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			For Jeff, the “wind beneath my wings.”
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			Introduction

			As an original member of the thirteen colonies and the third state to become a part of the union, New Jersey’s history is a long and rich one, and its women have made striking contributions from the beginning. Homemakers, farmworkers, slaves, aristocratic wives, domestics, industrial laborers, and even voters in colonial times, they continually struggled for an equal voice and for educational and professional opportunities as well as to develop individual talents and create distinctive lives of their own choosing.

			Thanks to feminist historians and women’s studies professors, the field of history has grown to encompass the lives and deeds of more women than ever before. However, there is still a gross imbalance in the acknowledgment of women’s accomplishments and, most especially, in the teaching of women’s lives as nucleus of both history and society itself. History is still measured in battles and kings, in male genealogical family lines, and in machines and inventions for which the real inventors—often the wives of the men given credit—were lost in the darkness of cultural amnesia.

			During recent decades, historians and teachers have begun to put women at the center of such great cultural movements as abolition, suffrage, temperance, religious uprisings and reformations, and civil rights and antiwar movements. A cursory reading of eighteenth- , nineteenth- , and twentieth-century social crusades reveals women as the framers of these currents as well as the foot soldiers who ensured that the battles for change were won.

			Women were brave, innovative, steadfast, purposeful, persistent, and creative. They exhibited enormous versatility and adaptability while striving to break through social, gender, racial, and economic barriers to improve their lot and enhance choices for their own and subsequent generations. The fruits of these struggles are tightly woven into our heritage, and those who affected these changes are finally being recognized. This volume celebrates the lives of fourteen such remarkable women.

			Selecting a group of representative New Jersey women was no easy task. There are so many individuals with unique stories and important contributions to consider. Regrettably, there were many worthwhile women whose stories could not be included due to length considerations. They need another book!

			The fourteen women we chose, all born before 1900, came from different eras and varied backgrounds, lived in all parts of the state, and embraced many philosophies of life. Most of them are not well known, and we were thrilled to bring them into the light. Women such as Alice Paul and Mary Mapes Dodge, while familiar to some, had previously been presented one-dimensionally or only as footnotes in larger works. We are glad to present them here in more depth. Some women had to be omitted because there were simply not enough original records available. Perhaps someday dedicated historians will discover them and share their stories, too. Women have been trailblazers in so many areas. We tried to present as broad a cross section as possible—from a warrior whose bravery helped save a battle, to a nurse who sacrificed her life so that countless others might live, to a groundbreaking pioneer of modern dance, to a Revolutionary era sculptor and spy, to a labor activist who catalyzed a strike that ultimately changed labor laws, to a slave determined to live free and own her own land, to a fun-loving daredevil destined to be the first woman to drive across the country in that newfangled contraption called the automobile. They were all innovators—original, independent, and unique in their own right—unafraid to push beyond boundaries and defy convention. These women and countless others as yet undiscovered gave New Jersey a richness and character it would not otherwise have had.

			An observer once commented that writer Mary Mapes Dodge embodied the “live spark of a woman.” These women all possessed that spark—a spark that illuminated the road to great achievements during their lifetimes and, by their example, still lights the way for women of the contemporary world.

			One further note: A study of history cannot help but present the researcher and writer with appalling instances of racism and xenophobia. Yet it would be impossible to reveal the truth without honestly acknowledging these historic flaws. It has often been said that those who do not study history are condemned to repeat it. With these fourteen women and so many others like them as role models, may we, instead, go forward toward inclusion, enlightenment, knowledge, and justice. We hope that the women in these pages will come alive for each reader and inspire them as they pursue their own journeys to the future.

		

	
		
			Patience Lovell Wright

			1725–1786

			Sculptor, Patriot, and Spy

			The curtain was meant to protect the fine wax sculptures that had drawn so many visitors to view the exhibit. Life-size and startling in their realism, they stood fully and elegantly clothed, virtually identical to the individuals they portrayed. Now, they were just as vulnerable as if they, too, were alive. As the first flame made its swift journey up the curtain, it began to play on a sleeve here and a bit of hem there. Soon the whole waxworks was ablaze—taking many precious sculptures with it. Although the arrival of fire engines saved the house, only a few of the beautiful wax figures escaped, plucked from the flames by kindhearted neighbors. Patience Lovell Wright’s collection, one she had worked so hard to create, was all but destroyed. Yet, she would not let this stop her. She would rebuild, sculpting new and even finer pieces. Her greatest success was yet to come. 

			Patience Lovell was born in 1725 on a farm in Oyster Bay on Long Island. Her parents—John Lovell and Patience Townsend Lovell—were deeply religious and strict in their children’s upbringing. As Quakers, the Wrights were pacifists, avoiding violence toward people as well as animals. As a result, Patience and her eight sisters and one brother were raised as vegetarians and were also prohibited from using or wearing anything derived from animals, such as leather products. Her father required that all his children wear wooden shoes and dress only in white clothing to express their inner as well as outer purity. The family strongly emphasized the value of equality and, therefore, treated everyone the same—regardless of their station in life.
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			When Patience was four years old, the family moved to another farm, this time in Bordentown, New Jersey. The size of their land holdings grew over time as John Lovell acquired additional acreage. He was able to save the funds required to purchase these properties as a result of his well-ingrained frugality. Patience later acknowledged the qualities inherited from her father as the source of her outspokenness and assertiveness.

			Bordentown was an important stop on the stagecoach route between New York and Philadelphia and was visited by a wide variety of travelers. As a result, the town was vibrant with businesses and taverns as well as concerts, dances, and other activities. Although the Lovell family was isolated from much of this, some details of a wider world beyond Bordentown most likely filtered down to the children in the family. 

			As a child, Patience and her sisters—particularly Rachel, with whom she was close throughout life—enjoyed fashioning small figures of people and animals from moistened dough or clay, providing an antidote to their severely restricted lives. After drying, each little sculpture was carefully painted with natural plant colorings. Finally, they dressed the figurines of people in clothing, enhancing the realistic quality of the finished result. Over time, Patience and Rachel continued to develop their talents for sculpting these figurines. It was not only a favorite creative pursuit but also one which would grow in importance for the two later on.

			As Patience grew to be a young woman, she longed to pursue her artistic leanings in a larger environment than Bordentown and to escape the confining restrictions of her upbringing. At twenty-three, she ran away to Philadelphia, where she hoped to find more artistic opportunities in a cosmopolitan environment. The success she longed for, however, was elusive and she became impoverished. Poor and a woman alone, Patience married landowner and cooper Joseph Wright, who was much older than she.

			The couple returned to Bordentown and bought a house there. It was in a prosperous area of town and located near the famous Hoagland’s Tavern, later sacked by Hessians during the Revolution. Much of Joseph Wright’s time was spent in Philadelphia seeing to the administration of his properties. Patience remained in Bordentown to raise their family. Although the couple had five children, it was not a happy marriage. Patience wrote of Joseph that he had “nothing but age and money to recommend himself to her favour.” However, she was close to her children as they grew, teaching them the molding techniques that she and her sisters had learned in their own youth, thus keeping her own artistic skills fresh. 

			Joseph Wright died in 1769, leaving forty-four-year-old Patience pregnant with their fifth child—a fact of which he was unaware. According to the terms of his estate, the land proceeds were given to the other four children, the oldest of whom was by this time married. In the colonial era, wives did not inherit land from their husbands. However, Patience was permitted to keep the house as long as she raised the remaining underage children through adulthood or marriage—a move that, on the surface, would seemingly have ensured her need to remain in Bordentown under the watchful eye of family. Patience, however, envisioned broader horizons.

			Without money and with the responsibilities of caring for her family, Patience needed a plan. Although some women might have opened their homes to boarders or taken in sewing to earn much-needed income, Patience decided it was time to put her artistic abilities to the test in an effort to earn money. Her sister, Rachel Wells, had also become a widow that same year. They joined together once more to renew their former childhood activity: sculpting. At this point, though, it was more than just a pastime; it was a serious, professional endeavor. In the intervening years, Rachel had learned to sculpt in wax, and she shared this knowledge with her sister. Patience became adept in working with this new material. It was not long before the two women began creating full-sized wax sculptures for exhibition. These displays attracted the attention of the public for their artistic excellence as well as for their novelty. They also served a larger purpose, helping to garner private commissions for the two women from individuals who wished to have a sculpture of themselves or someone close to them created for posterity. 

			Before photography was invented, painting and sculpting were the major means by which a likeness of a subject could be captured and preserved. The well-to-do hired artists to paint or sculpt their own images, those of their families, or death portraits of young children, the latter being unfortunately common in a world that suffered from a high infant and child mortality rate. The creations produced by Patience and Rachel became a popular medium within the category of sculpture, and it provided the women with attractive commissions. Wax was a more pliable and forgiving substance than clay, and it could be fashioned quickly and easily. As Patience learned to use this new material, she found that it helped her to more clearly reflect physical features or facial details such as a hooked nose or full lips. Wax also allowed for a greater variety of shadings for skin when color was applied. When hair and glass eyes were added, the wax figures took on a startling realism—whether created as busts or as full life-sized figures fully clothed. The sculptures were artistically superb as well as fitting in with the “naturalism” that was favored in eighteenth-century art and culture.

			Wax sculpting had a historical mystique that had evolved over time and had been widely used in superstitious practices and religious rites. Egyptians provided wax deities to accompany the dead, and Romans created wax masks of their ancestors. Yet Patience had her own unique take on this art form. 

			Each sister had a specialty. Rachel preferred to concentrate on biblical characters, while Patience focused on contemporary living figures, including politicians and eminent community leaders. As Patience established herself and added to her figures for exhibit, she received much encouragement from one particular Bordentown neighbor to go into business for herself. No ordinary neighbor, this was Francis Hopkinson, a future signer of the Declaration of Independence. Hopkinson had a keen appreciation for the arts, being both painter and writer himself. A lawyer by profession, he was also a good source of practical advice for this middle-aged widow who was trying to build her artistic reputation, support herself and her children, and navigate in a world that was far from receptive to women—especially women on their own.

			Both Rachel and Patience became increasingly busy as their reputations grew. They were the first to initiate traveling wax exhibits in the colonies—visiting cities from Boston to Charleston—thereby spreading the popularity of wax sculpture as well as ensuring their own names became known. Soon, they sought a larger audience for their work. The sisters relocated—Patience to New York and Rachel to Philadelphia. Here, each woman connected in a larger and more vibrant cultural milieu and was able to attract additional private commissions as well as exhibitions. 

			In New York, Patience opened a waxworks on Queen Street. Although there was another waxworks display in the city, the figures were in miniature. Her figures were life-sized, with a greater sense of realism than a miniature could provide, and she was located near the main part of the city where business and commerce was concentrated. Visitors enjoyed her exhibits and lingered there to discuss with each other and with Patience the various people, events, and issues of the day. Her studio embraced art, culture, and contemporary life in one vibrant center. The timing was also excellent for this type of business in New York. It was 1763, and the French-Indian War had ended. There were members of the British army in the city. Business and shipping trades were excellent. All of it resulted in money available for ordering wax portraits.

			By this time, Patience’s skills were in greater demand as a result of her exhibit as well as the word-of-mouth reviews of her completed commissions—not only in New York, but elsewhere in the colonies. She often needed to travel to complete some of her projects. It was during one such trip that a disaster occurred—her waxworks caught fire. Although there were no injuries and the building was spared, many of her pieces, as well as some of Rachel’s, were destroyed. Though some favorite works were saved, several hundred pounds’ worth of damage was done—a significant amount of money at that time. 

			This fire made the news—but so did the announcement that Patience planned to re-open her waxworks a short time later. With the help of her sister Rachel, she rebuilt and replenished her exhibit. Undeterred, Patience and Rachel again returned to traveling once the studio was opened—this time bringing an exhibit to Boston, a turning point for Patience. Always interested in increasing the numbers of her private commissions as well as in broadening the prospects of new individuals to sculpt, Patience had long considered London as a potentially fine market. While on a trip to Boston, she met Jane Mecom, Benjamin Franklin’s sister. Mecom happily gave Patience a letter of introduction to her brother who was living in London at the time—a significant catalyst for Patience’s journey abroad in 1772. If the colonies had brought success to her, then London would bring Patience outright fame. 

			The introduction to Benjamin Franklin turned out to be extremely beneficial. In his official position as agent for New Jersey and several other colonies, Franklin had numerous contacts for Patience and also became the subject of one of her sculptures. In addition, the painter Benjamin West, a friend and fellow Quaker, also proved to be a valuable contact in London. (Later, her son Joseph studied painting with him.) West was historical painter to the court, appointed by King George III, who would soon welcome Patience to sculpt his own likeness and that of Queen Charlotte. In the meantime, new individual clients kept her busy with commissions and increased her visibility among the upper echelons of London’s political, social, and intellectual society. Instead of returning to New York with additional pieces for her exhibit, Patience decided to remain in London, eventually bringing her children there as well.

			Waxworking was not unknown in London, even by women artists. A Mrs. Goldsmith and Mrs. Salmon had been among the predecessors to Patience. There was also a tradition there of wax figures that were humorous, novel, or historical. However, Patience’s creations were a unique form of expression. She molded the likenesses of living people, many of whom were royalty or well-known members of society, and she did it expertly. Plus, her studio was located close to the palace, near a thriving business center. Over time, her fame was reflected through mentions in the writings of many, including Horace Walpole and Abigail Adams. An article about her also appeared in London Magazine: Gentleman’s Monthly Intelligencer. In his memoirs, Elkanah Watson described her as tall and athletic, with olive eyes that were “keen, piercing, and expressive,” and possessing a most original and powerful mind. 

			Her figures were so lifelike that, time and again, they were mistaken for real people—visitors sometimes starting conversations with them, only to receive no response. But her wax portrayals went one step further. They captured the personality, character, and essence of the subjects themselves. Patience had the time to get to know her clients since, in order to be accurately captured, they needed to sit for her for hours. Moreover, she had a keen ability to read people, sensing their inner spirit and reflecting this in the completed work. Because of her intuitive and perceptive intelligence, Patience was eventually considered to be a prophet—and was soon called the American Sibyl.

			Personally, Patience was endearing and unique—friendly, outgoing, eccentric, outspoken, and energetic—promoting an American as well as a Quaker spirit of equality. When creating wax likenesses of the King and Queen of England, she called them George and Charlotte. They took no offense. They were known patrons of the arts and enjoyed visiting Patience’s studio to watch her at work, delighting in her chatter and fascinated by her stories of growing up in the colonies. 

			Wax sculpting was painstaking and detailed. The heads for the figures were hollow and needed to be kept warm enough to be able to mold into the desired shapes. In order to maintain the appropriate temperature, Patience secreted the heads under her apron, working carefully in her lap, often between her thighs, in what was later referred to as an “artistic birthing technique.” Later, details were added to the initial sculptures—from skin texture to hair. Finally, the head and appendages were affixed to cardboard and dressed. The result was an incredibly realistic, life-sized wax figure, composed of a mixture of wax, turpentine, pitch, and animal fat. Then the colors were prepared, using dry plant materials and mortar that were all finely ground. Patience, like many artists, had her own secret mixture for each color that she guarded carefully.

			Patience had built a successful life and thriving business for herself in London. However, the political situation in England and the colonies in America began to deteriorate. The colonies’ push for freedom was opposed by much of the British establishment. Although Patience was fond of England and its citizens, she was at heart an American, and one who strongly cherished freedom and equality. Her Quaker background only intensified these feelings. She developed a hatred of the policies of the king and became vocal in her support of the colonial desire for independence.

			Patience’s close associations with royalty and top political figures placed her in an excellent position to pick up random information and details that might be advantageous to the American cause. While a client was sitting as a subject for a sculpture, Patience put them at ease, sharing details of her own life while learning about theirs. Londoners found themselves able to speak freely with her, often divulging information that was politically sensitive. Though “rough hewn and coarse—the New World made flesh,” Patience was a seemingly peaceful, somewhat eccentric, middle-aged Quaker woman, passionate about her art. What harm could come from speaking with her? Could anyone have thought that she was a spy? 

			There were those in London who favored freedom and independence for the American colonies. William Pitt, Earl of Chatham, was one. Patience became friendly with him and sculpted his likeness. He began coming to her for pertinent bits of information she gleaned from other sitters. It wasn’t long before she began increasing these activities. There was an intrigue and excitement about gathering information in support of the American cause that appealed to Patience. She valued justice and freedom and was a true patriot despite her years in London, as well as an adventurer willing to take risks. The desire to actively help the cause ran in her family. A cousin of hers was a part of George Washington’s famous group of spies known as the Culper Ring. Now Patience was doing her part to help the colonies as well.

			Soon she was sending information about the movement of members of Parliament and speculation about who might be persuaded to support the Revolution. Much of it was concealed in the wax heads that went to her sister Rachel for display in her exhibits in America. These details were intended for top American leaders and meant to help the Americans. Among the recipients of these messages was Benjamin Franklin. Patience particularly wanted to tell him which high-level British figures could be helpful in supporting the quest for independence and which ones would stand in its way. She also provided available accounts of the movement of British troops.

			After war was declared, though, and because of her advocacy for the release of American prisoners of war and her sheltering of them in her house, Patience began to lose favor among the British. Her name was no longer mentioned in the press. She was not welcome at court, especially after chiding the king about the war. While her studio continued to draw artists and dissidents, her popularity with royal and political subjects waned. Battle lines had been drawn.

			After an unsuccessful attempt to establish herself in Paris, she returned to London. Once the war was over, though, Patience wanted to go home to America, telling her sister that she hoped to be given some land as a reward for her activities as an informant. She also wrote to George Washington asking if he would sit as a subject for a wax figure upon her return; he responded positively to the request. Yet, she never had the opportunity to sculpt Washington in person, although she did create his wax profile based upon a work completed by her son. Patience never returned to America or witnessed her beloved homeland as a free nation. Still, she knew she had done her part to help in the fight for independence. In 1786, before she was able to make the trip home, Patience died in London from complications due to a fall after visiting Ambassador John Adams.

			Many of Patience’s sculptures did not survive. The wax medium she worked in was not easily preserved over time. However, Westminster Abbey still contains her life-sized sculpture of William Pitt, the Earl of Chatham, who died in 1778. He is depicted in Parliamentary robes which were believed to have belonged to him. It seems only fitting that this work survived since Pitt, although a British noble, was a champion of American liberty; ironically, the sculpture remains in England where, as an American artist, Patience found success. 

			Patience Wright is considered to be America’s earliest professional sculptor and the first to be known internationally. Her contributions to the wax medium were innovative and widely recognized. Had Patience been a man, her great natural gifts would, most probably, have led to major public commissions in marble and bronze. Her sister, Rachel, desperate to raise funds for Patience’s burial in America, begged the Continental Congress, once so taken with Patience, to help. They refused. She is buried in an unmarked grave somewhere in England. American poet Joel Barlow wrote these lines upon her passing: “See Wright’s fair hands the lives her fire control,/In waxen forms she breathes the impassioned soul.”

			In addition to her artistry, Patience Wright’s groundbreaking perseverance in a world challenging for women, combined with her patriotism and brave support of the American quest for independence, guaranteed her an essential place in both American and art history. Upon her death, a New York newspaper commented that the country had lost a “warm and sincere friend.”
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