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Foreword

Like E.D.E.N. Southworth’s Hidden Hand’s author, Rose Neal, I first encountered E.D.E.N. Southworth’s work in graduate school. This coincidence isn’t too surprising, as literature study is still where many readers find her today—a nineteenth-century sentimental or sensational writer, apt for contextualization and examination. But in her day, Southworth was known by a very wide audience. She was a celebrity author, her books read for their thrilling, serpentine plots and dauntless heroines.

The next time I ran into Southworth was in Oak Hill Cemetery in Washington, DC, where I saw her gravestone. It listed to one side and was in some disrepair. I wrote a magazine story about Southworth in 2016 and, in the years since, have understood her as a Washington writer and as a historic one, an artist of a certain place and time. That gravestone was restored in time for the two hundredth anniversary of Southworth’s birth. But awareness of her work and contributions has still languished in the twenty-first century. “It’s kind of remarkable to me that we don’t know more about her,” DC novelist Mary Kay Zuravleff told a reporter in 2020.1

E.D.E.N. Southworth’s Hidden Hand seeks to address that lapse, and Neal’s work adds to all of Southworth’s identities, including those of best-selling author and Washingtonian. Neal’s deep research into primary-source materials—including Southworth’s correspondence collection housed at Duke University and letters stored at the Library of Congress—allows Southworth, who told so many stories, to here become the hero of her own. In Neal’s telling, Southworth is as important a figure as her characters—something Neal demonstrates through a series of close readings that showcase moments when Southworth’s life and her novels dovetailed.

Classified as one of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “damned mob of scribbling women,” and criticized in later life for her over-the-top characterizations and tidily-wrapped-up endings, Southworth herself was, as Neal writes here, quite complex. Southworth raised two children, dealt with ceaseless publishing woes, and, like some of her characters, managed her own sometimes-villainous husband, Frederick. By 1868, when she was a bona fide celebrity, a newspaper article listed Southworth’s earnings alongside those of other famous Americans. She had her own dramatic flair, having two of her gold pens melted into rings for her children.

Yet, Neal points out, as lively and transgressive as many of Southworth’s heroines were, the author herself was often constrained by the laws and customs of her day. She embodied contrasts, as Neal argues, “to advocate positive societal changes.” Neal focuses on the tension of key moments in Southworth’s life, such as when Southworth confronted an editor who wanted a scene of male aggression toned down or when she praised her ancestors’ patriotism without mentioning that they enslaved people. She supported her family through writing, and fought for her rights and for appropriate pay, but simultaneously said that writing her books was more of an economic necessity than a calling.

Her home was complicated, too. By 1852, she was installed in Prospect Cottage, a former hotel that overlooked the Potomac and had a spacious library. During the Civil War, she flew a United States flag over her house and watched the Second Battle of Bull Run from her house alongside neighbors who supported the Confederacy. When I researched Southworth years ago, I was captivated by the idea of her as part of the city’s weft, her house a crucial piece of streetscape, engaged through sightlines with the waterways that characterize and enliven Washington. Prospect Cottage was demolished in 1942, but even today the block’s relation to the water as well as the city showcases Southworth’s vantage point as a Washingtonian, which she experienced so vividly during the Civil War. “Situated in what she viewed as the ‘sacred heart of the nation,’” Professor Ann C. Beebe writes, “E.D.E.N. Southworth absorbed the atmosphere of the Civil War capital and the experiences of her close relatives to create multiple narratives that would start the process of national healing for hundreds of thousands of her readers.”2

With Neal’s book, I see more clearly Southworth’s presence here in Washington. “As Columbia Historical Society member Sarah M. Huddleson noted in a 1919 address to the organization, Southworth was born here, lived here, wrote here and died here. ‘Mrs. Southworth,’ she said, ‘belongs to our national capital,’” I wrote in my 2016 piece.3

“May this be the first of many resurrections,” Zuravleff said of the refurbished gravestone in 2020. Here is another. As someone who gave her readers such rich insight into her characters’ lives, E.D.E.N. Southworth deserves this biography, in which Neal uses primary and secondary sources to elucidate connections between Southworth’s world and her fiction, as well as her world and ours. Through Neal’s work, readers now can more fully envision, inhabit, and comprehend the work of Southworth’s no-longer-hidden hand.

Eliza McGraw 
Author of Edna Ferber’s America









Introduction


Rejoicing in her freedom, Cap galloped down to the water’s edge, and . . . gathering up her riding-skirt and throwing it over the neck of her horse, she plunged boldly into the stream, and with the water splashing and foaming all around her, urged him onward until they crossed the river and climbed up the opposite bank.1

I became intrigued with E.D.E.N. Southworth while working on a master’s degree in American literature. As part of the required courses, I took the “Nineteenth-Century American Women Writers” class taught by Dr. Pamela Washington in 2009. I wasn’t sure I was going to like the class as we slogged our way through Susan Warner’s The Wide Wide World (1850), in which protagonist Ellen Montgomery cries for five hundred pages until she finds a man who can take care of her. Then I read Southworth’s best-selling The Hidden Hand (1859). Southworth’s protagonist was no histrionic little sissy. The main character was, indeed, a feisty heroine who could ride a horse, shoot a pistol, capture notorious villain Black Donald, and rescue her kidnapped mother. I was enchanted with this pintsized heroine named Capitola Black. In an age in which middle- and upper-class women were expected to behave with gentility and subservience to men, Southworth thumbed her nose at the patriarchy by creating her little tomboy and artfully hid her approval of Capitola when horseback riding without her uncle’s approval. “I do not defend, far less approve, poor Cap!” Southworth commented. “I only tell her story and describe her as I have seen her, leaving her to your charitable interpretation.”2 Reading “poor Cap’s” adventures, I understood Southworth’s tongue-in-cheek joke. She approved of her heroine’s actions and wanted her female audience to interpret her favorably.

The Hidden Hand became wildly successful throughout the rest of the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth. The New York Ledger republished it serially three times between 1859 and 1883 before 
G. W. Dillingham published it as a book in 1888, in which form it achieved monumental success, with ten thousand copies sold in the first run. Other publishers from Chicago, New York, and Boston republished it until the 1920s.3 Mothers named their daughters Capitola after their favorite heroine, and even boats and racehorses bore her name. Wearing Capitola hats became all the rage in the fashion industry, and across the United States and Great Britain, playwrights turned The Hidden Hand into a theatrical act with sold-out performances.4 As I read this delightfully funny and witty novel, many questions came to my mind. I had earned a bachelor’s degree in English in 1984 and taught high school English for a number of years before returning to college to work on my master’s degree. How was it that I had never heard of The Hidden Hand? Through continued research, I discovered that, in addition to The Hidden Hand, Southworth had written more than fifty other novels and was considered one of the most famous and well-paid novelists of the nineteenth century. I asked my English colleagues whether they’d were familiar with her. They had never heard of Southworth or any of her novels. How did a novelist as popular as Southworth slip into the dustbin of history?

I learned some answers throughout the course taught by Dr. Washington. She helped students like me discover a world full of nineteenth-century American women writers in addition to Southworth—women like Fanny Fern, Mary Jane Holmes, Caroline Lee Hentz, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, and Harriet E. Wilson. We also read Harriet Beecher Stowe and Louisa May Alcott. They were the only two I knew, and even they weren’t listed in anthologies I used when teaching high school courses. In fact, there were very few women writers in either high school or college texts. I incorrectly believed there weren’t many women writers in the nineteenth century. I realized as I read story after story that an entire generation of women writers had been erased from American history. In truth, by the nineteenth century, American women were becoming increasingly literate, and weekly magazines like the New York Ledger provided the types of stories that women wanted to read—stories written by women, for women.

By the 1840s, the age of domestic sensational literature began—a genre filled with women writers. The number of female authors was so large that Nathaniel Hawthorne complained to his publisher that the American literary market had been consumed by “a damned mob of scribbling women.”5 Leading this list of successful literary women was E.D.E.N. Southworth. Much like Southworth’s readers of a hundred years ago, I hungrily consumed novel after novel—The Deserted Wife, The Three Beauties, The Discarded Daughter, Britomarte, Miriam, the Avenger—all with heroines like Capitola. In each novel, Southworth’s message was clear: girls could do anything they wanted, from riding horses, shooting bows and arrows, climbing trees, and rowing boats to becoming nurses, teachers, soldiers, and even sea captains. Emma Southworth’s progressive ideas helped encourage generations of women readers to question and challenge the status quo. Not only did Emma inspire women to be more self-sufficient, but she had other liberal ideas as well—all nicely tucked away within the pages of her domestic fiction. She wrote about unspeakable things—alcoholism, domestic violence, poverty—social issues we still struggle with today. She advocated better physical education for girls and was against the kinds of restrictive but popular clothing that kept girls from growing properly. She believed in the abolition of slavery. She was against capital punishment. She favored improved educational opportunities and living conditions for the poor. The more novels I read, the more fascinated and curious I became about the woman behind the author.

Only partial biographies had been written about her life—and those were ones that she had carefully constructed to portray an appropriate woman of the nineteenth century. When Emma Southworth began writing, she needed the money and had to be careful because she had two young children to support after being abandoned by her husband. She wrote during an age when women were blamed if their husbands left them. Being labeled “a fallen woman” meant destruction of a woman’s reputation, leading to certain poverty. No man would marry or hire such a woman to work for him. Therefore, she wrote about her life in a way that was meant hide anything that might have seemed unsavory. She referred to herself as Mrs. Southworth, even though she and her husband Frederick had lived together only a few years before he left. She used the name long after Frederick had died, and she refused to ever marry again. She emphasized that she worked as a writer only to earn a living. Reading biographies written in her lifetime would lead to the conclusion that she was against many of the causes she supported in her novels. Why would she contradict herself?

The short answer is that she did it in order to advocate positive societal changes. On the surface, she was a meek domestic woman just trying to make a living in a man’s world out of necessity. Her novels were cute little love stories that young girls liked to read. But hidden underneath was much more. As Southworth became increasingly successful, she gradually became more outspoken. She actively favored emancipation before the American Civil War and was involved in the women’s rights movement in the mid-1870s. She also served on the boards of educational institutions that provided learning opportunities for the poor. Readers would learn none of these details in published biographical sketches during her lifetime, which covered only the early part of her life and only the details she wanted to reveal. I learned much more about her life by painstakingly combing through newspapers and magazines from that time period. Southworth also left clues in the letters she left behind, most of which have been preserved in two collections: the Duke collection of correspondence between Southworth and her editor and friend Robert Bonner of the New York Ledger and the Library of Congress collection of letters between Southworth and her daughter Lottie. By combining details from Southworth’s novels, the partial biographies, newspaper reports, and letters, I pieced together the fascinating life of a woman who was as determined as any of the heroines she created.

Emma Dorothy Eliza Nevitte Southworth (called Emma by her family and friends) led a bold and daring life that spanned almost the entire nineteenth century. She was a woman who made mistakes that caused suffering and hardships for herself and her children, but many of the trials she faced were through no fault of her own. Still, she met each challenge head on, overcoming obstacles time and again. She is one of the most courageous, independent, and self-sufficient women I’ve ever come to know. Unfortunately, most people today know nothing about who she was, what she wrote, or how she influenced a nation. Despite being one of the most beloved and well-known writers of the nineteenth century, as domestic sensational fiction declined in popularity, Southworth was entirely forgotten, as was an entire generation of women writers. For Southworth, it was partly because she had done so well at hiding her own progressive ideas. Nevertheless, she should be rediscovered and given her rightful place in American history. My hope is that modern readers of this first full biography of her life will enjoy rediscovering this iconic American woman.









Chapter 1


Coming of Age in the Heart of 
a New Nation

God breathed into her the breath of life, and she became a living soul. A breath of divine life incarnated, a new soul sent upon this planet to live, to struggle . . . and oh! how surely to suffer.1

Like the fictional heroines she would later create, Emma D.E.N. Southworth was born into a life of uncertainty. Her life began on December 26, 1819. Although Emma became one of the most published and well-paid authors of the nineteenth century, she did not begin life in a way that granted her luxury or security. She was christened Emma Dorothy Eliza Nevitte, the initials she would use in her life as an author.2 She joked that when she was born, “my people were too poor to give anything else, so they gave me all those names.” Additionally, Emma was frail and sickly from birth. “I was a child of sorrow from the very first year of my life. Thin and dark, I had no beauty except a pair of large, wild eyes—but even this was destined to be tarnished,” she wrote. “At twelve months old I was attacked with an inflammation of the eyes, that ended in total, though temporary, blindness; thus my first view of life was through a dim, mysterious ‘cathedral light,’ in which every object in the world looked larger, vaguer, and more distant and imposing than it really was.”3 These early days of poor health, combined with her parents’ poverty, profoundly affected the rest of Emma’s life; consequently, much of her familial history appeared in her books.

Her father was Captain Charles Lecompte Nevitte, whose ancestors were among the elite and indentured classes of Maryland’s founding fathers. The tie that bound them all was a patriotic duty to serve their new country. Charles became a successful flour merchant in Alexandria, Virginia; however, America’s involvement in the French Revolution would reverse his fortunes. The newly formed American government wanted to remain neutral in the war between Britain and France, but both countries repeatedly attacked American merchant ships. Charles was one merchant whose ships were seized by the French, leading to his financial ruin. By 1801, unable to repay creditors, he went to debtors’ prison in Washington County. By 1810, he partially recovered and was elected to the Common Council in Alexandria, where he helped revise laws concerning tax collections and served on a committee to build water wells for the town.4 Charles’s dedication to his community despite his financial hardships reflects what he’d learned from earlier generations—a legacy that continued in Emma’s storytelling.

At the onset of the war, on December 3, 1812, Emma’s parents married. Charles was thirty-five years old while her mother, Susanna George Wailes, was only fifteen.5 It was an unusual marriage. Not only did Charles no longer have land or money, but he was already married to Martha Baden Nevitte, and they had two children. Although his wife Martha died on August 20, 1813, he was simultaneously married to Martha and Susanna for several months. One explanation for his bigamy lies in understanding the concept of marriage and divorce in early nineteenth-century America. Divorce laws were extremely rigid, so couples often separated and remarried without the formality of a legal divorce. While most states had laws prohibiting bigamy, it was rarely brought to court and even rarer that it made headlines in the newspapers. A publicized case would have been scandalous, but most citizens simply looked the other way when it was a mutual decision. Not until the passage of the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act of 1862 did bigamy charges increase and become a highly controversial subject.6 Interestingly, in Emma’s novels, she repeatedly warned about the dangers of the “secret marriage” and steered women away from being duped by the male bigamist in order to steal their virtue, their money, or both. Whether Emma knew the circumstances surrounding her parents’ union is unknown, but she would not have approved. Nevertheless, the marriage did occur—likely a financial arrangement between Charles and his new wife’s mother, Dorothy Wailes.

Like Charles, Dorothy had fallen on hard times. Emma’s maternal family—the Covingtons, the Greenfields, and the Waileses—had been prominent wealthy landowners in Maryland. Dorothy Greenfield must have thought she’d made a good match when she married George Wailes on November 28, 1796. Her marriage was short lived, however, as George died shortly after their union, leaving Dorothy to care for their infant daughter Susanna. While she inherited some property upon George’s death, this income soon ran out.7 Her brother George Greenfield eased her financial crisis when he made a sketchy deal with Charles. In 1805, George’s business associate Henry Anderson claimed that George owed him “upwards of two thousand dollars” and, instead of paying his debt, George asked Charles, to whom he also owed money, to give that money to his sister Dorothy Wailes.8 This arrangement allowed Charles to hide money since he was largely in debt to his creditors. Marrying Dorothy’s young daughter Susanna allowed him to secure an income for them with the “hidden money”; Charles also earned an income as a soldier.

In order to recruit and keep soldiers, Congress boosted army pay and made it illegal to imprison any soldier who had debts. The earliest record of Charles’s militia service was 1807, when he was listed as a commissioned lieutenant in the Second Legion of the Militia of the District of Columbia. His enlistment explains how he worked his way out of his previous debts. Charles served as ensign under Captain James McGuire from November 30, 1812, until March 30, 1813, when the unit was mustered out. On May 8, 1813, however, troops were reorganized to protect Washington from a British invasion. Charles joined the first Regimental District of Columbia Militia as a captain of infantry under Adjutant-General Walter Smith, and on August 24, 1814, this regiment fought the British in the Battle of Bladensburg. By that evening, the British overwhelmed the American regiment and stormed into Washington.9 American militia suffered heavy losses, and Charles was wounded in the chest, leaving him disabled for the rest of his life. Because he died when Emma was very young, most of what she knew about her father came from stories she heard. These tales of valor led Emma to idolize him and influenced her ideal American hero. His patriotism and bravery were characteristics found in many heroes in her novels, often set during the War of 1812.

Charles continued to receive a pension, which was extended to widows and orphans after the war. Although this money helped provide an income, more funds were needed once Emma was born. To bring in extra revenue, Dorothy took in boarders at “the old Hillman House” on North Capitol Street and New Jersey Avenue. Built in 1800, the townhome was once owned by George Washington and was referred to as “General Washington’s house,” but he died before he could actually live in it. Emma later wrote that her grandmother ran a boardinghouse after Charles died; however, the 1820 census record shows ten additional people living in the house, so Dorothy rented to boarders while Charles was debilitated from war injuries.10 Emma’s recollection of her grandmother running a boardinghouse was vague, partly because she was so young when she lived there and partly because boardinghouses frequently attracted unsavory people—not the kind of life Emma wanted to portray in biographical sketches.

In 1822, Emma’s sister Charlotte LeCompte Nevitte was born. Emma described her in stark contrast to her own thin, dark complexion. Charlotte was a beauty with a “fair, rosy complexion, soft blue eyes, and flaxen hair” and a “happy, social, loving” child the whole family adored. Charles was particularly attached to Charlotte, referring to her as his “Dove-eyed darling.” Emma’s feelings about her physical inferiority to Charlotte would later become evident in her novel The Deserted Wife with the similarity between the sisters Hagar and Rosalie to Emma and Charlotte. Critic Susan Harris has also made this comparison, calling the novel Emma’s “spiritual biography.”11

Despite Charles’s preference for Charlotte, Emma became very attached to her father from an early age. Her life seemed marked by sadness when her father was away and happiness when he was home. On one occasion when Charles was in St. Mary’s, he caught a severe cold and lung infection, and his health quickly deteriorated. Emma described her state of happiness between when “Father is able to walk about” and when “Father is confined to his bed.” On March 28, 1823, Emma vividly remembered a solemn occasion in which she and Charlotte were taken into her father’s room to be baptized by Father James Lucas, the priest at St. Peter’s Catholic Church. Wearing his “sacred vestments,” he administered last rites to Charles before baptizing Emma and Charlotte, while family and friends gathered around her father’s bed. Then her father “laid his dying hands upon our heads and blessed us.” Five days later, Charles died. Emma painfully recalled the traumatic event with startling clarity: “I felt as if I had received a sudden stunning blow upon the brow. I reeled back from the blow an instant, unable to meet it, and then—with an impulse to fly, to escape from the calamity—turned and fled—fled with my utmost speed, until . . . I fell upon my face exhausted, insensible.” Then came the “dark pageantry of the funeral” that seemed to Emma “like a hideous dream.”12

Afterward, Emma spent much of her time alone with big questions on life and death, heaven and hell, which her family thought was “injurious as it was unnatural to a child so young,” so Emma’s religious education began. Charles had been Catholic, while Susanna and Dorothy were Episcopalian, but these differences were not problematic in the family, as “there was an absolute toleration and respect for each other’s opinions.” This tolerance later appeared in Emma’s novels such as The Missing Bride through characters who have different religious beliefs and yet get along with their fellow neighbors. Emma, therefore, was taught the catechism in the Catholic church as well as “the thirty-nine articles” in the Episcopalian church.13 Despite the best efforts of religious teachers in both places of worship, five-year-old Emma had more questions for them than they had satisfactory answers.

Offering answers to young Emma was “Uncle Biggs,” whom Emma called her “spiritual instructor.” In actuality, Biggs was one of the slaves Dorothy had inherited from her late husband.14 He treated Emma and Charlotte with great care and kindness. Wearing “short breeches and white stockings, shoe-buckles and cocked hat,” he considered himself a “gentleman of all avocations.” He often took the sisters on his knee and told them ghost stories. He claimed to be a “ghost-seer, holding frequent communion with the visible spirits of the departed.” Of utmost interest to Emma was that “he professed frequently to see and speak with the spirit of her father.” She also heard stories about “when the old folks (her forefathers) were rich, and saw no end to the company which made them poor at last.” Biggs also recalled when Dorothy “was rich and saw lots of grand company.”15 These stories impacted Emma greatly, and she regularly retold them in her novels.

Dorothy strongly influenced Emma as well. After Charles died, Susanna received “half pay pensions for five years,” or approximately $1,200 per year—an insufficient income to support such a large household. Dorothy attempted to continue running the boardinghouse on her own; however, she “never could learn to present a bill,” and the venture lasted only around a year. Referring to her grandmother as “a lady of the lofty old school,” Emma learned the values and behaviors of a traditional woman, which “made the earliest and deepest personal impression” on her.16 Emma later replicated Dorothy in The Three Beauties as Winny Darling’s grandmother, who is a passive widow entirely dependent on her son and daughter.17 Emma concluded that this kind of dependence wasn’t one she wanted to emulate.

Although money was tight, Emma fondly remembered the times when Dorothy and Susanna took her and Charlotte on frequent visits to St. Mary’s to the “old colonial homesteads,” where she heard magical stories of “heroic adventures, family legends, Indian traditions, and tales of courage and of cruelty, of wonder and fear.” Still feeling awkward and unlovable, Emma spent much of her time alone, preferring the beauty of the Maryland “grand old forest” and the glorious Potomac River from Blackstone’s Island to St. Clement’s Bay, and this area became her outdoor playground. It was here that she participated “in country sports and in active exercise, particularly that of horseback riding, to which she was excessively addicted” and where her health improved drastically.18 The fresh air and outdoor activities that improved her strength led to her advocacy of physical education for young girls.

While Emma physically benefited from her time spent in the Maryland woods, she was soon to encounter a new life event just before her seventh birthday that profoundly affected the rest of her childhood. On November 14, 1826, Susanna married Joshua Laurens Henshaw. Although they continued to live in the same home, her mother’s marriage to Henshaw only worsened the isolation Emma felt. “Year after year, from my eighth to my sixteenth year, I grew more lonely, retired more into myself,” Emma remembered. “Until, notwithstanding a strong, ardent, demonstrative temperament, I became cold, reserved, and abstracted.” This seclusion intensified as Henshaw and Susanna had four children of their own. “What a sad time I and my sister Charlotte had when we were children, how forlorn we were, and how we suffered for everything,” Emma opined. “Though our father left us a large and handsomely furnished house, we would be left to play in a freezing garret and driven away from the fire in the parlor, and never allowed to come to the table until everybody else had done and there was little left for us, hardly ever having a kind word given to us.” Comforting Emma and Charlotte was Dorothy, who continued to live with the family.19 Based on the kind of relationship Emma developed early on with Henshaw, Emma learned how much power a man had to reward or punish the members of his household—a patriarchal constraint Emma later sought to upend as she created independent heroines who fought against being controlled.

Even though Henshaw was cold and distant, he ensured that his stepdaughters received a stellar education—rare for women of the early nineteenth century. Henshaw and Susanna opened a private school in their home when Emma was ten, and she and Charlotte were its first students. Emma claimed that she “was indebted” to Henshaw for her education, which continued from 1826 to 1835. While the specific subjects Henshaw taught the girls are unknown, it might be inferred from a curriculum he used in 1837 that Emma’s lessons included scripture, arithmetic, geography, the Constitution and government, the history of the United States, and bookkeeping. For his later work in public education, he became known as “the father of the public school system in the District.” Henshaw was a good teacher, and his encouragement helped Emma understand her intelligence. “I first discovered that I possessed some mental power—a discovery quite as surprising to myself as it was to others,” she wrote. “The hours not devoted to legitimate study were passed in the old garret, or the great old-fashioned, heavily-shaded garden, reading every book of every sort that I could get my hands on.”20 She loved reading the classics, on which she relied heavily as a writer. Emma also gained the skills necessary to do what her mother and grandmother before her could not—work in a job outside the realm of domestic duties. This formal education at her parents’ school laid the foundation for her later success.

As Emma grew intellectually, she also blossomed into a young woman who carried herself with beauty and grace. One reporter, who was mesmerized by her clear, blue eyes, remembered that she was “modest and unassuming” and well liked by her friends. Another biographer wrote:

Her hair was dark brown, or black, or golden according to the light or shadow that fell upon it or the sunshine glinted through it. Her eyes were two living wells of varying thoughtful moods and meaning, and deep-set in the caverns of a noble temple, they conveyed hope, comfort, encouragement, consolation, warning, even contentment or amusement as her good offices seemed to be required.21


While this description indicates affectionate admiration from the unnamed biographer, Emma’s demeanor and ability to carry herself with intelligence and kindness helped her secure a job after leaving Henshaw’s school.

When Emma was fifteen, she helped support her family by copying land warrants, a job she continued even after she began teaching at Miss Talbot’s female seminary located on 4½ Street in Washington, DC. While no specific records of Miss Talbot’s school remain, many other private schools flourished during that time, and it’s possible that Miss Talbot was subcontracted to one of these, such as the Alexandria Female Academy and Boarding School. Included in the $140 tuition for the semester was Latin, English, mathematics, natural and moral philosophy, chemistry, astronomy, and rhetoric. Courses in French, music, drawing, and painting were also available at an additional charge.22 The kinds of classes being taught in the nation’s capital were quite progressive for the time; however, this type of education would have been available only for wealthy girls. Emma viewed this disparity as problematic, and she later wrote about the ways poverty limited opportunities available to women.

[image: ]
Emma D.E.N. Southworth in the frontispiece from Old Neighbourhoods (1853). (Clifton Waller Barrett Collection)
Using the educational advantages she’d been given, Emma found a new teaching position in 1837, this time in Upperville, Virginia, around fifty-five miles from DC—a one-day trip by stagecoach. Because the 1830s saw a revival in American education, especially in the creation of academies, it’s not surprising that she could have easily found a position there. At that time, Virginia had fifteen female academies and seven coeducational ones, and Virginians showed a tendency to favor educating both sexes. Similar to private schools in DC, the Virginian academies taught the classics, higher mathematics skills, chemistry, physics, and botany. Wealthy Virginians paid good money to educate their children; however, allocating state monies to support public education for all social classes was contentious. Because the academy was so successful in providing good schooling for well-to-do students, it remained the primary source of education in Virginia until after the Civil War.23 Education aside, Emma valued the beautiful scenery she observed during her time here, later using it as the setting for many of her stories.

Emma’s next job took her four hundred miles from home to Springfield, Ohio. Traveling from Upperville to Springfield wouldn’t have been an easy journey for nineteen-year-old Emma. In those days, railroad and canal travel was in its infancy, with few passages built to completion. The most common mode of travel into Ohio was still via stagecoach. Most likely, Emma took a stagecoach the eighty-six miles from Upperville to Cumberland, Maryland, a trip that would require one overnight stop. Then travelers took the Cumberland Road, which was the first national road authorized by Congress in 1806; it joined the eastern part of the United States to the West, allowing for increased transportation of people and goods. Stagecoaches traveled an average of sixty to seventy miles per day through towns such as Uniontown, Wheeling, Zanesville, and Columbus, with tavern stops that offered passengers food, drink, and lodging.24 The journey itself would have been fascinating for Emma, who had loved exploring the forest of Maryland and had found a great interest in learning new things as a child.

Although Emma wrote that she taught in Springfield, Ohio, she never specifically stated to which Springfield she traveled. In the late 1830s, there were three. The one that’s most well known today was at the end of the National Road, giving it the title of the “city at the end of the road.”25 Because there weren’t many teaching positions available there, this Springfield doesn’t seem a probable destination. A second Springfield was in Williams County in the far northwest corner of the state. The distance and remoteness of this second Springfield make it unlikely Emma went there either. A third Springfield was in Hamilton County and close to where Emma had relatives living in Kentucky. Springfield township, seven miles to downtown Cincinnati, was filled with teaching opportunities, making it Emma’s expected destination.

Another clue that Emma was in Springfield township near Cincinnati is that this area was more progressive in education, the arts, and technology—definitely an area Emma would have found appealing. Listed in the 1836 city directory of Cincinnati and the surrounding townships were eleven female academies—any one of which could have hired Emma. Also in the Cincinnati area at the time were other women who would later become as famous as Emma, including Catharine Beecher and her sister Harriet Beecher Stowe. They ran the Western Female Institute from 1831 to 1837 but continued to live in Cincinnati after it closed.26

In addition to teaching, the Beecher sisters were involved in local cultural endeavors such as the Semi-Colon Club, a literary society that was popular in Cincinnati during the 1830s and 1840s, meeting at community leaders’ homes such as Rev. E. B. Hall, Edwin Cranch, and Samuel Foote. Unlike other societies, the Semi-Colon Club welcomed participation from both men and women. Although history has ferreted out some of its members, one of the club’s rules was that manuscripts read during the meetings would remain anonymous. This secrecy allowed participants to try new styles and modes of writing and watch how listeners responded, which was freeing to mature and amateur writers alike. Topics varied from “immortality to cranberry sauce, from Adam and Eve to ‘old’ Dr. Lyman Beecher.” Hostesses offered light dinners, and evenings usually ended with dancing.27 It was a short drive from Springfield township to the homes that hosted the Semi-Colon Club. As she was an adventuresome and intellectual woman, Emma’s attendance and participation in at least a few of the meetings seems credible.

Emma never specifically mentioned being involved in the Semi-Colon Club, but she later recalled being invited to the “home of a gentleman,” where she met three young women approximately her own age. She told a reporter, “This quartette of girls, fated to become famous, were congenial spirits, and the intimacy then formed has continued unbroken, throughout the changes of nearly half a century.”28 One intimate friend was Harriet Beecher Stowe, who agreed with Emma on the abolition of slavery, which “bound their friendship all the firmer.” When Stowe visited student Elizabeth Marshall Key’s Kentucky home in 1833, Elizabeth took Stowe to a slave auction, and this event left a distressing and long-lasting impact on her. It seems plausible that Harriet first told Emma about her trip to Kentucky when Emma came to the Cincinnati area in 1838 and that they met at a Semi-Colon Club meeting. Stowe later claimed that her most famous story, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, began to take shape while living in Ohio. Years later, Harriet visited Emma after she began writing for Gamaliel Bailey, proprietor of the National Era; both Emma and Dr. Bailey encouraged Harriet to submit Uncle Tom’s Cabin to the magazine for publication.29

Another acquaintance Emma mentioned meeting in Ohio was Elizabeth Blackwell—the first woman in the United States to earn a medical degree. Elizabeth’s father had moved the family from New York to Cincinnati in 1838, but he died soon after, leaving his wife and nine children virtually destitute. In order to provide for the family, Elizabeth and two of her sisters opened a private boarding school in their home. During this time, Elizabeth also became increasingly interested in topics of the day, such as the education of women, abolition, transcendentalism, and politics. “We became acquainted with the very intelligent circle of New England society settled in Cincinnati,” Elizabeth recalled. “It was a most exciting time.” While never mentioning either Emma or Harriet Beecher Stowe in her diary, Elizabeth made an indirect reference to the Semi-Colon Club, mentioning many of the known members of the group and saying it was “a society which strongly attracted us.”30 Clearly, Elizabeth and her sisters attended Semi-Colon Club meetings, likely meeting Harriet Beecher Stowe and Emma Southworth, as the girls were all similar in age and intellectual tastes. It’s not hard to imagine that here is where they first formed a long-lasting friendship.
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Harriet Beecher Stowe (1853). (National Portrait Gallery, Washington, DC)
It’s a matter of speculation who the third girl was whom Emma mentioned meeting in Ohio, but a strong contender is Alice Cary. She and her younger sister Phoebe became well-known poets. They lived on a rural farm in Mount Healthy, again a short distance to Cincinnati and even closer to Springfield township. Unlike Emma Southworth, Harriet Beecher Stowe, or Elizabeth Blackwell, Alice and Phoebe Cary did not receive a formal education and could only occasionally attend the local common schools. Yet the sisters loved reading and writing and were largely self-taught. By 1838, both had poems published.31 Considering their interests in literature, they could have attended a Semi-Colon Club meeting. Another clue that links the three girls to an early friendship was that they later wrote for the same publication. Emma and Alice began writing for Gamaliel Bailey’s National Era in 1847, with Harriet joining the duo in 1851—all having lived at the same time in the Cincinnati area.

In addition to Emma’s friendship with these women, she met a young intellectual inventor who had a profound impact on the rest of her life. Full of ideas, twenty-two-year-old Frederick Hamilton Southworth arrived in Cincinnati in 1838. He was born on May 4, 1816, in Clinton, New York, the second oldest in a family of six brothers and sisters. His mother had died in 1828 when he was twelve, with his father dying soon after in 1831. Frederick was sent to Cortland Academy in Homer, New York, where he proved to be a bright and innovative student. Here, Frederick invented a new type of waterwheel called the “Tide and Current Water Wheel.” He tested his idea by building a seven-inch model and placing it in a four-mile-per-hour current. After demonstrating the efficiency of his model, the Mechanics Association of Utica, New York, awarded him a silver medal in June 1838. Because of the proximity to the Ohio River and the Ohio Mechanics Institute, Frederick soon traveled to Cincinnati, where he hoped to build a full-scale waterwheel to be used in an ever-growing industrialized country.32
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Alice Cary (1850). (Cary Cottage, North College Hill, Ohio)
Cincinnati had become known as the “Queen of the West,” with the population tripling between 1810 and 1830, resulting in many new manufacturing businesses. Also in Cincinnati was the Ohio Mechanics Institute, which began in 1828 and was the first technical school in the United States. Members had access to lectures, training, and a research library. No doubt, Frederick found the institute ideal for working on inventions, and yet, as a young man, he also likely wanted fun and entertainment. Institute founders John Foote and William Greene were members of the Semi-Colon Club, and since they welcomed visitors and newcomers to participate, Frederick might have joined, especially for the food and dancing that occurred after the literary readings. Emma and Frederick could have met here, but other exciting events also might have brought these ill-fated lovers together.

One was the Mechanics’ and Citizens’ Ball. In February 1838, the institute organized a fund-raiser dance. Eight hundred tickets were sold, generating a total of $2,400. Its success inspired a second ball given in February 1839 and held at the National Theatre, where the pit was level with the stage to accommodate an even larger dance area. More than two thousand attended this event. For Emma, attending the ball would have seemed magical, made even more so if an intellectually gifted young man such as Frederick had asked her to dance. Even though Emma was well educated and had grown out of the gawky stages of her childhood, she still thought herself unattractive, in stark contrast to Frederick, who stood around five feet nine and had blond hair, hazel eyes, a high forehead, and a straight nose.33
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Frederick Southworth Tide and Current Water Wheel, patent no. 1,478 (January 23, 1840). (United States Patent Office)
Lending more credence to the theory that Emma met Frederick here, she later wrote a strikingly similar account in The Haunted Homestead. The female character Mathilde Legare attends a ball that is “quite crowded, leaving but little room for the motion of the dancers.” At first, Mathilde considers the event “the very stupidest ball” she ever attended, as she “seemed destined to adorn the sofa as a ‘wall flower’ all evening,” despite her best efforts to look beautiful. Finally, a “Magnus Apollo” notices her from across the room. The hero is Frank Howard, an accomplished mechanic from Boston. Mathilde notices the handsomeness of his head:

It was a very remarkable, characteristic, individual sort of head—a monarchial head, with a forehead that in its commanding height and breadth seemed the natural throne of intellectual sovereignty, with a strongly and clearly-marked nose and mouth, with eyes full of calm power—that surveyed the multitude below with the quiet interest of a king inspecting his army on some festive parade day.


Frank asks Mathilde to dance, and “he danced as well as he conversed.” From that moment, the two are constant companions, and in a matter of several weeks, they fall in love.34

Likewise, by the middle of 1839, Emma and Frederick were in love and inexorably fated to be married; however, they had one problem. Not only were they young, but they also had little money. Frederick was a far cry from the kind of man Emma’s mother and stepfather wanted her to marry. As of yet, he had a brilliant idea with the waterwheel but no money to build one, so Frederick invented a more practical device—an improved premium feather dresser machine. In the nineteenth century, mattresses were filled with feathers, and Frederick saw a need for an improved way of cleaning them. His new machine cleaned out all impurities, odors, and dust often found in feathers used for bedmaking. Frederick claimed that his machine would solve the problem of beds that contained “carbonic acid . . . which when inhaled by the lungs is most pernicious to health” and that sleepers would “do well to take care that they do not contract disease from the very beds upon which they sleep.” By July 1839, he was in Buffalo, New York, where he had an operational machine on display before selling it to a prominent manufacturer.35 He had money; now he had to convince Emma’s parents to bless the marriage.

By the fall of 1839, Frederick and Emma had made their marriage plans known, but, despite the money from the feather dresser, Susanna remained unhappy about Emma’s choice for a husband.36 Considering they were in their early twenties and Frederick had no continued income, Susanna’s objections were understandable. Another clue about how upset Emma’s own mother and stepfather were appears in The Haunted Homestead when Mathilde asks for her parents’ marital blessing. Mathilde begins:

“A very accomplished young machinist, and mathematical instrument maker, sir, who has realized quite a handsome fortune by his patented improvement in—”

“The foul fiend!” exclaimed the old aristocrat, throwing up his hands in consternation, as he trotted off.

His daughter talking, dancing, riding, flirting with a mechanic! Oh! horror, horror, horror!

Mathilde eventually gains her parents’ approval, and on New Year’s Day the engagement is announced.37 Similarly, Emma and Frederick were betrothed despite the objections, and while Emma and her mother planned the wedding, Frederick busily marketed his Tide and Current Water Wheel.

Frederick was a talented strategist and salesman, using newspapers to advertise his invention. However, Frederick knew that the waterwheel required substantial funding to build a full-scale model, with one reporter noting, “Mr. Southworth is without the means of making a practical experiment effectually to test the value of his invention. If successful, it must prove of great usefulness.” Searching for investors, Frederick took his small-scale model to St. Louis in December 1839, where he demonstrated to investors “that on a large scale it would prove ‘a most admirable motive power.’”38 When he left St. Louis, he believed he had procured the money needed to build it.

Frederick was even more excited about the success of his waterwheel after obtaining a patent on January 23, 1840. He then became one of the mechanics and inventors selected to showcase their new American designs during a grand display at the National Gallery in DC. Inventions were first put on display in the Rotunda of the Capitol. Not one to miss an opportunity at self-promotion, Frederick wrote an article about his invention being on display in the Rotunda, even though his waterwheel was only one of thousands of models displayed. The models were later moved to the National Gallery in the new Patent Office Building, which would allow for even more of America’s best and brightest inventors to showcase their talents. “I am happy to say that the mechanics and manufacturers are improving the opportunity to present the choicest contributions,” commissioner of patents Henry Ellsworth claimed. “The hall, considered by some so spacious, will, in a short time, be entirely filled; presenting a display of national skill and ingenuity not surpassed by any exhibition in the world.” The patented models were preserved in glass cases to prevent them from being destroyed because of a fire that had destroyed the previous patent office along with all patents and models. Most important, the new Patent Office allowed America to tout a message of national pride and showcase the country as an emerging world presence.39 Being a part of a national display gave Frederick a greater chance to
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