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INTRODUCTION 

In the early nineteenth century, as the United States began to establish its place in the 

world as a new nation, so too did communities of individuals within the United States acclimate 

themselves to a new and dynamic social structure. This structure was especially apparent in the 

case of women and the questions surrounding their involvement in the public sphere of the new 

nation. Women faced a society which strictly delimited their ability to participate: dividing the 

world into the public sphere, occupied by men, and the private sphere, where women were 

expected to remain. Challenges to this system over the following decades eventually resulted in 

women’s suffrage and eventually the normalization of women holding jobs outside the home.  

Breaking down the barriers that women faced as they tried to enter society in a public-

facing way, however, took decades of progress and innumerable forms. Strategies to approach 

the social system varied from public displays of dissatisfaction to more quiet attempts to break 

down the barriers faced by women from within. This analysis will trace the stories of women 

who attended the Litchfield Female Academy and who contributed to the redevelopment of 

women’s roles in society by contributing their talents to the public sphere, rather than relegating 

themselves to the privacy of domesticity at home. These women brought women’s work to the 

public eye and helped to normalize the presence of women in the public sphere. Drawing upon 

the educations which they received at the Litchfield Female Academy, these women serve as 

success stories and exemplars of women who chose to exist in the public despite societal norms 

that they remain hidden.  

Miss Sarah Pierce (Figure 1) founded the Litchfield Female Academy in the early 1790s, 

and initially it operated out of her dining room. Emily Noyes Vanderpoel, who served as the 

Vice President of the Litchfield Historical Society at the turn of the twentieth century, recorded 
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in her history of the Female Academy that a school “which was begun with two or three 

pupils…of a young girl teacher, attained, under the guidance of the remarkable woman, a 

vigorous life of forty-one years, and provided itself to be a pioneer on this continent of the higher 

education of women.”1 Sarah Pierce’s older brother, Colonel John Pierce, served as the head of 

the household after the death of the Pierces’ father. He watched over their stepmother, Mary 

Goodman Pierce, and their fifteen siblings and half-siblings, choosing to send Sarah and their 

sister Nancy to be trained in New York as teachers to contribute to the family.2 The pioneering 

nature of the school was clear throughout its history. The LFA grew out of Miss Pierce’s dining 

room and into its own building by 1798, having earned a reputation in the town sufficient to 

solicit a total of $385 from twenty six prominent Litchfield men who had enough faith in Miss 

Pierce to support her effort to institutionalize her school.3 

The LFA educated girls in geography, arithmetic, English grammar, history (both modern 

and ancient), and letter writing.4 Additional courses taught girls rhetoric, philosophy, logic and 

chemistry.5 They lived with either their own families if they were local, or else they would board 

with Litchfield families for a fee. Each girl was responsible not only for her tuition, but for travel 

expenses, necessary school supplies, and anything else that they may have needed throughout 

their schooling. The girls were thus thrust into adulthood: encouraged to communicate in writing 

with family members who remained home, to develop relationships among the residents of 

                                                
1 “Ancestry of Miss Pierce” in Chronicles of a Pioneer School from 1792-1833 Being the History of Miss 
Sarah Pierce and Her Litchfield School, compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel, (University Press: 
Cambridge, MA, 1903), 6. 
2 “Ancestry of Miss Pierce” in Chronicles of a Pioneer School, 5. 
3 “Subscription List for Building First Academy” in More Chronicles of a Pioneer School from 1792-
1833, compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel, (Camdus Book Shop: New York, NY, 1928), 4. 
4 Litchfield Female Academy Prospectus, 1832, Series 1, Folder 17, Litchfield Female Academy 
Collection, Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
5 Litchfield Female Academy Prospectus, 1832, Series 1, Folder 17, Litchfield Female Academy 
Collection, Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
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Litchfield, and to dedicate themselves wholeheartedly to improving their intellect and 

comportment throughout their time at Litchfield. The education that they received while at the 

LFA rivalled their male institutions in quality, and they were supplemented with a training in 

membership of elite society at the same time. It is not a surprise, therefore, that the girls who 

attended the LFA went on to push the boundaries of acceptable behavior for women throughout 

their attempts to put their educations to good use.  

Female academies emerged throughout the United States in the first decades of the new 

nation, and the phenomenon lasted until about the 1840s. Mary Kelley, a historian who focuses 

on early American women, has completed extensive studies to attempt to quantify the presence 

of female academies throughout the United States during this period, and though her count is not 

definite, she estimates that at least 182 female academies and 14 female seminaries educated 

American women.6 The Litchfield Female Academy fits squarely within the time period during 

which the academy phenomenon was strongest, operating from 1792 through 1833. 

 These academies educated women with their sons and husbands in mind. Linda Kerber 

coined the term “republican motherhood” to refer to the political purposes which an educated 

woman could serve by acting as the moral and educational force in the home for her husband and 

children. In her book Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America, 

Kerber described how within the developing republic, everyone had to play their part to ensure 

the continuation of the system, and Kerber asserted that women were charged with minding the 

moral home-front and ensuring a stable education for her young children, especially her sons 

who would grow up to be the nation’s next generation of leaders.7 Options were limited, of 

                                                
6 Mary Kelley, Learning to Stand and Speak: Women, Education, and Public Life in America’s Republic 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 67. 
7 Linda K. Kerber, Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America, (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980). 



Borzilleri     4 

course, in a nation practically founded on the idea that “all men are created equal” and all women 

are to be seen and not heard, but there were still outlets for women to affect the world around 

them. Through occupations in charitable and benevolent societies, educated women could have, 

if not a formal profession, at least an essential function within her community.  

Excerpts of nineteenth century thoughts on the topic of female education throughout the 

historical accounts depict a sociological debate that was poised to change the face of the new 

nation. In Lori D. Ginzberg’s Women and the Work of Benevolence, she recounts the Reverend 

C. Gayton Pickman’s words in 1836 that, “It is to female influence and exertion that many of our 

best schemes of charity are due.”8 And Ginzberg describes that women in the first half of the 

nineteenth century “described their benevolent work as Christian, their means as fundamentally 

moral, and their mandate as uniquely female.”9 Women and men alike were exploring the 

fundamental differences that may or may not have existed between the sexes, and they sought to 

determine what the best use of those distinctions could be. 

The most thorough and most referenced work by others in the field is Mary Kelley’s 

Learning to Stand and Speak. This work traces the first female academies to form in the United 

States, highlighting not only Litchfield, but Philadelphia, Hartford, New Hampton, and numerous 

other institutions that emerged in the female academy model. She traces the students’ 

backgrounds through the duration of the schools’ existences (finding that they became 

increasingly open to the middle, not just upper classes), the curricula of the schools (describing 

the transformation from ornamental training to the study of Latin and logic), and the motivations 

of the teachers and parents who enabled the schools and the girls who attended them to exist 

together. Mary Kelley’s work is notable for its comprehensive study and also for the position she 
                                                
8 Lori D. Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1990), 
1. 
9 Ginzberg, Women and the Work of Benevolence, 1. 
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takes in an ongoing debate about the role of female academies. Kelley praised female academies 

throughout her work for their development, by the 1820s and 1830s, into institutions that 

resembled their contemporary male institutions, at least in curriculum if not in institutional 

organization. She argued that the cause of advancing women out of domesticity and into the 

public sphere was helped through these academies and that women with female academy 

educations were prepared to take on careers for the public good, despite being blocked from male 

vocations.  

Other scholars take a markedly different stance: that female academies were too 

ornamental, too antiquated, and possibly even a hindrance to the women hoping to take on a 

greater role in public. Barbara Cross compiled writings of Catharine Beecher, Margaret Fuller, 

and M. Carey Thomas, all renowned figures in the cause of women’s education in the nineteenth 

century, in her work The Educated Woman in America. She argued in her introduction that 

Catharine Beecher’s educational methodology was already outdated in Beecher’s lifetime. 

Beecher aimed to be progressive for women by making them the masters of the home rather than 

allowing men to reign over the “family government” as they did in the national government. 10 

Beecher made a point of “imbuing home and mother with a holiness”11 that designated her as 

God-ordained to manage the morality and organizational flow of her household. This established 

women above their previous stations in which they were not in charge of any aspects of their 

own lives, and she contributed to the emphasis on separate spheres by putting the woman at the 

center of private, domestic life. But Cross notes that “Even in her own time, Catharine Beecher’s 

ideal seemed restrictive and ignominious to younger women raised in different traditions.”12 The 

                                                
10 Barbara M. Cross, ed. The Educated Woman in America: Selected Writings of Catharine Beecher, 
Margaret Fuller, and M. Carey Thomas (New York, NY: Teachers College Press, 1965), 8. 
11 Cross, The Educated Woman in America, 8. 
12 Cross, The Educated Woman in America, 13. 
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criticism, in this case aimed specifically at Beecher, extended to discussion of the motivations of 

all female academies that emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century.  

Catharine Beecher’s life is a topic of extensive historical scrutiny, and it is important to 

note that she was not only the daughter of the Reverend Lyman Beecher who preached in 

Litchfield from 1810 -1826, but that she attended the Litchfield Female Academy from 1810 – 

1816. Kathryn Kish Sklar’s Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity, examines the 

nineteenth century’s treatment and expectation of women through the lens of Beecher as a  great 

educator.13 The book looks not only at her professional life, but her childhood, particularly her 

relationship to her father who was influential both on his children and throughout the 

communities in which he preached to encourage moral work and service. Sklar also implicitly 

details what it took for a woman to gain notoriety as a revolutionary of her time – Catharine 

Beecher founded four female schools over her career, educating thousands of students who often 

lived their own lives as teachers and other public servants through charity and education. The 

title of the book includes “Domesticity” which alludes to the separate spheres notion: that in 

Early America, men and women were thought to occupy separate spheres of influence. 

Additional references to Beecher are found throughout almost every volume written on the 

nineteenth century status of women or on the development of women’s education, and authors 

frame her as either a progressive of the era or conservative who hoped to keep women within the 

home and domestic sphere of influence through professions no more invasive to the status quo 

than teachers and authors. 

Though Mary Kelley has said that “students were taught to envision themselves as 

historical actors who had claim to rights and obligations of citizenship,” the view that they were 

                                                
13 Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity, (New Haven, CT: Yale New 
Haven Press, 1973). 
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not being encouraged to rise highly enough outside of their existing station was prevalent, 

especially throughout the Civil War and post-Civil War eras as calls for women’s suffrage grew 

louder. 14 Taking a position on either the progressive or handicapping nature of female academies 

is a hallmark of the study of the institutions, and while authors are increasingly taking an 

optimistic stance on the schools’ missions, there is no lack of critics who demand more from the 

women who both taught and learned at academies in the early 1800s. 

One historian, Mark Boonshoft, has studied in depth the social connections that formed in 

Litchfield between students at the Litchfield Female Academy and the Litchfield Law School to 

examine the impact that Litchfield may have had as a center for extensive networking 

opportunities.15 The Litchfield Law School, run first by Tapping Reeve and later by his student 

James Gould, boasted an impressive list of graduates that included, among others, Tapping 

Reeve’s brother-in-law Aaron Burr. Among approximately 1,000 students to attend LLS, 100 

became members of the United States House of Representatives, 28 became US Senators, 6 were 

cabinet members to United States Presidents, 2 were Vice Presidents, and 3 served as Justices on 

the Supreme Court.16 Litchfield’s being the first law school in the nation certainly gave Tapping 

Reeve an advantageous head start in the matriculation statistics, but even when other schools 

began to operate, notably at William & Mary, Harvard, and Yale, a Litchfield education still “far 

outstripped these other proprietary schools in the number of students it trained and in its wider 

influence.”17 Historian Alain White said of the Law School’s impressive alumni that “it is always 

a source of speculation how far the later successes of such men can be traced to the stimulating 

influence of Litchfield Hill in their most impressionable years,” and it is surely true that 
                                                
14 Kelley,  Learning to Stand and Speak, 17.  
15 Mark Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network: Education, Social Capital, and the Rise and Fall of a 
Political Dynasty, 1784–1833,” Journal of the Early Republic 34, no. 4 (2014): 561. 
16 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 562. 
17 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 569. 
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speculation is largely all that can be done.18 Boonshoft’s work, however, began to quantify the 

impact that the connection to Litchfield and to fellow LLS students may have had in enhancing 

men’s careers, both in Litchfield and beyond. A comparable analysis of the network’s impact on 

women has yet to be carried out in a comprehensive, quantitative manner, but the following 

chapters of this paper will note the important role that such networks played in the lives of LFA 

students. Litchfield women served as both members and facilitators of powerful networks in the 

communities to which they moved after attending Litchfield. Access and exposure to the 

Litchfield network certainly prepared them well for strategic positioning later in their lives. 

Mark Boonshoft did not try to overstate the value of the network, however, and cited that 

the families drawn to Litchfield were already well-connected and often already heavily monied. 

Their flocking to the town provided perhaps the strengthening, rather than the invention, of a 

social web of elite individuals who valued socio-economic status and shared experiences that 

prompted mutual assistance at the slightest indication of such a need.19 Both the LFA and LLS 

had barriers to entry for students wishing to study there: in 1823, tuition for girls to attend LFA 

was between $180 and $200, adjusted for inflation, this number equals just under $5,000 in 

2018. Tuition for the Law School was around $100 in 1823. Both schools required additional 

money paid for boarding with local families, and all students were responsible for their own 

school supplies and transportation to and from Litchfield.20 Given all of these factors, Boonshoft 

argued, the schools “drew their students disproportionately from the upper echelons of society,” 

which could potentially conflate the outcomes of Litchfield students specifically with the 

                                                
18 Alain Campbell White, The History of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut, 1720-1920, (Litchfield, CT: 
Enquirer Printing, 1920), 107. 
19 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 584. 
20 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 567. 
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outcomes of the upper-classes in the new nation more generally.21 While noting this important 

disclaimer, the recognition of the special connection that Litchfield created, both in spirit and in 

experience, is nonetheless a fruitful exercise that Boonshoft carried out for LLS students, and 

which the later analysis of this paper will attempt to continue through an examination of the post-

academic pursuits of girls who attended the Litchfield Female Academy. 

It wasn’t uncommon for women, unofficially of course, to assist their husbands or fathers 

with their work in business or law. Whether with correspondence, administrative work, or 

assisting with their knowledge of national affairs, women were barred from official entry to the 

legal profession, but certainly not from participation entirely.22 Boonshoft drew on this 

relationship to further his point about the Litchfield network, arguing that “educated spouses 

helped their husbands excel in their careers and parlay that success into political office.”23 But he 

neglected to investigate a set of benefits flowing in the opposite direction. What if the 

relationship wasn’t asymmetrical, and marrying a successful, well-connected man with a mindset 

towards an active life in the public sphere also encouraged women to pursue their own, similar 

ambitions? Women may also have followed their husband’s example, and relied on his expertise 

just as he did on hers, to make her husband an asset that could be leveraged when looking to 

engage in the narrow realm of acceptable female work in the public sphere. As will be seen in 

subsequent chapters, some couples did just this. They came together not just in matrimony but 

combined their passions and ambitions to support each other and their work. One factor that 

helped build a common foundation in these relationship was a dedication to Christian morals 

such as serving the poor and caring for those in need. 

                                                
21 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 566. 
22 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 581-582. 
23 Boonshoft, “The Litchfield Network,” 582. 
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Although Lynne Brickley carried out a comprehensive study of the Academy itself, the 

fates of these women are for the most part unknown. Litchfield’s most celebrated alumnae, the 

Beecher sisters, are familiar figures in U.S. history, but they studied alongside hundreds of other 

girls, many of whom grew up to enjoy distinguished public lives of their own. At least one other 

project exists, however, to create a comparable analysis of another institution. At Oberlin 

College a group of students have contributed to a project to look at the women of Oberlin’s 

participation in public life in antebellum social movements from 1831 – 1861.24 The work tried 

to balance framing the specific women analyzed as typical and atypical of the era, careful to note 

their significant contributions without deifying the women disproportionately to their 

involvement. Additional exploration into how women could break out of their private sphere of 

domesticity into the public comes through a look at careers of benevolent work. Lori Ginzberg’s 

Women and the Work of Benevolence looks at the women who became involved in charitable 

pursuits, analyzing not just what they did but how they did it. While Ginzberg does not discount 

the idea of limitations on women and their frequent relegation to the home, she presents a picture 

of countless women who overcame such constraints to build names for themselves and causes for 

which to fight in the public eye. A different interpretation of benevolent pursuits is presented in 

Women and Philanthropy in Education, in which Frances Huehls argued the case that Catharine 

Beecher was in fact a leading philanthropist through dedication of her time and resources to 

ensuring a bright future for other women through education. These various analyses provide an 

ample basis for a similar review of how Litchfield women fared after leaving Miss Pierce’s 

school. Studying the ways in which women approached society from a roughly standardized 

                                                
24 Professor Carol Lasser and Oberlin College Students, “How Did Oberlin Women Students Draw on 
Their College Experience to Participate in Antebellum Social Movements, 1831-1861?” (Binghamton, 
NY: State University of New York at Binghamton, 2002). 
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educational background can help to highlight some of the key factors that aided their successes 

and guided their efforts.  

Litchfield Female Academy graduates partook in many sorts of endeavors following their 

time in Litchfield. Positions within the management of charitable organizations let women 

exercise and further develop the skills they gained under Miss Pierce’s instruction. The 

commonality among the organizations founded and led by LFA women, however, was often the 

execution of traditionally private pursuits in the public sphere: the undertaking of ‘women’s 

work’ at a grand scale, going beyond influencing just her own children and attempting to make a 

greater difference within her community. The following chapters delve more deeply into a few of 

the various categories in which Litchfield educated women addressed their service. In each case, 

the spirit of Litchfield remained visible in the work and motivations of each pioneering woman. 

Through organizations based on religion, civic duty, education, and philanthropic giving, women 

left the LFA to carry on Sarah Pierce’s lessons in diverse manners throughout the nation.  

The Litchfield Historical Society is home to many of the records of the Litchfield Female 

Academy and its students, and they have compiled an online ‘Ledger’ which serves as a digital 

database for the students of both the Female Academy and the Litchfield Law School. This 

resource was invaluable for this paper’s research. When information is available and elsewhere 

documented, the Ledger provides birth, death, and marriage dates, along with accomplishments 

of their lives – such as leading charitable organizations, teaching, writing, etc. This Ledger made 

it possible to triage the nearly 3,000 LFA students into a more manageable number of women 

who were representative of countless others. Identifying both their general accomplishments and 

directing research towards other sources brought the number down significantly. This paper will 

highlight in depth the stories of six Litchfield women, with references to many more. They came 
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from a variety of locations to the LFA for diverse reasons, but they carried with them a shared, 

formative experience from Sarah Pierce’s schoolhouse. 

Female academies generally, and the Litchfield Female Academy specifically, sought to 

integrate the ornamental education that elite women had always been granted with more 

academically rigorous subjects such as philosophy, logic, and arithmetic. They did so in the vein 

of republican motherhood, but it was up to the students to decide how they would truly apply 

such knowledge. The 1832 Prospectus of the Litchfield Female Academy described the goals of 

an LFA education as the “formation of character; the acquisition of correct habits; the control of 

temper, and the restraint of appetite; the discipline of mind, that will lead to perseverance and 

industry, to order and system hereafter.”25 These personal formations aimed to instill the proper 

character into LFA students so that regardless of the specific direction that their lives might take, 

they would be prepared to do so at the highest levels of society. That said, one particular path 

was expected of the majority of female academy students; Litchfield was no exception to this, 

and the Prospectus additionally made clear that, 

Our object has been not to make learned ladies, or skillful, metaphysical reasoners, or 
deep read scholars in physical science: there is a more useful though less exalted and less 
brilliant station that woman must occupy; there are duties of incalculable importance that 
she must perform: that station is home; those duties are the alleviation of the trials of her 
parents; the soothing of the labors and fatigues of her partner; and the education for time 
and eternity of the next generation of immortal beings.26  
 

Republican motherhood was the unavoidable philosophy of most women’s educational 

institutions in the nation at this time. Educating women was not particularly controversial so long 

as they were not being trained to undermine the status quo and challenge the men who led 

society. 
                                                
25 Litchfield Female Academy Prospectus, 1832, Series 1, Folder 17, Litchfield Female Academy 
Collection, Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
26 Litchfield Female Academy Prospectus, 1832, Series 1, Folder 17, Litchfield Female Academy 
Collection, Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
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As the spheres of education began to erode, women then had to decide how to put their 

educations to good use. Still barred from most professions, women made themselves useful in 

society by addressing the needs that they saw to be most pressing: forming and running 

organizations that focused on helping the poor and the nation’s orphans, spreading religion 

throughout the United States, and fighting for temperance and an end to slavery. The system of 

civic engagement organizations allowed women to form their own sub-society, complete with 

leadership roles that women were allowed to occupy. The pioneering efforts of these early 

women has been studied generally, though often records of their lives and livelihoods come in 

the form of footnotes in the biographies of their husbands. The following study of women who 

attended the Litchfield Female Academy seeks to understand the women in their own right, what 

prompted them to seek to serve their communities, and how they drew upon their backgrounds 

while overcoming the obstacles of their time periods to contribute to the common good. 

While many Litchfield girls went on in their lives to engage in service to their 

communities, both large and small, in countless different ways, there were a few distinct patterns 

which defined their service. The first, to be discussed in chapter 2, was a class of women who 

historians have remembered in terms of the men with whom they associated. Women from 

Litchfield in this category were distinct from more radical social activists because they seem to 

have abided by, or are at least recorded as acting within, the existing social structure that favored 

men in the public sphere. Rather than attempting to break down the system, Litchfield girls 

worked within it to increase their roles without rocking the boat. It is important to acknowledge 

the role that men played in the creation and maintenance of female organizations because the 

picture of history is otherwise woefully incomplete. Women were making strides, but they did 
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not exist in a vacuum, and they faced a reality in which working with men was often the only 

way to lend legitimacy and credibility to their efforts. 

The second class of women fall into a category of “professional mothers,” a term to be 

fully defined and explored in Chapter 3 which describes the women who carried out the work 

that was expected of women in the private sphere, but at a larger, community-level scale. These 

women aimed to clothe the poor, feed the hungry, and put a roof over the heads of children in 

need. They did so in a manner that expanded the breadth, rather than the scope, of the woman’s 

sphere. They took the existing role of women in society and directed it towards the public, rather 

than the private, realm of influence. 

A final group of women, however, studied in chapter 4, sought to change the way in 

which society itself was structured, earning them the title “stirrers up of things generally.” Often 

citing their protestant faith to deliver moral imperatives to the world around them, women sought 

to abolish slavery, and to ban alcohol and extra-marital sexual behavior. These women were not 

satisfied with the status quo, feeling that American society was not heading in the correct 

direction, and they felt that, but for them and their attempts at moral reform, members of their 

communities would face eternal punishment for their actions. They served as examples for other 

women to follow for their abilities to hold positions and authority that was not traditionally 

associated with women in the nineteenth century.  

Ahead of discussing the women specifically, though, a deeper exploration of what made 

Litchfield particularly distinct within the new nation is necessary. Interestingly, both the 

changemakers and the more conservative benevolent workers drew from their experiences in 

Litchfield and their educations under Sarah Pierce. Lessons from Litchfield inform the variety of 

directions in which these women took their careers. Throughout the following analysis, 
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continuous parallels to the common bond, a connection to the Litchfield network, and an 

internalization of the Litchfield spirit, will provide a common foundation for these diverse and 

varied women’s endeavors. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE SPIRIT OF LITCHFIELD 

The first few decades of the nineteenth century have often been referred to as Litchfield’s 

‘Golden Age.’27  During this time, the Litchfield Female Academy’s doors were open to young 

ladies seeking to improve themselves academically and morally, the Litchfield Law School was 

training hundreds of future legislators and political leaders, local doctors and apothecaries were 

training apprentices from far and wide in hard scientific pursuits, and the town was a commercial 

center known across New England for its prosperity. The optimistic spirit of the new nation was 

tangible in a town that seemed to offer an entryway for aspiring members of both sexes of the 

middle and upper class to the sphere of public influence and personal prosperity. A concert of 

ideal factors allowed Litchfield to thrive during these years, permitting the town’s population of 

“pioneers”  to “convert the rude settlement at the center into a polished and noteworthy 

society.”28   

The idea of pioneering as a quality of Litchfield is so deeply pervasive that Emily Noyes 

Vanderpoel’s collection of student and institutional records compiled to illustrate a broad history 

of Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy bears the title Chronicles of a Pioneer School.29 

Vanderpoel, an early twentieth century historian of the Litchfield Female Academy, 

contextualized the school in the setting of Litchfield as a town with “an air of old established 

dignity.”30 At the time of the 1820 census, when the population was 4,369, Litchfield was the 

fourth most populous town in the whole state of Connecticut, and it was located at the 
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intersection of multiple important and highly trafficked turnpikes, which connected Litchfield to 

New Haven, New York, and Hartford.31 Commerce and industry also abounded in Litchfield in 

the early nineteenth century. Wool, leather, cotton, oil, paper, combs, carriages, hats, saddles, 

and more were produced within town limits.32 Shops and taverns lined the central streets of the 

town to bring people together and to sell the wares of craftsmen both local and far-flung: to call 

Litchfield a bustling town at the time that the Female Academy and Law School were operating 

would be an understatement.  

Litchfield historian, and town native, Alain White portrayed the characters of Litchfield 

as particularly hardy and entrepreneurial in the years during and following the Revolutionary 

War. His History of Litchfield, Conn. 1720-1920 recounts multiple examples of the citizens of 

Litchfield taking matters into their own hands when the government was unable to deliver on its 

promises. One such example is the local establishment of a regular postal route, which had been 

long promised by those in the Hartford capital to be nearing its arrival to Litchfield, but was 

nowhere near completion in 1791. So the citizens of the town advertised for someone to fill the 

position of Post Rider themselves, setting his schedule for rides between New York and Hartford 

to enable communications from Litchfield to follow a reliable time table with a guarantee that 

letters and parcels would arrive to their destination safely. These individuals did so on behalf of 

the town, rather than waiting any longer for the authorities to organize bureaucratically. The 

state, upon seeing this effort of civic activism, was spurred to action so that an official Post 

Office outpost and government-employed workers arrived in Litchfield only the following 

year.33 Such was the “spirit of Litchfield:” inspiring both contemporaries and future generations 
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33 White, The History of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut, 1720-1920, 93-94. 



Borzilleri     18 

to follow suit and create the changes, for themselves, that they wished to see in society, rather 

than depending on established processes to get the job done.34 

While the story about the postal route demonstrates the town coming together in order to 

overcome an obstacle that they all faced together, further episodes throughout the town’s history 

show how Litchfield’s spirit of problem-solving, determination, and adherence to their principles 

occasionally put neighbors at odds. The 1816 “Great Stove War” is a famous Litchfield legend, 

and it is one that shows the particularly diverse cast of characters residing in the town in the 

nineteenth century.35 The town church, or “meeting house,” had never previously been heated, a 

problem which caused a particular barrier for some parishioners to attend in the cold, New 

England winters. To resolve the dilemma, members of the town offered to purchase and install a 

heating stove for the congregation. The offer, however, caused exceptional debate among 

members of the church about what was the proper way to worship: whether comfort would be 

considered an improvement to the worship service or whether to continue in the Puritanical 

tradition that went against luxury and frivolity on the Sabbath.  

“Violent opposition” faced those attempting to install the stove, such that two camps 

formed in the town: the Stove Party and the anti-Stove Party. 36 Seven men eventually succeeded 

in purchasing a stove and, “after much difficulty,”37 installing it in the meeting house.  Principled 

opposition to the stove remained, even after its installation, such that during the first church 

service once the stove was in place, there was hardly any note paid to the sermon, as everyone’s 

                                                
34 White, 93. 
35 White, 29. 
36 Payne Kenyon Kilbourne, Sketches and Chronicles of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut: Historical, 
Biographical, and Statistical: Together with a Complete Official Register of the Town, (Press of Case, 
Lockwood and Company, 1859), 165. 
37 Kilbourne, Sketches and Chronicles of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut, 165. 



Borzilleri     19 

attention was rapt to the monstrous addition to the room.38 “Old Noah Stone” complained during 

the service’s intermission “over his nut-cakes and cheese” about the uncomfortable environment 

created by the new heater, and one woman, an ardent anti-Stove Party member who had been 

fanning herself all morning, became so overheated that she fainted during the afternoon 

service.39 It was revealed later in the day that, as it was unseasonably warm for the second week 

of November, there was no fire in the stove that Sunday, so the opposition’s discomfort was 

entirely imagined. Reference to the “Stove War” is almost a certain subject of histories of 

Litchfield, as it is not only an entertaining episode in the town’s history, but a particularly 

characteristic showing of the town’s stubborn civic engagement, which lasts through today. The 

interest in civic matters and determination by either side of a debate to persevere and be 

successful illustrate the willingness of Litchfield’s inhabitants to throw themselves fully into 

their civic duty according to their principles, and to do whatever was required to improve their 

township. Similarly, the religious nature of this episode is particularly important as well, since 

membership in the Congregational Church was practically a civic obligation in Litchfield at the 

time.  

Incorporating so many different elements of the character of the town, both the 

establishment of a postal route and the crusade to heat the meetinghouse demonstrate the 

hardiness of the place in which Litchfield Female Academy and Litchfield Law School students 

found themselves. They were surrounded by confident individuals with strong ideas and the 

determination to bring them to fruition. The close relationships formed between citizens of 

Litchfield and the students who travelled there for education thus developed these young men 

                                                
38 Kilbourne, 164-166. 
39 White, 30 for the story of Old Noah Stone. Kilbourne, 164-166 for the woman who fainted. 



Borzilleri     20 

and women into individuals ready to take on the world with confidence, before even considering 

the academic lessons that they were in Litchfield to receive. 

Religion in Litchfield 

Religion was long the central element of Litchfield life. In the earliest days of the town, 

in the 1730s, the seating arrangement and pew assignments of the Congregational Church were 

on the agenda of the town meetings.40 In fact, “all ecclesiastical as well as school affairs were 

transacted in town meeting until the year 1768.”41 Additionally the Congregational minister was 

an employee of the town, gaining his housing, salary, and other numerations, including firewood, 

from town funds.42 Long into the nineteenth century Litchfield enjoyed public and intense 

displays of their spirituality.  

Sarah Pierce’s school was, from the beginning, based on moral and religious education. 

The rules that the girls followed and recited each week to their Mistress included several that 

directly required their piety, as seen in the many lists of rules that the girls copied down regularly 

to ensure that they were familiar with and strictly following the orders of the school. An 1814 set 

of rules copied by LFA student Eliza Ann Mulford began with the introduction that, “It is 

expected that every young Lady who attends this School will be careful to observe the following 

rules.”43 Within the following list of twelve rules, the first eight make specific requirements of 

the girls’ religiosity, including:  

To be always present at family prayers…It is hop’d that each young Lady will read a 
portion of scripture in private and regularly address her Maker Morning and evening… 
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Let our Saviours maxim be follow’d at all times. Do unto others, as you would they 
should do unto you.44  

 
The rules included both public and private calls for piety, requiring that a girl would pray 

publicly as well as have more intimate communications with the Lord in private. John Pierce 

Brace, who took over teaching for his aunt Sarah Pierce in the 1830s, began each school day 

with a lesson from scripture, thus blending the lines between academic, moral, and religious 

education.45 On Sundays, regular lessons did not meet, and girls were required to attend 

“meeting,” as they called church services, for the majority of the day. Frivolity and other 

amusements were not permitted on the Lord’s day. Religion was both an individual and a shared 

experience for these girls, and Sarah Pierce saw her duty as an educator as a demand that she 

develop deep religious conviction and conversion among her students.46 

The Reverend Lyman Beecher’s 1810 arrival to Litchfield was awaited like that of a 

celebrity, with Litchfield residents anxiously waiting to see if he would truly arrive, and the 

whole town striving to make a positive impression.47 Members of the Litchfield community 

worried that “the salary might be inadequate to a preacher of the reputation which Lyman 

Beecher had already established at the town’s minister in East Hampton.”48 Beecher had 

developed an exceptional following and name for himself as an inspirational preacher, inciting 

religious conversion and moral activism in the wake of his words.49 According to White, the 
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town’s religiosity “gave the early settlers of Litchfield much of their character,” and this 

spirituality did not dwindle through time, especially with a preacher as prominent and influential 

as Rev. Beecher in their local pulpit. His inspiring sermons, delivered over the course of his 

career in East Hampton, Litchfield, Boston, and throughout Ohio, brought members of his 

various parishes into religious activity far beyond the status quo when he arrived in each 

location. 50 Especially during his time in Litchfield, Beecher was “probably more conspicuously 

identified with the establishment of the great benevolent associations of the day, than any other 

country pastor in New England.”51 Of the approximately 3,000 students to attend the LFA, the 

Litchfield Historical Society’s Ledger lists fifteen who certainly participated in social activism 

through leadership in voluntary organizations. It should come as no surprise, given the strength 

of  Beecher’s influence, that out of those fifteen, eleven of them attended LFA while Beecher 

was employed in town. A worthwhile caveat is that his time in Litchfield, 1810-1826, overlapped 

with some of the most successful and populous years of LFA attendance, as well as the rising 

peak of Litchfield’s Golden Age, but his influence can certainly be considered one of the 

plentiful factors that influenced young girls at Miss Pierce’s school to take on civic challenges 

through benevolent service. 

Within the Litchfield community, Beecher was especially involved with the LFA, where 

his daughters Catherine and Harriet (later Harriet Beecher Stowe) received their educations from 

Sarah Pierce. Rather than just playing the role of traditional town preacher, Beecher became 

closely involved with Sarah Pierce and her school. Beecher’s daughter Catherine recalled Pierce 

as, “an earnest Christian” who “found frequent occasions for seeking counsel and aid from her 

pastor” as both an individual and a woman seeking to educate her students in the words of the 
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gospel.52 Lyman Beecher became the school’s official pastor, and he made frequent visits to the 

school house as well as the homes at with the LFA girls boarded. Caroline Chester, a student in 

1815, recalled that on December 1, “Mr. Beecher visited the school. I was very much pleased, 

his doctrine is plain and easy to understand.”53 Within his “plain” sermons, however, Mary 

Chester, a student attending in 1819 with no known relation to Caroline, noted in a letter to her 

mother that Beecher preached the “life giving doctrines of the Gospel,” indicating that the LFA 

girls were genuinely moved by the religious content of his words, thus taking to heart Miss 

Pierce’s plea that they devote themselves to pious Christianity.54 

LFA and the Litchfield Network 

Litchfield girls experienced the town’s spirit through their fully immersive educations. 

Residing with local families meant that even girls who came from faraway places could claim, at 

least partially, a Litchfield upbringing. The family boarding system was especially important for 

the strengthening of the Litchfield Network. Girls who did not come originally from Litchfield 

quickly came to comprise the majority of the student body at Miss Pierce’s school, such as in 

1802, when “twenty one of the fifty-nine students were from outside Connecticut and fifteen 

were from Connecticut towns other than Litchfield.”55 This proportion of out-of-town students 

remained large throughout the duration of the LFA’s operation. To accommodate such a group of 

incoming young women, local families accepted students from the Female Academy, and from 

the Law School, into their homes to live as though they were their own children through the 
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course of the time that they attended the schools. Being a small town full of prominent 

individuals, some girls boarded with families of national repute while attending school. 

Benjamin Tallmadge, a signatory on the Declaration of Independence, regularly housed girls in 

his Litchfield residence, and the Reverend Lyman Beecher housed many girls as well. One 

student, Catherine Cebra Webb, who studied at the LFA in 1816, began boarding with the 

Beechers upon arrival to Litchfield. Webb described her living conditions in her diary as a “room 

with the two Misses Wakeman, who were also pupils at Miss Pierce’s school.”56 The Beechers’ 

boarding students had to move out soon after Miss Webb arrived, however, because Mrs. 

Beecher had fallen ill and soon passed away, but while still in residence with the Beecher family, 

Miss Webb noted that “Catherine Beecher had to send a report every Saturday on the conduct of 

the young ladies in her family, to Miss Pierce.”57 This conduct report was one of the only 

reminders that girls had to indicate that they did not belong to the families with whom they were 

living: they were otherwise expected to engage in prayer together, consume meals together, and 

assist the leading female of their host family with household duties. This responsibility ensured 

that even outside of the classroom, LFA students were continuing their training in becoming part 

of high society and running a home of such status. Exposure to elite families in town, and being 

expected to conduct oneself appropriately and at all times with grace, taught students the proper 

etiquette that society would later expect of them as maturing young women of the upper social 

and economic classes. Socialization into “the norms of the network” while at school meant that 

upon leaving school and returning to their homes across the nation, the impact of Litchfield 

travelled and spread expansively with them as well.58 
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Students attending the Law School did so, in part, not just for the lucrative career in law, 

but for the socio-economic status mobility that was possible in the new nation through a quality 

education and exposure to members of high society. A key element of this mobility was marriage 

to “a genteel well educated, well disposed, sensible young lady from a respectable family,” 

which was another unique Litchfield benefit of a legal education at the LLS.59 Vanderpoel 

describes the men arriving to the Law School planning to “divide their attention between the 

studies of the law and studies of the pretty pupils of the female academy.”60 The proximity of 

LFA and LLS, and the institutionalized nature of interactions between the two institutions meant 

that educated young men and well-bred young women frequently interacted in both public and 

private spaces in the town.  

The families with whom the students boarded often encouraged friendships among LLS 

and LFA students, such as one resident, Mr. Lord, who “built a bowling alley...for the benefit of 

the pupils of both schools.”61 In the winter, girls of a sufficiently mature age were permitted to 

take sleigh rides with local gentlemen, often choosing to spend such time with LLS students. The 

most institutionalized form of co-educational recreation, however, were balls. Students began 

attending balls in the schoolroom “under Miss Pierce’s own patronage,” and Miss Pierce invited 

the best of the Law School students to join the festivities as well.62 More elaborate gatherings 

took place in local taverns and hotels, bringing together the LFA and LLS students, as well as 

other members of Litchfield society. Girls left countless traces of their pleasant experience 

attending balls in and around Litchfield in their diaries and in letters.  
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The diary entries of Charlotte Sheldon, who attended LFA in both 1796 and 1802, show 

some of the fun that attending town balls could mean for Litchfield students. She wrote: 

“Friday...Had an invitation to the ball, spent the rest of the day in fixing my things. Went to the 

ball, had a very agreeable one. Came home in the morning.”63 Her late-night entertainment, 

though condoned by the Academy per her appropriate age and the general acceptability of a ball 

as a fitting way for a young lady to spend her time, certainly came at a price, as she continued in 

her diary the following day: “Saturday...Felt pretty dull.”64 These venues for interaction between 

the male and female students in Litchfield resulted in about a quarter of LLS students married to 

LFA students, which strengthened the Litchfield Network, thus enhancing the social cache and 

value of the schools, which could promise not only a high quality education, but the possibility 

of a future with a high quality domestic life. 

Academics at Litchfield 

Litchfield, perhaps inadvertently, perfectly prepared young women for a future as leaders 

and founders of benevolent and charitable organizations. The LFA, however, was not intended to 

be a revolutionary, norm-changing organization. Instead, it represented conservative change 

towards later progressive movements that took shape over the course of decades. The progress 

female academies made for the sake of women’s education was certainly conservative, but it was 

not negligible. The steps forward rested on the subtle distinction between the ideology of 

“separate spheres” from the more traditional view that women and men “by nature as well as by 

social custom, had distinctive spheres of activity and hence distinctive educational needs.”65 The 

difference between “separate” and “distinct” was what marked Sarah Pierce, and other founders 
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of female academies, as departures from the norm. Rather than abiding by the idea that men and 

women could not comprehend the same knowledge due to intellects of different calibers, Sarah 

Pierce demanded that her students pursue the same academic subjects as they did in 

corresponding men’s schools of the era. Studies in geography, arithmetic, English grammar, 

history, letter writing, chemistry, and philosophy, among other subjects including Latin and 

Greek language for students who had mastered the more fundamental elements of their studies, 

established Litchfield women among the most liberally educated members of society, of either 

sex, in the early nineteenth century.66 Later social reformers demanded co-education and the 

ability for women to apply their educations to the same professional and public pursuits in which 

men engaged upon completing their studies, leading them to diminish accomplishments of the 

female academy system. Sarah Pierce, despite leaving “no record of wanting to attack the 

traditional, patriarchal assignment of women to their separate sphere,” was nonetheless a 

reformer for her time by viewing the female mind as both capable and worthy of such an 

education as she ventured to provide for her students.67 

Emphasized at Litchfield were the core, traditional values for upper-class, elite women in 

the new nation. This included responsibility, rule-following, and respect for authority. They also 

got lessons in self-determination by watching the life of their mistress Sarah Pierce unfold: 

Pierce did not plan to turn the world on its head but simply to complete the tasks to which she set 

her mind, with as much personal integrity and dedication as she could muster.  

Academic assignments for LFA students were especially preparatory for the young 

women to develop the skills required of organizational leaders and board members. Nightly diary 
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entries meant that students were actively keeping track of their progress, both in their academic 

studies as well as their personal development. Lucy Sheldon, who attended LFA in 1801-1802, 

wrote in her nightly diary on January 1, 1802 that “This is the first day of January the beginning 

of the year 1802, and I intend if it is in my power, to conquer all my faults.”68 Lucy, and all 

Litchfield girls, got regular opportunities to gauge their progress in such pursuits during weekly 

sessions in which Miss Pierce would, in front of the entire study body, publicly declare the 

personal faults and shortcomings that each girl had made during the previous week. While 

potentially publicly humiliating, this weekly audit of personal behavior ensured that all students 

were keenly aware of their actions at all times, and they were mindful of the consequences of 

everything they did. 

Students also engaged in regular letter writing per the instruction of Miss Pierce. 

Ensuring that the girls developed effective communication skills was imperative for their 

membership in the highest socioeconomic echelons of American society. The letters exchanged 

among LFA students bear striking resemblance to those sent among adults at the same time 

period, despite the decades of difference in age and experience. Girls’ handwriting, especially 

when undertaken as a graded school assignment, was also often more legible and clear than that 

of grown women and men. Exchanging personal news as the majority of the words exchanged, 

there is often little more than an extended greeting and a request for a letter in reply in the words 

exchanged among young LFA women. That said, letters full of personal and familial updates 

provided a window into the lives and priorities of the early nineteenth century. Illness was 

noteworthy – both recovering and succumbing to illness were equally regular, and the frequency 

with which health concerns were mentioned in letters among friends and family members 
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illustrates the fragility of life in the nineteenth century. Understanding such rocky and vulnerable 

circumstances helps explain the comfort which women and men found in their religion. Diary 

entries and letters alike call out the pleasure, optimism, and inspiration to improve themselves 

that LFA girls learned from the regular sermons at church and supplementary religious 

instruction that they gained at school, including sermons and lessons by Lyman Beecher during 

his time preaching for them. 

Girls both read and wrote “good writing,” and they made “many copies of letters, poems, 

and addresses” to improve not only their style, but their ability to form “exalted ideas.” 69 Not to 

be dismissed exclusively as an ornamental education, Pierce required that “all work on ‘Pictures’ 

must be accompanied by reading aloud or serious conversation” because of her desire to form the 

girls into women capable of sustaining themselves and their families, throughout society, in all 

stations of their lives.70 The lessons in communication, correspondence, record keeping, and 

organization of priorities to reach their goals specifically prepared LFA students for the positions 

they held later in life at organizations that they founded and managed. Altogether, the religious 

fervor, academic training, and social exposures of the Litchfield Female Academy provided 

Litchfield girls with a solid foundation for leadership throughout their lives. Many women, as 

will be seen in the following chapters, took hold of this training to aid, improve, and otherwise 

fully participate in society.  
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CHAPTER 2: ROLE OF MEN 

It would be incomplete to discuss the roles of women in nineteenth century society 

without also examining the influences and impacts of their male contemporaries. Though women 

made strides to enter public life throughout the 1800s, men were still legally, economically, and 

culturally empowered in a way that women simply were not. With access to more public venues 

and therefore more public platforms, the ideas of men travelled faster and more widely than did 

those of women. For many women, this was seen as further evidence that attempting to make 

their own presence in public known was futile, but for others, men served as an asset and 

effective encouragement for women to grow and enhance their positions in society. 

A common lens through which both contemporaries and historical biographers of women 

viewed their actions was the expectation that women and men would act within the bounds of 

their separate spheres. Without claiming that these narratives overemphasize male contribution 

or pass over the work of women, it is important to recognize both the historians’ expected 

frameworks as well as the realities in which women found themselves unable to act 

independently of the strong influence of the role of men. 

The Reverend Lyman Beecher was a sincere advocate of moral societies and social 

reform, which by extension made him a supporter of women’s charitable and social reform 

activities. Litchfield historian Payne Kenyon Kilbourne described Beecher as “probably more 

conspicuously identified with the establishment of the great benevolent associations of the day, 

than any other pastor in New England.”71 Beecher had interests ranging from foreign ministry of 

the gospel to temperance, and in Litchfield he found a congregation of Christians ready and able 
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to tackle some of the nation’s greatest challenges under his leadership. For this reason, Beecher’s 

time in Litchfield was self-described as “by far the most active and laborious part of his life.”72 

The girls studying at the Litchfield Female Academy developed close relationships with Beecher 

and his followers among the Litchfield residents during their time at school, so this 

encouragement of Christians, and especially women Christians, to set off into the world to make 

a positive difference found a young but eager audience. 

No audience for Beecher was more captive than his own children, and the lessons his 

children, and particularly his daughters learned from him framed their characters as they began 

their impressive lives. The study of Catharine Esther Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe cannot 

be separated from their father. Catharine’s career as an educator of women, influenced heavily 

by Sarah Pierce in addition to her father, was a manifestation of her early education in which her 

father and others encouraged service to society as one of the most important duties an individual 

had. Harriet’s work as a prolific author and in the fight against slavery again were inspired in 

part by the activism she witnessed carried out by her father.  

 Catharine wrote in an undated letter to her brother to recount some of the lessons which 

she learned in her early childhood from her father. Following the young death of Catharine’s 

mother, Catharine’s grandmother and her Aunt Esther took up residence in the Beecher home. 

Esther, finding herself less than perfect as a homemaker, felt insufficient in her capability to 

carry out the woman’s role for the Beecher household. Catharine wrote that:  

It was here that father’s good sense, quick discernment, and tender sympathy wisely 
intervened. He gently and tenderly made me understand the great kindness of grandma 
and Aunt Esther in giving up their own quiet and comfort to take care of us; he awakened 
my sympathy for Aunt Esther in her new and difficult position; he stimulated my 
generous ambition to supply my mother’s place in the care of the younger children, 
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especially in the department in which he assured me he knew I would excel, and that was 
where Aunt Esther most needed help.73 
 

Not only as a preacher to inspire communities of faithful followers, but especially in his role as a 

father to his young children, Lyman Beecher’s impact was great. While the role of a father is 

expected to be noticeable in the lives of his children, Catharine’s words credit much of her early 

formation to her father, and the later results of her own life and the lives of her sister Harriet, 

their brother Henry Ward, and all of the Beecher siblings cannot be understood without the 

context of the most important man in their young lives. 

Across New England, female communities came together under male leadership to serve 

the common good. In Boston, it was a man who suggested that women “copy Savannah and 

Baltimore” and organize themselves into a charitable society, and in Newark “it was the men 

who took the initiative in calling the first meeting for organization.”74 Though women were 

certainly to credit for their own actions, there are cases throughout the history of women’s 

organizations in which male involvement was the impetus for either the creation or continuation 

of organized women’s activities. The legacy of Litchfield Female Academy students is not an 

exception to this rule despite the distinctive preparation and encouragement that the girls 

received from a young age.  

The stories of Mary Pierce Twining and Mary Hopkins Goodrich particularly illustrate 

the roles that men played while the women were alive and as they were recorded later in history. 

They are incorporated into the historical record in distinct ways along a spectrum of either 

granting or denying credit to women for their public actions: whether their actions became 
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nameless acts of benevolence behind the veil of male leadership, or whether they were truly able 

to make names for themselves. Mary Pierce Twining existed, and thrived, in a community based 

upon strict gender roles. The legal and cultural roadblocks she faced may have held her back, but 

she was still able to make a difference and a name for herself within the community. Mary 

Hopkins Goodrich is known as a significant contributor to the history Stockbridge, MA, but her 

contributions are often presented as mythical in nature rather than pointing towards the actual, 

tangible contributions that she made. Looking at how these two women were impacted in their 

lives and potentially obscured in history by their contemporary males provides both context and 

contrast for the women in following chapters who left tangible, recorded legacies of their distinct 

actions. 

MARY PIERCE TWINING 

The case of the New Haven Orphan Asylum is one of the most extreme complications of 

men getting credit for a female organization. Women ran the daily operations of the organization 

and were the managers of the entire organization. Yet men are the central characters of the 

founding narrative of the Asylum, and men continued to play a role in the governance and 

especially the finances of the institution. Litchfield Female Academy alumna Mary Pierce 

Twining served as the Treasurer of the New Haven Orphan Asylum (Figure 2), but her position 

was more reflective of nineteenth century gender norms than it was an advance for the role of 

women. The Orphan Asylum in New Haven, CT is a particularly illustrative example of how 

men provided the opportunity directly to women to expand their roles into the public, rather than 

a crusade for women’s rights resulting in such growth. Historical accounts of the New Haven 

Orphan Asylum underscore how the role of men was essential to the presence of women in the 

public sphere. 
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Celebrating the centennial of the founding of the New Haven Orphan Asylum in 1923, 

William Solenberger collected biographical sketches, institutional documentation, and official 

records to illustrate the organization’s development over the preceding ten decades.75 In his 

presentation of the organization, one of the clearest features is the complicated relationship 

between the Orphan Asylum and gender. The organization carried out ‘women’s work’ by caring 

for sick and poor children, providing them with religious and academic educations, and 

providing a home for them, but the founding narrative credited men with the origination of the 

institution. Solenberger’s writing revealed that, although women quickly became the leaders of 

the organization, it was a pair of men who initially called for the group’s formation, and a group 

of men served as advisors over the course of the group’s existence.  

Two local doctors, Dr. Knight and Dr. Croswell found themselves caretakers of four 

orphan children in 1833 after the mother of the children, a patient of theirs, passed away, and the 

father had just previously died of cholera.76 Rather than sending the young children to the 

almshouse, they drew on their knowledge that “ladies were ready to commence the work” if they 

were called upon to help these young children, so “they called a meeting of gentlemen to 

encourage them in it.”77 At this males-exclusive meeting, attending citizens resolved that they 

“cordially approved the design proposed by several ladies of this city to establish an asylum for 

the protection and education of destitute orphans within the city.”78 Within a short time,  local 

women “representing the city’s ten Protestant churches, under the leadership of ‘Mrs. Dr. 
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Knight’ was preparing to organize and manage a retreat for destitute children.”79 Though the 

women were left to take charge of the group, they were “provided with a committee of six 

‘gentlemen advisers’”80 should they wish to seek counsel as they dealt with the management of 

their organization. 

The role of men is especially clear in Solengerger’s presentation. Men were ready and 

willing to respect professional mothers in society, and they saw room in the traditionally-male 

public sphere for women to take charge. It is important to note, however, that the space they 

carved for women was an extension of their existing private duties. Solenberger was not a 

historian of women, rather he came from a family of sociologists who studied the poor and the 

working classes of society. His account of the New Haven Orphan Asylum, therefore, wasn’t 

meant to tell the story of women, so looking to it for stories of brave women would be 

misguided. He tells, though, how the men did not at any point consider the care of children at 

such a professional scale a job for themselves, nor did they include women in the initial meeting 

to develop strategy and a business plan. Instead, Solenberger presented a scenario in which men 

passed off such responsibilities to those who were deemed by society to be capable of and 

designated for such work. Solenberger’s telling of this situation, even in 1933, furthered the 

distinction between the work of men (the thinkers of society) and women (those who carried out 

domestic labors). 

Throughout its tenure in New Haven, the Orphan Asylum served orphans and non-

orphaned, destitute children in large quantities. While in the Asylum’s care, children had access 

to “normal play activities” rather than being forced to complete domestic labor.81 They were 

encouraged to play with dolls and kites, and they received an education in “reading, writing, 
                                                
79 Solenberger, One Hundred Years of Child Care in New Haven, 13. 
80 Solenberger, One Hundred Years of Child Care in New Haven, 14. 
81 Solenberger, One Hundred Years of Child Care in New Haven, 25. 
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arithmetic, geography, and the singing of hymns which compared favorably with the best to be 

had outside.”82 Throughout the day, the individuals with whom the children interacted were 

almost exclusively women, which furthered the idea of the Asylum filling the maternal role in 

these children’s lives. Their academic and religious teachers were women, the domestic aides 

were women, and the managers who oversaw the daily operations of the institution were women. 

Though men were credited and remembered as the founders and stayed on as advisors to the 

organization, they allowed women to take more control when it came to typically feminine 

duties. 

Mary Twining was well suited for her position as treasurer because of her training at the 

LFA from 1821 - 1822, and also because of her own personal background. Mary Pierce Twining 

was particularly connected to the Litchfield network, not necessarily because of the connections 

she made while attending school, but because of her birth: her mother, Almira Catlin Twining 

attended LFA from 1790-1799 as one of its very first students.83 Mary’s father, Stephen 

Twining, attended the Litchfield Law School in 1796.84 It is also believed that Mary Pierce’s 

namesake was Sarah Pierce’s sister, Mary. These connections meant that even before her own 

adulthood, Mary was regularly exposed to people of wealth and status. She lived among some of 

the best educated citizens of the nation at a time when even an education through the duration of 

a child’s adolescent years was a symbol of socio-economic status. Mary’s experiences among 

such people certainly helped prepare her for her later work in tactfully approaching her 

contemporaries and peers for support in the form of both their time and money to the cause of the 

Orphan Asylum. 
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As an unmarried woman, Mary was also exactly the sort of candidate that women’s 

voluntary societies sought to fill their treasurer role, which she held for the Orphan Asylum from 

1844 - 1879. Mary held her position during one of the most transformative and important periods 

of the Asylum’s history, as well as during the history of the United States. She experienced the 

changes within the Asylum as it evolved from a small, community run organization to a larger, 

publicly and privately funded institution with a sizable endowment. While she faced plenty of 

challenges during her time on the board, she was able to maintain the good spirits among the 

similarly benevolent and philanthropic community members to lean on their compassions to fund 

the Asylum’s activities. Community support was the key factor allowing the Asylum to endure 

throughout the nineteenth century and emerge on the other side of the Civil War and into the 

1900s as an organization ready and able to continue to provide care for children in need in the 

New Haven area. 

It was common in the 1800s for the treasurers of women’s organizations to be unmarried, 

to “avoid any legal complications arising from a husband’s right to control the money placed in 

his wife’s hands.”85 She was also, however, quite qualified for her position, in part due to her 

Litchfield education in which the discipline and accountability to the rules instilled in her the 

values and skills necessary to adhere to balanced budgets and develop strategic plans for raising 

funds for the Orphan Asylum. One such plan occurred in 1866, when, according to an article in 

the New York Times, “The citizens of New Haven have lately made the discovery that the 

treasury of the Orphan Asylum is nearly empty, and they have set themselves to work with a will 

to replenish it.”86 Publicity through the New York Times indicates the stature of the Orphan 
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Asylum not just in New Haven but nationally, and the specific call for funds at this national level 

shows a fundraising strategy that extended far beyond New Haven city limits. The following 

week a “Grand Promenade Concert” took place for the benefit of the Orphan Asylum, which was 

again covered by the New York Times.  

On January 19, 1866, the paper gave an extended account of the evening fundraiser, 

including commending “the object, so worthy and so directly appealing to our hearts and purses 

at this time.”87 The article also credited the work put into the evening by applauding that “for 

more than six weeks the ladies have been busy at the State House in making wreaths and 

festoons, and perfecting arrangements for the beautifying of the Hall.”88 The author regretted that 

he could not recount sufficiently the ladies’ dresses for the evening given his lack of fashionable 

knowledge, but he assured readers that the overall night was a beautiful success for everyone 

involved. This exciting event served as both a fundraising and a marketing tactic for the Asylum, 

and it was just one of many examples that justifies the description of Twining’s time as treasurer 

as filled with “the most faithful care, and with that admirable judgement which always 

characterized her.”89 These articles supplement and do not necessarily contrast with 

Solenberger’s presentation of the Orphan Asylum because the concert and promenade, while a 

fundraiser, were covered in the news for their social value as much as their financial value. 

Focusing on the tireless work of the women who organized the occasion was important, but the 

focus of the women’s attentions seemed to be ornamental rather than economic. Just as in 
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memory Solenberger largely kept the women within their proper sphere, so too did contemporary 

coverage assure the public that the ladies of New Haven were not drifting away from the norm. 

Despite the Orphan Asylum’s membership primarily consisting of benevolent women, 

the historical record emphasizes the formation of the group by a pair of men and the sustained 

impact of men on the society. When faced with a problem regarding the upbringing of children, 

the aid of women was the first option sought. These women were to be trusted with the children 

and much of the Asylum’s operation, but the men in charge of the formation hesitated to allow 

complete autonomy among these ladies. That the Orphan Asylum did not operate outside of the 

realm of social norms indicates the mindset of those who contributed to it: that it would help but 

not change society. Neither the men nor the women involved with the Orphan Asylum sought to 

empower women to act independently in the public sphere.  

Mary Twining is a characteristic example of this, especially since her tenure as an 

unmarried Treasurer of the Asylum does not seek to buck any social trends. Twining’s context is 

essential for a full understanding of her actions. Though serving 35 years as an executive board 

member overseeing the Orphan Asylum’s finances, she was not at the forefront of any 

movements seeking progress for women. Both in her own time and in historical accounts, her life 

fits within the status quo much more than it makes a change. She was an excellent choice for this 

board position because of her social, academic, and professional preparation, but she was also a 

safe choice for this position.  

Records of fellow Litchfield Female Academy student Mary Hopkins Goodrich’s work 

with the Laurel Hill Foundation contrast significantly with the narratives of the New Haven 

Orphan Asylum. Whereas the Orphan Asylum was remembered for the men of its founding 
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narrative and the emphasis on women doing women’s work, the historical presentation of Mary 

Hopkins Goodrich seem to overcompensate for the role of one woman in the opposite direction. 

MARY HOPKINS GOODRICH 

Mary Hopkins Goodrich (Figure 3) founded the Laurel Hill Association, the first village 

improvement society in the United States, spurring the movement of beautification across the 

nation. Her organization, the Laurel Hill Association, was born in Stockbridge, Massachusetts 

but became famous nationwide for its unparalleled success in transforming an overgrown corner 

of Massachusetts into the exemplar of an idyllic New England hamlet. Mary’s involvement with 

this organization is well documented: she is known today and has been known throughout the 

organization’s history as the founder and inspiration for its work. But the story of the 

organization and the recording of its daily operations do not equally credit Mary and women 

with the integral role that they played in its functioning. Mary’s story is one of complications due 

to the desire to applaud women publicly, their increasingly prominent role in society, and the 

maintenance of male-centric power structures. 

Mary Hopkins Goodrich exists as a lady of legend in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Her 

contemporaries and biographers alike regard her with admiration, recognizing her inspirational 

vision and tangible contributions, not only to her home, but to the spirit of communities across 

the American republic throughout the 19th century. Mary attended the Litchfield Female 

Academy in 1827 at age 13, arriving after Lyman Beecher’s last year in Litchfield but still 

surrounded by his followers and dedicated social reformers who had incorporated his sermons 

into their daily lives. Mary was 34 years old when she married her husband John Zacheus 

Goodrich in 1858, when she had already established a role for herself in Stockbridge, as the 

inspiration for and founding member of the Laurel Hill Association, the nation’s first village 
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improvement society which inspired a beautification movement across the entirety of the United 

States just shortly after its founding. 

To celebrate the centennial in 1953 of the Laurel Hill Association’s founding, Margaret 

Cresson, widow of the former Laurel Hill Association President William Penn Cresson, 

compiled a volume of records and memories to document the century of service to the 

Stockbridge community. Her brief history of the Association celebrated the efforts and successes 

of the group, and mentioned few if any obstacles or controversies beyond the ongoing need for 

funds. The account also provided a very positive view of Mary Hopkins Goodrich, a woman 

celebrated not only in her own time but in the eyes of history that lasts now and into the future. 

The records of the group’s incorporation and early years, as well as the recollections of Mary’s 

contemporaries, form a picture that presents a normative society based on significant gender 

divisions and roles. Though Mary, a woman, was the primary motivator for the formation of the 

Laurel Hill Association, and her work was the primary reason for its lasting success, the 

Association was neither a women’s group nor a group aimed to enhance the ability of women to 

work on public projects. Noting that, however, her contributions did help her achieve national 

notoriety in her own time and throughout history. 

In discussion of the society’s founding, Mary Goodrich appears to be a mythical figure: 

Margaret Cresson recounted a day on which, “A woman dressed in a long black riding-habit 

mounted on a white horse was picking her way through Stockbridge Burying Ground,” and 

found the area in a state of disrepair.90 She took this as a personal slight, given her long 

connection to the town of Stockbridge. Her family had arrived to the region in 1734 when her 

great-grandfather, John Sergeant, traveled to Stockbridge as a Christian missionary to the Native 
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Americans.91 In recognition of his service with the native population, Sergeant was selected 

minister of the “Society for the Promotion of the Gospel in Foreign parts,” a society founded and 

funded by the Board of Commissioners for Indian Affairs in Boston.92 The continued residence 

of the Hopkins family in the region left no doubt of the intimate connection which Mary Hopkins 

had with her environment in Massachusetts. Finding the graves of her relatives and town 

founders overgrown drove Mary to employ what Cresson described as her “orderly mind and a 

passion for neatness” on the mission to remedy the situation that she characterized as “a disgrace 

to the living and an affront to the dead.”93  

The presentation of Mary Goodrich by Margaret Cresson paints an idyllic picture: the 

belle of the town endeavors to save its legacy to honor her family. Even in the years immediately 

following the LHA founding, the allure of celebrating the heroine of Stockbridge was great, and 

in 1861, as the Association celebrated its anniversary, one speaker compared Mary Goodrich to 

the savior of the garden of Eden with a poem. The verses recount Stockbridge as if it were a 

former Eden, in which “sons of that ‘first man of men’ who brought the curse of toiling” had 

“felled the warbling groves, and ‘blazed’ the mountains silvan towers, And ruthlessly from hill 

and vale crushed out the sacred flowers.”94 All hope for a beautiful village seemed lost until 

“there came a fairy to the vale, of most benignant presence, and gently wrought a genial spell 

upon the thoughtless peasants.”95 The rest of the poem outlines the work that the fairy 

encouraged the peasants to carry out, perfectly matching the actual projects of the Laurel Hill 

Association. 
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The celebration of Mary in this way, however, should not be confused with the 

recognition of the role that women played in the Association in reality in any way other than 

carrying out the traditional duties of women. An article in the Friends’ Review covered the 

annual meeting of the Laurel Hill Association which corresponded with the Association’s 

twentieth anniversary:  

Toward the middle of a beautiful summer afternoon, a couple hundred, more or less, of 
the good people of Stockbridge, together with a liberal sprinkling of summer visitors 
from the cities...leisurely assembled...After opening with a prayer, the report of the 
Secretary was read, containing an account of the improvements in and about the village, 
which have been executed by the Association alone, or with its advice and assistance.96  

 
One of the men who spoke during this meeting was Paul A. Chadbourne, President of Williams 

College, who spoke of the incredible activities of the Association, not just in the village but for 

their ability to “bring together such a body of men as were the leading speakers at the first 

meeting of the Laurel Hill Association.”97 Recounting the first meeting as a group of men was 

unsurprising, given that Cresson presented Mary Goodrich as particularly hesitant to involve 

herself directly in the Association, and especially in its public business. 

 Mary Goodrich’s behavior at the first Laurel Hill meeting, according to both the account 

of historian Margaret Cresson and Mary’s contemporary Paul Chadbourne, sought to maintain 

and reinforce the division of labor into separate, gendered spheres. Goodrich and her supporters 

set a town meeting for August 24, 1853 to formally introduce the idea of a village improvement 

society to the town of Stockbridge. The Centennial history recounted Mary’s intention to “tell 

the menfolk what to say, and perhaps, if she were sufficiently encouraged, she might even say a 

few words herself. Goodness knows she wanted to, but a woman’s place was definitely not upon 
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the lecture platform.”98 Mary’s determination to change the physical appearance of her town did 

not apparently contain enough revolutionary spirit to challenge all aspects of the status quo at 

once. 

 A 1902 history of the Berkshires, the mountain range where Stockbridge is located, 

applauded Mary’s decision to have men be the leading figures of the movement, and celebrated 

her in the following way: “Before woman clamors for ‘rights’ she has not, let her use the ‘rights’ 

she has. Village improvement is within her sphere and influence; many believe that this is her 

work, a work she can do best.”99 Unlike the women of the LFA who went on to use their sphere 

of influence as a foundation for their higher goals, Mary Goodrich had higher goals at the outset 

of her project, but rising to a position of public prominence for herself was not one of them.  

 Though nervous to cause a stir if she spoke out of place, Mary Goodrich did speak 

publicly on the day of the first meeting. However it should be noted that these words, coming 

from the woman to credit for this gathering in the first place, were spoken from the audience 

because “of course it would not do at all for a lady to speak from the platform,” according to 

Cresson’s Centennial History which took a turn from presenting Mary as a mythical heroine to a 

timid woman who kept to her proper place in society. 100 That the historians’ accounts of Mary 

Hopkins Goodrich contain many such apparent contradictions is unsurprising because the 

contemporary accounts provided the same problems. Mary provided seemingly divine influence 

upon Stockbridge, but this dramatic presentation carried few consequences in the daily attitudes 

expressed towards Mary’s role as a woman. Mary spoke from the audience in the first public 

Laurel Hill Association meeting, and she didn’t speak publicly to an audience from the stage 
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until the Association’s Fortieth Anniversary Day celebration on August 23, 1893, though this 

was not a speech of her own, simply an introduction for a male speaker.101 

At first gathering of the Laurel Hill Association, from the audience, Mary addressed her 

fellows of Stockbridge with the following:  

Men, women and children of Stockbridge: God has made for us a beautiful world, are 
you aware of it? Berkshire is a glorious portion of it: Do you know it? Stockbridge is the 
jewel of Berkshire. Do you know that? Will you take the hint which the God of Nature 
has given you in the beauty of your surroundings, and make them more beautiful? If so, 
lend hands and teams and tools, and by your combined action it shall be done.102 
 

In this statement to the public, one of the few that Mary made, she drew heavily upon the 

Christian morality to which she had been so heavily exposed in Litchfield and which 

characterized the national mood at the time. Attending the Female Academy in 1827, she just 

missed the presence of Lyman Beecher, but his spirit was still carried strongly throughout the 

town, along with the pre-existing civic and religious activism that predated Beecher by almost a 

century from Litchfield’s 1719 founding. Acting as she did for the benefit of her town, with the 

legitimacy of a Christian mission guiding her motivations, combined two of the strongest 

elements that the spirit of Litchfield imbued into its residents, leading Mary to develop a 

reputation as a “stirrer-up of things generally.”103 

As the 1902 history of the Berkshires indicated, the work of the Laurel Hill Association 

fell largely in the female domain. Though its leadership remained male throughout much of its 

history, like the New Haven Orphan Asylum, only electing its first female President in 1974, the 

rhetoric about beautification was largely female-centric. Returning to Paul Chadbourne’s speech 

at the Association’s Twentieth Anniversary Day, he asserted that “if woman has any mission, 

this right and beautiful, simple living is certainly part of it. The home is mainly what she makes 
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it, and the home must be what contents her, or it is no home to others.”104 His rhetoric further 

reinforced the division of labor: men were to lead and women were to decorate.  

According to Cresson, each year, per Mary Hopkins’ insistence, the anniversary 

celebration featured “annual addresses to uplift and inspire.”105 And each year, there could be “as 

many as half a dozen prominent men” chosen to give these addresses.106 Given Cresson’s 

preference for dramatic narrative, it is unclear whether Mary’s personal insistence was truly the 

impetus of these orations, but saying that Goodrich was a further source of “inspiration” among 

her fellow Stockbridge residents fits snugly within her readily established presentation of Mary 

as a guiding figure of light to a town existing in obscure darkness. 

It was not until the celebration in 1871, however, almost fifty years since the founding of 

the Laurel Hill Association, that a woman was actually called upon to give her own remarks at 

the event.107 Mrs. Henriette Field gave a speech, to fill in for a male speaker who had fallen ill, 

on the importance of beautifying the village, in which she noted that, “the appearance of our 

homes is of importance in the summing up of our social influence; and the little details, however 

simple in themselves, may speak powerfully to the imagination.”108 Therefore not only the men 

but the women of Stockbridge continued to fit Mary’s time into the prescription of gender roles 

within the Laurel Hill Association. Unlike the professional mothers that came out of the 

Litchfield Female Academy, the work of Mary Goodrich fell much more in line with previously 

acceptable women’s duties rather than pushed the limits of propriety. 
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The work of Mary Hopkins, both as an individual and the influence of the myths of her 

actions, drove a national beautification phenomenon. Despite her efforts to remain behind the 

scenes of the development, she could not avoid the fame and influence that stemmed from her 

ideas. Like Sarah Pierce, Mary Hopkins Goodrich had symbolic as well as practical value to her 

community. Sarah Pierce proved that women could remain unmarried and still fulfill the 

normative role of a mother. Goodrich’s place in history may be exaggerated by  some, but the 

memories of her work as positive and her motives as noble and pure had important consequences 

in Stockbridge and across the United States. 

The changes that Mary Pierce Twining and Mary Hopkins Goodrich made were subtle 

but significant to society, and they represented a spectrum of actions and success. While Mary 

Twining was a leader, the organization to which she belonged continually celebrated the role of 

men as the founders and funders. Women were the driving forces behind the daily work, and 

without them the organization would exist in name only, but nineteenth century understandings 

of leadership and civic engagement led to the men being given just as much credit as the women, 

if not more. Mary Goodrich similarly faced obstacles due to her sex: she did not speak in front of 

her own supporters for decades after inspiring the organization’s founding. Her leadership was 

necessarily much more behind the scenes because of the expectation that men would be the ones 

facing the public. Her story is complicated, however, by the desire to present Mary Hopkins as 

the mythical savior of the town of Stockbridge. She is celebrated as a sort of angel, and she is 

consistently described in highly gendered terminology as the reason why Stockbridge is as 

aesthetically successful as it remains into 2019. Historical accounts of Litchfield Female 

Academy women may present them according to social norms that have since become 

antiquated, but recognizing the lenses through which their biographers, both contemporary and 
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historical helps to contextualize both their own actions as well as the actions of other LFA 

women. 
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CHAPTER 3: PROFESSIONAL MOTHERHOOD 

Litchfield girls who boarded with local families incorporated themselves entirely into the 

domestic lives of the families with whom they lived. Living as if the children of their hosts, girls 

were only reminded of their extra-familial status during the weekly recitation of the rules. In 

1814, the LFA had twelve written rules that the girls had to memorize, recite, and abide by at all 

times. Of those twelve, ten pertained either to serving God or else obedience to the mother of the 

home where they were boarding. Following the recitation of rules, girls additionally had to 

answer a series of questions which made them ponder their adherence. The corresponding 

questions in 1814 included the following:  

Have you shown decent and respectful behavior to those who have the charge over you. 
Your parents, elders, Brothers and sisters, teachers and domestics, the aged. or people 
who are older than yourself… Have you been neat in your person, made no unnecessary 
trouble by carelessness in your chamber or with your clothes. Have you torn your clothes, 
books, or maps. Have you wasted paper, quills, or any other articles...Have you combed 
your hair with a fine tooth comb, and cleaned your teeth every morning. Have you eaten 
any green fruit during the week.109  
 

LFA girls had both Sarah Pierce and the woman head of the household in which they lived to 

receive maternal influence that they lacked for living away from their own families. These older 

Litchfield women were especially parental and regulated the daily routines and behaviors, not 

just providing academic training to the girls. Their diets, exercise, and general feminine 

comportment were also features of their Litchfield experiences. Drawing on this experience in 

addition to their educational training at Litchfield, many girls went forward after their time at 

Litchfield to embark on their own missions to serve as mother-figures to their whole 

communities, beyond the nuclear family. 

                                                
109 Eliza Ann Mulford, “Rules and Questions for the School and Family, 1814,” in Chronicles of a 
Pioneer School, compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel, (Cambridge, MA: University Press, 1903), 147. 
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All of the fifteen women that the Litchfield Historical Society’s Ledger lists who became 

involved in public activities, social activism, and voluntary organizations were to varying extents 

participants in professional motherhood. They did not relegate themselves to the private sphere, 

but they also did not attempt to break completely free of their designated gender roles according 

to the separate spheres philosophy that reigned over the society in which they lived. Instead, they 

brought their maternal talents and instincts to the public forum. They cared for the sick and the 

needy, provided homes for orphans and young mothers, and provided both academic and 

religious trainings to children who would otherwise likely have been forgotten members of 

society. These women who professionalized motherhood throughout their lives did not aim to 

fight for women’s equality to men, but they did seek a role beyond the confines of the private 

home. They pursued public-facing service in a way that did not directly challenge social and 

cultural norms of their time. The term professional is meant to signify their public involvement, 

the impact of their actions at a community-level, and the systematically organized methods and 

associations in which they partook. Professional should not be taken to mean that they 

necessarily earned salaries for their work, as will be shown later the women who did take on 

salaried careers formed a distinct category of their own. Professional mothers drew upon the 

skills which society found acceptable for them to possess, and they carved out spaces to 

maximize the reach of those skills into communities of need.  

Poor women and children, orphans, and other at-risk groups had a sincere group of allies 

within the ranks of LFA alumnae who were only too eager to engage in the sort of benevolent 

service for which they had been so well prepared. Without upending the social system, these 

professional mothers provided extra-familial maternal support to those in their communities who 

they felt that they could save. Almost all of the women contained in this research fall into the 
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category of professional motherhood, but other factors such as activism or the significant role of 

men in their lives qualify them for additional layers of analysis.  

Catharine Beecher’s contributions to the various communities in which she lived were 

great, acting as an educator of countless women who themselves carried the mantle of caring for 

society. Eliza Ogden Butler, who attended the LFA from 1816 to 1818 similarly served her 

communities with a strong, maternal influence. She served as a Directress of the Society for the 

Relief of Half Orphans and Destitute Children in New York, and her daughter Emily later earned 

a title at the same organization as the Honorary First Directress, thus demonstrating the impact 

Eliza had not only on her community but on the formation of her children’s dedication to service 

as well.110 Other Litchfield women took more passive roles but still had a sizable impact, such as 

Lucretia Deming who remained in Litchfield for her adulthood but filled her life with extensive 

philanthropy to causes across the nation as diverse as the Female Bible Society, the Soldiers 

Orphans Asylum, the Sunday School Library, the Freedman’s Society, and the Home for the 

Aged Women.111 

Two women who attended Litchfield were especially exemplary of this tendency to 

professionalize motherhood. They became involved in their communities in an effort to provide 

the maternal influence that many in their communities lacked. Of the Litchfield women who 

professionalized motherhood, Charlotte Landon Livingston and Mary Ann Delafield DuBois are 

both unique in their own ways as well as generally representative of the group of professional 

mothers as a whole. Livingston touched countless lives in Rochester and helped to ensure that no 

child in her community would grow up without exposure to Christianity. DuBois was distinct for 

the caliber of her service: attempting to act as a professional mother in New York City was no 
                                                
110 “Miss Emily Ogden Butler,” Scarsdale Inquirer (Scarsdale, NY), July 29, 1927.    
111 “Lucretia Deming,” Litchfield Ledger, 2010, accessed February 2019, 
https://www.litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org/ledger/students/4165 (Accessed February 2019). 
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small mission, but between her skillset from Litchfield and her family background, she 

successfully stood her ground despite the volume of her work and the criticism by some who 

disagreed with her methods.  

CHARLOTTE LANDON LIVINGSTON 

Charlotte Landon Livingston attended the Litchfield Female Academy in 1811 at age 13. 

In 1820, she married James Kane Livingston, who attended the Litchfield Law School in 1818, 

with Litchfield Rev Lyman Beecher presiding over the ceremony.112 They moved to Rochester, 

New York, where James engaged in law practice, and Charlotte raised their two children.113 In 

Rochester, the Livingstons lived among a community full of Litchfield influence, as recounted 

by fellow LFA student Lucy Sheldon during her trip upstate: “at Rochester we stopped to pass 

the Sabbath -- found a great number of acquaintances. Mr. Livingston who married Miss C. 

Landon, Mr. Perkins who married Clarissa Deming, Frederick Backus, Mr. James who went out 

to Liverpool and Woolsey Mumford.”114 Living in such a community meant that despite being 

long separated from the influence of Litchfield in relation to time, the lessons and characters of 

the town were still readily available for the Livingstons to draw upon as reminders of their 

Litchfield experiences.  

Charlotte did not settle quietly into her domesticity, and her life was spent not only in the 

home but in the public sphere. Throughout her life in Rochester, Charlotte involved herself in 

female-oriented charities that sought to act as extra-familial mothers to children and the poor 

                                                
112 “Marriage certificate for Charlotte Landon and John Kane Livingston ordained by Reverend Lyman 
Beecher, ca. 1820,” Lyman Beecher Papers 1816-1825, Folder 2, Marriage Certificates 1820-1823, 
Litchfield Historical Society Archives, Litchfield, CT. 
113 “Charlotte Landon Livingston,” Litchfield Ledger, 2010, accessed March 2019, 
https://www.litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org/ledger/students/1567. 
114 Lucy Sheldon, “Letter to her brother Henry Sheldon from Lucy Sheldon, August 7, 1826” in 
Chronicles of a Pioneer School, compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel, (Cambridge, MA: University Press, 
1903), 60-61. 
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throughout her community. She drew upon her religion, her educational preparation, and her 

desire to be a positive force in the world to act as a professional mother in Rochester, NY. She 

did so in leadership roles at the Rochester Orphan Asylum (Figure 4) as a Directress, and at the 

Rochester Female Charitable Society when she served as the President.  

According to Rochester city records, the Rochester Orphan Asylum was established in 

1836, with the mission to provide homes and schooling to orphaned children.115 It was officially 

incorporated by the New York State Legislature in 1838, making it a public charity which was 

eligible for receipt of government funds.116 The Act of Incorporation for the Orphan Asylum 

characterized its mission within the rhetoric of professional motherhood, stating that the official 

body of the Rochester Orphan Asylum stood for “the relief of orphans and destitute children in 

the city of Rochester.”117 Incorporation meant that the government (run by men) would oversee 

the organization’s actions, and it stipulated the appointment of a five-member board of directors 

(comprised of men), but the day-to-day operation of the Asylum was almost entirely completed 

by voluntary female service. 

The daily operation of the Rochester Orphan Asylum resembled an industrial family, thus 

further characterizing it as an example of professionalized motherhood. The Asylum hired 

women to serve as a manager of domestic affairs, as teachers in the internal school in which they 

educated child residents, and as a specialized teacher of “the Sabbath School” for children to 

further their religious educations on Sundays.118 Commonly, organizations that cared for orphans 

                                                
115 Daily American Directory of the City of Rochester, 1847-8, (Rochester, NY: Jerome & Brother, 1847), 
7. 
116 New York State, Laws of the state of New-York passed at the Sixty-First session of the Legislature: 
begun and held at the city of Albany, 61st sess., 1838, 70. 
117 New York State, Laws of the state of New-York passed at the Sixty-First session of the Legislature: 
begun and held at the city of Albany, 61st sess., 1838, 70. 
118 Daily American Directory of the City of Rochester, 1847-8, (Rochester, NY: Jerome & Brother, 1847), 
7. 
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in the nineteenth century sought not only to save children from poverty, but to save them 

eternally. Instilling proper Christian morals, especially to ensure that they did not commit the 

vices their parents had to put their children in such a predicament, was a unifying theme among 

orphanages and child asylums throughout the northeast of the United States. One of the virtues 

instilled in children during their time at the Rochester Orphan Asylum was the value of hard 

work. The Act of Incorporation for the Asylum allowed for children in the Asylum’s care to be 

put to work in “appropriate employment” as long as they are given proper supervision, which is 

in accordance with precedent of other aid societies and almshouses.119 The Asylum wanted to 

ensure that children not only survived into adulthood, but that they would have the education, 

religious background, and vocational training to live that adulthood with success. 

This female service was profoundly impactful on the community, and in 1842 Charlotte 

Livingston, then a “directress” of the Orphan Asylum, provided statistical information about the 

Asylum’s progress to a statewide publication about the status of crime and immorality within 

New York. She recalled for the paper that in 1842 the Orphan Asylum cared for 118 children 

coming from 83 different families. Many of these cases came from families in which either or 

both of the parents were suffering from alcoholism, or from families where the grandparents 

were the primary caregivers and they suffered from alcoholism. The publisher of this 

information, The Temperance Lecturer, celebrated the Orphan Asylum’s work in the face of 

substance abuse, by calling it “one of those blessed institutions of charity which had its origin in 

Christian philanthropy, and is sustained by Christian benevolence. The ladies of Rochester are 

                                                
119 New York State, Laws of the state of New-York passed at the Sixty-First session of the Legislature: 
begun and held at the city of Albany, 61st sess., 1838, 70. 
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distinguished for their acts of charity, are indefatigable in their labors to succor and alleviate 

human misery.”120  

Charlotte Landon had long been aware of the evils of intemperance, as it was a common 

topic for Lyman Beecher both in and out of the pulpit. Beecher was especially known for his 

“Six Sermons on Intemperance” which were printed and distributed by tract societies across the 

United States. In his second sermon, “The Signs of Intemperance,” Beecher discussed how he 

promoted temperance among children, which indicated the behaviors that he exhibited not only 

to his biological children, but to those girls of the Litchfield Female Academy with whom he was 

charged to guide in religiosity. Beecher preached that “Children should be taught early the 

nature, symptoms, and danger of this sin, that they may not unwittingly fall under its power. To 

save my own children from this sin has been no small part of my solicitude as a parent, and I can 

truly say, that should any of my children perish in this way, they will not do it ignorantly, nor 

unwarned.”121 Charlotte’s later in life contributions to save children from situations in which 

intemperance had put them in danger reflects her dedication to the lessons which she learned 

throughout her time in Litchfield at the Female Academy. Coming together with fellow women 

of Rochester to provide maternal influence to orphaned children encapsulates the character of a 

professional mother: finding an absence of such a positive influence in the life of children and 

seeking to provide it, especially at a large scale, such as the Orphan Asylum did. 

Charlotte Livingston’s involvement in Rochester did not end with the Orphan Asylum, as 

she also helped lead the Rochester Female Charitable Society throughout the 1850s. This 

organization had a variety of purposes, included the establishment of a charity school, and the 

                                                
120 Samuel Chipman, The Temperance Lecturer: being facts gathered from a personal examination of the 
jails and poor-houses of the state of New York, (Albany: 1842), 44. 
121 “The Signs of Intemperance” in Six Sermons on the Nature, Occasions, Signs, Evils, and Remedy of 
Intemperance by Lyman Beecher, (New York: American Tract Society, 1833), 40. 
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general improvement of the community through the influence of actively involved women. The 

Reverend Mr. Edwards of Rochester celebrated the RFCS in a speech on Thanksgiving Day, 

1838, with a clear explanation of the operations of the organization:  

This noble institution, embracing in harmonious union all denominations has been in 
existence for seventeen years...It divides the entire city into 30 sections, to each member 
of which it assigns a committee of one or more of its members. Each committee is bound 
by the constitution to visit its section at least once every month, and as much oftener as 
may be needful, to ascertain the condition of all the poor in all cases to see that they are 
provided with employment or assistance from the proper sources, and, if sick, to supply 
them with food, and to aid them by the loan of proper clothing, &c.122  
 

Such praise revealed not only the good works of the Society, but the recognition and appreciation 

that the Society earned within the community. This organization was not operating privately and 

quietly, the way that women traditionally ought to do in society, but it was a public force to be 

reckoned with and a primary means for women to serve the community. The fame of the 

Rochester Female Charitable Society was testament to the hard work of the women, and to their 

ability to establish themselves as legitimate professionals in ministering to the poor within their 

community. This sort of establishment would be impossible without strong leadership, so it is 

noteworthy to mention that in 1859, Charlotte Livingston served as the Society’s President.123 

 Charlotte Livingston’s abilities developed over the course of her life, not exclusively 

during her time at the Litchfield Female Academy, but the manner in which she carried out her 

passions throughout her adulthood perfectly characterized the sort of woman who Sarah Pierce 

sought to educate. Her use of academic training to speak and write convincingly earned her 

positions of leadership in organizations that fulfilled the mission of the Litchfield Female 

Academy, the Congregational Church, and the civic spirit generally that pervaded Litchfield, 
                                                
122 The Reverend Edwards, “Thanksgiving Day Address, 1838” in Settlement in the West: Sketches of 
Rochester with incidental notices of wester New York, arranged by Henry O’Reilly, (Rochester, NY: 
William Alling, 1838), 307. 
123 The Daily American Directory of the City of Rochester 1859, (Rochester, NY: Curtis, Butts & Co, 
1859), 28. 
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Connecticut. She became a professional mother through the combination of these influences, and 

she sought to influence her community with the sort of positive maternal spirit that she herself 

had received while attending Sarah Pierce’s school.  

MARY ANN DELAFIELD DUBOIS 

Mary Ann Delafield (Figure 5) came from a family steeped in both public and private 

service. Before attending the Litchfield Female Academy to receive her training in writing, 

communication, and leadership, her familial exposures laid a foundation of teaching the 

importance of giving back to the community when blessed with material and financial means. In 

1828 Mary’s brother, John, took over as Librarian of the New York Historical Society after 

Mary’s father took a position of leadership within the Society’s board. Mary and her father 

personally organized “9,000 volumes alphabetically” over the course of three months in 

preparation for John’s tenure as librarian.124 Her family approached service from a point of 

financial privilege: her family had long engaged in mercantile pursuits, contributing to their 

impressive wealth, which was later supplemented by her husband, Cornelius DuBois’s, personal 

fortune as well. Many of her male relatives who were not employed in business chose medicine 

for their profession.125 

Mary met her husband in Litchfield in 1825 while she was attending the Litchfield 

Female Academy and he was studying at the Litchfield Law School.126 The lessons of Sarah 

Pierce and Lyman Beecher appealed to Mary, and she recalled her time in Litchfield as 

particularly formative in an 1835 letter to her brother-in-law Henry DuBois: 

                                                
124 R.W.G. Vail, Knickerbocker Birthday: A Sesqui-Centennial History of the New York Historical 
Society, 1804-1954 (New York, NY: The New York Historical Society, 1954), 71-72. Later records 
revealed that the number of volumes in the Library was closer to 7,000, but regardless this is a sufficiently 
large number to warrant note of her contribution to the effort. 
125 Virginia Anne Metaxas Quiroga, Poor Mothers and Babies: A Social History of Childbirth and Child 
Care Hospitals in Nineteenth Century New York City (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 1989), 23. 
126 Quiroga, Poor Mothers and Babies, 23. 
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Eleven years ago, when I studied in Litchfield, in the family of the eminent Christian Col. 
Tallmadge, my mind was very seriously impressed, and I then wished to become a 
Christian. My friends in N. York, hearing that I was becoming, what they considered 
fanatical, immediately sent for me home, and the gaieties of this city, and the totally 
different feelings of my companions choked the seed as it was growing...My own dear 
mother in England was as sincere a Christian as ever was on this earth, and hearing as I 
did often of her worth and excellence, I hoped to resemble her and hoped that soon.127 
 

The significant impact of her time in Litchfield, especially the religious pull that she felt during 

and after her time there, left an unmistakable mark on Mary as she entered adulthood and a life 

of service dedicated to others. 

 Upon returning to New York City for her adult life, Mary leveraged the reputations of 

both her father and her husband, as well as the significant fortunes of both families, to solve one 

of the leading problems facing New York City: the issue of poor, working women without access 

to decent child care, leading to a staggering mortality rate of infants from these conditions, 

including mortality as high at 90% for children of working women who were “farmed out” to 

homes that often lacked sufficient food and air circulated, and whose cramped conditions put 

sick children in extremely close quarters.128 Mary had suffered her own loss of her first child, 

which she recounted to Henry: “at first I felt as if all hope of joy was over in this world, still 

when I was at all capable of reflection, I felt how grateful I ought to be that one such blessing as 

my husband was left and I blessed the God who afflicted one for leaving him to me.”129 Though 

poverty was not the cause of her son’s short life, this experience drove Mary to save other 

women from the all-too-common despair of losing a child. 

                                                
127 “Mary Ann Delafield DuBois to Henry August DuBois, May 10, 1835,” Henry August DuBois Letters, 
MS 2958.2944, The New-York Historical Society. 
128 New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital Centennial Committee, “A Century of Service to Mothers and 
Children, 1823-1923,” (New York City: New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 1923), 3. 
129 “Mary Ann Delafield DuBois to Henry August DuBois, May 10, 1835,” Henry August DuBois Letters, 
MS 2958.2944, The New-York Historical Society. 
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In 1854 Mary DuBois and Anna Emmett founded the Nursery and Children’s Hospital of 

New York City (NCH), and DuBois served as its “First Directress” for thirty five years, until her 

death in 1889.  There were two original services of the NCH: it served as a safe and secure 

Nursery for children of working mothers, and it provided employment opportunities as nurses 

and wet-nurses for poor women with their own infants who needed care as well. The women 

who served as nurses within the NCH first had to prove their “good character” for consideration 

for employment, upon which the Nursery “opened its doors to these poor creatures, sheltered 

them for a time, and prevented their being any longer degraded as Paupers.”130 Over the course 

of the NCH’s service to New York City it served thousands of women and children. In 1855, its 

first full year of operation, the NCH provided care to 257 children and 128 women,131 numbers 

which had almost doubled by 1860, when the NCH cared for 510 children and 204 women.132 

The Annual Report for the 1888-1889 year, the last year in which Mary DuBois served as NCH 

First Directress, the Hospital served 600 children and 249 women, and additionally they 

employed 199 women as wet-nurses over the course of the year.133 

The wet-nurses almost all had children of their own who they struggled to care for 

without the employment and assistance of the NCH. The Nursery and Child’s Hospital of New 

York continually evolved as needs arose and the organization’s capacity developed to be able to 

meet them. Services expanded over the course of the Hospital’s history from care for infants to 

                                                
130 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Second Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor Women 
in the City of New York” (Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, February 28, 
1856), 4. 
131 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Fourth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor Women 
in the City of New York” (Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, February 1858). 
132 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Sixth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor Women in 
the City of New York” (Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, March 1, 1860), 
106. 
133 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Thirty-Fourth Annual Report of the Nursery and Child’s Hospital in 
the City of New York” (Worch & Prendergast Printers, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, January 
1, 1888), 18. 
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job placement for young women, service training for children, and medical services through a 

dispensary that served the general public. Mary DuBois is to credit for many of these expansions, 

as her personal motivation and organizational and managerial capabilities provided her with the 

necessary tools to meet the needs of the city.  

One of the first enterprises that Mrs. DuBois undertook was the training of nurses. Doing 

so was particularly expedient, not only for the women who could become employed in a skilled 

trade but because of the direct benefit to her Hospital that came from a large pool of well-trained 

women. Existing nursing programs used the first year for instruction under attending physicians, 

both bedside and in lectures, and the second year on supervised rotations in the field. DuBois 

opened the NCH to these second-year students to give them practice which fulfilled their 

requirement as well as ensured that their services were being directed towards people in need.134 

Using these women within the service of the NCH allowed qualified nurses’ services to become 

available to a wider audience, rather than “a luxury which only the rich can afford.”135 With their 

completed training, nurses could earn twenty to twenty-five dollars weekly, which would allow 

women to provide a much more comfortable life for their families.136  

DuBois was at first hesitant to allow illegitimate children and their wayward mothers to 

receive NCH care, but eventually she determined that women who had otherwise “led a virtuous 

life, and earnestly desired to return to a life of respectability could be admitted.”137 In the NCH’s 

Fifth Annual Report, covering the March 1858 - February 1859 year, the Secretary announced a 

new initiative within the Hospital: a “Servants’ School” which would train children “from 12 

years old and upwards who, upon binding themselves to remain a year with us, are subjected to 
                                                
134 "Why Incorrect?" Christian Union (1870-1893), Feb 17, 1887. 
135 "Why Incorrect?" Christian Union (1870-1893), Feb 17, 1887. 
136 "Why Incorrect?" Christian Union (1870-1893), Feb 17, 1887. 
137 “Thirty Years’ Experience in Nursery and Child Hospital Work by Mrs. Mary A DuBois,” New York 
City-Nursery and Child’s Hospital Records, Box 1, Folder 8, New-York Historical Society. 
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an apprenticeship of three months in each of the necessary household duties.”138 Much like the 

nursing program, these children gained a set of skills which would serve their future endeavors in 

pursuit of service work while simultaneously assisting the cost-efficient management of the 

Nursery and Children’s Hospital - a nineteenth century internship of sorts. NCH leadership 

hoped that with their School they could “rescue many from blight, and sometimes shame,” 

therefore preparing young girls to avoid later in life finding themselves in need of the Hospital’s 

other services for poor and working mothers. 139 

An operation with the broad goals and scale of the NCH needed the ongoing support of 

generous amounts of funding. The Hospital’s annual Charity Ball was a city-wide event, known 

throughout New York to be a highlight of the social season, and it continually drew attention 

from some of the City’s most generous benefactors. Mrs. DuBois instituted the Ball as one of the 

Hospital’s recurring sources of revenue, and members of New York society gladly obliged to 

attend and contribute to the cause. An 1887 article covering the highlights of public and private 

balls taking place throughout the city dwelled upon the importance of the Hospital’s ball to the 

social calendar: “The presence of most of the magnates of society, and so many of the beauties of 

the season revived its former glories, made it a brilliant spectacle.”140 Ladies wore their finest 

gowns to the occasion, “many of them blazing with diamonds, and nearly all cut low and pointed 

back and front, though except in one or two instances none were immodestly low.”141  

Despite the significant financial contributions for which the Charity Ball was responsible, 

NCH internal opinions differed among the Hospital’s managers. A Secretary’s report written by 

                                                
138 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Fifth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor Women in 
the City of New York” (Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 1859), 3. 
139 Nursery and Child’s Hospital, “Fifth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor Women in 
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R.H. Lemist for the March 1869 - February 1870 year bemoaned the need for such a frivolous 

excursion, citing that “the contrast between our daily labors among wailing infants and 

sorrowing mothers and the brilliant and merry ball-room is too startling; and our constant hope is 

that some benevolent individuals may endow our Institution, so that our energies may be 

confined to our word exclusively, without the necessity of providing amusement for our wealthy 

friends in order to find food for our necessitous cases.”142 Meanwhile, just a few years later in 

the Annual Report for 1872 - 1873 Secretary M.L. Craven wrote gratefully that “the proceeds of 

a few hours of pleasure to the wealthy, bring comfort, if not happiness, to many weary hours of 

the suffering poor, and assist us in sheltering the innocence of childhood, and the destitution - 

sometimes the despair - of such maternity, as we daily see.”143  

Parsing these differences in opinions among the managers of the Nursery and Child’s 

Hospital reveals wholly different approaches towards charity: whether to view acts of 

benevolence as an imperative moral duty that cannot be ignored in one’s life, or whether to view 

the charity of society’s most elite members as a supplementary source of funding to be courted to 

augment happiness for rich and poor alike. Distinguishing those who saw service as strictly a 

moral obligation rather than an action that should please all classes of people alludes to a 

contemporaneous debate over the proper role of institutions such as the Nursery and Child’s 

Hospital: whether they ought to concentrate their resources to provide the highest tier of private 

care for a few cases of sickness, or whether to continue to professionalize and institutionalize 

medicine and maternal care at a large scale to try to assist as many patients as could fit within the 

NCH building. This second ongoing discourse brought the NCH and specifically Mary DuBois 
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to the center of a controversy as the fields of both women’s roles in charities and the practice of 

pediatric medicine developed. 

The NCH existed in the midst of two cultural debates: one over how to deal with mothers 

in the workforce and the other about how pediatric medicine would be handled in the United 

States.144 DuBois and her fellow lady managers had a solution to solving the problem for the 

lowest strata of society, but the solution was certainly not ideal for everyone. Identifying the 

proper role of women in relation to the practice of medicine additionally complicated the 

position of the NCH within the cultural discussions at the time. While the NCH was not 

discredited in the public sphere for its almost exclusively-female leadership structure, it did 

garner attention, and accounts from its contemporary period as well as modern scholarship on the 

institution do not neglect to refer to the managers as “lady managers” and DuBois as a 

“Directress” - continually pointing out the female identity of the leaders, so that the additional 

gender question is considered throughout the debate.  

Criticism from leading males in society was not common for typical organizations that 

sought to professionalize motherhood. By and large, society was satisfied with the transition of 

women into the public sphere when they were continuing to limit themselves to pursuits that 

remained fitting for their sex.145 Mary DuBois, however, was not so lucky. She found herself the 

target of extensive criticism for her mission to create an institution within the city of New York 

to cater to the needs of poor and sick women and orphaned children from physicians who sought 

to develop the field of pediatric medicine differently from what the NCH was striving to provide. 
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The leading figure who argued against large institutions to care for the poor like the 

Nursery and Child’s Hospital was incidentally a former NCH employee. Dr. Abraham Jacobi 

made it a personal mission of his later career to convince society that large-scale care for infants 

in close quartered facilities located in cities was the worst possible way to attempt to heal the 

sick and infirm. Though Jacobi acknowledged the miserable conditions of children born to poor, 

working women in the city, calling such children “starved before they are born, infected with 

hereditary disease and destined to either perish miserably or more miserably to populate asylums, 

hospitals, protectories, or penitentiaries,”146 he continued to argue that the NCH was not an 

appropriate solution.  

Dr. Jacobi addressed the Medical Society of the County of New York in 1872 with direct 

disagreement with large, public institutions squarely at the Nursery and Child’s Hospital. His 

case that “places inhabited by many can never yield an atmosphere as fit for breathing as well-

kept private residences” was supplemented with the argument that making necessary changes to 

a child’s care was more possible in a private residence which exclusively focused on one or a 

few infants was much more possible than in a large institution.147 In case his allusion to the NCH 

was not clear enough, Jacobi’s address on the costs of living in a public institution quickly 

became a point-by-point critique of the Nursery and Child’s Hospital, as he criticized the setup 

of the organization, cleanliness, management of the nurses and wet-nurses, and illnesses 

contracted by mothers and babies alike. He criticized the location of the Hospital within the city, 

pointing out that when nurses aired out the rooms by opening a window they welcomed in the 

                                                
146 “Saving the Lives of Babies,” Outlook (1893-1924), November 26, 1910, 657. 
147 Dr. Abraham Jacobi, “Inaugural Address, Including A Paper on Infant Asylums by A. Jacobi, M.D., 
1871,” 20-21. 



Borzilleri     65 

many contaminants which were present in the city air.148 He even took issue with the ages of the 

children: though the institution claimed to care for infants, Jacobi found that many children 

receiving care from the Hospital are old enough to be school age, a fact which Jacobi found 

unforgivable.149 

Jacobi’s criticism of the Lady Managers of the Nursery and Child’s Hospital should not 

be confused for a hesitation about the rise of women within the medical field. Instead, he felt that 

their lack of medical and scientific knowledge, rather than their sex, was their disqualifying 

characteristic as adequate caregivers. Jacobi, therefore, was a direct critic of professional 

motherhood. He wanted women either to stay in their private spheres or else to pursue a genuine 

career. In 1873, after leaving the NCH, Jacobi went into practice with a female professional, 

Mrs. Mary Putnam, who “entered upon the study of medicine, considering it a proper sphere for 

the exercise of her talents and abilities.”150 Jacobi and Putnam ran a practice that challenged the 

existing “clique” of medical professionals who opposed women’s entrance into the field.151 Their 

differences from the Nursery and Child’s Hospital were many, but most notably, Putnam was not 

attempting to professionalize motherhood, but rather pursue a career as a professional who was 

also a woman. She chose a career as a physician, rather than as a nurse or the manager of a 

public charity, and she sought to be respected at the same level as her male counterparts and 

contemporaries. The Nursery and Child’s Hospital, on the other hand, was largely an effort to 

create a space in society for women to professionalize and industrialize their maternal services. 
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The Sixth Annual Report of the NCH lauded the Hospital’s efforts for success, as they 

had come near to achieving “what we have labored for: a methodized household.”152 This 

methodization came directly from the organizational and managerial skills of Mary DuBois and 

her ability to harness financial resources in pursuit of her goal. The organizational skills, 

discipline, recognition of the importance of clear and prompt communication, and the ability to 

hear and grow from criticism were all essential for her success, and all were important lessons of 

the Litchfield Female Academy. 

Decried by some for their lack of scientific knowledge, the women of the NCH pursued 

not medical science, but the creation of an artificial home-like environment for children who 

could not otherwise experience such comforts or maternal care. Over the course of the NCH’s 

development, the women in charge increased the services that the Hospital could provide to 

mirror those that society seemed to need. They sought to heal the sick, but also to educate the 

young, and to assist the poor to ascend out of their miserable economic situations. In other 

words, they wished to be the communal mother that the poor of the city could rely upon to 

provide such nurturing guidance. 

The Nursery and Children’s Hospital of New York City truly demonstrated the 

professionalization of motherhood. The nurses in the Hospital’s employment carried out 

“traditional women’s tasks, but they were doing it as trained medical professionals.”153 The daily 

management of the Hospital “simulated...a large middle class household” with a matron in 

charge of “clothing, food, fuel, and medicines” while “housework...and the laundering of 

clothing” was carried out by a staff of nurses. Nurses also directly cared for the children in the 
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hospital, tending to their medical as well as daily routine needs.154 This synthesis represented a 

deep knowledge not only of conditions facing mothers in the nineteenth century, but also of 

economic conditions and principles that would allow women to overcome the challenges they 

faced. The Hospital, like other female charities and societies, was a sort of “liberating 

environment” for women who could use their positions within such organizations to “buy land, 

sign leases, order the construction of buildings, manage personnel, and control funds” in a way 

that would not have been permitted for a woman, especially a married woman, acting as an 

individual.155  

Jacobi’s opposing solution of providing care for sick children in private residences rather 

than large institutions mirrors the family boarding system utilized by students at Litchfield: 

rather than board students in dormitory style residence halls, students lived as though they were 

the family members of the local hosts. This was seen as an incredible asset by Sarah Pierce who 

emphasized that the system continued children’s education outside of the classroom, enabling a 

constant training of young women for their preparation in society. Jacobi similarly saw that the 

private residence and specialized care of a caregiver who was not distracted by the 

overwhelming nature of industrial-scale child care could best provide for the child’s needs.  

Sarah Pierce was able to achieve success through family boarding, however, because of 

the elite nature of her students. The high cost of attendance and the additional expense of 

boarding with a local family had self-selected an upper-middle and upper class clientele for her 

school. The women who Mary DuBois sought to serve in New York were from a completely 

different strata of society. Though Jacobi’s solution of care in private residences was potentially 

a favorable solution to public institutionalization of children, there was not necessarily a reality 
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that allowed children to be placed in private care given their economic conditions. DuBois did 

not wish to provide second-rate service for her patients, nor did she view herself as providing 

anything less than life-sustaining care for the patients of the NCH, but the economic conditions 

of their families meant that she was doing the best that she possibly could to save children in 

large quantities when they might otherwise stand an even lower chance of surviving into 

adolescence. This economic distinction may account for the difference between approaches for 

child care among DuBois, Pierce, and Jacobi.  

Charlotte Livingston in Rochester and Mary DuBois in New York City utilized their 

academic educations, religious motivations, and abilities to navigate groups of strong-willed 

elites, in large part because of the education that they earned in Litchfield. Drawing upon their 

personal backgrounds as well as the strong influence of Litchfield figures including Sarah Pierce 

and Lyman Beecher, these women were well prepared to extend their domestic skills beyond 

their families. Putting all of these skills into practice allowed them to make an impact on society 

without revolutionizing the roles to which they were designated because of their sex through the 

professionalization of motherhood. 
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CHAPTER 4: “STIRRERS UP OF THINGS GENERALLY”  

As was covered in the chapter on the Role of Men, Mary Hopkins Goodrich was given 

both too much credit as a supernatural heroine in historical accounts and too little responsibility 

in the reality of day-to-day operations in the Laurel Hill Association. One characterization of her 

life particularly stands out, not necessarily for how it applies to her life, but to some of her LFA 

sisters who explicitly took the reins of life into their own hands rather than exist solely as 

professional mothers. Mary’s work with the LHA earned her the title, according to R. DeWitt 

Mallary, of a “stirrer up of things generally,” which aptly described how some other LFA women 

sought explicitly to change and to dictate social norms. 156 They had power, and they knew it, so 

they took control of their lives to try to build the futures they wanted to see, by “stirring up” the 

status quo. 

Litchfield girls watched the example of their teacher’s creativity and entrepreneurship:  

from the founding of the school to the writing of the textbook that they used, Sarah Pierce 

crossed continuous obstacles to grow her successful institution. While preaching a traditional 

role for women and seeking to prepare her students for such a life in their futures, she herself did 

not follow that same advice. In an 1851 celebration of the centennial of Litchfield County’s 

incorporation, Judge Samuel Church, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Connecticut said the 

following about Sarah Pierce:  

A new tone to female education was given by the establishment of a Female Seminary, 
for the instruction of females in this village, by Miss Sarah Pierce, in 1792. This was an 
untried experiment. Hitherto the education of young ladies, with few exceptions, had 
been neglected. The district school had limited their course of studies. Miss Pierce saw 
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and regretted this, and devoted herself and all of her active life to the mental and moral 
culture of her sex. The experiment succeeded entirely.157 
 

Such a celebration of Miss Pierce illustrated the paradox in which she existed. She was 

technically a spinster, but in Litchfield Pierce was treated with nothing short of respect and 

admiration.158 She proved to her students that although there were standards and expectations 

that society seemed to require, one could go against the grain and still find success. Pierce may 

not have encouraged her students to follow her example, to remain unmarried, to support 

themselves without a partner or children, but she could not prevent such lessons from being 

learned at her school. She couldn’t stop her students from emulating her example, and putting 

their talents, honed in Litchfield, to work to create for themselves the society in which they 

hoped to live. 

Through their actions and their words, some women left the Litchfield Female Academy 

in pursuit of higher goals than simply the expansion of motherhood into the public sphere. They 

were activists and explicit changemakers who sought influence in the order of society. They 

didn’t subtly expand the role of women, though they often did also hold the same sorts of 

positions as the previously analyzed professional mothers. In addition, though, they were leaders, 

founders, and activists in efforts to reform society. One such woman sticks out particularly for 

her fame: Harriet Beecher Stowe. 

The daughter of the Reverend Lyman Beecher, Harriet Beecher Stowe attended the 

Litchfield Female Academy for periods from 1820 through 1824. Her actions later in life as an 
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author and an anti-slavery advocate are well recorded.159 Less well known are some of the other 

Litchfield Female Academy women who sought to end slavery in the United States. One such 

woman, Harriot Loomis Clark attended Litchfield in 1811, the first full year after Lyman 

Beecher’s installation as the town’s Congregational minister, and his impact on the town was 

already quite strong. 160 In 1832 Harriot and her husband Starr moved to Mexico, NY, where they 

operated a tin shop for over thirty years that served as a stop on the Underground Railroad. On 

September 30, 1835, Starr’s name appeared in the paper as one of the founding members of the 

County Anti-Slavery Society.161 No women’s names appeared on this list, but without Harriot’s 

support Starr is unlikely to have run such an operation out of their family’s business. Starr and 

Harriot’s provision of aid and safety to formerly enslaved people was an explicit rejection of 

society as it was functioning during their lives, and they chose to utilize their skills in 

organization, their social network, and their religious convictions to fight the injustices that they 

saw in the world.  

FANNY SMITH SKINNER 

Like Harriet Beecher Stowe and Harriot Loomis Clark, Fanny Smith Skinner similarly 

put her skills from Litchfield to use in an effort to free enslaved people in the United States. She 

held positions that expanded the role of motherhood into the public sphere, but other 

involvement with the Utica Anti-Slavery Society provided an additional layer of activism that 

separated her from being strictly a professional mother. Looking first at her more traditional 

involvements reveals the ways in which Skinner abided by the status quo in many ways, and 
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later analyses of her work towards abolition show how Fanny distinguished herself from some of 

her more quiet peers.  

In an effort that can be described clearly as professionalization of motherhood, Fanny 

Skinner served as the Second Directress of the Infant School Society of Utica.162 This 

organization formed in 1828, and sought:  

to relieve parents, during the day-hours, who are obliged to toil for a subsistence, so that 
they may go to their labour unembarrassed with their infant children and unanxious for 
their personal safety; to rescue children from the bad examples and danger of accidents to 
which they are ever exposed; to instill right sentiments into the infant heart, while still 
soft and tender - to draw it, while yet scarcely resisting, to the side of religion and virtue - 
and, to introduce its possessor into the way in which it should go.163  
 

This effort was motivated both religiously and with the mindset of republican motherhood, both 

of which were emblematic of the Litchfield background and education to which Fanny Skinner 

was exposed. The Infant School Society operated exclusively based on charitable contributions, 

meaning that the networks each directress had within society were valued for the socio-economic 

status which they lent to the Society: each woman brought with her a group of friends and 

supporters who could be relied upon for contributing to the sustenance of the Society’s mission.  

The professionalization of motherhood through the Infant School Society represented an 

acknowledgement that charity was both a civic duty and a moral obligation. Fanny Skinner, and 

many others in Utica, felt strongly about certain social topics, including slavery, but they were 

also willing to act in concert with the national movement of relieving the poor through private 

charity, and especially through the voluntary association of women to act as surrogate mothers 

for those women and families who found themselves in need of working each day rather than 

exclusively caring for their children. 
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Like other LFA alumnae, Fanny Skinner married a lawyer who had ambitions towards 

public office. Fanny Smith’s husband, Thomas Skinner, held sizable influence in his community 

through oration, writing, political involvement and military service. He entered a law partnership 

with Nathan Williams, and Skinner was well-known as the talented but second-rate understudy 

to Williams’ law prowess. Despite this reputation, Skinner maintained a stake in public affairs 

through frequent contributions to the Columbian Gazette, and serving as the village attorney, 

Utica Bank attorney, and treasurer of the Presbyterian Church.164 Like his wife, Thomas was a 

civically minded individual. In 1805 he participated in an effort to petition the legislature for a 

new town charter, signing a document that identified “rapid increase of buildings, business, and 

population in said village seems to demand a police better regulated and more enlarged than at 

present...that a greater number of firemen are requisite than is at present allowed.”165 Later, in 

1813, Thomas was one of nineteen leading citizens to push the legislature to form an academy in 

the village of Utica to ensure access to education for local children.166 

Thomas Skinner held positions throughout the community that supported his wife’s 

social beneficence. He was a trustee of the Utica Academy, which was founded in 1814 and 

educated hundreds of students each year in classics and “higher branches of English.”167 Thomas 

was also one of the founders of the Lyceum in Utica, which held as its “objects of 

attention...Natural History, Chymistry, Astronomy, Geography, History, Rhetorick &c”168 This 

cultural institution provided intellectual stimulation to the region, encouraging Utica citizens to 

continue their educations long into their adulthood. Thomas’ track record of involvement in the 
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education of society established both Skinners as benevolent, civically minded individuals who 

would prefer to work themselves to exhaustion trying to improve their society rather than allow 

themselves to rest upon their laurels. Notably, however, for the nineteenth century, his wife 

earned a more prominent public presence than Thomas did. She was better documented in their 

contemporary public record, and remains much more accessible in modern archives and 

literature. She even managed to be listed almost universally as “Mrs. Fanny Skinner” rather than 

“Mrs. Thomas Skinner,” thus saving her from the obscurity that befell many other women in her 

era whose records have been buried in archives with essential anonymity. 

Fanny, however, unlike her more soft-spoken LFA sisters, exercised a much more active 

role in petitioning to change society. Involvement in the Female Moral Reform Society and her 

role as President of the Female Anti-Slavery Society solidified her status as much more than 

simply a do-gooder within the existing system. Through her position in the Female Anti-Slavery 

Society, Fanny sent an invitation to Utica to Angelina Grimke Weld, one of the leading and most 

revolutionary female anti-slavery advocates of the antebellum period, which positioned Fanny 

not only as an abolitionist, but as a particularly radical social change-seeker. 

Grimke Weld and her husband Theodore travelled across the United States, giving 

speeches, leading rallies, and assisting in the organization of anti-slavery societies nationwide. 

The Welds struck against many social norms, including through their deep friendships with 

former slaves. The Welds’ marriage is particularly illustrative of their rebellious nature. In a 

1838 letter from Angelina’s sister Sarah Grimke to a close friend, Sarah recounts the 

unconventional nature of the Grimke-Weld union: Theodore, in his vows “alluded to the 

unrighteous power vested in a husband by the laws of the United States over the person and 

property of his wife, and he abjured all authority, all government, save the influence which love 
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would give to them over each other as moral and immortal beings...Theodore poured out his soul 

in solemn supplication for the blessing of God on their union, that it might be productive of 

enlarged usefulness, and increased sympathy for the slave.”169 Attendees at the wedding included 

a number of the Grimke family’s freed slaves, who were there as an “opportunity to bear our 

testimony against the horrible prejudice which prevails against colored persons, and the equally 

awful prejudice against the poor,” and William Lloyd Garrison, who read the Welds’ marriage 

certificate to the crowd at the ceremony.170  

Skinner’s letter to Weld is especially revelatory of Skinner’s cultural awareness, her 

leadership style, and her motivations. Opening the letter with a plea to Weld’s identity as a 

female social reformer, Skinner wrote on June 15, 1838: “Do not think your fellow female 

laborers in the cause of the oppressed impertinent or unreasonable if they again press their 

request that you will consent to address them on the subject of their duty toward the poor 

slave.”171 In this strong opening, Fanny recognized her distinct role as a female moral reformer, 

and she drew upon Weld’s sympathy to that position as a reason to consider granting this 

request. Fanny also demonstrated her persistence through this phrasing – it was clearly not the 

first time she had made such a request to Weld, but she does not want to be discounted. This 

continuity of desire to bring Weld to Utica to speak to Skinner’s compatriots underscored the 

similarities that Fanny saw between Weld and herself. Angelina was quite controversial, not 

wishing just for abolition but for equality for the freed slaves upon their liberation and for 

women to rise to equality to men. There are many interpretations of what could have motivated 

Skinner to desire so fervently for Weld to visit Utica, including hoping that a female voice would 
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be the most credible to convince women in Fanny’s society who perhaps were on the fence about 

their commitments, that Fanny was sincerely aligned with Weld’s ideology, or that Skinner 

hoped that associating Weld with Utica would grant the town an even more prominent position 

on the abolitionist map. 

Skinner continued the letter in phrases that lent Weld exceptionally strong praise, at the 

expense of fellow residents of Utica: “I am sure were you fully aware how greatly they need 

such an effort you would not hesitate. There are a few of us here who I trust, do feel in some 

degree the claims of this holy cause, but in general, our Sisters who count themselves 

abolitionists are most deplorably stupid.”172 Such strong words used against the members of the 

Utica Female Anti-Slavery Society again emphasize the extremity of Skinner’s ideology. She 

was unsatisfied with a membership that passively supported abolition and instead wished to have 

the ranks of Utica’s active women acting in the radical vein of Weld. 

Skinner used her rhetoric to convince Weld in any way that she could, including issuing an 

ultimatum about the mission of the society:  

That you would be so instrumental under God of giving that impulse which we so greatly 
need, and without which, I fear that as a society we shall utterly perish, I cannot doubt. Be 
entreated then my dear sister to give us the assurance that on your return to this city, you will 
address the Utica Female Anti-Slavery Society; appoint the time and place to suit your own 
convenience, only give us opportunity to give due notice. My dear Brother Weld, suffer me 
to appeal to your influence with your dear wife that your voice may be added to mine in our 
behalf, and our respected friends the Smiths. Will you not also unite [with] us in convincing 
our dear Sister that here is a field open to her persuasion and convinceing [sic] powers.173  
 

In this key paragraph of the letter, Fanny revealed that she was aware of the networks to which 

she belonged, and she was willing to leverage those connections to achieve her goals. Asking 

Weld to remember their mutual friends, and drawing upon an apparently pre-existing positive 
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relationship that Skinner had with Weld’s husband Theodore illustrated the links that Skinner 

wished to utilize towards her desired ends. 

Overall Fanny’s letter to Angelina Weld revealed the strategy and consciousness that 

Fanny carried with her: she knew what she was doing, why she was doing it, and she had a plan 

to get herself there. She wanted to be in a position of leadership, but she did not see herself as the 

ultimate authority; she was willing to call in experts to drive home the important points and assist 

her with the efforts that she could not complete herself. In this way, Skinner seemed like a 

modern chief executive: the power to strategize, lead, and delegate as necessary, coupled with 

powerful communication skills and a wide-reaching network would not be out of place on the 

resume of a high powered corporate leader, yet Fanny lived at a time when women could not 

even vote. 

Skinner’s awareness of the networks to which she belonged was especially important in 

two of the contexts of Fanny’s life: firstly, in the relationship that she had with her former 

classmates and residents of Litchfield. The network of those who had lived and worked in 

Litchfield reached across the nation and supplied advantageous connection to all those who 

belonged. Being aware of this network particularly meant that Fanny had a known support 

system willing to assist her throughout her efforts. Secondly, Fanny created a network of her 

own within Utica amongst the boarders who lived with her throughout the mid-nineteenth 

century. She knew the value of a strong network, and she housed a group of prominent men who 

became close allies of hers throughout their residencies. The support which her residents gave, 

both financially and through volunteering their time to serve on boards and committees, to 

causes that Skinner was also deeply invested was unlikely to be entirely a coincidence. 
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Fanny could not make progress alone, and she successfully built a network of allies in 

Utica. Out of necessity, many of these allies were men, because they were the ones with power 

and influence within the existing social norms. With her knowledge of networking as 

demonstrated in the Weld letter, Skinner expertly managed a network of relationships that placed 

her in a position of prominence in Utica. She did so in part by running a boardinghouse in Utica 

that served as a home to dozens of prominent men over the course of the mid-nineteenth century. 

Favoring young law students as her clientele, perhaps because of her own lawyer husband’s 

ability to share his wisdom with them and commiserate about professional experiences, Fanny 

“proselytized quite effectively for moral reform” among her boarders, which created yet another 

network, this time of young men who had a shared interest in law and background in social 

reformative ideology.174 

Charles Mann was a boarder of Fanny’s who served with her husband Thomas as a 

trustee of the Utica Academy.175 Mann also served terms as a City Officer and an Alderman, 

both positions of local leadership and civic importance in Utica. He did this on top of his career 

as a lawyer, which was characteristic of Fanny’s residents.176 Additionally, he helped found the 

Utica Female Academy (Figure 6), an organization with which many of Skinner’s boarders were 

involved, showing their value not only for education generally, but female education specifically. 

Living with an educated, outspoken woman such as Fanny could have encouraged her boarders 

to take strong stances on either side of the issue of advancing female education: either fully 

supporting their hostess’ background and mission, or otherwise feeling that they preferred a 

stronger connection to traditional norms and women staying securely in their own spheres. 

                                                
174 Mary Ryan, Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865, 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 124. 
175 The Utica City Directory of 1839, (Utica, NY: R. Northway Jr. Printers, 1839), 31. 
176 Bagg, Memorial History of Utica, N.Y.,  171.  
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William Tracy and Charles B. Coventry were additional Skinner boarders who financially 

supported the Utica Female Academy substantially enough to warrant positions as trustees and 

board members. 177 Creation of a network not only of prominent professional men, but of men 

connected through their passion for philanthropy towards female education, marked Fanny 

Skinner’s life as particularly noteworthy. She spoke freely and openly, which could have 

garnered criticism within her community, but she seemed instead to have rallied support for her 

causes. 

Lewis Bailey, who ran the Utica Lyceum from 1835-1840 was another of Fanny’s 

boarders who pursued both professional and personal efforts in education. Being in charge of the 

Lyceum for the final five years of its existence, it became “best known as [Bailey’s] school.”178 

Samuel Dakin lived with Fanny throughout the 1820s, during which time he purchased the local 

publication the Gazette with his business partner William Bacon (who, incidentally, attended the 

Litchfield Law School).179 Furthering the Litchfield network in such a distinctive way spread the 

influence of Litchfield residents who had all individually removed themselves to Utica.  

 Fanny Skinner was not afraid to cause a stir within her community through her efforts at 

moral reform. Fanny’s letter to Weld was an adamant characterization of her own motivations 

and modes of thinking. She was highly aware of her surroundings and her position in society. 

Acknowledging her position as a woman, she still did all in her power to make a presence for 

herself on the public stage as both a civic leader and a community mother within Utica. Fanny’s 

desire to connect with Angelina Grimke Weld was especially revelatory of the difference 

between Skinner and the majority of the Litchfield Female Academy alumnae, including the 

                                                
177 Bagg, Memorial History of Utica, N.Y., 534 for William Tracy and 186 for Charles B. Coventry. 
178 Bagg, Memorial History of Utica, N.Y., 461-2. 
179 Bagg, Memorial History of Utica, N.Y., 75 for information about Samuel Dakin, and 527 for 
information about William Bacon.  
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more tame professional mothers: she aspired to associate with a woman who was not just an 

abolitionist, but a female leader known for her anti-slavery stance, for her stance on the equality 

of men and women, and who espoused not only the freedom but the equality of liberated slaves. 

Skinner was thus willing not just to work within the confines of society, but to explicitly reject 

the boundaries that she saw as unjust and use her skills and network to transform goals into 

actions.  

ABIGAIL GOODRICH WHITTLESEY 

Another LFA alumna who resided in Utica spent the mid-nineteenth century hard at work 

creating a national network of Maternal Associations. In a Sarah-Pierce-esque “do as I say not as 

I do” demonstration of professionalism she espoused conservatism from a position that was only 

attainable to her through an approach to society that broke down barriers that traditionally held 

women back from professional careers. Abigail Goodrich Whittelsey (Figure 7) was not an 

abolitionist, but her work in the publishing industry distinguished her efforts beyond simply 

professional motherhood as defined in previous chapters. As the Litchfield Female Academy 

student whose life may have most reflected the symbolism of Sarah Pierce’s story, Whittelsey 

preached tradition while practicing something entirely different, and her legacy consists not just 

of those who followed her advice, but those who followed her example. Though her changes 

were more subtle than Fanny Smith Skinner’s, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s, or Harriot Loomis 

Clark’s, they were also more extreme than women who were strictly professional mothers within 

their communities because she held a nationally recognized career that was traditionally reserved 

exclusively for men. 

In 1833, Abigail Goodrich Whittelsey began her position as the founding editor of 

Mothers’ Magazine, a publication run by the Maternal Association in Utica. This association 
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existed within the ranks of many similar groups by this time. Fanny Skinner and others’ 

pioneering in the early nineteenth century had grown civic engagement among women in the 

intervening decades, so that by 1829 the Utica Directory listed female organizations to cover 

topics across all sorts of social improvement, including the Female Auxiliary Tract Society, the 

Female Missionary Association of Utica, the Female Society of Industry, and the Female Society 

of Industry for Charitable Purposes.180 

The spirit of associations was alive and well in Utica, and the powerful network to which 

Whittelsey belonged helped propel her success throughout the connected societies. The 

Litchfield network continued to be a key component of society as well. In the early nineteenth 

century, Utica, NY was teeming with Litchfield educated lawyers, thus connecting the activities 

of the female reformers in the region with Boonshoft’s Litchfield Network. Included in the ranks 

of these men were: Rutger B. Miller, John F. Seymour, Ward Hunt, Benjamin Franklin Cooper, 

and William Johnson Bacon. Utica resident Edmund Munson did not attend Tapping Reeve’s 

Law School, but he was born in Litchfield, CT in 1805 and moved to Utica in 1835 as a flour 

miller. Additionally, Dr. Thomas Goodsell of Utica studied medicine in Litchfield under Dr. 

Sheldon, the infamous host of numerous LFA students throughout the school’s operation.181 

Abigail Goodrich was born in 1788, and she attended LFA in 1804.182 Her two sisters 

went to school at Litchfield as well, and her sister Mary impressed her peers with “genius” and 

“scholarship.”183 Impressive intellect and a knack for publication seemingly ran in the family, as 

Abigail’s brothers were both prolific authors: Samuel Griswold Goodrich authored and edited 

                                                
180 The Utica City Directory of 1829, (Utica, NY: Elisha Harrington Publishing, 1829), 21-22. 
181 Bagg, Memorial History of Utica, N.Y. 
182 “Abigail Goodrich Whittelsey,” Litchfield Ledger, 2010, accessed March 2019, 
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183 “Mary Ann Goodrich Smith,” Litchfield Ledger, 2010, accessed March 2019, 
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170 books, while Charles Goodrich authored 72.184 Abigail’s husband, Samuel Whittelsey of 

Preston, CT, inspired his congregations as a minister. She and her husband also ran a female 

seminary in Utica in the 1820s, emulating exactly the behavior of Sarah Pierce that both Abigail 

and Sam had witnessed during their time in Litchfield. 

Like Fanny Skinner, Abigail Whittelsey practiced both professional motherhood and 

more explicit social activism. Before making a more drastic shift towards being a career-minded, 

professional woman, Abigail served as the Corresponding Secretary of the Utica Maternal 

Association.185 This group seemed to follow the same pattern as the other endeavors that 

Litchfield women had carried out throughout their post-Litchfield lives. The Utica Maternal 

Association had the mission of “keep[ing] in vigorous exercise a spirit of active 

piety…[offering] opportunities for mental cultivation [for mothers]...[and] fasten[ing] the 

attention of every mother, whether enlightened or ignorant, on the great responsible work of 

educating her immortal children for heaven,” modelled from the Boston Maternal Association 

which formed just a few years before the Association in Utica.186  The rhetoric of this mission 

carried with it the remnants of the early new nation’s philosophy of republican motherhood. 

These Christian women sought to prepare their children for both civic and religious 

involvements that would further their own and their communities’ lives.  

Abigail Whittelsey went beyond professionalizing motherhood into simply a professional 

life in her career as the founding editor of Mothers Magazine, the monthly publication that 

distinguished the Utica Maternal Association from its contemporary societies as the leader of the 

national movement of organized mothering groups. Publishing its first issue in 1833, Mothers 
                                                
184 Elizabeth Shanklin, “Authorizing Mothers: A Study of the First Maternal Association of Utica, New 
York, 1824 - 1833,” Historical Journal, Crooked Lake Review, 2003. 
185 The Utica City Directory of 1833, (Utica, NY: Elisha Harrington Publishing, 1833), 57. 
186 Abigail Whittelsey, “History of Maternal Associations” in Mothers Magazine, ed. Abigail G. 
Whittelsey, vol. 1 (Utica, NY: William Williams Printer, 1833): 7. 
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Magazine was a 200-500 page annual tome, released in monthly installments, containing stories, 

poems, and letters from mothers and maternal associations across the United States. It also 

included regular updates from local maternal associations, allowing each group to share with the 

entire American network of associations the progress they made and challenges they faced. The 

Magazine was the first such publication directed exclusively at women, and by 1841, without the 

aid of “traveling agents” or dedicated salespeople, the publication had proudly sold 

approximately 12,000 subscriptions.187 Abigail Whittelsey was the founding, and only ever to be 

credited, editor of the publication, and her husband served as the publisher. Together they 

managed the publication’s growing empire, and they established themselves as the leading 

authorities on Maternal Associations in the United States. 

The goal of Mothers Magazine was conservative progress, much like the guiding 

philosophy of Sarah Pierce’s school. The Magazine celebrated that “the claims of females to the 

blessings of education have been so fully admitted” in the United States such that “it is 

unnecessary to search for arguments to prove the extent and importance of their duties.”188 This 

statement from the Magazine’s prospectus established the outlook of the document: it applauded 

the progress women had made, while recognizing the particular duties that women had in 

society. Continuing on, the prospectus explained further that the Magazine would help women 

answer the call to be republican mothers: 

Called as they often are, to sustain this fearful responsibility, while the judgement is 
immature, compelled to resolve and to act without precedent, and when error may be 
fatal, the mind should have access to a full store-house of facts and deductions, to prevent 
the waste of profitless experiment, and the danger of establishing a perverted system.189  

                                                
187 Samuel Whittelsey, “Prospectus of the Mother’s Magazine for 1841” in Mothers Magazine, ed. 
Abigail G. Whittelsey, vol. 9 (New York, NY: S. Whittelsey Publisher, 1841): Introduction. 
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Without upending the system in place of distinct spheres of service for men and women, the 

magazine sought to ease women’s burden, to teach them best practices, and to connect them in a 

community of empathy and understanding for the immense burden that they bore in preparing 

the next generation of American citizens for active participation in religious and civic life. 

Another traditionalist tendency of the magazine was its reliance on men, particularly the 

clergy, for advertisement and support. In Utica, the Magazine’s prospectus was supplied to a 

Synod meeting for their perusal and judgement with the hope that “they would take these 

institutions under their fostering care, and recommend the formation of similar associations in 

their respective congregations.”190 Unanimous approval from the group solidified maternal 

associations among the officially condoned groups from the organized churches of the protestant 

ministries in the United States. It also corresponded with the pattern that the assistance of men, 

and particularly the support of religious organizations, was especially important for such 

organizations to be recognized with positivity within their communities.  

Because Mothers Magazine contained information from a variety of contributors in each 

issue, there was often disagreement among the authors about best practices for raising children. 

The overall philosophy was generally the same, but discrepancies could emerge among 

recommendations about how best to encourage exercise, religion, and discipline among children. 

The diversity of opinions in the magazine also mean that discerning Whittelsey's personal 

opinions is a markedly difficult endeavor, because her own thoughts were often lost at the 

expense of allowing a rich discussion to take place within her pages. That said, pieces in the 

magazine followed a finite set of topics, determined by Whittelsey, which did allow for her own 

views to emerge. Sixteen listed topics encompass the scope and goals of the magazine including: 
                                                
190 “History of Maternal Associations” in Mothers Magazine, ed. Abigail G. Whittelsey, vol. 1 (Utica, 
NY: William Williams Printer, 1833): 7. 
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“To lay before mothers the history, designs, and results of maternal associations…To pourtray 

the duties of Christian parents towards orphans of their deceased friends…To call the attention of 

parents to the importance of having suitable schools and seminaries for children, such as the 

Lord will approve at his last day [and]…To encourage efforts to ameliorate the condition of poor 

children, and bring them under the direct influence of moral and religious cultivation.”191 Among 

the topics is a call for children to have regular, physical exercise as well as nutritious food, and a 

desire to “suggest improvements in domestic economy, especially on the subject of female 

help.”192  

A thread running throughout the entirety of Mothers Magazine is the role of Christianity 

in raising children. The religion formed a fundamental element of many women’s lives in the 

nineteenth century, and it was often a unifying factor of associations, such as the Utica Baptist 

Maternal Association and corresponding Presbyterian mothers society. Unavoidable throughout 

the magazine’s advice is reliance on one’s own piety and developing strong religiosity in one’s 

children for the highest levels of fulfillment in their lives. The Boston Maternal Association was 

quoted in the magazine as saying that children whose mothers are involved in associations 

become “pious at an earlier period than others” based on their observations of their membership 

and the general public.193 This consequence of associating prompted countless organizations to 

form throughout the country, because as the magazine applauded: “So inestimable are the 

advantages afforded by maternal associations - and so pleasing are the results, wherever they 
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have been sustained with interest, that it is earnestly desired that in every church in our country, 

similar societies should be organized.”194 

Overall, the subjects which the magazine covered comply not only with the generally 

accepted views of benevolence and Christian mothering, but with some of Sarah Pierce’s leading 

priorities for her Female Academy. Sarah Pierce similarly sought to make religion one of the 

main pillars of her girls’ educations, bringing religiosity into both the classroom and the 

extracurricular daily lives of her students. Pierce also encouraged exercise and healthy eating 

habits for her students who were required to take a daily walk around the center of the village, 

and when they told their mistress of their faults had to disclose whether or not they had 

consumed a substantial amount of green fruit or not over the previous week.195 

Though drawing on both her lessons and connections from Litchfield to support her 

successful career, Abigail Whittelsey did not strictly follow her teacher’s guidance throughout 

her published works. In an 1848 edition of the Magazine, Whittelsey included a short essay on 

female education which included the following assertion: “We would never advise a young lady, 

who cannot afford the time and the means to completely master these arts and sciences, to 

attempt their acquisition. Rather let her seek a thorough practical understanding of those 

principles of which she may as a wife, mother, and housekeeper, be called to make daily use.”196 

This can be seen as a distinction between the views that Whittelsey promoted and the lessons that 

Sarah Pierce tried to instill in her while studying at the LFA. Pierce placed a high value on being 

a learned lady, as her thoughts on education for the sake of republican motherhood explain. A 
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possible reconciliation between the two points, however, is the type of woman who each speaker 

is imagining.  

Sarah Pierce largely catered to young women who would make good matches to men 

who had lucrative careers and a stable income. Thus she had to worry less about her students’ 

future survival than about the quality of their intellect and contributions to the nation. Whittelsey, 

coming from a background in the Utica Maternal Association and world of moral reform, was 

much more in tune with the situations of the poor, the destitute, and the sexually abused than 

Sarah Pierce was. Thus, perhaps, Abigail’s thoughts on educating women as a secondary pursuit 

to running a household do not fully disregard Pierce’s teachings. One area in which Pierce and 

Whittelsey directly disagree, however, is the importance of dancing.  

An 1833 issue contained multiple stories that condemned dancing and asserted that 

attendance of balls was incompatible with piety. One young girl who attended dancing school 

found herself “anxious for her soul” that her enjoyment of worldly pleasures will prevent her 

salvation.197 Another story warned parents about allowing children to beg to go to balls because 

“excessive indulgence” would be sure to ensue if any exception were made into a child’s proper 

behavior.198 Meanwhile, Pierce encouraged her girls to look forward to the balls held across 

Litchfield, and she trained her students in proper dancing so that they could make positive 

impressions on members of the opposite sex on such occasions. Despite their contradicting views 

on the proper behaviors of women in society, Abigail Whittelsey was just as sure as Sarah Pierce 

of her opinions. And just like her teacher, Abigail acted on her desires to tell others of them 

rather than relegating herself to the private sphere. 
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These two LFA women who settled in Utica exemplified women who sought more than 

the standard life of either domesticity or even professional motherhood. They strove to gain a 

larger role in society and to act as leaders for others. The clear aspirations for leadership, not just 

service, distinguished Fanny Skinner and Abigail Whittelsey further from many of their fellow 

Litchfield Female Academy students. Fanny’s position as the very active president of the Female 

Anti-Slavery Society, and her demonstrated concern with the dedication of her fellow members, 

illustrated the extent to which she saw herself in a different league than the other women. She 

felt more enlightened and more dedicated than other members of the group, and she sought to 

share her deep level of commitment with them in any way that she could, including reaching out 

to external experts. Abigail similarly could not have carried out her own profession had she not 

assumed that she was a considerable degree more knowledgeable about proper motherhood 

techniques than the average member of society. Being in charge of selecting the contributions 

and editing them ahead of publication meant that Abigail served as the filter through which 

opinions could be shared. Without a high degree of confidence in her own ability to make solid 

decisions, it would not have been possible for her to do. These women carried out leadership to a 

much greater degree than many of the other professional mothers who emerged from Litchfield. 

The power that they harnessed through their networks and their desire to use that power placed 

Fanny Skinner and Abigail Whittelsey, along with the other abolitionists and social activists, in a 

league beyond traditional professional mothers. 
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CONCLUSION: The Litchfield Effect 

There is a certain nostalgia that remains in Litchfield about its Golden Age. The 

Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, son of Lyman, even in 1856, waxed poetic that “No more shall 

the setting sun see Litchfield streets thronged with young gentlemen and ladies, and filling the 

golden air with laughter or low converse which unlaughing then, made life musical forever 

after!”199 Litchfield’s golden age came to an end shortly after the Litchfield Female Academy 

and Litchfield Law school shut their doors. Around the same time heading into the middle of the 

nineteenth century, railroads started to connect hubs of commercial activity across New England 

– and Litchfield was bypassed by this trend. The town full of energetic residents who had refused 

to allow their town to exist without postal communications simply could not compete with the 

strength of the government’s ability to determine plans for the infrastructure in the state. While 

the civic spirit remained, the country began to develop more quickly, leaving the once 

cosmopolitan village behind in history. 

One argument to explain the end of the Female Academy’s operation from Theodore and 

Nancy Sizer contemplates the possibility that the LFA was too successful. In Sarah Pierce’s 

mission to educate women to perform well in any task that they found necessary, the girls 

walked away with enough of an education to demand more from their lives than domestic 

pursuits. With female education then being normalized, teaching became a popular occupation 

for young women seeking a truly professional pursuit. The Sizers’ theory posits that the LFA 

closed because “many of the Litchfield Female Academy’s graduates, teachers, or others who 

had been influence by her success with a demanding course of study were setting up their own 
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academies. They were enrolling students who would otherwise have gone to Litchfield.” 200  At 

least one school was even enrolling students who had also attended Litchfield, in the case of 

Mary Hopkins Goodrich who, after finishing her studies in Litchfield under Sarah Pierce, 

enrolled in Catharine Beecher’s Hartford Female Seminary.201 

Women’s organizations such as those that the LFA students joined similarly decreased in 

number towards the end of the nineteenth century. An argument from historian Julie Miller 

asserts that the welfare network created by women through these voluntary associations was no 

longer necessary as the government began to grow and provide more services that had previously 

been left to private citizens to cover.202 In the cases of many of the Litchfield girls, this may 

largely explain why such institutions did not last long into the twentieth century. Mary Delafield 

DuBois’s Nursery and Child’s Hospital, for example, competed with developing science and 

medical practices that were becoming more standardized for pediatric care. She stood little 

chance against growing strength of the medical industry. Other organizations, though, remain in 

operation today. Mary Hopkins Goodrich’s Laurel Hill Association remains operational in 

Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where they continue to oversee and sponsor beautification projects 

across the town over a century and a half later. 

Even in cases where the organizations have disappeared, however, the impacts of the 

alumnae of the Litchfield Female Academy were lasting. While this argument has spent a 

significant portion of analysis talking about the importance of networks already, they again 

cannot be avoided in the examination of the impact of the societies that formed. The members of 
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the charitable societies, the recipients of such care, and the children who watched their mothers 

dedicate themselves to the causes they were passionate about all owed a great debt to the 

leadership of women who were educated in Litchfield. Each of those groups also became more 

accustomed to seeing powerful women taking center stage on efforts that provided great benefit 

to society.  

MARY LYMAN COLLINS 

One Litchfield student, Mary Lyman Collins (Figure 8), was particularly revered for her 

public works by her children. Through both her life and her legacy, Mary Lyman Collins 

characterized and synthesized many of the women who came from Litchfield. She drew upon the 

Litchfield spirit throughout her life and carried her education with her to motivate and guide her 

actions. A biographical sketch of Mary, written to celebrate her work with the Hartford Widows 

Society, recognized the particularly religious motivations she developed in Litchfield that 

influenced her charitable work: “She connected herself with the church of which Dr. Lyman 

Beecher was the pastor; this she counted one of her high privileges.”203 The same account 

credited Mary with “great appreciation” for her opportunity to attend the Litchfield school.204 

Presented as especially grateful for the blessings she received in her own life, Mary dedicated 

much of her adulthood trying to spread similar good fortune among members of society who 

were less well advantaged. 

Mary’s daughter recalled that her mother became “at once an active member” at the 

Hartford Society for Widows’ founding, and in 1840 she assumed the title of Manager and 

                                                
203 Mary F. Collins, “Memorial Sketch of Mary Lyman Collins,” in Memorial Sketches Dedicated to the 
Widows’ Society of Hartford, Conn, ed. Widow’s Society of Hartford Conn. (Hartford, CT, 1893), 29. 
204 Collins, “Memorial Sketch of Mary Lyman Collins,” in Memorial Sketches Dedicated to the Widows’ 
Society of Hartford, Conn, 29. 



Borzilleri     92 

Distributor.205 This was one of three “Sister Societies” that also included the Hartford Female 

Beneficent Society and the Hartford Orphan Asylum, all three of which Mary blessed with her 

engagement. In 1849 she rose to the position of President of the Widow’s Society after Mrs. 

Williams, the Society’s founder, passed away. Mary assumed the position in part because of her 

dedication to Mrs. Williams, a childhood friend of hers, who shared her dedication for charitable 

work.206  

According to her great-grandson, Clarence Lyman Collens, in 1824 the Hartford 

Maternal Association elected to have Mary Collins join the ranks of their society, an 

organization with “membership of about twenty-five wives of leading citizens of Hartford...They 

were all active church workers, leaders in welfare and benevolent institutions, generous in the 

giving of both personal service and money wherever a need was recognized.”207 According to 

her relatives, Mary Collins fit each and every one of these labels assigned to Maternal 

Association members. Her benevolence was well known in her own time, and she left a legacy 

and record of a sincere character and motivation for charitable service.  

Mary’s descendants wrote with pride about her  involvements with benevolent societies. 

As President of the Society for Widows, Mary faced challenging situations, and she witnessed 

the conditions of extreme poverty and abuse that faced some members of her community. One 

such incident brought a widow and her blind, seven-year-old daughter to seek the aid of the 

Society. Requiring special accommodations for her disability, Mary personally paid for the girl’s 

clothing, transportation, and other expenses as well as her education at the Institute for the Blind 
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in Boston.208 In another case, Mary “laid aside” everything in front of her to assist the two young 

daughters of a widow who passed away. After making “all necessary arrangements for the burial 

and the provision for the motherless children,” Mary later remarked “‘How comforting to see 

how the Lord cares for his poor children’...‘Quite overlooking the fact,’ observed Mrs. Bushnell, 

‘That she herself had been the instrument of this Divine providence.’”209  

Mary Collins’ home, in the words of her daughter, was a place “where a large circle of 

friends and acquaintances were made welcome, and a truly scriptural hospitality was extended to 

those engaged in ministerial and missionary work. Amid these manifold cares, her unfailing 

repose, her cheerful courage, told the constancy of her faith in an infinite love and strength.”210 

Within all of her relationships and organizations, Collins aimed to bring wayward individuals 

who had been forgotten by society back into the light, and particularly into the Church.211 It is no 

surprise, therefore, that in 1864, a few years following her death, Mary Collins’ son published a 

feature about his mother’s life in a daily newspaper in St. Louis, entitled “A True American 

Woman,” in which he described her dedication to charitable causes and her  religious 

convictions. 

Mary Collins, like so many other Litchfield women, had both her own identity and the 

assistance of men along the way to assist her as she may have needed it. One man in particular, 

her husband Amos Collins, was especially important for Mary’s civic involvements. Amos 

served as Hartford’s much-beloved mayor from 1843 -1847 and had to turn down the public’s 

                                                
208 Collens, “Memorial Sketch of Amos Morris Collins and Mary Lyman Collins,” in Collins Memorial, 
25. 
209 Collens, “Memorial Sketch of Amos Morris Collins and Mary Lyman Collins,” in Collins Memorial, 
25. 
210 Collins, “Memorial Sketch of Mary Lyman Collins,” in Memorial Sketches Dedicated to the Widows’ 
Society of Hartford, Conn, 14. 
211 Collins, “Memorial Sketch of Mary Lyman Collins,” in Memorial Sketches Dedicated to the Widows’ 
Society of Hartford, Conn, 14-15. 
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election to a third term of that office.212 His other community commitments supplemented the 

charitable work which Mary was also carrying out. Thus prominently positioned and well-liked 

in the community, Mary’s husband provided her with a strong foundation from which to involve 

herself in Hartford as well. With his clout and her dedication to benevolence, the two were well-

matched to create a large impact on their city. 

Histories of Mary and Amos often present the pair as a nineteenth century power couple: 

combining their complementary talents and overlapping interests to better their communities. 

Amos was involved in business and politics, through which he gained a small fortune that he put 

towards philanthropic use. Mary took care of children and invalids, visited prisoners to spread 

religion, and played an active role in their church. Just as Mary was celebrated for her charitable 

contributions, Amos was celebrated in a collection of biographical sketches of important figures 

in Hartford was for benevolence that “was systematic as well as bountiful.”213   

While Mary’s work allowed her to become intimately involved with innumerable aspects 

of private life in Hartford by educating children, clothing widows, and feeding the poor and 

destitute, Amos’ work similarly touched almost all facets of public life in Hartford by involving 

himself in projects and leadership of “Banks, saving institutions, railroads...the city Missions and 

Sunday-schools, the Asylum for the Dumb, the Retreat for the Insane, the High School, the 

Almshouse, three at least of the churches” according to records contemporary with his life.214 

This division of the couple’s labor into their appropriate, gender-designated spheres meant that 

even though Mary and Amos sought to improve their surrounding community, they did not seek 

                                                
 212Collens, “Memorial Sketch of Amos Morris Collins and Mary Lyman Collins,” in Collins Memorial, 
19-20. 
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to radically upend the existing institutions. Though they worked together, they also worked  

separately, with respect to the normative social divisions of men’s and women’s labor. 

Although she didn’t take society-altering stances like Fanny Skinner to call for radical 

change, Mary Collins still made a profound impact on the role of women in public spaces. It is 

worth noting that throughout these accounts, Mary Lyman Collins is given her own chapter, 

section, or otherwise distinct portion of the written record. She had an impressive and successful 

husband, and many of these organizations may also have had men involved in their leadership or 

funding, but the brunt of the benevolent work was credited to the women generally and often to 

Mary specifically, and the impression she left upon her peers and especially upon her children 

meant that those who interacted with her were left without any doubt that women were fully 

capable of acting to make great impact on the public interest. The professionalization of 

motherhood was not conceived by Litchfield women, but they acted as ideal exemplars of the 

practice, and they showed their communities across the nation the feats that women could 

achieve even without breaking the cultural rules. 

The girls of Litchfield may not have all been the most radical social reformers (though 

there were of course exceptions including Fanny Skinner), but there is no doubt that the LFA 

students played a role in the evolving social landscape of the nineteenth century. Calling for 

morality throughout society and demanding that women not just be the best mothers that they 

were capable of being but encouraging them to critically consider their place in society and their 

children’s lives were significant contributions that Litchfield women made. Encouraging an end 

to slavery in the United States, the most significant social change in the nation’s history, was an 

important social and moral movement, and it should come as no surprise that Litchfield women 

were taking part in the effort. Overall, the girls who went to the Litchfield Female Academy 
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drew on their academic training and connections to the Litchfield network, along with their own 

personal backgrounds and motivations, to fight for good and attempt to improve society. 

Studies of Litchfield’s golden age are far from over. The quantitative analysis that Mark 

Boonshoft carried out for the Law School to determine the numerical outcomes and career paths 

of the Law Students within the Litchfield network provides a replicable framework for similar 

analysis of Female Academy students, tradesmen, artisans, and others who found themselves 

interlinked with Litchfield through their trades. The former impact of Litchfield on the national 

stage is difficult to fathom today: comprising fewer than 9,000 residents in 2019, Litchfield 

hardly has the reputation which it once carried. But the role that the town played over the early 

years of national development is an important story to tell. 

An early, working title for this thesis was “The Beecher Effect,” meant to be a 

recognition of the man who helped steep these women in much of their earliest religious morality 

that stuck with them throughout their lives following their time in Litchfield. Further research, 

however, required that impact to be reconsidered. While it is true that the Congregational 

minister and the role of faith loomed large in the minds of many LFA girls, it was not so clearly 

the singular factor that motivated their actions as to warrant the honor of the name, and the level 

of religious fervor was not unique to Litchfield, even though Beecher did provide a uniquely 

persuasive argument to become involved in voluntary moral societies. Sarah Pierce similarly was 

a contender, “The Pierce Effect,” for her formation of four decades worth of young girls into 

young women, preparing them for society in countless ways. Again, though, crediting one 

individual would not do justice to the town’s environment. The spirit of Litchfield, all of 

Litchfield, emerged as the leading influence upon the young women. The civic activism they 

witnessed, the religiosity which they developed, and the web of individuals with whom they 
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connected to rely upon throughout their endeavors supplied a unique confluence of factors that 

prompted the women of Sarah Pierce’s classroom to seek to professionalize motherhood and to 

reform their societies. 

The changes that these women made were subtle but significant to society. Organizations 

such as theirs were both a cause and an effect of social change: they were an effect because the 

prosperity, urbanization, and culture of morality were solid enough in their communities for 

women to have the time, training, and motivation to form such organizations, and it was a cause 

of change by bringing women further into the public eye. They normalized and institutionalized 

their presence in formerly male-dominated settings, they established women as exceptionally 

capable of contributing to the public good, and their presence and contributions helped set the 

stage for further, and more radical, changes to come. 
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APPENDIX 1: The Ladies of Litchfield 

Figure 1, Sarah Pierce 
Collection of the Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
 

 
 
Figure 2, The New Haven Orphan Asylum Building 
In Solenberger, Willard E. One Hundred Years of Child Care in New Haven: The Story of the 
New Haven Orphan Asylum and the Children’s Community Center. New Haven, CT: Children’s 
Community Center of the New Haven Orphan Asylum, 1933.  

 
 

THE NEW HAVEN ORPHAN ASYLUM IN THE 'SIXTIES
This building, erected by James Brewster in 1856, was used {or seventy years.
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Figure 3, Mary Hopkins Goodrich 
In Cresson, Margaret. The Laurel Hill Association, 1853-1953. Pittsfield, MA: Eagle Printing 
and Binding Company, 1953. 
 

 
 
Figure 4, Rochester Orphan Asylum Building 
In The Rochester Daily Union and Advertiser, January 10, 1901. 
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Figure 5, Mary Ann Delafield DuBois 
Mary Delafield DuBois, Collection of the New-York Historical Society. In Miller, Julie. 
Abandoned: Foundlings in Nineteenth-Century New York City. New York, NY: New York 
University Press, 2008.  
 

 
 
 
Figure 6, Utica Female Academy 
In the Collection of Oneida County Historical Society, Utica, NY. 
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Figure 7, Abigail Goodrich Whittelsey 
In Hale, S.J. Woman's record (New York, 1853), p. 872. "Illustrated by two hundred and thirty 
portraits, engraved on wood by Lossing and Barritt." 
 

 
 
Figure 8, Mary Lyman Collins 
In Collens, Clarence Lyman. Collins Memorial. Cleveland: Private Publication, Limited Run, 
1959. 
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APPENDIX 2: LFA Students and Dates 
 
Student Name Dates attended LFA Born Died 

Fanny Smith Skinner 1796 Feb  3, 1780 1844 
Abigail Goodrich Whittelsey 1804 Nov  9, 1788 1858 

Catharine Esther Beecher 1810-1816 Dec 21, 1795 1837 
Harriot Loomis Clark 1811 Oct 7,  1794 unknown 
Mary Lyman Collins 1811 June 27, 1787 Mary 8,  1879 
Charlotte Landon Livingston 1811 June 16, 1787 May 19, 1868 
Eliza Ogden Butler 1816-1818 June 29, 1803 Feb 2, 1878 
Lucretia Deming 1816, 1818-1819 Aug 13, 1804 April 29, 1887 
Harriet Beecher Stowe 1820-1821, 1823-1824 June 14, 1811 1896 
Mary Pierce Twining 1821-1822 July  26, 1809 Unknown 
Mary Ann Delafield DuBois 1825 Nov 6, 1813 Oct 27, 1888 
Mary Hopkins Goodrich 1827 March 7,  1814 Feb 12, 1895 

  



Borzilleri     103 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

PRIMARY SOURCES 
 
Archival 
 
Collins, Mary F. “Memorial Sketch of Mary Lyman Collins.” In Memorial Sketches Dedicated to 
the Widows’ Society of Hartford, Conn. Editor Widow’s Society of Hartford Conn. Hartford, CT, 
1893. Library of Congress. 
 
Litchfield Female Academy Prospectus, 1832. Series 1, Folder 17, Litchfield Female Academy 
Collection. Litchfield Historical Society. Litchfield, CT. 
 
Eliza Ann Mulford, “Rules of the Litchfield Female Academy, 1814,” Series 1, Folder 23, Litchfield 
Female Academy Collection, Litchfield Historical Society, Litchfield, CT. 
 
Marriage certificate for Charlotte Landon and John Kane Livingston ordained by Reverend 
Lyman Beecher, ca. 1820. Lyman Beecher Papers 1816-1825, Folder 2, Marriage Certificates 
1820-1823. Litchfield Historical Society Archives, Litchfield, CT. 
 
The New Haven Orphan Asylum Semi-Centennial: Monday Evening, Feb. 26th, 1883. New 
Haven, Conn: Press of O.A. Dorman, 1883. Library of Congress. 
 
DuBois, Mary Ann Delafield. Mary Ann Delafield DuBois to Henry August DuBois, May 
10,1835. Henry August DuBois Letters, New York Historical Society. 
 
Printed 
 
Beecher, Reverend Lyman. Six Sermons on the Nature, Occasions, Signs, Evils, and Remedy of 
Intemperance by Lyman Beecher. New York: American Tract Society, 1833.  
 
Bushnell, Horace. Horace Bushnell on Women in Nineteenth-century America. Ed. Michiyo 
Morita. University Press of America, 2004. 
 
Chipman, Samuel. The Temperance Lecturer: being facts gathered from a personal examination 
of the jails and poor-houses of the state of New York. Albany: 1842.  
 
Chronicles of a Pioneer School from 1792-1833 Being the History of Miss Sarah Pierce and Her 
Litchfield School. Compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel. University Press: Cambridge, MA, 1903.  
 
Collens, Clarence Lyman. Collins Memorial. Cleveland: Private Publication, Limited Run, 1959.  
 
Letters of Theodore Dwight Weld, Angelina Grimke Weld, and Sarah Grimke, 1822-1844. New 
York: Appleton-Century Company, 1934. 
 
Litchfield County centennial celebration held at Litchfield, Conn., 13th and 14th of August, 
1851. Ed. Samuel Church and Horace Bushnell. Hartford, CT: Edward Hunt & Co, 1851. 



Borzilleri     104 

 
More Chronicles of a Pioneer School from 1792-1833. Compiler Emily Noyes Vanderpoel. 
Camdus Book Shop: New York, NY, 1928. 
 
New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital Centennial Committee. “A Century of Service to 
Mothers and Children, 1823-1923.” New York City: New York Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 
1923.  
 
New York State Legislature. Laws of the state of New-York passed at the Sixty-First session of 
the Legislature: begun and held at the city of Albany, 61st sess. 1838.  
 
The Reverend Edwards of Rochester. “Thanksgiving Day Address, 1838.” Settlement in the 
West: Sketches of Rochester with Incidental Notices of Western New York. Arranger Henry 
O’Reilly. Rochester, NY: William Alling, 1838.  
 
Vail, Society Director R.W.G. Knickerbocker Birthday: A Sesqui-Centennial History of the New 
York Historical Society, 1804-1954. New York, NY: The New York Historical Society, 1954.  
 
Periodicals 
 
Clark, Starr. “Forming County Anti-Slavery Society.” Oswego Palladium, September 20, 1835. 
 
Daily American Directory of the City of Rochester, 1847-8. Rochester, NY: Jerome & Brother, 
1847.  
 
“Grand Promenade Concert in New Haven in Behalf of Orphans - Unusual Brilliancy and Beauty 
- The Elite of New Haven - Decorations - Music, Dance and Mirth - Great Success and Universal 
Enjoyment.” The New York Times, January, 19 1866.  
 
Jacobi, Dr. Abraham. “Inaugural Address, Including A Paper on Infant Asylums by A. Jacobi, 
M.D., 1871.” US National Library of Medicine, 1872.  
 
Jenny, June. “Doings in New York.” Godey’s Lady’s Book, March 1887.   
 
“Miss  Butler, Former Owner of Fox Meadow, Dies at Her Home.” Scarsdale Inquirer. July 29, 
1927. 
 
Mothers Magazine. Editor Abigail G. Whittelsey, vol 1. Utica, NY: William Williams Printer, 
1833.  
 
Mothers Magazine. Editor Abigail G. Whittelsey, vol 9. New York, NY: S. Whittelsey Publisher, 
1841.  
 
Mothers Magazine. Editor Abigail G. Whittelsey, vol 16. New York, NY: Myron Find 
Publishers, 1848.  
 



Borzilleri     105 

“News of the Women’s Clubs.” Harper's Bazaar. July 7, 1900.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Second Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 
February 28, 1856.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Fourth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 
February 1858.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Fifth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 
1859.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Sixth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Burroughs Printer, New York: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, 
March 1, 1860.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Sixteenth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Press of H. Croker: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, March 1, 
1870.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Nineteenth Annual Report of the Nursery for the Children of Poor 
Women in the City of New York. Chronicle Printing Office: Nursery and Child’s Hospital, March 
1, 1873.  
 
Nursery and Child’s Hospital. Thirty-Fourth Annual Report of the Nursery and Child’s Hospital 
in the City of New York. Worch & Prendergast Printers, New York: Nursery and Child’s 
Hospital, January 1, 1888.  
 
“Saving the Lives of Babies.” Outlook. November 26, 1910.  
 
The Daily American Directory of the City of Rochester 1859. Rochester, NY: Curtis, Butts & Co, 
1859.  
 
“The New Haven Orphan Asylum,” The New York Times, January 11 1866.  
 
The Utica City Directory of 1828. Utica, NY: Elisha Harrington Publishing, 1828.  
 
The Utica City Directory of 1829. Utica, NY: Elisha Harrington Publishing, 1829.  
 
The Utica City Directory of 1833. Utica, NY: Maynard Printers, 1833.  
 
The Utica City Directory of 1839. Utica, NY: R. Northway Jr. Printers, 1839.  
 
“The Woman Doctor Question – An Alliance.” Medical and Surgical Reporter. August 9, 1873.  



Borzilleri     106 

 
"Village Improvement." Friends' Review; a Religious, Literary and Miscellaneous Journal,  Dec 
06, 1873.  
 
"Why Incorrect?" Christian Union. Feb 17, 1887.  
 
SECONDARY SOURCES 
A Review of the Records of the Widows’ Society of Hartford, 1825-1892. Editor The Hartford 
Widows Society. Hartford, Conn: Press of The Case, Lockwood & Brainard Company, 1892. 
Connecticut Historical Society. 
 
Bagg, Moses Mears. Memorial History of Utica, N.Y.: From Its Settlement to the Present Time. 
D. Mason, 1892. 
 
Boonshoft, Mark. “The Litchfield Network: Education, Social Capital, and the Rise and Fall of a 
Political Dynasty, 1784–1833.” Journal of the Early Republic 34, no. 4 (2014). 
 
Brickley, Lynne Templeton. “Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy, 1792 – 1833.” Doctor 
of Education, Harvard University, 1985. 
 
Cott, Nancy F. History of Women in the United States: Historical Articles on Women’s Lives and 
Activities. Munich: K.G.Saur, 1994. 
 
Cresson, Margaret French. The Laurel Hill Association, 1853-1953. Pittsfield, MA: Eagle 
Printing and Binding Company, 1953.  
 
Cross, Barbara M. The Educated Woman in America: Selected Writings of Catharine Beecher, 
Margaret Fuller, and M. Carey Thomas. New York, NY: Teachers College Press, 1965. 
 
Ginzberg, Lori D. Women and the Work of Benevolence. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press: 
1990. 
 
Hewitt, Nancy A. Women’s Activism and Social Change: Rochester, New York, 1822-1872. 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press: 1984. 
 
Huehls, Frances. Teaching As Philanthropy: Catharine Beecher and the Hartford Female 
Seminary. Ed. Andrea Walton. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press: 2005. 
 
Hocking, Linda. “The Litchfield Ledger.” The Litchfield Historical Society. 2010. 
https://www.litchfieldhistoricalsociety.org/ledger/. 
 
J.H. Beers & Co. Commemorative Biographical Record of Hartford County, Connecticut: 
Containing Biographical Sketches of Prominent and Representative Citizens, and of Many of the 
Early Settled Families. Beers, 1901.  
 



Borzilleri     107 

Kelley, Mary. Learning to Stand and Speak: Women, Education, and Public Life in America’s 
Republic (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2012).  
 
Kerber, Linda K. Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980.  
 
Kilbourne, Payne Kenyon. Sketches and Chronicles of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut: 
Historical, Biographical, and Statistical : Together with a Complete Official Register of the 
Town. Press of Case, Lockwood and Company, 1859.  
 
Lasser, Professor Carol and Oberlin College Students. How Did Oberlin Women Students Draw 
on Their College Experience to Participate in Antebellum Social Movements, 1831-1861? 
Binghamton, NY: State University of New York at Binghamton, 2002. 
 
Makker, Kirin J. “Mary G. Hopkins and the Origins of Village Improvement in Antebellum 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts.” In Landscape Journal: Design, Planning, and Management of the 
Land. Volume 34, Issue 1. August 6, 2015. 
 
Mallary, R. DeWitt. Lenox and the Berkshire Highlands. New York City: The Knickerbocker 
Press, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1902.  
  
McMahon, Lucia. ““Of the Utmost Importance to Our Country:” Women, Education, and 
Society, 1780-1820.” In Journal of the Early Republic. Volume 29, Issue 3. 2009. 
 
McMahon, Lucia. Mere Equals: The Paradox of Educated Women in the Early American 
Republic. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press: 2012. 
 
Melder, Keith. “Ladies Bountiful, Organized Women’s Benevolence in Early 19th Century 
America.” History of Women in the United States: Historical Articles on Women’s Lives and 
Activities. Editor Nancy F. Cott. Munich: K.G. Saur, 1992-1994. 
 
Miller, Julie Abandoned: Foundlings in Nineteenth Century New York City. New York, NY: 
New York University Press, 2008. 
 
Palmer, Margaret French. "Lines Read Before the ‘Laurel-Hill Association,’ Stockbridge, 
Mass." The Knickerbocker; Or New York Monthly Magazine,1861.  
 
Pichnarcik, Lisa Roberge. “The Role of Books in Connecticut Women’s Education in the New 
Republic: As Examined in Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy and James Morris’ 
Coeducational Academy.” Masters of Science, Southern Connecticut State University, 1996. 
 
Quiroga, Virginia Anne Metaxas. Poor Mothers and Babies: A Social History of Childbirth and 
Child Care Hospitals in Nineteenth Century New York City. New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 
1989. 
 



Borzilleri     108 

Ryan, Mary P. “The Power of Women’s Networks: A Case Study of Female Moral Reform in 
Antebellum America.” In Feminist Studies. Volume 5, Issue 1. 1979. 
 
Ryan, Mary P. Cradle of the Middle Class: The Family in Oneida County, New York, 1790-1865. 
Cambridge University Press, 1983. 
 
Savin Marion B. and Abrahams, Harold J. “The Young Ladies’ Academy of Philadelphia.” 
History of Education Journal 8, no. 2 (1957). 
 
Shanklin, Elizabeth. “Authorizing Mothers: A Study of the First Maternal Association of Utica, 
New York, 1824 – 1833.” Crooked Lake Review, 2003. Crooked Lake Review Online 
Repository. 
 
Schertz, Matthew Victor. “The Mother’s Magazine: Moral Media for an Emergent Domestic 
Pedagogy, 1833-1848.” In Gender and Education. Voulme 21, Issue 3. May, 2009. 
 
Sklar, Kathryn Kish. Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity. New Haven, CT: 
Yale New Haven Press, 1973.  
 
Sizer, Theodore; Sizer, Nancy; Schwager, Sally; Brickley, Lynne Templeton; and Krueger, Glee. 
To Ornament Their Minds: Sarah Pierce’s Litchfield Female Academy 1792-1833. Litchfield 
Historical Society: 1993. 
 
Snodgrass, Mary Ellen. The Underground Railroad: An Encyclopedia of People, Places, and 
Operations. Routledge, 2015. 
 
Solenberger, Willard E. One Hundred Years of Child Care in New Haven: The Story of the New 
Haven Orphan Asylum and the Children’s Community Center. New Haven, CT: Children’s 
Community Center of the New Haven Orphan Asylum, 1933.  
 
The Rise and Progress of the Young-Ladies’ Academy of Philadelphia: Containing an Account of 
a Number of Public Examinations & Commencements; the Charter and Bye-Laws; Likewise, a 
Number of Orations Delivered by the Young Ladies, and Several by the Trustees of Said 
Institution. Publisher The Young Ladies Academy of Philadelphia. Philadelphia: Stewart & 
Cochran, 1794.  
 
Treudley, Mary Bosworth. “The ‘Benevolent Fair’: A Study of Charitable Organization Among 
American Women in the First Third of the Nineteenth Century.” Social Service Review 14, no. 3 
(1940). 
 
White, Alain Campbell. The History of the Town of Litchfield, Connecticut, 1720-1920. 
Litchfield, CT: Enquirer Printing, 1920.  
 


