








    

     

      Praise for Woman of Valor

     

    


    “Woman of Valor shows us a zesty, authentic heroine who kept on evolving personally and politically, as we all must. I found fascinating lessons for feminists today in Margaret Sanger’s struggle for reproductive autonomy. Chesler shows how Sanger transcended both the radical rhetoric and the conventional politics of her day to forge a new day for women.”


    —Betty Friedan


    “A definitive and intimate biography of America’s landmark crusader for reproductive freedom.”


    —David J. Garrow, Pulitzer Prize winner, author of Bearing the Cross


    “A brilliant biography that restores Margaret Sanger to her preeminent place in the history of American feminism and social reform. Ellen Chester’s analysis of the politics of contraception and the relationship between women and their doctors forces us to reexamine the meaning of reproductive rights in this century.”


    —David J. Rothman, Professor of Social Medicine and Professor of History, Columbia University


    “A fascinating book and a compelling story on two counts. One, it is a history of the first struggle for women’s control of their bodies, for power over their own lives, a history we are repeating today with, sadly, little difference: We can learn from the first struggle. Two, it is an honest biography of a woman who conformed to none of the accepted recipes for a female life, changed the world, and had a happy and fulfilling time of it. Woman of Valor will impress and rouse everyone, except, perhaps, the Reagan-Bush appointees to the Supreme Court.”


    —Carolyn G. Heilbrun


    “A compelling portrait of a great woman and a great cause. A significant contribution to the history of American feminism and of women’s fight for control of their own destiny.”


    —Robert Caro, author of The Power Broker and Master of the Senate


    “Ellen Chesler has written an extraordinary biography of a remarkable woman. Sanger is surely one of the most influential—and controversial—women of the century. Chesler illuminates Sanger’s rich personal and public life with a sophisticated understanding of psychology and history, yet the book reads like a good novel.”


    —Sylvia A. Law, Professor of Law, New York University


    “Chesler succeeds admirably in bringing the extraordinary career and controversial personality of Margaret Sanger to life in this skillfully researched and objective biography…an outstanding biography of a feminist reformer whose achievements changed the lives of women forever.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “The contemporary social debate over women’s reproductive rights provides a timely backdrop for this major new biography…succeeds admirably…carefully documented…a major contribution to women’s history.”


    —Library Journal


    “A splendid biography…A riveting warts-and-all portrait of a courageous and determined woman who, in a time of foment, wrought fundamental changes in the human social condition.”


    —Kirkus


    “Chesler…brilliantly reveals and revitalizes Margaret Sanger in the context of the contemptuous public battles for birth control…brings a keen sense of political nuance to the conflicts that surround issues of reproductive rights…at once richly detailed and capaciously conceived—authoritative, readable and rippling with the energy of life it conveys.”


    —Daniel J. Kevles, The New York Times Book Review


    “[A] marvelous biography.”


    —Anna Quindlen, The New York Times [Op-Ed]


    “[Woman of Valor’s] chief virtue is a sweeping and authoritative grasp not only of Sanger’s life but of the political detail and maneuvering behind it.”


    —Ruth Brandon, The Washington Post Book World


    “The Sanger portrayed by Chesler is compelling, and persuasively counters the tendency of earlier biographers to either eulogize or condemn…Chesler’s exhaustive scholarship has yielded not only a fuller picture of Sanger but new knowledge about the history of birth control.”


    —Rosalind Pollack Petchesky, Boston Sunday Globe


    “This book couldn’t be timelier.”


    —Bruce McCabe, The Boston Globe


    “An important new work…Had I tried, I could not have found more convincing proof of the timeliness of Chesler’s absorbing, comprehensive biography…brilliant.”


    —Diane Cole, Chicago Tribune


    “Offers a balanced, provocative examination of a crusader whose mission remains a source of serious dissension in American society…a respectful biography that never descends to hagiography.”


    —Susan Jacoby


    “A jam-packed page-turner of a definitive biography…Chesler’s straightforward account of the details is refreshing…this book reminds us how much defense our fragile freedoms of speech and bodily self-determination require.”


    —Judith Levine, The Philadelphia Inquirer


    “Chesler’s work is thorough and serious…Chesler is fair to history and to her brave, complex heroine in a biography that, while honest, is also a tribute.”


    —Rhoda Koenig, New York


    “The great strength of this biography is Chesler’s gift for understanding the daily life of politics, the maneuvers, the assignations with strange bedfellows…Woman of Valor is a treasure. Chesler’s serious attention to the evidence creates a rich resource…gives Sanger the stature she deserves.”


    —Ann Snitow, Los Angeles Times


    “A massive, absorbing study of Sanger’s life and times.”


    —Newsweek


    “A brilliantly paced story…a marvel of structure and clear prose, a saga that has never been better, or more thoroughly, told.”


    —Helen L. Kohen, The Miami Herald


    “Chesler’s fine work, equal parts biography and social history, readability and scholarship, should certainly cement Sanger’s place in American history.”


    —Melanie Lawrence, San Francisco Chronicle


    “A copious and thoughtful—indeed, definitive—biography.”


    —The New Yorker


    “[A] fascinating biography.”


    —Molly Ivins, Fort Worth Star-Telegram


    “Illuminating…What makes Sanger’s life—and Chesler’s book—so fascinating is that behind her overpowering charm, her savvy politics and her unswerving drive breathed a profoundly free-thinking woman.”


    —Carol Ness, San Francisco Examiner


    “Fastidiously researched and an indispensable source for understanding the divide between population control interests and feminists around the globe…Perhaps the greatest of this book’s virtues is the care with which it documents the contradictions of purpose and philosophy which have vexed the American birth control movement almost from the start.”


    —Rosalind Pollack Petchesky, Women’s Review of Books


    “Woman of Valor is essential reading for anyone interested in the shaping of the debate on reproductive rights and women’s health issues in the United States…the book takes its place in the distinguished company of current feminist writings…deserves high praise.”


    —Barbara Abrash, Family Planning Perspectives


    “Fortunately, Ellen Chesler has no intention of allowing Margaret Sanger to remain trivialized and forgotten. Her finely textured and comprehensive biography supplants the sometimes unflattering treatment Sanger has received from other historians…The work of a skilled storyteller, this masterfully detailed and penetrating social and political analysis reframes many of Sanger’s most controversial decisions…a perceptive psychological portrait which celebrates Sanger’s strengths without papering over her considerable shortcomings.”


    —Regina Morantz-Sanchez, Tikkun
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      She Deserves It

     


    


    

     Mrs. Margaret Sanger, founder of the Birth Control League, has been awarded the annual medal of the American Woman’s Association, which cites her for the qualities of “vision, integrity and valor.” Mrs. Sanger deserves this honor; she deserves more honors than a world against whose darkness of mind she has fought bravely and consistently for twenty years is ever likely to give her. Mrs. Sanger has carved, almost single-handed and in the face of every variety of persecution, a trail through the densest jungle of human ignorance and helplessness. She has been many times arrested, assailed and covered with mud—which remains perhaps the most substantial tribute to her pioneering genius. Pretty nearly everything and everyone has been against her—pulpits and legislatures and newspapers, public men and private citizens, and whole regiments of the prejudices, fears, bogeys and dragons that still infest the mind of civilized man.


     But such is the common sense of what she has been saying, and so great the courage and conviction of her way of saying it, that people have at last begun to listen and believe. Her victory is not by any means complete, but the dragons are on the run.


     —The New York Herald Tribune, November 13, 1931
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     Margaret Sanger went to jail in 1917 for distributing contraceptives to immigrant women from a makeshift clinic in a tenement storefront in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, New York. When she died fifty years later, the cause for which she defiantly broke the law had achieved international stature. Though still a magnet for controversy, she was widely eulogized as one of the great emancipators of her time.


     For more than half a century, Sanger dedicated herself to the deceptively simple proposition that access to a safe and reliable means of preventing pregnancy is a necessary condition of women’s liberation and, in turn, of human progress. Her most exquisite triumphs were her last. She was past seventy when the world finally began to heed her concern for unchecked population growth, past eighty when the team of doctors and scientists she had long encouraged first marketed the oral, anovulant birth control pill. She lived to see the realization of her repeated efforts as a litigant and a lobbyist through the landmark 1965 ruling of the Supreme Court of the United States in Griswold v. Connecticut, which guaranteed constitutional protection to the private use of contraceptives. She died just as Lyndon Johnson incorporated family planning into America’s public health and social welfare programs and committed at least a fraction of the nation’s foreign policy resources to it, fulfilling her singular vision of how best to achieve peace and prosperity at home and abroad.


     Since her death the rebirth of a vigorous feminist movement has given new resonance to her original claim that women have a fundamental right to control their own bodies. Her direct legacy endures in the far-reaching international family planning movement that descends from her pioneering organizational efforts. She has become an occasional scapegoat of extremists opposed to abortion or of black militants, who insist that family planning is genocidal in intent. But by and large, she shares the ignoble fate of so many iconoclasts like her who have lived to see the routine acceptance of ideas once considered disturbing. She has been forgotten.


     Every woman in the world today who takes her sexual and reproductive autonomy for granted should venerate Margaret Sanger. With the full promise of scientific contraception still unfulfilled—with the right to legal abortion now compromised for those who cannot pay, and again at risk for all American women regardless of means—her courageous and determined career merits renewed consideration.


     This new biography aims to recapture Sanger’s vitality and the intensity of her long struggle to establish the legitimacy of her concerns. It examines both the personal and public dimensions of her life much as she experienced them, layering complicated private struggles and intimate relationships upon larger intellectual and political pursuits. Though she encountered enormous resistance in her own lifetime and still invites criticism, Sanger popularized ideas and built institutions that have widespread influence today. Her leadership, while often quixotic, helped create enduring changes in the beliefs and behavior of men and women who perceive themselves as modern, not only in America but throughout the world. Birth control has fundamentally altered private life and public policy in the twentieth century. No other issue has for so long captivated our attention or so dramatically polarized our thinking. As the psychologist Erik Erik-son once provocatively suggested, no idea of modern times, save perhaps for arms control, more directly challenges human destiny, which may account for the profound psychic dissonance and social conflict it tends to inspire. This study necessarily incorporates some of the history of these sweeping developments. It veers away at points in the narrative from the woman herself, and the reader is appropriately cautioned.


     Yet the force of Sanger’s personality asserts itself, even when she is not at center stage, and the life she uniquely defined for herself as an independent woman develops on its own as a subject worthy of interest, quite apart from the content of her work. Many aspects of her character were admirable. Some were not. Under close scrutiny, she does not always occasion sympathy or seem worthy of praise, but her weaknesses as well as her strengths ought to be more clearly understood. Knowing her better can only help to illumine the history of her times and yield insights into the tensions of our own, when so many of us struggle to complete her still unfinished journey as feminist and reformer.


      


     The middle child of a large and poor Victorian family, Margaret Higgins Sanger learned to dream at an early age from a magnetic Irish father who squandered away his talents and his humane social vision on too much talk and drink. From an overburdened but resourceful mother, however, she was lucky to absorb a powerful motivation to improve her own lot and the essential habits of self-discipline that made it possible to do so. One parent taught her to defy, the other to comport. She always warred between the two but took away from both a distinctive resolve to invent a better life for herself and for others.


     She emerged on the American scene in those halcyon days at the turn of this century, when it was easy to believe in the potential of individual and social renewal—in the inevitability of human progress. The country seemed wide open with possibility. Frustrated by her work as a visiting nurse in New York City’s bleak immigrant slums—her young marriage turned sour—she first teamed up with labor radicals and bohemians to organize strikes and pickets and pageants in the hope of achieving wholesale economic and social justice. “No Gods, No Masters,” the rallying cry of the International Workers of the World, became her personal and political manifesto. But like so many of the callow youth of her generation, this joyous faith in revolution served only as a way station to a more sober confidence in the ability of science and education to shape human conduct. She soon jettisoned Socialism in favor of an alliance with progressives, confident that capitalism might reform itself voluntarily and that bold public initiatives could be planned for human betterment.


     At the heart of this political conversion was the maturing of her consciousness as a feminist. Sanger lost confidence in the power of working people to unite for change but decided to invest in the collective potential of women. Chided at one point for taking herself too seriously, she responded deadpan: “I am the partisan of women who have nothing to laugh at.” She openly rebelled against conventional gender arrangements that confined men and women to separate spheres but also insisted that the price women pay for achieving equality should not be their sexuality or personal fulfillment. Following in the footsteps of a generation of suffragists and female reformers who had proudly forgone marriage and sacrificed themselves at the altar of professional advancement and political gain, she became the standardbearer of a far less ascetic breed, intent on a broader range of satisfactions. Far from subverting the political or economic advancement of women, she saw nothing wrong in wanting them to have it all, or in establishing birth control as the necessary condition to the resolution of their often conflicting needs. And just as she took issue with traditional images of respectability for women, so she also rejected the equally confining determinism of Sigmund Freud. A disciple of the social theorist Havelock Ellis, she believed optimistically in the power to liberate human sexuality, even from the yoke of the unconscious.


     Sanger envisioned a united front of women who would claim the legalization of contraception, along with greater public candor about sexuality, as a fundamental right. The nation’s birthrate was already declining as the result of largely private contraceptive arrangements, but birth control remained illegal and underground, and it was she who first recognized the far-reaching consequences of bringing the issue of reproductive freedom out into the open. Birth control, she argued, would enhance the opportunities of women beyond the promises of economic reformers, on the one hand, and of suffragists on the other. It would be a tool for redistributing power fundamentally, in the bedroom, the home, and the larger community. Women would achieve personal freedom by experiencing their sexuality free of consequence, just as men have always done, but in taking control of the forces of reproduction they would also lower birthrates, alter the balance of supply and demand for labor, and therein accomplish the revolutionary goals of workers without the social upheaval of class warfare. Bonds of gender would transcend divisions of ethnicity, race, or class. Not the dictates of Karl Marx, but the refusal of women to bear children indiscriminately, would alter the course of history.


     Through the 1920s and ’30s, Sanger divorced herself from her radical past, bested her competitors for leadership, and made her name virtually synonymous with the birth control cause. With an uncanny feel for the power of a well-communicated idea in a democracy, she wrote best-selling books, published a widely read journal, held conferences, gave lectures, and built a thriving voluntary social organization. Her intent was nothing less than to construct an international network of clinics where women would receive a full range of preventive health care services. To this end, she had no choice but to mobilize men of influence in business, government, labor, the emerging professions and academic sciences, but her most active recruits always remained women, many of them veterans of the American and British suffrage movements, or daughters of former volunteers, who had learned to do political battle. Her pioneering facilities provided contraception, preventive gynecology, sex education, marriage counseling, and infertility services to poor women and to many who could afford private doctors but simply preferred a sympathetic female environment. Under the best circumstances they became laboratories for her idealism, but, as often as not, the experiment failed, and even Sanger herself grew disillusioned.


     The birth control movement stalled during the long years of Depression and World War II, stymied by the cost and complexity of the task of reaching women most in need, engulfed by internal dissension and overwhelmed by the barrage of opposition it provoked. Timid politicians shied away from sexual controversy and refused to reform anachronistic obscenity laws. Many women feared compromising hard-won political gains, especially as birthrates plummeted in the face of economic crisis, precipitating a backlash against their increasing independence. In the social sciences, biological explanations for human behavior lost favor. Eugenic ideas about manipulating heredity, at first the province of progressive proponents of social reform, quickly deteriorated into an excuse for the control of undesirables on the straightforward basis of race and class. Margaret Sanger was never herself a racist, but she lived in a profoundly bigoted society, and her failure to repudiate prejudice unequivocally—especially when it was manifest among proponents of her cause—has haunted her ever since. Intent in her view of contraception as a tool of liberation, she always carefully distinguished between voluntary and coercive applications of her ideas, but this task proved no less daunting for her than it has been for advocates and policymakers since, who have struggled to balance the rights of individuals against a larger vision of the collective social good.


     Above all, Sanger more than met her match in the powerful political opposition that was mounted against her by the American Catholic Church. For the first time in its history in this country, the church created a national mechanism for lobbying and for mobilizing its core constituency of faithful women. Sanger was identified as a dangerous subversive, intent on destroying the family and limiting the fertility of the very people she was trying to help. The alliance she forged with the country’s establishment came to haunt her as the votes of urban Catholics and rural Southerners became critical to the Presidential ambitions of Franklin Roosevelt. And birth control was denied a place in the social welfare and public health agenda of the triumphant New Deal, tragically distinguishing the American experience from those of Western European nations.


     Embittered by her failure to win support at home, Sanger grew personally irritable, politically conservative, and rabidly anti-Catholic as she grew older. Disenchanted with the increasing pronatalism of postwar Americans after years of deferred fertility, she turned her attention abroad and struggled valiantly, though never with complete success, to secure her stature among a new generation of international population policymakers, and to imbue population programs in the developing nations of the world with her never-wavering concern for the precarious status of women.


      


     Margaret Sanger was an immensely attractive woman, small but lithe and trim. Her green eyes were flecked with amber, her hair a shiny auburn hue, her smile always warm and charming, her hands perpetually in motion, beckoning even to strangers. As H. G. Wells once described her, she also had a quick Irish wit, high spirits, and radiant common sense. Men adored her. She married twice and enjoyed the affection and esteem of men and women alike, who provided her a lifelong network of emotional, financial, and organizational support. At the same time, she could be impossibly difficult and was known to make enemies. She was not easily scorned, and those who dared to disagree with her quickly discovered her explosive temper.


     Yet it was probably less temperament than sheer tenacity and doggedness of purpose that made her so controversial. She may simply have claimed too much for birth control, antagonizing supporters on the left for whom the dialectic of class remained a central determinant of economic and social change, confounding more bourgeois followers with her disdain for incremental politics, and yet, at the same time, provoking conservatives whom she sometimes courted despite an underlying contempt for convention and conformity. Always a pragmatist, perhaps at times even an opportunist, she deliberately shifted her tactics and strategies to accommodate changing political or economic currents and left herself open to the accusation that she was trying to be all things to all people.


     These traits have made her especially controversial with biographers. An image problem actually developed with the two autobiographies she wrote during the 1930s, both self-aggrandizing books filled with petty deceits and outright duplicity. Neither attempts to explain her intriguing personal and political odyssey, for the risk of doing so while she was still alive might have been to ignite even more controversy. With the help of ghostwriters, she wrote entertaining, superficial books of the sort that inspire disbelief, and readers have been appropriately skeptical.


     In 1955, the journalist Lawrence Lader tried to present a more balanced and candid portrait in The Margaret Sanger Story, but Sanger herself edited the final manuscript, and it tends to recapitulate the many myths she created about her life. In 1970, Emily Taft Douglas in Margaret Sanger: Pioneer of the Future wrote a posthumous celebration of her accomplishments that makes almost no attempt to analyze motivation or explain conflict, while the historian David Kennedy, in Birth Control in America: The Career of Margaret Sanger, presented an interpretive study that is marred by his unexplained animus and patronizing attitude toward his subject. Kennedy belittles Sanger’s importance, berates her intelligence, and argues that a persistent emotionalism compromised her effectiveness. Yet, contradictorily, he gives her credit for having undermined the accomplishments of the suffragists by offering women a more palatable personal life that provided them a false sense of liberation. Finally, Madeline Gray, in Margaret Sanger: A Biography of the Champion of Birth Control (1978), offers little more than a voyeuristic examination of her private life, reducing a remarkable journey of self-discovery to the level of soap opera and riddling it with factual errors. All of these books are now out of print. Only two current monographs address Sanger’s career. Linda Gordon, in Woman’s Body, Woman’s Right (1976), condemns her retreat from the left and portrays her unfairly as an unredeemed conservative who became the pawn of the social and professional elites with whom she tried to work. James Reed in The Birth Control Movement and American Society: From Private Vice to Public Virtue (1983) refutes this reading of Sanger’s relationships with the physicians, social scientists, and philanthropists who joined her cause, but his emphasis is really more on those individuals than on her.


     None of these works utilized the full range of archival materials Margaret Sanger carefully assembled and left behind. Though increasingly cautious and personally discreet during her lifetime, she preserved a personal and professional record of both rare intimacy and enormous scope. Her own life was in many respects a monument to the vision of freedom for women she embraced, and she wanted it known after her death that she had lived more or less contentedly by rules of her own devising. Hundreds of boxes of papers available in the archives of the Library of Congress and Smith College form the basis of the research for this project, along with many more examples of her spirited correspondence that have been uncovered in the papers of friends and colleagues throughout the world. Family and friends have also been generous with their reminiscences.


     Out of this inquiry an arresting figure emerges. She incorporates emotional and intellectual tensions that make her intensely human and familiar, yet curiously difficult to assess. She was an idealist who devoted herself to achieving concrete reform. A reformer who believed in the determining influence of both biology and culture. A bohemian who loved money and things material. A confirmed sexual materialist who remained an incurable romantic. An adoring mother who abandoned her children. A Socialist who became a registered Republican. An internationalist who was always wary of cultural and political imperialism.


     She was sometimes practical, sometimes impetuous, alternately irreverent and amusing, or pompous and boring. She could be strategic and savvy, or obdurate and implacable. She was occasionally a cynic, but more often an optimist. Laughter was always her best defense against despair.


     She often surprises, and yet there is a poignant, painful pattern to her life. So much of what Margaret Sanger became seems to have been there right from the start.
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        he remembered herself first as a child of three who was crying. The house, ominously silent. A somber neighbor hovering over her mother. She was sent outside, kicking and screaming, but managed to drag a crate beneath the window of the room from which she was forbidden. She hoisted herself up and peered under the drawn shade at her mother lying in bed, white and still, braided hair falling gently at her shoulders—the neighbor now bent in prayer. She stood there until her father entered, and she was reassured that her mother would not die.


       Nearly half a century had passed when she committed this memory to writing, and there is of course no way of knowing how much of it was true, how much of it pure invention. Autobiography was for Margaret Sanger a wholly self-conscious gesture. By nature, she was not deeply introspective, always in far too great a hurry to engage in anything more than the most elementary analytic exercise. From her father she had learned to externalize her demons, to subordinate personal malaise to political doctrine and find comfort in the championing of a good cause. From her mother, perhaps, came a rare facility for turning her back on remorse completely, an extraordinary capacity for denial. Yes, she shared the enthusiasm of her generation for the new psychology of Sigmund Freud, but she was never one to get bogged down by the details. She had patience for the particulars of her own past only to the extent that they formed a pattern and offered a compelling explanation for her life’s work. To this end, the stories she told about herself may be more reliable as myth than as fact—facts were there for embellishment.


       Beyond published autobiography, however, she also left traces of herself in journals, letters, conversations, and photographs where, in Virginia Woolf’s memorable phrase, submerged truths invariably do rise to the top. A child emerges needing the love and attention of her mother. The mother is ill and unavailable, presumably from the complications of multiple pregnancies. The child invests her father with the power to resolve this predicament but learns instead of his complicity in the matter. She grows up to proclaim that women must own and control their own bodies, if ever they are to call themselves truly free. The symbolism is palpable, whether or not she ever really stood there at the window.1


        


       She was born Margaret Louisa Higgins in Corning, New York, on September 14, 1879, the sixth child and third daughter of Michael Higgins, an Irish stonecutter by trade, and his wife, Anne Purcell. For years she lied about her age and claimed the birth date of a favored younger sister as her own. She even hastily wrote over her mother’s inscription in the family Bible, which she deposited with her papers at Smith College, but the ink of the original record is clear, and a handwritten Steuben County census for 1880 confirms the date.2


       Anne Higgins recovered from the crisis that determined her daughter’s most enduring sensibility, and though she remained frail, there were, incredibly enough, five more babies after Margaret, each “without a blotch or blemish,” a point of considerable, and often remarked-upon, family pride. As the middle child, Margaret felt the full measure of this large family’s difficult circumstances and knew each of her siblings as rivals for parental affections and resources that were never adequate. Yet, they also provided much of the joy she experienced in childhood, and she remained devoted to them throughout her life. She took special pride in the physical prowess and exuberance of the ruddy boys and was particularly fond of the youngest, Bob, later an All-American football hero and a celebrated college coach, whose gratitude to his four older sisters knew no bounds. The Higgins girls, by contrast, were red-headed, delicate, and fair, with a distinctive, wholesome Celtic beauty celebrated by Yeats, the favored poet of their ancestral homeland. They were not, however, blessed with the quiet nature Yeats also willed for his women, and Margaret saw in this predicament the seeds of her own mature discontent.3


       Their father, Michael Hennessy Higgins, was a first generation Irish-American uprooted by the great famine that ravaged his homeland and sent him across the sea in search of opportunity. Born in 1846, he found his way to Canada as a boy with a widowed mother and a younger brother but left home in his teens and never saw his family again. Margaret’s autobiographies say her father answered Lincoln’s call for volunteers in the fight against slavery, but too young for active duty, then joined the Union Army as a drummer boy, claiming an adolescent adventure that forever after inspired the awe of his children. Margaret, though she became a committed pacifist and recoiled from human death and suffering, named her second son Grant after her father’s revered Yankee general.


       Official military records confirm only part of this story. They reveal that Michael enlisted as a private in the New York Cavalry in December of 1863, claiming to be a twenty-year-old laborer in New York City. For reasons that remain obscure, but may have been intended to conceal his age or something else in his past, he called himself by the name of “Michael Hennessy.” Margaret goes on to say that Michael marched with General Sherman’s troops across Georgia and was cited for bravery. But, in truth, he seems to have escaped the glory and the carnage of that campaign. Assigned to New York’s 12th Regiment in January of 1864, he was recorded as absent and sick with tonsillitis on the company’s first muster roll. For the remainder of the year, he served daily duty uneventfully at Bachelor’s Creek, North Carolina, and, through the war’s end in April of the following year, was listed as missing in action. In June, he was honorably discharged. Years later, when pressed to recount his military mettle in a pension application, the single incident he could identify must have been the one that accounted for the MIA designation, a reconnaissance mission that took him behind enemy lines, where he captured a lone Confederate soldier on a mule.4


       Still, Higgins left the Union Army as a decorated veteran and returned with a fellow soldier after the war to Flemington, New Jersey, then a small but prosperous farming community about forty-five miles from New York City. There, in 1869, he found his Irish bride, the twenty-one-year-old daughter of a day laborer named Joseph Purcell, who also traced his roots back to County Cork. An enterprising family, the Purcells owned real estate valued on the 1870 census at a very respectable $3,500. Having succeeded far better than most of their kinsmen, despite humble origins and illiteracy, they apparently resented Higgins’s independent mind, his contempt for religious authority, his sharp tongue and high spirits. They were understandably worried about his prospects.


       The newlyweds moved almost immediately to Queens County, New York, where Higgins apprenticed himself to a stonemason. They tried their luck next in Brooklyn and then went west to Massillon, Ohio, but were back in Flemington in 1875, already by then the parents of four small children. Two years later they settled permanently in Corning, where the town’s renowned glassworks provided jobs for a large and devout Irish Catholic community, whose fancy cemetery monuments were a visible symbol of its heavenly devotions and earthly rewards. According to local lore, the irreverent Higgins bartered a gravestone adorned with angels and saints for the rental of the house in the river flats where his daughter Margaret was born. It was a ramshackle structure owned by a small local railroad company whose trains ran on tracks just beyond the front door. Cut off from the more densely populated immigrant districts in town, it was transformed in her published memoirs from a simple shanty to an idealized cottage in the woods surrounded by pine trees.5


       Michael opened a marble and stonecutting business in Corning, but he was an artisan, not a businessman, a talker, not a doer, and as his wife’s family had predicted, he never knew material success. While American craftsmen and manufacturers made a historic transition to the structured, time-disciplined habits of the modern workplace, he lagged behind, always mingling work with conversation and drink. He claimed at one point to have been the victim of an embezzlement, but his sons offered a different interpretation of these reverses, blaming them on their father’s own improvidence and remembering that often when a customer appeared in his shop, they would have to haul him out of some heated argument, so he could make a sale. Others shared their assessment and thought him at worst a worthless drunk, at best, a foolish spouter. Few respected his principled advocacy of the rights of labor and other advanced social causes of the day. Yet, as success in business eluded him, he seems to have depended all the more for self-esteem on his political convictions. His granddaughter, Olive Byrne Richard, remembers him fondly in the early years of this century as an energetic old man with carrot red hair, freckled face, and twinkling blue eyes, standing at the factory gate, exhorting the glassworkers to organize in pursuit of economic justice and individual freedom. By Margaret’s account, his heroes were the legendary single-tax advocate, Henry George, the free-thinker, anticleric and notable early feminist, Robert Ingersoll, and the Socialist Party organizer, Eugene V. Debs, whom she also came to revere.6


       Higgins got started in politics as a member of the Knights of Labor, a fraternal association that predated the movement for trade unionism by craft in this country and espoused a Utopian brand of Socialism. What made this affiliation most unusual was the Knights’ strident opposition to America’s open-door immigration policy, even to Michael’s fellow Irishmen, on the grounds that a steady stream of imported labor would only further erode domestic wages. The Catholic Church was especially suspicious of this sentiment and of the Knights’ anticlerical tendencies.


       Corning’s glass industry prospered in the late 1880s, and substantial support did develop for some form of worker organization. By 1887, local tensions erupted in the wake of the national labor unrest that produced the American Federation of Labor. The glassblowers organized a strike and demanded shorter hours and better wages in the first of what would be many confrontations with the tightly knit family that still retains control of Corning Industries today. The well-publicized imprisonments of the organizers of Chicago’s landmark Haymarket labor uprisings that same year fueled local passions, but the union went down to defeat after a train crash killed a number of strikers who were returning home from temporary jobs they had found in Ohio while they were out of work. The glassworks was not successfully organized until the 1930s.7


       The town’s highly skilled craftsmen were a proud and yet, in many respects, a conservative lot, who labored by hand over the dangerous molten substance they molded and blew into glass. Their industry was startlingly slow to mechanize. All the men really wanted from a union was more money and safer working conditions, not the drastically altered industrial and social arrangements of which Michael Higgins dreamed. What is more, Higgins directed his ire not only at the town’s economic establishment, but at a diffident, local parish hierarchy that sided with management during the glass strike and appeared to subvert the interests of its own constituents.*


       This vocal apostasy won him few friends in any quarter and cost him dearly in work for church cemeteries. His livelihood never transcended these indiscretions, and the situation only deteriorated further after he identified himself publicly with the infamous atheist, Robert Ingersoll, an incident that Margaret later claimed as another of her clearest memories.


       Ingersoll was a prominent and widely published tribune of rationalism and freedom from superstition, as well as an enthusiastic advocate of human liberty and the rights of women. He was also an early proponent of artificial contraception. To the faithful, of course, he was seen as a symbol of evil incarnate. Ingersoll, according to his own biographer, toured the towns of upstate New York in 1894. Margaret’s account of his visit to Corning is unclear in many details but does recall vividly that tomatoes, apples, and cabbage stumps began to fly as supporters of the church prevented the infidel lecturer from using the town’s major meeting hall. While there is no corroboration of these facts, she claims he spoke instead from an outdoor field and provided her a first lesson in the value of free speech and free thought. And, at the same time, she openly links the event to the social ostracism and deprivation that followed in its wake. The Higgins children were branded as “children of the devil,” their names shouted and scorned by schoolmates.8


       Margaret always harbored a distinct ambivalence toward her father’s political beliefs. On the one hand, she admired his convictions deeply and identified his radicalism as “the spring” from which she drank. She often quoted his admonition that the only obligation of his children was to “leave the world a better place,” but the emotional price of this iconoclasm also left a strong imprint. A compulsion to make something concrete of Michael’s well-meaning but largely empty political gestures surely underlay her own enthusiasm for reform. Yet with his experience in mind, perhaps, she could never tolerate a losing cause and, after a brief infatuation with radicalism of her own, adopted a strategy of political accommodation and tried to secure herself against the potential public censure of her ideas by aligning herself with individuals of recognized social and professional standing. When they came her way, she thrived unabashedly on acceptance and acclaim. Her style in a curious way mirrored Ingersoll’s, an embattled public figure, who, quite unlike her father, had carefully secured himself an education, wealth, and impeccable social credentials, all of which helped insulate him from popular disapproval.9


        


       With the decline in Michael’s fortunes, the Higgins family was evicted from its cottage in the river flats and moved for a time to makeshift quarters above his failing monument shop. The oldest brothers—Joseph, John, and Thomas—then successively left school and found jobs for a time in the glass factory, while the older girls, Mary and Nan, took positions respectively as maid and governess in local Corning homes. Their salaries allowed the family to rent a succession of houses in the more established Irish and Italian districts on Corning’s western hills. By a neighbor’s recollection, Anne Higgins also took in washing to help earn money, and the parish priests supplied baskets of food. Years later, Margaret and her younger sister, Ethel, still recalled having walked miles to a milk station to save a penny on the retail price of a five cent quart, so money would be left for candy.10


       After losing his own business, Michael worked occasionally for the two surviving stonemasons in town, but his love of talk and drink kept him from steady employment, and the sharp deterioration in his circumstances steadily undermined his authority at home. He was finally forced to rely on his sons to get him a job in the glass factory. This domestic crisis may help explain one of the most chilling of Margaret’s autobiographical passages—a transparent allegory of oedipal tensions—that conveys her hopeless confusion when the barriers that normally separated men and women, parents and children, were broken down in her own household.


       The year was 1892, and Margaret’s four-year-old brother had died from pneumonia. Henry George McGlynn was named for two of his father’s heroes, the tax reformer, whose wholesale contempt for the perquisites of private property made him anathema to the church, and a maverick Catholic priest, Father McGlynn, who had supported the Corning glassworkers. The little boy had never been baptized, and Anne feared for his damnation, her grief inconsolable for days following the burial. Believing with the phrenologists popular in his day that the human face is a reflection of a transcendent soul, Michael determined to fashion a mask of the dead child. Enlisting Margaret’s assistance, he apparently set off late on a pitch-black night on the long walk to the cemetery, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with tools and plaster of paris. Her job was to stand guard and give warning if anyone approached, while her father, in flagrant violation of laws of church and state, uncovered his son’s coffin and made a cast of the dead boy’s head and shoulders. The two worked in secret for several nights and then presented the sculpture to a tearful but appreciative mother.


       Real or invented, the story characterizes Margaret as the child chosen to conspire in an audacious and illicit act, quite beyond the more narrowly circumscribed universe of her mother and sisters. This was an initiation into her father’s independent, even reckless, world, and as his accomplice, she was made to sanction Michael’s impetuosity, his emotional extravagance, his contempt for authority. Many years later when she wrote about the incident, she could still recall the remorse she had felt on discovering a lock of human hair stuck in the plaster model. She had found it perfectly lifeless and of no comfort whatsoever. Her father may until then have inspired absolute fealty, but no more.11


       Her autobiography also reports an explicitly erotic recollection from this time in her life, which may even more clearly reveal the overladen nature of her emotions. The rather innocently told story of a first “sex awakening” recalls her terror at waking on a cold winter night from a feverish, typhoid-induced sleep to find Michael in the bed beside her. An advocate of homeopathic medical remedies, he almost always served as his family’s doctor and had apparently fallen asleep on the sickbed watch. His heavy breathing alarmed her, and she dreaded that he might awaken before she could summon her mother to the rescue. But instead he rolled over in his sleep taking the covers with him and leaving her in the cold, feeling at peril—as she put it so many years later—as though she were “falling,” the sensation Freud often discovered in dreams of women and associated with anxiety about sexual defilement.12


       Michael had given Margaret morphine to reduce her pain and fever, and the then commonly prescribed drug may have accounted in part for the intensity of her memories when she awoke and when she wrote about the incident so many years later. Exactly how old she was and what weight attached to her father’s actual seductions or her subliminal fantasy can never be clear. We do know, however, that he was indisputably a lusty man, and that he openly lavished affection on his wife, who seems herself to have been responsive to his advances. Even as an aging widower, he still enjoyed chasing “a gray haired lassie” every now and then, or so he wrote in an unabashed letter to his eldest daughter, Mary. A dandy fellow by the standards of his day, he dressed in starched white shirt, coat, and tie, even when pictured at work engraving a monument, and Margaret, for all her reservations about aspects of his behavior, seems to have been genuinely drawn to him. She also took from him a positive and strong sensuality of her own, recognizing in herself the inherent attractiveness that only a daughter who has felt herself especially beloved by her father may ever be capable of feeling. This response certainly distinguished her from her sisters, two of whom never married, while the third, Ethel, after a teenage marriage and divorce, lived with a man but openly disdained the oppressiveness of marriage and placed little value in romance.


       Still, no matter how deeply Margaret may have been drawn to her father, she never learned to trust him, and this surely was Michael’s most enduring legacy. However much he beguiled her, he failed her miserably as a parent—as a reliable model of male industry and authority. She would eventually learn to satisfy her own erotic strivings and court the seductions of men, but she would never allow herself to be defined by them, as women of her generation were expected to do. She would fall in love and marry twice, yet never be beholden to these relationships. She would, indeed, maintain the goal of empowering women to live independent, self-fulfilled lives as her social mission for half a century.13


        


       Michael Higgins’s rather pathetic decline placed a heavy burden of self-reliance on his oldest children, whose labors, in turn, rescued his family. The price they demanded for assuming this premature responsibility, however, was a high degree of industry and ambition and some measure of conformity to prevailing standards of social behavior and religious belief.


       Corning’s hillside community of industrious Irish immigrants provided the Higgins children with their first real friendships and role models outside the home. In Margaret’s memory, the girls she met there were especially intelligent and fun-loving. They ridiculed the frocked parish priests, even as they went to Mass every Sunday and provided her a model of adolescent comportment far more acceptable than her father’s peculiar extremism. The registry of St. Mary’s Catholic Church in Corning records the baptism of thirteen-year-old Margaret Higgins on March 26, 1893, little more than a year after the extraordinary grave-digging incident, but the latter event never found its way into her autobiographies.


       With this conversion Margaret also attended the parish school in the Corning hills and was confirmed there a year later. When she returned to Corning in 1943 as the academy’s most infamous graduate, a God-fearing former classmate remembered that she had been an extremely quiet and intelligent student, absolutely ignorant of the “heretical” ways of thought for which she subsequently became known.14


       The eighth grade at St. Mary’s must also have been the scene of the contretemps reported in her autobiographies with a teacher who ridiculed her for arriving late to school one day, wearing a pair of kid gloves that had been a present from her older sisters. Margaret used this event to illustrate the punitive nature of her schooling in Corning, but it may more clearly identify the humiliation she suffered over an obvious rebuke to the pretentious behavior of a child whose family history was so notorious. The incident, and its proximity to Robert Ingersoll’s appearance in Corning, also helps explain the decision to have her complete her secondary education at the Claverack College and Hudson River Institute, a boarding school located across the state in Hudson County, a comfortable distance away from the distractions and tensions at home.15


       Founded by Dutch Protestants in the 1830s, Claverack was distinguished by its commitment to offer a special course of instruction for women and by its willingness to make “special arrangements” for children who could not afford to pay the full costs. Mary and Nan Higgins pooled meager resources to cover Margaret’s tuition, while she worked in the school kitchen to earn room and board. The total cost was $225 a year—far from inconsequential—but the only real option available to anyone who wished to continue her education beyond the eighth grade when local public and parochial schooling ended.16


       The curriculum at Claverack included English, mathematics, natural science, classics, and the arts, along with special preparation for careers in either teaching or commerce. Margaret reveled in this introduction to a rich secular education and, perhaps still under her father’s influence, found herself especially drawn to the social sciences, where she presented speeches on women’s suffrage, free silver, and other advanced political issues of the day. Her later accounts of this experience are surprisingly sparse, however, for its significance may have been as much social as intellectual. Gradations of class and family background gave way in the leveling atmosphere of the rambling white clapboard dormitory of the boarding school, and for the first time she experienced a confident sense of belonging. She was becoming an extremely pretty adolescent woman, with a soft, charming smile and a slight, well-proportioned figure, and her good looks combined with high spirits and prankish inclinations to win her instant popularity.


       Her published recollections and the letters she shared with Claverack alumnae through the rest of her life describe a gay and spirited crowd of students who self-consciously rebelled against the formality and restraint they so strongly identified with the bourgeois culture of Victorian America. Margaret formed intense attachments to several New York City girls, whose sophistication she especially admired, and she later defended the innocence of these infatuations as important steps in her own emotional development. She had several significant male suitors as well—one of them a particularly handsome beau from Long Island by the name of Corey Albertson, with whom she posed for a formal portrait on the school lawn one beautiful spring day.


       By the testimony of her closest friend at Claverack, Amelia Stuart, Margaret practically never spoke of home during these years, or later, when the two trained as nurses together. If she rarely talked of her family, however, she remained very much in its debt. Surviving letters to Mary from boarding school, for example, are filled with girlish prattle about vacations and clothes and a boy who sent her bouquets of violets and roses. At one point Margaret enlivened the rather dreary world of her devoted sister and mentor by enlisting her in the fantasy that one day she would become an actress. The two of them even assembled a portfolio of captivating portraits, but when a casting agency requested a record of Margaret’s bust and hip measurements, she was rudely awakened to the life of the vaudeville stage in its coarse, practical aspects and abandoned the pursuit. No letters to her parents from Claverack remain, however, and though she later claimed to have maintained a lively correspondence about the curriculum with her father, it seems more likely that, even if distance helped resolve some of the tensions between them, her pampered situation as a student also brought further estrangement.17


       By this time Mary Higgins had gone to work in the home of a Corning family named Abbott, wealthy relations of the Houghtons, who owned Corning Glass. There she developed a taste for the habits and affectations of her employers and a secure belief in the virtues of frugality, hard work, and self-reliance. She kept a diary of her work, and occasional entries offer poignant testimony to her fierce determination to dream her dreams, while taking care to observe the proprieties demanded of servants in such a setting. From her entries we also learn that Margaret visited with her when she came home from school and shared in these preoccupations. On one occasion the two girls ate so much food that poor Mary began to worry whether the mistress of the house would return and punish them. Mary spent the rest of her life as a servant without apparent resentment of her station, but Margaret seems never to have lost the hidden injury of this predicament.18


       The Abbott home was just up the hill from the town’s immigrant community, but with the ascent came more sunshine and space and for Margaret the appearance of a life of leisure and freedom to which the working-class girls down below might aspire. She learned to admire the stylish young mothers of the town’s emerging middle-class, who in her memory walked hand in hand with their children on daytime shopping expeditions and in the evenings played croquet with their husbands on the manicured lawns beside their homes. Like many young people raised in poverty, she associated wealth and social status unequivocally with personal fulfillment. She came to believe that money must necessarily bring happiness. Having never felt real solidarity with the working class in which she grew up, no doubt because of her father’s eccentricity and unpopular ideas, she was never able to attach real dignity to life within it.19


        


       Still, however far Michael strayed from conventional expectations as a provider for his family, he remained solicitous of his wife’s affection, and she of his. Estranged from extended family and community, he made a haven of his home. By Margaret’s recollection, her parents’ marriage was rich in mutual respect and unusually intimate for its day. She could remember only one occasion on which Anne had rebelled openly at her husband’s tendency toward self-absorbed behavior and foolish profligacy—when he allegedly took money his oldest son had earned to buy the family’s winter coal and spent it on a dinner to honor Henry George. Yet even then, by her recollection, he was quickly able to woo the light back into his wife’s emerald eyes.


       Margaret would come to see this willingness to barter strongly held principles for the security of a man’s affections as a sign of tremendous weakness in a woman, but, at the same time, her mother remained a powerful presence in her memory, whose quiet indulgence had demonstrated fortitude and resilience in the face of few other options. For Anne Higgins to have admitted disappointment in her husband openly would have been a concession of victory to her parents who had spurned him, her neighbors who censured him, and her children who resented him. And she was apparently far too proud to admit such defeat openly.20


       Two portraits survive. The first, a miniature hand-colored photograph, reveals an attractive, rather ethereal, young woman in an elegant costume of satin and lace, an ivory brooch at her collar, her long hair beautifully curled and piled high. The pose is captivating and wonderfully romantic. The second, a sepia photograph, shows a matronly woman dressed in black and much sobered by age and circumstance, her aquiline features broadened and hardened, her beauty lost, but her will still strong and determined. In Margaret’s memory, her mother never grew stout and always carried herself perfectly erect, without a hint of the slouch to which so many working women of her era succumbed. And then there were the wild flowers she used to decorate the family table, because there was never money or leisure to plant a garden. She possessed a simple grace with nature.21


       Family legend traced the Purcell lineage to the Norman conquerors of England and Ireland and maintained that ancestors had ruled over County Cork as squires and country gentlemen since the twelfth century, leaving their mark in war and politics. The Purcells even claimed a distant kinship with the distinguished Victorian man of letters, Edward FitzGerald, author of the popular Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, whose hapless crises of religious conviction made him a cultural icon. The friend of Tennyson, Thackeray and Carlyle, FitzGerald was actually born a Purcell and only later assumed the noble patronym of his mother’s family. The stories were probably nothing more than the fabulation of aspiring Irish immigrants who felt a need to distinguish themselves from more common brethren, but they provided a romantic and powerful legacy.22


       Grand as they were, however, Anne’s affectations could not undo the harsh conditions of her life. Michael, by his daughter’s recollection, read the children fables and fairy tales and Gulliver’s Travels and later engaged them in discourse on history, phrenology, and science, but it was Anne who fetched the water from the outdoor pump that cooled a child’s feverish lips on cold and dark winter nights. She routed the vagrants from the kitchen floor when her husband left the door unlatched as his way of defying the exclusionary prerogatives of private property rights, and she faced up to the schoolteachers who lashed her sons for asserting the irreverent opinions their father had taught them at home. Moments of shared intimacy and repose between mother and child were obviously cherished, and even as an old woman herself, Margaret remembered how her mother had gently rinsed her hair in pure rainwater captured in a barrel, so it would retain its natural luster. Through all the years, Margaret kept the thick auburn braid of hair that she had first cut off when bobbing became the fashion of the 1920s, the relic of an innocence that, however remote, could still totally absorb her.23


       Anne Higgins served her family with selfless strength even as her health deteriorated from a chronic tuberculosis that more than once threatened her life. By her daughter’s reckoning, she always had a cough so severe she would have to brace herself against a wall to regain composure. The therapeutic regimen that sent wealthy Victorian consumptives to sanitaria in search of rest and fresh air was not available to her, and she seems to have wasted slowly from the disease and from the constant pregnancies that weakened her resistance to it. Whatever homage Margaret later paid her father, she could never forgive him for this. She could never reconcile his ardent embrace of the advanced political and social thinking of his day with the indulgence that in her mind so obviously left the promise of her mother’s life unfulfilled. In her autobiographies Margaret blamed this predicament on her parents’ ignorance of birth control. What she chose not to acknowledge openly were her mother’s deeply felt religious convictions in the face of contraceptive knowledge that circulated widely at the time.24


       Americans devised a clear pattern of fertility control in the nineteenth century. Though there were variations by social class, geographic region, race, and ethnicity, each generation after 1800 reduced the number of its children, so that by century’s end the nation’s birthrate had been cut in half, from an average family size of more than seven children to fewer than four. Contraceptive tracts and instrumentalities disseminated widely. But while options were abundant, they remained essentially primitive and often unreliable, so that no agreement ever developed about their utility, safety, or moral efficacy. Instead, religious, social, and scientific taboos against contraception gained currency as the century progressed and eroded confidence in commonplace behavior. Attitudes toward contraception incorporated the larger sexual and social tensions of the culture, and private strategies for limiting fertility became more problematic, rather than less.


       What were the most common arrangements of the era?


       There was, first, coitus interruptus or withdrawal, a self-evident, autonomous and cost-free procedure.* The New Testament clearly enjoins withdrawal, and the prohibition is mentioned occasionally in eighteenth-century religious texts, but it only became a public controversy when European thinkers began to link the size of individual families to an emerging concern for the larger economic and social well-being. In 1798, an Anglican clergyman in London by the name of Thomas Malthus, soon to make his reputation as demographer and economist, first published postulates on the potential conflict between unrestrained population growth and what he believed to be the finite nature of the world’s food supply. A devout man, Malthus only recommended postponing the age of marriage as a voluntary check on the birthrate. In 1821, however, the British liberal James Mill wrote in the Encyclopedia Britannica of the need to find a more practical means of preventing conception. The British reformer, Jeremy Bentham, arguing that withdrawal diminishes sexual pleasure, then advocated contraception through the use of “certain sponges,” as a utilitarian remedy for poverty. And in 1822, the self-educated London tailor, Francis Place, who became another leading spokesman of British liberalism, circulated an anonymous pamphlet—the Diabolical Handbill, as it came to be known—identifying both withdrawal and sponges as procedures already well-established in France. In his widely read Everywoman’s Book of 1826, the reformer Richard Carlile then presented condoms as a third option.


       These ideas first found their way to America in the hands of Robert Dale Owen, son of the Utopian social reformer of New Harmony, Indiana, who in 1831 wrote Moral Physiology; or A Brief and Plain Treatise on the Population Question. The younger Owen advocated contraception, not only as an economic benefit, but also as an instrument to promote the right of women to self-determination and to advance his own perfectionist social ideas. His pamphlet, in turn, influenced a free-thinking Boston physician by the name of Charles Knowlton whose Fruits of Philosophy; or, The Private Companion of Young Married People became, in 1839, the first known tract on the subject published in this country by a physician. Knowlton recommended the superior contraceptive utility of postcoital douching to flood the vagina with water and evacuate the sperm. Though prosecuted for his views under common law obscenity statutes in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, he became a respected member of his profession and his community. The pamphlet sold thousands of copies, was widely plagiarized, and as late as the 1870s, was still being referred to in popular advice books on marriage. Numbers of different “sanitive” powders or suppositories were marketed, from the relatively harmless bicarbonate of soda to such potential toxins as carbolic acid and borax. Fountain syringes were also widely distributed among women and became staples of mail order houses such as Lydia Pinkham’s.


       Charles Knowlton also influenced a well-known writer and traveling lecturer on marriage and sexuality by the name of Frederick Hollick, who popularized douching and in subsequent years advanced a rhythm system of contraception to use in tandem with withdrawal, and in place of barrier methods, which physicians were beginning to blame for vaginal infection and disease. Hollick’s proposal was based on a crude but substantially accurate calculation of the woman’s menstrual cycle, the precision of which was subsequently challenged by several established medical authorities, but then, contradictorily, endorsed by others. (Medical confusion on the matter was finally ended in the 1930s, when definitive research on ovulation was made available.)


       In 1837, the Connecticut inventor, Charles Goodyear, had successfully vulcanized rubber in his laboratory, subsequent refinements of which made possible the manufacture of a flexible new material with thin and delicate properties. A domestic industry then developed in rubber condoms. Male sheaths had been used since ancient times, but had been made previously from the internal membranes of sheep or other animals. Manufactured in small quantities in France, they were imported to the United States at great expense. With Goodyear’s discovery, condoms could be mass marketed cheaply and became a staple of prostitutes and so notorious in reputation that the inventor never dared take any credit.


       Among the hundreds of products listed in his published inventories of the 1850s, however, were rubber devices known as pessaries and commonly sold to married women in pharmacies, to be inserted into the vagina in order to support or medicate the uterus. Pessaries became something of a gynecological fad, and a Philadelphia physician and sexual liberal named Edward Bliss Foote soon described their contraceptive potential. Foote actually invented a “womb veil” made of India rubber and marketed it to married women to insert before intercourse. He was considered a bit of a kook, however, and though his device had similar properties to the modern vaginal diaphragm or cervical cap, it did not enjoy a terribly wide circulation. By contrast, devices of this nature, invented around the same time in Germany and Holland, earned the confidence of established physicians there and were widely recommended.


       Information was flawed, and almost every idea had its detractors, yet by the middle of the century, knowledge of coitus interruptus and various proposals for periodic abstinence, spermicidal douches, condoms, sponges, and other occlusives, along with emmenagogues believed to bring on menstruation and other nostrums of varying degrees of effectiveness, was widely circulated in America by midwives, physicians, popular health lecturers, phrenologists, freethinkers, and pharmaceutical salesmen. Abortifacient properties were attached to chemicals like morphine and tannin, and to such plants as tulips, yarrow, milkweed, or rosemary, whose capacity to alter the estrogen and progesterone levels necessary to female reproduction has since been scientifically confirmed. Until obscenity statutes were passed in the 1870s, contraception was also openly advertised in the highly competitive tabloid newspapers and penny presses of the day, in almanacs and mail-order catalogs, and thereafter a covert trade prospered. Young women whose marriages were announced in local newspapers commonly received advertisements and circulars in the mail—often for pharmaceutical products sold under the euphemism of “feminine hygiene,” or simply given a “French” label, but widely recognized as contraceptives.25


       Who used these products and who did not is less clearly understood. Little is known for certain, apart from what has become a much analyzed and often quoted survey of female behavior—a questionnaire of fifty wives of Stanford University professors distributed in the 1890s by a female physician in Palo Alto named Clelia Mosher. Dr. Mosher’s questionnaire uncovered nearly universal sexual activity and contraceptive practice, and this among a sampling of married women said to be demographically representative of a larger middle-class population. *


       The accepted motivation for contraceptive use was the simple desire to get ahead in a world where a large family was no longer a necessary asset, but success also demanded discipline over personal gratification. The cost of artificial preventives may have been a factor, as well. Prices declined over time but remained high relative to family income. A dozen reusable condoms of allegedly high quality was advertised at $9.00 by the health writer Frederick Hollick in 1847, at $5.00 by his competitor Edward Bliss Foote in 1865, and at $1.50 in a Chicago mail order catalog from the 1880s. Yet, the average annual income of a working man in midcentury was only $600. Fertility thus correlated inversely with income, education, and job status, Margaret’s own experience being exemplary.26


        


       Until the 1870s, in fact, American birthrates declined steadily, and the commercial trade in contraception prospered, with remarkably little accountability or controversy, and with virtually no resistance from organized religion. The silent complicity of the nation’s clergy reflected the ascendence of a liberal theology and utilitarian moral theory in the Protestant churches, where the dark legacy of Saint Augustine gave way to a more popular romantic optimism about human nature and to increasing confidence in the possibility of scientific improvement on divine intention. This new relativism admitted the possibility of reasonable differences of individual conscience and behavior in such matters as family size, and contraception was tolerated within marriage, because it promoted the desirable ends of smaller families, improved standards of living, and human happiness. Tolerance, however, never meant outright endorsement. American Protestants made no official statements on birth control until well into the twentieth century, and even then, only over the protest of conservative and fundamentalist elements among them.


       By contrast, the Catholic Church closed ranks around a traditional morality rooted in ancient canons demanding individual discipline and self-sacrifice. The Vatican’s theological orthodoxy demanded that personal considerations never justify deviation from absolute, revealed standards of good and evil, right and wrong. Pope Leo XIII, in an encyclical issued in 1880, dwelt at length on the danger of interpreting marriage as a mere human arrangement subject to individual whim and fancy. Instead, he emphasized the sacramental character of the wedding contract and its significance as a symbol of the inviolable union of Christ and his church. His message expressly enjoined divorce on these grounds, but, surprisingly, it did not explicitly mention or prohibit contraception, despite the fact that decrees issued in the 1850s by the Holy Office in Rome had declared Onanism as intrinsically evil and forbidden by natural law.


       The Pope may have been reticent to dignify the subject by addressing it directly. Earlier, the Vatican had cautioned its priests not to inquire openly into the private practices of their confessees, even when illicit behavior was suspected. Church fathers unwilling to challenge long-standing patriarchal principles also advised that absolution be granted women who confessed sexual submission to husbands engaging in Onanistic practice. But gradually this modest, laissez-faire attitude was abandoned at the urging of officials in Belgium, France, and Germany, who were increasingly alarmed about precipitous population declines and the growing challenge to their authority from secular doctrines. In the 1890s, even as the Vatican embraced a more liberal social activism, it was formally instructing priests to confront penitents with a rigorous inquiry into their sexual lives.


       Concern about Catholic fertility in America, moreover, had distinct political overtones. Still an embattled minority in 1850, with only a million and a half constituents and one bishop, the “Church of Rome,” as it was derisively known, confronted outspoken suspicion and prejudice here and had no choice but to shy away from organization and controversy. Only as a consequence of internal population growth and vast ethnic migrations from Central and Eastern Europe would the Catholic population in this country reach 12 million by 1900 and more than 33 million by 1950, making it the largest single denomination nationwide, and one capable of asserting moral authority and political influence.27


        


       A freethinker like Michael Higgins would then have most certainly known about contraception, but Anne Higgins remained a pious Catholic whose religious faith helped sustain her tenuous hold on life and provided an important social bond—as the woman who ministered at her sickbed and the parish priests who helped feed her children so well illustrate. Through the many years of Michael’s apostasy, she kept her devotion to her church, never flagrantly disobeying his wishes by baptizing the children or attending mass, but instead, saying her prayers in private. Her fecundity, however, offered one indisputable, public testimony to her moral rectitude, and in the gilded Higgins family Bible, she dutifully recorded the birth of each child in a bold and confident script, beneath the papal injunction, “Lo children are an heritage of the Lord.” When she died, these private devotions were recognized by the parish priest who administered the sacraments and buried her inside the consecrated grounds of St. Joseph’s Church cemetery in Corning, where years later Michael was laid to rest nearby in a grave unmarked and unblessed.28


       It is also apparent that Anne’s childbearing redeemed her aspirations for this world, as well as for the next. By the industry of her older children, the larger opportunities of her young ones were secured. An identical pattern of mobility had, in fact, existed in her own family. Her youngest brothers, William and Richard Purcell, left jobs as potters in New Jersey in the 1880s, went to law school, and then headed west to the Dakota territories, where they made their fortunes as lawyers and wheat ranchers. In 1887, William Purcell was appointed United States attorney for the region by Pres. Grover Cleveland. In 1906, he was elected to the legislature of the new state of North Dakota as a Democrat, and in 1911, was designated by a new governor to fill a vacancy in the United States Senate. Though he was not reelected and served for only three years, he was able to help out Michael Higgins, then an aging widower living in a veteran’s retirement home in Bath, New York. Margaret and her sister Nan documented the well-worn saga of their father’s capture of rebel soldier and mule, and their uncle filed a private pension bill on his behalf, securing him an increase in the meager income he collected as a disabled Civil War Veteran. Margaret never mentioned this lineage in her autobiographies. She may have hesitated to acknowledge an uncle who was a proud and practicing Catholic. Even more important, perhaps, she might not have dared give credence to the notion that all those Higgins children had provided her poor mother with what little fulfillment she found in life. It was the deprivation of that life, and of her own childhood, that governed her mature thoughts and feelings.29


       In Margaret’s memory, her mother was forever cooking, cleaning, or sewing, in a futile attempt to bring order to her chaotic household. But constrained by poverty and poor health, she did little more than exacerbate her children’s sense of material and emotional deprivation. A Corning neighbor once recalled the chagrin of a Higgins brother made to wear girls’ clothes while his mother mended his only pair of pants. By contrast, a serene photograph survives from what were obviously better times, when the four sisters assembled in elegant dresses, each fashioned by hand with loving and meticulous attention to the details of the pleated bodices and mutton sleeves.30


       From the fragments we have, we can only presume the quality of young Margaret’s emotional life. Yet it hardly seems too much to say that the woman whose earliest memory was of a mother who might die—the woman who held on to the knotted braid of her youth—was telling us something important about the bond that is the essential foundation of personality. Though on most occasions Margaret would identify her iconoclastic father as her most significant influence, children depend on the approval and affection of both parents. And the child who early on senses her mother at risk, and never experiences this first attachment as secure and uncompromised, may be especially burdened. Margaret remembered herself as a toddler beset by fears of wandering away and getting lost, of sleeping in the dark, of descending unlit cellar stairs, all commonly understood anxieties of separation, intensified, no doubt, in her own experience by her mother’s actual, precarious situation. Her autobiographies also recall that this pattern of insecurity carried forward into later childhood when she felt compelled to test herself in dangerous and forbidden situations, such as crossing a harrowing railroad bridge, where a single misstep would have sent her plunging into a ravine below. They admit, as well, to her intense jealousy of Ethel, her younger sister, who as the winsome baby girl of the family became their mother’s favorite. Margaret claimed that in triumphing over such childish phobias and rivalries, she had secured and prepared herself for the risk and adventure of her adult experience, but it is just as likely that her continued preoccupation with this behavior was evidence of its sustained irresolution. Never secure in the embrace of her own mother, she seems never to have known herself with a reflected contentment. And this emotional residue of childhood most certainly compelled her toward public exposure and her historic role as a social reformer.31


       Anne Higgins died of consumption on March 31, 1899, at the age of fifty, worn-out and emaciated, her only solace, perhaps, that it was Good Friday, one of the holiest days of the year. Mary and Nan had not been able to come up with enough money to support Margaret through the third year of Claverack required for a diploma, and, instead of finishing school, she had somehow (perhaps, with the help of her mother’s family) located a position in an elementary school in New Jersey, where she spent an exhausting half-year trying to teach English to foreign-born first graders. However trying this experience, teaching was a coveted avenue of upward mobility, and she could only have come home reluctantly in midcourse to nurse her dying mother through the final stages of her illness. She was herself just nineteen years old.32


       The ever-obliging Mary recorded in her diary that she had just finished baking an angel-food cake for the parish bazaar when a boy came hurrying up the hill with the news. She ran home to find her father sitting dazed and despondent by the corpse. He removed Anne’s gold wedding band and gave it to her, a gift of which she thought herself unworthy. The assistant pastor of St. Mary’s Church administered last rites and years later claimed that Margaret had stood at the foot of her mother’s bed and looked on coldly, refusing to kneel and join in the prayers, but he seems to have confused her with Ethel or Nan, for Margaret had been invited to spend the Easter weekend with a boarding school friend from Buffalo and returned hastily only when she received a telegram of the news. The dependable Mrs. Abbott, for whom Mary still worked, got out black dresses, hats and trimmings, veils and gloves, so there would be proper mourning attire. And Mary herself took care of the casket and all other arrangements, a responsibility that left her with a terrible headache, the only sign of emotion she let slip into her record of the day’s events.33


       Margaret’s autobiographies treat the event with a suspicious economy, a single, if resonant, sentence recalling the mournful howl of her family’s beloved dog, Toss, as he stood guard over the body. The event was years away, of course, yet the absence of the barest mention of grief is in stark contrast to the intensity of many of her other memories and of the one reaction she did acknowledge in this instance. She was enraged by the necessary reallocation of household drudgery after Anne was gone. With the older girls off working, the care of a bereft father and three young boys still at home fell to her and to Ethel. They had to wash and scrub and mend the trousers.


       Margaret may have resented and belittled her father’s mourning, because it seemed so hypocritical. She had lived away from home for almost three years and was eager for independence when her mother died, though still very uncertain of what to do with her life. In this fragile moment of emotional and physical separation from her own youth, she was probably not disposed to feel her sorrow deeply, or dwell on her loss. She seems instead to have experienced her mother’s death as an unwelcome inconvenience and imposition, behavior that is commonly observed among adolescents who lose a parent while still absorbed in the challenge of resolving identity conflicts of their own.


       She immediately enrolled herself in a school of nursing. Yet for years thereafter her mother remained a distinct if unresolved presence. In 1920, two decades after Anne died and in the same year that American women finally won the right to vote, Margaret published her first book, a manifesto that demands the democratic dissemination of birth control as a fundamental right of women. The book proposes that political and economic enfranchisement will not alone guarantee an end to discrimination—that medicine and science must also be harnessed to secure women an equal right to experience the full range of human possibility. It bears a simple but powerful dedication to the memory of a mother “who gave birth to eleven living children.”34
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        ager to leave Corning, Margaret arranged through Claverack connections to be placed as a probationer in the nurse’s training program at the White Plains Hospital downstate in Westchester County. Michael Higgins’s behavior deteriorated markedly in his wife’s absence. He suddenly became an “irritable, aggravating tyrant,” by his daughter’s recollection, interfering with her ambitions and social life, on which he placed rigid curfews. The family scattered, the four oldest having already established themselves in jobs. Mary’s employer moved to Buffalo, and Nan followed her there as a commercial secretary, later moving to New York City. Joseph and Thomas remained in the glass factory. The fifth in line, John, left home in 1895 never to be heard from again, and was subsequently presumed dead in a drowning accident. The younger ones got caught up in their father’s fury. Ethel eloped with a high school sweetheart in an ill-fated marriage that produced two children before it broke up. Richard only twelve years old in 1901, had a run-in with the local police and was booked for willful injury to local property. With an older brother, Lawrence, he eventually left home, wandered around and with Nan’s help found his way to Lehigh University and then into the navy during World War I. Robert, the baby brother who became a football star, was also sent away to school by his older sisters.1

        


       Margaret settled on training as a nurse, an occupation considered far more menial and unworthy than teaching. Before the formalization of nursing education in the late nineteenth century, the line between nursing and domestic service was not clearly delineated, and old stereotypes were hard to overcome. Overworked and underpaid, nurses traditionally ministered to the most elementary needs of their patients, emptying bedpans, changing soiled linens, cleaning and even cooking, their status elevated beyond servant only by what little patina derived from their association with emerging medical professionalism. What Margaret really wanted was to become a doctor, a highly considered profession for educated girls of the Victorian middle class, because medical ministrations seemed a natural extension of inherently female sympathies, but the aspiration was far beyond her own economic reach. Nursing was in this sense a disappointment. The hours were too long and the work too arduous, but by her own acknowledgment, the experience left her with a discipline and an endurance she depended upon for the rest of her life.


       Two trends would converge by the turn of the century to revolutionize the delivery of health care in this country and dramatically alter its professional and social status. First, scientific advances in bacteriology allowed physicians to understand the etiology of disease, a critical step in the development of modern diagnostic and therapeutic procedures. Second, a specialization of medical practice logically followed these advances. Doctors, once concerned with the patient’s overall well-being, were transformed into specialists in the cure of isolated illness, and hospitals, until then institutions of last resort serving mainly the poor, became more sterile and disciplined bureaucracies providing training for physicians and nurses and treatment for all social classes.2


       This transformation undermined the traditional holistic approaches that had first attracted Margaret to medicine as a career option. The ratio of women doctors actually began to decline by the early decades of this century, as medical schools and hospitals began to practice sex discrimination under the guise of professional standardization. Yet these developments, in turn, had precisely the opposite effect on nursing, where the number of professionals began to increase dramatically, from some 15,000 in 1880 to 120,000 in 1900. Formal schools of nursing and professional associations were organized on the model developed by Florence Nightingale in England, and leaders in the field made insistent arguments claiming nursing as women’s work on the same grounds that women doctors had done before them. Since no secondary degree was then prerequisite, nursing also became more accessible than medical school to women in circumstances like Margaret’s.3


       Preparation for nursing differed widely in length and intensity, from elite, hospital-based programs to short-term correspondence courses. New York State took the lead in formulating legislation to register nurses and to regulate their training through standardized three-year courses, while also continuing to permit those without this formal preparation to work as “practical” nurses.


       At White Plains, Margaret entered into an accredited two-year program that combined textbook instruction with experience on the wards and in homes nearby. Completion of this course would have qualified her for the additional, specialized year of training soon to be required for certification as a registered nurse. The conditions of nursing in what was still a rural setting were essentially primitive and harsh. The original twelve-bed hospital was housed in a converted and inefficient three-story mansion and left her with vivid memories of climbing dark and drafty stairwells, where every step echoed with strange sounds that conjured up her worst childhood phobias. There was no central heating or plumbing. A new wing in 1900 added modernized facilities, but with no resident physicians on staff, responsibility for maintaining the ill fell solely to the probationary nurses. By Margaret’s recollection, the nurses were often prey to the nighttime entreaties and assaults of drugged and delirious patients, a daunting assignment under any circumstances, and a particularly harsh burden, perhaps, to a young woman wary of a hard-drinking and temperamental father.4


       Margaret went about her duties, presided at births and deaths, assisted in surgery, and earned enough respect to be appointed head nurse of the women’s ward. In a letter to Mary, she described one case where she served on “special” duty during the surgical removal of a cancerous growth in a patient’s intestine. “I am nearly dead,” she admitted. There were also many more routine assignments, and when she became a celebrity years later, she would still receive letters from women who remembered her fondly as their own nurse-midwife.


       Through all this, however, her own health deteriorated, and after experiencing loss of weight, low-fever, and constant fatigue, she underwent the first of a number of surgical procedures for what was diagnosed as tuberculosis in the adrenal glands, a highly communicable form of the disease which she may have contracted from her mother. Conditions at White Plains depleted her resistance to infection, and this first breakdown established an associative pattern of stress, overwork, and illness that would repeat itself throughout her life. Small pockets of tubercular infection remained in her neck, and the operation left her with a draining sinus that opened and closed repeatedly over the next twenty years, causing sporadic incidences of acute illness and interim fever and weakness.5


       Despite this situation she was photographed in the candy-striped uniform of the training nurse, looking frail but cheerful. She lived in a local boarding house with her dear friend, Amelia, and other new classmates who provided sororal support, exchanging gifts of books, photographs, and bedroom slippers at Christmas and other holidays. Her sister Mary, and Nan, who had moved to New York City and found work as a private secretary, sent small amounts of expense money and welcome gifts, which she vowed to repay in other ways, as she put it, “when I get rich.” There were also occasional outings with suitors, including a weekend visit in June of 1902 from the handsome and devoted Corey Albertson of Claverack, whom she described elusively in a letter to Mary as “the same old boy.” The two young people apparently had a secret agreement to marry, but Margaret wanted her nursing degree first, and she may have been troubled as well by her perception of the deep social chasm that existed between them outside the egalitarian setting of the boarding school. Albertson was from a middle-class family, and she apparently never brought him to Corning or introduced him to her family.6


       Margaret was completing her training and planning on entering the third-year degree program, when she traveled to New York City over the summer for a special clinical course at the Manhattan Eye and Ear Infirmary. She had missed a month of school because of her operation, and the summer session provided an opportunity to make up the lost credits. She welcomed the chance to serve in a modern, scientific facility and to enjoy a more leisurely schedule. The few letters that survive from this experience communicate a rare self-esteem born, perhaps, of this first opportunity to experience herself as a competent and accomplished professional. Her newfound independence may also explain her extremely erratic response to a romance that suddenly altered the course of the plans she had charted.


       There are several conflicting stories about how she met William Sanger. One suggests that he dropped by a hospital dance in White Plains one evening to deliver a set of architectural drawings to a doctor who was his client, another, that he came in to the hospital in Manhattan to have a fragment of construction glass removed from his eye. Whatever the exact circumstances, he pursued her from the moment they met with a torrent of emotional and romantic gestures including daily letters and phone calls, books and flowers, a gold watch and chain and the promise of a diamond ring. Her longtime suitor, Corey Albertson, dropped inexplicably from the picture, and she quickly agreed to marry Bill instead, as soon as she finished the nursing degree, which remained, unequivocally, her primary goal.


       In 1902, a woman in Margaret’s situation could not have expected to combine a profession with a husband and family, and the prospect of marriage probably evoked deep feelings of vulnerability within her. She was, after all, her mother’s daughter.7


        


       Margaret Higgins and William Sanger married on August 18, 1902, having known each other for less than six months. The decision was impulsive, the ceremony impromptu, and it took weeks for the bride to recover her emotional balance. Earlier she had written plaintively to Mary: “When I think of all the hard work—the bitter tears I shed night after night for the old training—the lonesome nights I passed waiting for some old tramp to die—then when it is finished, without a laurel to get married—then I want to stop it all. I would love one year of private nursing—and get some money—and then if anyone wants me all right—but Wm Lad does not care about waiting longer than six months—he is working like mad—he adores father already—both socialists—oh heavens—the conversations they will hold!” She also worried that without her own earnings to pay for a wedding, none of her Claverack friends could attend, because her family was too poor to mount a proper spread. She thought about eloping, as Ethel had done, but dismissed the idea and proposed to her sister that “a good way to save expense would be to have him [William] on the verge of death, and I can nurse him & insist on a deathbed marriage.” In a more serious vein, she then suggested a small wedding at home: “Have we a house or a barn—it was somewhat of a barn when I last saw it,” she concluded, this time probably only half in jest.8


       The dilemma resolved itself when Bill showed up with marriage license in hand at the hospital in Manhattan on a sultry summer afternoon and demanded her immediate assent. As she later described the scene to Mary and Nan, the two drove around in a carriage for several hours debating the matter and finally found the house of a local minister, a Rev. Dr. Norris, where a witness was waiting, along with a young boy to hold the horse. The formalities took place in haste, so she could return for the 4:30 nursing shift. She was wearing an old blue dress and looked horrid.


       When the deed was done, she found herself overcome by doubt and confusion. Refusing at first to even see her new husband, she vowed in the letters to her sisters that she could not live with “such a beast of a man” and would not give up her training. “He was selfish,” she added, “afraid the precious article would be lost to him.” Since nursing students were prohibited from marrying, she at first determined to keep the event secret and remain in the hospital residence in lieu of setting up housekeeping until the following year. She begged forgiveness from the sisters who had forsworn marriage for themselves and done so much to help her, yet sheepishly explained that while she was sorry to have eloped without their knowledge, she could not have “a better husband—he is my ideal in many ways.”9


       Bill took the view that however serious the matter of marrying before her training was complete, and without the authority of her family, it was a question of “then or never.” Well aware of Margaret’s professional aspirations, he had promised Mary enthusiastically in July that “I shall do my utmost to make her sojourn at WP [White Plains] less difficult. Then she will ride triumphant in Corning with her dress suit and cane in one hand and diploma in the other…. She is sunshine, true joy and happiness.” Yet, at the same time, he feared that she would be wooed away by her Claverack suitor or by one of the doctors with whom she worked. As to the degree question, he professed after the fact, “I didn’t realize it would loom in such prodigious proportions…. I have persuaded Margaret to change her mind and she will send in her resignation in the next few days.”10


       In Bill’s view, Margaret’s choice was to have a husband take care of her or waste the best years of her life as a nurse standing on her feet all night. He promised to establish himself on a solid financial footing as quickly as possible, so she could give up the strenuous life. His marital idyll was a “a real home” with his “Margaret dearest” as “Presiding Queen,” and “love the necessary household utensil,” or so he put it in one of his many impassioned letters, his ardor and his good intentions not always matched by the felicity of his prose. His expectations of marriage were entirely conventional. He hoped to provide economic security and professional status in exchange for physical and spiritual intimacy with a woman. However strong Margaret’s reservations—her sense of obligation to her sisters for their support, and her recognition of an independent impulse—she yielded to this prospect of security and companionship and, no doubt, to the drama of an impetuous, impassioned romance.11


       Bill was twenty-eight years old at his marriage, a dashingly handsome young architect who had earned a degree at the tuition-free Cooper Union in New York, while supporting himself by working as an artisan in the fashionable stained-glass trade. By Margaret’s account, he then worked for a time at the prestigious firm of McKim, Mead & White, and the legendary Stanford White identified him as one of the best young draftsmen in New York. Thoroughly absorbed in his work, he was overwhelmed by the depth of his response to this first love affair. Margaret, on the other hand, had as a basis of comparison the experience of what she later identified in the quaint fashion of the times as a “trial marriage” with Corey Albertson, but her apparent sexual experience seemed only to intensify Bill’s desire. Many years later he could still summon the passion of their first encounter and insist that she had filled him “with the purest longing I ever experienced.”


       For her own part, however unconsciously, Margaret may have been driven to find a man like her father in temperament and enthusiasm, who would also provide the emotional and economic security that had long eluded her. To be sure, she would find her marriage tolerable only so long as it rewarded her on these grounds.12


       Similarities between husband and father were striking. Both were virile and emotionally effusive men—aesthetes and romantics—given to favor sentimental gestures over practical considerations. Both were idealists, intellectually and politically committed to doctrines of economic reform and social justice. Both were Socialists and rebels against religious orthodoxy. But Bill came from an observant Jewish family, a potentially complicating circumstance that may itself have accounted for some of the impulse and mystery surrounding the wedding. Only several weeks earlier, in confiding a concern to Mary about how her in-laws would look and behave, Margaret had, in fact, resorted to conventional ethnic stereotypes. The Sangers were preparing to have an “at home” for her, she wrote in a letter that reflected her immaturity and small-town insularity, but also outright prejudice. “Ye Gods I dread to meet them,” she continued, “I wonder if they will have long noses and own flashy diamonds—by the way, I am to have one.”13


       The elder Sangers were Jewish immigrants who had come to New York with their two young children, William and Cecilia, from northeast Germany in 1878. Bill’s father, listed variously on immigration and naturalization records and in city directories as “Edward Elias” or “Ely,” established himself in the city’s burgeoning garment trades. He identified himself on two separate occasions as either a wool manufacturer or a yarn merchant. Margaret’s autobiographies, instead, distinguish him as an English merchant, who was once deeded large tracts of land in Australia and met his wife, the daughter of the educated mayor of Konensburg, a small town in Germany, when he was traveling. While there is the possibility that Edward Sanger traveled before marrying and coming to America, the story seems at least in large part invented. Stuart Sanger, Margaret and Bill’s first son, says that the only evidence of any exotic past was the pistol his grandfather left when he died at the age of sixty-eight in 1903. At his death, he was listed as resident with his wife, the former Henrietta Wolfberg, in a Bronx tenement.14


       Yet the ethnicity Margaret perceived as a social disadvantage may initially have provided an important bond in her marriage. Marrying a Jew seems to have redressed her own sense of class and ethnic inferiority and perhaps explains why Bill, unlike Corey Albertson, was quickly introduced to her father, with whom he apparently got along quite well. And, apart from her youthful confidences to her sister, there is no evidence that Margaret was ever again overtly anti-Semitic, even in private. To the contrary, she found ethnic prejudice offensive, and when bigotry was virulent and even fashionable in some of the circles she frequented during the 1920s and ’30s, she surrounded herself with Jewish colleagues and friends and displayed no apparent prejudice of her own. As she achieved public prominence, however, she went out of her way to disguise the truth about Bill’s background and apparently never spoke to her children or grandchildren about it. At a time when informal Jewish quotas still existed, she also wrote a letter supporting the college application of Joan Sanger, Bill’s daughter by a second marriage, identifying the girl as “a Protestant born of a long line of American citizens.”15


        


       Chaotic from the start, the Sanger marriage came under further strain within six months of the wedding when Margaret became pregnant. She still suffered from tuberculosis, and like her mother before her, the physical stress of carrying a child aggravated the illness. But quite unlike Anne, she was immediately packed off to the Adirondacks to spend her confinement at the well-established Trudeau sanitarium at Saranac Lake and returned to the city only in time to give birth. The labor and the delivery were difficult. Stuart Sanger was born on November 28, 1903, and given the family name of her friend, Amelia. Years later, the attending physician would write to inquire “just what bearing my lack of knowledge of obstetrics may have had upon this profound movement that is so essentially yours,” and admit: “It was a hard night for both of us.”


       Sent back upstate with her baby, Margaret installed herself in a farmhouse near the sanitarium and resumed a rigid regimen of sleep and fresh air and the prescribed daily diet of tuberculars: a dozen eggs, four quarts of milk, meat, vegetables, and creosote, a toxin thought to be effective in destroying the infection. When months passed and her health had not improved, she lapsed into what she subsequently described as a severe depression. She refused to eat at all and was advised again to enter the sanitarium.16


       Saranac in the early years of this century reported “cure rates” for 70 percent of its patients, but often what was billed as a cure was only a remission of the disease. Before antibiotics, surgical procedures excising the infected tissue, of the kind performed on Margaret at White Plains, and again in England in the 1920s, offered the only hope of controlling local tubercular infections. Bedrest and nutrition, at best, only gave the body’s natural immune system a chance to regenerate and contain the disease, while the thin air of high altitudes was supposed to provide less of the oxygen on which the germ depends for active growth. At its worst the community of the sanitarium provided fertile ground for contagion, and the incidence of patient death, though not advertised of course, was high. By her own account, Margaret refused hospitalization, defied medical orders, and returned to New York. Freed from her enforced isolation in the mountains, her outlook and appetite improved, and her condition again stabilized, but the recovery was slow, and she did not chance another pregnancy until five years after Stuart’s birth.


       Romantically inclined, the Sangers could not have been immune to a prevailing mythology of their culture that tuberculosis was at once a disease of body and soul, infusing its sufferers with a special dimension of spirituality and passion, even as it ravaged them physically. The wasting nature of the illness also served to reinforce a prevailing assumption of male culture—to which Bill certainly appeared sympathetic—that delicate, ethereal and dependent women were all the more alluring. Yet if tuberculosis in some measure infantalized women, it also, however paradoxically, gave them license to be sexual and seductive. The prospect of being cut off from life’s experience encouraged defiance of established social and moral sanctions, and, indeed, it was not only in the sanitaria of literary invention that high altitudes gave way to giddy behavior.17


       Many years later Margaret spoke privately to her sons, and with uncharacteristic reverence, of the young love she had shared with their father. She once told another confidant, as well, that she had learned everything she ever knew about romantic love from Bill Sanger. In an age of still imperfect contraception, however, this coupling of passion with the prohibition on pregnancy advised as a result of Margaret’s illness could only have been a strain. It most certainly made reliable birth control a condition of marital satisfaction, and in her subsequent disdain of popular but imperfect contraceptive practices such as condoms and withdrawal, she undoubtedly spoke with authority born of personal experience.18


       The young couple had rented a house in Hastings-on-Hudson, a newly developing community of families like their own just up the river from New York City, but Margaret’s contentment with the security and status of this environment proved to be short-lived. She later blamed her growing sense of futility in this setting on her prior experiences as a nurse “in the midst of life,” but the turmoil of her childhood did not predispose her to domesticity or suburban complacency, and her illness may have also intensified her unrest. She exhibited behavior commonly associated with chronic tuberculosis. Having tarried for so long with a disease believed to be terminal, she could never seem to settle down, and in the eyes of Olive Byrne Richard, who remembered her from these years, seemed literally to “float” from one activity to another, as though she were impatient with tameness and eager for an adventure comparable to the challenge of standing up to death.


       This accelerated behavior left her strangely indifferent to the responsibilities of mothering, and despite a conscious effort to compensate for the deprivations of her own childhood, she never gave her children the sustained attention they demanded and deserved. There were the requisite shopping expeditions and trips into the city and summer outings to the Rockaway Beach on Long Island, but Margaret was always just “sort of patting little children on the head in passing,” according to Olive, who also observed: “I remember (strange that I should remember) she always burned the cocoa.”19


       In 1908, Margaret gave birth to a second son, Grant, and only twenty months later, a daughter was born and given the same name as her mother. Bill Sanger called them both by the affectionate diminutive Peggy. Though Margaret later remembered that she had reveled in having babies to tend, she also feared they would contract her illness and therefore approached them with reluctance. She hired wet nurses and nannies to supervise their nurture, and with this rationale seems to have related to her children with what was perhaps a predictable distance and self-absorption. Understandably, she also found the incessant demands and petty rivalries of three young children increasingly provoking. She worried about Grant, who by contrast to his older, more assertive brother, seemed especially sensitive and hungry for affection, and she may have unwittingly intensified this middle child’s discomforts by delighting in the carefree and vivacious personality of his adored baby sister.


       There is also evidence that despite Bill’s enormous devotion to his children, the question of his help with the housework and the “kiddies,” as he called them, became a recurring source of friction. Life in a white house with a rolling lawn did not turn out to be as carefree as Margaret expected. Intensely disdainful of housework, she employed a maid for as long as she could afford to do so, but years later admitted having neglected her children to the point that the “thrifty, good housekeeping neighbors took them into their laps, removed the safety pins that held their clothes together and sewed on a proper button.” She also discovered that routine household cooking was a loathsome burden, though she liked to cook occasionally as a form of recreation. What is more, Bill sometimes consented to wash the supper dishes when he came home from the city, but only after he drew the shades, so as not to be seen in a compromising assignment.20


       Early in 1908, the Sangers finished building the house in Hastings that Bill had lovingly designed for his young family. Thoroughly modern by the standards of the day in its structural simplicity and white stucco facade, it was billed in a local newspaper as one of the town’s “showplaces.” With a large nursery opening onto a veranda overlooking the Hudson, and a yard shaded by graceful catalpa and locust trees, the structure embraced his most sentimental vision of life. For months he returned from his job in the city each night to labor with Margaret over its most spectacular adornment, an intricate rose window of lead and stained-glass that illumined the staircase. This personal detail was intended to represent the stability of the life they were building together, but as though it were an augur of the future, the faulty installation of a furnace caused a fire only days after the Sangers moved in, destroying the window and almost all of the interior furnishings. The house was restored without the window, and along with the symbolism, the family did not survive intact. With land and construction costs exceeding $12,000, Bill found himself considerably overextended financially an impracticality Margaret could never forgive. The sad experience, she later claimed, convinced her forever of the futility of material possessions.21


       Never resigned to the ravages of the fire, and desperately short of cash, Bill sold this suburban property in 1910 and plunged back into the faster pace of urban life. He took a railroad flat uptown in New York City’s Washington Heights section with just enough room for his widowed mother, who came to board and help care for the children, while Margaret found work as a visiting nurse and midwife in order to help make ends meet. The motivation behind this move was money, not ideology, but the transition liberated her to pursue an independent and self-fulfilling life. For Bill, however, it was a different matter altogether. Many years later, he would still regret the sale of the only real estate he ever owned. More than just a home, it was the expression of a confidence in himself and an enthusiasm for life he never recaptured.22
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        he Sangers arrived in New York in 1910 at a golden moment of political, intellectual, and cultural ferment. “The fiddles are tuning up all over America,” wrote the young critic, Van Wyck Brooks, capturing the spirit of a generation that had come of age in a new century and was convinced of its obligation to redefine the basic tenets of life in a manner coincident with the much ballyhooed significance of the calendar change. Nothing established was sacred any longer. In Washington, the “new nationalism” of Teddy Roosevelt and the “new freedom” of Woodrow Wilson distilled the nation’s uncompromising faith in progress—in its ability to unite democratic aspirations with modern tools of management, to make government a force for the dissolution of unjust concentrations of wealth and capital and for the eradication of poverty. In cities across the country, reformers came to power to weed out decades of municipal corruption and graft, and politics only reflected a sweeping cultural rebellion against virtually all expressions of Victorian formality in thought, feeling, and behavior.


       The century’s turn inaugurated an era of innovation in the arts that produced such pioneer modernists as Theodore Dreiser, Eugene O’Neill, Isadora Duncan, T. S. Eliot, Georgia O’Keeffe, Alfred Stieglitz, and many more. Influenced by European movements away from the rigidly structured conventions of the nineteenth century, they, in turn, created an aesthetic tradition of their own that celebrated America’s uniqueness as a haven for freedom of expression and identified wholesale cultural transformation as the necessary condition of the nation’s continued social and political progress. Theirs was the credo of the favored philosopher of the day, William James—the pragmatist’s faith in man’s role as creator of his own future.


       “We are living and will live all our lives in a revolutionary age, and nothing is so important as to be aware of it,” wrote the young Walter Lippmann. “The dynamics for a splendid human civilization are all about us.” With characteristic dispassion, a mature Lippman later recalled these years as a happy time: “The air was soft, and it was easy for a young man to believe in the inevitability of progress, in the perfectibility of man and of society, and in the sublimation of evil.” It was an innocent era, a “glorious intellectual playtime,” as the writer Floyd Dell remembered it—before war, revolution, and repression created the more sober reality of the century.1


       Having dabbled in Socialist politics, and even as suburbanites attended party meetings in Yonkers, the Sangers joined New York City’s active Socialist Party Local 5. In 1911, Bill ran for municipal alderman and received 352 votes, his candidacy serving as a vehicle to build party recognition and strength. Following the tragic fire that year at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, he put his professional skills to work for the cause by documenting the building code violations that contributed to the deaths of the young seamstresses who could not escape. Margaret was quickly recruited for the party’s women’s committee, but unsure of herself and uncertain of the strength of her comrades’ interest in women’s issues, she deferred to her husband. She later recalled that whenever she had an idea at a meeting, she would lean over and whisper it to him first, and then he would wave his hand enthusiastically, saying, “Have you heard Margaret? Margaret has something to say.”2


       The attractive young couple became favored comrades, and to their uptown parlor flocked the leading young rebels and scoffers of the day, distinctions among them counting far less for the moment than their common vision of a better world for all. As Margaret remembered the scene, progressives working for protective labor legislation came together with parliamentarian Socialists looking to redress their grievances at the ballot box. New York trade unionists took on activists of the International Workers of the World, or Wobblies as they were better known, who advocated direct action to subvert production as a means of controlling wages and conditions of labor, rather than await orderly and peaceful unionization by craft. Impassioned anarchists heralded the coming of a day when the individual would reign supreme over all governments and laws.


       The Sanger house was filled with powerful presences: Big Bill Haywood, the bullish IWW organizer who honed his political skills in the lumber mills and copper mines of the West; John Reed, the young reporter, like his classmate, Lippmann, just out of Harvard, and intent in his sympathies for direct action; Jessie Ashley, a young woman lawyer who gave her professional expertise and considerable family wealth to the cause, and made an incongruous pair with the coarse and flamboyant Haywood, her lover; the determined but gentle-natured anarchist, Alexander Berkman, only recently released from a fourteen-year prison sentence for his attempt on the life of industrialist Henry Clay Frick; and his more outspoken cohort, the indomitable Emma Goldman, whose brash manners Margaret never forgave, even as she absorbed her forceful doctrines of radicalism and feminism. As a measure of her own diffidence in those years, however, Margaret recalled that these people really came to see her husband, while she fixed the coffee and poured the cocoa.3


       The Sangers became active Socialists in the movement’s heyday, when, under the elegiac national leadership of Eugene Debs, the party contended for serious electoral status. In 1912, it polled almost 6 percent of the total vote and, Bill’s experience aside, elected more than 1,000 Socialists to office, including hundreds of aldermen and councilmen, fifty-six mayors, and a United States Congressman, Victor Berger. For a brief time, at least, Socialism shared in the prevailing optimism of the times and fostered heterogeneity within its ranks.


       What is more, Debs had long been known for his sentimental veneration of women and his ardent support of women’s rights, and under his continued leadership the party initiated a self-conscious effort to mobilize women members in their own right. In 1908, what had long been a tradition of independent Socialist women’s clubs was incorporated by edict directly into the national party machinery. During the next five years, millions of promotional pamphlets were distributed with individualized appeals to homemakers, laboring and professional women—from the recently unionized workers of the garment industry to department store salesgirls, teachers, and farm-wives. The party embraced the cause of women’s suffrage as an organizing tool, and Margaret was hired to promote the vote for women. Socialist Party letterbooks from 1911 record her compliant distribution of meeting notices and leaflets, but this experience was also short-lived. She quickly came to view the effort as a low priority in the larger struggle of working women for economic and social justice.4


        


       The formal movement for women’s rights in this country had been founded years earlier, in 1848, at a convention held in the tranquil village of Seneca Falls, New York, where a broad and radical declaration of feminist principles was drawn with the nation’s own Declaration of Independence as a model. Until 1920, when American women were finally enfranchised, they were granted little more than the most basic legal guarantees of personhood and property, their virtues tolerated only as symbols—their stewardship bounded by home and church—while a privileged fraternity guided the nation’s advancement through an age of industrial development and geographic expansion.


       The women who assembled as delegates at Seneca Falls had demanded equality of opportunity for men and women in affairs of state, church, and family. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the organizing force and intelligence behind this historic conclave, was an advanced and innovative thinker on women’s issues, who understood the complex sources of sexual subordination and, in addition to the vote for women, advocated domestic reforms including the right of women to affirm their sexuality if they chose to do so, or contrarily, to refuse sexual relations altogether when necessary to avoid pregnancy. Stanton also supported cooperative child rearing, rights of property, child custody, and divorce. Though venerated within her own small circle, she came to be viewed by more traditional supporters as a source of potential controversy and embarrassment.5


       Having achieved little progress in more than fifty years of lobbying, a new generation of women’s rights advocates consciously altered its strategy by incorporating expedient, conciliatory arguments into the abstract, egalitarian rhetoric of the movement. The ballot for women was marketed as a logical extension of the obligations of wife and motherhood and inevitably the vote was won, not just as an inalienable right, but also as a practical tool for protecting and serving the family in a world where government and politics had taken on traditional responsibilities of the home, such as education and social welfare.6


       The architects of that victory, women such as Stanton’s more decorous colleague, Susan B. Anthony, or the considerably younger Carrie Chapman Catt, were made to confront the efforts of progressive Americans who were eager to translate their growing concern for the moral and social well-being of families into a broad public obligation. The family had come to be seen as nothing less than a guarantor of the basic understanding of authority and community that develops citizens for democratic self-rule. Viewed as a kind of school for civic life itself, it ranked as a social question of first importance—in the words of Teddy Roosevelt’s annual message to Congress in 1905. The new President endorsed a ground-breaking government activism in the arena of social welfare on the theory that the modern industrial state might justifiably assume the role of “over-parent,” supplying housing, schooling, health and welfare services in the interest of stabilizing and securing family life. He carefully distinguished this rationale from the collectivist social goals advanced by more left-leaning thinkers of the day.


       If the state were to protect the family, however, so the family would serve the state. Roosevelt roundly condemned the increasingly low birthrates of Americans, blaming the phenomenon on rampant egotism and selfishness. He especially deplored women who dared place individual aspirations over their paramount obligation to the perpetuation of family, class, and nation. A popular and voluble leader, he effectively translated these deeply held convictions into a national alarm about racial suicide and decline and gave credibility to supremacist social theory and to anti-immigrant prejudice, which fed on the differential fertility rates, however temporary, between native and foreign born. At the same time, he put women’s rights advocates on the defensive and developed a political lobby to counter their efforts through such pronatalist measures as the celebration of Mother’s Day and the promulgation of a federal income-tax deduction for children. As a result they had little interest in confusing the suffrage message with too much talk about what was going on in the nation’s bedrooms. What possible value could be derived from calling more attention to sexuality and fertility as the critical matrix for defining gender relations?7


       Even so advanced a feminist thinker as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, while disputing the suffragists’ pragmatic strategies, shared their reticence of sex. Gilman’s pioneering turn-of-the-century feminist tract, Women and Economics, condemned Victorian patriarchy and demanded that women move beyond the family as a principal source of identity. Her vision of social and economic parity, however, did not incorporate any explicit concern for sexuality and childbirth but instead condemned women to bear these private burdens in silence.


       This was a strategic consideration. Twice married and the mother of one child, Gilman would later become a strong public advocate of birth control and an ally of Margaret Sanger. For many feminists well into the middle decades of this century, however, sexual control would remain an obligation of personal conduct and of public expression. They would simply never talk about sex. Indeed, in large numbers they would forgo marriage altogether, rather than risk losing their independence to husbands and children. They would listen to Charlotte Gilman condemn matrimony for denying women the opportunity of self-realization and watch the legendary social reformer, Jane Addams, show the world just how much good an unmarried, self-reliant woman might do. As teachers, physicians, social workers, writers, and artists, many would eschew personal fulfillment in favor of social commitment. Their androgynous vision would claim sexuality and family life as the price women must pay for equality, and they would remain silent in the debate over what contraception was doing to the nation’s fertility. Indeed, the situation might have remained this way had Margaret, and others of her comrades on the political left, not experienced a growing estrangement from these priorities.8


        


       Margaret’s disenchantment with suffrage as a tool of empowerment for Socialist women also reflected her dramatically altered personal circumstances. Bill Sanger’s new enthusiasm for left-wing politics apparently cost him his job in architecture, a notoriously conservative profession at this time, where a young man who was Jewish would have had little opportunity for advancement through traditional channels under any circumstances. Bill began to devote more and more of his time to painting, a personal interest of long-standing, and this pursuit of a purer aesthetic ideal left his family with no secure means of support. Margaret was forced to find paid work.


       Beyond three children and a live-in mother-in-law, the Sangers were also helping Ethel Higgins, who had abandoned her husband and children in Corning and enrolled in nursing school at Mt. Sinai Hospital in New York. When she emerged with a coveted degree and tried to reclaim the children, she was taken to court by disapproving in-laws and lost permanent custody. Bill and Margaret helped with the legal expenses, and Ethel tried to repay her debt by finding her sister assignments as a relief nurse, which became more and more critical to everyone’s well-being. Years later, Ethel’s daughter, Olive, still remembered the affection Margaret extended to her during a visit to Corning in those lonely years: “I always thought of her as Christmas. She had red hair and sparkling green eyes, and she opened her arms to me and hugged me. Nobody had done that in a long time.”9


       Working part-time with Lillian Wald’s Visiting Nurses Association in the immigrant districts of New York’s Lower East Side, Margaret was exposed to the social pathos of a poverty hauntingly familiar to her from her own youth in its victimization of women and children. * Unlike Wald and the legions of economically secure men and women who swelled the ranks of the social settlement houses and reform associations of the era, however, she never found working among the poor a personally redeeming experience. She could never understand the rich and colorful “Spirit of the Ghetto,” portrayed in the classic book of that title by her contemporary, Hutchins Hapgood, and immortalized in the compelling photographs of Jacob Riis. Where they saw hope and possibility, she saw only the degradation and despair wrought of ignorance, poverty, pregnancy, abortion, child abandonment, and child labor.10


       These contrasting viewpoints derived from differences of background and personality and from the simple fact that where others brought pencil or camera to their work in the tenements, she carried the instruments of the midwife and a strong identification with her clients’ plight. An inherent sympathy for the sufferings of poor women—intensified, perhaps, by an unspent grief for her mother and increasing anxiety about her own uncertain prospects—gave coherence to her political indignation. The intimate community she discovered with the women of the Lower East Side became the avenue of her social concern. As she watched groups of fifty women, shawls over their heads, line up outside the office of a $5.00 abortionist, even the small comforts of her own marriage and family life seemed a reproach to her.


       What she came to think of as an “awakening” allegedly occurred in the service of a young Jewish immigrant woman named Sadie Sachs, whom Margaret nursed in a Hester Street tenement through the complications of a self-induced septic abortion. Countless times through her fifty-year career, she would repeat the saga of Mrs. Sachs’s broken plea for reliable contraception and the doctor’s callous rejoinder that she tell her husband, Jake, “to sleep on the roof.” As Margaret always told the story, she had volunteered her personal knowledge of condoms and coitus interruptus, the commonplace contraceptives of the day which she found unacceptable, because they placed a heavy burden of control on men. Three months later she returned to find Mrs. Sachs dying of septicemia and resolved to abandon “the palliative career of nursing in pursuit of fundamental social change.”11


        


       Sadie Sachs may have existed in fact or may have emerged as an imaginative, dramatic composite of Margaret’s experience, but the prevalence of maternal mortality and morbidity in the urban ghetto she confronted is indisputable, a situation directly attributable to the absence of effective public health programs that offered prenatal care and to a high incidence of criminal abortion among the poor.


       The practice of abortion had been well-established in New York and in other of the nation’s cities since the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Commercial abortionists first began advertising their services in the 1830s, when the elimination of fetal life before the perception of movement by the mother—or “quickening” as it was then known—was still considered legal under prevailing common law statutes. Soon thereafter the procedure was criminalized in England, where prohibitions were ostensibly necessary to protect women from medical malpractice, but Americans remained more permissive than the British, with most states here first promulgating statutes that regulated intervention only after quickening. The physical or chemical interruption of fetal development early in pregnancy continued to be widely regarded as a “natural cessation of the menses” and, as such, a relatively safe recourse for married women wishing to terminate a pregnancy. By the 1850s, it was estimated that one out of every five to six pregnancies in America was willfully terminated. So bold and competitive was the market for abortion that journalists began to question, not so much its morality, as its independence from any regulation whatsoever in terms of price, quality and availability to the unwed. *


       Journalistic attention to the abortion phenomenon in turn succeeded in arousing the concern of an expanding community of university-trained physicians, who expressed alarm about the potential dangers to women. Fundamental scientific developments were steadily increasing scientific understanding of human physiology and of the etiology of disease, and with these advances, doctors with formal training began to enjoy a professional advantage over allopathic, homeopathic, and other irregular medical practitioners. The physician’s status still remained insecure, however, in such routine matters as childbirth, where the benefits of their intervention were not always realized—in fact, where they often did unintended damage—until reliable antiseptic and anesthetic procedures were introduced late in the century. Obstetrics and gynecology thus became an early testing ground for the introduction of professional medical standards and the hegemony of physicians over midwives.


       The American Medical Association was founded in 1847 and within a decade began undermining practices widely identified with their less-educated, and in many instances, female, medical competitors. For the next thirty years, it launched a virulent and determined campaign against abortion, which advanced a moral argument for the protection of fetal life at all stages of development from barbaric, primitive interventions and also played upon the class, race, and gender tensions developing as a consequence of the steady erosion of fertility among native white American women. The reputation of abortion—if not its actual practice—was considerably undermined by this campaign and the legislative prohibitions it produced. Abortion nonetheless remained prevalent, especially among the waves of non-English speaking immigrants, who had trouble gaining information and access to contraceptive supplies. A small sampling of immigrants on New York’s Lower East Side in 1917 would determine that about a third knew of no birth control methods at all, other than abortion, the practice on which many of them relied. The remainder had used unspecified forms of prevention, but with limited success.12


       A 1916 study of more than 160,000 female policy holders in New York by the Metropolitan Health and Life Insurance Company then revealed that one fourth of its claims were puerperal related. Moreover, of these, at least another quarter did not result from normal pregnancies but, instead, involved the complications of admitted abortions, of septicemia probably related to attempted abortion, or of unspecified “acute diseases and conditions.” These bleak numbers propelled the company to sponsor preventive medical programs, including the Visiting Nurses for which Margaret worked, and these private gestures paved the way for an organized campaign for publicly assisted preventive health care programs. For years, it became common practice to display comparative national statistics that showed the United States near the bottom of the chart with a maternal mortality rate of approximately seven deaths per 1,000 live births, a figure comparable to that of developing nations with notoriously low medical standards, and far below that of countries like England and Holland, where urban health and social welfare programs were more advanced. No progress would be made until the 1920s, however, when a national public policy of maternal and infant welfare through the Sheppard-Towner Act briefly funded public health clinics for poor women and children, the only comprehensive federal health program of this nature that existed until the 1960s.13


        


       Lecturing before Socialist Party women in New York in 1910 and 1911, Margaret dramatically evoked the pathos of the lives of poor immigrant women and condemned public prudery for prohibiting open discussion of sexuality and reproduction, leaving them the innocent victims of their own ignorance. Her popularity resulted in an invitation from John and Anita Block, editors of The Call, New York’s popular Socialist daily, to write on sex education and health for the Sunday supplement’s women’s page, which was read by Socialist audiences throughout the country.


       Though they may appear cautious by contemporary standards, Margaret’s graphic descriptions of the reproductive process and of sexuality in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, presented in 1912 and 1913 under the column head “What Every Girl Should Know,” aroused a furor among many reticent Call readers. Journalistic restraint about sexual subjects was still the norm. The pioneering case studies of British sexologist Havelock Ellis had been published here only in limited-circulation medical texts. Freud had just recently made his first visit, and his work was just being translated, but his ideas were only beginning to permeate the public consciousness. For a woman to write about sex was especially provocative. To tackle such subjects as pregnancy and abortion, masturbation, menstruation, and defloration, the material of Margaret’s first forays as a columnist, demanded considerable courage, even though she took a traditionally Victorian and conservative view of sexual excess, especially with respect to masturbation, which she condemned as harmful on the grounds that it made the experience of sexual gratification in conventional intercourse more difficult.


       In fact, the series provoked a full page of letters in response, ranging from the one reader who said she “blushed” but found the articles “indicative of a higher, purer morality than whole libraries full of hypocritical cant about modesty,” to another who canceled her subscription to the paper, taking offense over Margaret’s candor and her incendiary ideas. In a coda to the series, Margaret insisted that existing economic and social arrangements fundamentally compromised and degraded women by forcing them to rely on men for support. She set forth a rudimentary but nonetheless radical argument demanding economic and social freedom for women so as to permit greater autonomy in choosing a mate and bearing children.


       It took several articles that dealt explicitly with the subject of venereal disease, however, to provoke a direct confrontation with the still vigilant public censor, Anthony Comstock. Comstock banned the column early in 1913, and the following week the paper ran an empty box in its place headlined “What Every Girl Should Know—Nothing; by order of the U.S. Post Office.” The action provoked another round of more sympathetic responses from readers, who defended Margaret on First Amendment grounds. The Call challenged the post office action, and following machinations with local officials that are not documented, the censored column on syphilis was published several weeks later.14


        


       In an interview in Harper’s Weekly in 1915, Comstock would boast that in his long career he had convicted enough people of sexual misconduct to fill a sixty-car passenger train and had destroyed hundreds of tons of obscene materials. The lore of his censorship was surely enormous, even if his bold claims vastly overstated the truth.15


       Born in rural New England in 1844, Comstock first developed his appetite for righteous moral indignation as a Yankee soldier in the fight against slavery. He then found employment as a dry goods salesman in New York City, where an increasing alarm over the temptation put in his way by local merchants of drink, gambling, prostitution, and vice led him to the Young Men’s Christian Association, an organization founded to provide wholesome recreational alternatives for the city’s similarly rootless and disaffected. Even after his marriage, however, obscenity remained something of an obsession for him, and with the YMCA’s backing, he quit his job to devote himself full-time to saving America’s youth from the devil’s temptations. “Satan lays the snares and children are his victims,” he wrote. “His traps, like all others, are baited to lure the human soul.”16


       Comstock’s campaign prospered as a result of a conservative social backlash that followed the Civil War, and its intensity reflected the deep distresses that had been unleashed by the dislocations of that bloody conflict. During the 1870s, native white Americans concerned about the apparent threat to their hegemony from European immigrants and free blacks took refuge under a banner of social purity and religious orthodoxy. They were joined by religious fundamentalists, physicians looking to secure their status, and self-proclaimed feminists who believed they were promoting their own autonomy by regulating sexual behavior and by attacking pornography, alcohol, and vice. Class and gender tensions were thinly disguised in these crusades, which saw zealous reformers calling for the wholesale transformation of culture and baldly associating drinking and vice with poverty, ethnicity, and race.17


       Obscenity until this time had not been an indictable offense under common law, but in England in 1868, criminal sanctions were introduced with the provision that the “tendency of the matter charged as obscene was to deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to immoral influences.” A year later, Anthony Comstock helped secure a similar measure in New York State, one that expressly prohibited traffic in contraception and abortion, and soon he was able to bring federal legislation to bear on the moral pollution that had become his personal demon. With evangelical fervor he committed himself to root out sin wherever he could find it, and to reassert the virtue of biblical imperatives about sexuality and social conduct. So prestigious was the backing of the YMCA, and so effective were his lobbying efforts, that he prevailed on Congress in 1873 to pass the broad but vaguely defined federal obscenity statute, which thereafter informally carried his name. The act vastly expanded existing legislation that narrowly prohibited the transport of obscene literature via the public mails. Comstock cleverly displayed piles of pornographic literature, contraceptive and abortifacient devices, and other allegedly “vile” materials at committee hearings on his new proposal, and without establishing any real evidence, linked them to hysterical allegations of rampant immorality in the nation that no politician risked disputing. His bill was passed by voice vote, with only two Senators and one Congressman objecting to the absence of any floor debate whatsoever.18


       In the last-minute rush of the session of 1873, Congress amended the United States criminal code to prohibit the transport by public mail of materials including the following:


       

        Every obscene, lewd, or lascivious, and every filthy book, pamphlet, picture, paper, letter, writing, print, or other publication of an indecent character, and every article or thing designed, adapted, or intended for preventing conception or producing abortion, or for any indecent or immoral use; and every article, instrument, substance, drug, medicine, or thing which is advertised or described in a manner calculated to lead another to use or apply it for preventing conception or producing abortion, or for any indecent or immoral purpose.*


       


       Yet, if Congress had overreached its intentions, it made no effort to correct them. In 1878, a group calling itself the National Liberal League petitioned Washington with 60,000 signatures demanding modification or repeal of the statute, but Comstock again confronted a committee hearing on the matter with his piles of smut, and no further Congressional action was again attempted until the 1920s. Meanwhile, the original statute had triggered an immediate impact at the state level, and every state but New Mexico took some form of action. Twenty-four of them passed conforming legislation prohibiting not only the transport of obscene materials, contraceptives, and abortifacients, but also their circulation by any means of publication or advertising. Most, nonetheless, did exempt licensed physicians, and some of them even pharmacists as well. Yet, fourteen state statutes also enjoined speech on the subjects at hand, and the Connecticut legislature outlawed contraceptive practice outright, though it provided no effective means of enforcing its will.


       Next door in New York, however, state representatives chartered the YMCA’s Committee for the Suppression of Vice as a publicly sponsored vehicle for legal enforcement of its prohibitions. Comstock himself was authorized by the United States Post Office and by the State of New York to work as a “special agent,” with the power to undertake searches and seizures and to make arrests. Only under more sober circumstances in 1881 would Albany legislators respond to pressure brought by the medical profession and amend the statute to curb Comstock’s jurisdiction and allow physicians to prescribe contraception for use in combating the spread of syphilis and other diseases. “An article or instrument used or applied by physicians lawfully practicing, or by their direction or prescription, for the cure or prevention of disease,” was thereafter declared exempt from definition as “immoral or indecent,” but this was the extent of the alteration.19


       Prohibited from interfering with doctors in his home state, Comstock remained free to persecute nonprofessionals who dared challenge him, and his particular penchant for hounding sexually flamboyant women suggests that his entrapment anxiety may not have extended only to merchants of vice. His first demonstrable victory came when an infamous but well-established New York abortionist, who practiced under the French name of “Madame Restell” (though in reality she was a British-born commoner named Ann Lohman) committed suicide after Comstock indicted her for criminal negligence in connection with the death of a client. Following soon upon this incident, Comstock staged a major press event by appearing at the sensational trial of radical feminist Victoria Woodhull and her sister, Tennessee Claflin, who distinguished themselves nationally in the 1870s with an outspoken candor about sexuality. The two women stood accused of libeling the prominent Brooklyn minister, Henry Ward Beecher, by exposing his alleged extramarital escapades in one of the unorthodox feminist newspapers they published. Comstock testified on Beecher’s behalf, and the result was a hung jury, but Woodhull found herself persecuted for her views and ultimately left the country, abandoning women’s rights to those more cautious about speaking out on sex. Several years later, Comstock enjoyed an unequivocal success in the Massachusetts prosecution of an outspoken sex radical there, named Ezra Heywood, for distributing an underground journal that advocated free love and advertised contraceptives.


       However flamboyant these encounters, the larger effect of Comstock’s zealotry is hard to measure. Not a single reputable physician was actually prosecuted during his tenure, and medical supplies were regularly mailed without interference, as were limited circulation textbooks incorporating contraceptive information. Comstock himself publicly denied that the laws bearing his name had ever been intended to handicap physicians in private practice, though, at the same time, he called all nonprocreative sexuality, even in marriage, “bestial and base.” In place of artificial contraception, he counseled self-restraint and refused to admit the possibility of a distinction between moral and immoral uses of preventives. Even if his obscenity laws did not technically circumscribe physicians, this bald identification of contraceptive practices as criminal and immoral seems to have discouraged their intervention in all aspects of the matter. Physicians in private practice who counseled their patients on contraception did so quietly. The subject was all but banned from public discourse on the subject, records of medical symposia reflecting only occasional interest. It was not until 1912 that the American Medical Association again debated contraception openly at the encouragement of its outgoing president Abraham Jacobi, husband of the outspoken female physician, Mary Putnam Jacobi, and himself the proponent of a more socially responsive medicine.20


       If Comstock never succeeded in suppressing sex radicalism or the popular culture’s brisk trade in contraception and abortion, however, he did manage to push them farther underground into the hands of quacks and charlatans. Reputable publishers banned the subject altogether from popular editions, and this left only paper-bound pocketbooks, printed in remote areas of states like Texas and Kansas, where they were out of the reach of censors. Respectable farm journals, women’s magazines, and most mail-order catalogs accepted only advertisements disguised under such euphemisms as the ubiquitous “feminine hygiene.” Patent medicine manufacturers became multimillionaires, but they cautiously coded announcements for contraceptives. Lydia Pinkham, for example, made a fortune selling emmenagogues to dispel “stomach tumors.” Edward Bliss Foote, the proponent of womb veils and a popular health writer, was convicted by Comstock and forced to reissue his advice book on contraception in a truncated version that only advertised douching. As to the manufacture of commercial contraceptives, standardization and regulation of quality and price became virtually impossible, and in these nebulous circumstances the contraceptive market expanded out of the reach of the law, until some federal policing of merchandise was undertaken in the 1930s.21


       Yet these constraints on public discussion of sexuality had no apparent impact on behavior. Indeed, as birthrates continued to plummet, patterns of sexual behavior grew more permissive rather than less. There is little reliable survey data from this era on sexual behavior, but the same Dr. Clelia Mosher of Stanford University, who questioned the wives of professors about contraception in 1895 also asked about sexual responsiveness, and on this matter, her data has been variously interpreted. She reported nearly universal sexual activity, but still a sizable incidence of orgasmic deficiency and rather low levels of desire on the part of women, at least by more recent standards. Only a third of the women claimed they usually reached orgasm—a few more said “sometimes”—and the majority said they were interested in sex only about once a month. Lack of enthusiasm for sex, not surprisingly, correlated directly with reports of ineffective use of contraception.


       By contrast, Alfred Kinsey’s pioneering studies of women who came of age in the earlier years of this century found that they experienced greater frequency of intercourse in marriage, nearly universal contraceptive use, and higher levels of sexual satisfaction. Moreover, they did not confine sexuality to marriage but instead engaged in permissive premarital sex-play, which for most stopped short of intercourse, though fully a third of Kinsey’s respondents also admitted having consummated these relationships, most often with the partners they subsequently married, Margaret’s own personal experience in this respect once again being instructive.


       This closer accommodation to a single standard of sexuality for men and women also paralleled the decline of prostitution as a sexual outlet for men. The availability of commercial sex had long enforced a double standard and provided a semilicit physical outlet for men, but progressive efforts in public health and social hygiene increased awareness of the high risk of contracting venereal disease from prostitutes and of the unfortunate consequences of sexual vice in a world without antibiotics or any other assured cure. Even as physicians and scientists developed new regimens for treating syphilis and gonorrhea, it remained apparent that the best deterrent to the spread of disease was outright prohibition. The campaign to regulate prostitution actually produced a more liberal sexual doctrine in this country, its hallmark a new egalitarianism in personal conduct that licensed middle-class women to be sexual, so men would not need to find relief away from home.22


       Most important, birthrates continued to decline as a result of private contraceptive arrangements made quietly among networks of women or by husband and wife. Small families became increasingly fashionable by the turn of the century, especially among the most prosperous families, where one and two children were not uncommon. And fertility declined steadily, if still more slowly, among women of the working classes as well.*


       By the early 1900s, indeed, the venerable Anthony Comstock’s reputation had declined. He became something of an eccentric symbol of old-fashioned values—“a four square granite monument to the Puritan tradition”—in the description of one of his biographers. His celebrated 1905 injunction against the American production of Bernard Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession, a comedy of manners with prostitution as its theme, was never enforced in court, though it earned the country an international reputation for philistinism. Comstock still achieved notoriety with the confiscation of nude female drawings in a pamphlet of the Art Student’s League in New York City in 1914, but again there were no legal repercussions. A cartoon in The Masses, then a popular journal of the left, parodied Comstockery by showing a man dragging a woman’s body before a judge with a caption that read, “Your honor, this woman gave birth to a naked child.” Several months later, in fact, he lost his official status as a government agent, which left him with only the institutional support of like-minded fanatics whose voluntary commitment to vice suppression had long helped support his activities.23


       Yet if the intemperate zeal of old age eroded Comstock’s personal credibility, his legislative legacy continued to resist change. Obscenity laws lent themselves well to selective enforcement and provided a convenient tool for government suppression of social deviants and, as Margaret would soon discover, of political radicals as well. Male politicians were hardly more anxious to debate sexual subjects openly than advocates of women’s rights were, and this curious but unmovable constellation of elements sustained Comstock’s anachronistic laws, even long after the old man himself was gone.24


       Margaret breached a well-established social and political contract when she took on Anthony Comstock in the columns of The Call. She did not invent a freer sexuality for women or discover contraception, but by insisting on raising both as public issues, she did fundamentally alter the social discourse of her times and of our own.


       For the moment, however, her principal heresy was in becoming as much a political radical as she was a social libertarian.


      


     





      

       

        

         CHAPTER FOUR

        

       


       

        

         The Personal Is Political

        

       


      


      

       

        

         

          M

         

        argaret had used the Socialist Party to establish herself within a community in New York and to find her voice as a journalist, but to her dismay the issues she began to write about, and feel so deeply, attracted little attention from party leaders. Within a year she openly shared in a growing resentment that only lip service was being paid the real concerns of women. Jessie Ashley, whom Margaret greatly admired, withheld a $500 contribution to the New York City locals for women’s work in 1912, because she could secure no agreement from the governing body on how the money would be spent.1

        


       In the preceding twenty years, the number of women in the labor force had doubled from 4 to 8 million. Yet, despite the extraordinary success of the Women’s Trade Union League in leading the strike of 1909-10 that invigorated the International Ladies Garment Workers’ Union, the Socialist Party and the male-dominated trade unions made little further effort to organize women workers, whose labor was stereotyped as marginal and impermanent. As a result, many women were frustrated by internal squabbles and began to break ranks.2


       Despairing of conventional political processes, Margaret drifted toward the party’s left wing and radical tactics of direct action in support of labor. Her Autobiography admits that she first found herself in “absolute rapture” at a laundry strike in New York City in 1911, while listening to the IWW’s favored female agitator, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn. Flynn was known, among activists, affectionately but with respect, as “girlie,” and in tabloid headlines of the day as the “Rebel Girl.” That day she advised the workers not to surrender their pay envelopes in a walkout, but instead to engage in a form of quiet sabotage of their employers by deliberately mixing up orders of socks and shirts. The two women next had the chance to talk at the Sangers’ uptown flat, while bathing Peggy in the sink. Then came the strike at Lawrence.


       The Wobblies had moved East to organize immigrant textile workers and for this decidedly unpolished but committed band of organizers. Margaret, who was native-born, well-spoken, and quietly attractive, became an especially valuable recruit. When the IWW struck the Lawrence textile mills in Massachusetts early in 1912, she was asked to lead a well-staged and highly publicized evacuation of workers’ children from the strife-torn Massachusetts town to New York City, an action intended as much to call attention to the strike and to arouse sympathy, as it was to protect the children from extreme conditions. The bitter job action had put 22,000 people out of work, most of them foreign-born, and the humanitarian tactic played brilliantly as sympathetic families in New York took in the forlorn immigrant children. The favorable publicity so enraged local authorities that they used billy clubs to prevent a second contingent of children led by Flynn from leaving town.


       The violence provoked Congressman Victor Berger to call an investigation, and in March Margaret traveled to Washington with several young women strikers to condemn the textile industry for its assault on women, children, and families. Helen Taft, the President’s wife, and Alice Roosevelt, the former President’s daughter, came to hear the testimony of the “nurse from New York,” as she was billed, and her moving portrayal of the children of wool workers, who in the cold of winter were without warm clothes, made national headlines as a “remarkable exposition of capitalist brutality.” Within two weeks the strike was settled, and the workers won raises of 5 to 25 percent, gains which had a ripple effect throughout the New England textile industry. The results were not as positive, however, in Hazelton, Pennsylvania, where Margaret was twice arrested a month later for trying to prevent workers from entering a silk plant the Wobblies did not successfully organize.3


       Lawrence brought her overnight recognition and a valuable initiation in political organization, promotion, and lobbying. She also took away from the experience enduring friendships with strike organizers Bill Haywood, Carlo Tresca, and the charismatic, silver-tongued Flynn, friendships that would transcend her own later retreat from radical activism.


       She strongly identified with the engaging but fiercely committed Flynn. The two attractive and spirited Irish women both traced the roots of their political activism to well-intentioned but domineering fathers, who had disappointed them for being so “long on talk and short on work,” as Margaret once caustically described them. They also had in common strong-willed mothers, who had encouraged independence in their daughters. Most important, perhaps, they shared the experience and responsibility of being mothers themselves, since Flynn had a child from a brief teenage marriage, who lived with her family in the Bronx. Here the similarities stopped, however, for while Margaret was struggling over responsibilities to a young family, Flynn was riding the IWW strike circuit from coast to coast, lending her flaming oratory to the cause of labor from the mills of the East to the mines out West. When they met, Flynn had also just become involved in a tempestuous love affair with the mysterious and daring Tresca, whose abandoned Italian wife and daughter lived just blocks away in New York.*


       Late in 1912, Flynn and Tresca led a strike of restaurant and hotel workers in New York, which caused a riot they did not condone but, at the same time, refused to condemn. On this occasion the workers rebuked the call for nonviolence and rather than simply adulterate the food they prepared and served, they left their jobs, smashed the plate glass windows of Delmonico’s and other elite establishments, and wildly attacked scab workers. Circumstances quickly overtook ideology.4


       The publicity generated by these events gave the Wobbly leadership, and the philosophy of syndicalism which it endorsed, an increasing celebrity outside radical circles, especially among an East Coast intelligentsia that had long heralded the rights of labor. The French philosopher Henri Bergson developed his doctrine of the primacy of immediate subjective experience—his elan vital—and gave intellectual respectability to grass-roots labor confrontation. He was invited to lecture at Columbia in 1913 and was also profiled in the Sunday magazine of The New York Times. But if university scholars and Greenwich Village literati were suddenly engaged by the new unrest, established Socialists and trade unionists in this country were not so easily romanced. The success at Lawrence had been made possible by an effective coalition of IWW organization and Socialist Party money and public relations. Virtually on its heels, war broke out between the party’s reform faction and those willing to condone violence. The reformers held control and, singling out Haywood, voted to expel any member who opposed electoral participation and advocated direct action. Margaret, along with most of the left wing, resigned her party affiliations, and the rift never healed. So too, the American Federation of Labor disavowed the New York cooks and waiters who had followed Flynn and Tresca, splitting the local into warring factions.5


       Differences of strategy that had been tolerated only a year earlier became open fissures on the landscape of the left, and the debate over tactics and goals intensified in 1913 during the long and disruptive silk workers’ strike in Paterson, New Jersey. As with Lawrence, the practical short-term goals were a minimum wage, an eight-hour day, extra pay for overtime, and other minor workplace reforms. But a zealous IWW leadership, inspired by its victories in New England and ever conscious that Paterson was within range of the nation’s communications hub in New York City, also attempted to convert the thousands of strikers there into true believers in the righteousness of their cause and the inevitability of class conflict. Flynn took charge of the strike along with Haywood and Tresca, and the goal, in her words, was to create “a feeling of solidarity” out of the diverse religious, ethnic, and political constituencies in Paterson—to instill a unified “class spirit, class respect, class consciousness.” To this end the Wobblies did more than organize picket lines. They deluged Paterson with forums, rallies, marches, and parades, and on Sundays sponsored mass picnics, which were meant to keep the strikers’ spirits high and ward off the likelihood of a break in ranks. In this effort they enlisted the money, sympathy, and skills of New York’s bohemia just across the Hudson River, providing a critical opportunity of politicization for many of its young rebels, most notably the romantic John Reed, who first went to jail in Paterson when local authorities tried to rid the town of outside agitators.6
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