009 by Morris Book Publishing, LLC




  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed to The Globe Pequot Press, Attn: Rights and Permissions Department, P.O. Box 480, Guilford CT 06437.




  Text design by Nancy Freeborn




  Map by Daniel Lloyd © Morris Book Publishing, LLC




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data is available on file.




  ISBN 978-0-7627-4343-8




  Printed in the United States of America




  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




  INTRODUCTION




  South Carolina’s state motto is Dum spiro, spero, which, translated from the Latin, is, “While I breathe, I hope”—a statement that seems to perfectly capture the spirit of each of the remarkable women I came to know while researching and writing this book. Each of these fascinating individuals in some manner courageously hoped to foster some change for the better—be it in attitudes, living conditions, education, health care, or historic preservation. Some worked on a smaller scale within their own communities, and others branched out beyond their home cities and home state to make an impact nationally. All hoped for a better life for their own families and better lives for other families with the same struggles and hopes.




  Sometimes the hopes and dreams of these visionary women were met with apathy and disdain due to sexism, racism, or both. Detractors often said that a woman’s place was in the home and that stepping outside that sphere was unladylike and inappropriate. Each of these women displayed incredible tenacity in maintaining the poise and determination to do what she thought needed to be done, overcoming numerous obstacles and hardships along the way. As hard as it may be to comprehend today, women working outside the home to help support their own families, as Henrietta Johnston, Elizabeth Timothy, and Eliza Lucas Pinckney all did in the early days of the South Carolina colony, was a radical idea. Yes, altered personal circumstances led to each being thrust into that role. But they responded to the challenges with vigor, each preserving her family’s welfare as well as earning a place of note in South Carolina’s history.




  Ann Pamela Cunningham, Lily Strickland Anderson, and Gertrude Sanford Legendre in turn all challenged the status quo of their day. They boldly and passionately tackled such “inappropriate” activities as fund-raising for historic preservation, composing and publishing music in a male-dominated field, and collecting museum specimens from remote and often dangerous destinations around the world. With steady resolve tempered by grace, each hoped to make a difference in her time and set a precedent for others to follow in the future.




  The women of the Progressive Era had especially high hopes that they could reform the cultural and social makeup of the South’s sleepy ways, and they ruffled a lot of feathers in their efforts to bring about change. From Laura Bragg’s innovative museum programs that reached out to enlighten a broader public audience to Julia Peterkin’s humanistic literary portrayals of African Americans based on her own experiences, new ground was crossed, and there was no turning back. Educators such as Wil Lou Gray and Septima Clark as well as Marie Cromer Seigler and Matilda Arabelle Evans compassionately toiled for years to improve the lives of South Carolinians and make lasting impacts in literacy, health care, and civil rights.




  As I began my research into the many amazing stories from the history of South Carolina, I quickly found that the most difficult part of writing this book would be narrowing down the list of remarkable women to a reasonable group for inclusion. I endeavored to span the history of the state from its colonial settlement days through the twentieth century, incorporating women born before 1920—to suit the “More Than Petticoats” title. I attempted to cover various fields of interest, selecting only one artist, one writer, and one doctor, for example, from numerous interesting candidates within each field. I also wanted to feature women from different areas of the state since most were greatly influenced and challenged by their own immediate surroundings. I chose several women who are well known within our state’s history and then selected some lesser-known women who I felt deserved more recognition for their achievements. The women in this collection represent a diversity of economic, educational, social, and racial backgrounds, proving that significant change can germinate in any circumstances if the will is there. With these caveats in mind, I hope that these women’s stories may give some insight into the dynamic lives of a cross section of South Carolina women and spur further study of other outstanding women in our state and our nation.




  Finally, in researching the lives of these women, I often encountered different versions of the “facts.” As is often the case in the recording of events, different sources may have different recollections of the same event. In most such cases I have chosen what I thought would be more interesting or engaging in the telling of each woman’s life. My goal was to convey the essence of their lives and perhaps bring some long overdue attention to their accomplishments largely neglected in the recounting of our state’s history. I hope, too, that this book and others in Globe Pequot’s More Than Petticoats series will inspire readers young and old to lead remarkable lives that embrace the spirit of Dum spiro, spero.




  HENRIETTA DERING JOHNSTON




  ca. 1674–1729




  America’s First Female Artist




  A PROMISING LIFE IN THE NEW WORLD beckoned for the Johnstons as they set sail for Charles Town in the Carolina colony. After leaving England, the first stop was the Madeira Islands, where Reverend Gideon Johnston disembarked for fresh provisions, only to miss the ship as it weighed anchor with his family aboard. Despite this less than auspicious start, Gideon and his wife, Henrietta, hoped for a better life as he assumed his duties as commissary for the bishop of London and rector of St. Philip’s Church. Eventually securing passage on another ship, Gideon arrived outside Charles Town harbor some six months after departing England.




  The ship waited for an incoming tide to bring her safely into her docking berth. Gideon, impatient and anxious to learn his family’s fate, joined two other men, a merchant and a sailor, going ashore immediately on a small boat. Unable to fight the currents, they were swept over to a small island where Gideon and the merchant were stranded for twelve agonizing days without food or fresh water. After three days, the sailor who had accompanied them attempted to swim to another island to look for help and was drowned. Numerous vessels were sent out to search for the missing passengers when finally “a Canoo got to us when we were at the last Gasp and just upon the point of Expiring, and Next Morning we were conveyed to the Port of the Continent where I lay a Fortnight before I cou’d recover Strength enough to reach the Town.” In fact the exposure to the elements had left Reverend Johnston with severe sunburn, “fever and ague, and the dry belly ack” so that he was to become a virtual invalid for the next nine months. To add to his duress, the expenses of the search parties were charged to Johnston, and his distraught, young wife met him with more bad news when they were finally reunited.
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  Little is known about the early life of Henrietta Johnston, including the date and place of her birth. It is believed that she was born in Quintin near Rennes in Northern France around 1674 to French Huguenot parents, Francis and Suzanna de Beaulieu. Henrietta and her sister, Ann, immigrated with them to London in 1687, perhaps to escape religious persecution. The Huguenots, French Protestants, had lost their right to religious freedom in Catholic-dominated France with the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. Many fled their native country to seek religious tolerance in other nations such as England, Ireland, Holland, and the American colonies, particularly Charles Town (now Charleston) in South Carolina.




  Details of Henrietta’s adult life remain obscure as well. Parish records show her family’s affiliation with St. Martin-in-the-Fields Anglican Church in London and also document her marriage to her first husband, Robert Dering, in 1694 at his parish church in Knightsbridge, also in the London area. Dering was born at Surrendon Dering, the family estate in Kent County, England, on April 13, 1669. He was a member of a large, well-established English family who held strong ties to the monarchy. Robert’s father, Sir Edward Dering, was a former member of Parliament. He served on the commission for the Act of Settlement for Ireland and was one of three commissioners of the Privy Seal for the crown. These political connections were to benefit Henrietta’s professional career later as her life unfolded.




  Within the first years of their marriage, Henrietta and Robert moved to Ireland. Two of Robert’s brothers held prominent appointments there—Charles as auditor of the Irish Exchequer, and Daniel as a colonel in the British Army serving in Ireland—and may have influenced the couple’s decision to settle there too. Two daughters were born to them, one of whom was named Mary. (Mary later became a lady-in-waiting for the daughters of King George II, carrying on the family tradition of links to the crown.) Robert died sometime between 1698 and 1702, leaving Henrietta a young widow.




  After Robert’s death Henrietta stayed in Ireland and, possibly as a means of support, made pastel portraits of many of the Dering family’s friends and relatives—English gentry with important positions in Ireland. Fortuitously, nine pastels from this time period surfaced at an auction of the contents of an eighteenth-century Irish country house, Belvedere, as recently as 1980. Six of these revealed artist signatures similar to one inscribed “Henrietta Dering Fecit/Dublin Anno 1705” on the wooden backing of another portrait. Many inscriptions of this kind have survived through the years on the majority of her existing work, confirming her as the artist and providing the location and date of rendering, allowing her artistic career to be traced.




  Several theories abound about her training, without much consensus from art scholars. A French-born woman was an unlikely candidate for formal art training in Dublin, strictly controlled by the Guild of Painters and Stainers. She may have been largely self-taught by studying and copying the Dering’s family portrait collection and perhaps guided from time to time by a painter working for them. Her use of pastels, which were not widely used in her day, also adds to the mystery. Her pastel crayons must have suited her well, however, allowing her to use a soft touch on a smaller scale, with most portraits measuring less than 12 inches square. Compared to the difficulties of carrying large canvasses and oil paints, pastels would have been easy to carry to the homes of her sitters.




  According to the register of St. Andrew’s Parish, Dublin, Henrietta remarried on April 11, 1705, this time to a clergyman named Gideon Johnston. It was a second marriage for Johnston as well. He had two sons, James and Robert, who were about ten and eight years old, respectively. Gideon Johnston’s background was less privileged than that of Henrietta’s first husband. He was the son of the Reverend James Johnston, “a poor clergyman gentleman.” Gideon’s early life began about 1668 in Loony, County Mayo, Ireland. In 1692 he was graduated from Trinity College in Dublin. He became a clergyman in the Diocese of Killala and Anchrony and, at the time of his marriage to Henrietta, was the vicar of Castlemore.




  He was officiating at Tuam Cathedral in 1707 when he and Henrietta made the decision to immigrate to South Carolina so that he could become a missionary in the Province. Reverend Johnston, who had a very favorable reputation for diligence and ability, had heard of the great need for ministers in the colonies and felt the call. The family of six (plus four or five additional dependents) began preparations by traveling to London in early 1707 to apply to The Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts, a missionary division of the Church of England, for an appointment. The appointment was slow in coming, and the family’s financial reserves were depleted as they waited for many months on a decision.




  Finally, in November 1707, the appointment came for commissary of the Church of England in North Carolina, South Carolina, and the Islands of the Bahamas. Reverend Johnston would also become minister of St. Philip’s Church in Charles Town, to fill a recent opening. Now the real preparations began as the family attempted to find the funds to make the trip. Fortunately, the bishop of London lent some support, and the Society granted Reverend Johnston fifty pounds for his expenses, “he giving security that he will take the first opportunity of conveying himself and Family to Charlestown.” Within a month the perilous voyage began. After Reverend Johnston’s misstep in Madeira he had waited six months to be reunited with his family—only to be stranded on a small island for nearly two weeks just outside Charles Town harbor.




  When the rescued but exhausted and ill Reverend Johnston finally reached Charles Town, Henrietta related that he would not be welcomed as the new rector of St. Philip’s nor was the family able to take up residence in the rectory promised to him. Another clergyman from Maryland had usurped his position, managing to get himself elected rector by the parishioners a year before the Johnstons arrived. Reverend Richard Marsden was already officiating and occupying the rectory. For four long months the Johnston family hung on by borrowing money from the Provincial treasury as an advance on Gideon’s salary and living in a rented house “which was twice broke open, and robbed of several things.” Their situation couldn’t have gotten much worse in this unfamiliar land with no church of their own and no support from the congregation they had come to serve. Henrietta also battled poor health as she contracted the fevers that were so widespread in the malarial port city while attempting to care for and encourage her husband and children. With quill pen in hand, she wrote letters dictated by her crippled husband pleading to the bishop for a return to England.




  

    My Lord, I never repented so much of anything, my Sins excepted, as my coming to this Place, nor has ever Man been treated with less humanity and Compassion considering how much I had suffered in my Passage, than I have been since my Arrival in it.


  




  Not only were Reverend Johnston’s professional hopes dashed but also Charles Town proved to be vastly different from what he had heard about it while in London. Tales of “. . . the goodness of the climate, the fertility of the soil, the plenty of all things necessary for the life of man, the peaches, the apricots, the nectarines, with super-abundance . . . ” had made him eager to transplant his family. But in 1708 Charles Town, settled less than thirty years earlier, was still a raw seaport under constant threat from the Indians outside the town’s fortress walls and the sinister pirates lurking just offshore. The 3,500 inhabitants of the town were an agitated mix of sailors, merchants, pirates, planters, Indian traders, indentured servants, African and Indian slaves, and others hoping to profit (either legitimately or otherwise) from the bustling, chaotic environment of the crude settlement.




  By the end of September the family’s fate finally improved. Reverend Marsden resigned from St. Philip’s and relocated to a nearby parish. Reverend Johnston was installed as the new minister, and the family moved into the rectory, a “good brick house, with gardens and a plantation, two Negro slaves and a stock of cattle” located just outside the city’s walls. But even with his newly improved circumstances, Reverend Johnston continued to rail against the people of Charles Town as well as his own parishioners in his letters to England.




  

    I cannot be over fond of staying in such a place and amongst such a strange sort of people, especially where the salary is so small. The People here, generally speaking, are the Vilest race of Men upon the Earth; they have neither honour, nor honesty nor Religion enough to entitle them to any tolerable Character . . . and are the most factious and seditious people in the Whole World.


  




  His criticisms specifically named the religious dissenters and non-Anglicans such as the Presbyterians, Baptists, Congregationalists, and Quakers who were quite unhappy about the Anglican Church’s stronghold over the colony.




  Notably absent from Johnston’s critique were the French Huguenots, many of whom had befriended the family, possibly through Henrietta’s Huguenot ancestry, assisting them during their rocky start as missionaries in the New World. Among them were a fellow student from Trinity College, the Reverend Dr. Francis de Jau of the nearby Goose Creek community, and the Reverend Paul L’Escot, minister of the Huguenot Church in Charles Town. Other friendships were established with “Messrs. St. Julien, Le Noble, and Mazeick.” Dr. John Thomas, a Huguenot who had treated the family for their numerous ailments without accepting payment, was praised as “the only P’son that deserves the Name of a Phisician in this place.” Dr. Thomas “has been extremely kind and generous to me,” Reverend Johnston wrote.




  These friendships held significance in another respect as well. Throughout their ordeal, Henrietta had continued her work as a portraitist, and the wives and daughters of these men were the subjects of many of Henrietta’s portraits, considered some of her most outstanding work. Susanne LeNoble, Mademoiselle Cramahe, Mrs. Paul Mazyck, and Mrs. Nathaniel Broughton (whose portrait is shown earlier in this chapter) were among those ladies of French ancestry whom she drew while living in Charles Town. Portraits of Dr. Thomas’s step-daughters, Mary, Judith, and Anne DuBose, were perhaps rendered in appreciation of his medical services to her family. Other subjects were members of her husband’s congregation at St. Philip’s such as Colonel William Rhett, a local hero who had successfully captured the notorious pirate Stede Bonnett, who was depicted in a dignified fashion befitting his status, wearing velvet and silk under a breastplate of armor and donning an elaborate, long wig.




  Stylistically, in Henrietta’s American portraits the female subjects usually wore thin, white chemises under simple dresses, and the males were depicted in street clothes with wigs; their posture is erect with the head slightly turned toward the viewer. A distinctive feature of her portraits is the large, oval, expressive eyes that dominate the sitter’s face. Typically, she posed her subjects for bust-style portraits, showing the head and shoulders and allowing her to omit full-length arms and hands that were not her strong suit. Her technique changed subtly in her new surroundings. The colonial portraits reflected her domestic circumstances in their simplicity, and they were slightly smaller and more pale and delicate, with minimalist backgrounds, than those done in Ireland. All these features suggest the careful conservation of her hard-to-obtain art materials, which had to be imported at great cost. Perhaps it was also necessary for her to complete the work quicker due to her responsibilities as a housewife, mother, and wife to the ailing and provoked minister of one of the most important Anglican congregations of the colonies. Perhaps a completed commission resulted in faster payment as well.




  In response to his mounting debts and the often delayed payments of his salary, Reverend Johnston acknowledged the importance of his wife’s contribution to the family’s survival in a letter to the Society in 1709, “Were it not for the assistance my wife gives me by drawing pictures . . . I shou’d not have been able to live.” This passing reference to Henrietta gives validation that she was compensated for her portraits, making her the earliest professional female artist in America. Unfortunately, by July 1710 another letter stated, “My wife who greatly helped me, by drawing pictures, has long ago made an end of her materials.”




  In April 1711 Henrietta made a return trip to England with multiple objectives. She was hoping to improve her health, purchase much-needed drawing supplies, and hand-deliver petitions from the local clergy to the Society to grant them more compensation. Having borrowed more funds from friends for her travel expenses, Reverend Johnston stayed behind in Charles Town, unable to accompany her, in compliance with a law that prevented debtors from leaving the province. Shortly after Henrietta’s departure, initial reports came back to Charles Town that her ship, the Loyal Johnson, had been captured by pirates off the coast of Virginia. Gideon was completely distraught, but weeks later he learned that the ship had escaped its would-be captors, and Henrietta was able to reach London. While there she must have been quite busy with clerical conferences, visits to the school where her stepson James was a student (sponsored by the Society at his father’s urgent request), and taking advantage of opportunities to continue her artistic pursuits. A couple of portraits from her visit survive and suggest that she may have worked to help support herself while in England.




  Eventually, Henrietta’s appeals to the Society in London were successful. Her husband was given the additional appointment of Missionary of the Society with an allowance of fifty pounds per year, and a curate and schoolmaster were funded to assist him in his duties. He was also granted a gift of thirty pounds “as a further Consideration of the Great Services pains and Losses” that he had endured.




  By late 1712 Henrietta returned to Charles Town only to find Gideon ever-determined to leave the city despite his improved situation. Still struggling with poor health, he made a trip back to England in March 1713 with funds raised by his colleagues. More than two years passed before his health allowed him to go back to his family (and perhaps his reluctance to return to his duties in Charles Town also contributed to the delay). Once again he arrived to a city full of difficulties. The Yemassee Indian War had erupted nearby and had filled the town with refugees. Many of these had sought shelter in his rectory, and Henrietta was coping as best she could to manage the overflowing household. Two destructive hurricanes had struck Charles Town in 1713 and 1714, the latter severely damaging the new St. Philip’s Church that was under construction as well as the Johnstons’ home. Food and clothing were even scarcer commodities.




  Somehow, amidst the chaos, Henrietta was able to continue her drawings. Her portraits from this time depict calm and elegant subjects among her friends and their children. Possibly her work may have been a brief escape from her arduous duties at home. Gideon, as his health continued to deteriorate, was less and less involved in the problems of his church and still hoped to return to England permanently. But this was not to be. One day in April 1716 he joined a group of prominent men on a sloop escorting the Governor who was boarding a ship bound for England. As the sloop left the departing ship “a gust of wind . . . oversett” the sloop “this side our Barr about four or five Leagues from Land; they all escaped by Singular Providence but Mr. Commissary (Johnston), who through weakness of Body could not come out of the Hold and was drowned there.” Weeks passed before the sloop and the remains of his body were found “on the same Bank of Land on which he was near perishing at his first arrival in the Country,” according to a contemporary account by the Reverend William T. Bull.
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