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Catharine Dean Flint (1802-1869)
Unknown painter; c. 1843-69
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33

"What a Blessing You Are to Me":
Catharine Dean Flint and the Roles of Sister and Aunt 

in Nineteenth-Century Massachusetts

Carolyn J. Lawes

Historical Journal of Massachusetts, Vol. 52 (1), Winter 2024
© Institute for Massachusetts Studies, Westfield State University

Editor’s Introduction: This article analyzes the life of Catharine Dean 
Flint (1802-1869) of Boston, Massachusetts and argues for the significance 
of the familial roles of sister and aunt to her sense of self and to her family’s 
intergenerational success. A close reading of Flint’s diaries and family papers 
reveals the crucial role she played in creating, sustaining, and passing on to the 
next generation vital family bonds. In her twin roles of sister and aunt, Catharine 
Dean Flint contributed significantly to the cohesiveness that facilitated the success 
of her prominent, nineteenth-century family. The importance of these familial 
roles has not been well-studied or explored by historians. Professor Carolyn J. 
Lawes is the author of Women and Reform in a New England Community, 
1815-1860 (2000), which explores the breadth and depth of women’s activism 
in antebellum Worcester.

*   *   *   *   *
In April 1869, shortly after her sixty-seventh birthday, Catharine Dean 

Flint of Boston died at her home at 22 West Street and was buried on 
Geranium Path in fashionable Mount Auburn Cemetery. Although she 
had socialized with Boston’s elite, such as Elizabeth Boardman Otis and 
Katherine Bigelow Lawrence, Flint was not active in the city’s numerous 
social organizations and reform movements. Indeed, outside of her family, 
Flint was not well known. However, her husband had recently retired as the 
president of Boston’s Eagle Bank, which likely explains why three Boston 
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newspapers published a brief notice of her death: “In this city, April 12, 
Catharine Flint, wife of Waldo Flint.” 

And with that, Catharine Dean Flint disappears from the historical 
record, apparently having contributed little to society except as a wife and 
an occasional hostess, for she never had children. Yet a closer examination 
reveals that, within her extended family, Flint played a vital role in creating, 
sustaining, and passing on to the next generation the natal bonds that had 
led the three Dean sisters from a small town in New Hampshire to positions 
of privilege in Massachusetts. As a sister and as an aunt, Flint contributed 
significantly to the cohesiveness that facilitated the success of her nineteenth-
century family. 

Historians have explored how, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, the American family underwent a series of sea changes that resulted 
in the emergence of the nuclear family as the dominant paradigm among the 
northern, white middle class. The romantic ideal of companionate marriage 
combined with the impact of a political revolution, a market revolution, and 
an evangelical awakening to recast the middle-class home. Populated by a 
husband, a wife, and their children, home became a much-needed refuge 
from the tumultuous, even immoral, worlds of business and politics, severing 
it from the larger society in which it had been enmeshed. Revised definitions 
of gender reinforced the nuclear family ideal by attempting to draw a line 
between the “private” sphere of feminine purity and domesticity and the 
rough-and-tumble “public” sphere of masculine politics and economics. 
By committing themselves to marriage and motherhood, and focusing 
their energies upon their husbands and children, women would contribute 
to the success of their families and the nation—and, with luck, ensure for 
themselves a good life.

The “bonds of womanhood” thus created by an invigorated focus on 
nuclear marriage and domesticated motherhood were real, but they were not 
the whole story. Not all women married or became mothers, nor were “wife” 
and “mother” their only familial roles. Being a sister to another woman, or an 
aunt to a sibling’s child, were common experiences that were at the center of 
many women’s lives. Yet the very ubiquity of the roles of sister and aunt has too 
often rendered those familial functions invisible. Historians have analyzed 
the meaning of sisterhood more as a metaphor than as a reality, and the 
significance of the aunt has not been systematically studied. Sociologists and 
scholars of family relations have recently begun to explore the ways in which 
contemporary aunts and uncles—the “forgotten kin”—play important parts 
in the creation of family memory as well as individual and group identity. 
Neither peer nor parent, aunts and uncles occupy a unique familial role as 
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“involved observers” who tie the generations together and often contribute to 
a family’s, and an individual’s, success. 

This article examines the life of Catharine Dean Flint (1802-1868) to 
argue for the central importance of her roles as a sister and an aunt to both 
herself and her family. Through frequent letters and visits, Flint and her 
sisters maintained close ties across time and distance. They made important 
contributions to their family’s economic and social success, although that 
was an implicit goal. Often overlooked, however, is how they contributed to 
and helped ensure the persistence of the natal family through the creation 
and repetition of a collective family narrative. Despite the challenges of busy 
lives and repeated relocations, the sisters not only supported one another but 
passed on to the rising generation the legacy of what it meant to be a member 
of the extended Dean family. 

To be sure, Catharine Dean Flint was in no sense representative of her 
time and place. Born to a well-to-do New Hampshire family, she was well 
educated and enjoyed a happy marriage to a prosperous lawyer-turned-
banker. As a white woman married to a man of means and standing, Flint was 
insulated from many of the stressors facing her less-fortunate contemporaries 
in the eventful nineteenth century although she was not, as we shall see, 
spared from all. That very privilege, however, allowed her to compose the 
numerous letters that document her familial relationships and, in the last 
decade of her life, to record her thoughts in regular diary entries. Analysis 
of these sources reveal that Flint’s familial roles as a sister and an aunt were 
crucial to her sense of self and to her understanding of the world.

CHILDHOOD & SISTERS

Catharine was born in 1802 in Charlestown, New Hampshire, to 
merchant and banker Aaron Dean and Phyla Walker Dean. She was the 
second of three daughters in a well-spaced, female-centered household. A 
fond and indulgent father, Aaron Dean valued education and encouraged 
his daughters to make their own decisions. When Catharine was at school in 
Boston in 1818, he sent the sixteen-year-old $50, noting:

I hope you will purchase any articles of clothing you wish for. 
Mr Hubbard informed [me] that you wished to learn French. I 
have no objection provided it does not interfere too much with 
your other studdies [sic]. However I shall leave it with you to do 
as you think best.
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Phyla Walker Dean’s “never 
ceasing tender thoughts” similarly 
endeared her to her daughters 
who, as adults, jokingly vied for 
her attention. Growing up in a 
mutually supportive family left 
a deep impression on the Dean 
daughters, who replicated that 
pattern in their adult lives.

The three sisters were tightly 
bonded but not close in age. The 
eldest, Sarah, also known as “Sally,” 
was born in 1795; Catharine, who 
was called “Kitty,” came along seven 
years later, in 1802; and Rebekah, 
nicknamed “Scott,” arrived ten 
years after Catharine, in 1812. All 
left Charlestown as young adults—
Sarah and Catharine eventually 
settled in Boston, Rebekah in Worcester—but the memories of growing up 
in a closely-knit family figured prominently. As Catharine recalled, “Mr. F 
and I concluded last night that there were two places in the world which we 
loved very much—our home and Mother’s.” The physical distance separating 
the sisters did not result in emotional distance but in fact strengthened the 
natal ties. Through the years and numerous relocations, the Dean sisters 
remained intimately involved in one another’s life.

THE ROLE OF AUNT & SISTER TO SARAH DEAN HUBBARD & 
HER CHILDREN

When Sarah “Sally” Dean Hubbard accompanied her politician husband 
to Washington, D.C., in 1829, she kept her sisters up to date with letters 
describing her activities, such as the ritual exchange of social calls expected 
of the wife of a Congressman. “I am almost sick of receiving and returning 
calls,” she wrote Catharine in 1833. “But I like the Washington ladies much 
better than I expected to.” Sally described joining “a great number of ladies” 
attending congressional sessions, confessing she was more impressed with 
the capitol building than with the politicians it housed, one of whom she 
dismissed as “a mad man.” Sally longed for her sisters and suggested, a bit 
wistfully, that they visit so that she might show them off: “How I should 

Phyla Walker Dean, c. 1830s
Worcester Art Museum
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admire to have yourself and husband and sister Scott spend a month here 
with us. I think you both would enjoy the parties; you are so fond of dancing. 
I have been but to one party, I saw no lady there young or old that danced as 
well as either of my sisters.”

Sally’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Sarah, accompanied her parents to 
Washington. Only twelve years younger than Catharine, Sarah had grown 
up next door to her maternal aunts and enjoyed writing her Aunt Kitty 
detailed letters recounting her experiences in the nation’s capital. A keen 
observer with a biting wit, Sarah delighted in deflating the presumptions of 
the Washington elite: “I was very much amused yesterday, some ladies called 
on us who had visited us very frequently the winter we were here before; one 
of them asked Mother if this was her first winter in Washington. I had half 
a mind to tell her, she called on us the first winter we were here; so much for 
their acquaintance.” Not even the president was spared; although her father 
was a staunch Jacksonian Democrat, Sarah’s letters to Aunt Kitty mocked 
Andrew Jackson’s “family of ladies”: 

The President has quite a family of ladies this winter Mrs. 
Donelson and two young ladies Miss McLemore and Miss 
Coffee are staying there. I have heard that the young ladies are 
consider[ed] as handsome, but I am sure no one would think of 
bringing such a charge against them if they were not a connection 
of the Presidents. I thought they were the most uncouth awkward 
young ladies I had seen for some time, both in manners person 
and appearance; just from the wilds of Tennessee. 

When Henry Hubbard (1784-1857) moved from the U.S, House of 
Representatives to the U.S. Senate in 1835, the demands on the Hubbard 
women increased, much to Sarah’s annoyance. “[B]eing ladies of a Senator, 
we have had many more calls than we ever had before. It makes me groan in 
spirit to look at the long, long list we have to return,” Sarah grumbled. “It is 
a useless sort of life and I feel every night when I retire to my own chamber 
very much dissatisfied with the way in which I have employed my time.” 

In 1836, Sarah returned to Charlestown to marry her father’s law partner, 
and a future jurist, John James Gilchrist. After Sarah Dean Hubbard and 
Sarah Hubbard Gilchrist were widowed in the 1850s, they moved to Boston’s 
Beacon Hill, a short walk across the Common to Catharine’s home on West 
Street. The reunited Dean and Hubbard women were once again part of one 
another’s daily life, enjoying dinner at one sister’s house and tea at the other’s, 
swapping recipes for food and laundry soap, exchanging confidences and 
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concerns, caring for one another 
during illnesses, and spending 
evenings dancing in the parlor 
accompanied by Catharine at the 
piano. 

ROLE IN HER NEPHEWS’ 
LIVES

During Sally Hubbard’s time 
in Washington, she sent her four 
sons—Henry Jr., age thirteen; 
Nathaniel, age eight; Richard, age 
six; and Aaron, age three—to live 
with Catharine and her husband, 
Waldo Flint (1794-1879). Catharine 
had no children but had known her 
nephews since their birth. Sally had 
full faith and confidence in her 
sister’s ability to care for her boys: “I shall feel perfectly satisfied my dear 
sister to have you manage my children in your own way. I feel quite at ease 
about them . . . How much I wish to see them, kiss them both for me.” 
Catharine was not simply a temporary surrogate mother to her nephews, she 
was “Aunt Kitty”—a caring family member and a supportive friend through 
the course of their lives. 

In the early 1840s, the Flints moved to Boston when Waldo Flint 
accepted the position as cashier of the Eagle Bank, and shortly afterwards 
their nephews Nathaniel, then twenty-three, and Aaron, eighteen, joined 
their household. For the next eleven years, as Nathaniel launched his career 
as a counselor and Aaron worked as a clerk, the brothers lived with their aunt 
and uncle. By 1852, Aaron and Nathaniel had founded Hubbard Brothers, 
a brokerage firm, but when Catharine and Waldo Flint moved to 6 West 
Street, their nephews went with them. 

In the late 1850s, the Hubbard brothers left the Flint home to move in 
with their widowed mother and widowed sister, who had recently settled in 
Beacon Hill. The years the Hubbard nephews spent with their aunt and uncle, 
beginning when they were children and continuing through adulthood, 
had created a permanent bond. For the rest of their lives, Nathaniel and 
Aaron Hubbard regularly joined their aunt and uncle for the midday meal, 
accompanied their aunt to church and to the opera, passed evenings as a 

Henry Hubbard
U.S. Representative 1829-35, 

Senator 1835-41, Governor 1842-43
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family playing whist, rode out snowstorms together while drinking hot 
whiskey punch—“dreadful stuff,” Catharine reflected—and in general 
shared the minutiae of daily life that are at the center of a family. 

Catharine grew especially close to Nathaniel Hubbard, whom she 
described as “bright and giving so much happiness.” Nathaniel “always 
brought cheerfulness with him,” she thought, and “appeared sweetly . . . if 
such a term may be applied to a gentleman.” Above all, Nathaniel “always 
noticed my little arrangements.” It was he who remembered her birthday, 
accompanied her to church, and spontaneously brought her a bouquet that 
included “one white lily, which he said he put in, because he heard me say it 
was my wedding flower.” Catharine was “very much pleased” at Nathaniel’s 
engagement to Anne Frothingham in 1862, hosting an elaborate dinner 
party in their honor and regularly visiting “Nat and Annie” in their new 
home at 210 Beacon. In 1865, the couple memorialized their bond to Aunt 
Kitty by naming their daughter Katherine Dean Hubbard. “My namesake,” 
Catharine noted proudly.

Shortly after his daughter’s birth, Nathaniel collapsed on the floor of 
Hubbard Brothers brokerage firm and died of a heart attack at age forty-four. 
The sudden loss was a blow, and Catharine grieved for him until her own 
death just four years later. Although her nephew Aaron was frequently too ill 
to provide the same comfort and friendship she had enjoyed with Nathaniel, 
Aunt Kitty remained devoted to him as well as to her niece, Sarah Hubbard 
Gilchrist, her other Hubbard nephews, and her sister Rebekah’s son, Stephen 
Salisbury III, all of whom were frequent visitors to her home. The pattern 
of intergenerational friendships thus established also encompassed the 
third generation, as Catharine’s grandniece and grandnephews sought out 
her company. In her role as an aunt, Catharine Dean Flint fostered warm 
friendships across several generations and strengthened the cohesion of the 
extended Dean family.  

THE LIFELONG ROLE OF SISTER

The role of sister was equally important in Catharine Dean Flint’s life. 
Although she and Sarah were closer in years, Catharine and Rebekah were 
“spirits in tune,” and a constant presence in the other’s life. Catharine initially 
assumed the role of older-and-wiser sister, offering advice and the occasional 
gentle correction. In an 1826 letter riddled with homilies, twenty-four-year-
old Catharine cautioned fourteen-year-old Rebekah to:
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Remember, my dear sister, what I said to you of carelessness. It 
is a serious evil and unless overcome will be a source of much 
trouble both to your friends and yourself. Never postpone until 
tomorrow, but do all things in their proper time.

But the affection between the sisters was such that Catharine encouraged 
Rebekah to do the same: “I give you full liberty to point out to me whatever 
you see in my conduct, which you think is not correct. I shall feel much 
obliged to you and will endeavor to correct it.” Saying goodbye was wrenching. 
When Rebekah left for Dr. Park’s school in Boston, Catharine was filled 
with emotion: “Separating from you, my dear sister, made me somewhat sad 
for the first few miles, but I at last regained sufficient composure to enable me 
to speak without feeling a choking in my throat.”

After completing her education, Rebekah returned to her parents in 
Charlestown, New Hampshire, but spent months at a time with the now-
married Catharine in Leicester, Massachusetts. “And now my dear mother I 
have a favor to ask,” Catharine wrote Phyla Dean in October 1831. “[W]ill 
you let Rebekah remain with us until the first of January? . . . I am sure you 
consent to do without her so short a time, for I want her dreadfully.” When 
Rebekah’s visits ended, Catharine felt as if a piece of herself was missing: 
“My parlour looks very lonely without you dear R and I feel as if a good part 
of me had been taken away—it does seem to me that I cannot do without you 
and I am crying about it this very minute.”

As Rebekah matured, the nature of the sister relationship evolved from 
loving-older-sister and cherished-younger-sister to peers and confidants. In the 
spring of 1833, after a whirlwind courtship, twenty-year-old Rebekah, who 
had once sworn never to marry, was engaged to thirty-five-year-old, Stephen 
Salisbury II of Worcester, heir to the Salisbury fortune. Overwhelmed at her 
sudden change in status, and dismayed at the prospect of furnishing the five-
story, red brick townhouse her fiancé had built in Worcester, Rebekah turned 
to her sister: “What must I do? I want your advice & assistance most sadly.” 
Rebekah explained that, “Whenever I say to Mr S what shall I do? He replies 
‘ask sister Kitty, she can tell you.’” And so Rebekah did, asking Catharine:

How can I do it? I should not know what would be right and 
proper. . . . I think with you that I had best pass a few days in 
Boston—will you go with me? . . . Can you tell me the sum 
of money I must ask Mr Briggs to have in readiness for me . . . 
as I know nothing of the price of furniture. There are twelve 
chambers in that house. 
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Catharine Dean Flint, 
age 41

Rebekah Dean Salisbury, 
age 30

Portraitist Pamelia Hill painted 
these miniatures of the sisters 
in 1843.

Source: 
Worcester Art Museum
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And sister Kitty came through. Not only was Catharine experienced in 
running a household but she was fond of fashion and had long acted as a 
personal shopper for her sisters, purchasing items as varied as bonnets and 
stays, and was familiar with the Boston merchants and prices. Two weeks 
before the wedding, Rebekah was in Charlestown recovering from an illness 
that left her “very pale and thin,” leaving Catharine to put the final touches 
on her sister’s future home. “Kitty writes me that an air of comfort is fast 
spreading around the house that is to be our home, dear Stephen,” Rebekah 
wrote her fiancé. “Heaven smiles upon us.”

ILLNESS & POOR HEALTH OVER THE DECADES

The smiles of heaven did not last, however, and in retrospect it is clear that 
Catharine and Rebekah were even then suffering the effects of tuberculosis. 
A leading cause of death in the nineteenth century, tuberculosis was an 
unpredictable disease whose cause and treatment were as yet unknown. 
Neither sister was certain of what ailed them, only that each was frequently 
ill. In 1829, Rebekah wrote Catharine, “Do take good care of your health 
for March is coming and that is a trying month to you,” and reminded her 
sister to “tell us the whole truth when you write for you know dearest sister 
that we should all feel sadly should you have been more sick than you say 
you have been.”

Rebekah’s concern was prescient, for Catharine was indeed “more sick” 
and by early July, 1829, was so dangerously ill that the family did not tell 
her of the death of her father, Aaron Dean, on July 22. Phyla Dean went 
to Leicester to care for Catharine while Rebekah and Sally remained in 
Charlestown, worriedly requesting updates: “We are very, very anxious but I 
cannot but think that our dear sister is better or you would have sent for me. 
. . . Sally has been so anxious that she has been almost sick.” Catharine did 
not fully recover until the fall, when a relieved Rebekah, visiting her sister in 
Leicester, was able to report to their mother: “Catharine looks finely. I never 
remember to have seen her in better health. She attended a large party at Gov 
Lincolns the evening we came.” So traumatic was Catharine’s 1829 illness 
that two years later it was still on the sisters’ minds: “Two years ago this 
day how sick I was!” Catharine recalled. “I feel that I cannot be sufficiently 
thankful for the health I now enjoy.”

BROKEN BONDS: REBEKAH’S EARLY DEATH, 1843

Rebekah, the youngest of the sisters, was the first to die, at the tender 
age of 30. The “colds” and “dyspepsia” that had plagued her since her teens 
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developed into agonizing pain in her chest, back, and sides, accompanied by 
severe bouts of coughing, night sweats, and persistent headaches. Because 
Rebekah felt better during the summer, the Salisburys traveled to Savannah 
in December 1841 to escape the New England winter and hopefully improve 
her health. “How much I want to be with you,” Rebekah wrote Catharine. 
“I do not allow myself to feel but never, never should I leave home to pass a 
winter here for pleasure.” 

The warmer climate seemed to help and Rebekah’s weight increased 
to 98 pounds, but by spring she was losing again. In May 1842, the 
Salisburys left Savannah for Philadelphia so that Rebekah could meet with 
a homeopathic physician. Ever hopeful for a cure, Stephen Salisbury wrote 
“my dear sister Catharine” that “Dr. Humphrey is very confident that her 
principal disease is in the Liver and her lungs are but slightly affected in the 
bronchial passages and there can be no tubercles. He thinks that all her other 
affections are secondary and all are easily removed.” Catharine was skeptical, 
but at Rebekah’s request she joined her sister in Philadelphia while Stephen 
Salisbury returned to Worcester for business.  

Dr. Humphrey’s diagnosis was wrong and by the summer of 1843 it 
was apparent that Rebekah’s condition was terminal. In early June, Stephen 
Salisbury asked for Catharine’s help in hiring a nurse for Rebekah. Boston 
friends highly recommended a “Mrs. McMillan,” who was working for a 
“Mrs. Gray,” but she agreed to go to Worcester if Catharine could convince 
Gray to accept another nurse, Mrs. Parks. Unfortunately, Parks had a grudge 
against McMillan and was unwilling to do her any favors. Catharine had to 
spend several weeks calling upon McMillan and Parks to negotiate a détente. 
Ultimately, she persuaded Parks to take McMillan’s place with Gray and 
McMillan was free to nurse Rebekah. 

In July, Catharine went to Worcester to care for her eight-year-old 
nephew, Stephen Salisbury III, as the family prepared for Rebekah’s death. 
“This morning I combed her long hair for the last time and cut it off—how 
my heart ached while I did it—yet I was outwardly calm,” she recalled. On 
Sunday, July 16, the family gathered at Rebekah’s bedside, attempting to be 
“bright and cheerful.” Catharine “sat in [Rebekah’s] easy chair” wearing a 
muslin dress made from cloth Rebekah had given her “but which had never 
been made till recently. She said she liked it.” 

For the next ten days, the family continued its vigil as Rebekah disengaged 
from life. Helpless to do anything but bear witness, Catharine resigned herself 
to being present for the sister who, just a dozen years earlier, had written: 
“What a blessing you are to me dearest sister & what a pity it is that such a 
blessing should be so far from me. . . . I know no one ever loved a sister half 
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as much as I love you.” On July 23, Catharine wanted to stay by her sister’s 
side through the night “but it was not thought best. She [Rebekah] seemed 
herself to feel that Mrs McM could do all for her. I desired her to send [for 
me] if she wanted me.” 

The next day the nurse assured Catharine that Rebekah had been “quite 
comfortable” during the night, but “Rebekah looked at me and shook her 
head.” After Rebekah tried but failed to swallow a meal of two raspberries, 
the sisters spoke for the last time. “I began talking of Stephen [Rebekah’s 
son]. She said I do not feel like hearing . . . She said ‘I am going’ after that 
she spoke but once in reply to my offer of some cordial. She said, ‘no sister I 
cannot.’” On July 24, 1843, “my sister Rebekah died at half past eleven [in 
the] morning her spirit took its flight.” 

Catharine mourned her sister for the rest of her life. “Dear dear Rebekah—
Where can you be that you are not permitted to manifest yourself to a heart 
that so pines for you—My beloved, my darling sister,” she wrote in 1846 
and again, two decades later: “This is the 24th anniversary of my dear sister 
Rebekah S. Salisbury’s death. . . . It is mysterious that one who seemed so well 
fitted to give and receive happiness, should so early have been called away.”  
Their lives had been so entwined for so long that everywhere Catharine 

Salisbury Residence in Worcester, 1933
In 1838 Stephen Salisbury built a large home in Worcester; this is where Rebekah 
died. It is still standing, although in use as a commercial building. Library of Congress.
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went held memories of her lost sister: visits to Charlestown, to Worcester, 
the anniversaries of Rebekah’s wedding and death. “The anniversary of 
Rebekah’s wedding—thought much of her, but when do I not?” she wrote 
in 1858.  

One last gift Catharine could give her sister was to ensure she was not 
forgotten. When her niece Sarah’s son, James Gilchrist, came to tea in 1858, 
Catharine pulled out some of Rebekah’s old letters: “I read sister Rebekah’s 
letters to James in the evening—Those of her fifteenth & sixteenth years—
that he might have some idea of her character—he does not remember her.”  
Similarly, a family visit to Worcester concluded with a musical tribute to 
Rebekah: “In the evening we had music and Mr. Salisbury called for some 
of the old songs which we used to sing with our dear Rebekah. This gratified 
me.” Long after Rebekah’s death, the sisters’ relationship endured.

CATHARINE DEAN FLINT‘S DEATH, 1869

Catharine Dean Flint’s return to good health in 1829 was unfortunately 
short-lived. The tuberculosis that had taken her sister Rebekah was also 
slowly killing Catharine. During the next forty years she endured recurring 
“attacks” that confined her to her room for days and even weeks at a time.38  
Catharine wrote her mother in 1849: 

I suppose you have learned from [nephew] Aaron’s letter that I 
had one of my attacks of sudden and severe pain on Wednesday 
night – it came on about eleven o’clock and I was not materially 
relieved until ten the next morning. Then I threw bile from my 
stomach, and was soon comfortable . . . today [Sunday] I am 
nearly as well as usual. 

By 1858, the disease that plagued her had advanced to the point that 
Catharine recalibrated her definition of good health. After visiting a friend, 
she wrote to her hostess, “I have used no remedy since I came home, save hot 
water at my feet last night, and, as I am certainly no worse, this morning I 
consider myself better.” The pain inflicted by the disease slowly eating away 
at her lungs at times led Catharine to despair: “I feel very drooping this 
morning. Perhaps what appears to be colds are the progress of my old trouble, 
which refuses to release its hold.”39 

The last ten years of Catharine’s life were spent enduring the effects of 
the advancing infection and waiting for the end to come: “I wish I had less 
dread of death—it increases rather than diminishes.” Her diary is a litany of 
suffering relieved only by occasional doses of “Dr Shattuck’s medicine”—a 
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West Street looking towards Boston Common, 1870
Catharine Dean Flint lived near this part of West Street.

Source: 13-15 West Street
Elizabeth Peabody Bookstore and Circulating Library
Boston Landmarks Commission Study Report, p. 9
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mixture of opium and ether—and by the company of her family. When 
one of her attacks came on, visits from her sister, niece, and nephews lifted 
her spirits and reminded her that she mattered: “Aches & pains came on 
before dinner with great soreness across the chest. In the afternoon, Stephen 
Salisbury Jr arrived to my great joy. Aaron & Jim [Gilchrist] called in the 
evening,” she noted in 1861. Four years later she wrote, “Felt quite ill—had 
a feeling of giddiness and oppression at the stomach before going to bed last 
evening. In the evening A.D.H. [Aaron Dean Hubbard] and James Gilchrist 
came in, and played a game of Whist with us, which was quite a relief as I 
could neither read nor work.” Some days witnessed a veritable revolving door 
of family calls: “Mrs Hubbard dined and took tea with us. A.D. Hubbard at 
tea. Sallie G and Nat in the evening.” Even when too ill to participate in the 
socializing, the presence of a family member in her parlor made Catharine 
feel better: “[nephew] Henry Hubbard dined here. I was not able to be at the 
dinner table but lay upon a couch in the parlor.”40 

In 1861, after bidding goodbye to a friend bound for Europe, Catharine 
reflected, “I called on Mrs Jordan in the afternoon—Perhaps our last 
interview before she goes away for three years. And can this worn frame last 
so long as that?”41 In fact, she did last that long, but not much longer. When 
Catharine Dean Flint died on April 12, 1869, her cause of death was listed 
as “phthisis – 2 years.” In reality, she had been dying by inches for at least 
four decades.42 

Rebekah Dean Salisbury had unwittingly acknowledged the tuberculosis 
afflicting the sisters when she wrote to Catharine in 1839: “I don’t know 
dear sister when I shall be in Boston. I have got into a sad habit of being 
sick every day or two after your fashion.”43 Two of the three Dean sisters, 
Catharine and Rebekah, died of tuberculosis. Although the eldest, Sarah 
Dean Hubbard, was spared, three of her five children were not. Nor was 
Catharine’s namesake, her grandniece Katherine Dean Hubbard, who died 
of tuberculosis in 1894, at age 28. The tightly-knit Dean family shared many 
things, including a deadly disease.44

*   *   *   *   *
An analysis of the life of Catharine Dean Flint suggests the importance 

of expanding our understanding of the concept of family in the nineteenth 
century to include the often-overlooked significance of the roles of sisters 
and aunts. Catharine Dean Flint was born a sister and became an aunt, and 
these two roles were fundamental to her identity and sense of self. Being a 
sister and an aunt gave meaning to her life, creating and defining who she 
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was as an individual and as a member of the extended Dean family. Over the 
course of her lifetime, she opened her home to her sisters, niece, nephews, 
grandniece, and grandnephews, forging intergenerational bonds that were 
based on blood but built on a lifetime of mutual caring and friendship.

HJM
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