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  INTRODUCTION
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  I have many memories of my years at the Columbus School for Girls, a private K–12 institution that, with its perpetual re enactment of time-honored “school traditions,” seems—at least it did in my years there—almost designed to create memories in its student body. Of course what I remember has little to do with those traditions, as I played and felt the rebel as much as I dared and never saw “tradition” as a thing to be revered. Perhaps the role of women was changing so fast that I felt I had no ties to women of the past. If so, I was wrong. In any event, as I wrote this book, two otherwise inconsequential C.S.G. memories pushed themselves into my consciousness and were so persistent that I finally promised myself to give them room in this introduction.




  In Ohio, regrettably, as in many other states, the subject of the state’s history is relegated to fourth-grade social studies—a good indicator of how little our educational system fosters regional awareness, despite its prime importance to our economic and cultural lives. It was the same when I was growing up in Ohio. “Memorize the state motto, and move on” was the message.




  Fourth grade was my first year at C.S.G., and I had the best of all teachers, Mrs. Sehring. She was a large woman with powerful ideas and a firm but gentle voice. She taught us chess. She allowed us to raise mice in the classroom. She directed our class in a version of Hamlet. When she read to us, we were spellbound. Mrs. Sehring smiled and saw possibilities and made school entertaining. When it came to Ohio History, however, she just showed us the book. I realized this as I was writing these biographies; then I remembered the book itself. It was workbook-like, of cheap, pulpy paper. It was dense, and it was dull. I distinctly remember sitting before it at my desk, plowing through the endless paragraphs, getting nowhere, then returning to reread the same impenetrable text, about fossils or Iroquois or the seven so-so presidents. I yearned for the period to end, yet I knew I had learned nothing. The whole thing made me feel profoundly deficient.




  The fact is that, unless history is story, it becomes mere duty, a state-ordered task. I suppose Mrs. Sehring considered teaching Ohio History a “duty” and dispensed with it accordingly. Soon enough the half-hour was over, and we were back to charting the lineage of our mice, drawing posters of some famous artwork, or practicing our lines from Hamlet (“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”). My desire in this book was to make stories and drama of the distaff side of Ohio history (and if it’s drama you seek, start with Victoria Woodhull). It was to write a book that a teacher like Mrs. Sehring might want to read aloud, or retell in bits and pieces (and if you are reading aloud to children, you might want to skip Victoria!). It was to entertain and instruct, with the emphasis on “entertain” (and you are encouraged to skip any biographies here that don’t meet that standard!).




  The second C.S.G. memory dates to my junior year, when I took a class called Women and Literature from Mrs. Sedgwick. She warned us at the outset that our readings would comprise more books about women than by women, possibly because her favorite nineteenth-century author was neither Austen nor the Bröntes nor Eliot, but Thomas Hardy. I do not regret my time spent with Tess of the D’Urbervilles: The tale of that long-haired country lass quite carried me away. Mrs. Sedgwick loved drama, too; so we read The Taming of the Shrew and Ibsen’s A Doll’s House and Hedda Gabler. By women authors, we read Sylvia Plath’s A Bell Jar and Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.




  Clearly I must have loved this course, or I could not list the readings now, almost twenty-five years later. And indeed, they are a fine set of readings—unless you happen to notice that more than half of them are by or about suicides. I did notice, partly because of my history—my grandmother was a suicide, and I was said to possess her smile and her love of writing—and partly because I connected deeply with the stories of “self-immolation,” a word I am sure I learned from Sedgwick.




  My memory involves writing the final exam. I even know where in the auditorium I sat. Sedgwick’s tests were always easy to prepare for; you simply constructed an outline of the points she had emphasized, memorized the outline, then wrote out paragraphs when the time came. This exam was different. It asked us to write an essay on the question, “What did you learn?” I turned my answer into a diatribe against the course content. Women and Literature should not be Women’s Suicide and Literature. It should not be Literature by Men about Women. Surely there were some female authors who did not commit suicide. Surely a woman could be something other than a victim, a sexual manipulator (Hedda), or the butt of a good joke (“the Shrew”). Even Nora of A Doll’s House was no kind of role model!




  I felt satisfied when I turned in that blue book, and for the first time in my C.S.G. career, I did not care what grade I received. I had struck upon something important to me. I was looking for role models, for some sense of path or purpose. We girls heard encouragement all around: “You can be anything you want: doctors, lawyers, engineers.” The truth was, I needed to know more. Those were just professions. What could women do with their lives? What was—and is—important for women to achieve? And how do they go about achieving it?




  Writing this book of biographies and the previous two books I have written in this series has helped me find answers to those questions. The women in these biographies found ways to live out larger visions. Through their thoughtful and committed action, they helped point the way to the promise of a richer, more meaningful humanity. I hope you, my readers, find their signposts as useful as I have.




  —Greta Anderson




  FRANCES DANA GAGE
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  1808–1884




  Social Reformer




  In her later years, Frances Dana Barker Gage often recalled a childhood incident from 1818 that left a lasting impression on her. As an inquisitive young girl, she became fascinated by the work of a barrel maker at her family’s Ohio farm, and she offered to help place the copper strips around the barrels. When her father came upon the scene, he scolded Frances for tackling a task that was totally inappropriate for a young female. To reprimand his daughter, he promptly sent her back into the house. As Frances turned to leave, she heard her father say, “What a pity she was not a boy!”




  Being disciplined for a task that she was perfectly capable of handling frustrated the young girl. But even at the tender age of ten, Frances fully understood that society set limits on women who pursued interests that were traditionally and exclusively reserved for men, and she resolved to fight against established gender roles.




  From that moment, she was determined to overcome the restrictions that had been set for women. “Then and there sprang up my hatred to the limitations of sex,” she wrote shortly before her death. “Then and there the foundation was laid for all my woman suffrage work, which began in 1818, when I was ten years old.”
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  Frances Gage’s independent nature took root during her childhood as she grew up on the family farm, located on the Muskingum River near Marietta, Ohio. The ninth of ten children, Frances Dana Barker was born in 1808. Her parents, Elizabeth Dana and Colonel Joseph Barker, were among the first settlers in southeastern Ohio. Colonel Barker was not only a builder and farmer, but also a state legislator and judge. Frances’s maternal grandmother, Mary Bancroft Dana, lived nearby in the village of Belpre on the Ohio River.




  Originally from New England, the Barkers had crossed the Alleghenies in 1788 to settle in Ohio. The Barkers instilled in their children a sense of pride in their family’s heritage. From an early age, Frances was well aware that she was the granddaughter of a Revolutionary War soldier and the descendant of Puritans who had settled in New England in 1638.




  Growing up on the farm, Frances and her siblings milked cows, made butter and cheese, and plowed fields. Rural life suited the young girl, who preferred the freedom of the outdoors over the “dull monotonies of indoor life.” Moreover, she learned that useful skills could override the rules of propriety for a young woman. One winter, for instance, the water supply for the farm animals had frozen solid. Since the family’s hired hand was too sick to work and her father’s rheumatism limited his physical activity, Frances picked up an axe and set to work. “I took the axe and chopped a hole through ice a foot thick and got creek water to forty or fifty head of cattle and horses,” she later wrote.




  Though rural life presented Frances with opportunities to learn practical skills, it also limited her abilities to pursue a formal education. Since she studied grammar and geography only a few weeks each year at a local school, she took the initiative to further her education by reading her father’s books. She also discovered a love of writing, sometimes hiding in the attic to escape from her siblings and concentrate on penning poetry.




  Frances’s mother and grandmother strongly influenced her distaste for social inequality in the world, not only for the lack of women’s rights but also for the injustices of slavery. Slaves escaping from their masters in Virginia often crossed the Ohio River to find refuge at the home of Mary Dana in Ohio. Frances and her mother actively assisted Mary in providing food and clothing to the runaway slaves.




  In her late teens, Frances met a young attorney who shared her disdain for slavery. Romance soon blossomed, and Frances Dana Barker married James Lampson Gage, from McConnelsville, Ohio, on January 1, 1829. The couple settled in McConnelsville, residing in a large brick house known as “Mount Airy.”




  While James practiced law in McConnelsville, Frances assumed the traditional role of wife and mother. By 1842, they were the parents of eight children. James eventually became the owner of a foundry and served the community as a prosecuting attorney, judge, and town mayor.




  Despite the demands of a busy household, Frances made time to express her thoughts on paper. She soon found an outlet for her writing in the pages of an agricultural journal, the Ohio Cultivator. With a circulation of 10,000, the bimonthly publication appealed to a large male readership with its articles about farming, but it also contained stories aimed at women in its “Ladies Department.”




  The Ohio Cultivator was the perfect platform for Frances. Josephine Bateham, wife of publisher Michael Bateham, shared many of Frances’s views on social reform for women. As the editor of the Ladies Department, Josephine supported articles that not only addressed traditional women’s interests, such as household tips and recipes, but also broader issues impacting women, including wages, education, feminism, temperance, and antislavery. Starting in 1845, Frances contributed advice on housekeeping, cooking, gardening, and parenting to female readers of the Ohio Cultivator. Writing as “Aunt Fanny,” she blended articles about traditional female duties with encouraging remarks about the value and dignity of running an efficient household. More importantly, she used the pieces as a forum to elevate the status of women in society and to advocate for better education, expanded job opportunities, and better wages for women.




  Moreover, Frances encouraged women to realize that expanding the role of women outside the home was both a privilege and an obligation. “If God has given to woman talent to redeem a nation from sin of slavery, she has no right to roll that talent in a napkin, or bury talent by selfishly clinging to home joys and home comforts, while she might be doing a mighty good; no right to devote the energy to ten, that would redeem a thousand, if she felt it a duty to do so.”




  She even wrote product reviews for her readers. In one article, Frances highly recommended a self-heating iron that saved precious time. She even claimed the product could help women do the ironing of eight women. “I’ve used it 18 months now,” she wrote, “and like it better every time, and bless the woman who invented it (it was a woman).”




  With her success as a contributor to the Ohio Cultivator, Frances seized the opportunity to also write for a political paper, the Ohio State Journal. In March 1850, her first article appeared in the Ohio Journal as a series known as “Letters from the Kitchen.” She literally wrote the articles from her kitchen, emphasizing the point that once women completed their household duties, they would have time for “higher and more intellectual duties.”




  The letters allowed Frances to appeal to women in the home to raise their expectations and place higher values on their work. While writing about topics like washing clothes or planting gardens, for instance, Frances subtly discussed broader issues. In one article, she stated, “One of these days, we women folks will get better wages for our work, if we still do it well.”




  Venues for Frances’s writing soon expanded to other publications that supported social reform, including Jane Gray Swisshelm’s Pittsburgh Sunday Visiter (sic), and Amelia Bloomer’s The Lily. Her work also appeared in such publications as the Western Literary Magazine, New York Independent, and the Missouri Democrat.




  During a trip to the Northeast with her husband and father-in-law in late 1848, Frances learned that the first convention promoting women’s rights had taken place earlier in the year at Seneca Falls, New York. After reading a newspaper account about the convention, Frances knew she had been preparing for this moment throughout her entire life.




  Returning home to Ohio, Frances plunged into organizing her own convention. Working with three other women, she held the event on May 29, 1850, in McConnelsville’s Masonic Hall. With about seventy women in attendance, Frances read a paper that she had prepared outlining numerous laws that discriminated against women. She also introduced a petition to present to the Ohio Constitutional Convention, requesting the removal of the words “white” and “male” from the requirements for state citizenship. Omitting those two words would grant women the right to vote. Frances obtained forty signatures from attendees.




  Encouraged by the turnout, Frances proceeded to organize another convention in Chesterfield, Ohio. Since the local schoolhouse and churches would not permit their facilities to be used for the event, about three to four hundred individuals gathered in a local barn for the meeting, and many added their names to the petition.




  When Ohio women convened for a state convention in Akron, Ohio, in May 1851, Frances Dana Gage was elected to serve as the organization’s president. Though her opening speech received a favorable response, it was Sojourner Truth who captivated the audience. Sojourner’s speech, “Ain’t I a Woman?” became the highlight of the convention. Born as a slave with the name of Isabella Van Wagner, Sojourner changed her name after receiving her freedom. Her powerful speeches reached a broad audience as she spoke out for women’s rights and condemned the act of slavery.




  Soon after the Akron convention, Frances traveled to Chicago to attend an antislavery meeting. Speeches and conventions, she discovered, were effective means of reaching a broader audience than publications, especially in rural areas where periodicals and newspapers were not readily available. A talented speaker, Frances easily stepped into the role of public orator to promote her “triune cause” of abolition, women’s rights, and temperance.




  In 1853, the failure of James’s foundry and subsequent financial difficulties forced the Gages to move to St. Louis, Missouri, in hopes of finding new opportunities. Although James soon established another foundry in St. Louis that supported the city’s thriving railroad industry—the first railroad car wheel foundry west of the Mississippi River—Frances hated the idea of leaving Ohio. In one of her columns for the Ohio Cultivator, she wrote, “I regret leaving Ohio now, just as this great work of woman’s rights is about to engross the minds of our women.”




  To make matters worse, the slave-holding state of Missouri did not welcome Frances’s ideas of social reform. In fact, the Ohio State Journal, the Missouri Republican, and the Missouri Democrat were so offended by her bold stance on abolition that all three newspapers fired her as a correspondent. Moreover, Frances reported that her controversial statements provoked three separate acts of arson on the family’s property.




  Still, Frances remained undaunted and continued to wage her personal battle against the injustices of society. In October 1853, six months after moving to St. Louis, she was elected chair of the National Woman’s Rights Convention in Cleveland, Ohio.




  Then she hit the lecture circuit, championing her “triune” causes in at least a dozen states. Most of her venues, however, were focused on rural communities. During a tour of Iowa in 1854, for example, Frances gave twenty-five lectures in six communities, speaking primarily in churches and schoolhouses. To finance her travels, she frequently passed the collection plate and sold papers that she had written about women’s rights. She also gauged the success of her efforts by the size of the crowds that attended the lectures. On a visit to Mt. Gilead, Ohio, for instance, the Presbyterian Church proved to be too small to hold the all the people who had arrived to hear the first day of lectures. On the second day, the meeting was moved to a larger Methodist church in the area.




  Frances’s personal life, however, took a hard blow with the failure of James’s second foundry in St. Louis. The financial panic of 1857 only made matters worse. The Gages retreated to Carbondale, Illinois, and lived in a house that Frances described as “unpapered, unplastered, and unlathed.” Yet, Frances became determined to pull her family through the crisis by actively pursuing speaking engagements and additional outlets for her writing. “When one resource fails I can and will turn to another—even [if] it has to be the wash tub,” she wrote to a friend.




  But a paid position at her beloved Ohio Cultivator saved Frances from taking in laundry. In 1860, the Gages returned to Ohio and settled in Columbus. Working as the editor of the Ladies Department at the Ohio Cultivator, Frances strengthened the ties of her fifteen-year association with the periodical and continued publishing articles that supported her causes. She also resumed an active slate of political activities in Columbus. In 1861, she participated in a campaign that led to the passage of Ohio’s first Woman’s Rights Bill and lobbied unsuccessfully before the Ohio Senate to promote a law that would give married women the same rights over property ownership as men.




  The war raging between the states, however, took its toll on periodicals like the Ohio Cultivator. In 1862, due to the publication’s declining number of subscribers, Frances was released from her position. Never one to stand by and idly watch social injustices, Frances embraced the plight of the slave population. When she heard about efforts to educate a group of five hundred runaway slaves at Parris Island plantations in South Carolina, she promptly contacted politicians and volunteered her services. General Rufus Saxton soon appointed Frances to serve as general superintendent of the 4th Division of the Freedman’s Bureau in Parris Island.




  Frances stayed in South Carolina, supervising the education of the former slaves, until she received word in June 1863 that her husband, James, had suffered a stroke. She immediately headed back to Ohio, but James died before she could return home. To help with her grief, Frances dealt with the devastating loss the only way she knew how: by returning to work. She was soon giving lectures on the condition of former slaves. She hoped not only to raise funding for their plight, but also gain support for their rights as free people.




  In 1864, she focused on yet another social issue: the impact of alcoholism. Taking a position with the Western Sanitary Commission, she traveled to cities along the Mississippi River to visit the war wounded in Memphis, Vicksburg, and Natchez. While visiting the injured Civil War soldiers who often turned to excessive amounts of spirits to ease their misery, Frances was reminded of popular temperance publications that alerted readers of the dire effects of alcohol abuse on women and families.




  Unfortunately, Frances’s work came to an abrupt halt in September 1864 when her carriage crashed in Galesburg, Illinois, after a speaking engagement. She recuperated from her injuries at the home of one of her daughters for nearly one year, and then decided to move to Lambertsville, New Jersey, to be closer to many publishing firms and national meetings in New York.




  By May 1866, Frances felt well enough to travel to New York for the first national Women’s Rights Convention after the Civil War. Attending as a delegate from Ohio, Frances was elected vice president of the women’s rights group. During the convention, attendees mapped out a plan to obtain universal suffrage by merging the women’s rights movement with the antislavery movement and creating the American Equal Rights Association. In her “Address to the First Anniversary of the American Equal Rights Association” in 1867, Frances pleaded for the right to vote for women “because it is right, and because there are wrongs in the community that can be righted in no other way.”




  In 1867 Frances suffered a devastating stroke that prevented her from traveling or lecturing. But her voice could not be silenced. Turning to the power of the written word, she wrote poems and novels centered on the rights of women and the battle against alcoholism. One of her most successful temperance novels, Elsie Magoon, reflected her personal convictions about the evils of alcohol—a viewpoint shared by other social reformers of the day. Reformers like Frances believed alcohol hurt not only families, but also society as a whole. Women suffered the most from the neglect and abuse of their drunken husbands, since men were much more likely than women to succumb to the temptation of spirits. Excessive drinking led to poverty, families living in destitute conditions, and criminal activity. A total ban on booze would not only improve morality and strengthen families, reformers believed, but also decrease crime and the costs associated with enforcing the laws.




  To create the setting for Elsie Magoon, Frances drew upon childhood memories of rural Ohio. Using a fictitious small village as a backdrop for the novel, she devised a story that demonstrated the spirit of a strong woman, Elsie, who rose to the challenge of battling the invasion of liquor in her home and community. The dangers of alcohol were also reflected in Frances’s short stories, such as “The Young Man’s Story.” As the tale goes, alcoholism strikes an intelligent, wealthy man, his finances fall into ruins, and his wife is forced to take in laundry to support the family.




  In the early years of Frances’s writing career and reform activities, she wrote of her desire to make a difference in the world. “If I can’t make a commotion in the midst of the sea, I can throw my pebble into the edge of the ocean, and who knows but the eddying ripples may widen their circles, till they reach . . . the enormous verge of the waters of life,” she declared in 1852.




  Twenty years later, Frances’s dream of making an impact on society became reality. She must have been pleased with temperance activities in Ohio during the winter of 1872 and 1873. A vigorous campaign to shut down local saloons—instigated by Ohio women—soon spread across the state and into the Midwest, and the activities led to the establishment of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.




  In 1884, Frances Dana Barker Gage died in Greenwich, Connecticut, at the age of seventy-six. During her lifetime, she not only witnessed the end of slavery in the United States, but also paved the way for dramatic changes in lives of generations of women. Undoubtedly, she would have been pleased to know that the Women’s Christian Temperance Union had become the largest organization in the world by the turn of the century. She would have been thrilled to see women gain the right to vote with the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution in 1920. And she would have been delighted to know that the two words she had fought so hard to remove from Ohio’s constitution—“white” and “male”—were finally deleted from state law in 1923, no longer barring women and people of all races from the right to vote.




  HARRIET BEECHER STOWE
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  1811–1896




  “The Little Lady Who Made a Big War”




  The Beechers’ wagon jostled over Ohio’s “corduroy roads”—logs laid side by side to make the mud passable. So this was “the West”! Harriet’s father, the Reverend Lyman Beecher, and her older sister, Catharine, were a bit dreamy-eyed about their mission in this land, but the twenty-one-year-old Harriet was wide awake and curious, albeit sad to be leaving childhood friends behind. She noted the fine soil, the gentle contours of the land, and the easy simplicity of the dwellings, and compared them to the rocky landscape and upright, buttoned-down abodes of her native New England. Everything was new to her, and she liked its newness.




  The year was 1832, and Cincinnati was the family’s destination. Reverend Beecher, a prominent clergyman—one of the biggest names in the religious revival known as the Great Awakening—had been appointed to head the Lane Theological Seminary and had been self-appointed to “cure” the West of Catholicism and unbelief. Like a biblical patriarch commanded to enter a foreign land, he led into this wilderness his second wife, his sister, and his children, who ranged in age from Catharine, thirty-two, to Isabella, ten, and James, four. In between were Harriet, twenty-one, and her favorite brother, Henry Ward, nineteen. It has been said that these two—the most famous of this famous brood—learned the most from their time in the Queen City.




  [image: Harriet Beecher Stowe National Archives and Records Administration]




  In that era, Cincinnati was a study in contrasts. Nestled among the hills surrounding the junction of the Ohio River and several smaller rivers, it had a grace and nobility that earned it the nickname. In 1832 it was beginning to boom, with a population of 25,000 up from 10,000 in 1820—a figure that would reach 114,000 in 1851. Cincinnati prospered during the era of steamboat travel and became Ohio’s first big city. As a convenient distribution point, it had become the hog-processing capital of the world, turning Ohio’s agricultural riches into ready cash. The “smell of money” pervaded the city’s unpaved streets, as free-roving pigs rambled, gobbling up the garbage that people left out in piles for them. Hence, the Queen City was also Porkopolis. It smelled, it sweltered, and it bred disease.
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