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PRAISE FOR WOMEN WHO DARED


‘Simultaneously an exuberant celebration of lives lived at full throttle, and a collection of cautionary tales. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, six transgressive women achieved fame or notoriety (often both in quick succession) by breaking society’s strictures in order to make up their own rules. Women Who Dared explores the vivid personalities and various motivations of Victoria Woodhull, Mary Wollstonecraft, Aimee Semple McPherson, Edwina Mountbatten, Margaret Argyll and Coco Chanel, dynamic women whose lives spanned several continents and many decades. It reads as an engaging and often witty celebration of rugged individualism and outright eccentricity, and explores the exertion of “soft power” in an age when careers for women were largely limited to making a good marriage, and keeping out of the papers. Jeremy Scott, who is also the author of The Irresistible Mr Wrong, is adept at detailing how many of these women fell for successive “rotters”, but nevertheless treats his subjects with genuine warmth, humour and insight. “It can be lonely to be a pioneer,” observed Nancy Astor, and Jeremy Scott captures that sense of determination, drive and resilience in this enjoyable biography of six remarkable, groundbreaking women.’


Siân Evans, author of Queen Bees


‘Jeremy Scott, a man who clearly loves women, is awed by the exploits of these outrageous rule-breakers. Me too. It’s a great read.’


Marcelle d’Argy Smith


‘Hugely enjoyable and a sparkling addition to the genre…’


Katie Hickman
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PREFACE


It probably seems strange that at this moment I have chosen to write about these independently minded women.


Since I got my first job in advertising in the 1960s, I’ve been surrounded by women who were quicker and smarter than their male counterparts, and I found them much more fun to be around.


I have always been attracted to rule-breakers, and in particular women with a streak of daring, and my book was always intended as a homage to and a celebration of these women who, despite everything, really did change the culture we live in.







1


MRS SATAN: PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE


She was the best of womankind; she was the worst. She was a shameless adventuress, or a pioneer who broke the trail for her sex. Some denounced Victoria Woodhull as a prostitute, others claimed she had power from the Evil One to cast spells – particularly over men. She was reviled or exalted, either damned or applauded as an inspiration to every woman. Her opponents wanted to see Victoria burned at the stake, but her courage and will were undeniable. For the domesticated masses yearning at the kitchen sink of heartland America in the 1870s, she gave voice to a dream of liberty.


Victoria Woodhull and the lineage of bold women in this book form a rare species; they possessed a priceless gift – personal charisma. From infancy they displayed a power that made them utterly different to other people. Charisma is a quality elusive to pin down, but you recognise it instantly on meeting – and react to its effect. It radiates a force that enables its owner to get away with actions that others cannot. As these women demonstrate, in a manner that seems at times almost supernatural.


Victoria was born one of thirteen children in a shack in the backwoods of Ohio. She received almost no schooling; yet at the age of thirty-four she stood for the Presidency of the USA. Due to one egregious impediment, she failed to fulfil the American Dream.


She launched her campaign with defiance: ‘All this talk of women’s rights is moonshine. Women have every right. They have only to exercise them. That’s what we’re doing…’


For half the population of the country this was flagrant heresy – women should be brought up to know their place – and most of the other half agreed with this verdict, or found it expedient to say so. For the rest she lit a candle in the dark; she spoke the unsayable. But there was more to follow. Rejoicing in the outrage she incited, Victoria then went further, much further:


First Proclamation


While others argued the equality of women with men, I proved it. While others sought to show that there was no valid reason why women should be treated as inferior to men, I boldly entered the arena. Having the means, courage, energy and strength necessary for the race…I now announce myself candidate for the Presidency of the United States of America.


Such was Victoria’s announcement of intent, which she ended with a postscript, I expect criticism.


Criticism is much too mild a word for what she did receive. She got abuse, ridicule, vilification and death threats. People spat at her in the street. The February 1872 edition of Harper’s Weekly ran a cartoon of the deplorable Third Party candidate who had the barefaced cheek to run for the Presidency.


Victoria, portrayed with a scowl and Devil’s wings, displays a poster preaching FREE LOVE. Along with her ambition to govern the country she’d taken up a cause very contrary to the moral climate of the time: everyone, married or not, had the right to engage in sex with any willing partner they chose. Behind the diabolic image of Victoria in the poster, in the background, Mrs Everywoman can be seen toiling up a steep, rocky path, an infant tied to her waist, carrying on her back an incapable drunken husband. The caption: GET THEE BEHIND ME MRS SATAN. I’d rather travel the hardest path of matrimony than follow in your footsteps.
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*   *   *


In Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly, the five-cent magazine Victoria had started with her sister Tennessee two years earlier, Free Love had been the first of the many causes she chose to promote. Free Love featured in her manifesto and campaign speeches. Her other policies – women’s suffrage, equal pay for the sexes, workers’ rights, trade unions, nationwide healthcare, abolition of the death penalty and an end to ‘the slavery of marriage’ – proved no less incendiary to a male electorate. She was armed to confront its ranks. Along with looks and a charismatic ‘presence’, Victoria possessed a further strength: she was a mesmeric speaker. She connected instantly with her audience, it was impossible to disregard her. She conveyed a passionate sincerity, and evoked raw emotion in her hearers. Expressed in adoration or odium, the crowd’s response to her was tangible. Many of her meetings ended in such uproar that it required police to disperse the warring factions.


Among young disaffected women in America – and at the time there was a great deal for young women to be disaffected about – she won the hearts and minds of many delirious supporters. Older, married women abhorred her views. Except for a few independent-minded males, men universally condemned her; the mayor of Boston banned her from speaking in the city. For newspapers, the only form of media in that period, she was a gift. She provided the stories they most valued: scandal and infamy. The press united in damning her, together with every plank of her election campaign and aspect of her character.


All publicity is good publicity; it breathes life into its offspring. Woodhull & Claflin’s Weekly had been the first magazine in the USA to publish Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto. Victoria introduced to America the bogeyman that would haunt the country ever after with his pernicious doctrine. Now in her campaign speeches she told her audience, ‘If the very next Congress refuses women all the legitimate results of citizenship, we…shall erect a new government… We mean treason; we mean secession, and on a thousand times grander scale than that that of the South. We are plotting revolution; we will overthrow this bogus republic and plant a government of righteousness in its stead.’


This was sedition. What to do with such a woman?


On election day, Victoria’s rackety supporters invaded the polling stations to vote for her. Police had to subdue the mob. Then an official in a frock coat read his brief text from a scrap of paper: these women could not vote for Mrs Woodhull because women did not possess a vote. The handful of males who attempted to do likewise were also told this was impossible, but for a different reason. The Presidential candidate and her sister Tennessee were currently locked up in a cell in Folsom Street Jail on a criminal charge.


The Great American Dream that anyone can make it to become President, like all stories, requires a dramatic arc. And for the arc fully to illustrate that ascending curve, it must begin at the baseline. Victoria Claflin Woodhull’s start to life could not have been more mean, squalid, or less auspicious than it was.


In 1838 when she was born, Homer, Ohio was a nothing frontier settlement with a post office and general store on a dirt road going nowhere, surrounded by a scatter of outlying farms on the prairie. It housed an agricultural, churchgoing community governed by hard work, homespun values and strait-laced probity.


The family Claflin with thirteen children – three died in infancy – inhabited a shack by the gristmill, run by their father Buck, and the slum was swollen further by his twin brother with wife and squalling kids. Over the years the stable and a timber outbuilding had been used to accommodate the extended family with their growing brood. There was no running water, except for the stream powering the mill, and no sanitation. The place was a shantytown, and considered a disgrace that brought shame upon the township.


Victoria’s mother Roxanna was German-Jewish by extraction, illiterate, small, plain, always dressed in black and invariably pregnant. The impression she gave was not helped by her characteristic shuffling gait. As a mother she was wholly unreliable. The disarray the family lived in, the sleeping pallets and bedding littering every floor, the dirty dishes and unwashed children bothered her not at all. She lived more in the spirit world than the real, earning small sums as a medium, fortune teller and healer.


Roxanna was a follower of the German mystic and doctor Franz Mesmer, who propagated the theory that an invisible fluid in the human body ruled its health. Illness was the result of blockages to its free circulation through the system. However, these could be cured by the skilled practitioner putting the patient into a state of trance, then using suggestion to remove the obstacle causing the condition. Mesmerism – later renamed hypnotism – baffled and enraged the medical establishment, who denounced the practice for its lack of any scientific basis. Yet, with some patients, it appeared to work. Qualified doctors showed rare in heartland America in the period, their knowledge limited, and the medicines they prescribed cost money. In these most fundamental and down-to-earth communities like Homer, Ohio, the seemingly miraculous cures offered by Roxanna held irrational appeal for some.


Most of the townsfolk had no truck with such specious waffle. They regarded Roxanna with dismay, doing their best to avoid her. Not always possible, for the spirit had the habit of seizing her in public spaces, obliging her to broadcast its message to everyone around. Respectability and appearance figured high in hometown America. A decent orthodoxy held the community close. A madwoman incontinently sharing her religious visions at midday on Main Street was out of order.


Victoria and her siblings’ relationship with their mother varied to extremes of instability. Roxanna’s mood swung between bursts of ecstatic affection, during which she would clasp them to her, thanking God for their birth, and deliberate sadism when she whipped them with a cane until she drove them to tears – when she threw down the switch, clapped her hands and laughed in glee at their humiliation.


Nor was Buck their father a comforting presence in the family. Lengths of cane stood in a barrel of rainwater on the porch to keep them flexible for use by both parents. His appearance and manner did nothing to reassure the solid citizens of Homer; his shifty look was aggravated by having only one eye. In childhood he had been blinded in the other by an arrow while playing at Indians. He and Roxanna were each so distinctively ugly it was remarkable their children resulted so good-looking. Victoria and Tennessee – eight years younger and the last of their children – were particularly striking, though not at all alike. Victoria had long auburn hair, large luminous blue eyes and delicate features. An innate calm distinguished her from other members of the family. Her temper remained even, her voice soft and manner gentle in the tumult. She possessed a natural gracefulness, even as a child. Where that grace stemmed from, other than within, is impossible to imagine, for nothing in her family or circumstances displayed grace.


By contrast, Tennie – as she came to be called – radiated animation, an infectious vitality. She smiled and laughed easily. There was a gaiety about her, an alertness and quickness in gesture and movement quite unlike her older sister’s serenity. Her face appeared more sensual, her expression often mischievous. As she grew older she wore her dark hair in a cropped mop of tangled curls; she looked what she was, a daring tomboy.


With Roxanna as ruling matriarch at the mill, spirits were a daily and nightly presence in the home. When Victoria was three, she witnessed the death of the elderly housekeeper who had been with them for years, and saw her body lifted up to heaven by angels. She played regularly with her two spirit sisters, who had died as babies, and later received visits from an old man in a white robe she came to look upon as her ‘guide’.


Dressed poorly in hand-me-down clothes stitched by their mother, the numerous children intermittently attended school in Homer, but were not welcomed into the homes of other pupils. Victoria’s formal education lasted only for three years. She was eleven when her father Buck created the final scandal that caused the whole lot of them to be evicted from the town.


The gristmill earned little. Buck had offended many of those he dealt with, and was obliged to travel wide to find new customers. He and his clan were itinerant as gypsies in their upbringing, and he developed an itch to move on and reinvent himself in greater prosperity someplace else.


For a cunning man, the scheme he hatched seems astonishingly naïve. He insured the mill, then too soon afterwards set off on foot on a Saturday to visit other towns in the area in search of outlets for his business. That evening, he rented a room for the night in a settlement some fifteen miles distant. As he told it later, he was woken by a dream his wooden gristmill was in flames. Rousing the landlord to borrow a horse, he hurried home to find the place had inexplicably burned down during the night. Next day he claimed on the insurance.


Few in Homer had reason to like Buck, and no one trusted him. His alibi was seen as all too convenient. This was a criminal act and a breach of the trust that held the community together. An impromptu group of townsfolk and farmers marched on the family encampment in righteous fury, with the intent to hang him from a nearby tree. Only on the intervention of the church minister was he given the option to leave town, now.


With the lynch mob still battling his outnumbered clan, Buck scurried off fast, headed for the prairie with nothing but the clothes on his back and small change in his pocket. A week later a church bazaar raised sufficient funds to send his disorderly family after him, wheresoever he had fled, and to the satisfaction of everyone the town was finally cleansed of the deplorable Claflins.


Reunited, the tribe roamed Ohio, picking up a living of sorts when they encamped. Buck once had been somewhat trained as a surveyor, and the skill came of use in new territory. He knew enough about horses to buy and sell them. Roxanna’s familiarity with the occult found a limited market wherever they stopped. Her two eldest daughters obtained work locally on their various stopovers and, in time, local husbands. Not that marriage meant leaving home. The Claflins were inseparably bound as a family, because they were regarded with such suspicion wherever they landed; the constant rumpus and sheer number of them made them the worst of neighbours. The clan absorbed the two new members, who moved in to contribute to its upkeep and become part of the whole.


Buck was a rogue who adapted readily to opportunity. Roxanna a survivor plus, and endlessly resourceful. She concocted a beauty remedy, cooked up in a cauldron in the yard. The children bottled and labelled it Life Elixir for the Complexion, with a woodcut of the blossoming Tennie. Loading up a wagon they took the stock on tour. Wherever they stopped, Buck used a bullhorn to summon a crowd and puff the product, while Roxanna provided an add-on by telling fortunes on the side.


The family came to roost finally at Mount Gilead, Ohio, a larger and more prosperous town than Homer, on a dirt highway leading west. Here, when Victoria was fifteen, Roxanna married her off to a doctor, the most eligible son-in-law within reach.


Canning Woodhull came from a distinguished family in Rochester, NY, where his future career lay assured, but the mania of the gold rush of 1849 infected him as it did so many and he set off on the arduous crossing to California. He fell ill in Mount Gilead, and on recovery prolonged his stay to start a practice there. An Easterner educated at Boston University, he stood out as something of a rarity in the town, respected though looked upon as a bit of a dandy in the way he dressed.


For Roxanna, the doctor typified an ideal of security, stability and respectability. Victoria’s marriage to him represented a notable step up on the social ladder, but he soon revealed himself to be flawed and feckless as her own brood.


According to Victoria’s biographer Theodore Tilton:


Her captor, once possessed of his treasure, ceased to value it. On the third night after taking his child wife to his lodgings, he broke her heart by remaining away all night at a house of ill-repute. Then for the first time she learned, to her dismay, that he was habitually unchaste, and given to long fits of intoxication… Six weeks after her marriage…she discovered a letter addressed to him in a lady’s elegant penmanship, saying, ‘Did you marry that child because she too was en famille?’… The fact was her husband, on the day of his marriage, had sent away into the country a mistress who a few months later gave birth to a child.


Canning’s drinking cost him patients. His practice lay in the neighbourhood and rumour spread quickly. He and Victoria were forced to relocate to the anonymity of a new city, repeating the pattern she had known since infancy.


The couple were in Chicago when she gave birth to their first child, Byron. Aged only sixteen, Victoria found herself snared in the drudgery of motherhood, cooking and keeping house. Her husband showed himself incapable of holding down a job. They depended on a small allowance sent them by Canning’s parents in the East, who remained unaware of the seriousness of their son’s condition.


Housebound and without local friends, Victoria’s lifeline existed in contact with her robed guide, who sustained her spirit. She knew her destiny to be greater than the mundanity of now. In a dream he revealed the vision of a busy port and harbour filled with ships…and his raised arm pointed west. Funded by Canning’s father, the couple with their baby Byron joined a wagon train to make the long trek to San Francisco.


There the harbour was certainly full of ships, and the streets teeming with people. Due to the gold rush, the city’s population had swelled from 100,000 to more than a quarter-million over the last five years. Jerry-built wooden houses, shanties, huts and hovels cluttered the steep surrounding hills. Dirt streets formed a warren of hotels, saloons, storefronts and one-room offices for gold assayers, surveyors and lawyers. The boardwalk was packed with an unruly mob of winners, losers, traders, card sharps, thieves, clamorous and roiling in the uncouth manners of an unfettered boom.


Victoria, who had known only provincial life, could have found the place overwhelming, particularly with baby and sodden husband to support. But no. She never lacked in courage and had unwavering trust in her spirit guide and the destiny awaiting her. She answered an ad: CIGAR GIRL WANTED. The work was in a theatre. Her looks and bearing were so distinctive the job led to a part in a play, New York by Gaslight, paying $52 per week.


She had a talent for performance. Also the ability to learn fast – and much more than the words of her role. She knew already that she could connect, people warmed to her instinctively. Here she discovered she could get the same response from an audience: she could arouse its emotion. To personal charisma and the charm she’d been born with, she added the theatrical techniques of an actor. On stage, playing to a crowd, she came into her full self. The applause she received confirmed her.


She had to hire help to look after Byron while she worked, Canning could not be trusted to do so. Often, when she came home after a performance, he was not there. He had taken to using morphine – then readily available – while nowise cutting down on drink. His behaviour worsened. He lied, cheated, filched her earnings, and disappeared on prolonged binges… From the last of which he failed to return for several months. When finally he stumbled back, broken, vagrant, sick, it was to find his home occupied by strangers who shut the door on him.


Victoria had taken the baby and gone back to her Claflin family in Ohio. Despite her popular reception she’d quit the stage and, with her sister Tennie, launched upon a spectacular new career.


Buck Claflin was the one who had hit upon the idea.


In America in the 1850s mass media did not exist, nor did the telephone. News travelled at 8 mph, the pace of a trotting horse. A couple of days had already passed before Buck glanced through a copy of Cincinnati’s principal newspaper and happened to see its report of the Fox sisters’ public seance in that city – where their performance enthralled a full house, who had paid big money to see, hear and, if possible, touch these phenomenal children in the flesh.


To understand why requires their backstory. In 1848, Doctor Fox, his wife and their six children had moved into a farmhouse in Hydesville, NY. The previous owner had wisely concealed the rumour that the place was haunted, but it was not long before the new owners began to hear inexplicable sounds of movement together with loud rapping on their walls.


Two of the children started to clap their hands or snap their fingers in response. Over a period of weeks they set up a method of communication similar to that used by prisoners in adjoining cells. Word of this marvel spread, prompting an increasing number of thrill-seekers to visit the property. Authority, church ministers and self-defined experts investigated the manifestations, questioning the ‘ghost’ via the sisters. They concluded the effects were fraudulent, but this did little to diminish the girls’ growing celebrity. The pair of them, aided by the ghost of a pedlar murdered and buried on the farm, cued the advent of Spiritualism in America.


The cult grew and spread. It gained its following mainly from the bottom of the social ladder; most of its adherents were women. So too were the first mediums, who soon sprang into being. Seances, staged for small gatherings – not all of them believers in the occult – developed into ‘Inspirational Entertainment’. The Fox sisters grew in popular demand.


Learning of their reception in Cincinnati, Buck hurried home to read the account to his illiterate wife Roxanna. At that time they were still peddling patent medicines from the back of a travelling wagon, including a cure for cancer Roxanna brewed up on the kitchen stove. It was selling well, but in the newspaper report the couple spotted a far greater opportunity to make their fortune.


Soon after, the Claflins upped sticks and moved with their dependants to Cincinnati. Renting a house in a good neighbourhood, they hung out a shingle: TENNESSEE CLAFLIN AND VICTORIA WOODHULL, CLAIRVOYANTS. The front parlour was kept tidy for use as a consulting room where Roxanna provided a somewhat disconcerting reception, but clients were reassured by meeting their comely medium Victoria, now twenty-two, and her rosy-cheeked co-practitioner Tennie, fifteen. Victoria soon entered a state of trance, then started to transmit personal messages from the Other Side, together with counselling; Tennie specialised in hands-on psychic healing, transferring her youthful health and revitalising energy to the recipient. Seances were attended by groups of men, paying one dollar a head. Further services to hand included fortune telling and magnetic healing. Prices were steep but demand stood up.


No customers complained but inevitably this coming and going in a quiet residential street attracted attention, accompanied by gossip and speculation. As in Homer, the Claflins’ presence was thought to lower the tone of the neighbourhood. The police paid a visit to the house.


The family departed Cincinnati in a moonlight flit, their ranks now increased by Canning Woodhull, who had somehow found his way cross-country to rejoin them, broken, contrite and a hopeless morphine addict. Though Victoria had every reason to despise him, she’d accepted him back without reproach. She remained steadfast as Mother Courage in the way she took responsibility for the feckless brood surrounding her.


They took the act on tour in two covered wagons with Buck as advance man hyping their arrival in towns through Illinois, Kansas and Missouri. Victoria and Tennessee formed the stars, but it provided a living of sorts for all. Roxanna took the money, while Woodhull’s job was to look after Byron but, even in this, he showed himself deficient. During one of their rare sojourns in a proper house their son fell out of a second-floor window and suffered brain damage. The boy remained incapable of functioning normally and never after could be left unsupervised.


The American Civil War accelerated the spread of Spiritualism in North and South on both sides of the conflict. Men enlisted to fight in its bloody battles, but their wives remained at home. These may have missed their husbands and worried for their safety; nevertheless their absence offered a degree of freedom previously unknown to them. Spiritualist gatherings provided a place for women to meet together, to talk and to share. These assemblies provided the cradle to a nascent sisterhood that never before had found an environment in which it might exist, let alone flourish as it did now. During the course of the war, the Spiritualist Movement gained more than three million followers throughout the country.


The Claflin roadshow continued to tour with success: its two stars were pulling in real money. For a while Tennie performed solo as the only medium when Victoria gave birth to a daughter, Zulu Maude, in 1861. Her husband Canning had become a hopeless drunk, incapable of work and culpably irresponsible, yet she had not ceased having sex with him. Before the infant was even weaned she went back to work.


When the war ended, the Claflins headed south in their horse-drawn wagons to tour Arkansas and Missouri, offering Spiritualist seances, hands-on healing and fortune telling, plus a range of Roxanna’s home-brewed medicines – a cure for cancer still the biggest seller. Wherever they stopped, the pubescent Tennie attracted male admirers. One of the more prosperous of these young suitors proposed marriage, which she accepted blithely. A local minister performed the rite on demand but, afterward, the groom showed no desire to set up a marital home on their own, instead bedding down with his bride in one of the wagons. The marriage lasted only for a matter of days before he spotted a $10 bill in her purse and challenged her on its source. She refused to explain how she had obtained it, resulting in a violent row, which turned physical when he struck her. The family reacted as one. Subduing the overdressed interloper, they threw him off the wagon, dumping her ex face down in the road – end to the honeymoon and the last she saw of him.


In 1866 the roadshow arrived in St Louis. A Spiritualist society had grown up there during the war, despite opposition. Particularly from the Church, which denounced the pseudo-religion as fakery and female hysteria. Shortly after the Claflins’ appearance, the society invited Victoria to speak for the Movement in a public debate with a church minister. The St Louis Times sent their occasional correspondent, James Blood, to cover the event.


Blood held down another and more secure job as City Auditor in St Louis. In his late thirties, he had distinguished himself as a colonel in the Confederate army during the war, sustaining five bullet wounds. With a wife, two children and a substantial house, he denoted a man of standing in the locale. But his true nature lay at odds with his reputable situation in life.


The Civil War effected a shift in the way many in the United States considered their values. Alternative, countercultural sects and cults came into being, along with opportunity for advocates to publish their views in print. Blood was a closet Free Thinker – though, he knew it both inappropriate and unwise to articulate such radical concepts to colleagues or even family. He had fallen out of step with the bourgeois orthodoxy of his career and status – outgrown what he regarded as the ‘unnatural tie of marriage and monogamy’. As he had his job, though, he still maintained the façade expected of him at work and at home. Yet, buttoned up tight within the dutiful disguise of city functionary lay a visionary idealist who believed man and woman could live as Adam and Eve in Eden before the Fall, naked, unashamed and innocent of sin. He believed in Free Love and in Utopia. Moreover, he knew where Utopia existed, in the Oneida Community in upstate New York near the Canadian border. He believed this was the place where he belonged…if ever he found the courage to burst his chains and remake himself.


From his seat near the front of the hall, in St Louis, Blood watched the debate’s two principals mount the stage. The reverend minister wore a dog collar and clerical black, Victoria a gown daringly cut to the mid-calf. The MC introduced the speakers to the audience, and she opened the argument, presenting the case for Spiritualism.


As a speaker Victoria conveyed passionate sincerity, her conviction reached the dullest mind. And with this, beauty, wholesomeness, radiant health, lustrous hair and enthusiasm. On the stage – and even more so one-to-one – she could cast a spell.


In Blood, her presence and voice induced a revelation. Although he’d showed himself heroic on the field, it would seem that he was one of those individuals who go through life seeking a character larger than their own in which to submerge their identity. For such a man, Victoria personalised the ideal. He had been staring at her for no more than ten minutes before his initial astonishment morphed to infatuation.


At the end of the debate – which she carried – very many wanted to meet Victoria. She was mobbed by fans, all of them young women striving to touch her as if she were a saint capable of miracles. Blood hesitated on the fringe of the excited crowd. He had sound cause to approach her, but was in too great a turmoil. Instead he chose the shy lover’s stratagem, booking an appointment for spiritual healing as a patient. The single account we have of their meeting is by Theodore Tilton. ‘A handsome, side-whiskered young man with an erect military bearing came to consult her one day. Victoria saw him walking across the darkened room toward her, watched him sit down in the chair provided. Then, before he could even tell her his problem, she went into a trance. “I see our futures linked,” she told the stranger. “Our destinies bound together by the ties of marriage.”’


These ties of marriage were exactly what Blood wanted to abolish; he believed in Communism and Free Love. Now, one of those principles adapted on the instant to embrace this radiant being as his future wife. Tilton’s description is scant on detail but whatever it was that did occur in that first encounter, it resulted in Blood losing his reason. He had fallen in love, and here was the cue to recreate himself as the man he must be.


There existed a couple of problems impeding the destiny Victoria foresaw, in that both of them were currently married and living with their spouses. Yet love conquered all. Blood precipitately threw up his respectable job and quit home, promising to provide well for wife and family. At the same time Victoria confided her two children to her unreliable kin, who took the new situation in their stride, resolving to keep the Spiritualist show going with Tennessee solo in the starring role.


Blood reinvented himself almost overnight, transforming into another character entirely. Appearance, dress, attitude, manner…all changed including his name: James Harvey. Victoria assumed the identity of Madame Harvey, and together the couple took off in a covered wagon to work the backwood roads of Missouri and the Ozark Mountains. She knew she could earn wherever they stopped, she could provide an experience many yearned for. She represented a moveable resource for both of them. Blood’s role was promoter and publicist – as had been Buck Claflin’s. From city auditor in frock coat to showman busker of a travelling roadshow made for a stark career switch, but the reborn James Harvey embodied an altogether different man from the former Colonel Blood.


Victoria had sat through less than three years in school. She could read – and did so avidly, everything Blood put before her – but barely write. Even her signature varied. But she presented preternaturally intelligent, alert and curious – the perfect student. He became her tutor and besotted lover. Seated together on the high driving bench as their wagon rolled through the lush heartland of the Midwest, Blood talked and Victoria listened.


He entrusted her with his radical social theories, which rejected the concept of private property and were proto-Marxist in essence. He told her of the Utopia in upstate New York promising the ultimate destination of their travels. There they would make their home in the commune to live by these same principles in love and harmony, secluded from the avaricious, possessive and self-seeking materialist world.


Blissfully united beneath a clear blue sky, the lovers journeyed toward the paradise they believed awaited them…




2


MONOGAMY IS UNACCEPTABLE BEHAVIOUR


Victoria and Blood headed toward Eden in no urgency to reach the place. Their current idyll, clopping through a sunlit landscape to camp each night beneath the stars, was too perfect to foreclose, and too rich-making. At the larger settlements along the route they halted to put on a show. Blood, her pitchman, never failed to muster a crowd of locals including eager clients. Theirs was a winning gig with all the elements of a prairie musical except the songs.


Western musicals offer feel-good entertainment and reliably provide a happy ending…but on finally reaching their destination the couple discovered Eden not as they expected.


Monogamy is selfishness and unacceptable behaviour. Such was the premier doctrine of the Oneida Community, established in 1848 by John Noyes, who graduated from Yale Divinity School with the intention of taking Holy Orders. But his novel interpretation of Christian theology that sin did not exist so disconcerted his spiritual directors that they refused him entry to the ministry.


Thus liberated, he set up his own remote parish near to the Canadian border on forty-plus acres of partially cleared land and forest, accessible by only a single track. There its members built a large house that soon accommodated thirty-seven people who lived communally, sharing their possessions, under the rule of their founder. Men and women enjoyed complete equality. With the property came a sawmill and a farm. The first they ran as a timber business, while the farmland was worked by both male and female members, all of whom dressed in trousers, which women wore over their bulky skirts as ‘bloomers’. To dress attractively or to pay undue attention to personal appearance was seen as vanity and reprimanded.


If a female and male member wished to get together to conceive a baby, they were interrogated by a committee who determined whether they made a suitable match. If they were judged not to do so, the couple were separated and kept apart. To defy the committee’s ruling meant expulsion. This programme of selective breeding proved rather successful – especially for the founder, Noyes. Of the fifty-three children born there, he fathered nine himself. Soon after infants were weaned they were separated from their birth mother and raised communally. A continuing bond with the birth mother was discouraged.


So far, so Chairman Mao: Communism subject to the whimsical rule of an all-powerful dictator. Other doctrines conformed to the same rigid political system, one of these being public denunciation of each other’s failings, followed by ‘a shameful humiliating experience’. Only Noyes was exempt; he believed it prejudicial to his leadership.


Governance of this Utopia necessitated twenty-one standing committees and forty-eight administrative departments controlling every activity. However, in its daily routine the community was surprisingly free and easy. Its members could get up in the morning at any hour they wanted, and stay in bed all day if they chose. No job was obligatory, and if you didn’t feel like going to work that was perfectly acceptable. And then of course there was free sex, lots and lots of it. You could enjoy as much sex as you wanted with any partner, provided he or she agreed. To be possessive of another could get you expelled. Jealousy was condemned as sin.


When Victoria and Blood enrolled in the community, they found every form of sex actively promoted, indeed taught. Noyes utilised narrowly selected passages on love from the New Testament for his gospel, but Oneida’s teaching manual and curriculum drew upon a very different classic text, the Kama Sutra. The primary lesson was in male continence. The student must learn to prolong the act as long as required to provide full satisfaction to his partner; to release semen was a no-no. Training began at a tender age. From puberty, youths were encouraged to engage with post-menopausal women. In the hands of an experienced teacher the novice gained the ability to withhold his own selfish orgasm, to the benefit of both. Girls were taught to discover their own sexual tastes – along with a full range of imaginative techniques depicted in the Hindu primer.


Victoria welcomed new concepts and experiences. Blood too, in theory and the radical philosophy he’d espoused. But in the flesh? When they involved his beloved wife? He found himself to be less of a Free Thinker than he thought. Despite all his reconstructed principles, sexual jealousy persisted innate in him. Now the serpent uncoiled, reared its head and struck. Its venom stung through his veins; he suffered acute distress, he couldn’t handle it. Along with the sting, he realised he had swapped his former St Louis orthodoxy only for another offering far less freedom. Noyes’ authoritarian regime was intolerable. Disillusioned and depressed, Blood absconded from Eden with Victoria.


They returned to the family fold, now located in a rented house in Chicago. There she comforted and revived his spirit, urging him to shape up and act. He did so, legally divorcing his wife with a handsome settlement. Likewise, Victoria divorced Woodhull to marry him. They lived with the family, while her ex remained in situ beneath the same roof. The only sign of friction came from Roxanna, who at times showed herself resentful at his taking over Victoria’s management. However, at other moments she flung herself in his lap to call him the best son-in-law she ever had and smother him with unwanted emotion.


Why did the couple choose to return to the bosom of the family when they’d enjoyed so profitable and satisfying a relationship on the road? However useless and demanding, Victoria loved her kin. She was not complete unless at their core, caring for the tumultuous brood. Tennie, her collaborator in all things, described her own similar situation pragmatically: ‘Since I was fourteen years old, I have kept thirty-five or forty dead-heads.’


In Chicago Victoria and Tennie worked as ‘oracles’, and something more as the occasion offered. Trouble followed within weeks. They were prosecuted for fraudulent fortune telling and evicted. They set up in Philadelphia only for the same difficulty to reappear, whereupon they moved to Indianapolis. Here the sisters were no longer mediums and fortune tellers, but had become spiritual healers. Blood advertised their practice in the paper and the children distributed flyers throughout the neighbourhood.


Orthodox medicine was a crude business in the 1860s, lacking anaesthetics, antibiotics and other drugs. A physician’s capability was limited; often he could diagnose the cause of a patient’s suffering but lacked the wherewithal to treat, let alone cure, their affliction. The only pain relief was morphine, an opioid that many became dependent upon. Then, and how much more widely in our present day. Surgery was barbaric, and performed in non-sterile conditions. Those subjected to such butchery very often contracted sepsis and died.


Doctors could not be relied upon to heal. People were driven to search more widely for a cure for their ills. Victoria and Tennie’s therapeutic skills were pre-hyped by Blood; his ads and flyers quoted testimony to the success of their methods. New patients who came to consult them often had failed to find relief in conventional medicine, and did so in last hope. The persona of the two practitioners was encouraging. The pair personified health, vigour and positivity. They listened attentively to the patient’s medical history, prompting them to detail. After he or she had unburdened themselves of the past, Victoria would go into a trance, seeking to detect the psychic imbalance at the root of their ailment, then direct spiritual energy to realign it within the system. Following this procedure, the patient was referred to Tennie, who provided massages that included pressing her bared flesh to theirs. This transferred her vibrant life force to invigorate their own, stimulating their pulse rate to rise, circulation to improve and despondency lift. Many reported amelioration of their condition, though often this did not endure for long – requiring further appointments to maintain. Only rarely did the lame discard their crutches and walk, though on occasion they did and were seen to do so. The Claflin sisters’ practice in Indianapolis grew highly successful.


According to Tilton:


people flocked to her from a distance. Her rooms were crowded and her purse grew fat. She reaped a golden harvest… First at Indianapolis, and afterward at Terre Haute, she wrought some apparently miraculous cures… She received in one day, simply as fees for cures which she had wrought, five thousand dollars. The sum total of the receipts of her practice… up to the time of its discontinuance by direction of the spirits in 1869, was $700,000.

OEBPS/images/9781786071941_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/p003-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
ONEWORLD





