
  

  CHAPTER ONE


  The Minor Family


  EVERY STORY, WHETHER FACT OR FICTION, HAS AN INCITING INCIDENT, a moment in which everything changes so drastically that, afterward, life will never be the same. For the Minors, that moment was the sudden death of their only child, which shook them to their core. For Francis, it was the end of his dreams of his son one day practicing law—an occupation that had practically run in the Minor blood since the founding of the country—and also possibly inheriting his own law firm and the family fortune.


  However, for Virginia, the loss was much more than just personal; it was a blow to her very identity in Victorian America. She was not only a mother suffering through the anguish of burying her child but she had also lost her only remaining sense of purpose. Deprived of the invigorating activities she undertook during the Civil War, which will be discussed in detail in chapter 7, raising her son and looking after her household would have been Virginia’s sole responsibilities. As described a few years later in Godey’s Lady’s Book, in Victorian society, “the perfection of womanhood . . . [was] the wife and mother, the center of the family, the magnet that draws man to the domestic altar that makes him a civilized being, social Christian. The wife is truly the light of the home.”1 Without motherhood as a purpose, Virginia was lost, and she sank into a deep melancholic malaise.


  Fortunately for Virginia and for future generations of women, she did not wallow in grief for long. She found the inner strength to turn this tragedy into triumph and transform “from a wife and bereaved mother to a dedicated activist [in] the following year.”2


  But before diving into the Minors’ storied lives as suffragists, activists, and influences on state and national history, an understanding of their family and their early lives is necessary to put this profound change into context.


  TOBACCO WEALTH AS FAMILY FOUNDATION


  Francis Gilmer Minor’s death brought an end to a branch of the sprawling Minor family that dates back to early seventeenth-century America. It was through their ancestors that Virginia and Francis were born into the privilege that allowed them to act and think in ways others of their time could not.


  The vast swaths of land their immigrant ancestors had acquired through grants from the Crown and cunning sales were put to good use by the planters of the early eighteenth century. Tobacco, or “tobo” as it was often informally called,3 had made the Minors very wealthy, placing them in the top 3 percent to 10 percent of Virginia society.4 They could now import luxury items from Europe such as crystal, wine, china, silver, and fashionable dresses5 and transport themselves like the gentry of London, with great horses and carriages with attendants.6 They also built large brick mansions in which dinner became an elaborate ritual of many courses to mimic those of fine English houses.7 Like English feudal manors, their estates were nearly self-sufficient, with their own carpenters, blacksmiths, tanners, weavers, coopers, and members of other trades.8 Here, women supervised everything from the household to “the dairy, the smokehouse, the poultry yard and the garden; they cut out all the slaves’ clothing and supervised the sewing.”9


  This wealth also brought with it political power that enabled families like the Minors to firmly entrench themselves in law and politics.10 As historian Timothy H. Breen asserts, “The great planters of Tidewater Virginia enjoy a special place in American history. They included some of the nation’s ablest leaders, and without the likes of Washington [to whom Virginia and Francis were distantly related] and Jefferson [a close Minor family friend], it is hard to see how Americans could have made good their claim to political independence.”11


  However, this power came at a cost. The planters sold their tobacco on consignment by shipping it to English or Scottish merchants, who sold it at the highest price, but the planters also purchased manufactured goods that they desired on credit.12 Thus the planters became indebted to the merchants, and the planters viewed this as akin to being enslaved to their creditors.13


  As a result of their financial uncertainty, tobacco became an obsession for the planter class.14 Major planters could cultivate more than one hundred thousand plants but only if they were very careful, very lucky, and very hardworking; tobacco was one of the most labor-intensive crops grown at the time.15 Unlike sugar or wheat, tobacco had to be closely tended and, in many cases, it was experience that determined the outcome. One mistake could mean the failure of the whole crop.16


  This grueling schedule, which affected when men were available for all community activities, including court sessions and militia drills, was one of the reasons why wheat later became more popular. Because it was less demanding, elections, leisure time, and weddings could be reliably scheduled between planting and harvest, when the need for labor was low.17


  To help ease the burden tobacco had become, many planters began growing other crops such as corn, hemp, flax, silk, cotton, and grapes.18 By 1765, Virginia planters were quietly discussing ending tobacco cultivation altogether, a drastic step that had already been taken in Maryland.19 By 1774, wheat was rapidly replacing tobacco as a staple crop.20 It was easy to ship, kept well over long journeys, sold at prices up to twice that of corn and 50 percent higher than rye, and could be used to make large quantities of bread.21 In addition, because of tobacco’s association with the wealthy political class, it eventually became a symbol of loyalist sentiment, a dangerous association in a land that, as it rapidly headed toward revolution,22 favored the common man’s rights over those of the American “nobility.”


  As the Revolutionary War dragged into the 1780s, even those stubbornly clinging to tobacco saw the practical wisdom in switching to wheat: soldiers needed to eat.23 But unlike in previous wars, the soldiers were not located in far-flung areas; they were now fighting in the backyard of the producers of the wheat and the flour it was milled into.24 In 1778, one mid-Atlantic miller reported milling more than 7,400 bushels—about half of what he’d purchased from local farmers—for the Continental Army.25 Flour quickly became “the most valuable ‘article of American commerce.’”26


  The Revolutionary War may have brought about an end to tobacco culture and replaced it with “amber waves of grain” as the symbol of the new independent nation,27 but it didn’t free newly American citizens from their debt to British creditors.


  A fledgling country with a debt-ridden economy was the inheritance that John Vivian Minor gained from his father and that he and subsequent generations had to navigate.


  John Minor, son of Garrett and Diane Minor, was a wealthy planter from Spotsylvania County, Virginia,28 who also served as a captain in the Fairfax County Militia.29 He was known as an intelligent and well-respected leader who “had a prominent place in the life of colonial Caroline”30 County, where he married Sarah Carr, daughter of Captain Thomas and Mary Carr,31 on November 14, 1732. Together, they had eleven children.32


  As a wedding gift, his father-in-law gave him ownership of Sarah’s childhood home, an estate called Topping Castle,33 on the north bank of the North Anna River in Caroline County.


  Three years later, on August 9, 1735, King George II granted twenty-eight-year-old John a Crown Patent for four hundred acres of land, called Gale Hill, in Hanover County, on “the North Fork of the north fork of the James River,”34 for the sum of forty shillings.35


  This probably seemed like ideal timing, as Sarah was pregnant with their first child,36 and they would have been thinking of all the details associated with providing for a new family. The location was surrounded by other Minor family homes,37 but John chose not to live on Gale Hill, making their home instead at Topping Castle.38


  John reserved the Gale Hill land for agriculture, for along with the royal gift came the responsibility of “cultivating and improving at least twenty-four of the 400 acres within three years or forfeiting the title. This, in addition to paying ‘fee rent’ of one shilling per fifty acres or eight shillings a year.”39


  During those three provisional years, tobacco was the main crop of Albemarle County, and it would remain so for another few years. On April 26, 1748, John, a shrewd businessman, bought another four hundred acres of property adjacent to Gale Hill, an area called Waller Grant,40 from John Waller Jr., who had obtained it on the same date John took possession of Gale Hill, so that by the time he died in 1755, John’s children stood to inherit some eight hundred acres.41


  John Vivian Minor is the last joint ancestor of Virginia and Francis Minor. His sons, John Minor II (the eldest and Virginia’s great-grandfather) and Dabney Minor I (the eighth child and Francis’s grandfather) are the point at which the family tree splits into two distinct branches.


  FRANCIS MINOR’S FAMILY


  Little record remains of Francis Minor’s father, Dabney Minor II, born July 22, 1779, at Woodlawn, a plantation along the North Anna River in Virginia. He was a lawyer who handled land cases and executed wills,42 though his tiny, cramped, nearly illegible handwriting better befits a doctor.43


  He married Lucy Herndon on January 30, 1800.44 They had nine children, of whom Francis was the second youngest. They lived on a “tract of land purchased from Joseph Alcock’s estate”45 in Orange County, Virginia.46 The census of 1810 shows Dabney owning ten slaves and five horses,47 a modest holding for the time neither indicative of poverty nor great wealth, which is in keeping with the fortunes of younger sons of the wealthy. An April 1798 appraisal of his estate valued it at $3,498,48 or about $84,200 in today’s currency.49


  Francis was only two when his father died after a long, painful illness50 on March 8, 1822,51 at the age of forty-two. In an obituary, Dabney was described as “a man of great worth,”52 which was likely more in reference to his character than his fortune.


  His death threw the Minor family into chaos, which will be explored in greater detail in chapter 3, which covers Francis’s youth. Dabney provided well for his family. He gave two-thirds of the land on which they lived to his wife, Lucy, and the other third to his daughter, Salley, plus a third of his land in Hanover County to little Francis. This was either split with Christopher Hudson of Albemarle County and Launcelot Minor of Louisa County or held in their ownership until Francis came of age; the will is unclear.53


  In his will, Dabney also indicated that his estate should be sold, if needed, to fund his children’s education and upbringing. “I earnestly desire no expense to be spared to give my children the best education which my estate can afford,” he wrote.54 In an age when most men were concerned with jealously preserving, if not enhancing, their wealth, it is an indication of Dabney’s character, both as a man and as a father, that he was willing to do whatever necessary for his children to succeed, even if the family name was slightly diminished in the process.


  The Minor family Bible records stop with his generation. Francis and his siblings are not included.


  VIRGINIA MINOR’S FAMILY


  Virginia Minor’s distant relatives were more than bloodlines; they played a pivotal role in the founding of America. Three of her ancestors were members of the commission that sentenced the slaves and white indentured servant rebels in Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 for rising up against the local gentry.55


  One hundred years later, another of Virginia’s relatives—to whom she was related by two lines and eight generations56—General George Washington, expanded on Bacon’s groundwork, leading the country to independence57 and becoming the first president of the United States. Throughout her life, Virginia’s “Washingtonian blood” was referenced in relation not only to her appearance but also to her independent spirit.58


  But despite these famous relatives, it was her direct ancestors who most closely shaped Virginia and her revolutionary legacy.


  Virginia’s father, Warner Washington Minor, was born on November 22, 1792, the eldest child of William and Mildred Gregory Lewis Minor. He was described as a “man of notable presence and personality.”59 Nothing is known of his childhood.


  It is likely that he served his country during the War of 1812. A Private Warner W. Minor is listed as fighting for twenty-three and a half days as part of Captain Bentley Brown’s Company of the Seventy-Fourth Regiment of the Virginia Militia commanded by Colonel William True-heart in 1813.60


  Warner married Maria Timberlake on January 25, 1819. They had seven children, of whom Virginia Louise (or Louisa) was the second daughter and third eldest. Her older siblings were Lewis Madison Timberlake (1828–1874) and Mary Mildred Madison (1821–1843), and her younger sisters were Lucy Ellen (1826–1872), Maria Warner, who was born and died in 1827, and Harriet Ann (1828–1830), plus brother Warner W. (1830–1832).61


  The children were raised with the help of enslaved people. Even though slavery was beginning to be criticized in Virginia,62 the Minors owned eleven slaves in 182063 and by 1830 had increased their human property to thirty-nine slaves; they also employed nine free Blacks.64


  Little is known about Warner’s life between his marriage and 1825, other than he seems to have lost whatever fortune he had.65 His plight was not uncommon, however, as 1820 was the beginning of Albemarle’s “lean years,” which would stretch decades beyond the Civil War.


  Many contributing factors made this a tough time for the area. Slavery slowed the efficiency and productivity of a diversified agriculture that had branched out beyond tobacco into wheat and other grains and was quickly becoming the trend in more prosperous parts of the country. On top of that, generations of tobacco farming had worn out the fields, and farmers were facing competition from newly settled, richer lands out west. And in other parts of the country, “the first movement toward urban industrialization was beginning to take place, threatening to leave rural Albemarle behind.”66


  It is unclear where the family was living prior to 1825, when they moved to Charlottesville so Warner could take a job as one of the first “hotelkeepers” at the University of Virginia,67 employed under Proctor Arthur Spicer Brockenbrugh.68


  The boardinghouses on campus were called hotels and were separate from the dormitories.69 The university had six hotels, named A through F. Warner was in charge of Hotel C.70 Each was a single story, except for F, which was two. They ranged from thirty-four to fifty feet in size. Each had a basement kitchen and, on the main floor, a large public dining room. Two small rooms made up the private quarters of the hotelkeeper and his family.71


  Though a supervisory position, a hotelkeeper was not a job people would take if they could help it. “All [of the hotelkeepers] belonged to families that had somehow or another fallen on hard times,”72 notes Marie Frank. The job was undesirable because it was expensive and thankless. As a hotelkeeper, Warner was responsible for watching over the students in his dormitory and providing their board, furniture, and linen.73 Yet he was not hired outright. Frank explains:



   Visitors rented each of the hotels for $200 per year. In a sense, therefore, the keepers ran their hotels much as independent boarding houses in a village. . . . They had to furnish all the furniture, not only for their own hotels but for the dormitory rooms of the students as well. They contracted for all supplies on their own and hired their own servants or brought their own slaves. They were responsible for feeding the students three times a day, cleaning and making fires in the student rooms, keeping their own building in shape, delivering firewood, water, and ice, and doing their own laundry.74




  How well a hotelkeeper did financially depended upon the number of students boarded at the hotel.75 Estimations from 1827 concluded that in order to make a profit, a hotelkeeper had to have at least thirty students. This was nearly impossible for half of the hotelkeepers, as only ninety-eight students boarded that year, so each hotel averaged only sixteen students.76 The requirement that he supply provisions was a burden to Warner from the beginning. Adding to it was the expectation that he would buy or rent slaves to help oversee the students’ needs.77 He expressed worry that these expenses “would force me to quit this place” in several letters from March 1826 to 1830.78


  To make money, some keepers kept a bit of the sum they received from the bursar based on the number of students they had.79 The money was supposed to go toward supplying the students, but holding some back was an easy way to make a little profit.


  Those with higher morals used the garden and lot that was a part of their holding to make money, usually by selling produce to one another or to students and faculty.80 They also performed odd jobs like hauling wood or allowing guests to stay in their hotels during meetings and other events in exchange for a reduction in rent.81 Warner Minor is on record as having hauled wood for the proctor, as well as for a man named George Long.82 He also helped someone move house sometime between May 1827 and February 1828, for which he was paid twenty-eight dollars.83


  Unable to take the strain any longer, Warner finally resigned in the fall of 1828.84 No further record of his employment currently exists. The next mention of him is his sudden death on March 27, 1830, which left six-year-old Virginia and her siblings without a father, and her mother a widow with three young children.


  The loss of the man of the house and provider of income was a severe blow to Virginia’s family, but as they would do throughout her life, her fortunes rallied after the tragedy, presenting her with opportunities she otherwise might not have encountered. This once poor daughter of a hotelkeeper would go on to have a privileged education and marry into wealth that would decades later enable her to change the women’s suffrage movement irrevocably.



  

  CHAPTER TWO


  A Suffragist’s Girlhood Reconstructed


  WHILE IT OFTEN SEEMED LIKE A PRISON TO HER FATHER, THE SPRAWLing forty-four-acre campus of the University of Virginia—Thomas Jefferson’s “Harvard in Virginia”—probably felt more like a village out of a fairy tale to young Virginia Minor, who had a certain degree of freedom to roam the campus while her father toiled and her mother tended their growing family. Together with the children of other hotel-keepers, with her siblings, or alone, Virginia came to know every inch of the Academical Village, its surrounding woodland, and most of the people who called it home.


  On any given day, hundreds of uniformed students in suit coats1 and their harried professors skittered across the campus, not to mention the hotelkeepers like her father, janitors, and other free and enslaved workers. While Virginia’s family was relatively small, numbering only nine people, many other campus households averaged more than twenty people.2 Slaves alone accounted for between one hundred and two hundred of the residents,3 though students were forbidden from “keep[ing] a servant” while on campus; as such, the students would all be equal.4 So great were their numbers that the nonstudent population of the university was almost equal to that of the students.5


  With all those people in close quarters, it is little wonder that quiet was a thing only to be found in the rotunda library on the north end of campus. Outside, the grating of saws and clinking of hammers on nails were a constant chorus as joiners, carpenters, masons, and other trades-men continually made needed repairs or expanded the campus to keep up with an influx of students.6


  As Virginia wandered past, someone always shouted a friendly hello, pausing while weeding a kitchen garden, whitewashing a wall, or carrying a load to or from the laundry. Mrs. Gray, the proctor’s sister, and Mrs. Ward, sister of the proctor’s wife—the only female hotelkeepers7—were particularly friendly. Virginia also frequently encountered the university’s bell ringer Lewis Commodore, a slave owned by Dabney Carr Minor, a descendant of John Minor, the great-grandfather of Francis Minor and Virginia’s great-great grandfather.8


  Though the Academical Village was nearly self-sufficient, there were occasions when Virginia’s mother or father took her and her siblings along on the short mile-and-a-half journey into Charlottesville,9 down Three Notch’d Road (today called Main Street), which connected the town and university.10 Founded in 1762, Charlottesville wouldn’t become a bustling city for another two decades, when railway service began in 1850,11 but the rural village was a godsend for the university. Here, the air was clearer—not so many hogs, cattle, chickens, and privies making it fetid12—and it supplied the university and its residents with goods, such as nails, locks, brown linen, and blankets, and services, such as tailoring.13


  Besides the hotel in which she lived, the area of the school Virginia would have been most intimately acquainted with was the schoolroom in a dormitory on the East Range. While the rest of the East Range was reserved for outstanding graduate students,14 this room was set aside for the education of the children of instructors and workers.15 It was run by Thomas Swann, the son-in-law of Mrs. Ward, the keeper of Hotel D.16 From him, the students in schoolrooms 16 and 1817 learned the fundamentals of reading, writing, and arithmetic,18 the same subjects they would have been taught at home by their families under normal living arrangements. For many of these children, this would have been the sum total of their education; but Virginia was fortunate—especially for a girl—to continue her learning later in life. However, her idyllic world was about to be upended and her education put on hold as her family fought the vagaries of misfortune.
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  Born March 27, 1824, in Caroline County, Virginia was only six years old when her father died suddenly on March 27, 1830, and her cozy campus life came to an end. Now fatherless, and with her mother, Maria Timberlake Minor, distracted by the worries of widowhood and providing for Virginia and her siblings, Virginia faced a situation that required her to mature quickly. The family affairs, which Warner would normally have handled, devolved into disorder, forcing her mother and siblings to depend on male relatives to take them in and care for them as best as possible.19 John L. Pendleton, a clerk of the Caroline County Court,20 was appointed guardian ad litem for the children,21 but beyond that, the historical record is mute regarding the first fifteen years after Warner Washington Minor’s death. It is possible the family struggled, just as they had during their years at the university, but as they were related to several other prominent Minors in the state of Virginia, among them wealthy landowners and law professors at the University of Virginia,22 it is equally possible their relatives furnished a comfortable lifestyle.


  Virginia’s family was described by a descendant as “a strong, out-spoken, liberal-oriented family.”23 Their status as part of the area’s elite was cemented in 1839, when William Timberlake, Maria’s uncle, petitioned the Court of Caroline County on her behalf to grant her access to the houses and half of the eighty-five and three-quarter acres of land to which she and Warner were heirs through the Timberlake line. They intended to sell the land, which was worth $300 a share or $4 per acre (just over $8,400 in today’s currency),24 and divide the profits, once all creditors were paid among its rightful heirs, to help support her and the children.25 The land was resurveyed and was sold at public auction on September 13, 1839, as three separate tracts. The one belonging to Maria was sold for $1,301 ($36,187 today).26 After expenses, she ended up with $1252.9027 (or just under $35,000 today),28 a healthy sum with which to raise her children and continue her life.


  THE EDUCATION OF A FUTURE ACTIVIST


  Virginia appears to have lived a comfortable life from then on, as the Minors are known to have had many slaves, as did most residents of the area. Approximately 635 heads of families owned slaves, with some of the highest numbers (over 100) belonging to Dabney Minor and Thomas Jefferson.29 There are several Dabney Minors in the Minor family tree. It is likely this reference is to Dabney Carr Minor, who is a distant relation to Francis.


  Even if that did not hint at a rise in the Minors’ fortunes, Virginia received an education that was usually reserved for only those of means, though the government and the charitable hearts of local wealthy women did make tuition affordable for a select few poor girls.30


  Several biographical profiles of Virginia state that she “spent a short period at a Charlottesville female academy,”31 but the name of the school is never mentioned. Source material for schools established around 1820 is very limited32 and no definitive records as to where Virginia attended school are extant, but it is highly likely she was a student at Edgehill (sometimes spelled Edge Hill) School for Young Ladies in Charlottesville, a small building within sight of Thomas Jefferson’s mountain home at Monticello.


  Formal female education in Virginia dates back to around 1750, when schools for young ladies were established to teach them subjects such as French, dancing, drawing, and specialized ornamental stitching called fancy work,33 the skills a wealthy woman needed in order to be a good wife and circulate in high society.


  Thanks to the influence of Thomas Jefferson and his family, these schools began to expand and formalize in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Jefferson, an avowed lover of education, may have reserved higher education for male students, but he didn’t neglect female learning, as seen in this November 1783 letter to his eleven-year-old daughter, Patsy:



   With respect to the distribution of your time the following is what I should approve.


  from 8. to 10 o’clock practise music.


  from 10. to 1. dance one day and draw another.


  From 1. to 2. draw on the day you dance, and write a letter the next day.


  From 3. to 4. read French.


  From 4. to 5. exercise yourself in music.


  From 5. till bedtime, read English, write [i.e., practice penmanship,] &c.


  . . . Write also one letter every week. . . . Take care that you never spell a word wrong.


  Always before you write a word consider how it is spelt, and, if you do not remember it, turn to a dictionary. It produces great praise to a lady to spell well.34




  Later in life, Jefferson directed the education of six granddaughters and talked of creating a “ladies seminary” at Monticello.35 That never came to pass, but two of his daughters, Mary and Martha (Patsy), his grandson, and three great-granddaughters would make this dream a reality at the nearby Edgehill School only two years after his death.36


  The Edgehill plantation had been part of the Randolph family since 1735, when William Randolph of Tuckahoe was given a land grant of 2,400 acres from King George II. Thomas Mann Randolph Jr. inherited it in 1790 when he married Thomas Jefferson’s daughter Martha.37 Within thirty years, Randolph found himself in debt and had to sell the property, which his son, Thomas Jefferson Randolph, purchased on January 2, 1826. He was Thomas Jefferson’s favorite grandson and would later serve as executor to his estate.38


  Located about five miles east of Charlottesville, along the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad,39 the Edgehill mansion was situated high on a hill in a grove of “magnificent old trees” that framed the Piedmont Valley and had “glorious views” of the Blue Ridge Mountains, and of Monticello, on a clear day.40 The house itself was a “modest two-story, wood frame house with a brick foundation . . . measuring forty-four feet by eighteen feet. Its value was recorded at $1800” in June 1823.41 This is roughly $44,30042 in today’s currency.


  Like many homeowners then and now, Randolph wished to expand his residence. However, in order to build the brick mansion he envisioned at the crest of the hill, he had to have the original wood building rolled lower down the hill43 using large logs.44 In the process, the slaves rolled it over a group of tulip poplar saplings. But instead of breaking, they lay flat and grew into beautiful trees that the house became known for.45


  The wood building became the Edgehill School. While it may seem odd today to open a private school on one’s property, it was commonplace in the early nineteenth century. According to Olivia Taylor, who has written extensively about Edgehill:



   In early Virginia days, education of children was most often performed through home or family schools. When there were a number of young people in a family and the house was large, very often neighbors’ and friends’ children were brought together to be taught by a tutor or governess engaged for this purpose. So it is not uncommon to find a separate “school house” erected for this reason.46




  The Edgehill School was founded in 1828 to help pay off some of the debts Col. Thomas Jefferson Randolph (also known as T. J.) inherited from his father and grandfather,47 as well as to educate his daughters and those of his relatives and friends.48 The first class consisted of only six girls taught by T. J.’s wife, Mrs. Jane Nicholas Randolph. The students affectionately called T. J. “Grandpa.”49 As the number of students increased, more teachers were hired, and the family advertised to prospective students in the Circular of Edge Hill School, referring to their students as “ladies of attainment and culture.”50 The family also built an addition onto the back of their brick mansion to serve as a dormitory.51 Students were now allowed to spend summer vacation at the school.52 With these changes, the family’s Edgehill School became “one of the first boarding schools for girls in the State and was the beginning of the famous school which for long held a unique place in Southern life.”53


  Edgehill was arranged into two classes: the primary class and the senior class, with students attending two sessions a year, divided by a summer break. Records for tuition and housing arrangements in the dormitories no longer exist, but one can assume they were similar to those of Charlottesville Female Academy, which had closed in 1829 or 1830. There, tuition for each five-month session “ranged from about $60 to $78 in the first or junior class; and from $65 to $75 in the second or senior class.” There were extra charges for music, French, Latin, drawing and painting.54 In addition, “the charge for fuel, washing, and board was $60 per session [and] each young lady was required to furnish her own bed and bed linen.”55


  Virginia’s elder cousin by ten years, Mary Waters Minor, attended Edgehill,56 so it is reasonable to believe Virginia would have carried on the family legacy there. Mary’s daughter,57 Margaret Randolph Minor Bryan, also was an alumna of the school. Late in life, Margaret recounted that when Edgehill taught proper manners, they meant business. The students dined at a formal table “perfectly arranged with glass and silver,” eating food that was “meager, but of good quality.”58


  Margaret recalled her mother telling the following story: “If a pupil should happen to put her elbow, or even the rest of her arm on the table, the dignified head butler would appear beside her with a waiter [a type of tray] on which lay a small bag of nails. He would respectfully lift the offending elbow, place the bag of nails beneath it, and put the elbow back on the bag.”59


  Decorum and social graces were not the only subjects taught at Edgehill. The courses included English, which was described as “the study of history and literature”60 and was taught by Mrs. Randolph herself; grammar; geography; mathematics (including arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and trigonometry); philosophy; sciences (including chemistry, astronomy, geology, botany, and physiology); and the natural history of Greece, Rome, England, France, Germany, and the United States.


  To teach these subjects, the teachers borrowed textbooks from the nearby University of Virginia.61 It is also possible that some of the University of Virginia professors gave guest instruction at the school,62 especially given the Minor family’s association with the school. So while these girls may not have formally attended the university and been awarded degrees, they were nonetheless benefiting from its educational offerings.


  In addition, Edgehill taught music, art, and three languages. Each of these departments awarded prizes and medals to high-achieving students. Music education included everything a woman could need to entertain at parties, whether her talent lay in playing an instrument, singing, or both: vocal training, lessons on various instruments, chorus practice, and theory of music.


  No well-rounded society woman’s education was complete in the early nineteenth century without some training in art. Edgehill offered classes in drawing, “painting in China,” watercolor, and oil painting.63


  There is no way of knowing which language classes, if any, Virginia took, as the historical record doesn’t show her speaking or writing in any language but English. However, if she had taken German, it may have served her well later in life, given St. Louis’s large German population and the importance of Germans in the suffrage movement. She could also have chosen French or Latin.


  Once their three-year course of education was complete, each student received a diploma, and the four best students were given medals. Those who did not complete the full three years were awarded diploma medals at the end of their studies.64


  VIRGINIA’S APPEARANCE AND COMPORTMENT


  Between graduation and marriage, Virginia lived at home, under the watchful eyes of her mother. Here she learned domestic arts, which she would need as a wife and mistress of a household. She also assisted with rearing her younger siblings, which trained her to be a mother, and she was instructed in the rules of manners and civility, which were highly valued in society.


  While out in society but not yet engaged, she would have been chaperoned by her mother, brothers, or an intimate family friend at public events such as theater or dances.65 She was expected to rebuff any male attention and maintain a polite disinterest in courtship. As the anonymous author of The Young Lady’s Friend (1837) writes, “The less your mind dwells upon lovers and matrimony, the more agreeable and profitable will be your intercourse with gentlemen. Regard men as intellectual beings who have access to certain sources of knowledge to which you are denied.”66 This last line would likely have raised an eyebrow for Virginia, who believed in intellectual equality and didn’t seem to fear “becoming [an] unmarriageable bluestocking,”67 despite her education and feminist leanings.


  Acceptable behavior for a young woman was to reflect “delicacy and refinement” when in the company of young men,68 but those words could have been used to describe Virginia at any point in her life. By her teenage years she had already engendered a reputation of respectability she would carry with her until death.69 Family letters describe her as “beautiful, intelligent, known for having ‘ladylike manners’ and possessing an ‘old-fashioned charm.’”70 She was also called “spirited” and noted for her “talent for organization and management,”71 which would be vital during the Civil War and during the early years of the suffrage movement in Missouri. Interestingly, Virginia was also known for being a “deeply religious woman,”72 though she would turn against the clergy of all religions later in life for their opposition to female suffrage.


  In History of Woman Suffrage, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton affectionately christened Virginia the “dove with the eagle’s heart.”73 The St. Louis Republic’s glowing obituary paints a portrait of a strong-willed, energetic, yet compassionate woman who championed the rights of all women, not just those of the refined class:



   In every experience, whether joy or sorrow, Mrs. Minor was a faithful and loving wife. Her character presented many phases, and its influence is deeply and extensively felt. To a high order of intelligence she united mental energy and strong will power. She was deeply informed upon a variety of subjects, having in particular, a taste for politics and public affairs. Though of distinguished lineage, Mrs. Minor was in thorough sympathy with the practical workers of life, regarding with particular tenderness her sister women who live by the sweat of their brow.74




  Only two images of Virginia remain to give us an idea of her appearance. The black-and-white engraving created by John Chester Buttre (based on a photograph by J. A. Scholten and held by the Library of Congress) is considered her official portrait, but its accuracy is a matter of debate because it may not have been created during her lifetime. Another photograph of Virginia is contained in the book The Life and Work of Susan B. Anthony: Including Public Addresses, Her Own Letters and Many from Her Contemporaries during Fifty Years, Volume I,75 by Ida Husted Harper, which was written and published while Virginia lived.


  In both images, which are remarkably similar, she is depicted in middle age, with light, curly chestnut hair76 parted in the middle and pulled back into a bun. She has a high forehead with the slightest indication of wrinkles, arched eyebrows that lend her an air of surprise, “fiery”77 oval eyes, and a thin nose over lips that are neither thin nor plump. Her posture is erect and her bearing regal. Her neck is covered by a sheer white scarf tucked into a dark-colored jacket. In the Buttre image, her jacket is embroidered, and she wears an oval pin on her left breast and a rose at her throat. In the one that appears in Harper, the rose, jacket detail, and pin are gone, but one shiny button is visible at the top of the right lapel. She appears to be wearing neither makeup nor jewelry in either image.


  The St. Louis Post-Dispatch described Virginia as “petite and sweet looking.”78 Her attractiveness in her youth is undoubtable, as upon her death one newspaper described her as having high color in her cheeks or “the Washington blood”79 in her face. In her youth, she was a beauty, and even at seventy, her face retained a delicacy and refinement that years could not obliterate.80 Another wrote that she was “noted for her beauty among the beaux of the Old Dominion.”81


  As a Virginian, it is perhaps not surprising that she carried with her the genteel manner for which its women are known. One reporter attending a lecture she gave in West Virginia recorded that Virginia had a “high-bred Southern accent in her voice, and the high-bred Southern grace in her every movement.”82 Jessie Waite of Chicago observed in 1883 that “her manner has all the gentleness and sweetness of the high-born Southern lady. . . . Mrs. Minor spoke in a calm, deliberate manner, with perfect conviction in the truth of her statements and with a winning sweetness of expression that indicated the highest sensibilities of a refined nature.”83


  Virginia’s elegance was reflected in her dress as well. Unlike Victoria Woodhull and other dress reformers of the time, who cast off their corsets and bustles in favor of more freeing, comfortable clothing—even sometimes donning men’s breeches—Virginia preferred the female fashions of her day. Scholar Donna Monnig suspects this is why she was held in higher regard than her more radical counterparts. “Dressing as a traditional woman thus helped her argument by showing people first hand [sic] that she, a perfect lady, was just as capable of conducting public, political affairs the same as any man.”84


  Regardless of the cause, Virginia’s intelligence and reputation as a “respectable radical”85 gave her an advantage over her contemporaries. As later chapters will show, it allowed her to express forward-thinking beliefs, openly protest against taxation without representation, call out elected officials in writing and in speeches, and even break the law without enduring castigation in the press or being portrayed as a sexless shrew as so many other suffrage leaders were. While many suffragists based their rhetoric in vitriol and vinegar, she preferred using honey to get the attention of those in power—beginning with her future husband, Francis Minor.



  

  CHAPTER THREE


  Boyhood Tragedy Enables Future Success


  WHAT WENT THROUGH FRANCIS MINOR’S MIND AS HE SAT AMONG the semicircle of graduates during the College of New Jersey’s (renamed Princeton University in 1896) commencement exercises on September 29, 1841?1 It is possible he said a prayer that his father, who had died more than two decades prior, was looking down from heaven and would be proud. Like him, Francis was now a lawyer and would carry on the family legacy.


  Chances are good he experienced the same nervous excitement tinged with relief that graduates of all time periods feel—and perhaps a little more, for he had been selected to speak just before the valedictorian address and the official conferring of degrees. Francis’s speech, “The Ariosto of the North,”2 “depicted with a skillful hand”3 the work of Romance poet and novelist Sir Walter Scott, to whom Lord Byron had given the titular honorific.4


  This was the culmination of a Saturnalia-like5 week of graduation activities with family, friends, alumni, and community members,6 including more speeches, parties, and balls than Francis expected to attend in a lifetime.7 The previous afternoon at the Presbyterian church, Peter McCall Esq., of Philadelphia, an alumnus (1826)8 and member of the Philadelphia bar,9 had given a speech before the American Whig and Cliosophic Societies—the former of which Francis was a member—about “the assumed favorable influence of free institutions upon the arts of sculpture, poetry, painting, music and eloquence.”10


  While not overly exciting, it was better than the proslavery speech couched as a commencement address Francis had feared. Though officially the speaker’s remarks were meant to “imbue Princeton students with a sense of civic responsibility . . . [and] express and legitimate particular moral, social, and political philosophies intended to guide new graduates in their endeavors beyond campus,”11 from 1800 through the beginning of the Civil War, speakers often chose to use this platform to air their views about slavery. Despite Princeton being located in the North, from 1838 on, the speaker’s views were increasingly proslavery.12 Francis’s were not.


  He recalled all too well the stories about what had happened just five years earlier when commencement turned into a particularly nasty event—Theodore S. Wright, Princeton Theological Seminary’s first African American graduate and by then an abolitionist and Presbyterian minister, was brutally attacked and forcibly removed from commencement:



   Following the address, the son of a Southern slaveholder and member of Princeton’s junior class followed Wright from the chapel, shouting “Out with the nigger! Out with the nigger!” before grabbing Reverend Wright by the collar and kicking him “in the most ruthless manner.” Addressing the incident, Princeton President James Carnahan absolved the college of any responsibility, claiming that the man who beat Wright was not a student nor even a resident of the town. Describing Wright only as a “respectable colored man of New-York,” President Carnahan did not note in his letter that Wright had a connection to the neighboring school, or that, like himself, Wright was an ordained Presbyterian minister. The response from college officials echoed the conservative, pro-slavery tone evident in so many Princeton commencement addresses.13




  Given this history, Mr. McCall’s address with its praise of freedom and free education was particularly striking and was a reminder to twenty-one-year-old Francis that he could live his life as he pleased, even if his abolitionist views didn’t match those increasingly voiced at Princeton and in his home state of Virginia.
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  Unlike most of his siblings, Francis Minor,14 born August 15, 1820, in Albemarle, Virginia, had no memory of his father, who had died of a “protracted and painful illness”15 when Francis was only two. However, Francis grew up in the knowledge that his father was a good man. He had held a respectable job as an attorney and was described upon his death as a “protector and friend.”16


  What he did recall was the upheaval the death brought to his large family; in addition to caring for ten children—Mary Ann (1801–1833), Ann Meriwether (1803–1872), James Lewis (1805–1826), Dabney (1806), Henry Laurens (1807–1832), Cordelia Lewis (1810–1843), Ellen (1811–1826), Dabney III (1814–1862), John Mercer (1816–1831),17 and himself—his mother, Lucy Herndon, had a large estate18 and dozens of slaves to manage in her grief. The Minor family Bible lists slaves (first name, son/daughter of, birthdate) on the front and end papers for the years 1700 through 1823. There are sixty names in total.19


  Being mistress to a large plantation in the wake of the death of a master was not easy. Lucy now oversaw 1,100 acres, including a large manor house; 600 acres of cultivated land that produced corn, oats, hay, and fodder; as well as extensive forests fed by springs; apple, peach, and other fruit orchards; and livestock, including oxen, horses, cattle, pigs, and sheep.20 There was the added responsibility of minding the dozens of slaves who worked the fields and served in the house. Even if she had an overseer to help manage them, there was no guarantee they would listen to her or behave as they had when Dabney was alive.21 As historian Robert Olwell notes, “A ‘female master’ was a contradiction in terms” because it went against the “patriarchal system that held both slaves and women in check.”22


  No information is available on Lucy Herndon’s character or temperament. She may have been a strong, stern woman who shouldered her new burdens with steely resolve. It is worth noting that many Southern women, no matter how genteel, found this resolve within themselves during the Civil War, when they were forced to carry on without their husbands, so it is possible the death of a husband could bring about the same result.


  But females such as this were few and far between in the genteel world of early nineteenth-century, upper-class Virginia, where plantation mistresses were used to being obedient to their husbands.23 Their job was to see to the provision of a “well-ordered table, [and] well cooked, well prepared food,”24 which meant supervising only house slaves and those who produced domestic goods, such as clothing,25 and the vast majority of those slaves were women. It is unlikely that Lucy was prepared to manage the entire estate and its human and physical property on her own, a duty she usually relied upon her husband to fulfill. After all, she had not had to issue orders to or confront problems with the male slaves before.26


  Historian John Hope Franklin notes that it was common for widows to have trouble managing their slaves. “When a husband died and control went to the widow, slaves considered how they might undermine the new regime,”27 he writes. Some caused trouble—innocent mischief, like sneaking away at night to drink or gamble—or became lax in their duties, but others were physically threatening. Some took advantage of the change in power to run away.28 When mistresses had misgivings about ordering male slaves to do things, male relatives and friends could step in for a short period,29 but in the long term, it was her responsibility. The constant threat of uprising30 “created emotional and psychological strains that brought some women to the edge of a breakdown,” especially when they also had young children to care for.31


  Regardless of what may have happened, Lucy must have managed to eventually earn the respect of her slaves, because upon her death, the plantation was home to more than thirty.


  Wealth came to Francis at an early age through death and inheritance. On March 27, 1831, Francis’s grandmother, Ann Minor, died and bequeathed her slaves Nelson and his brother Moses to her daughter Sarah Gilmer and divided the others among Sarah’s children. Ann also divided the unnamed parts of her property and estate between her “daughters Sarah Elizabeth Anderson, and Sarah Gilmer, and the children of my deceased son Dabney Minor, that is one third to each of my said daughters, & the remaining third to the children of my said son, to them & their heirs forever.”32 The exact size of this third of her land is unknown, but even divided among Francis and his then four living siblings—two would die within the next two years—it guaranteed him a measure of wealth at the tender age of twelve.


  On August 12, 1832, just three days shy of his thirteenth birthday, Francis suffered another devastating loss: that of his mother.33 From her will, he inherited half of the $8,000 earned from the sale of her uncle’s slaves, who numbered at least thirty-seven, according to a family receipt book.34 The other half went to his brother, Dabney III.35 Woodlawn was divided and the upper part of it was bought by Thomas Estes in 1833, with Francis receiving a significant sum for his share.36 The lower part of the estate appears to have remained as a residence for the Minors until it was sold in 1845 or 1846.37


  By the time Francis was eighteen, many of his siblings had passed away, which at least one scholar attributes to cholera.38 The boy who had begun life with two parents and a large family surrounded by friends, relatives, and slaves was now an orphan with only three of his older siblings left to lean on: his brother, Dabney III, who lived in Holly Springs, Mississippi, and sisters Cordelia, who had married Dr. Samuel Hopson Dabney in 1829;39 and Ann Meriwether, who married Peter Scales, executor of her mother Lucy Herndon’s estate, in 1827.40


  A LAWYER’S EDUCATION


  When Francis was old enough to attend university, he was a wealthy man determined to follow in the footsteps of several generations of ancestors by becoming a lawyer. He attended two of the best law schools in the country, beginning with Princeton, where he was a student from 1838 to 1841, and then studying for a year at the University of Virginia.


  During his time at Princeton, Francis was a member of the “old-time Whig Club”—also called the “Plain Dealing Club” and the “American Whig Society” at the time and today known as the American Whig-Cliosophic Society.41 It is the oldest college literary and debating club in the United States and counts notable figures such as James Madison among its alumni.42 The purpose of the club was to “develop and sharpen the skills of persuasion, exposition, and cooperation (and conflict) with peers,”43 skills that certainly helped advance Francis’s law career.


  Membership in this club was historically said to signify “adherence to ancient principles of British political and religious dissent, principles that later found concrete form in the Revolution and in the founding of the American Republic.”44 This may well have been the beginning of Francis’s interest in political advocacy, and he was well-versed in the writings of the Founding Fathers and the ideals that powered the American Revolution, both of which he heavily relied upon in his interpretation of the Constitution to the Supreme Court in 1875.


  After graduating in 1841, Francis “was entitled to higher degrees afterward from Princeton, but he never cared for them and never claimed them.”45 This likely refers to the common practice that three years after they earned their bachelor’s degrees, if they met certain criteria, students could be eligible for a master of arts degree. Some specialties were automatically eligible, while others might be required to defend a thesis or conduct additional study.46 Regardless, Francis never claimed his.


  Instead, he enrolled in the University of Virginia Law School,47 where he pursued advanced studies as part of the senior class from 1842 to 1843.48 Francis studied under Professor Henry St. George Tucker, who was also chairman and head of the faculty49 and had previously served as a Democratic-Republican member of the US House of Representatives, Virginia state senator, superior court judge in Winchester and Clarksburg, and president of the Virginia Court of Appeals.50 His classes focused on “the theory and practice of Law, as a profession,” and included common and statute law, the principles of equity, and maritime and commercial law.


  Each lecture was evaluated based on performance on midterm and final exams. Francis’s exam for a course in municipal law still exists in his student file. While it is probable that his answers were typical for any student, two hint at subjects that would soon become important factors in his life once he was married. One answer contrasts Virginia law with that of its English predecessors, including the execution of an adult’s estate versus that of an infant51—the latter category including married women. Another answer concerns marriage and inheritance law, which shows he may have already been aware of the injustice of the laws he would later defy in his own marriage.52


  Upon graduation in 1843, Francis was awarded the title bachelor of law and was considered a licensed lawyer in the state of Virginia.53


  A MAN OF MYSTERY


  History is frustratingly devoid of many key details about Francis as a person, such as his appearance. No images of him remain to give us an idea of what the young lawyer may have looked like. The only physical sketch of his appearance comes from late in his life, when he was described as “the mild, gentlemanly-looking man with the silver hair.”54 However, given the many attestations of the love between Virginia and Francis, one can safely assume Virginia thought him handsome.


  Francis apparently had at least a moderate southern drawl. An amusing incident recorded in the St. Louis Republic on what must have been a slow news day recounts a friendly disagreement between Francis and Judge Samuel Treat on the pronunciation of the word “acoustic.” Francis pronounced it “acowstic,” “giving the oow sound plumply.” The judge asked him to consult a dictionary, preferably Worcester, Walker, or Webster. Thereupon they found Mr. Minor in the right. The article goes on to note that Francis “recognizes Webster as a standard for all English speaking [sic] people.”55


  Francis’s temperament is also only hinted at in existing sources, but looking at his actions helps fill in the gaps. He had a reputation for having a sober personality, often described as reserved,56 but was known to be happy and outgoing when he spoke publicly.57 He took his work as a lawyer very seriously, and was known for his intelligence and ability to craft a clever argument.58 Francis’s writings on women’s suffrage and his legal actions with regard to Virginia’s rights show he had an open mind and liberal leanings. He was unafraid to air his views in public, even if they were controversial, which hints at self-confidence, though no one ever accused him of vanity.59 He appears to have been fun-loving as well, laughing and joking with friends at get-togethers and literary salons in St. Louis. After his death, Francis’s friends would remember him fondly, indicating he was a kind soul who was loved as much as he gave love, especially where Virginia was concerned.



  

  CHAPTER FOUR


  Courtship, Marriage, and Three Years in Holly Springs, Mississippi


  VIRGINIA’S EYES SWEPT THE CROWDED BALLROOM, TAKING IN THE FACES of friends, family, and neighbors, all of whom had gathered for a night of fellowship and fun. Or at least that was the official story. Every woman in the room knew the real purpose of such a gathering: to show off their eligible daughters of marriageable age and, God willing, make a match with one of the bachelors present.


  Virginia let out a sigh of relief. Though she was now the right age—in her late teens1—this was one societal ritual in which she wouldn’t have to participate; her family had already decided that she would marry her second cousin, Francis Minor.


  She glanced over at him, caught his eye, and he smiled. She had known him nearly her whole life and was pleased with the intelligent, handsome lawyer. She was also relieved that she already knew much about him and didn’t have to appraise and evaluate him as she would a stranger. In Francis, she saw someone she could trust, a man of wit and ambition, whom she was growing to love.


  All that remained was to finish out their formal courtship and engagement. Then she would become Mrs. Francis Minor.


  [image: image]


  The historical record is mute on whether Francis (or Virginia, for that matter) courted anyone else or had romantic rivals. Based on the cultural traditions of the Tidewater planters, however, it appears a foregone conclusion that Francis and Virginia would marry, given that cousins marrying was common among the upper class, and that their union would unite two branches of the Minor family, thus increasing their power and wealth through shared social, political, and financial interests.2


  Though it may seem taboo to the modern mind, interfamily marriage was not frowned upon by the nineteenth-century American elite, who viewed themselves as set above others and therefore could only deign to marry within their own class. This sometimes meant looking to their own bloodlines, like their European ancestors had done before them.3 Exactly how prevalent cousin marriage was is a matter of debate among scholars. Historians Catherine Clinton and Jane Turner Censer believe it occurred in about 10 percent of upper-class marriages,4 while Bertram Wyatt-Brown argues that it was common among all white southerners, regardless of class, especially in Virginia.5 He further cites the case of the Jefferson and Lewis families, of which the Minors are a part, noting “there were thirty-five marriages between 1750 and 1810. Seven involved the pairing of cousins—five first-cousins and two second-cousins—twenty percent of the total,” which is high even by the measures of countries where the practice is standard.6


  Virginia and Francis were second cousins—their grandparents, Dabney and John Minor, were brothers.7 According to Stanford University, because of the generational distance between their shared DNA, “the genetic risk associated with second cousins having children is as small as it would be for two unrelated individuals.”8 However, studies from the Annals of Human Biology, the National Center for Biotechnology
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  A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


  IF IT IS GOING TO BE READABLE, NO BIOGRAPHY CAN CONTAIN ALL OF THE information about a subject. That is why I created the Virginia Minor Memorial Institute at https://virginiaminor.com, a website dedicated to housing valuable information about Virginia and Francis that didn’t make it into this book, as well as updates on events related to preserving their memories.


  Additional information that may be found there includes a full bibliography for this book, a genealogy of the Minor family dating back to the 1600s, information on how the location of the Minors’ home, Minoria, was uncovered, photos related to their lives, my research, and much more. It is my hope that this website will be seen as a companion learning resource for this book and will be of use to anyone seeking additional information on this suffrage couple and their family.
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