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  “If only they had done as they were told.” As I researched and wrote the stories of the women in this book that thought occurred to me again and again. If these fourteen women, and others like them, had adhered to the expectations that society had set for them—had only just listened to the “voices of reason” of their day—there would be no need for this book at all, and life as we know it might be very different. There would be few women in the professions, few taking an active role in politics, fewer still owning and managing their own property.


  From the beginning of civilization as we know it, women were told to stay within the confines of hearth and home and leave the rest of the business of life to men. They were supposed to hide their true natures behind the self-respecting veneer of family life, when perhaps they really wanted to become artists, doctors, writers, political activists, or educators. One size was supposed to fit all women, and all women were supposed to be happy with the fit.


  But the women in this book, and others like them, did not listen to those “voices of reason.” They knew that one size did not fit all. They longed to be more than just wives and mothers, as respectable and as laudable as those life choices might be. They longed to join professions, study advanced subjects, found settlements, enjoy religious freedom, protest any and all inequities, and even join the battles of war. Such longings were considered to be at best gauche, at least grounds for ridicule and exile. Unmarried women had few professional choices beyond teaching and often faced lives of abject poverty. Before the Women’s Property Act of 1848, in New York married women had no claim to their own property, to their own wages, even to the custody of their own children.


  The impetus for change was especially strong among New York women. Indeed, the women’s rights movement itself was officially born in New York in 1848 in the small and unassuming village of Seneca Falls. Coming from sophisticated city streets and humble rural lanes, these New York women who would not do as they were told joined their voices with women in other states, and eventually a persistent clamor rose that could not be ignored. Speeches were made; newspapers were published and books were written. These speeches and writings, combined with marches and demonstrations, would eventually form a powerful river of protest that still flows to this day.


  Some of the women in this book chose not to demonstrate but to quietly strive to change society from the inside out. Of necessity I limited the women to be featured here to those born before 1940, and one of the difficulties I encountered in my search for remarkable New York women was limiting the number to fourteen. There are literally hundreds of others whose stories are equally compelling. And as my fourteen women broke from tradition, their paths crossed and crossed again, weaving an invisible web of support that the women themselves were sometimes unaware of but ultimately benefited from. Harriet Tubman did not know Amelia Jenks Bloomer, but she did notice the new fashion of trousers that Amelia wore and adopted them because they were practical and comfortable. Katharine Bement Davis wrote to Mary Burnett Talbert to offer support to her actions against the lynching of African Americans. Mary Burnett Talbert visited Harriet Tubman in her old age to honor her work of leading slaves to freedom. Emma Hart Willard and Sara Josephine Baker were raised along the same banks of the Hudson River as Emily Warren Roebling.


  Most of these women enjoyed a happy childhood in a family where education for girls was prized, which was fortuitous, education being one of the main keys to progress. Most came from families of moderate means, but some were poor and at least one was wealthy beyond imagining. All envisioned a different world than the one they inhabited. All shared an amazing bravery of spirit that urged them to go beyond the narrow expectations of their sex and their time. The steps they took forged a path to freedom and equality that others would follow—a path that would eventually lead to the rights and freedoms women enjoy today. I felt both humbled by their accomplishments and honored to research and write about their lives.


  And if they had only done as they were told, none of it would have ever happened.


  DEBORAH DUNCH MOODY
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  1586–1658 or 1659


  A Dangerous Woman


  The small ship rose and fell with the buffeting waves, lashed by the cold winds of the wild Atlantic. The travelers onboard were a frightened but determined lot, and none was more determined than the gentle but strong-willed aristocrat, Lady Deborah Moody. Deborah Dunch Moody had left her comfortable home in England and traveled halfway across the world to seek nothing less than the elusive rights of religious and political freedom. But first, she had to survive the perilous and seemingly endless journey.


  She made the voyage around 1638, traveling not with immediate family members but with friends from England who shared her Anabaptist faith. Leaving the only life they had ever known, they braved untried sea captains, wild storms, brazen pirates, and the challenge of a new land simply because the government in England denied them the freedom to worship God as they chose. After several months at sea, they finally reached the settlement of Boston in Massachusetts. For the average family traveling together, it had been a frightening and dangerous journey. For a middle-aged woman traveling alone, it had been an act of utmost bravery and daring.


  But it would not be the last brave and daring act Lady Deborah Moody would perform. Before long she would travel to still other unknown ports and do battle with intolerant religious fanatics and native tribes. She would be the first woman to be granted a land patent in the American colonies. The settlement she founded would be one of the first to allow its inhabitants to worship God as they pleased. And, as if that was not enough, she would be the first woman known to cast a vote in her adopted land.


  Deborah Dunch was born in around 1586 in Wiltshire, England, the eldest daughter of Walter and Debora Dunch. Her father was a member of Parliament. Her mother’s father was James Pilkington, a Protestant bishop who often spoke against religious intolerance. Most of Deborah’s childhood was spent at the peaceful and prosperous family estate in Wiltshire in the English countryside. There, Deborah and her sisters and brother were free to wander through the fields of the 3,000-acre farm, where sheep grazed and crops grew in abundance.


  The Dunch children enjoyed the privileges of wealth and title, including a comprehensive education available only to the rich. Although women were not allowed to attend a university and education was generally believed to be wasted on girls, Deborah and her three sisters learned to read and were encouraged to develop social graces that the family hoped would ultimately result in successful marriage contracts. Deborah was eight years old when her father died in 1594, but her mother remarried four years later to another member of Parliament, Sir James Marvyn, and Deborah’s life continued much as it had before.


  But outside the walls of the family’s country estate, life was anything but serene. A Catholic queen, Mary Queen of Scots, a claimant to the English throne, had been executed when Deborah was three months old. A Protestant, Queen Elizabeth I, ruled England, but Protestants still feared a return of Catholicism and religious persecution. When Deborah was seventeen, King James VI of Scotland was crowned James I, King of Great Britain, France, and Ireland. King James’s reign would be marked by excessive religious and political intolerance, especially against Catholics and members of the Puritan sect. James believed in the divine right of kings, and worship that was contrary to The Book of Common Prayer, which contained the liturgy of the Church of England, was not allowed. There was no toleration of dissent; those who did not agree were quite often executed.


  In 1606, at the age of twenty, Deborah married Henry Moody, who was knighted by King James soon after. Now she was Lady Deborah Moody, and she and her husband enjoyed a prosperous union that produced a son, Henry, in 1607, and a daughter, Catherina, in 1608. Sir Henry was named by King James as sheriff of Wiltshire in 1618, and in 1622 he was made a baronet. He did not enjoy these titles for long, however, for in 1629, at the age of forty-seven, he became ill on a trip to London and died soon after.


  As a widow, Deborah was far from poor. The couple had amassed great wealth and owned several large estates and manor houses. But times were still turbulent. King James I had died, leaving his son Charles I to succeed him. Charles claimed even more royal rights and privileges than his father had, and he also vigorously continued his father’s persecution of anyone who did not share his religious beliefs.


  Deborah tried to stay above these conflicts, although she certainly did not agree with the teachings of the Church of England. She was particularly against the practice of infant baptism, believing that “children should not undergo important ceremonies until they were old enough to understand them.” She kept these beliefs to herself, however, because that was the only way she could avoid persecution and continue to travel throughout the country as she wished.


  But in June 1632 King Charles issued a royal proclamation limiting the amount of travel the gentry could enjoy. They were to stay at home in their country residences and were not to travel or reside in London. They were to quit spending money on “vaine delights and expences” and were commanded to invest their funds in their local communities.


  Deborah felt this was an intolerable intrusion into her life. She was firm in her nonconformist beliefs and had many friends who felt the same way, particularly those of the Anabaptist faith, who agreed with her objection to infant baptism. She wanted to be free to visit these groups and to further explore different religious ideas, but the king’s edict threatened to put an end to that. So in one of her most outspoken acts of dissent, she defied the court’s command that she return from London to her country home of Garesdon, a defiance that finally drew the attention of the dreaded Star Chamber.


  The Star Chamber was an English court of criminal and civil jurisdiction, seated at Westminster, and so called because of the painting of stars decorating the ceiling of the main room. Such a peaceful name belied its activities, however. The king had given the Star Chamber far-reaching powers, and its decisions were to be feared. The court ruled on such offenses as perjury, riot, libel, and conspiracy. Arbitrary punishments included imprisonment, whipping, and mutilation; the court stopped only at imposing the death penalty. Even jurors were vulnerable to the court’s whims, because those who decided against the crown could be punished themselves.


  England was Deborah’s home. Her son lived nearby. Her daughter had been married in London in 1627. But when Lady Deborah learned of the Star Chamber’s investigation into her activities, she realized that she was in danger, and that the wisest course for her to take was to leave England and immigrate to the New World.


  The arrival of such a noble woman in Boston was exciting news. Deborah was warmly welcomed there by Governor John Winthrop. On May 13, 1640, the General Court granted her 400 acres of land for a plantation near the town of Lynn, Massachusetts, and in 1641 she purchased for the sum of 1,100 pounds a nearby estate called Swampscott from a fellow Englishman, Sir John Humphrey, who had decided to return to England. She also purchased a house in nearby Salem.


  Grateful to find a new home at last, Deborah settled into the Salem community and joined the local church. But if she thought she would find religious freedom in Salem, she soon discovered she was mistaken. To her growing horror, Deborah discovered that the Puritans who had fled England to escape religious persecution were now inflicting even greater oppression on those who followed them to New England.


  Believing that strict adherence to religious laws helped to develop a strong state, the Puritans passed arbitrary and severe laws that governed almost every aspect of the colonists’ lives. Punishment was meted out for card playing, dancing, absence from church meetings, scolding, even kissing family members in public. Adultery by both men and women was subject to the death penalty. Women’s behavior was even more stringently controlled than men’s. Women were forbidden to wear certain styles of clothing, to cut their hair short, and, of course, to voice beliefs that differed from those of the clergy. In fact women had no voice in the community at all and were even forbidden to sing in church!


  Deborah now faced another quandary. Her beliefs in freedom of worship had not changed, indeed had become more set; she was even more convinced of the validity of the Anabaptist faith, which reinforced her “radical” beliefs. Life in Salem was becoming increasingly intolerable. The stocks were crowded, with both men and women confined to them for long periods of time. The community whipping post was near Lady Deborah’s house and was used often by the sheriff. She watched in horror while the community engaged in an active slave trade while preaching about the love of God.


  The elders of the church questioned her frequently, insisting that she give up her Anabaptist leanings and adhere to their Puritan ways. Finally she was forced to admit that Salem was not a place that offered the freedom she sought. Again she decided the time had come to leave her home and seek a free life elsewhere.


  Word spread quickly through the Salem community that Lady Deborah was leaving, and several families decided to go with her. It was known that some Anabaptists had journeyed to Long Island and had settled at Southampton. But Deborah knew that Holland had offered refuge to dissenters in Europe, so she hoped that the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam might offer the same refuge to her and her group. Fearing that during a journey over land they might possibly encounter hostile Indian tribes, the small group decided to go by sea.


  Once again Deborah boarded a vessel, and once again she sailed out to sea, putting her life into the hands of an unknown sea captain. The vessel sailed around what is now Cape Cod, past Roger Williams’s settlement in Rhode Island, and down through the Long Island Sound. It passed through the Narrows (now Throgs Neck), down the East River, and into New York Harbor.


  In 1643 there was no Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor, torch held high to greet emigrants. But Deborah Moody was a real “Lady Liberty,” courageously seeking the same freedoms the statue would represent some 240 years later. Their journey finally over, the small group came ashore at New Amsterdam, the capital of what was then the Dutch settlement of New Netherlands.


  They quickly discovered that New Amsterdam had problems of its own. Soon after landing they were forced to seek protection in a nearby fort from warring Mohican Indians. Deborah was weary of fighting and even briefly considered moving back to Massachusetts. But when news of her possible return reached New England, Governor Winthrop’s deputy, John Endecott, discouraged the community’s reacceptance of her. She had already been excommunicated by the Salem Church. A nervous Endecott wrote to Governor Winthrop, “I shall desire that she may not have advice to return to this jurisdiction, unless she will acknowledge her ewill [evil] in opposing the churches, and leave her opinions behinde her, for shee is a dangerous woeman.”


  Lady Deborah Moody had run as far as she could go. There was nowhere she could return to, no home waiting for her. She was fifty-seven years old, considered then to be the beginning of old age. But life for the determined traveler was finally about to take a turn for the better.


  The settlement of New Amsterdam was a prosperous one. Wildlife was plentiful; springs provided pure drinking water; wheat, rye, and barley grew in abundance. The population was a blend of French, Dutch, and English; many of these colonists had left their native lands seeking religious freedom, just as Deborah had. The town was set on a marsh and salt meadow, and the settlers claimed the climate to be “the best in the whole world.”


  Deborah and her followers were greeted warmly by Governor William Kieft, but they soon discovered the governor claimed great powers for himself and expected settlers to join the Dutch Reform Church. Kieft was unable to maintain cordial relations with the local Indian tribes, which led to frequent raids on the settlement.


  Other English settlers in New Amsterdam were searching for a new community. Nicholas Stillwell had arrived from England in 1638. Edward and William Browne had also left Massachusetts when threatened with prosecution by John Endecott. Deborah’s son, Sir Henry, had recently arrived from England. The group visited Governor Kieft and petitioned to be allowed to start their own community, where they could make their own rules.


  Among the reasons the settlers in New Amsterdam were beginning to challenge Kieft’s authority was his cruel treatment of the Indians. He believed Deborah and her followers might act as a buffer to the Indians, so he granted them a patent for a tract of land on the southwest corner of Long Island. The settlement would be called Gravesend.


  Gravesend did not evolve haphazardly as most new settlements did. It was a planned community, spread over a sixteen-square-acre tract. The tract was divided into four squares of four acres each with two roads bisecting it—one north-south and one east-west. There were ten house lots to each square, providing forty house lots in all. Outside the four quadrants a series of one-hundred-acre farms, or “boweries,” radiated like spokes from a wheel. In the center of the four squares was a wide, public plain designed for the use of all the inhabitants for the grazing of cattle. Later it would provide space for a school, a town hall, and a cemetery. The entire town was surrounded by a palisade fence designed to offer protection against attack from wild animals and marauding Indian tribes.


  Need for the palisade was proven even before it was finished. An attack by Indians forced the new settlers to flee to the protection of the fort at New Amsterdam. There they lived for two years until Governor Kieft signed a peace treaty with the local tribes in August 1645. On December 19, 1645, Kieft awarded Deborah and her followers a final patent for the community. The document was written in English, although at that time Dutch was the language used on most official documents. The patentees were Lady Deborah Moody, her son Henry, Ensign George Baxter, and Sergeant James Hubbard, and “their heirs and successors.” It is believed to have been the first patent ever granted in the New World with a woman’s name heading the list of patentees.


  Almost 150 years before the American Bill of Rights, the Gravesend settlers were granted a patent guaranteeing them “free liberty of conscience, without molestation.” Although they were subject to some jurisdiction by Kieft and were not permitted to build a church, they would be allowed to govern themselves and, most important to them, would be allowed to worship God freely in their own homes without fear of reprisal from anyone. Such a degree of religious freedom was unheard of in the New World. For it to have been obtained in the name of a woman was truly unbelievable.


  The town grew in size; by 1646 twenty-six settlers had been granted plots of land, a number that would eventually grow to forty. Deborah was allocated lots nine and ten with “the loving agreement of the whole town,” the only settler to be granted two lots. The settlers of Gravesend would not imitate the Puritans in Salem who persecuted newcomers, but some rules were needed to govern the community. Town meetings were held; all settlers were required to attend. Homesteaders were required to build a “habitable house” on their property or the land would revert back to the community. They were also required to help maintain the wall that surrounded and protected the settlement. Every owner of a house was required to have a ladder twenty feet tall and was provided with a gun, a pound of powder, and two pounds of lead. It was also agreed at town meetings that:


  
    Whoever should transgress in word or deed in defaming, scandalizing, slandering, or falsely accusing any to the breach of the peace and the reproach of the place, should suffer such . . . punishment according to his demerit, as should be thought meet by the magistrates, either by fine, imprisonment, stocking or standing at a public post.

  


  Deborah participated fully in the election of town magistrates and is believed to be the first woman in the colonies to vote in any election.


  Peter Stuyvesant replaced William Kieft as governor in 1647, and although he was an autocratic ruler, relations between Deborah and the new governor were cordial. Stuyvesant believed in paying the Indians for their land, a policy Deborah agreed with. But despite this, the Indian raids continued over the years, occasionally requiring the settlers to turn to New Amsterdam for protection.


  In 1652 war broke out across the Atlantic between England and the Netherlands, straining the relations between the English at Gravesend and the Dutch at New Amsterdam. Despite the charter granting them self-rule, Stuyvesant considered it his right to elect Gravesend magistrates. But Peter Stuyvesant respected Deborah’s position as town leader. In 1654 he met with her to discuss his dismissal of two Gravesend magistrates, and in an unprecedented display of support for the lady leader, he left the final choice of magistrates in her hands.


  [image: Gravesend town plot Brooklyn Public Library—Brooklyn Collection]


  He was not pleased in 1657, however, when the first Quakers, persecuted in Massachusetts, came to New Netherlands. Peter Stuyvesant hated Quakers and tormented them vigorously. Deborah respected their religion, partly because of the active role women played in their society. It is not surprising that she welcomed them, invited them to settle in Gravesend, and allowed them to hold meetings in her home. Gravesend ultimately became the center for the Quaker religion on Long Island. It is believed by some historians that Deborah later became a Quaker herself.


  Deborah had been born a member of the aristocracy and had enjoyed a life of wealth and privilege in England and to some extent in the New World. But that life was only sustainable if she accepted the religious ideas of others and gave up her own, something unthinkable to her. Deborah never gave up her dream of a peaceful, productive life within which she could worship God freely and live without fear of reprisals for her outspoken and nonconformist beliefs. For a brief fourteen years, she enjoyed those freedoms in Gravesend and ultimately helped establish a foothold for them in the New World. She secured a respect for the rights of women by being the first woman patentee and later the first woman to cast a vote in town elections. She showed the colonists the value of study and scholarship; hers was one of the first libraries in the colonies, with over two hundred books of poetry and scriptures that she generously loaned to her neighbors.


  She died in 1658 or 1659 at Gravesend. After her death her son became ambassador to Virginia from New Netherlands; he died in 1661. Five years after Deborah’s death, the English conquered New Amsterdam, and Gravesend became a part of the borough of
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