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Introduction



I actually began this book twelve years ago.


I had spent a year and a half (1982-1983) working at Texas’ Ashton Villa House Museum, where I was the first professional curator on the staff of the Galveston Historical Foundation (GHF), which operates the mansion. My boss was a short, red-going-grey-haired dynamo named Judy D. Schiebel, who had been the Ashton Villa administrator since the museum opened in 1974 and who was the acknowledged and legendary master of “dog and pony shows” in Texas museum circles.


Now, it’s a funny thing about working in museums (which I did for more than fifteen years). You can get so lost in the minutiae of administration and endless special events and busloads of tourists who show up for a tour without a reservation that you sometimes lose sight of what—and who—it is you’re trying to interpret. Like most of the curators who have followed me, I was simply too busy to do much additional digging and research on the Browns; I relied on the excellent history and oral interviews put together by Ashton Villa’s first chairman, Inez Lasall. Only after I left to work at another GHF project, the 1839 Williams Home, did I begin to poke around with the intention of doing a magazine article about Ashton Villa’s most famous inhabitant, Rebecca Ashton Brown, a.k.a. Miss Bettie.


I’m from Virginia, and I love that place and its history dearly. But I can still state, without hesitation or equivocation, that Texas has grown some of the damnedest women I have ever run across. They’re bold, they’re free spirited, and they do not give a toot whether society is frowning on their ways or not. To me, Bettie Brown was the personification of that Texas woman.


So I started digging but got busy with first one job and then another, and then a move to Sherman, Texas. And a new job. And, finally, a new career as a writer. It was not until last year, when I finished Red River Women for Republic of Texas Press’ “Women of the West” series, that I had the leisure to look about and wonder what I would write on next. Bettie came to mind, and I scrambled around in boxes to find my old notes.


When I approached the Galveston Historical Foundation about the project, Betty Massey, my old colleague who is now executive director of GHF, was instantly excited. It seemed that 1996 would mark GHF’s 125th anniversary, and the publication of a first-ever biography of Bettie would be a perfect way to end the year. So I started working in earnest, wondering for a few panic-stricken minutes how I would make a book of Galveston’s perennial party girl.


But to my surprise, I found Bettie. The real Bettie. The one we’ve been pretty much missing all these years, who was hidden behind the expensively coiffed and gowned and jeweled Bettie. The woman whom life and turmoil changed—surprise!—just as it does most of us.


What I discovered was that Bettie was a unique woman at a unique time for all women, a crucial period when the mores and strictures that had bound them for most of the so-called Victorian period were giving way to the stresses and the turmoil and the mind-boggling technical achievements that marked the early twentieth century. Many of the inventions and social customs that you and I take for granted today—everything from the elevator to the telephone to the country club—were products of the late Victorian period. And they, along with fantastic new communications and transportation systems, were changing our world, opening it in a way never before seen.


Some women (and some men, for that matter) never made the leap to this brave new world. But Bettie Brown did, jumping in with both feet, for she had learned the secret and importance of adaptability from her father. She was the forerunner of what historians would later call the “modern woman,” who emerged about the time of World War I. And though Bettie never actually worked for a salary—the hallmark of this modern damsel—she invested her time and energy and executive ability in volunteer positions just as surely as if she had.


She never married, never surrendered control of her property and her very body to a man. That was not to say she didn’t enjoy a long line of admirers, perhaps even lovers. I would have given a great deal to have found some of Bettie’s love letters, but she was too discreet, despite the reputation she had.


And about that reputation. Everyone who’s been through Ashton Villa or heard stories about Bettie believes that she led a somewhat sordid life. After looking at the evidence, I think most of those tales were made up by one or two enemies who spread them very well. And Miss Rebecca Ashton Brown, proud daughter of J. M. Brown, would never have deigned to even recognize that the stories existed, let alone refute them. Did she laugh about them, the rumors and the “honest to God true stories,” in private? Or did they hurt? Perhaps it hurt more just that they were believed.


I’ve come to admire Bettie in the months of working on this book. I wish I could have answered all the questions I had about her, but those answers will have to wait. I’ve researched every place I could think of in an effort to tell her real story, but the elusive letters and diaries that would have filled in the remaining few holes either don’t exist or haven’t come to light yet.


I couldn’t have written Daughter of Fortune without a lot of help from several people. Beth Weidler, GHF’s curator for both Ashton Villa and the Williams Home, took pictures, dragged out boxes of records, answered questions, read the draft of this book for mistakes (those that remain are my own), and eagerly discussed all my findings and revelations. Anna Peebler, archivist at the Galveston-Texas History Center of the Rosenberg Library, was equally super about tracking down elusive information and answering panicked inquiries over the phone. (“Just who was so and so?!”)


Margaret Doran at the Moody Mansion and Museum brought Colonel W. L. Moody’s marvelous 1902 diary to me: never will I forget sitting in my hotel room and reading it through until two in the morning, howling with laughter over the Colonel’s pungent wit and his description of Miss Bettie riding a camel. And my thanks to another longtime friend, Betty Massey, executive director of GHF, who endorsed this project and helped make it work.


My deepest thanks go to several descendants of J. M. Brown, who have gladly shared their knowledge of the family with Ashton Villa staff through the years and with me: Mrs. Henry J. Jumonville Jr. of New Orleans; Mr. J. M. Brown III of San Francisco; Mrs. T. J. Stanly of Nacogdoches, Texas; Mr. Albert Ball of Sealy, Texas; and Mrs. Michael Doherty of Galveston. They and other family members have helped bring Ashton Villa back to life.


Thanks to my editor, Mary Elizabeth Goldman, who thinks that books about women are interesting and worth writing.


And, as always, thanks to my husband Bill, who not only lives with a writer but encourages me to do more. He’ll probably blanch, but I hope our daughter, Ann Elizabeth, grows up to have a bit of Bettie Brown’s spunk and savoir faire.


And lastly, I say thank you to Bettie herself. She and other women like her led the way and made it possible for Texas women like me to pursue our careers without (too much) prejudice—to write books or drive forklifts or fly through space . . . whatever our hearts desire and can dream.


Sherrie S. McLeRoy





CHAPTER ONE


Descended from the Lords of Wales


Bettie’s maternal ancestry traces back to ancient Wales, a mountainous region that plagued England for generations with its fierce spirit of independence. Centuries before Edward I conquered Wales and made it part of the crown’s holdings in 1284, the earliest of Bettie’s known ancestors had settled in the area of Brecon, a town located some thirty-five miles northwest of Cardiff on the edge of the Brecon Beacons, red sandstone peaks in the wild heart of South Wales.


WELSH ANCESTRY


In his classic work Colonial Families of Philadelphia, John W. Jordan traced the first Powels back through “the mists” to one Gorwst Ledlwn, “a British chieftain or regulus in Cumbria [sic],” that is, Wales. (For genealogy chart, see Appendix B.) One descendant of his was Rhodri Mawr, crowned king of all Wales in 843. Then there was Gwallawg, “pendragon” or king of northern Britain, and Teithwalch, who defeated Aethelbald, the Earl of Mercia in 728.


Bleddyn ap* Maenarch, the Lord of Brecknock (as Brecon County was originally called, in honor of a Powel ancestor), married Oten, the sister of Rhys ap Tewdwr, the Prince of South Wales. But Bleddyn died at Caerbannan in 1091, along with his brother-in-law, when Normans overran the region—the so-called marcher lords—and ended its ancient British rule.


Eight generations later, Bleddyn’s descendant Sir David (Dafyd) Gam fell at the Battle of Agincourt in 1415 after an adventurous career that included being held for ransom by Welsh activist Owen Glendower. Five more generations would pass before another of Bleddyn’s descendants, Thomas ap Howel, changed the family name to Powel, a corruption or Anglicization of “ap Howel” and the name by which the rest of this line was called. The Powel motto was “Death before dishonor,” and the crest included a lion rampant and a wyvern, a fantastic winged creature which stood on two legs and had the head of a dragon.1


CASTLE MADOC


When Thomas ap Howel, Bleddyn’s descendant, built Castle Madoc in 1580, he probably named the structure in honor of ancestor Madoc, the third son of Dafyd ap Rhys-y-ddimau. With wife Margaret Vaughan, Thomas built on the site of an older “castellated mansion, with a keep for prisoners upon an artificial mound,” midway between modern Brecon and Builth Wells, to the north.2 It remained in the Powel family more than 200 years before passing out of the direct line to a cousin. Among the Powels who lived there were several High Sheriffs of Breconshire and a poet, William Powel, son of the builder.



TO AMERICA


Sometime around 1730 or 1740, the first Powel crossed the Atlantic to settle in Philadelphia. William Powel (1684-1754) was the second of seven children of Charles and Elizabeth Powel. To his older brother Hugh would go Castle Madoc; William received only £95 from his father with which to establish himself and his wife, another Elizabeth, in America.3


His son William (?-1757) married Sarah Mifflin (1718-1795) of a prominent Quaker family which had emigrated from Warminster, England to Pennsylvania about 1676. John Mifflin Sr. (1638-1716), Sarah’s great-grandfather, and his son John Jr. settled on the Delaware River among Swedish colonists before building Fountain Green on a land grant from the Duke of York. Sarah’s brother John would father one of Pennsylvania’s best known Revolutionary figures, Major General and later Governor Thomas Mifflin;4 and William and Sarah themselves had six sons before their only daughter, Rebecca, was born.


It was Rebecca Powel (1741-1809) who would forge the next link to a name that loomed large in Bettie Brown’s life.5 At the age of twenty-six, Rebecca married Isaac Ashton (1742-1777) in Philadelphia’s historic Christ Church (built in 1727).


THE ASHTONS


The Ashtons of Philadelphia descended from the Assheton family of Ashton(Assheton)-Under-Lyne, today part of the sprawling Greater Manchester metroplex. That line dates back to the thirteenth century and later includes such notables as Sir Robert de Assheton, Lord Treasurer of England (1363), Treasurer of the Exchequer (1373), and Warden of the Cinque Ports (1381), as well as Sir John de Assheton, considered one of the most influential nobles of his time and a knight of the Order of Bath (1399).


Jonathan Assheton was the first of the family to reach Philadelphia in 1683, where he became clerk of Christ Church (Church of England). Isaac Ashton, who would become Bettie’s forebear, was probably his grandson.6


Very little is known about this young man. Isaac was born in Philadelphia in 1742 and married Rebecca Powel twenty-five years later. During the Revolutionary War, he rose to the rank of Second Lieutenant of Artillery and served in Captain Samuel Massey’s company of Colonel Jehu Eyre’s Battalion along with his brother-in-law Samuel Powel (1739-1814). Isaac was killed in the conflict on September 7, 1777, possibly in some of the fighting that led up to the British capture of Philadelphia on September 26; the records are very unclear.


But his impact on Bettie Brown’s life would be an immense one, considering Isaac’s short life of only thirty-five years. Four of the next five generations of his descendants would include a “Rebecca Ashton”—like Bettie—and Bettie’s Galveston home would bear the name of this ancestor.


Rebecca and Isaac Ashton had three daughters, among them Bettie’s great-grandmother Rebecca.7 Born less than two months after her father’s death, this Rebecca (1777-1869) also grew up in Philadelphia and, in 1798, married John Stoddart, the English-born son of Henry and Ann Stoddart. The Stoddarts had thirteen children, all but two of whom lived to adulthood.8


JOHN STODDART


John was considered one of Philadelphia’s outstanding businessmen, whose every venture was a success. He and Rebecca had a “palatial residence” at the corner of Seventh and Race streets, facing Franklin Square and filled with the finest furniture imported from England. (It was demolished about 1920.)


John acquired thousands of acres of land in the Wilkes-Barre region of Pennsylvania and established the town of Stoddartsville on what was to be the route of the Lehigh Navigation Company’s canal. But the project never materialized and the town dwindled, although second son Isaac Ashton Stoddart, named for his maternal grandfather, supervised the estate for many years.


John continued to be active in several businesses, including dry-goods and book publishing, but then unwisely assigned “all his property for the benefit of his creditors, amounting to the sum of $600,000. . . .” The money was lost. After this debacle, John and Rebecca left their spacious townhouse and moved back to the small house on North Seventh Street, next to the synagogue, where she had been born in 1777.9


Their fourth son, another John Stoddart, was an agent for the New York Coal Company and married Sarah Warner Moses (1806-1903), whose background is almost as elusive as Isaac Ashton’s. According to Annie Doom Pickrell, author of Pioneer Women of Texas, the half-Jewish Sarah was shunned by her father-in-law because of her ethnic background.10 Sarah, wrote Pickrell, quarreled bitterly with the Stoddarts and thereafter refused to have anything to do with them. Her two daughters, Matilda Ella and Rebecca Ashton, visited their father’s family without her.


The problem lies in the many other fallacies in Pickrell’s account—the only biography of Sarah’s early life—which cast doubts on the accuracy of the whole. Was Sarah, in fact, Jewish? And did that color her relationship with her in-laws?


GONE TO TEXAS


When John Stoddart died in 1833 at the young age of twenty-eight, Sarah stayed on in Philadelphia for some time before deciding to leave and move her family south to the Mexican state of Coahuila and Texas. Why? Pickrell wrote that friends of Sarah’s had sent her favorable reports of the country there; but was she also influenced by the sizeable Jewish population that had settled in the port city of Galveston? Or did Sarah decide to scratch “Gone to Texas” on her door, as so many others were doing, and seek a new life there?


Even the date of her departure from Philadelphia is in question. Family legend places it about 1833, but there was very little in the way of settlements in Galveston at that time. Shipping records are virtually nonexistent from this period, so she cannot be traced in that manner. Kenneth Hafertepe, author of A History of Ashton Villa (1991), states the family arrived in the mid 1840s. For the purposes of this account, a date that falls somewhere between the two will be considered the correct one.11


On the voyage down the Atlantic coast and across the Gulf of Mexico, Sarah, who was described as the prettiest woman in Philadelphia by her contemporaries, met a hardware merchant from Rhode Island named Charles K. Rhodes (1807-circa 1893), on his way to set up a new business in Galveston. They fell in love and were probably married after they reached Galveston, and they raised her two Stoddart daughters, Matilda and Rebecca, there. One descendant says that Sarah managed and/or owned a hotel “down the Island,” i.e., in the modern West End, and regularly drove a team of mules into town.
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Rebecca Ashton Stoddart Brown (1831-1907), Bettie’s mother, descended from a prominent Philadelphia family. Her daughters Bettie and Matilda inherited her “Stoddart” nose. (Circa 1890) (Courtesy Ashton Villa)



GROWING UP IN GALVESTON


The younger of Sarah’s girls, Rebecca Ashton Stoddart had been born in Philadelphia on November 18, 1831 and was said to have been only two or so when the family emigrated to Texas. And the Galveston that she grew up in was far different from the “Victorian” landscape that today’s visitors see.


The city of Galveston is located at the eastern tip of a long, thin island of the same name, both called in honor of the Conde de Galvez (1746-1786), Spanish governor of Louisiana who ordered one of the earliest surveys of what would be Galveston Bay. First explored by Europeans in the sixteenth century, the island, which separates the Bay from the Gulf of Mexico, was not settled by them until the early and mid-1820s. For several more decades, it remained unconnected to the Texas mainland and accessible only by boat.


Still, Galveston grew quickly, thanks to its strategic location and natural, though shallow, harbor; shipping lines soon connected it with New Orleans and the fledgling town of Houston. When war broke out late in 1835 between Texas and Mexico, Galveston flourished as supplies and recruits poured in. But after Mexican general Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna sent his armies north to plunder, burn, and kill, the town also filled with refugees hoping to flee the conflict and return to the United States: the infamous Runaway Scrape. Among those who sought sanctuary were the officers of Texas’ first government, formed when the colony declared independence on March 2, 1836.


The Galveston of Rebecca Stoddart’s childhood was a village of low frame houses built around the harbor (some on posts to escape high tide), of stores built so close to the water that one could fish out the back door, and great excitement at the arrival of every vessel, bringing news of the outside world. Soon after the war with Mexico, the town’s size and population both accelerated as Texans began shipping their white gold—cotton—through its port facilities. Cotton would make Galveston not only Texas’ largest city in only a few years, but its cultural and commercial heart as well.


ENTER MR. BROWN


Which is precisely what attracted a young New Yorker by the name of James Moreau Brown.


Little is known of his ancestry. His obituary states that he was the son of Dutch immigrants, but histories of Orange County, New York, where Brown was born on September 22, 1821, describe his unnamed grandfather as an Englishman who settled in the Cornwall area of that county prior to the Revolutionary War.


The family’s own questions about this side of their ancestry center around James Brown’s middle name. “Moreau” is an old French term for a dark-haired or dark-skinned person. It is also the name of one of Napoleon’s generals, who, according to family history, visited the Brown home in New York on his American trip sometime prior to James Brown’s birth. Possibly James’ English-born grandfather was the son of a French mother who provided the connection to that country. The records are regrettably unclear in explaining this mystery.


Cornwall, James Brown’s birthplace, is a picturesque town on the Hudson River in what is known as “the Highlands of the Hudson” and, in the nineteenth century, included the U.S. Military Academy at West Point in its bounds. It was first settled by the Dutch, followed by French Huguenots and English in the eighteenth century. Here the unknown Mr. Brown from England raised six children, among them James’ father John Brown.12


John, a Cornwall farmer, married Hannah Cronk (Krountz, Kratz), who was undoubtedly of the locale’s early Dutch heritage.13 They had sixteen children, ten of whom lived to adulthood: Ann, William S., Henry, Edward, John, Hedges, James Moreau, Elliott, Louisa, and Esther. One of his biographers wrote that the family moved to New York City when James was a child, but the author was unable to confirm this.


By all accounts, the Browns were at least moderately well off, and James received some formal education. But he was an adventurous youth and made his first escape from home and family at the age of twelve. Two years passed before his family found him. He soon left again, this time for the western part of the state and a job “driving” boats on the Erie Canal. There, he is alleged to have met and become friends, possibly even business partners for a time, with Charles Mallory, who would later found one of the first large steamship lines servicing Galveston.


When he finally returned home, his father apprenticed James to a brickmason and plasterer. He completed his term of service, then left for the last time about 1838, journeying through the South and along the Ohio River to build courthouses, cisterns, and jails in growing towns.14 He stopped in New Orleans, then in Vicksburg, Mississippi for a time, where he is said to have begun accumulating wealth and property before moving on to Texas and Galveston sometime in the early 1840s.


Brown’s obituary gives his arrival date as 1842 or 1843, but research conducted by Kenneth Hafertepe turned up no documentary evidence of his presence before 1846. Hafertepe speculates that, contrary to the stories that James Brown owned the company that built the first brick structures in Galveston, he likely worked as someone else’s employee before discarding brickmasonry to go into the hardware business with Henry H. Brower in 1847. They built their store, Brown & Brower Hardware, on Market Street but remained partners only a year before James bought out Brower’s interest.
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James Moreau Brown (1821-1895) was Bettie’s father and built Ashton Villa. He is considered one of the most influential business personalities of Victorian Galveston. (Circa 1890.) (Courtesy Ashton Villa)



MARRIAGE AND FAMILY


By that time, James had married Sarah Stoddart Rhodes’ youngest daughter, sixteen-year-old Rebecca Ashton Rhodes, as she is titled in their license. (Her older sister Matilda had already married Henry Garlic(k) a year earlier on January 12, 1847.)15 They likely met while attending services at Trinity Episcopal Church where they were married on April 9, 1848 by the church’s founding rector, Benjamin Eaton. In December, Rebecca gave birth to the first of their five children, John Stoddart, named for John Brown and John Stoddart, the father Rebecca had barely known.


James built a new wooden structure on Market Street to house both his hardware store and, on the upper floor, his family. His business was flourishing and, despite his comparatively young age of twenty-seven, he was “thorough, methodical and systematic in everything he undertook” and had already gained enough respect in Galveston to be elected an alderman on the City Council.16 In 1850 he took on a new partner, Stephen Kirkland, another New Yorker, and they relocated the store to The Strand, Galveston’s main business street. Two years after second son Moreau Roberts was born in 1853, Brown & Kirkland expanded even more by erecting a magnificent, three-story brick building at a new site on The Strand. Next door, James opened a second business, J. M. Brown’s Carriage Repository, which he owned with another partner.
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