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			… be ye stedfast…



			I CORINTHIANS 15:58
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			I came to Washington as a young business reporter to work for the Washington Post in 1988. I remember the first time I heard Frances Perkins’s name. I was taking a bus tour of the city to familiarize myself with its political landmarks. Frances Perkins had a cameo role in the tour leader’s comic shtick. “Which woman in American history had the worst childbirth experience?” he asked. Pause. No one answered. “Frances Perkins,” he said. “She spent twelve years in Labor.” It drew a big laugh from a crowd that seemed to know as little about her as I did.

			Over the next two decades, as big stories developed and I probed the history of the government’s responses to the situations, I was referred to Frances Perkins again and again, but only by much older people, almost in a kind of distant whisper. Age discrimination? Frances Perkins had talked of the problem. Long work hours? Frances Perkins. Workplace injuries, and what rights did employees have to be compensated for the loss of their health? It was a refrain in Frances Perkins’s life.

			I began to hear her name more often when I started writing a newspaper column called On the Job, which allowed workers to raise important workplace questions. One day I received a plaintive letter from a man who wrote that he was being locked in the office at the end of each workday as the boss counted the money in the till. He asked if I thought it was unsafe: “Even a rat has an escape hole,” he wrote. I began to investigate the fire safety code and its origins, and then I called Judson McLaury staff historian at the Labor Department, to ask him about famous workplace fires. He arranged to send me information on the Triangle Shirtwaist fire, and then casually asked whether I knew that a young social worker, Frances Perkins, had actually witnessed that 1911 disaster. Eureka.

			A decade-long detective project began. Digging this woman’s legacy out of the ruins has required an effort as archaeological as historical, of long years spent, nights and weekends, sifting through hundreds of thousands of documents and interviewing dozens of Frances’s friends and relatives, many of them very old. Frances’s papers had been deposited willy-nilly in more than a dozen archives across the northeastern United States, with revealing documents housed, often poorly organized and unrecognized, in obscure corners of other collections. The story of how former president Theodore Roosevelt selected her to head the Committee on Safety after the Triangle Shirtwaist fire was written up in pencil on a pad of yellow paper, jotted down by an obscure New Yorker, and stored almost forgotten in a warehouse in the Maryland suburbs. A fascinating correspondence about efforts to save leaders of the International Labor Organization from the Nazis was lost at Harvard University amid a large volume of papers on suffrage leaders. Of course, historians putting the records together closer to the era in which Frances Perkins lived would have known that Frances was both a suffrage leader and a labor advocate, but scholars born later did not easily make that connection.

			Two extremely important sources of information were Frances’s 1946 biography of FDR, called The Roosevelt I Knew, which became a key source for New Deal scholars for many years, and an extensive oral history, running to five thousand pages, compiled by the Columbia University Oral History Research Office. They are invaluable, partially because of the wealth of details they offer, but also because Perkins recalled, almost verbatim, conversations she had had over a lifetime, and events at which she was a participant and eyewitness. The interviews were conducted in the 1950s, when Perkins was in her seventies.

			Many items of potential importance have disappeared. Letters that might have shed light on the nature of Frances’s close relationships with several women friends are gone. Mary Harriman’s papers were destroyed in a warehouse fire in New York. The children of Caroline O’Day, one of the first U.S. congresswomen, allowed their mother’s papers to be thrown into a rubbish heap.

			A few dramatic turns of events allowed some documents to survive. For example, some condolence letters sent by close friends to Frances when Mary died suggest an intimate friendship between the two women. Historian Winifred Wandersee had planned to write a biography of Frances Perkins and was given access by Frances Perkins’s only child, Susanna Wilson Coggeshall, to some personal correspondence. She asked Susanna questions about what the letters suggested about her mother’s life, and Susanna cut off further access to the letters, something she did to other aspiring biographers as well. Winifred had taken notes on the letters, however. She died of cancer before she could complete her biography, but she arranged for her research to be archived at Cornell University. Some of the letters that she cited in those files are now mysteriously missing from Frances Perkins’s papers at Columbia, but survive in handwritten form, in Winifred’s hand, at Cornell, thanks to her brother Richard’s devotion to his sister’s memory.

			Professor Maurice Neufeld, a colleague of Frances’s at Cornell, found a cache of notes and letters in her desk after her death. Frances had left the papers there while she took a trip, but she fell ill and died in New York City. Fearing that Susanna might destroy the documents, Neufeld secretly copied these papers before handing the originals to Susanna. He stored the documents at the Library of Congress, with instructions not to release them publicly until his death. Neufeld died in 2004, and the documents were made available without restriction for the first time. It was within those notes that Frances poured out her sorrow at her inability to give wholehearted love to her difficult daughter. She wrote these kinds of thoughts down for herself to better prepare for discussing them in confession and in prayer, and they give us insight into her most private musings.

			Historian O. L. Harvey spent more than a decade laboriously handwriting index cards chronicling the correspondence that crossed the desk of the secretary of labor for the first few decades of the agency’s existence. He is an unsung hero. He made the link between Frances Perkins and Donald Hiss, as correspondence that connected the two was removed from Labor Department files but rediscovered in the 1950s. He flagged it for future scholars by printing out the information in the letters on pink index cards rather than the traditional white ones.

			Frances’s friends and family also provided access to letters in their own private collections. Several boxes of letters between New York Times reporter Louis Stark and his wife had been stashed away in a closet in Ellicott City, Maryland; some fascinating letters were found in the attic of the family home of Judge Charles Wyzanski in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

			Susanna’s death in 2003 opened up one small box of personal documents, which had never before been seen, even by archivists at Columbia. They chronicled the mental health problems and physicians’ reports on Susanna and Frances’s husband Paul Wilson, who both suffered from bipolar disorder. During her lifetime, Susanna had denied that her father had ever been ill, and did not disclose these facts to prospective biographers, allowing it to appear that Frances had been an overly controlling mother, or that she had pretended that her husband was mentally ill to get rid of him. Concealing that information allowed a generation of people to believe that Frances had been a failure as a wife and mother. It was unfortunate that Susanna did not have the personal bravery to allow the facts to come out during her own life, but it is commendable that she did not destroy these documents and made it possible for them to be reviewed after her death.

			Many, many people helped to make this book possible. Librarians, historians and labor leaders gave generously of their time. Professors John Kenneth Galbraith, John Dunlop, and Christopher Breiseth shared penetrating insights about the woman they knew as a friend and colleague. Judson McLaury provided access to unique documents. The Gilder Lehrman Institute, Furthermore, the Robert M. MacNamara Foundation, the Franklin & Eleanor Roosevelt Institute, and the Nieman Foundation at Harvard University gave this project support and funding without which it could not have gone forward. My editors at the Washington Post generously granted me leave to pursue the research; my colleagues at work gamely filled in for me while I was gone. Tomlin Coggeshall, Frances Perkins’s beloved grandson, and his partner, Christopher Rice, spent hours sharing their memories and gave me access to family photographs never before published. They live together at the Brick House, the Perkinses’ family home in Newcastle, Maine, surrounded by the beautiful gardens and sweeping lawns Frances loved.

			My mother, Melinda Young, my sister Elizabeth Gately my brother Eric Hoppe, and my children, Rachel and Alex, have been endlessly supportive. My dear husband, Neil, read every word of this manuscript and offered good counsel and thoughtful insights. My agent, Gail Ross, believed in this project; her colleague Howard Yoon prepared a wonderful book proposal. Lorna Owen, my editor at Nan Talese/Doubleday was enormously encouraging and skillfully reshaped the text, and Nan Tálese championed the book from its inception. Marilyn Thompson artfully shrinkwrapped the manuscript when it had grown too unwieldy and Mimi Kusch provided invaluable editing assistance. All these people have listened endlessly to me as this book developed, and each helped shape the final product. I love you and I salute you all. Please forgive me for the occasions when I seemed to be living more in the 1930s than in the present day, for the times I was late to dinner, missed the movie, forgot the birthday card.

			Any errors in this book are my own. I have done my best to work as carefully as possible. I pray any errors I may have made are minor and easily correctable by future scholars.

			I am deeply grateful for having been given the chance to get to know Frances Perkins.

			Kirstin Downey
May 2008
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			[image: ]n a chilly February night in 1933, a middle-aged woman waited expectantly to meet with her employer at his residence on East 65th Street in New York City. She clutched a scrap of paper with hastily written notes. Finally ushered into his study the woman brushed aside her nervousness and spoke confidently. They bantered casually for a while, as was their style, then she turned serious, her dark, luminous eyes holding his gaze.

			He wanted her to take an assignment but she had decided she wouldn’t accept it unless he allowed her to do it her own way. She held up the piece of paper in her hand, and he motioned for her to continue.

			She ticked off the items: a forty-hour workweek, a minimum wage, worker’s compensation, unemployment compensation, a federal law banning child labor, direct federal aid for unemployment relief, Social Security, a revitalized public employment service, and health insurance. She watched his eyes to make sure he was paying attention and understood the implications of each demand. She braced for his response, knowing that he often chose political expediency over idealism and was capable of callousness, even cruelty.

			The scope of her list was breathtaking. She was proposing a fundamental and radical restructuring of American society, with enactment of historic social welfare and labor laws. To succeed, she would have to overcome opposition from the courts, business, labor unions, conservatives.

			“Nothing like this has ever been done in the United States before,” she said. “You know that, don’t you?”1

			The man sat across from her in his wheelchair amid the clutter of boxes and rumpled rugs. Soon, he would head to Washington, D.C., to be sworn in as the thirty-second president of the United States. He would inherit the worst economic crisis in the nation’s history. An era of rampant speculation had come to an end. The stock market had collapsed, rendering investments valueless. Banks were shutting down, stripping people of their lifetime savings. About a third of workers were unemployed; wages were falling; tens of thousands were homeless. Real estate prices had plummeted, and millions of homeowners faced foreclosure.

			His choice of labor secretary would be one of his most important early decisions. His nominee must understand economic and employment issues, but be equally effective as a coalition builder.

			He was a handsome man, with aquiline features, and he studied the plain, matronly woman sitting before him. No one was more qualified for the job. She knew as much about labor law and administration as anyone in the country. He’d known her for more than twenty years, the last four in Albany, where she had worked at his side. He trusted her and knew she would never betray him.

			But placing a woman in the labor secretary’s job would expose him to criticism and ridicule. Her list of proposals would stir heated opposition, even among his loyal supporters. The eight-hour day was a standard plank of the Socialist Party; unemployment insurance seemed laughably improbable; direct aid to the unemployed would threaten his campaign pledge of a balanced budget.

			He said he would back her.

			It was a job she had prepared for all her life. She had changed her name, her appearance, even her age to make herself a more effective labor advocate. She had studied how men think so she could better succeed in a man’s world. She had spent decades building crucial alliances. Still, she told the president-elect that she needed time to make her decision.

			The next day she visited her husband, a patient in a sanitarium. He was having a good day, and he understood when she told him about the job offer. His first impulse was to fret for himself, asking her how this new job might affect him. When she assured him that he could remain where he was and that her weekend visits would continue, he gave his permission.

			That night in bed, the woman cried in deep, wailing sobs that frightened her teenage daughter. She knew the job would change her life forever. She would open herself to constant media scrutiny, harsh judgment from her peers, and public criticism for doing a job a woman had never done before. Yet she knew she must accept the offer. As her grandmother had told her, whenever a door opened to you, you had no choice but to walk through it.

			The next day she called Franklin Roosevelt and accepted the offer. Frances Perkins would become the nation’s first female secretary of labor.
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		CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH

		[image: ]annie Coralie Perkins knew by the age of ten that she would never be a conventional beauty, that unlike many women of her day she could not rely on physical attractiveness to open doors to her future. Her mother, Susan Bean Perkins, delivered the message when she took her daughter shopping for a hat. It was 1890, and the day’s fashionable hats were slim and narrow, festooned with colorful ribbons and topped with flowers and feathers that added inches to a woman’s height.

		Susan Perkins passed by the pretty hats and pointed instead to a simple three-cornered tricorn style, similar to the ones worn by Revolutionary War soldiers.

		“There, my dear, that is your hat,” she told the girl in a matter-of-fact way. “You should always wear a hat something like this. You have a very broad face. It’s broader between the two cheekbones than it is up at the top. Your head is narrower above the temples than it is at the cheek bones. Also, it lops off very suddenly into your chin. The result is you always need to have as much width in your hat as you have width in your cheek bones. Never let yourself get a hat that is narrower than your cheekbones, because it makes you look ridiculous.”1

		The hat would come to symbolize the plain, sturdy, and dependable woman who became Frances Perkins, and the mother’s blunt advice to an awkward young girl left a lasting impression. From her earliest days, Fannie felt strangely out of step with the women of her time, her mother and sister included. She realized that rather than beauty, she must find other qualities and skills to set her apart, to help her achieve her idealistic goals. The dour-looking figure in the tricornered hat—the image seen throughout the years in filmstrips and photographs—disguised a woman whose intelligence, compassion, creative genius, and fierce loyalty made her an exceptional figure in modern American history.

		Her mother’s verdict on her looks, seared in memory for life, almost certainly overstated the case, for pictures from the time depict a child romantic in appearance, with long curls and a thoughtful look. Still it became fact that when people spoke of Frances Perkins, they almost always spoke of her character, not her outward appearance.
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		[image: ]annie Perkins was born on April 10, 1880, on Beacon Hill, a few blocks from Boston Common, but her birthplace was almost a technicality. The place she considered home was where she spent her childhood summers, with her beloved grandmother at a homestead pioneered in the early 1700s by her great-great grandfather.

		It was perched on a sweeping bend of the Damariscotta River in Newcastle, Maine, at a site filled with historic debris grown over into green meadows, sprawling over hundreds of acres to a place known as Perkins Point. Frances played amid the rubble pile left from the old stockade, erected in the years when families defended themselves against Indian attacks, and among the remains of discarded, half-baked bricks, reminders of the family’s riverfront brick-making factory, which had made the family wealthy for a short time.

		Perkins bricks had built many of the buildings in downtown Newcastle and as far away as Boston. The boom came in the 1840s. But the business failed a decade later after Boston financiers bought out the brick production of a number of local companies, including the Perkins operation, and merged them into a single corporation. The new business owners arranged for a large order from the Newcastle area to Halifax, Nova Scotia; the bricks were shipped, only to have the financiers disappear with the money. Every area brickyard went bankrupt. Afterward, all that remained of the once-prosperous Perkins business was the family home, built by their own hands, known as the Brick House.2

		The family looked back at its glorious past while its present went to seed. By the 1870s, the decade before Fannie’s birth, the family had turned to dairy farming for its sustenance. Her father, Frederick, blue-eyed, fine-boned, and refined, educated as a member of the upper class, had married Susan Bean, plump and down-to-earth, a woman from another old Maine family who was admired locally for her skills at animal husbandry. Soon Frederick was pining for a better life for himself and his family. He and Susan moved to Boston, where his brother Augustus had established a law practice. Frederick took a job as a retail clerk at a Boston department store. That was where Fannie was born, at a house on Joy Street.

		But Frederick found his prospects in Boston unpromising. In 1882, he moved his family, this time to a fast-growing and gritty industrial city, Worcester, Massachusetts, some forty miles west of Boston. It was a place where a newcomer could afford to launch a business of his own. With a partner, George S. Butler, he opened a stationery and office supply store, prospering as the city’s business base developed. In 1884, when Fannie was four years old, Frederick and Susan had a second child, Ethel.

		Fannie grew up middle-class in Worcester, a shopkeeper’s daughter. While her father built his business, they lived in boardinghouses before finally settling into a comfortable frame house in an upper-middle-class neighborhood. Staunch Congregationalists, they were faithful churchgoers.3

		The family nonetheless thought of their ancestry as storied and heroic, and with some reason. The most dramatic family tales came from a paternal grandmother, Cynthia, who was born in 1809 and lived to be 101. Fannie’s tightest family bond was to this woman, who had endless aphorisms about how people should behave when they faced adversity. In her adult life, Fannie frequently referred to her grandmother’s witticisms, particularly when facing difficult decisions. She came to pride herself on the “Yankee” values they shared—self-reliance, democratic beliefs, tenacity, physical endurance, contempt for complainers, and a tendency to be close-mouthed, particularly about people and things she held most dear.

		Their ancestors were Scotch and English Protestants who arrived in the colonies before 1680, landing first in the Pilgrim settlement of Scituate, Massachusetts, before making their way to Maine. Even Fannie’s voice, with its rich and rather British-sounding New England accent, with long A’s and dropped R’s, carried faint echoes of that original Anglo-American heritage.

		Wending their way through the Perkinses’ family tree were strains of brilliance, traces of manic depression, and a propensity for acts of public altruism that cost the doers dearly—all key characteristics in Frances’s personality as well. The family was particularly proud of one glorious and tragic ancestor, attorney James Otis, the incendiary Revolutionary War patriot who famously railed against “Taxation Without Representation” when he denounced that system as tyranny. Otis was clubbed in the head by a British officer—an injury from which he never fully recovered. Future president John Adams described Otis’s disintegration with sadness, observing in his diary that Otis became “liable to great inequities of temper, sometimes in despondency, sometimes in rage.”4

		The Civil War was also more than a chapter in a textbook to young Fannie—and provided even more proof of the risks of public participation in political life. Cynthia’s cousin General Oliver Otis Howard visited the summer Fannie was fifteen. Howard had lost his right arm at the battle of Fair Oaks in Virginia, and Fannie was drafted into service as his scribe, a chore she found tedious at the time but that she would later vividly remember. Howard had founded Howard University in Washington and became chief of the Freedmen’s Bureau, where his efforts on behalf of blacks led to criticism and censure by southern sympathizers. He was pilloried in Washington, falsely accused of misusing funds, and hounded from office, but the family admired him.5

		Fannie was an exceptional child, unusually verbal and articulate, and she discovered that she had more in common with her father than with the other members of her immediate family. As a teenager, Fannie had little to say to her mother and sister. Her sister, Ethel, was a moody girl who was uninterested in academic pursuits. She took ill as a teenager, and completed high school only with the help of a tutor. She soon turned her attention to her marriage prospects. Her mother, basically kindly but plain-spoken and peppery to the point of abrasive-ness, didn’t grasp what a remarkable child she had in Fannie. She was stultifyingly conventional. Fannie’s affection for both these women was dutiful rather than heartfelt.

		Fannie’s father must have been lonely in his marriage. Frederick, handsome and elegant, and Susan, portly and stolid, were ill suited to each other. Susan must have seemed a good choice of wife at the time of their marriage, when he was trying to make a living at dairy farming, but when he opted for another life in Massachusetts, the two seemed to have grown irrevocably apart. He clearly preferred spending time with Cynthia, his mother, who shared his interest in U.S. history, rather than with his wife, who occupied her free time with handicrafts, including painting pottery.

		He focused particular attention on his precocious daughter, Fannie. He taught the child to read Greek when she was eight and he began to prepare her for college. At the time, only 3 percent of women went on to higher education. Fannie attended Worcester Classical High School, along with other affluent children, most of them boys. Students learned the traditional curriculum, including Latin and Greek.6

		Fannie therefore had an unusual childhood for the time. It was a conservative era, with a string of Republican presidents predominating in politics and straightlaced Queen Victoria on the throne in England. Women were expected to be highly circumspect, protected, and closeted. Even Fannie’s parents were conflicted about the way they were raising the girl. They were proud of her intelligence but ambivalent about what the future might hold for an educated woman.

		Yet new ideas about giving women a broader social role were creeping into public consciousness, and Fannie’s father was a fair-minded man. While on a business trip, he attended an evening lecture on women’s suffrage delivered by Anna Howard Shaw, the militant physician and orator. He called it “magnificent” and came back home a convert to the idea that women should have the right to vote.7

		Even as a girl Fannie showed qualities that would propel her forward in her adult life. When she was very young, she tended to be bashful in public, at times too timid to exchange a few words while returning a library book. She preferred to allow others to take center stage, but as she grew, she learned she could force herself to speak out and take the lead when it was needed. In an emergency she didn’t hesitate to take control, showing her quick wit and calm, such as the time she staunched the blood flow from another child’s wound by adeptly twisting a handkerchief into a tourniquet.

		Sometimes she felt the urge to shock people and flout authority, and did it with some glee. In staid and middle-class Worcester, where people liked to think of themselves as upwardly mobile, Fannie proclaimed herself a Democrat, a party allied with the urban poor. Worcester, of course, was proudly Republican, as were Fannie’s parents, and professing an allegiance with the lower classes drew a satisfyingly startled reaction from adults.8

		From her earliest years, Fannie felt other people’s pain acutely and lamented their suffering. Her mother, active in the church, frequently tended to the needs of poor neighbors and encouraged her daughter to befriend them as well. Fannie was also greatly affected by the tales brought back by foreign missionaries seeking to win converts to Christianity. Their descriptions of the plight of hungry children touched Fannie and inspired what she called a kind of “vicarious physical agony”9

		But while Fannie’s parents were quick to provide a food basket for a hungry family they also felt themselves superior to the poor. Fannie’s parents weren’t apt to blame misfortune on social injustice; they were more inclined to see drunkenness as causing poverty than poverty as causing drunkenness.

		Fannie found herself pondering more deeply the reasons why some people were poor while others were not. Sometime during her teen or early adult years, she read a book that opened a “new world” to her. Written by Jacob Riis, a friend of progressive Republican president Theodore Roosevelt, it was called How the Other Half Lives. Riis, a police reporter for the New York Tribune and the Associated Press, wrote about life on New York’s Lower East Side, where more than one hundred thousand people lived in homes not fit for human habitation and where thousands of abandoned children had no homes at all, surviving on scraps and by street theft. In one account, Riis described a child starving to death after his father grew too ill to work because of lead poisoning he contracted on the job.11

		Riis’s stories seemed almost unimaginable in quiet and smug Worcester. Writer Frederick Lewis Allen called the era a “time of complacency,” once the depression of 1893 passed and populism died. Muckrakers had yet to begin disturbing the peace with their pungent observations. But changes were afoot, and among sensitive people like Frances, Riis’s book found fertile ground.

		While some recognized it and some did not, large fissures were developing in the nation’s social fabric. The gap between rich and poor, urban and rural, grew wider every year of Fannie’s childhood. America itself changed dramatically, shifting from an agricultural to an industrial nation, with millions of immigrants flooding into the country. The rapid influx began in 1880, the year Fannie was born. In 1900 about 449,000 immigrants arrived; by 1907, the number rose to 1.3 million. The influx stirred resentment in the native-born population. Fannie saw newcomers being abused by the native born, and it struck her as unjust that people who benefited from their labor would despise them. Fannie was developing an acute sense of social justice, and the treatment of immigrants drew her attention in the same way she had noticed the travails of the poor.12
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		[image: ]pon graduation from high school, Fannie enrolled in Mount Holyoke, the women’s college near her Worcester home. Fannie could easily travel to and from the school by train. The eighteen-year-old soon fell in love with the college. Compared with workaday Worcester, the campus was idyllic. A small village green faced the school, with a fountain and a statue of a Civil War soldier. Across the street, the college’s Gothic and Romanesque buildings rose amid broad and rolling lawns.

		Mary Lyon, the school’s founder, had had a spiritual mission, not just an educational one. She sought to prepare girls for lives of high purpose as missionaries and teachers; almost all her students were Protestants and were expected to attend religious services faithfully. Her motto: “Go forward, attempt great things, accomplish great things.”

		When Fannie entered Mount Holyoke, it had just begun calling itself a college after having been self-consciously labeled a seminary in its first years. Tuition and board cost $250 a year, a relatively modest sum, and the school required about fifty minutes of housework daily from each girl to defray expenses.13

		Fannie settled into campus life, sharing a room with a Worcester friend in Rockefeller Hall, an impressive four-story brick building funded by oil millionaire John D. Rockefeller. Enormous parlors on the dormitory’s bottom floor, furnished with rocking chairs, Brussels carpets, and mahogany woodwork, offered spacious mingling areas.14

		Although she majored in chemistry and physics, partly because a persuasive chemistry teacher pushed her to take more rigorous subjects, she was most impressed by her American economic history course, in which students visited factories and other workplaces to interview workers and take notes on their wages, hours, and working conditions. It was Fannie’s first look at modern industrial life, and it was not pleasant. She learned that losing a hand at work meant losing your livelihood, and that factory work usually paid so little and so irregularly that it left families with no savings for future periods of unemployment.

		Fannie was not an outstanding student, but her excellent social skills set her apart. She had overcome the extreme shyness of her childhood and was known as something of a jokester and even a master kiteflyer. Her popularity made her a natural leader. She chaired the school’s YWCA committee and performed in student dramas, including a role as Brutus in The Lamentable Tragedy of Julius Caesar. When the junior class ran into financial problems, Fannie devised a plan for what came to be called the “junior lunch,” a midmorning sandwich sale that soon refilled the coffers and became a university institution. But while she fit in as part of the pack, she was also more inclined than the other girls to think independently and to raise questions about society and its workings.15

		A turning point in Fannie’s college life came in 1901, when the university’s new president, Mary E. Woolley arrived. One of the first women to graduate from Brown University, as well as a biblical history scholar and an administrator from Wellesley College, Woolley wanted to turn Mount Holyoke into a top-flight institution. As a junior and the class vice president, Fannie was on the welcoming committee that greeted Woolley. The friendship they formed lasted throughout Woolley’s life.

		Woolley was not a traditional woman. She was not married and did not seem to feel that she had suffered for the lack of it. Instead she sought friendship and companionship from female friends, particularly her colleague Jeannette Marks, with whom she maintained a close and affectionate relationship. Woolley’s life presented to the girls at Mount Holyoke the novel idea that marriage was a possibility for the future, but not a requirement for a satisfying life.16

		Woolley wasn’t the only woman who would leave an indelible mark on Fannie. As she neared graduation, in February 1902, Fannie met a woman who would have an even greater influence on her life. Florence Kelley executive secretary of the National Consumers League, came to the college on a national lecture tour to speak about the organization she was building: a group dedicated to abolishing child labor and eliminating tenement work and sweatshops. Her goal was not to get better prices for consumers, but to help consumers understand the implications of their purchases—that goods bought cheaply often came with a steep price for workers, who made them under poor circumstances, bad wages, and hazardous conditions. She sought to mobilize middle-class support for promoting what she called “enlightened standards for workers and honest products for everybody.”

		Kelley, middle-aged, divorced, and raising three children on her own, was remarkably different from any of the other women Fannie had known. She was fiery, energetic, and infused with idealism, but she was also pragmatic. The daughter of a famous progressive Republican congressman from Pennsylvania and the niece of Philadelphia abolitionist Sarah Pugh, an early women’s suffrage advocate, she came from a long line of people with a sense of civic responsibility the same as Fannie. Kelley was a Quaker who accepted defeat with equanimity confident that her efforts would eventually succeed because of their essential morality. She had already had notable career success, having served as chief inspector of factories in Illinois, the first time any woman had been appointed to such a position in the country.

		Kelley was also one of the most politically radical people that Fannie had ever met. She had translated a book by Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Classes in England in 1844, from German into English, and she was a Marxist, a position that she later softened into socialism. In 1901 the Socialist Party platform included many ideas deemed dangerous by conservatives: an eight-hour workday, the right to organize labor unions, establishment of free employment offices, and the creation of public parks and children’s playgrounds.

		Kelley brought new social science methods to her work—some of the same research techniques that Fannie studied in her economic history course. Kelley’s motto at the National Consumers League was “Investigate, record, agitate,” and she required her workers to prove their cases, not just assert them.17

		In Kelley, Fannie would discover the perfect mentor, friend, and guide.

		Graduation came in 1902, and with it the end of contact with new ideas and the taste of intellectual freedom that Fannie had enjoyed. The graduating girls prepared to return home, as was customary for young women. The prospect of returning to Worcester, however, weighed on Fannie’s mind. As she finished senior year, serving as class president, she seemed like a different girl to her parents, much more distant than she had been when she left for college four years earlier.

		She had grown more strong-willed, more embued with a sense of mission. When she spoke as class president at the last prayer meeting of her senior year, she chose as the text St. Paul’s message to the early Christians: “Therefore my beloved brethren, be ye stedfast, unmoveable, always abounding in the work of the Lord.…” And the class she led, Mount Holyoke 1902, chose the words “Be Ye Stedfast” as its motto.18

		Burning with a desire to help the poor, Fannie decided she didn’t want to go home. She traveled to New York City—against her parents’ wishes—to seek some kind of social work. Her parents pleaded with her to abandon the plan. To her father, New York City was a “den of iniquity and a strange place.”19

		Fannie marched into the New York office of the Charity Organization Society a fifteen-year-old consortium of philanthropic organizations that later became the United Way. Social work was still a new field, and the Charity Organization Society had the reputation of attracting the best in the profession. Undeterred by her youth and inexperience, she demanded a meeting with Edward T. Devine, the group’s director, and declined to be interviewed by other office staffers. Devine finally agreed to speak with her. He asked what she wanted to do, and she said she wanted to see the poor, give them help, and untangle their problems.

		“Well, that’s very interesting,” Devine said. “What would you do if you were sent out to a family who had applied for help, and you came into their tenement, and you found the father drunk on the bed, the children done up with sore throats and sick, no food in the house. The mother was bustling around pretty disheveled and disorderly looking. The dishes were piled high in the sink. The father was drunk and obviously had just beaten his wife. What would you do?”

		“Well, I’d send for the police at once and have the man arrested, of course,” the twenty-one-year-old girl said. The smile on Devine’s face broadened.

		“That isn’t exactly what we would recommend,” he said, explaining to her that the best way to rehabilitate the family was to get the parents back to work, sober them up, and teach them to help themselves. 20

		In simple but gentle words, he told Fannie that she was too young, unworldly, and inexperienced for the work, and she lacked the judgment and life experience to effectively assist those in need. Devine suggested books to read and sent her on her way with an armload of social work newsletters.

		Rebuffed in her first foray into social work, chastened and heeding her parents’ admonishments, Fannie dutifully returned home. Her parents didn’t want her to pursue graduate studies and preferred that she begin looking for a suitor and get married.

		She shared her disappointment with her Mount Holyoke classmates in a class letter in December 1902. “Well, nothing seemed to turn up for me, and I made up my mind that it was my mission to stay at home and make my family miserable,” she said, trying to spin away her mournful outlook.21

		She took several teaching jobs, including brief stints at Bacon Academy in Colchester, Connecticut, and Monson Academy in Massachusetts. A job at Leicester Academy in Worcester had brought her back home. Fannie and her sister, Ethel, volunteered at the Union Gospel Mission, a small-scale settlement house in Worcester, which provided recreational activities to women workers.22

		She missed college life and revisited several times. “Take my advice and go back when you can,” she told her classmates. “It’s grand and if you use your imagination, you’ll believe that 1902 girls are under every cap and gown and you won’t be lonely”23

		In 1904, two years out of college, Fannie heard about an opening to teach science at a women’s college in Chicago. She corresponded with the school by mail and took the job sight unseen. Nearly desperate to escape Worcester, Fannie prepared to head west away from her family, which she was finding anything but inspiring: boring, smug, and content with their lot.

		Fannie also gave another reason for her departure, spoken in jest, but which conveyed her sense of being unappreciated at home: “A prophet has no honor in his own country”24

	
		[image: ]

		BECOMING FRANCES PERKINS

		[image: ]or a young woman seeking to launch a new life in the early 1900s, no place offered better possibilities than Chicago. Fast-growing and diverse, the metropolis had first captured the nation’s imagination when it hosted the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. As the home base of civic reformer Jane Addams’s Hull House, Chicago also became the focal point for the nation’s social activism and a new center for intellectual thought. It was only natural that Fannie, who was drawn to social work and looking for adventure, left Worcester and moved there in 1904.

		Fannie landed first in Lake Forest, Illinois, a sylvan Chicago suburb that was becoming one of the nation’s wealthiest communities. She took up her duties as a science teacher at Ferry Hall, a women’s college for affluent young ladies. At Lake Forest and in Chicago, Fannie began what would become a lifetime pattern of moving simultaneously in two worlds—mixing with the elite while advocating reforms to benefit the poor.

		Immediately upon arriving, she reinvented herself. She changed her name, her faith, and her political persuasion.

		The name change came first. Sometime before the printing of the 1904-1905 Ferry Hall catalogue, which listed her among the faculty, Fannie Coralie Perkins became Frances Perkins. She may have felt that her given name lacked dignity and carried an unfortunate association with a woman’s posterior. It was an easy name to ridicule, and indeed, people used the name when they wanted to belittle or patronize her. It’s unclear why she chose the name Frances, and she didn’t explain, even to her family. Frances, however, was an old family name, and taking it allowed her to keep her initials, a practical concern for a woman who liked monogrammed linens. Like other feminists of her day, she may also have recognized that having a gender-neutral name would give her employment advantages.

		But there was little place for ardent feminism at Ferry Hall. The all-girls school played the role of genteel younger sister to nearby Lake Forest College, which was more academically rigorous. Its campus sprawled over green lawns on a bluff overlooking Lake Michigan. The Victorian era still reigned, and Frances’s life was strictly circumscribed. As a female teacher, she was required to live on campus, sharing a student dormitory. Teachers observed strict curfews and obeyed house rules, including mandatory attendance at prayer services. Everyone rose to a chorus of alarm clocks at 6:20 a.m., heard the morning bell ring at 7:00, ate meals together, and observed a 10 p.m. lights-out policy.

		School administrators sought to reassure parents in countless ways that they need not worry about their daughters becoming intellectuals. Catalogues from Frances’s years on staff described the course work. “Four daily periods of 45 minutes each are required,” the 1906-1907 catalogue said. “No less amount of work will be permitted except for special reasons, and no greater amount should be attempted.”

		At Ferry Hall, scholastic expectations were low, even by the day’s standards, with an emphasis on music, art, French, German, and cooking. Frances taught science, the curriculum’s most challenging course. Students were not required to take it, but some chose to do so with Frances’s encouragement. She presided over a sparsely equipped laboratory and a large, spartan room. Frances was known there as imaginative, witty, fashionable, and popular with the students.1

		In June 1905, near the end of her first year, Frances rejected her family’s faith and left the Congregationalist Church. She was confirmed at a fledgling Episcopalian church just up the hill from campus. Instead of the simple Protestant churches she knew in her childhood, the Episcopalians built grand religious edifices. Her new house of worship, the Gothic-inspired Church of the Holy Spirit, was consecrated on the day she joined.2

		She did not make the change lightly. She sought a more structured religion with a more formal ceremony. Indeed, the Episcopalian faith she embraced came very close to Catholicism. She reveled in its elaborate and archaic rituals. They helped her remain serene and centered at times of stress. The church’s teaching also gave her substantive guidance about the right path to take when confronted with decisions, and the hopeful message of Christianity helped her retain her optimism. Her devotion waxed and waned over the years, but nonetheless served as a bedrock and a way to seek meaning in life when so much seemed inexplicable. These religious leanings became progressively more pronounced over time. When friends once questioned why it was important to help the poor, Frances responded that it was what Jesus would want them to do.

		Joining this church, however, also placed Frances in the most upscale milieu in tiny Lake Forest. Her religious convictions were real, but her switch to the Episcopalians also gave her a ready social stepladder.

		The Church of the Holy Spirit’s rapid construction was financed through donations and fund-raising events. At a church-benefit horse show, held the week after Frances joined the church, affluent socialites, including debutantes Lolita Armour and Helen and Jane Morton, salt-company heiresses whose grandfather had served as Grover Cleveland’s secretary of agriculture, showed off their ponies. Members of the Swift family, driving their four-in-hand carriage, were the show’s stars.

		Later that summer, Frances vacationed in Europe with two friends and their mother from New York. In England, she visited Blenheim Palace, the palatial home of the duke of Marlborough and his American wife, Consuelo Vanderbilt. While there, Frances met for the first time a short, bug-eyed man with a piercing mind and an equally sharp wit, Winston Churchill. He was the son of the duke’s younger brother, and English protocol ranked him low. However, his recent reporting exploits for the London Morning Post, escaping from the Boers during the South African campaign, attracted much attention. He was also half-American, since his own mother, Jennie Randolph Churchill, was a New Yorker by birth and a descendent of Revolutionary War soldiers. Frances found young Churchill memorable and, as she often did, stored his name and face away in her encyclopedic memory3

		In spite of the trappings of her elevated social circles in Chicago, she also became acquainted with the city’s hardscrabble side. She befriended a young woman teacher whose aunt served on Hull House’s board of directors and the aunt, in return, helped Frances get involved in social work projects there on weekends and during vacations.

		Hull House, the nation’s leading settlement house, was located in a ghetto, an overpopulated Chicago neighborhood strewn with garbage. Its founder, Jane Addams, a Republican progressive, modeled her establishment on London’s Toynbee Hall, a place where British liberals introduced education and social reform to the lower classes. At Toynbee Hall, located in a bleak working-class district where Jack the Ripper had left one of his victims, wealthy young people lived among the poor, and, despite the potential for mere posturing, actually did much good. Addams visited Toynbee Hall in 1888, and upon returning to Chicago, she and a friend looked for a building to set up a similar enterprise.

		The goal was to rekindle the sense of community that had frayed in America as the Industrial Revolution divided the nation into haves and have-nots. Settlement houses were actually boardinghouses where people lived and ate communally as a large extended family dedicated to civic improvement. Many had a religious motivation. Social workers and community activists lived there in exchange for working with needy families. But poor people also partook of settlement house hospitality. There they might attend a class or learn a skill, but they could also hear musical performances or listen to lectures and political debates. In that way, rich and poor intermingled, sometimes for the first time.

		Addams’s Hull House offered job training, health services, child care, a library, and a savings bank. It operated a kindergarten, day care center, English-language and U.S. citizenship classes, and clubs for new mothers, camera enthusiasts, and aspiring artists and musicians. Addams cultivated like-minded young people, and the reputation of Hull House quickly grew. The success of the establishment spawned a national movement, and soon hundreds of affiliated settlement houses were operating across the country.

		In short order, Frances went from being a drop-in guest worker to a regular visitor and an occasional resident, although her Ferry Hall obligations prevented her from moving there full-time. She saw the settlement house workers as her true family, and they felt the same. Frances is “one of us,” Addams said.4

		An incredible array of people passed through the portals of Hull House. Among its early residents were Walter S. Gifford, who became board chairman of AT&T; Sidney Hillman, an aspiring trade unionist; Gerard Swope, the future president of General Electric; W. MacKenzie King, who became Canada’s prime minister; jazz musician Benny Goodman; and Ramsay MacDonald, the British statesman. Regular visitors included attorney Clarence Darrow and architect Frank Lloyd Wright. Her association with such famous men further expanded Frances’s social network. She was only twenty-five years old, but already she was developing a calculated strategy of cultivating influential friends. These casual introductions would allow her to seek counsel and get assistance at key moments, even years later.

		One particularly noteworthy contact Frances made was Upton Sinclair, who had recently completed his muckraking novel about the meatpacking industry, The Jungle, which was released in 1906. In Chicago, Frances met the same people he had—the factory workers, entrepreneurs, and shady politicians. Walking in Sinclair’s shoes, Frances had her own personal introduction to the urban poverty she had first read about in Riis’s book. Between 1870 and 1900, Chicago had mushroomed from a town of 300,000 to a booming metropolis of about 1.7 million, including some 1.3 million first-generation immigrants drawn there by fast-growing businesses. Many new residents lived without basic sanitation services, overcrowded in shoddily built houses, in neighborhoods swept regularly by contagious diseases. Affluent families escaped to suburbs like Lake Forest and commuted by horse car or rail lines. The poor were left trapped in decaying city tenements, frequently with only social workers to provide them with assistance. These social workers had been eager to help Sinclair with his research and he spent much time with them.5

		Working at Hull House, Frances, now in her late twenties, finally found the place to do the kind of work she had sought from Edward Devine. She helped distribute food baskets and fresh milk to starving children. Often the parents earned far too little money—sometimes only pennies after their employers deducted fees and charged them for using equipment—to support their families. Little could be done about the underlying imbalance of power, but witnessing cases in which employers hired workers, especially immigrants, and then refused to pay them, Frances devised a technique for getting recalcitrant employers to pay up by warning them she would tell their landlords they were not fulfilling their obligations.

		Frances considered her Hull House sojourn life-changing. She saw situations firsthand that she had only read about in books, and came to realize how difficult it was to unravel these social problems. She admired and was inspired by Jane Addams and the other Hull House women, and learned much from them. She also came to see the magnitude of the opposition they faced, not just from business executives and officials but also from newspaper publishers, many of whom were equally conservative and suspicious of social change.

		It was undoubtedly at Hull House that Frances first began to feel animosity toward reporters. Hull House had opened just three years after the Haymarket Riot in 1886. Unionists had rallied in support of an eight-hour day. As the police marched in to disperse the crowd, someone threw a bomb, killing one policeman and wounding many bystanders. The events made Chicago residents wary of radicals, and Hull House was viewed as a magnet for such malcontents. Its residents noticed that many reporters who visited Hull House came with an agenda of discovering a dangerous “nest of anarchism” and they learned to avoid or evade them—a lesson Frances took to heart.6

		During her time in Chicago, Frances heard her first fiery labor speeches as union activists took to the stump to describe bad pay and working conditions. She stood in a hallway with Graham Taylor, son of the founder of another Chicago settlement house, discussing the problems of the working poor. “The only answer to this is the organization of all the working people into trade unions,” he told her heatedly. It would allow sufficient wages without the need to rely on charity or public assistance.7

		Frances was startled but intrigued. She always liked new ideas, and Taylor’s view was sharply at odds with the opinions held dear by Frances’s family, who considered trade unions “an evil to be avoided.” Her fledgling interest in the labor movement marked one more way she was drifting away from her parents’ world.8

		Her letters home underscored the growing gulf between Frances and her family. She was seeing and hearing many things in the Chicago tenements that appalled her, but she didn’t try to tell her parents about the incidents she witnessed. Instead her letters were light in tone and filled with inconsequential items. She had come to realize her family neither knew nor especially cared about what she was doing at Hull House. Yet one thing was clear in Frances’s mind: Social work was her calling. Since she was not independently wealthy, like some of the Hull House women, she began looking for paid positions doing social work.

		In 1907, Frances heard about a job in Philadelphia. The work entailed investigating another issue described by Upton Sinclair—that of immigrant women pushed into sexual slavery. Bogus employment agencies offered women good jobs but instead lured them into boarding-houses that turned out to be bordellos. There they were drugged and offered to paying customers. Many women who fell into this trap developed infectious diseases or committed suicide. Frances’s job was to find ways to put pimps and drug dealers out of business, to detect, confront, and bring to law enforcement’s attention the establishments preying on women: work considered daunting for even the most experienced social workers. Of all the work available to Frances, this was the type her parents would have found most appalling. Without hesitation, she accepted the position and moved to Pennsylvania.

		Frances’s title was general secretary of a new group called the Philadelphia Research and Protective Association, founded by Hull House alumna Frances Kellor. Paid $50 a month, Frances barely made enough money to live. She was expected to raise funds to pay both her salary and research costs. On a tight budget, she wore years-old clothes and used introductions from family and friends to dine out at other people’s homes. She regularly pawned her watch when she needed cash, retrieving it again when she got a paycheck. To support the fledgling organization, she solicited donations from public-spirited Philadelphians, many of them Quakers and descendants of the old abolitionists, by speaking on her investigations into bordellos, a topic many found titillating.

		Frances tackled the challenges with gusto. She visited back-alley lodging houses and questioned girls about how they came to Philadelphia and how they were supporting themselves. She found widespread evidence that not only European immigrants but young black women from the rural South were being transported to the city for prostitution. She hired an African-American Cornell University graduate to work with her, and together they built a list of reputable boardinghouses to steer young women away from the worst places.

		Frances examined in employment agencies to determine their legitimacy. She applied for jobs and tried them out. At one point, she posed as a housemaid looking for a job to see what the agencies would offer. She also visited 165 fleabag lodging houses in which young women were housed. In some she met the lowest-paid prostitutes. She discovered widespread overcrowding and poor sanitation, and went on to help shut down four houses of ill repute by testifying before city public safety officials about what she had seen inside their walls.9 Sometimes Frances laughed when imagining how her family, ignorant of this seamy side of life, would react if they knew what she was doing.

		There were real risks in disrupting the livelihoods of pimps and other criminals. One night a pair of “really evil” men whose business she had been disturbing with her investigations accosted her on a deserted street.10 Frances rounded a corner and unexpectedly turned on them, thrusting at them with her umbrella, shouting out their names. Startled, they turned and ran. Putting up a bold front could vanquish even a determined adversary, Frances realized. Undeterred by the threat, she soon succeeded in prodding officials into shutting down the men’s illicit establishment.

		Struggling to survive on her own salary, Frances interviewed girls who earned half as much, or $6 a week, doing factory work. They lived in basements and survived on bread and bananas. Many relied on cash gifts from or dinners with men to make ends meet. And as she and other social investigators observed, such reliance could be only a short step from prostitution.

		She learned that women were almost always paid less than men, were given less desirable jobs, and were barred by their gender from union participation. It became clear to Frances that she needed to continue her education in order to debate these economic and labor issues more effectively.

		The Wharton School of Finance and Commerce at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia was her obvious choice. Although most Ivy League schools prohibited female attendance at the time, Penn had recently begun accepting women.

		Frances recalled the school being “very conservative … and founded to teach people about the protective tariff.” 11 Still, she found many other points of view. Studying alongside men for the first time, she realized the depth of her own intelligence.

		During these years Frances appears to have had her first serious romance. Amid the pool of eligible young men she met at Penn, aspiring businessmen who could have given her the conventional life her parents sought for her, Frances instead found Joseph E. Cohen, an intelligent and witty printer who was an official in the typographical workers union. Cohen was a very different type from the other men she had known. He was Jewish and a radical—anathema to Frances’s conservative Republican parents. Thin and bespectacled, Cohen lived a monkish life, devoted to his union work and the Socialist Party. Cohen was a pupil and friend of socialist leader Eugene Debs, by then a candidate for president on the socialist ticket.

		Along with Cohen, and his brother, George Caylor, Frances became a committed socialist during that period. The three of them would stroll together down Philadelphia’s Walnut Street, with George on one side of Frances and Joe on the other, intensely engaged in conversation about how the Socialist Party could save America’s soul. Their friends thought Frances was in love with Joe Cohen and might have married him if he had asked her. But Cohen showed no desire to marry, and frustratingly enough, he showed physical affection only toward women who were somehow unavailable.12

		Hoping to have children but with no relationship forthcoming with Joe, Frances no doubt felt it was time to move on. Simon Patten, a professor at Wharton under whom she had studied, had been impressed by Frances’s aptitude and suggested that she continue her studies. In 1908 he helped her arrange a fellowship at Columbia University. So seven years after her first foray into New York, Frances returned to make the city her home. This time, however, she headed there with a job in hand, and with recommendations to the people who had previously rejected her.

		In the years that followed, she never mentioned Cohen, though she continued to correspond with him. She also concealed her onetime Socialist Party membership, insisting that she had been apolitical and didn’t even know what party she belonged to until she joined the Democrats several years later. She was already erasing her tracks.
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		THE YOUNG ACTIVIST HITS NEW YORK

		[image: ]rances felt sweet vindication when she reached New York in 1909. She had never taken no for an answer, and with her move she showed naysayer Edward Devine the strength of her resolve. She moved into a settlement house associated with Hull House and studied at Columbia, focusing on the problems of the poor. Her course work examined social and economic conditions, and she earned a master’s degree in political science in June 1910. In her free time, Frances again made connections that would serve her for decades, cultivating influential friends and benefactors who would include the Astors, Vanderbilts, Cuttings, and Livingstons. She moved to Greenwich Village, a center of intellectual ferment, living amid radicals and writers, lesbians and libertines, painters and partygoers, sensualists and suffragists, immigrants and ideologues—all whose ideals turned the neighborhood “into a beacon of American possibility in the new age.”1

		Frances was euphoric. In the stimulating atmosphere of the Village, the small-town girl from Worcester found that her work among the poor gave her a certain social cachet. She circulated smoothly, saying the right things while storing up witty observations that she would share with her closest friends. She went dancing with an admirer, Will Irwin, editor of Collier’s magazine. She frequented avant-garde art shows, concerts, lectures, and political rallies; she walked on the beach. She shocked her friends from Mount Holyoke by trumpeting her support for the family-limitation movement, which was illegal because birth-control information was deemed obscene.

		Although Frances had come to New York to study social work, she was still unsure what shape her career should take. Articulate and adept at disguising her emotions, Frances considered becoming an actress, then retreated when she was told she wasn’t pretty enough to play the ingenues. And in a neighborhood awash in talented writers, Frances, too, thought about becoming one herself, a way to bring in some extra money. She published several short stories—true-love tales with happy endings, set in the American West, a place she had never been—stories that have been impossible to trace because she wrote under assumed names. But her confidence was shaken when she was turned down for publication by no less a person than novelist Theodore Dreiser, who was editing Delineator magazine, a women’s publication that targeted Midwest farm wives. Dreiser, still recovering from the unenthusiastic reception of his novel Sister Carrie, pronounced Frances’s piece “too sophisticated” for the magazine’s market. She admired Dreiser and never wrote fiction again.

		At parties, she listened to Jack Reed, soon to be seduced by Russian Communism, wax rhapsodic about the inner purity of Mexican peasant revolutionaries led by bandit Pancho Villa. Frances saw Reed as passionately irrational. Yet she commented later, “In those days, nothing upset us. We didn’t get upset about anybody’s ideology… You didn’t get upset because people had funny ideas. That was America.”2

		Meanwhile Frances developed a talent for gaining the confidence of others and then serving as a sounding board for their dreams and aspirations. She had the deep mystical streak common in many very religious people, and she once noted that she saw people’s auras, allowing her to target those worthy of cultivation. Frances described the auras as “sparks” radiating from certain people, and her visual memory kept these individuals plainly in her mind.3 This sixth sense would guide her in bringing together particular people to accomplish particular tasks. She also recognized other people with finely honed instincts, who were guided by their intuitions as much as by actual information. It gave her an uncanny ability to spot people of unusual promise before they were widely recognized by others.

		One man she singled out as especially interesting was Robert Moses, a young investigator at the Bureau of Municipal Research who traveled in the same government-reform circles as many of her social worker friends. On a sunny summer day, Frances and Robert Moses traveled with a group of friends on a picnic outing, taking a ferry across the Hudson River to New Jersey. Standing next to Frances on the deck, Moses confided in her his grand vision for remaking New York City. He leaned against the rail and looked across the waterfront below Riverside Drive to the barren, muddy, debris-strewn wasteland that was traversed by the New York Central railroad. Gesturing enthusiastically, Moses painted a picture to Frances of a beautiful park, running the river’s length, where strollers could enjoy the views, families could bicycle together, and sailors could dock their boats at a public marina. He saw Riverside Park as though it were already a reality. He was willing to share these thoughts with others, but he was arrogant and abrasive and few people took the time to listen, as Frances did.

		Three decades after Moses described an imaginary Riverside Park to Frances, he oversaw its construction and would later emerge as the mastermind of New York’s urban transformation, changing the shorelines, building state highways and public buildings, and creating sprawling waterfront parks along the Hudson River and Long Island Sound.4

		Similarly, the gangly, red-haired journalist Sinclair Lewis turned to Frances for help editing an early manuscript, a book that became Our Mr. Wrenn. Lewis’s career as a newsman was foundering, but the book’s success set him on course to win the Nobel and Pulitzer prizes, which he received for books including Babbitt, Arrowsmith, and Elmer Gantry. A country boy from Minnesota who lacked certain social graces, Lewis fell in love with Frances, or at least told about a dozen friends that he had. One summer night he yelled a marriage proposal up to her bedroom window from the street below, attracting attention throughout the neighborhood.

		Lewis often behaved wildly, in part because of his heavy drinking. His behavior irritated the more polished members in their circle, which included Howard Brubaker, a well-known columnist; Arthur Bullard, a writer and diplomat; and a new man who had entered their midst, a good-government reformer named Paul Caldwell Wilson. They poked fun at Lewis, considered him a pest, and looked for ways to shed him.

		Frenetic and uncontrolled, with a clumsy manner and a taste for ill-fitting clothing, Lewis somehow aroused Frances’s protective maternal instinct. She did not reciprocate his romantic feelings and deflected them by pretending he was joking. They shared a fondness for playacting, imitating the voices and speech patterns of others. Lewis put these skills to use in his novels about middle-class hypocrisy in small-town America, and Frances incorporated them into her storytelling, used to good effect in social settings and in defusing tensions. She confided to him details of her life and childhood, and he listened and remembered it, as only a man in love will do. Passionate admiration is always appealing, especially for a young woman who has never thought of herself as beautiful, and Frances spent more time with him than she acknowledged, even as she fended off his proposals.

		Undeterred, Lewis continued to strive to appeal to Frances. He wasn’t particularly interested in the women’s-right-to-vote movement and later ridiculed it, but with Frances intensely committed, Lewis joined her in a parade, even holding a banner at one point. Will Irwin, her friend from Collier’s, had gone on a similar march and reported that male participants needed courage because male hecklers, often fortified by alcohol, would taunt them unmercifully. But the movement was no laughing matter to Frances.5

		[image: ]

		[image: ]rances Perkins built her closest female friendships around the suffrage movement. She spoke regularly on street corners, advocating constitutional change to permit women to vote. She traveled with a female friend or acquaintance who would literally carry the soapbox and provide moral support when the crowd turned sour. She developed a knack for turning foes into friends through the use of gentle humor. The women experimented with new feminist protests. One afternoon, for example, Frances and a group of women friends ostentatiously smoked in public in a hotel lobby, just to assert a woman’s right to do so.

		Frances eventually emerged as a leader in the movement, with a visible place on the podium. At a feminist meeting at Cooper Union, Frances advocated dramatic change in the relationships between men and women. “Feminism means revolution, and I am a revolutionist. I believe in revolution as a principle. It does good to everybody”6

		In a class letter to her considerably more conservative Mount Holyoke classmates, Frances described the suffrage campaign as one of her “serious pastimes.” Suffrage, she told them, “is either execrated so heartily or championed so ardently by all of you that it needs only the bare statement of the fact that I’m one of the ‘real ones’ to explain the situation perfectly. I fear that only a somewhat antiquated reverence for plate-glass windows keeps me from being one of the stone-throwing kind.”7
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		[image: ]ut as her graduate studies neared an end, she began to look for a job. So in April, when the National Consumers League
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