HST 296e – final paper

Hope Greenberg

An untitled exploration of (the discourses of?) piety, reading, moving, sewing, and dying in the 1850s among Vermonters and their distant families as reflected in their letters and newspapers, with, as yet, many portions only sketched in, and unregularized incomplete endnotes

Louise Denison of Kalamazoo, Michigan began her March 26, 1854 letter to her Aunt Jerusha Hubbard of Whiting, VT, with a sentiment shared by many letter writers: “I want to hear from you again and I suppose you shall not until I write, so I’ll try.” She reassures her aunt that the family’s health is good, and follows with:

“Mr. Denison sits by the table reading a newspaper. Willis has taken a walk and Spencer is on the carpet with an open map before him tracing the way to Vermont.”


The scene is one of domestic tranquility. We can see Mrs. Denison, pen in hand, watching over her domain of home and family. Mr. Denison enjoys both that tranquility and his connection to the outer world through the medium of the news. Willis is outdoors, not working, but walking, perhaps to visit friends, or perhaps to partake of the solitary and uplifting joys of nature. Spencer is not at the table, nor simply on the floor, but on a carpet, an article of consumption that identifies the middle-class household. He is looking at a map, exhibiting skills in geography that he has no doubt learned in school.


Brodhead has suggested that improved print and distribution technologies cannot, alone, account for the rise in literary production in the mid-nineteenth century. Rather, he finds that “the historical creation of a new social place or need for literary entertainment to fill” was situated in domesticity.
 Print materials reflected a middle-class defined by domesticity, while the association of that domesticity with literacy fueled both the amount of materials created and the increasing acceptance of the image described by those materials.
Linkon

However, we can discern how the print materials that provincial women were consuming was reflected in the letters they were writing
Describe the magazines, and show how the newspapers picked up that material
Describe the newspapers, mention that they specifically deal with literature, cater to men and women
Describe the letters/collections: who where when]


References to specific literary works are limited. Harriet Beecher Stowe appears to be the most popular writer among both the Savage and Hubbard women. Mrs. Denison writes to her Aunt: “Our last week’s paper says at the close of “Sunbeams in the Forest” concluded so I suppose we shall hear no more from Mrs. Stowe at present.”
 Stowe continues to be a favorite. Two years later, fulfilling her role as educating mother, Louise has introduced her son to that most popular work: “I have been so much interrupted by Spencer who has been sitting by my side reading “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” and every few minutes asking some questions about it.”
 Writing to her sister in 1856, Mary Dinesmore reports that she and her husband “are now reading Mrs. Stow’s new work ‘Dred’ find it quite interesting but do not think it quite meets our expectations.”
 

A lack of direct discussion of specific authors, however, does not mean that letter writers were not reading. In their letters of the 1830s and 1840s, the Hubbard and Savage women of the older generation are filled with reflections about the Second great Awakening that surrounded them. Revivals, … These concerns are carried forward by this generation into the 1850s. There is a difference between the letters of this generation and the letters from their daughters. According to Ann C. Rose, after the 1840s provincial women’s casual depictions of their society and themselves took on the distinctly theatrical tone of sentimental literature and culture.”
 This tone is displayed in a number of ways. In the same letter that describes her tranquil domestic scene, Louise Denison continues by suggesting that if her aunt finds such descriptions dull she can “just call in & we'll entertain you as well as we know how, for instance, I'll take you to one of the meetings of our sewing society.” Not only is Mrs. Denison commenting playfully on the distance that separates them, she is, in the descriptions that follow, consciously creating a mini-travelogue for her reader. [writing as imagination and as perpetuating family/community: Jane/Jerusha Hubbard letter, April 22, 1855: “when writing I can almost see the person with whom I am conversing in imagination”

[Brief explanation of popular magazines: Graham’s, Peterson’s, Godey’s: their commonalities and differences, the literature, the images]

[Introduction of VT newspapers: The American Journal, The Tea Party, VT Family Gazette, etc.]

[Topaz: accepts that Middlebury is bywater, yet says the paper’s contents will range far and wide—thus local audience expected to be interested in non-local material, intellectual also] 
Moving: Writing as travelogue, regionalism, lure

When Spenser Denison lay on the carpet tracing the route back to his grand-parents’ house, he was following the road taken by many mid-century Vermonters who left their hill farms for the promised riches of the mid-west.

[letters from far west, Savage apprentice letter from New Orleans]

[Letters from westerners paint glowing pictures: the good life as defined by crops, farming practices and prices. Newspapers are more conflicted: report events and prices in positive light but…]

[American Journal: 5/5/1855: “Going West” ‘you need to work just as hard there as here. If you work hard here you can do just as well as there’]

[Almira Savage: going west to teach, scholars, subjects, handling income, building and furnishing a house]

[“Advocates of regional cultures set out to record their areas’ unique traits and histories when they realized how much the national marketplace threatened local distinctiveness.” (Rose, Ann C: Voices of the Marketplace, 164)]
[American Journal article on glorious Vermont]

[Sugaring and its ties to home, butter (Hubbard, Savage—don’t forget Mary’s cow)]
Religion

[Moving from the turbulent 1820s-40s: revivalism, denominational conflict]
[Consolidation: a) personalized faith: Elizabeth Savage’s conversion
[b) organized faith: finding a church, finding a minister, changing role of ministers from pastoral to oratorical]

[c) genteel faith: building and furnishing churches

Ann Douglas in her Feminization of American Culture decried the increased consumerism of antebellum culture as a poor substitute for the religiosity that preceded it. Gordon and McArthur counter, however, that “for nineteenth-century women, raised amidst austere surroundings and unceasing work and threatened with eternal damnation by a judgmental God, domestic luxuries and a forgiving, if sentimental religion, came as a welcome change.”
 Given the number of advertisements in newspapers for the latest bonnets, shawls, trimmings and household décor it is surprising that the women of the Hubbard and Savage families rarely discuss fashion. To satisfy the expressed curiosity of her niece, Mary Dinsmore, upon her relocation to New York City does note that “Helen wanted to know how the little girls here wore their hair and I suppose she will be very glad to hear that all I have seen to notice are beginning to braid them but perhaps I have not seen the most fashionable yet.”
 She is not averse to looking at the many shop window displays the city has to offer, but has a decided opinion about the appropriate levels of consumption, the dangers of overconsumption, and what a woman’s priorities should be. When a former friend visits her in Quechee, she notes that

“Ellen Parker was there . . . She is no less vain than when a girl. One would judge to see the amount of jewelry worn to decorate her fair person and it would seem as if she had seen enough of trouble in following the remains of four loved ones to the grave within three years to lead her to care less for such things and feel that ‘all is vanity.’”


Consumerism for the betterment of the church, however, was more acceptable. Among the changes in Protestantism was a perception that gentility should be cultivated and these newly refined sensibilities directed to the decoration and design of churches.
 According to Kelly, this “gradual change in theology and practice buttressed by the marriage of Protestantism and refinement had spread from Unitarians, Congregationalists, and Episcopalians to more conservative, evangelical denominations.” For the women of the Hubbard and Savage families, this change provided the impetus for expressions of faith that took the form of service through organized fund raising events, and added a faith-based service aspect to already familiar events like sewing circles.


When Jane Denison reports to her Aunt that she has taken a “hard cold down to the Saloon trying to help sell ice cream” she is not engaging in personal mercantile activity but providing a service to “help the Church.” The ladies have made enough “this season of all expenses in selling Ice cream which has paid for the carpet in the new Church. It is nerely completed & is to be dedicated the 5th of Sept. The seats are all cushioned alike with the red damask…”
 The Ladies Sewing Society of the Congregational Church in Woodstock reported in the inaugural edition of “The Tea Party” that their fund raising efforts over the years had provided not only the carpet, lamps, and organ for the meeting house but was well on its way to acquiring sufficient funds to begin a renovation of the entire church. Not all sewing circles could aspire to such heights, but the ladies of Louise Denison’s circle could report with pride that they had collected $100 of the $150 they had pledged six months before to help build a new church.


Sewing circles were obviously not always devoted to community fund raising. Although the work required to maintain a household was still great, increased access to manufactured goods allowed many farm women to at least put away their spinning wheels. The elder Mrs. Savage, in a letter to her daughter-in-law, responds to the fact that her grown children have left home by retreating to what must have been a familiar occupation of her generation: “we are rather lonely with our small family, have brought down my little wheel for company.”
 While they may have no longer needed their wheels, sewing, particularly that of shirts, small clothes and quilts, remained a responsibility of women. The sewing basket was a constant companion, never empty, a visible reminder of work not done. Mary Dinsmore writes that in preparation of setting up housekeeping in 1852 that she was “busy enough piecing and quilting bed quilts.”
 Nor was it solely the responsibility of rural women. Several stories by Alice B. Haven feature a sewing basket that looms large in the consciousness of both rural and town characters. In at least two instances the act of attempting to empty the basket brings her characters to the point of depression and illness. [Coopers, reverie]

One answer to the burden of sewing was to make it a shared activity. The members of Mrs. Denison’s Kalamazoo sewing circle met every other Tuesday afternoon and evening. The “ladies sew the afternoon for the lady with whom they meet & so she gives them a tea.” Sewing might also be shared among smaller groups of family and neighbors as when Mrs. Savage and her daughters have “with a little help quilted two bed quilts, pieced one of them, the other was the rose blocks that dear Susan pieced.” This dual conception of sewing as both a family or communal bonding activity and a work burden are evident when Mrs. Savage’s continues on that same line in her letter “wish Allen could make arrangements to come live with us. work and care look like a mountain to your father and I have some of the same feelings.” Such was the importance of the sewing circle that women were willing to go to great lengths to attend. While her husband was investigating a possible move to New York City, Mary Dinsmore and their son Willie had returned, temporarily, to her mother’s house. They arranged for a meeting of the sewing society but the weather did not cooperate. This did not prevent a large attendance: “This week the sewing society met here. It was a stormy day and only 20 ladies came. Mr. Kent brought up 19 and engaged to go back and bring another load but the storm prevented.”
[‘social’ vs. ‘separate spheres’, men’s contributions/interactions in ‘feminine’ sewing circles]

Sickness, death and scandal

A substantial portion of correspondence was spent reassuring readers that family members were in good health, describing aspects of poor health, or reporting on illnesses and deaths in the family or community. 

[Examples]


The mid-century preoccupation with illness was not unwarranted. The increase in life expectancy experienced in the eighteenth century did not continue in the nineteenth. Although there were regional variations, the life expectancy overall for Americans declined in the decades before the Civil War. Geographic mobility and increasing urbanization fostered the spread of scarlet fever, typhoid, tuberculosis and periodic epidemics like yellow fever.

[Examples]


Suggestions for cures, though present, are less evident in the letters, nor do they occupy the pages of the ladies magazines. [beyond ex: Godey’s “Household Hints] [Savage example] 

By contrast, a substantial portion of newspaper space was devoted to advertisements for a variety of nostrums. These advertisements extolled the efficacy of their particular product but also served to explain what diseases were and how they worked. They taught a “medical language” that could be adopted by letter writers as they descrribed the illnesses and afflications in their own families. [evidence?] 
[brain fever may be a common staple of fiction, but the letter writers tend to focus on more specific symptoms]
[Magazines: ‘beautiful deaths’ for moral purposes]
[letters: Mary’s description, Vilas letter?]
[sensational: suicide—grisly details]

[accidents—Charley’s injury]

[the bizarre—Barnum, AJ: woman marries woman]

Important:  Two areas that are not reflected in women’s letters: why not?
Reflections of current political events (May/may not include, depending on length)
[“It became increasingly difficult during the 1850s to avoid discussion of slavery and the prospects of the Union.” (Rose, Ann C: Voices of the Marketplace, 164) While this is true of the periodicals of the 1850s it is much less clear that discussion of political events were considered appropriate or interesting subjects for letter writers. ]

[Hubbard, 11/15/1860: “If you have another Lincoln Envelope I wish you would bring me one. I am going to write to Oscar Moulton and send him a black ribbon’d badge. I told him if Lincoln was elected I would do so.”]

[Hubbard, 12-29-1860 Jane H. to Frank H.: “There has been a report about here that Lincoln has been assassinated but we do not give it much heed”]

[Savage: “you will like the politics here” – or use this in ‘moving’ section]

Not surprisingly, political discussion is much more prominent in newspapers. (Even Tea Party has a letter from Pierce)
[Examples]

So, it’s not that newspapers are for men and so they are political. Newspapers were for both as evidenced by literature, etc. Not a separate sphere dichtomy, rather, newspapers, being for both, would include items relevant to both men and women, i.e., appealing to all their readers. It’s not their reading that is proscribed but their writing Writing about politics is a man’s thing, just like writing about crop prices. Women consume romance but don’t write about it: men consume politics? hmmm…. 

Love/Romance/Marriage (May/may not include, depending on length)
In published fiction it is the purview of women writers

In letters, women mention marriages but it’s the men who talk about romance…hmmm..

From Roxana’s Children:

“’On the very important and ominous occasion of a quilting at Mrs. Stevens [Chastina and Alfred] were introduced to each other.’” (p. 63) quoting from Chastina’s journal (?) of their meeting in the early 1840s

In those few lines, Mrs. Denison not only reflects the culture of which she is a part, but frames it in the visual and literary terms that she, as an educated middle-class mid-nineteenth century woman, would have experienced through the burgeoning number of print resources available to her.
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