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It’s been more than ten years since a book on notable Kentucky women has been published. Eugenia Potter’s Kentucky Women: Two Centuries of Indomitable Spirit and Vision beautifully captures the profiles of Kentucky women and was an inspiration for this book. Carol Crowe-Carraco’s Women Who Made a Difference highlights a few Kentucky female notables for younger readers. However, it was time to review what researchers have uncovered about our favorite Kentucky women as well as highlight some new ladies who haven’t received the recognition they so rightly deserve.


Kentucky state history is known for its prominent men including Captain Thomas Walker, Daniel Boone, Henry Clay, Abraham Lincoln, Louis Brandeis, and Robert Bingham. Kentucky has also put forth a number of women who’ve played a viable role in both state and national history. The idea to concentrate on women seems to be a natural spin-off of my other title, It Happened in Kentucky, which highlights interesting events that helped define Kentucky’s rich history. While researching that book, the stories that had the greatest appeal were those of Jenny Wiley, Jane Crawford, Delia Webster, and Carol Sutton. These ladies are just a small fraction of Kentucky’s finest.


I hope you enjoy reading More Than Petticoats: Remarkable Kentucky Women, which chronicles Kentucky women whose contributions shaped not only Kentucky state history but US history. Every attempt was made to represent Kentucky women from all over the commonwealth as well as a variety of subject areas, including law, military science, journalism, fine arts, transportation, education, medicine, sociology, and music. Although all but one of these women were born prior to the twentieth century, their influence has been felt all the way into the twenty-first century. Hopefully, these ladies’ biographies will inspire readers well into the next millennium.




JANE COOMES
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(1750–1816)


KENTUCKY’S FIRST SCHOOLTEACHER


The party was exhausted after its trek across the Wilderness Trail, which originated in Maryland and extended through southeastern Virginia and Tennessee and across present-day eastern Kentucky. Only twenty-five years earlier, parts of this trail were explored by Captain Thomas Walker and his Loyal Land Company expedition. In this expedition William Coomes and his party were ready to encamp and begin a hunting expedition to feed their hungry contingency at Drennon’s Lick, near present-day Frankfort. Coomes was accompanied on this excursion by Dr. George Hart and Abraham and Isaac Hite, the first Catholics to set foot in Kentucky.


Also accompanying Coomes was his wife, Jane Coomes, who organized a small group not involved in the hunting expedition to collect a few kettles and begin boiling salt from the nearby spring. The task was no simple chore, for it could take eight hundred to one thousand gallons of salty spring water and several days of stoking coals under the hot fire to produce one bushel of salt. A half-pint of salt marked an entire day of work. This allotment was the equivalent of one British pound (about $137 today), a good cow and calf, or one thousand pounds of tobacco.


The Cherokee, Shawnee, and Chickasaw tribes, the three largest tribes inhabiting the region, were proficient in the art of boiling salt, but the early settlers lacked not only the materials but the manpower needed to undertake salt boiling on a regular basis. In fact, salt boiling was a dangerous task since the three salt springs known to early Kentucky settlers—Bullitt’s Lick on the Salt River, Blue Licks on the Licking, and Drennon’s Lick on the Kentucky—resided within Cherokee, Shawnee, and chickasaw hunting territory and were prone to attack. A vigilant eye was necessary to ensure the safety of salt camps. This was not easy since the kettles were suspended on chains from a forked pyramid above an open fire. Certainly the fire alone would have raised a red flag that someone was nearby. No stranger to danger, Jane Coomes’s salt-making party, the first recorded for a white female settler within Kentucky, did its best to disguise its whereabouts.


These settlers were accustomed to making salt as regularly as fetching water, growing crops, and hunting wild game. The colonists used three types of salt: bay salt from the ocean, white salt boiled out of rock impurities, and rock or mineral salt found in the earth. Back east every town or city had a salt blockhouse or “bay” saltworks that employed local townspeople to manufacture salt using gigantic vats to dilute sea salt. Rumor of plentiful salt came from former captives of Indians who ventured from the West to the East, stirring interest in prospective salt entrepreneurs to head west. Moreover, salt became a tax commodity for the British to use against wayward colonists.


Salt was the preferred method for preserving meat since salt delays the breaking down and decomposition of meat, ensuring a longer shelf life. After animal hides dried out, salt was added to absorb the water from the albumen. Salt was also used as a means of trade. Fur, flour, tobacco, whiskey, hemp, and yarn were a few items bartered for salt. Pioneers also used salt for cowlicks, tanning hides, and for medical purposes such as antiseptics. It was common for settlers to travel long distances to secure salt, so the ability to procure salt nearby was an asset to building a pioneer life. The Ohio River fed many springs, creeks, and streams. Sandstone that overlies slate seems to furnish salt springs, which in some areas could be reached anywhere between three hundred to five hundred feet below the ground.


Yet Jane Coomes’s prominence extends beyond being the first Kentucky settler to attempt salt making. As one of the first Catholic families to emigrate from Charles County, Maryland, Jane and her husband, William, were part of Abraham Hite’s surveying expedition in 1775. The Coomes family ventured across Wilderness Road, eventually reaching Fort Harrod on September 8, 1775. Fort Harrod was one of three permanent settlements developed by prospector James Harrod the previous summer (the other two were Logan’s Station and Boonesborough). It resided about one mile from the Salt River on a large spring.
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Construction of a stockade started in the fall of 1775, complete with puncheon walls made from heavy timbers set on end and close together. Cabins twenty feet square lined the inside of the stockade. Cabin floors consisted of wood plank or dirt, and chimneys were made from stone, straw, and mud. Cabin windows were a rarity and of the few that did exist, none had glass. Residing at all four corners of the fort, blockhouses extended three to four feet above the stockade walls with rifle portholes for protection and surveillance. The fort enclosed an area of an acre and a half, with a spring and a stream running through it. In the center was a powder magazine. Although constructing Fort Harrod demanded physical brawn and tremendous manpower, a certain mathematical and analytical acumen was needed to survey half-acre in-lots, ten-acre outlots, and road construction.


By the time the Coomes family arrived, the settlement had been victim to sporadic Indian attacks, scaring half of the settlers to flee back east. No sooner would a group of settlers leave than another would take their place. In their wake the water supply around the fort became polluted. Animal waste littered what little space was available in and around the immediate area of the compound. Two years after construction Fort Harrod housed 198 people—10 percent were slaves, 35 percent were white children, and 12 percent were white women. The compactness of the area was further compounded by seasonal elements of spring mud, summer insects, and winter ice. Those who entered Fort Harrod’s gates included a who’s who of Kentucky notables: George Rogers Clark, an Episcopal priest and first minister in Kentucky Reverend John Lythe, Coomes, Hart, and the Hite men. Living in the fort firmed one’s resolve to move away from it as soon as one could fortify the area around it.


The typical settler had limited formal schooling, and those who were educated were products of private academies in Virginia or Maryland rather than public schools. Private academies were supported by individuals who sought occupations as lawyers, doctors, ministers, teachers, merchants, land surveyors, and the like. Many private academies were funded by religious sects or functioned as prep schools for colleges, but most, if not all, were sustained without taxation. The Land Ordinance of 1785, which designated a specific proportion of public lands for educational use, actually did little to finance the founding and support of schools. But it served to plant the idea of the public school in the mind of the frontiersman.


At the urging of the fort’s residents, Jane Coomes was charged with the task of opening a school to educate the children living in the fort. By fall 1777, records showed that one-third of Fort Harrod’s residents were under the age of ten. The first classroom consisted of a room built of round logs with no chinking in between that sat alongside the fort. The floor was made of dirt, and there was one window, which was covered with doeskin instead of glass, and a slab door hung on deer throngs. Seats were made from puncheons or logs cut lengthwise, with no backs. Among Jane Coomes’s pupils were her own children and those from the families of Harrodstown founders such as Thomas Denton, Richard Hogan, and Hugh McGary. Jane Coomes taught her students to read and write from paddle-shaped pine shingles. These shingles were inscribed with the alphabet, numbers, and simple prayers. Shingles doubled as a source of punishment if students warranted it. The Dillard’s Speller and the New Testament readings were the only required texts.


Dame schools like Jane Coomes’s originated in England in the fifteenth century, with the core focus of educating children in small towns or rural areas in elementary curriculum. Dubbed by the “dames who picked up children at their parents’ door,” dame schools were a precursor to preschools that provided a general education curriculum prior to younger students moving to either a public or private school. Compared to classes of today, teaching methods in dame schools consisted of basic rote memorization. In this “blab school,” as it was dubbed, it was common to hear students study out loud as part of Coomes’s instructional technique of the day. New Testament text took the place of the hornbooks prevalent in eighteenth-century England. Any pay Coomes received was in the form of tobacco, bacon, or bear meat.


Coomes taught three to four months each year for nine years in this primitive pioneer cabin. Although her curriculum may have been elementary, the pioneer spirit of bettering oneself by learning to read no matter what social class one came from was taking root. Apart from the original colonies, which established schools with religious affiliations, settlers did not identify with this tradition. Therefore churches and schools were slow to take foundation in Kentucky. Nonetheless, early settlers believed firmly that to allow a man to reach maturity without being able to read, becoming functionally literate at best, was a sin in the face of God. Pioneers prided themselves on being able to spell and debate. Adults, as well as schoolchildren, frequently held spelling bees, which tested their ability to pronounce and spell words. It did not matter if the debater was knowledgeable about the topic, as long as a debater was imaginative and eloquent. Both spellers and debaters had their followings in the audiences, and the contests were as exciting as wrestling and shooting matches.


When the Coomes family moved to Nelson County in 1780, William garnered a first settler preemption of one thousand acres of virgin land. They settled in the outskirts of a village called Salem, which was later renamed Bardstown. The Coomes’s choice of residence enticed a number of relatives and friends to relocate to Kentucky. The common belief that Maryland Catholics entered into a pact to settle together prior to 1785 is most likely true given their treks to the state becoming more regular after that date. Nelson County became a burgeoning enclave for Catholic emigrants after the arrival of a priest in 1787 and the establishment of a diocese in 1808. After the 1795 Treaty of Greenville ended much of the territorial disputes with Native Americans, Maryland Catholics flocked to pioneer settlements. By 1793 seven settlements in the surrounding Bardstown area boosted the local population to three hundred. By the time Bardstown was assigned its first bishop, Joseph Flaget, in 1811, more than one thousand families incorporated thirty congregations.


However, nativism, which favored the interests of established inhabitants over those of immigrants, was particularly directed toward anti-Catholic bigotry. With no central church of any denomination and little by way of Christian observances, frontier life threatened morality. Yet the solitary lifestyle of pioneers, the constant threat of Indian attack, and the underlying assumption that one was dealt whatever fate God rendered stimulated the reemergence of the Christian community by the time the Great Revival came to Kentucky. Although pioneer Catholics such as Jane Coomes remained unfazed by the ensuing religious revivals in nearby Cane Ridge, they settled in Kentucky without official papal approval to build a new spiritual enclave, eventually known as Nazareth.




CATHERINE SPALDING
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(1793–1858)


FOUNDER OF A CATHOLIC RELIGIOUS ORDER AND PROMINENT SOCIAL WORKER


Nursing cholera victims left Mother Catherine Spalding psychologically depleted. Mother Catherine and her community, the Sisters of Charity of Nazareth, had spent the last two-plus years tending to those sick and dying from cholera, putting their own health at risk in the process. Reverend Robert Abell advocated to Louisville city officials that the Sisters tend to cholera victims since there was a shortage of lay nurses to handle the epidemic. So nothing infuriated Mother Catherine more than hearing the accusation that the Sisters of Charity of Nazareth had been receiving city funds inappropriately. The accusation that the Sisters were mercenaries benefiting from the sick and dying was more than she would take.


She immediately fired off a scathing letter to Louisville’s mayor, John Joyes, reiterating that the city council invited the “gratuitous services” of as many of the Sisters as necessary to relieve the public health crisis with only their expenses to be paid. However, the Sisters of Charity had been charged with profiting from nursing the sick. Mother Catherine proceeded to return the $75 stipend they received, closing her letter with a stinging remonstration that the Sisters “are not hirelings and if we are, in practice, the Servants of the poor, the sick and the orphans, we are voluntarily so, but look for our reward in another and a better world” (Doyle 2006, 105). Seventy-five dollars was a small fortune for the Sisters of Charity, who at the time had just completed a new orphanage and girls’ school in Louisville. Joyes subsequently apologized, returned the money, and ordered a public correction. Not many women had the audacity to scold the presiding mayor of the state’s largest city as Catherine Spalding had.
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In 1795 Spalding’s father, Edward, sold his inheritance of 112.5 acres in Charles County, Maryland, and moved to Nelson County when Catherine was two years of age. By the time she was five or six, Catherine’s mother had died and her father subsequently remarried. Edward, burdened by the weight of supporting two families, mortgaged his land to settle gambling debts and eventually deserted the family. Edward’s children and debts reverted to his sister and her husband, Thomas Elder. By the age of sixteen, Catherine had lived in four homes and resided in two states in the households of three fathers and four mothers, either biological or surrogate.


This disruption in her early childhood was balanced by the piety and humility of the Catholic community life. During the dead of winter in January 1813, Catherine was escorted by her cousin and cousin’s husband on horseback to a log cabin at St. Thomas Farm to join two women, Teresa Carrico and Betsey Wells, in the formation of a new convent: Sisters of Charity of Nazareth. The congregation’s origins were primitive and austere, living in a log cabin only eighteen square feet in area with one dining room and a half-story attic for sleeping. Meager furnishings included one frying pan, one spoon, and two knives. The simple residence was aptly named Nazareth. Being the middle of winter, the menu was limited to corn bread, middling (a dish made from coarse grain), and sage tea. Long days and demanding tasks, such as clearing land, took a mental toll on the three women, but evenings spent doing needlework fostered a bit of brief relaxation.


Aside from the daily work of spinning, weaving, and sewing for seminarians at St. Stephen’s Farm, the Sisters made clothes for neighbors who would pay for them. Although poverty was prevalent on a daily basis, the community grew to six, prompting Father David, coadjutor bishop of Bardstown, to hold an election to choose their superior. Six months after its foundation, the six voted for their selection of nineteen-year-old Catherine as their first Mother to the Charity of Nazareth community, only the third religious congregation of women in the United States. Catherine dutifully served as general superior when called upon over the subsequent twenty-five years, and made most of the administrative and long-range-planning policy decisions affecting the Nazareth community.


Although the founding Catholic religious congregations in Kentucky were either emigrants from Maryland, native-born Kentuckians, or American converts to Catholicism, they were subjected to the prevailing attitude of nativism. Spurred by English propaganda, the nativism movement charged that Catholics could not be loyal American citizens because they were controlled by the pope. Roman Catholics were perceived to be enemies of the new republic out of fear that the pope would tighten his connections with European Catholic rulers who would attempt to cross the Atlantic and conquer the new republic. However, the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church in the young nation, such as Baltimore archbishop John Carroll, fervently believed in the American Revolution ideals of liberty and equality and passed these traits on to their religious protégés. American girls, whether rich or poor, should have the opportunity for an education, whereby upon completion of their formal education, they would extend their faith-based education to those less fortunate than themselves.


The Sisters of Charity of Nazareth’s roots are founded on the principles of St. Vincent de Paul: humility, charity, and service to the sick and poor. The community took the virtues of American liberty and equality to heart, believing individuals should have equitability in all matters regardless of their political, social, or religious backgrounds. The community was fully supported by Kentucky bishop Joseph Flaget in this mission. Flaget personally brought over from France a rule St. Vincent de Paul had given to Elizabeth Ann Seton when she wanted to start an American religious community based on the French Daughters of Charity. Elizabeth Ann Seton founded the first American community of the Daughters (or Sisters) of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul. St. Vincent de Paul’s rule advocated charity not only to alleviate suffering or deprivation but to promote human dignity in all dimensions. Along with a mission to serve those in need, the rule emphasized the need for letting the poor determine their own destiny and make an impact on their local community.


The Sisters offered an education beyond the traditional hornbook, dame school, or private academy curriculum of the era. Mother Catherine strongly supported a curriculum rich in science: botany, natural philosophy, optics, and chemistry. She argued to her superiors that parents, both Catholic and non-Catholic, would justify paying tuition for a rigorous curriculum, and those profits could then be supplanted in the education of orphans or other poor children. This stance did not always please the clerics, who were uncomfortable sending four or five female students over to the Nazareth men’s college to partake in experiments at the physics laboratory.


Since Kentucky public schools did not have constitutional status until 1849, many private academies were administered by religious sects that were Protestant. As the state’s population swelled, private academies couldn’t handle educating the growing number of students, so many pioneers of Protestant persuasion sent their children to Catholic schools run by Sisters of Charity of Nazareth. Legal rights for nineteenth-century women were nonexistent; therefore, challenges existed for acquiring the land necessary for an addition to their first school at St. Thomas. In 1810 the Thomas Howard farm near Bardstown had been willed to two priests, Father Stephen Badin and Father Charles Nerinckx. The property was used to build a seminary, but by 1821 the Sisters were anxious to enlarge the building for their growing school.
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