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Foreword


For Parents, Teachers, and Interested Students

In the summer of 2012, I read in my local newspaper about an upcoming tour nearby. It would take me into the home of an extremely important woman in American history. She was the true architect and driving force, I read, behind the New Deal. I was thunderstruck by this idea! Like most people, I always credited President Franklin Delano Roosevelt with the programs that led America out of the Great Depression. I believed we had Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, the minimum wage, and all the rest of “the social safety net,” because of FDR and those he led to implement it.

But on the tour, led by Frances Perkins’ only grandchild, I learned the facts. Those critically important innovations were the brainchild of a woman I’d never even heard about. I was sure she hadn’t been in those short paragraphs about women — you know, Clara Barton, Susan B. Anthony, Harriet Tubman, Jane Addams — in my school history books. But here was this person who changed our society and gave us so much, LEFT OUT! It made me curious. And outraged.

In my questioning of well-educated adults, I repeatedly found that though we all benefit from her contributions, almost no one knew what those were. They didn’t even know her name.

The spark was lit that day that led to this book. I desperately wanted to bring her nearly hidden story out into the limelight. After reading the few biographies I could find on her, some no longer in print, I began to write.

So: WELCOME to the story of a true American Superhero — and a nearly forgotten one!

 

 




Introducing Frances


Her name was Frances Perkins, and her crusade to improve the lives of all Ameri- cans began before women even had the right to vote. This is her inspiring story. May it inspire you!

She was born into a conservative, solidly middle-class family in 1880, the daughter of a merchant who owned a printing and stationery store.

There was no inherited family wealth. She was not an outstanding student.

She never had a benefactor or a formal mentor.

She was not gifted from the start with great beauty, charm, wit, or confidence.

Her husband was not able to work, making her the sole breadwinner for her family.

How did she do it? Where did her drive to right great wrongs come from? How did she overcome all the obstacles in her path? What inspired her along the way? Read on!

While you read, you’ll encounter these items along the way. All represent some- thing significant in this great woman’s life:

A late-night raid 

A visiting speaker 

A severed hand

A colonial era homestead on the river 

Night stalkers

A boy arrested and jailed

A drawerful of cockroaches 

A devastating fire

A stockpile of explosives 

Rosie the Riveter

 

 

A man with a gun

An impeachment hearing

An invitation to live with 27 young men 

A man with a knife

A tricorn hat

 

 




Chapter 1
Fire!


Burnt and broken bodies littered the sidewalk, limbs twisted in all directions. There were over fifty of the them, in one place piled so thick their falls broke the pavement. They lay awaiting transport to the morgue, a tangle of long hair, braids, rumpled cotton dresses and aprons and high button shoes. Almost all of them were girls and women in their teens and twenties.

They had leapt to their deaths from the top floor windows of a building swept by a flash fire. It was the infamous Triangle Shirtwaist Factory in New York City.

Among the first eye witnesses at the site was a young woman with her face tear- stained. But in her heart grew red-hot anger. She knew this horrific disaster could have been prevented. She knew, better than anyone else, that it was destined to occur. She had been inspecting such workplaces since she was in college, and had just completed an extensive report on fire hazards in the mills and textile factories of the city.

By the time all the remaining bodies trapped inside the building were found, the count stood at 146 lives lost. All but seventeen were young and female.

The young woman unflinchingly witnessing it all was Frances Perkins. She knew that what she had seen would be seared on her mind and heart forever. She resolved to spend her life fighting the conditions that could permit such a tragedy. Frances believed that this day could become a torch to light up the sky of industry reform everywhere in the country.

 

 




Chapter 2
Maine Magic


The journey from Worcester, Massachusetts to Newcastle, Maine was an agonizingly slow trip of over 200 miles for a girl of twelve. She watched with fidgety impatience at the window of the train for her first glimpses of the state she so loved.

“Papa, please…,” she begged, “how much longer?”

“Oh, only about another couple of hours now, Fannie,” he replied. Then he smiled softly as he watched his eldest daughter’s shoulders and face droop in dis- appointment.

She began to spot white church steeples piercing the blue sky. Little dories and fishing boats still bobbed in the quaint harbors while seagulls soared and swooped, sometimes seeming to do cartwheels in the air. Now she was starting to see more towering pine and spruce trees. She longed to again fill her lungs with their clean, woodsy scent.

The trip had taken an eternity! All the way she daydreamed about the delights summer held in store. Arriving in Maine each summer felt magical, like her birth- day and Christmas morning rolled into one, or a full-mooned starry night in June with fireflies twinkling through the trees. Anticipation rose in her chest, feeling fluttery as though a little bird were flapping in there, and she giggled. Wrapping her arms around her shoulders, she gave herself a squeeze of sheer delight.

Finally, the train pulled into the little Newcastle station, and soon the family and all their luggage were in the carriage which would carry them “home.” Just a few miles more. But to young Fannie (her given name, before she changed it to Frances) the horses, plodding along in the afternoon sunshine, seemed painfully slow. Excitement, and eagerness to hug her Grandmother, Cynthia Otis Perkins, bubbled up in her. She couldn’t wait to be back in the old, sprawling family home- stead, a hundred-acre saltwater farm on the Damariscotta River that had been in the Perkins family for generations — in fact, since colonial days. She could already smell the tang of salt air and pine. She caught a glimpse of late day sunbeams dancing on the water in the harbor, and a few stately ships at their moorings. Each one gave her joy.

At long last, the horses pulled into the drive, and there it was: “The Brick House,” her favorite place on earth, with its attached woodshed, carriage house, and big red barn, looking just as it had every summer of her life. This was the day, each year, that the two halves of her life met. It stitched together the often tedious routines and disciplines of school and home in the city, well inland, and the fun and freedom of summer on the water at her grandparents’ home on the coast of Maine.

This young girl and her grandmother were soul mates. Grandma Perkins was not just a loving adult presence, but a sensible and wise one. Unlike most adults, she really listened when you talked with her. And she would reply as though to a grownup. When Grandma Perkins spoke, Fannie not only heard, but remembered. Though they saw each other rarely when it wasn’t summertime, throughout her life Frances would credit her grandmother for her words of wisdom, guidance, and inspiration. She quoted her often.

Without waiting for her parents to object, Fannie jumped down from the wagon and ran to the side door, where she hoped her grandmother was waiting. And she was.

Fannie swooped in and threw her arms around grandma’s middle in a big squeeze. Not very much given to impulsive shows of emotion, her grandmother was somewhat taken aback. But Mrs. Perkins recovered her breath, laughed, straightened her round wire-rimmed spectacles, held her granddaughter by the shoulders at arm’s length and said just what grandmothers everywhere say: “My, how you’ve grown!”

Oh, it was going to be a wonderful summer: lots of time with her cousin Nan, who happened to be her best friend; days of exploring the woods (with some excellent climbing trees), or playing hide-and-seek and bandits in and around the barn and the abandoned site of the original homestead. Even work was fun on the farm, especially collecting eggs from the henhouse, which always seemed to her like a treasure hunt. There would be hours of riding a horse bareback through the fields, having lunch out on the “Picnic Rocks” surrounded by stone walls, acting out adventure stories around the two big boulders known as the Split Rock, and picking blueberries. Oh! And best of all, she’d be spending time on her river (well, she thought of it as hers), where, tucked into the shore, there were always a small rowboat, a sailboat, and a canoe to set off in on watery explorations.

Worcester, Massachusetts was home, and it suited her just fine. She’d never been unhappy in any of the houses they’d lived in there. It was where her school and church and friends were. But compared to the farm in Maine, with acres of freedom, it was dull. Fannie preferred grass under her feet to gravel. She loved to inhale the heady scent of the roses, lilacs, and lavender in the garden, and the aro- mas of treats baked in the winter kitchen beehive stove. Fannie’s mouth watered as she thought of her favorite dessert: Summer Pudding, made with lots of fresh fruit and cream, served cold. It was fun to watch the big blocks of ice being delivered to the ice house, and a portion hacked off for their kitchen icebox. Summers in Worcester could be hot and gritty; in Maine on the river it always felt cooler and breezier, the air sweet and pungent, the stars stunningly bright. The neighbors, mostly other farming families, were warm and down-to-earth. She even delighted in their Maine accents, and favorite term of agreement: “Ayuh!”

Exploring the brickyard down by the river always fascinated her. It made her feel that she was stepping backward in time. Her family had proudly been making those sturdy red bricks from clay in the river bank for nearly a hundred years, and along the route into the village, she could see houses built from them. In the picture-perfect village of Damariscotta, they made up most of the bigger buildings, interspersed with white clapboard houses. She was especially proud that bricks from her own family’s brickyard had been donated to build the Congregational church in Newcastle where she went to services on summer Sundays. She loved that the church was right on the harbor front and added a colorful new stained- glass window almost every year, unlike her much plainer church in Worcester.

After helping transport her satchels and belongings to the little room under the eaves she would share with Nan, Fannie sped to her mother.

“Please may I run down to the river?” she begged. “Just to say hello and see if my favorite great blue heron is there? Please?

Her mother sighed, “Oh, alright Fannie, but let your sister come along.” Ethel was eight. Susan Perkins was likely grateful for a quiet break after the long day traveling with her daughters, one a bundle of energy, impatience, and questions, the other inclined to pout and complain.

Fannie didn’t walk to the river; she ran, with Ethel behind her, whining and struggling to keep up. The lane was winding, and bumpy with tree roots, but she felt nimble-footed in her sturdy lace-up shoes, and the path was a familiar friend. Past the big boulders, old stone fences, fields, and evergreens she flew. And suddenly, there it was, a beautiful pale green highway of water, and a small, picture- perfect cove, its wharf stretching out into the river. The sisters made their way along the shore toward a view of the harbor and village, less than two miles up- stream. Her great blue heron was hiding. But she knew he’d be back when the tide was right to wade for his supper. It was a special treat to watch him slowly, patiently pick his way along on spindly legs, his slender neck bobbing with each step, and then his beak darting down to catch a fish. Now that was a sight one didn’t get to see in Worcester!

She planned to pepper her parents this very night with questions about what day trips they could look forward to in the weeks ahead. Perhaps they’d celebrate the Fourth of July in town and see fireworks from The Bridge! Maybe her parents would agree to have the wagon take them up Bunker Hill to spread a picnic on her favorite hilltop, with the view of the big, long, lake called Damariscotta Pond. Now that she was twelve, she was determined to excel at all evening parlor games.

Dreamily wandering back to the house, she tried to guess how soon Grandma Perkins would bid her to lie flat on her back on the biggest table and pile a few heavy books on her chest. That would mean it was time for Fannie’s lessons in elocution: loudly and clearly projecting her voice. Somehow Grandma Perkins, her favorite confidant and source of gentle guidance, seemed to understand her better than anyone in the whole world. She apparently somehow knew that Fannie would one day have big crowds to address, eager to hear her every word.

No wonder Frances, born Fannie Coralie Perkins, would come back to this place throughout her entire life. It was her special, nearly sacred, refuge from the world. Whenever she thought or spoke of her one true home, wherever else she resided, it was The Brick House in Newcastle, Maine.

 

 




Chapter 3
Family and Foundations


Growing Up

It was a Massachusetts childhood. She was born in Boston in 1880, but from the age of two, Frances was raised in the city of Worcester, (pronounced “Wooster”) where her father owned a stationery and business supply store. Her parents moved there, about forty miles to the west of Boston, because her father felt his business would do better in Worcester.

A photographer captured the Perkins’s first child at age four looking quite angelic with long golden curls, a sweet solemn face, and serious round eyes.

She was named and baptized Fannie Coralie Perkins. Later on, she would change her name from Fannie (which the family often spelled Fanny) to just Frances. Perhaps she sensed that it would be easier to be taken seriously as “Frances” than as “Fanny.” Or she may have thought her given name too old- fashioned. The boy’s name Francis sounds just like the girl’s name Frances. Possibly she felt a male-sounding name would help her make something of herself in a man’s world.

But the most logical explanation is that when she was confirmed into the new church denomination she chose at age twenty-five, she was asked to select a confirmation name. She chose Frances, and soon made it her legal name. She was to keep her maiden name, Perkins, for the rest of her life.

Family Dynamics

Fannie grew up in a warm, nurturing family. She had a happy, harmonious relationship with both her parents. Her only sibling, Ethel, four years younger, was another matter. She was given to tantrums when she didn’t get her way!

It was a typical dinnertime in the Perkins household. Papa liked to use the evening meal to discuss current events or teach his daughters something new and interesting. But his plan often failed. One night, little Ethel flounced down in her chair clearly out of sorts and demanded, “What are we having for dinner?”

“Pork chops, dear, mashed potatoes, and peas,” her mother calmly replied. “NO!” shouted Ethel, pushing her chair backward so abruptly it fell over. “We have pork chops all the time, and you know I hate peas! They’re horrible. I won’t eat them! I won’t.”

Exchanging worried looks, both parents attempted to soothe Ethel, and asked her to pick up her chair. Instead, she burst into furious tears, swept her entire place setting onto the floor, shattering her plate, and ran from the room.

On many occasions Ethel, when crossed or corrected, created even worse household havoc. It was unusually difficult for her to accept that she couldn’t al- ways have her own way. She knew that good behavior was expected of her, but only learned very slowly, over a span of years, how to control her temper. In the end, Fannie admired Ethel’s success. She would be often reminded of her sibling many years later when grown men in Albany or Washington, or on the site of labor negotiations, blustered, pounded the table, or shouted. She always felt that the Ethel experience helped her deal with adult tantrums, and put them in a different perspective. An outburst did not faze or intimidate her. Her thinking was that if a young girl could learn to contain her temper, why not a grown man?

It was an ordinary, conventional, and rather conservative upbringing. Her par- ents were solidly Republican and were equally staunch Congregationalists. New England was a section of the country that always prized itself on its “Yankee values” of thrift, honesty, hard work, practicality, self-reliance, and a reserved manner. Most New Englanders of their day were law-abiding, faithful church-goers, and disapproved of complaining or displaying emotions, especially in public. They tended to be private about personal feelings. They were strong believers in democracy. Frances absorbed and lived up to those standards, engrained in her at an early age.

Her mother, Susan Bean Perkins, had an excellent sense of humor, and could be fun. She had a particular flair for drawing, entertaining her daughters and neighborhood children with her amusing art work. One summer day Fannie and Ethel brought a few of the neighborhood children in for a glass of their mother’s delicious homemade lemonade. Mrs. Perkins surprised them all by coming into the kitchen with her drawing pad and pencils, and announcing, “What shall I draw for each of you? What’s your favorite animal?,” she asked of the youngest child first. The children gathered around and watched in wide-eyed delight as first a beagle, and then in rapid succession, per each request, a giraffe, and elephant, a moose, and a tarantula emerged. Each was whimsical, and each child ran home with a drawing to show off. When the same troop of children clamored for more a couple of weeks later, Mrs. Perkins was prepared with modeling clay. Soon she had a parade of little animals and people marching across the table.

And Susan Bean Perkins was a woman who always spoke her mind. A cousin described her as “not bashful about expressing her ideas.” Also, significantly, she was a generous, caring person. If a relative needed help, she was there to lend a hand. And her generosity extended to the wider community. She and her husband volunteered time through their church for charity work, outreach, and assistance to people in need. Sometimes the Perkins would even help another family with their rent. Mrs. Perkins’ example taught her daughters the importance of caring for those less fortunate.

Her father, though not a college graduate, was a man who loved learning. He was, in fact, a classical scholar. He had pushed himself to learn Greek and Latin, often reading ancient poetry, speeches, and plays in their original language. When Fannie was small, he would entertain her with stories from Greek mythology, sometimes at the dinner table. It was common for him to announce a topic while the family finished the meal. “Tonight, you girls will learn something about the Civil War,” for instance. He also liked geography, the study of law, and discussing politics, among many other topics. In him Frances had another great role model. He soon saw the unusual intelligence of his eldest daughter. One day when she was just eight, he called her to his big desk and asked, “Fannie, how would you like to learn to read a bit of Greek?”

She tilted her head, thought, and replied, “Well, Papa, I think I would like to try.” They dove right in, and she proved a quick student with a fine memory. After the first attempt, Fannie couldn’t get enough of Greek lessons with Papa. It was an opportunity to have him all to herself, and have his full attention.

Her father discussed politics and world events with her regularly. By age four- teen, ready to leave grammar school and head for Worcester Classical High School, she was well prepared.

Child rearing in the late 1800s when she was growing up was considerably different than in the average American home today. Most parents then believed that “children should be seen and not heard.” This may have been what led her father to put a stop to his very verbal child’s tendency to chatter on and on. She was talking at length about her classmates one day, and describing in detail a little play their teacher was letting them put on in class. Exasperated, he spoke up firmly, interrupting her. “Fannie! If you have anything to say, say it definitely, and stop.” The admonishment stung for a moment. But she never forgot that advice.

Few nineteenth century parents spoiled, coddled, or catered to their children, who were expected to help out or do chores and then left to entertain themselves. Many parents believed in the Biblical advice, “spare the rod and spoil the child.” That meant that corporal punishment such as spankings or whippings, including in the school room, were common.

The Shopping Trip

There is no evidence that either Perkins parent spanked their daughters. But neither would they ever think to pay one a compliment on her appearance, behavior, or talents. That was considered to lead to a vain or conceited child. On the contrary, Fannie well remembered her mother’s almost brutally frank assessment of her looks on a shopping trip to Boston when she was about twelve.

For most of Frances’s life, no lady of any age would leave her home without her hat on. One day her mother announced, “It’s time to go find you a new hat, Fannie. You old one is too small, and looking a bit bedraggled.” So off they went.

When her mother picked out a certain one and said, “THAT is your hat!” well, that was that! It was a tricorn, or three-pointed, hat not unlike the ones worn by the revolutionary war patriots and founding fathers, though smaller.

One of the Perkins ancestors, a colonial leader and patriot at the time of the American Revolution, was James Otis, Jr. Learning all about this proud forebear in her family history made Fannie proud too. She had been hearing tales of James Otis and his sister, Mercy Otis, both noted for their fierce independence, for as long as she could remember. So, when given a little tricorn as a ten-year-old, she delighted in it, and wore it often. This may have softened the blow of her mother’s decree, though the words she used were blunt and unflattering: “You have a very broad face. Your head is actually narrower above the temples than it is at the cheek- bones. Also, it slopes off very suddenly into your chin.… never let yourself get a hat that is narrower than your cheekbones, because it makes you look ridiculous.”

Many young girls would have withered or wept under such a critique, but apparently Frances took her mother’s words to heart. For the rest of her life, she was seldom seen in public without her trademark tricorn, or a hat of a similar style.

It is significant that Frances had not one, but two heroic colonial patriots in her family tree. James Otis, Jr. is credited with saying “Taxation without representation is tyranny,” and was a fiery orator, speaking out against British policies as early as 1761. When he made a five-hour speech in the legislature defending American liberty, John Adams wrote, “American Independence was then and there born.” When Otis’s health failed, his sister, Mercy Otis, took up the patriot mantle, which of course was highly unusual for a woman in the colonial era. Mercy organized political meetings and wrote and published regular satires, poems, and plays attacking the British. She was one of the first women ever to write for the public in America and instrumental in organizing the critically important Committees of Correspondence between the colonies in the pre-Revolutionary period. Both her mother and grandmother frequently shared this family lore, relating stories of the Otis line going back to both the American Revolution and the French and Indian war.

So Fannie was born with the blood of two patriotic ancestors running in her veins, one of them a woman. She grew up knowing that one person could help change the world by bravely speaking truth to power, even at the risk of life and limb.

A First Lesson in Poverty

Always a curious child, Fannie came home perplexed one day. She had questions for her parents. At dinner she announced, “I have a friend at school who always dresses in shabby, nearly outgrown clothes — and she has just a few of them.” That day she had visited the girl’s home and was shocked. Clearly the family was quite poor. Her friend and her siblings were very thin. “Papa, their little house looked so rickety! And Sarah told me the roof leaks whenever it rains hard. Why are some people so much poorer than our family?”

“Well, my dear,” responded her father slowly, “people tend to become poor if they don’t work hard enough.”

“Or if the parents spend their money on liquor,” added her mother primly.

This thinking was a standard misconception about society in that day and age; her parents were not alone. But it made Fannie curious. She knew both of her friend’s parents worked hard, her father in a textile mill, and her mother raising four children, tending a garden, chopping wood, cooking and cleaning. She saw no sign of drinking in their home. And so she wondered.

School Days

As a girl, Fannie did not apply herself diligently to all her studies. She never ex- celled or led her class. She relied instead on her natural quickness to catch on to concepts without study. She trusted that her verbal gifts could make up for any shortcomings in her exams and essays. Her interests and strengths lay in the arts, history, speaking, reading and writing.

But she was a star on the debate team, which, like her whole high school, was made up mostly of boys. After one debate, which her side resoundingly won, she was gathering up her notes when a boy from the opposing side approached her shyly and awkwardly, but with wide eyes. He blurted out, “Gee, Fannie, you sure know how to argue a point. I don’t know how you come up with ideas and words so… fast!” The young man apparently had never before met a girl with fine logic and extensive verbal skills. He seemed astonished by the idea that a girl’s thinking could match a boy’s. Fannie blushed at the compliment and mumbled “thank you” before turning away. Undoubtedly debating helped her develop skill in thinking quickly and speaking persuasively. And clearly the academic skills she developed at her city’s public college prep school, Worcester Classical High School, laid a solid educational foundation for her future.

Her approach to school worked well enough to get by in high school. Upon graduation, the next logical step was enrolling in higher education. Her father had long expected that she would go to college, though at the time only three percent of women went on for studies after high school. Fewer than one in four college students were female, and only a tiny percent of Americans went to college at all, unlike today. In fact, early in the 1900’s only about ten percent of people graduated from high school!

But Fannie’s mother was already making a list of “suitable” young men, or “suitors.” In that era, it was common for women to marry while still in their teens. Mrs. Perkins would have liked her daughter to find a husband sooner rather than later. Her father, on the other hand, spoke decisively, and often repeated, “Our daughter would make a fine teacher. Fannie, you have a good mind. College should be your next step.” And she was eager to learn all she could.

Fannie chose an excellent college for women in South Hadley, Massachusetts, about fifty miles away, an easy train trip from home. It was Mount Holyoke, founded in 1837. She was in for her first real challenge. And it was to come as a shock.
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