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Westfield Women:

Aurelia Taylor's Diary and Lucy Gillett's Memoir
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Editor’s Introduction: 7his article explores the lives of two very different
nineteenth-century women. Born into prominent Westfield families, they were
distant cousins, although their lives overlapped by only fourteen years. Lucy
Douglas Fowler Gillett (1830-1916) lived a privileged and conventional life:
she married, bore seven children, and was comfortable among the town’s social
elite. Her eldest son became Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives. Despite
her ostensible well-being, however, her life was marked by many tragedies.
Death haunted both her childhood and her experience of motherhood while her
Jfather's unhappy second marriage cast a shadow over her adolescence. Yet in the
public version of her memoir (which she wrote in her seventies), Lucy appears
relentlessly cheerful and upbeat. Only when author Elizabeth M. Sharpe read
Lucy's original, handwritten notebooks did she uncover glimpses of her childhood
feelings of inadequacy and grief. These passages had been edited out by Lucy’s
niece when she prepared her aunt’s “Recollections” for the public in 1946.

A generation older than Lucy, Aurelia Taylor (1787-1844) led a very different
life. She endured a brief turbulent marriage at age 54 and never bore children.
Her diary is primarily a record of her daily work, financial accounts, community
activities, and spiritual aspirations. Whereas Lucy never engaged in paid labor

or income-generating activities, Aurelia took pride in her industriousness and
practical skills. Similar to hundreds of Westfield women, she did “outwork” —
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braiding rawhide leather at home in her free moments—for one of the many
whip manufacturers.

In her diary Aurelia kept careful records of her domestic activities. These
range from making sausages to sell, sewing fashionable clothes and bonnets,
building a hen coop, drying and stewing pumpkins, attending church services
and anti-slavery meetings, nursing the sick, and counseling the dying. Aurelia
lived in an era when most household items were made by hand and in the
home. For women, the home was their workplace. However, Aurelia was also a
shrewd businesswoman: she had inberited enough money to loan and to build a
handsome house of her own.

In this fascinating article, author Elizabeth M. Sharpe literally “reads between
the lines” of both their words and their silences to create a rich portrait of the
contrasting lives of these two nineteenth-century women. Sharpe, the co-director
of Historic Northampton and former Director of Education at the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of American History, is the author of In the Shadow of the
Dam: The Aftermath of the Mill River Flood of 1874 (Free Press, 2004), a
superb book abour Connecticur Valley history.

-L. Mara Dodge
X ko ok ok Xk

About 1900, Lucy Gillett of Westfield, Massachusetts, began her memoir
with a concise statement of purpose: “Since I find myself the last of my family,
I think of many events which I cannot remember distinctly, and about which
I want to enquire of my elders; and it is with keenest regret I reflect that the
opportunities to do so are now forever gone. Therefore,” she wrote, “I have
resolved to write out, before I go home, what I can remember of the scenes
and surroundings of my early days, thinking it may interest my children
when I am gone.™

In the nineteenth century, at a time when women were discouraged from
publishing their writing, it was acceptable for women like Lucy Gillett to
write a memoir or personal diary for themselves and their families. A woman's
memoir was expected to be a family history of times “worth remembering” to
be passed to the next generation. Similarly, a woman's diary was expected to
be a semi-private record of daily accomplishments, family births and deaths,
and community events which other family members would likely read and
refer to. Yet, even within the confines of these literary genres, nineteenth-
century women were able to leave a legacy and to reveal, in at least some
measure, a record of their personal inner lives.?

The Westfield Athenaeum is fortunate to possess both a diary and a
memoir by two nineteenth-century local women who were fine writers and
who accepted the restrictions and constraints of their era as they represented
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their lives in words for posterity and for themselves. While these writers were
usually silent on very private topics, nevertheless, in carefully constructed
passages and in telling lapses they disclosed persistent emotional stresses that
they, like other women of their era, carried with them every day.

Aurelia Taylor (1787-1844), also of Westfield, Massachusetts, penned
daily diary entries from 1832, when she was forty-five, to her death in 1844,
at age fifty-seven. On loose sheets of paper, in some 4100 entries, industrious
and enterprising Aurelia Taylor chronicled her voluminous household work,
her textile production, her paid labor braiding whip lashes, her financial
accounting, and her hours nursing neighbors with natural remedies. For
example, on June 2, 1834, she wrote about how she combined her household
and garden chores with trading her profits from whip braiding to buy her
niece Abba (nickname for Abby) fabric for a cotton dress and striped apron,
and then shopped for flowers at the town center, which was called the Green,
as it still is:

I have been sewing on the sleeves to my dress—planted more
low Beans, more Corn, sweet and yellow—have been to [whip
manufacturer] Mr. Harrisons. Took for [payment] for Braiding

Aurelia Taylor’s Diary, 1832-44

67



68

Historical Journal of Massachusetts ® Summer 2024

Abba a dress piece of Cotton Cloth—Abba an Apron—4 yards

Ticking—went to the Green to see about some flowers.

Slipped between these concise, just-the-facts, brief daily accounts were a few
rare longer passages of introspection and anger in which she raged at men
who had offended her, including her husband during her brief, turbulent
marriage and its psychological aftermath.

As Aurelia might have predicted, after she died in 1844, someone, perhaps
her sister, stitched the diary's loose pages into a book, covering it with brown
paper edged with a ribbon of checked cotton.?

Some sixty years after Aurelia's death, around 1900, another Westfield
native, Lucy Douglas Fowler Gillett (1830-1916), wrote a memoir in which
she looked back with nostalgia over her long life to her childhood and early
womanhood in the 1830s and 40s, the same years Aurelia recounted in her
diary. Lucy filled four clothbound books and several composition books
with carefully-crafted vignettes and compassionate character sketches of the
people she had known—her parents, siblings, husband, relatives, and family
friends, and townspeople—with all their virtues, some of their burdens, and
a few quirks.

Although Lucy was clear that she was serving others by taking the time
to write, she quickly found her own literary voice. As a quiet, sensitive child,
she was a keen observer of adult behavior who often listened unnoticed. As
a writer with an excellent memory, she mixed sentimentality with painful
honesty as she described how she grew up in the shadow of a gifted and
beautiful older sister who had died at age eleven in 1833 when Lucy was just
three. Lucy confessed that "my traits were so unlike those of my lovely sister
Frances that I must have been a perpetual disappointment.” (Memoir Book
1).* Lucy's life story illustrates how the death of a sibling, and later a mother,
although not unusual in that era, could impact family relationships forever.
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Aurelia Taylor (1787-1844) left no photograph or portrait;
only her signature and diary survive
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Aurelia was forty-three years older than Lucy, and when Aurelia died at
age fifty-seven, Lucy was just fourteen. Coincidentally, they were related.
Aurelia was the first cousin of Lucy's father, making them second cousins once
removed. (Aurelia's mother, Abigail Fowler Taylor, and Lucy's grandfather,
Samuel Fowler II, were siblings.) They were members of the town's oldest
and most prosperous white families, the Taylors and the Fowlers, which had
intermarried many times over. The Fowlers had arrived in Westfield from
Windsor, Connecticut in 1675, four years after the first Taylor, who was the
minister. While their large and well-off families comprised the local upper
and middle classes, Lucy's family was wealthier, and her father was politically
prominent throughout the state.’

Aurelia and Lucy lived a mile apart, and although their lives brushed
up against each other and they encountered each other occasionally, neither
mentioned the other directly. From different points of view, they described
the same era in Westfield.

Aurelia and Lucy's accounts have been so prized for their insights into
local history that in the mid-twentieth century both were transcribed for
public use. Explanatory notes and a chronology were added to accompany a
308-page single-spaced typescript of Aurelia's diary, which covers the years
1832-44.° In 1946, Lucy's niece and a distant relative of Aurelia, Eloise
Fowler Salmond, compiled, at Lucy's daughter's request, "excerpts of general
interest” from Lucy's handwritten memoir. Salmond selected passages and
produced a sixty-eight-page typescript titled, "Early Recollections of Mrs.
Edward Bates Gillett (Lucy Douglas Fowler Gillett)."

Salmond's careful editing fit the expectations of the intended local
audience beyond the family. As a result, in the public "Recollections”
Lucy evinces a sensitive but guarded persona who describes her happy past
wistfully. Her few episodes of sadness are tempered by descriptions of strong,
religious people enduring hardships with fortitude and a positive outlook. In
the unedited memoir, however, Lucy is direct and honest about the emotional
experiences of her childhood.” In this article, I will refer to Eloise Salmond's
edited public version as the "Recollections” and Lucy's unedited handwritten
original as the "Memoir."

THE DIARY OF AURELIA TAYLOR (1787-1844)

In 1832, when Aurelia began her diary, she was forty-four, unmarried,
and living in the old red house on Main Street built by her grandfather
Eldad Taylor. Four generations of Taylors had lived on this stretch of
Main Street near the confluence of the Little and Westfield Rivers, at the
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heart of the original white settlement, where the meetinghouse and tavern
had once stood. Her great-grandfather was Edward Taylor, the celebrated
Puritan poet and minister who preached in Westfield for fifty-eight years,
beginning in 1671.%

Aurelia shared the house with six family members. They included her
father, Jedediah Taylor, a grave but vigorous man of eighty who farmed and
fattened cattle for the lucrative Boston and New York markets; her younger
brother George, a town leader who raised livestock with his father; George’s
wife, Pamela Root Taylor, who was from another old Westfield family and
whose father lived nearby; Aurelia’s unmarried sister, Betsy, age forty-three,
who sewed for a living; and Abby and Charles Bush, who were the teenage
children of Aurelia’s deceased sister, Sarah Bush.’

In the first week of January 1832, Aurelia established her diary’s
convention. She numbered each week of the year. She wrote “Sunday,” the
date, and then the day’s entry, with each day’s text running into the next.
At the end of the week, she drew a line across the page and began the next
week. Two or three weeks of entries fit on one page. Since the pattern was
consistent, and because she never recorded that she was taking up diary-
writing as a new endeavor, it is likely that this diary is the lone survivor of
several.

In the first entry, logged on January 1, 1832, Aurelia wrote that she had
been to Sunday meeting at the Baptist Church and the next day visited Mrs.
Shepard, who was sick. On Tuesday, she re-fashioned her long black shawl
into a petticoat, and by Wednesday she had spun wool for new stockings for
herself and niece Abby. She continued:

Jan. 5, 1832: We have been killing Hogs—I have Braided some
woolen yarn for myself and some cotton for Abba [niece Abby],
and put it into a Blue dye—we have had 40 days in succession
extreme cold weather, today the weather has moderated.

Jan. 7, 1832: pleasant day, I have been washing some in the
Morning—doubling and twisting some stocking yarn—have put
our Hams into the Brine. Pamela has been to her Father’s

Jan. 9, 1832: we have washed and cut our sausage meat—and
fitted them.

Jan. 12, 1832: I have been Churning [butter]—have been this
afternoon to see Aunt Rhoda—She is sick—George has a turn of
the cholic—we have given him 3 of Blairs pills, Hundred and 5
drops of Ladanum—in 3 doses—2 potions—castor oil, and Salse
[salts]—then infections.
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Aurelia’s brother, George Taylor, age thirty-two, recovered the next day,
but Aunt Rhoda Fowler Noble, who was Aurelia’s aunt (her mother’s sister)
and Lucy’s great aunt, died within the week. Nursing duties usually fell to
unmarried women like Aurelia, who could be called away at a moment’s
notice. Despite such unpredictable obligations, by month’s end, Aurelia had
knitted the blue and undyed yarn together into “clouded stockings” which
had a speckled or variegated pattern.

THE VARIETY AND VALUE OF WOMEN’S WORK

In the 1830s and '40s, family survival depended on women’s physical
labor, centered around the production of clothing and the preparation of
food for the months ahead. For women, home was their workplace. Each
night, as Aurelia proudly listed her accomplishments, she did not waste ink
on the mundane; she never mentioned what she made for dinner or that she
drew water from the well to wash dishes. She rarely mentioned the activities
of the men in the family.

The twelve years of her diary show the seasonal nature of her work, the
physical strength required, and her expansive skills. One October she pared
as many as fifteen pumpkins and set out the slices to dry (“a very good way
to dry them in the air and sun”). Each January she used dried pumpkin as
she “stewed and baked an oven full of pumpkin pies.”’® On August 1, 1832,
after picking dozens of quarts of blackberries, she dried them in the oven.
One day she planted three peach trees in the front yard, and on another day,
she dug eighteen bushels of potatoes and stored sixteen bushels in the cellar.
She shoveled snow off the roof of the house, made putty, patched windows,
and washed the garret stairs. She built a hen coop, enlarged a pigsty, and
pared and grated a half bushel of potatoes to make starch, which she used to
stiffen her linen caps.

Nearly every day, Aurelia worked with textiles. She sewed sheets, cloth
boot liners, and men’s shirts. She put a collar on her black silk cape and
another on her white cape. On April 28, 1832, she wrote that she had "been
carding and spinning tow," which was the short leftover flax fibers, and later
wove them into coarse linen for sacks. She cleaned the fleeces from the family
sheep and complained that there was only enough for her to weave twenty-
one yards of cloth. For her father, she sewed blue striped trousers and a cloak
with a velvet collar. She filled her new pillows with milkweed pods and
stuffed her rocking chair. She made nightcaps for herself and a fashionable
bonnet for her niece. After she transferred her feathers from her old bed
ticking to the new one, on July 13, 1835, she then removed the feathers from
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the new ticking, scalded them, and dried them in the oven. She wrote five
days after she started the project: “I have done drying my feathers and I think
I have got my pay for my trouble, my bed I think is much better.”"!

Aurelia sometimes recorded the division of labor and resources within
the household. She occasionally wrote that something was “my share,” and
she once mentioned that she had written her name in ink on her dish towels,
making it clear which were hers. Aurelia regularly admonished herself for not
doing more, as these entries show:

May 19, 1838: I have done but little—baked some pies, made a
calico cape—went up to Eli Nobles after some broom corn seed.
Got half pint, gave 4 cents.

Nov. 16, 1839: I have brought but little to pass today, I have
wiped my windows and have been to the Green to look at the box
stoves—I have dug my parsnips and other jobs.

Jan. 14, 1840: pleasant—I have done but little today—have
been to Betseys for an hour or two—Mrs Noble is not as well
today—we have sweat her with potatoes tonight. [The purpose
of “sweating” was to help reduce a fever. This was a traditional

Southern view in the central part of Westfield.

The Westfield Green, c. 1840
Source: John Warner Barber, Historical Collections (1844), p. 301.
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remedy. According to some sources, potatoes contain natural
anti-inflammatory properties that can help reduce a fever.]

Aurelia paid other women for work she did not have the skill to do herself,
notably cutting cloth to make clothing with the right look and fit. With no
paper dress patterns, women relied on local experts to make the decisive cuts
to the fabric. On April 11, 1833, she recorded, “I have been to Lois Nobles
got her to cut the waist of my dress paid her 8 cents—came home assisted in
putting up ashes for soap.” Two days later she wrote, “Had Betsy Dewey in
the afternoon cut and partly made Charles short coat—gave her 15 cents.”
Women’s specialty work had a known value that was often compensated in
cash. Aurelia’s sister Betsy sewed for Lucy’s mother, presumably for cash.

Aurelia’s extended family and friends, whom she visited two or three
times per week, lived in the older village center at what is now Main, East
Silver, Cross, and Union Streets. At least once a week, Aurelia walked or rode
from her Main Street neighborhood to the shops in the new town center at
the Green. By the 1830s, new church buildings, the town hall, and shops
had spring up one mile west at a busy intersection where Main Street and
Court Street cross Elm Street and Broad Street. New buildings faced an oval-
shaped acre of open green space, recently enclosed.'” In her Memoir, Lucy
described her relief when the wide-open crossroads was fenced in to become
the more formal Green. As a young child she had been “afraid of being run
over by horses and wagons.” Lucy felt secure when it was “enclosed by a fence
of turned posts and rails painted white” to make a park where she could take
refuge from fast-moving wagons (Recollections 27).

The volume of traffic had increased when the New Haven to Northampton
canal opened at the south end of Elm Street in 1827, at the Green. The
Boston and Albany railroad began service at the north end of Elm Street in
1841, and businesses grew up between the two transportation nodes. Lucy
described the change that Aurelia witnessed: “Elm Street became . . . the
main thoroughfare of the town, and slowly the businesses crept up that way,
leaving Main Street rather deserted” (Recollections 27). The development
coincided with Westfield's population jump of twenty percent from 1830 to
1840, from 2,940 to 3,526 persons."?

The increased population’s need for food benefitted Aurelia, who brought
the extra she made—from butter and sausages to pickles and dried apples—
to a store on the Green to exchange for store goods. Aurelia would have
walked along the narrow path at the side of Main Street. In her Memoir,
Lucy recalled that there were “no sidewalks, just a narrow hard-trodden path
through the grass” (Recollections 28a). Aurelia recorded:
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Jan. 26, 1833: I went to Mr. Harrisons [store] bought 6 yards
cotton cloth—12 sheets writing paper—2 skeins Green sewing
silk—paid in sausages.

Jan. 21, 1839: To the Green—carried 1 bushel dried apples, got
an iron dish kettle by paying 8 cents, beside the apples—carried
some sausages, got a sieve and six ounces tea.

As an enterprising manager, Aurelia knew the value of her labor, which she
used to supplement the household economy. With the increasing use of
cash, woman’s work at home, beyond what the family consumed, held real
monetary value. It could buffer a family against market fluctuations on such
things as the price of the beef, which Aurelia’s father and brother encountered
as they brought their cattle to market.

“OUTWORK”: WHIP MANUFACTURING

In addition to the domestic chores and selling her surplus, Aurelia
documented the outwork, or piecework, that she completed at home for whip
manufacturer Hiram Hull, who operated a general store on the east side of
the Green. Like four hundred other Westfield women, she went to one of the
whip shops, picked up the materials, labored at home, and returned with the
finished product. Her payment was cash or goods in the store, and sometimes
credit at another store.

At various times, Aurelia braided lengths of rawhide into pliable lashes,
plaited leather strips around whip stocks, applied butts to whip stocks,
braided the whip snaps, and worked whip handles. All these processes
required some training and practice. Women taught each other the skills of
the trade, including new braiding patterns. Women’s labor was the backbone
of Westfield’s growing whip industry which was, by 1837, the largest industry
in town, generating $153,000 a year from the finished product. In that year,
thirteen whip manufacturers employed 154 men and 410 women, almost all
in outwork."* Other women braided straw hats in the home, and Aurelia did
that too.

Aurelia delightedly spent her pay in Hiram Hull’s or Hiram Harrison's
store. She was paid twelve to seventeen cents per braid and accounted for
every penny, as the following entries reveal:

Dec. 10, 1832: I have been washing, and churning, braided 30
lashes—been to Mr. Hulls, bought 32 yards and half cotton cloth
11 cents yard, I pay in braiding lashes.
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April 1, 1833: I have braided 18 lashes, and have been to the
Green, took at Mr. Harrisons store for braiding 9 yards of calico
for myself a dress, gave 30 cents per yard—it amounted to 2
dollars 70 cents. Bought black and white dish gave 42 cents.

Aurelia integrated whip making into her day’s activities. On September
11, 1840, she reported, “Pleasant. I have baked and braided 5 stalks. The
next day she noted, “I have braided 3 stalks. Mrs. Lewis and Mrs. Cooley
have spent the afternoon here—Mrs. Lewis has cut and basted the waist to
my plaid dress.”

Whip making in Westfield was part of the New England practice of
piecework or outwork. Like shoemaking in Lynn and palm leaf hat making
in Hadley, outwork was a major source of family revenue before 1850, when
larger machines took over, and the work moved inside the factory where
women would be barred from certain jobs. Because there were often set-up
costs and space requirements, outwork was most often taken up by middle-
class women such as Aurelia, at a time in the family life cycle when there
were teenage gitls in the household, such as her niece Abby. The gitls could
either help with the outwork too or take over the regular domestic chores so
the adult was free to work. The manufacturer benefitted twice—the work
was done for low pay without overhead, and the outworkers spent their
wages in his store. Manufacturers used profits, generated by women like
Aurelia, to develop their industries by building factories that made women's
outwork obsolete, thus expanding markets and growing the U.S. economy.
Throughout New England, different types of outwork provided enough extra
cash so that farmers struggling to compete with the productivity of large
midwestern farms could survive, thus stemming westward migration for
some families.”

Beyond her increased purchasing power, outwork was appealing for
Aurelia because she could be her own boss, control her time, and test the
limits of her productivity. When she exchanged labor, goods, and money
with business leaders outside the family, she brought herself power and
prestige because her labor had value in the marketplace.

Her power increased when her father died and she received a substantial
inheritance. In July 1833, her eighty-year-old father, a quiet but vigorous man,
accidently stuck a pitchfork in his foot. For four months, Aurelia nursed the
infected foot; she washed it in rum and even tried binding it with plantain
leaves.'® When he died in November, Aurelia inherited one thousand dollars
in cash and, with her sister Betsy, the old house in which they lived (by 1833,
brother George had built his own house on Main Street), the home lot of
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two acres, and other small plots of land.”” Aurelia’s father, one of the largest
farmers in town, had lent money and now she did the same. Within four
years, she made loans to at least ten different men at interest, including a few
whose mortgages she held. Thus, Aurelia was a powerful person who had
economic control over many families. Men came to the house to pay her in
person as evidenced by these entries:

June 27, 1835: Zenos Clapp has renewed his note the interest for
five years and 7 months amounted to 13 dollars and 40 cents—
the face of the note was 40 dollars.

October 13, 1835: Brother [Thomas] Green has been here and
paid me his note and took his mortgage.

Aurelia appears to have taken great pride in her business prowess,
industriousness, and ability to support herself as an unmarried woman. As
we shall see, she would eventually use her income to build a house of her
own. With financial resources and a prominent family, she took steps most
women of her generation could not.

AURELIA’S SPIRITUAL ANGUISH

Outwardly, Aurelia was industrious, independent, sociable, well-dressed,
and financially secure. She was a sought-after nurse and “watcher,” who
would stay awake all night to “watch” a sick or dying person and attend
to their physical and spiritual needs.”® Yet, several entries of her diary point
to a painful interior life. She was increasingly worried about the state of
her soul and the prospect of final judgment at her death with no salvation.
At every death she attended she assessed her own readiness, and she found
herself wanting. Her passages about her spiritual journey parallel those of
seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century American diarists who wrote to
plot their pilgrim’s progress toward God."”

Similar to other Protestant women of their era, Lucy and Aurelia centered
their happiness around spirituality. As the only topic that they both wrote
about freely and with emotion, it brought peace and virtue to Lucy and a
mix of joy and anguish to Aurelia. There was a cultural expectation that
nineteenth-century women were to be intensely focused on the state of their
own souls.

The Protestant churches served asa social and intellectual outlet for women.
For Aurelia and Lucy, like most Christians in the 1830s and ’40s, evangelical
religion was a centerpiece of their week. In Westfield, the membership of the
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Congregational, Methodist, and Baptist churches grew into the hundreds
for each denomination in the first half of the nineteenth century, enough so
that the churches were able to erect buildings at the Green.?® The reason for
the explosion of churches was that after 1830, the separation of church and
state in Massachusetts freed up tax money, previously spent on the state-
supported Congregational church, to allow the expansion of Protestant sects.
The religious revivals of the Second Great Awakening followed, and most of
those who converted were women and gitls.

Over the years, Aurelia attended services at the Congregational, Baptist,
Methodist, and much-smaller Free Church, which became Unitarian, and
where Lucy’s father James Fowler led services. Aurelia wrote on Sunday, April
16, 1843: “very pleasant—I am not well but have been as far this afternoon
to meeting at the free Church—Henry Douglas and Esq. Fowler carried on
the meeting.” Aurelia sometimes attended two or more churches on the same
day. She went to protracted meetings, in which there was a prayer meeting
every day for a week (April 22-28, 1834), and she not only went to camp
meetings, but also sewed the tents they used! She recorded the adult baptisms
in the river. On Sunday, May 26, 1839, she wrote: “There were 4 baptized
by immersion and 2 sprinkled—Mary Alderman and Benjamin Lewis were
sprinkled—Richard Furrows wife and Frederic Moran and 2 strangers were
immersed.”

Much of the preaching tried to enlist support for reform or widen
the parishioners’ world views. At the Methodist and Baptist churches,
Aurelia heard guest lecturers from Judaic and Mormon traditions, talks by
missionaries, and sermons about the abolition of slavery and social reforms,
including temperance. On Sunday, July 10, 1842, she described the three
Methodist meetings she attended that day: “I have been to meeting, heard
Mr. Hascall in the morning from Exodus 33-14—in the afternoon from
Luke 15-7—went in the evening heard Mr. Perkins, a Missionary from
Persia, relate his journey from America.”’ Unlike many religious, middle-
class antebellum women in New England, however, Aurelia did not become
active in reform movements.

The appeal of evangelical preaching for people like Aurelia and Lucy
was that it emphasized a close, personal, and loving deity whom one could
talk to and accept or reject of one’s own free will. Thus, individuals were
responsible for the fate of their own souls and they had the ability to perfect
themselves by their good works, loving thoughts, and acceptance of Christ
into their hearts. First, however, one had to recognize his or her own sins and
repent them. This contrasted with the Calvinistic Puritanism, which had a
stronghold on New England until about 1800, that preached that the fate
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of one’s soul, destined either to heaven or hell, was preordained by God. No
one could change that ordination, and one would not know their fate until
death. People would live their whole life in fear of God and meet death with
terror of the final judgment. In contrast, an evangelical Christian met death
with an open heart expecting to meet a loving maker and be at peace forever.

Aurelia was eager for a conversion experience which was essential to
becoming a whole Christian. The conversion experience, she expected, would
be an intensely emotional one of rebirth in which she felt herself transformed
into someone with a new relationship to Christ and to the world. She listened
intently to every sermon and noted in her diary the scriptures that were
the subject of the sermon, perhaps as memory jogs so she could recall the
message. Aurelia understood the sermons intellectually but confessed that
she struggled to feel the spirit in her heart as she once had. She longed for
the conversion and to be among those who were baptized or who came to
the altar for prayer. By December 1837, she was in a spiritual depression. She
wrote:

December 3, 1837: I feel cold and stupid but little spiritual life
remaining—where is the blessedness I could once speak of, it
was the joy of my heart—the delight of my soul to be in the
worship of God to spend the Sabbath in his sanctuary—it was
my meat and my drink to be striving to do the will of my blessed
Master but—the gold has become dim and the most fine gold
changed—I have put off my shoes and I know not how to put
them on.

Two and a half years later, she felt the same. On May 3, 1840, she again
lamented: “I am dull and stupid, hardly know where I am—Oh Lord revive
thy work in my heart, is my daily prayer.”

She repeatedly chastised herself and escaped into her labor. Although she
never directly identified her work with her religious faith, she operated under
a strong work ethic that made her feel that she did not measure up, not only
to herself but to God. Thus, she pushed as hard in her work as she did in her
soul.

It is easy to assume that the Second Great Awakening was a time when
most people were converted at community-wide revivals such as the ones
Aurelia attended. But as Aurelia’s case shows, revival meetings could leave an
aftermath of failure for the unconverted. Participants chastised themselves if
they did not have a conversion experience. Over the years, Aurelia’s failure
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never left her mind as she continued probing her soul and engaging in self-
condemnation.

Aurelia’s most pressing religious concern was preparing her soul for death.
Death was an ever present and intimate experience in the nineteenth century.
Men, women, and children died at home and under the watchful eyes of loved
ones, friends, and neighbors. It was imperative for Christians to consciously
accept Christ at death and to be fully “sensible” while transitioning between
this world and the next.”? Aurelia was often called to someone’s deathbed
to pray with them to renounce sin and to accept the blessing of everlasting
life in death. She proudly recounted her role in helping people through the
process. For example, on May 2, 1833, she reported, “I have been doing
housework —was called to see Mr. Root die—his spirit took its flight a little
past 5 o’clock.” As she prayed for others, however, she worried about her own
spiritual state at death. She wrote:

April 26, 1833: I feel very dull and sleepy—in consequence of
watching with Mr. J. Shepard—I had the privilege of being at his
bedside and administering to his wants, in his last moments and
oh how blessed and peaceful is the Death of the Righteous—Well
could the Psalmist exclaim—there are no bands in his Death—
Mr. Shepard died this Morning at the rising of the sun, without
a sigh or a groan—all Night he was longing to be gone, that he
might be with Christ—his heart and voice during his sickness,
was lifted to God in prayer and praise.

She repeatedly longed for the “Death of the Righteous.” On March 5,
1841, nearly eight years later, although not ill, she explained: “I am very low
spirited, care but little about anything, whether I work or not—1I think that
my days are few on earth and it is no matter how soon they close up, but I
do desire to die the Death of the righteous—that my last end may be like
his.” We will return later to the question of whether she achieved this desire.

Aurelia Taylor

| Lucy Douglas Fowler Gillett | I

Overlapping Lives - First Cousins Once Removed

79



80

Historical Journal of Massachusetts ® Summer 2024

LUCY GILLETT: “I GREW AMONG THE SHADOWS”

Two years before Aurelia began writing, Lucy Douglas Fowler was
born to Lucy Lovell Douglas Fowler (1791-1842) and James Lyman
Fowler (1789-1873) in their Court Street home. Both of Lucy’s parents,
contemporaries of Aurelia, grew up near the Taylors on Main Street. Squire
Fowler, as Lucy’s father was known, was the town’s leading citizen and
probably its wealthiest. While he managed a large Westfield farm with hired
men, he was prosperous in ways that reflected the expanding economy in
the early years of the nineteenth century: he was a Yale-educated lawyer,
legislator, and bank president, as well as a land speculator in southern Ohio
where he and his father founded the towns of Westfield and Fowler, Ohio.
Her mother, Lucy Lovell Douglas, was also accomplished. She had taught
drawing and painting at the Westfield Academy and at Amherst Academy.?

Lucy attended the Westfield Academy, Miss Morse's boarding school in
New Haven, and then studied music in Boston. With her fine soprano voice,
she began to sing at age twelve in the choir of the Congregational Church
and at funerals, which she continued to do throughout her life. Even though
Aurelia died when Lucy was fourteen, she undoubtedly heard the young
Lucy sing.

At age eighteen, Lucy married a Harvard-trained lawyer named Edward
Bates Gillett (1818-89) who lived across the street. He later became district
attorney and a state representative. Lucy made a home for him and their
three children. She was involved in local charities and was a charter member
of a woman’s social and literary club called the Tuesday Morning Club.*

By age ten, Lucy had experienced two crises that shaped her life. The first
was the death in 1833 of her older sister Frances of a fever, when Frances
was eleven and Lucy was three-and-a half. The second was the death of her
mother seven years later. Lucy’s anguish over these events was a topic that she
returned to again and again in her memoir. These sections, which Salmond
deemed too private to be included in her “Recollections” typescript, reveal
the most about her emotional life.

Lucy was the fourth of seven children. By the time she was born, her
mother had already suffered the deaths of two baby boys before their second
birthdays. She feared losing Lucy, who weighed just three pounds at birth.
Another infant daughter born two years after Lucy’s own birth lived two days.
Lucy recalled how her “tininess” was laid out on a pillow on the sideboard in
the dining room which seemed so high to her. Only Lucy and two brothers,
James and Samuel, survived to adulthood.
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Frances’ death overshadowed family life and haunted Lucy. She wrote
that Frances was “an uncommonly lovely and gifted child . . . very beautiful,
and her mind wonderfully precocious and lovely in its development.” She
was known for “her brightness, her delicacy, and her most affectionate and
unselfish spirit” (Recollections 1). When she died, there “was a dreadful
sorrow and disappointment, and a sorrowful atmosphere pervaded the whole
household, and although I was so very young, she was of so remarkable
character and person that I still remember her.” Her “sudden departure was a
terrible affliction to my father and mother, already bowed down by the death
of the two babies” (Recollections 1).

The Fowler family was left with a quiet sadness tempered by the
comforting belief in a happy afterlife. Lucy explained: “These deaths
produced a quietness in our family. I will not say sadness, for there was
perfect self-control always, and I do not remember to have seen a tear, but as
friends came in, there was much talk of death and of the other world which
seemed to me as real as this one.” This comforted Lucy who wrote that she
“seemed to live in communication with the happy ones above, so that I was
never lonely” (Recollections 1).

Shortly after Frances” death, a portrait painter came to town and painted
the family: “Father felt so keenly the loss of Frances’s beautiful face that he
wished he might have had him here before she was taken from us, and as his
strong feelings led him ‘never to do anything by halves,” he set him to the task
of painting the whole family” (Recollections 8). However, he did not paint a
memorial portrait of Frances.

In the “Recollections,” Salmond countered
the sadness of these many deaths by
emphasizing the happy moments of her
childhood, summing it up this way: “It was
always a cheerful busy home, and everybody
was made welcome” (Recollections 6).
Relatives from Stockbridge, Massachusetts,
New York State, and Ohio visited regularly.
Every day, summer and winter, her father
insisted on breakfast at six a.m. and dinner
at noon. The family went to bed by nine.
The Sabbath was on Saturday. It was not a
dour existence: “There were balls and dances
in those early days as now, and frolics of all
sorts, but in a far simpler way” (Recollections
8). Lucy Douglas Fowler, Age 4
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The “Recollections” did not describe how Frances’s death affected Lucy
personally, but the memoir shows that she was obsessed with it. Lucy
related several stories about her early life in which she felt that she was a
disappointment to her parents. Unlike the outgoing and charming Frances,
Lucy was so timid and unassuming that a cousin later described her as “the
quietest little child she ever saw who needed little care.” Lucy didn’t think she
was worthy of the attention, although she longed for it.

The most poignant of the stories occurred when she was five or six years
old. Her parents had returned home after a week or two away, and Lucy
was excited to see them “but when Mother saw me she turned away her
head and wept.” Lucy explained that she “was greatly hurt and grieved that
she [her mother] did not embrace me, but supposed that in some way I had
displeased her, or that she was pained because Frances was so lovely and I
such a contrast!” Lucy did not know until years later that her mother, in her
own shock and sorrow, had whispered to her sister, Aunt Betsy, as she turned
away from Lucy, “She reminds me so of Frances.” Lucy followed up with
advice for her own children, “I always longed for expression of affection and
I think older people little realize the yearning of some children’s hearts, nor
how they suffer sometimes for lack of loving words” (Memoir Book 1).

It is easy to assume that because children often died young in the
nineteenth century, these tragedies would not have overwhelmed families. In
Lucy’s case, however, these tragic losses engulfed the family. They shaped her
parents” attitudes towards their surviving children as well as the children’s
views of their parents. While survivors publicly espoused comforting words
about how their loved one was in a peaceful heaven, the family relationships
were splintered. For Lucy, it made it impossible for her to be close to her
mother.

LUCY’S RELATIONSHIP WITH HER MOTHER

Lucy’s mother, Lucy Lovell Douglas Fowler, was a restrained and reserved
woman. Lucy professed to admire her control, even though it pained her as a
child. When Lucy was nearly four, Aunt Betsey Douglas (her mother’s sister)
had heard her sing, unprompted, in a beautiful voice. Betsy rushed the child
home to repeat it for her mother, but “the dear, blessed woman was so much
afraid of making me vain that she hardly dared to encourage me at all or to
let me see that she was pleased for fear it would make me vain” (Recollections
2).

Lucy continually sought to unravel the mystery of what her reserved and
aloof mother was thinking. She admitted, “Mother was always so guarded
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in her speech that I know very little of what was passing in her mind.”* She
described her quiet mother as almost saintly in demeanor; she overworked
herself for the benefit of others and “never spared her own strength.” Lucy
explained that “she seemed to do everything so easily that people came to her
for all sorts of assistance, and I remember repeatedly when there were deaths
in the neighborhood, that she cut and made the shrouds which were then
esteemed a necessity, the friends coming to our house to assist in the sewing”
(Recollections 19-20). Lucy wanted her children to idolize her mother as she
did.

Lucy’s mother, four years younger than Aurelia, faced the same endless
domestic tasks, despite her wealth, but to the younger Lucy her work
symbolized “home” and was infused with a sense of wonder and nostalgia.
Writing her memoir in 1900, Lucy penned long passages about how flapjacks
were made, the steps for baking in the brick oven, and the process for trying
lard and then making tallow candles (Recollections 4, 15-18). In contrast,
Aurelia never spelled out these processes. Her diary’s audience—herself and
perhaps a few close family members—already understood these ordinary,
daily domestic tasks.

Lucy’s description of baking was so romantic that the room appeared
bathed in an otherworldly light. Her use of the passive voice suggested that
there were no tired women because dinner seemed to cook itself. After the
fire was drawn out of the brick oven, “The oven was swept clean, and into its
capacious depths meant for roasting, apples for baking, beans, bread, biscuit,
pies and cake were all set and pushed to their place by a long, iron shovel
called a “slice.” She continued: “No stove or range at the present day can
produce so fine results as the old brick oven” (Recollections 4).

She carefully described each step for her children, who would have barely
remembered the old ways of cooking: “Beside the fireplace was the huge,
brick oven . . . Into this, pieces of light wood were thrown and set afire, then
when burned to a coal, the stones and bricks would be very hot. All the ashes
and ambers were drawn out with a wet, old broom.” When the various dishes
were done:

A long pole with an iron hook on the end helped to pull them
out when cooked, and it was a nice matter of judgment how to
so dispose them that the things which needed longest cooking
should not obstruct the removal of those that required less time
(Recollections 4).
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Lucy’s mother labored all day, either by herself or with the help of teenage
girls who were “put out” to work and learn from her while living in the
Fowler home. When Lucy wrote her memoir around 1900, the cultural
ideal was that housekeeping was a simple pursuit. Housework was portrayed
as a spiritual, not manual, and thus a high calling suitable for intelligent
women of elevated moral standing. As such, housewives were not viewed
as overworked drudges; instead, they were masterful orchestrators who
smoothly superintended domestic affairs. The prevailing ideology held that
labor that was separated from the economic marketplace was not work at
all.?®

Unlike Aurelia, who considered meal preparation not noteworthy enough
to mention, Lucy delighted in listing the appetizing foods the family and the
hired farm workers ate, all of which was undoubtedly made by her mother.
She described the evening meal as typically consisting of “cold meats, rye
bread and white bread, cold baked beans, gingerbread, loaf cake, cookies,
cider, applesauce, ‘scraps’ [leftovers] and now and then quince preserve and
pound cake, occasionally hasty pudding or a shortcake and doughnuts and
often pumpkin or squash pie.” It was served with tea. She remarked that
often the family’s table was simpler “than that in the kitchen where the hired
men fortified themselves for the hard work of the coming day” (Recollections
8). Lucy reported that she was sometimes sent to carry luncheon to the farm
laborers down in the meadow. Its delicious simplicity consisted of “molasses
and water with ginger and a lump of ice in it and slices of bread and butter
and sheets of golden gingerbread with now and then a blackberry pie”
(Recollections 6).

Late nineteenth-century cultural forces strongly influenced Lucy’s writing
and the contents of her memoir. The “colonial revival” movement, born of
the 1876 national centennial celebrations, gave rise to intense nostalgia for—
and the desire to preserve—colonial kitchens such as the one constructed in
the Westfield Athenacum’s Edwin Smith Museum. In the late 1800s, with
the advent of railroads, gas lighting, large immigrant populations, and new
factories, the colonial hearth, presided over by women, symbolized the safe,
self-sufficient home of simpler times, lost to the past but regained in memory
and in museums.

LUCY'S MOTHER’S DEATH

Her mother’s delicate health worried Lucy and was a persistent topic
throughout the “Recollections,” further complicating her earlier claim that
it was “always a cheerful busy home” (Recollections 6). Around 1840, the



Voices oF NINETEENTH-CENTURY WESTFIELD WOMEN

health food advocate Sylvester Graham had come to town to stay with Fowler
friends, the Collins family, at 47 Broad Street. Dr. Graham insisted that the
Collins and the entire Fowler family should not eat fine white flour or meat.
Lucy reported that they fasted and ate a low-calorie diet for a time “but my
poor overworked mother needed all the nourishment she could take, and
she sank under the change and was entirely prostrated as she grew worse.”
Graham insisted that she continue the diet and would be better in the long
run, but “father would have no more of him or his doctrines, and we were all
glad when he left town” (Recollections 3).

The details about how ill Lucy’s hardworking mother was throughout
Lucy’s childhood were not included in the edited “Recollections,” but can
only be found in the original memoir. As a quiet child, Lucy confided that
“I grew among the shadows and my mother’s health had become so delicate
that I was given over mostly to the care of her sister, Aunt Betsy who lived
with us and in whose loving bosom I slept from my earliest remembrance
and she cared for me like a mother.” Lucy believed that her mother’s endless
toil was “bringing fatal results” (Memoir Book 1). When Lucy was eight or
nine, her mother had a stroke resulting in a “slight paralysis.” Her doctors
warned that “perfect quiet and rest was absolutely needful.” Lucy recognized
the impossibility of that because “her heart and mind was so active.” Within
several months she had another “shock,” or stroke (Memoir Book 1).

One day, after her mother had recovered, her parents took a drive in their
carriage. Lucy was so small that she could sit on a cricket, a small stool, in
front of them. Her sun bonnet covered her face as she listened to her parents
argue. Her father “begged Mother to restrain herself and be more careful”
and not to exert herself. Her mother said nothing. After a few moments of
silence, her father started up again until her mother interrupted “with great
pathos in her voice” and exhorted, “I cannot do it. I cannot be perfectly
quiet and feel so intensely. If that must be so then it is better that I should
go.” Lucy recalled: “I did not half understand her meaning so I sat silently at
her knee, but I knew it was something serious and my own heart guessed”
(Memoir Book 1).

Within a year, Lucy’s greatest fear was realized. In July 1841, she had just
sat down to practice the piano when her brother Sam called to her from the
library, “Find Father quick, Mother says she’s dying!” Lucy immediately:

flew out to the street not knowing where to look for him, and
there he stood in front of Col. Horkin’s store . . . I ran to him
and said “Oh Father! Mother says she’s dying.” Father hastened
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to Mother who was unable to move any part of her left side and
appeared unconscious. (Memoir Book 1)

Lucy's father then sent Daniel, one of the workmen, to get Aunt Betsy,
who was at a prayer meeting near the Green. But when Daniel did not return,
her father sent Lucy after him. She continued:

It was still twilight and as I approached the door there stood
Daniel calmly waiting for some one to appear and the meeting
was going on. He said he was ashamed to go in his shirt sleeves!
I dashed past him, burst into the room and looked about, when
Aunt Betsy and Mrs. Collins rose and we hurried home together.
Different watchers came each night although there was little to
do (Memoir Book 1).

Lucy Lovell Douglas Fowler lingered for ten days before she died. She was
forty-nine.

Lucy recalled that the “day of the funeral was a very hot day but father
was too democratic and too simple in his tastes to have a carriage, so we all
walked down to the old burying ground where she was laid.” The memory
was fresh in her mind sixty years later as she wrote: “Father led me by the
hand, dressed in white, for he disapproved of mourning attire. How strange
it all seemed, like a dream and yet a very vivid one, and I can even now
see the hearse and the color of the horse that drew it as we walked close
behind” (Recollections 4).”” That night, July 18, 1841, Aurelia reported in
her straightforward style: “Very warm. This afternoon I have attended the
funeral of Mrs. James Fowler.”

LUCY’S RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

Ten-year-old Lucy was devastated by her mother’s death. She remembered
that one day after school a few months later she came home to find the house
quiet. No one was around for company. She wrote for the memoir only: “I
felt desolate indeed and wandered out into the yard with eyes full of tears . . .
I walked about, sad and lonely and longing for my dear Mother.” Soon she
“sat down upon a stone and throwing my apron up over face and head I wept
out an earnest and almost agonized petition to the Heavenly Father above for
comfort and guidance.” The answer to her petition came as a “secret gentle
peace flowed into my heart, or a trust in Him who sent it.” She told her
children, “I record it here that you, my children, may know that whatever
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there is in me that has made me worth your affection and esteem, originated
there” (Memoir Book 1).

Lucy professed her faith again two years later. In 1842 there was a revival
at the Congregational Church when Lucy was twelve years old. (Aurelia did
not mention the revival because she had become a Methodist by then.) Lucy
remembered that the revival “came suddenly upon us without any apparent
cause . . . Many hardened sinners became contrite, and many careless ones
awakened” (Recollections 2).

Lucy asked her father if she could join the church, but he felt that at age
twelve she was not old enough to make that commitment. At the service
where more than one hundred fifty people, including her friends, went to
the altar to be admitted to the church: “I was alone in the choir gallery
and unobserved, but there and then I solemnly and tearfully made all the
promises and vows addressed to the others, and I have ever felt since then
.. . that I belonged to the church” (Recollections 2). Later, she made a public
declaration and became a full church member.

Lucy remained a member of the Congregational Church (later the First
Congregational Church) her entire life. She taught Sunday School and
belonged to the benevolent society, the home fund society, and the woman’s
foreign missionary society.® From age twelve, she sang on “Sundays in the
choir and attended Saturday evening Singing School and Tuesday evening
prayer meeting” (Recollections 5). The cultural norm was for a middle-class
mother in the mid- to late-nineteenth century to be pious in order to create
a moral home and instruct her children in faith, for the purpose of raising
good citizens. The result was that it kept many women striving for a close
relationship with God, knowing that their children’s future depended upon
it.

LUCY’S STEPMOTHER: CHARLOTTE WHITNEY FOWLER

The “Recollections” mentions Lucy’s stepmother, Charlotte Whitney
Fowler, only once. She is not directly named and appears in passing in a
character sketch about someone else. A reader would think that James Fowler
hadn’t remarried after his wife’s death, but Lucy’s memoir told a far more
complex and darker story.

Nearly a year after his wife’s death, widower James Fowler was ready to
marry again. When he left on a “Southern tour” that took all early winter of
1841, he left beloved Aunt Betsy Douglas at home caring for the children.
Upon his return he and Aunt Betsy became engaged. It was not an uncommon
practice for a widow to marry his deceased wife’s sister, but Aunt Betsy had
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been courted by another man named William Palmer. She had agreed to
marry James Fowler out of obligation to the children. Lucy wrote that “my
brother Sam did not like at all the idea of Aunt Betsy’s being his step-mother
and expressed himself strongly about it when Father told him his plans.”

Lucy’s father talked over his predicament with his sister, Fanny Dwight,
who lived in Stockbridge. Aunt Fanny professed to love Aunt Betsy but she
felt strongly that “she was not the woman for that place.” It is unclear what
she meant by that insulting comment. Lucy spoke for herself: “I think that
Father had better [not] to be married again, but he felt he must have someone
at the head of his household and was willing to do [what] was best for all.”

Aunt Fanny offered a new plan: she urged her brother to “withdraw from
Aunt Betsy and let her marry Mr. Palmer . . . who was more than ready to
make her his wife.” Then he should marry Charlotte Whitney of Stockbridge.
Fanny knew “Miss Whitney” well; she was the friend and co-teacher of her
adopted daughter, Lucy Atwater, from Westfield. Lucy Atwater also pushed
the plan because she “greatly loved and admired [Miss Whitney], and their
school was the delight of the village.” However, before James Fowler could tell
his children that he was breaking it off with Aunt Betsy, the children received
a letter from another relative who revealed that she was “delighted that your
Father is to marry our dear Miss [Charlotte] Whitney” of Stockbridge.” The
children confronted their father about his seemingly two engagements.

Fanny Dwight’s plan won out. Not long after the family uproar, eleven-
year-old Lucy and her father drove the thirty miles to Stockbridge. Lucy
assumed she was headed for Aunt Fanny’s house, but to her dismay “Father
drove right past Aunty D’s house and landed me at Miss Whitney’s gate.”
It was a miserable visit. Lucy was quiet, timid, ashamed, and afraid of loud
voices, which gave her such an awful headache that she had to lie down.
Above all, she feared that she embarrassed her father because of who she was.
She wrote: “I do not know why but I think that my personal appearance” was
so unlike her sister Frances that I was a “disappointment to him.” Seven years
after her sister’s death, Lucy was still feeling the sting of comparing herself
unfavorably to her sister (Memoir Book 1).

James Fowler broke the engagement to Aunt Betsy and married Charlotte
Whitney, age thirty-seven to his fifty, on October 21, 1841.° Aunt Betsy
married William Palmer four months later. In Lucy’s papers, there is a four-
stanza poem that Lucy explained was “written for my new mother and put in
her hand by me after the ceremony at Stockbridge when I stood by her side
as ‘bridesmaid.” It began “Welcome! Welcome Mother dear/ Now of early
friends must hear/ Pleasant ‘tis to call again My sainted mother’s hallowed
name.” The warmth and happy anticipation did not last (Memoir Book 1).
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Lucy never warmed to Charlotte, nor Charlotte to her. She wrote: “For
some unaccountable reason, she never seemed to draw us [Lucy and brother
James] to herself . . . there was never any element of cheer about her and it
was always depressing to be with her. I often think what a disappointment it
must have been to my dear Father” (Memoir Book 1).

Lucy avoided her beloved home. “I had my school and the companionship
of my dear cousins Helen and Mary Douglas, and their house always seemed
more of a home to me than my own. I was there at all times just as much as
my Mother [Charlotte] would allow” (Memoir Book 1). She climbed trees
with her best friend and cousin Helen Douglas, who lived in one of the last
remaining farms on Elm Street. Helen’s father, her Uncle Charles Douglas,
propped up a ladder against the large maple tree for ease in climbing and then
sawed the legs off old wooden chairs and nailed them into the tree branches.
After school, the girls studied, sewed, and sang in the tree (Recollections 3).
Despite her grief, Lucy’s childhood was the epitome of the new, antebellum
middle-class ideal of a youth spent in leisure and at play, with age-defined
games and reading for pleasure.

According to Lucy, Charlotte didn’t have the mental resources to run
the household: “She found it difficult to fit into the many cares of a large
house and much company. She had not much of Yankee tact or ingenuity
and it was not long before her resources were most seriously tried, for she
had scarcely been married three months” when James Fowler had an attack
of rheumatism which left him bedridden for three months. He took opiates
for the pain, and Charlotte was the reluctant nurse. Lucy overheard him snap
at her: “Why do you step so heavily for? My first wife had a very light step.”
Lucy attributed his bad temper to the opiates (Memoir Book 1).

As her father recovered, Charlotte disintegrated. She was “nervous
and unstable” and “became morbid, melancholic . . . how sadly the years
dragged on. Poor Father was desolate and he sent her as she desired to various
sanatoriums but to no purpose” (Memoir Book 1). Charlotte was clearly
suffering from depression and perhaps another mental illness for which there
was no cure or treatment. The family remained intact. She died at age eighty-
seven in 1891. But by then James Fowler had been dead for eighteen years,
having died in 1873, at age eighty-four, after thirty-two years of marriage to
Charlotte.?" All references to this unhappy second marriage and unhappy
family life were carefully edited out and never appeared in the typewritten
and edited “Recollections” that niece Eloise Fowler Salmon prepared in 1946
from Lucy’s original, handwritten memoir penned in 1900.
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LUCY: “AS CHEERFUL AS POSSIBLE”

Both Lucy and Aurelia chronicled a time when neighborly cooperation
was deeply ingrained. Lucy acknowledged the unspoken code that made this
work: “The neighborhood was kindly, friendly and even affectionate at heart,
though never was an affectionate word spoken. That would have been thought
silly or foolish, and ‘Actions speak louder than words’ was the watchword”
(Recollections 7). It was a typical New England practice. Farmers or other
townspeople helped neighbors when they needed it, without being asked.
The request was assumed and granted unspoken.?

Aurelia documented the strong associations of women by crediting
each woman when she helped in the rituals surrounding illness and death.
Women’s networks ensured that if someone needed help in sickness, sorrow,
or economic trouble, it would be noticed and acted upon because they had
done the same for others. Aurelia never mentioned that she looked back over
her list to see who owed.

Lucy’s character sketches bring Westfield people and their customs to
life. A few sketches even highlight hidden frictions. She proclaimed as an
abomination the degrading ritual of the annual “donation party” where the
Congregational minister and his wife entertained their parishioners who
brought goods and cash to make up for his meager salary. Parishioners used
this party as a pretext to inspect his home. She explained how Rev. Emerson
Davis put up a good front:

The pastor’s house was opened for the evening and the parishioners
invited to meet there. It was an awkward matter to give such an
invitation, but Mr. Davis never shrank from any duty because it
was disagreeable, and his keen sense of humor sustained him, but
to both him and his family the donation parties were a sad trial
even if they left him with a roll of bills (Recollections 4).

On the appointed evening, “The whole house had to be made ready for
inspection, and prying or curious hands and eyes entered many times where
it was not intended they should go . . . sometimes the criticisms were hardly
friendly. The sheets upon the beds were too fine or too coarse, the bed quilts
too poor or too good, the curtains had an inch too much or too little of lace”
(Recollections 4).

Lucy finished her tale, observing that “it was expected that every one who
came should bring some ‘donation,” and people asked one another, “What did
you bring, etc.?” She bitingly catalogued some of the gifts: “pies and cakes
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some of which probably could not be eaten,” along with “chickens, spareribs,
a loin of mutton or veal, hay and oats for the horse,” and “loads of wood
which good Mr. Davis would saw himself . . . without neglecting parish
duties” (Recollections 4). On December 29, 1843, Aurelia recorded the same
event in her diary, only much more curtly: “this evening Mr. Davis has a
donation party.” She didn’t record whether she attended.

Lucy often expressed curiosity about how others, such as Mr. Davis,
could be cheerful when they had every right to be annoyed or embarrassed.
She penned a long passage about John Atwater, who exuded a positive
disposition even though he suffered from a disability that eventually led him
to lose the use of his legs. John’s father was Dr. William Atwater, a Fowler
family relative. When the young parents died, their children were each sent
to live with a different friend or relative. The oldest boy, William, came to
live with Lucy’s family since he was her brother Sam’s friend; William and
Sam later went off to Yale together as roommates. John was first sent to live
with relatives but later came to Lucy’s home.

Lucy wrote that “John was very companionable, social and friendly,
always glad to do a kind turn for anyone and was therefore much liked.
He never complained of his physical condition, and indeed he once told me
that he would not be made like other men if he could, for he thought he
received much more kindness” than he would if he had not had a disability.
She recalled that “he loved fun and partook in spirit at least of all boyish
sports” (Recollections 4).

But life would not be easy for John. Lucy’s father set him up with a
livelihood. When he became interested in daguerreotypes, he found work
in Springfield, and later Boston, in a photo studio. But as he grew older and
lost the use of his legs, he lacked the mobility to continue. John returned
to the Fowlers where he lived in the first-floor library and maneuvered
himself in a chair outfitted with wheels. He then took a job at a local meat
market keeping the accounts and rented a room nearby, followed by several
short-term living arrangements with friends. Near the end of his life, John
landed “among strangers” until “he wasted away, suffering much, but always
uncomplainingly . . . an example of thoughtfulness for others and patient
endurance” (Recollections 5). He died in 1874 at age fifty.”

At one point John had explained his philosophy to Lucy: “What is the
use in complaining. It would only drive everybody away from me, and if I
want to make it pleasant for people to come and see me I must be as cheerful
as possible” (Recollections 5). By the early nineteenth century, according to
middle-class values, one had to be friendly, good-humored and in control
of one’s emotions, especially in public and increasingly on the job. Being of

91



92

Historical Journal of Massachusetts ® Summer 2024

good cheer was a virtue that was essential to having a good social position.
Cheerfulness worked two ways: it served others while it served oneself.>*

The section about John Atwater was one of Lucy’s longest, suggesting
that his situation had deeply affected her as a girl. She was close enough to
him, perhaps because he grew up in her home like a brother, that she could
ask about how he remained in good humor. Although Lucy’s wounds were
emotional and not physical like John’s, she, like him, learned to put on a
happy face, as did her mother and the minister, because that was the social
expectation. Lucy saw John as her echo, her counterpoint.

CONTRASTING HOUSES

In 1837, when Aurelia went to the Westfield Green, she couldn’t help
but notice the construction of the Fowler’s large brick house at the corner of
Court and Elm Streets (now the Boys and Girls Library). It was neoclassical
in style with a handsome balustrade. Inside, the mantelpieces were of Italian
marble and all the window sashes and banister rails were of mahogany. Lucy
wrote, “It was said when built to be the finest house in western Massachusetts,
and in October of 1838 [sic 1837] we moved into it” (Recollections 20).
According to Lucy, the housewarming party was the talk of the town: “The
rooms were all made ‘spick and span’ and lighted all over with lamps of whale
oil, and all the town came to look it all over and to eat the refreshments
provided.”
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Lucy was focused on her mother, who was ailing. She wrote: “As I saw
her dressing herself and arranging carefully her turban, I thought she looked
very tired and sick.” In her mother’s usual style, she concealed any traces
of tiredness or ill health. Lucy reported that she “received the guests with
her husband very pleasantly and affably, and it was to many a never-to-be-
forgotten occasion” (Recollections 1). The townspeople had a chance to enter
and view finishes and furnishings they could never afford and might not see
anywhere else. Meanwhile, James Fowler could display his taste, refinement,
and graciousness, which evidenced his worldly success.

Aurelia, however, did not go to the housewarming. She recorded in her
diary on Jan. 10, 1838, “pleasant—I have braided 6 [whip] stalks—Esquire
James Fowler has a house warming this evening, George and Permelia have
been—they were treated with three kinds of cake, fruit and—I visited at
Henry’s.” Perhaps Aurelia visited her brother Henry’s instead of going to
the party because she did not want to appear to be fawning over what she
considered ostentation, or perhaps she was thinking of a new house, more
modest, that she had begun for herself.

Just ten days before the Fowlers” housewarming, on New Year’s Day 1838,
Aurelia embarked upon her own house-building adventure. She walked
down Main Street to Hiram Harrison’s, the whip manufacturer who had
bought some building lots. Many manufacturers sold lots as a way of creating
housing for their skilled workers. Aurelia wrote, “I have been to H. Harrisons
again to see about my building spot—did not close the business.” Her small
building lot, which she purchased on March 20, cost one hundred dollars. It
was on Main Street opposite Meadow Street, just a block west of her father’s
house. In early January, she took a long walk out of town to look at three
houses as possible models for her own.

Aurelia acted as her own general contractor. She selected and lined up
the framer, the builder to make the interior walls and flooring, the man
to dig the cellar, the mason to build the chimney, and the craftsman who
finished the interior with plaster and paint. On April 28, 1838, she recorded
her contracts: “I have engaged Jason Dewey to do my mason work—he is
to find brick and mortar and do the work for 9 dollars a thousand [bricks].”

That day she also visited Mr. Dickerman and “engaged him to do the
inside work to the lower part of my house” and to “find all the stuff; nails and
boards.” Through her record of their agreement, we can envision the interior
rooms and kitchen:

He is to lay all my chamber floors make the chamber stairs and
cellar stairs—make 7 large doors and 4 small doors out of inch
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an half Clear Riven Stuff [the highest quality wood]—he is to
make my buttry, make my pantry, my cupboard, my press case,
my windows, hang my doors case and trim them, lay all my lower
floors, put on the map [mop] board in all the rooms, lath all the
lower part of my house, put a strip of board round the kitchen to
set the chairs against—the work is to be done well and with good
seasoned stuff for one hundred and 55 dollars.

With all the details cleatly spelled out, everything went smoothly until the
bill came for the framing, which was one third more than the estimate. She
felt she had been cheated and wrote in fury:

May 22, 1838: I paid Charles Noble one hundred and fifteen
dollars for the frame of my house—forty dollars more than I was
expecting to pay—the Lord have mercy on him and give him a
realizing sense of the hardness of his heart of a seared conscience
which he appears to possess and of the evil of his doings.

Taylor House, c. 2010
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She went so far as to suggest that he would pay for his deceit at the hand of
God: “for vengeance is mine—I will repay saith the Lord.” She noted how
difficult it was to negotiate life with callous people such as Charles Noble but
chastised herself: “I very sensibly feel the want of more Grace, more patience,
more wisdom, to guide and to direct me through this unfriendly world.”

She paid the overcharge, but she was angry. Drawing upon the language
of piety, Aurelia unleashed her rage in her diary. It would have been socially
disruptive to do so in person; Charles Noble’s wife was Aurelia’s cousin and
Aurelia had recently taken tea at their house. Moreover, there was social
pressure to restrain one’s emotions in public, expressing them only privately.
Advice books warned that a woman who succumbed to anger in public had
“betrayed her very femininity.” The Young Lady’s Own Book of 1833 called
“an enraged woman —one of the most disgusting sights in nature.”

Aurelia had built a house in roughly the same style and floor plan as her
grandfather’s house, but with an up-to-date interior.”” The new house had
a central chimney with one room on either side of a small front entry, one
room deep, with an ell. This was an old architectural form—about 150 years
old—which people in the Connecticut Valley continued to build until the
1840s and 50s, even when other styles were more fashionable, such as Greek
Revival or neoclassical, like the Fowlers’ new house. The details of traditional
houses such as Aurelia’s varied based upon the owner’s wealth, age, social
class, and individual aspirations. Neighbors were discerning enough to see
that she had built a fine house. If any home demonstrated the Christian
virtues of hard work, cleanliness, tidiness, neatness, frugality, and modesty,
it was Aurelia’s. She paid the total sum of $500 herself.?®

She finished the interior in a modern and economical manner and did
some of the work herself. She wrote, “I have been painting again—have
done all my ceiling except my entry.” A week later the work continued: “We
[Aurelia and sister Betsy] have been papering my kitchen, did not finish for
want of paper.” A week later, she purchased the paper, “I have been to the
Green. Got piece of [wall] paper for my entry. Gave 25 cents, put it on and
other jobs—so ends the week. Time flies apace, in ceaseless race.”

Inside, she laid down a carpet, which she had made, and hung window
curtains on dowels. For convenience, she had the well dug under her woodshed
so she would not have to go far for water. She opted for a wide hearth with a
built-in oven, instead of a modern cookstove, although she placed box stoves
in the other rooms for heat. She surrounded the dooryard with a picket fence
and set large steppingstones up to the door. Hers was not a farmhouse; it
was a small, dignified in-town house. She had chosen to remain on the same
street where her family had lived for almost two hundred years.
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If houses are, in part, public statements, Aurelia’s offered a sharp contrast
to James Fowler’s. His house showcased his wealth, aspirations, and class
status. Aurelia’s house looked back to a safer, more conservative style, made
fashionable in small, less costly, and private ways, such as by wallpaper and a
homemade carpet. Each house suited its owner.

It was an emotional day when she moved in on November 16, 1838,
eleven months after construction had begun. She was overwhelmed with
gratitude for all the help and guidance she had received. She lamented that
she had “no one in particular to Call upon for advice except [her brother]
George—he has been extremely good to advise and to lend assistance” and
“Brother Henry and [his son] Hezekiah likewise have been very good to lend
their assistance—and all my other friends—1I hope I shall be able to show
them the same kindness.” When she needed support, it was there.

She left behind a household of at least three people, her sister Betsy
Taylor, their nephew Charles Bush, and niece Abby Bush. If she had been
unhappy there, she never revealed her dissatisfaction. Her diary provides no
clues as to her motivation, inner thoughts, or possible family tensions. In the
1830s, there were a great number of new houses, new churches, and new civic
buildings built in Westfield. From the way she outfitted her house, perhaps
she wanted to have the most modern amenities. Still, it would have been
highly unusual for a woman to own her own home or live alone during this
era.

Aurelia was alone in her new house, and she was lonely. Within a few days
she took in a boarder, a young woman named Waity Ann Lewis who became
so homesick that she visited her old home nearly every day and finally moved
out two months after she had moved in. On January 22, 1839, Aurelia wrote,
“Waity Ann has gone home for good and I feel very lonely.” One week later,
Aurelia’s sister Betsy came to live with her for a few months before another
boarder moved in.

AURELIA’S DISASTROUS MARRIAGE

Three years after she built her new house, on July 27, 1841, Aurelia, age
fifty-four, boldly stated the facts: “I have been baking and preparing for
my marriage.” The following day’s entry was equally terse, “pleasant—I am
setting my house in order again—last evening I was married—I am quilting
some.” The next day she noted only, “pleasant—I have been quilting.”

Surprisingly, and with no advance warning in her diary, and after
censoring herself for more than a year about his existence, Aurelia wed
Elijah Sibley from the East Mountain section of Westfield, whom she knew
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through Methodist revival meetings. His name had first entered her diary
fifteen months earlier. On April 16, 1840, she wrote: “Gad and Elisha [Sibley]
have been over to meeting.” On May 2, 1841, she reported that she was not
well and that “E. Sibly slept here last Night.” She remained sick for the next
few days. On May 26: “E.S. has been here.” From this point on, she coded
his name as “E.S.,” with a single exception. Two months later she married
Elijah Sibley. They had filed marriage intentions (a legal requirement) with
the town clerk on September 17, 1840, ten months before the wedding, thus
it was not an impulsive act. Their marriage was performed by the Methodist
minister, Ephraim Scott.*°

Within two weeks of their July wedding, however, there are hints that
the marriage was failing. On August 8, she wrote that Elijah had “gone to
Hoopole [Mundale section of Westfield], to [Methodist] Meeting and then
to Granville.” By September he started to spend more time back home at the
East Mountain section of Westfield, which she referred to as “the Mountain.”
In December, Aurelia recorded that she had knitted his socks, patched his
clothing, and sewed a shirt for him, but he was soon gone. On March 24,
1842, she wrote simply, “I am alone, enjoying myself very well.” By April 14,
he had left for good. Her entry that day revealed an unusual forcefulness and
depth of emotion: “Elijah has gone and left for good this fourteenth day of
April 1842—Oh that he would repent of his wicked talk and actions and
turn to the Lord who will have mercy and to our God who will abundantly
pardon.”

Then, almost three months later, on July 7, 1842 she wrote tersely, “E.S.
called on me.” Then, three weeks after that unexpected visit, in the longest
and most emotional passage in her entire diary, she raged:

This 27th day of July brings fresh to my mind what took place
one year ago—it was my marriage day, I lived with my husband
eight months and 13 days, in which I passed through many
trying scenes, he then went from me, he is a poor sinner, like
many other that are dead in trespasses and in sins—they know
not when good commeth they are filled with their own ways,
their tongues are full of deceit, they are backbiters boasters and to
do good they know but do it not.

Readers may wonder what their “many trying scenes” were about and what
he did or why he was a “sinner,” but she could not write the words to define
them or specify his “wicked talk and actions.” Nor would she clarify why he
was “full of deceit,” a “backbiter,” and a “boaster.” However, her anger and
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bitterness were mixed with a degree of compassion, as she prayed that the
Lord “would be merciful to him™

It is the desire of my heart and the cry and burden of my prayer
that the Lord would be merciful to him, a sinner, a poor Wretched
sinner, miserable and blind, he does not see for sin has blinded his
eyes—Oh my Saviour, I bring him to thee, I lay him at thy feet,
I will plead with thee till my locks are wet with the drops of the
Night, yea till morning light appears, so shall he be the burden
of my prayers, so long as I have breath to pray—Lord teach me
to pray in faith.

This long passage justified her anger and served as a defense against future
critics. She characterized his actions as transgressions against both God and
her. Although she would write the last word on their marriage in her diary,
and give voice to some of her fury, she offered no details. No more was heard
from Elijah until the following February, almost seven months later. She
had spent a pleasant evening with relatives. When she arrived home at nine
oclock, she “found E.S.” and then she “warmed and retired, leaving the
company as I found it, but the company soon left.” Perhaps she had used
the bolt she purchased for the bedroom door when she built the house.*?

Aurelia and Elijah Sibley did not divorce, although she may have been
successful if she had endured the challenging legal process. In Massachusetts,
before the Civil War, only one in one thousand marriages ended in divorce.
Since her property was in her name before the marriage, he could not make
the case that he was entitled to it.** Most likely, Aurelia and Elijah simply
agreed to live apart, and, as long as neither remarried, there was no conflict.
He moved to the neighboring town of Southwick, and eighteen months
after Aurelia’s death he remarried.**

But questions persist: Why did Aurelia marry at age fifty-four when
marriage for women in this period meant an extreme loss of personal freedom
and additional domestic chores? Did she feel the need to fulfill a cultural
expectation? Why hadn’t she realized that Elijah Sibley was unsuitable
before she married him? Was she simply lonely and wanting a companion
and willing to take a chance? Did she hope for someone to share burdens
and decisions, as she had relied upon her brothers when she built her house?
Was she hoping for a religious soulmate, but Elijah turned out not to be as
pious as he professed? One wonders if he wanted her money or her house. On
October 4, 1841, after two and a half months of marriage, she wrote: “E.S.
and I have been looking over our accounts and comparing them,” which
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suggests a disagreement over their separate accounts. Was it something more
intimate? Aurelia was unwilling or could not set down on paper the full
details of their relationship.

Aurelia’s diary, however, does not indicate that she felt any shame that
her husband had left her. She continued with the same religious meetings,
sewing, outwork, and friendships. Being an unmarried, “spinster” woman
was not as great a social drawback as it had been during earlier eras. By the
mid-nineteenth century, there was an increase in the number of unmarried
women in the U.S., with the greatest rise among white middle-class women
of the Northeast. In the previous century, the prevailing belief was that
motherhood was ordained by God, which meant that women such as
Aurelia and her sister Betsy would have been considered deviant. But by the
1830s, the prevailing Protestant notion was that each individual had their
own relationship with God, for which they had to answer at their death.
Some women had begun to believe that God allowed them to chart their
own course. Aurelia’s life also reveals how single women could be viewed
as valuable: they could be counted on to immerse themselves in family
work, such as nursing and childcare, in exchange for a home and financial
support.®

However, Aurelia’s spiritual anguish continued to the end of her life. In
1844, exactly one year after Elijah’s last visit, her fears about death again rose
to the forefront. On February 19, her brother Henry became seriously ill.
For two months, Aurelia nursed, watched, and worried. She recorded when
Doctor Flint came and when leeches were applied to his body. On April 15
Henry died of scarlet fever at age sixty-seven.*® Two days later she described
how she was still seeking to discover a “foundation” for everlasting life. She
prayed that Henry’s death might inspire her to become a “whole Christian”
which she still fervently desired:

April 17, 1844: This afternoon we have attended Brother Henrys
funeral, a solemn day—Oh, that this bereavement be sanctified
to me for good—may I be enabled to search my own heart and
try to discover on what a foundation I am building my hopes
of heaven upon—I have now a desire to be a whole Christian, I
would again throw myself at the foot of the cross, relying upon
him who is able and mighty to save to the uttermost.

We will never know if Aurelia succeeded in becoming a “whole Christian”
because this was her very last diary entry. One week later, she died suddenly
of erysipelas, an acute bacterial skin infection characterized by fiery red and
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painful lesions. In the years before antibiotics, the infection could enter the
bloodstream and become fatal.”

Although Aurelia had successfully rid herself of Elijah in life, she was still
tied to him in death; legally they were still married. Westfield’s Vital Records
referred to her as married and listed her as “Aurelia Sibley.” The Westfreld
News Letter printed this brief line in its deaths column: “In this town on
Wednesday last, Mrs. Aurelia Sibley (formerly Miss Taylor) aged 57 years.”
In deference to her family, the newspaper listed both her married and maiden
surnames. Her sister inherited her home.*®

LUCY FOWLER’S MARRIAGE TO EDWARD BATES GILLETT

Unlike her relative Aurelia, Lucy Fowler found love early and was far
luckier in marriage. She painted a charming portrait of her courtship. When
she was sixteen, she was courted by Edward Bates Gillett (1817-1899), a
twenty-nine-year-old lawyer. He had come to town when Lucy was eleven
years old to study in the law office of his uncle William G. Bates, who lived
across Court Street from the Fowlers. In 1846, Lucy and “Mr. Gillett”
began meeting at a special “trysting place” on a rise in Pine Hill Cemetery.
Other times they walked along Canal Street or on the canal towpath where

tall bushes hid them from inquisitive eyes. Sometimes they strolled down
Shepard Street and sat on the bank of the Westfield River. She recalled:

I remember one evening I had so much to do at home that I was late
in reaching our trysting place. Mr. Gillett had been waiting for me [for]
sometime and had started to leave . . . just as I climbed the upper ground
of the cemetery. I saw him going from me in the distance. I dared not
shout for fear of attracting attention, but I could have cried. Then I stood
like a monument . . . perfectly still watching his retreating steps.

She described her joy when he paused:

He turned and scanned the western horizon and saw my figure
against the sky. How quickly he whirled about! ... Shall I tell
you how he looked? I can see him now. He wore a frock coat,
white vest, light trousers with straps . . . long curling hair and
a stove pipe hat of light brown fuzzy beaver or plush (Memoir
Book 2).
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Lucy married this dapper man in
1848 when she was eighteen and he was
thirty-one. The newlyweds shared the
Fowler family home untl 1853 when
they moved into their new Italianate-
styled house, with lush gardens behind, at
31 Court Street. Edward Gillett became
district attorney, state representative, and
a trustee of Amherst and Smith Colleges
(Recollections 3).

Like her mother, Lucy lost four of her
seven children in infancy or childhood.
In 1850 Edward Gillett lived for nine
months before dying of “inflammation
of the lungs.” His brother, Edward Bates
Gillett, died at age four of scarlet fever. (It was fairly common for children to
be given the same name as an older sibling who had died.) Their sister, Edith
Gillett, died the day she was born. In 1869 another brother, Richard Storrs
Gillett, died of cholera at one year of age.”” Despite their affluence, neither
Lucy nor her parents could prevent the deaths of their children. Life before
antibiotics, modern medical treatments, and an understanding of germs was
marked by tragedy.

Also like her mother, Lucy saw just three of her children live to adulthood.
Frederick Gillett became a prominent member of the U.S. Congress and
served as Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives before being elected
to the U.S. Senate (Recollections 5). Lucy Gillett became a teacher and local
benefactor. Arthur Gillett became a professor of theology at the Hartford
Seminary. Lucy’s marriage lasted over fifty years, until her husband’s death
in 1899. Soon afterwards, she began writing her memoir.

Lucy was only fourteen years old in 1844 when Aurelia Taylor died.
Seventy-two years later, on August 26, 1916, Lucy died at age eighty-six in
her Court Street home. For two years, she had suffered poor health until
she succumbed to what the coroner termed “senile degradation,” another
term for dementia. She was mourned as a “woman of high culture and a rare
personality and charm, winning many friends.” Lucy was buried in Pine
Hill Cemetery near the spot where seventy-three years earlier, in 1843, she
sang with a girls’ choir at the cemetery’s dedication (Aurelia opted not to go)
and where she and her future husband often met in secret.””
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THE LEGACY OF THEIR WRITING

By putting pen to paper, Aurelia and Lucy gave meaning to their lives
through language. Aurelia’s vivid personality—strong, capable, no-nonsense,
hard on herself—leaps from her words. She left a detailed record of a New
England woman’s social life and domestic economy, day by day, and week
by week. Although Aurelia lived in a time when a woman’s role was to be a
supporting player to the men in her life, she was the protagonist of her own
story while remaining within society’s expectations of class and gender, which
she never challenged. In small fragments, every so often, she disclosed how
distraught she was over the state of her soul, her loneliness, and her anger over
situations where she had no control, such as the cost of her house frame and
her husband’s behavior. Although her religion was the balm that soothed her,
evangelical Protestantism told her that if she could simply connect to God,
she would be relieved. But when her faith faltered, her religion preached that
she simply needed to try harder. Her sense of failure and self-blame created
the emotional landscape underlying her daily duties.

Nor did Lucy challenge the expectations set for her. As a result, she
lived a predictable, privileged life within one of Westfield’s most prominent
families. For all Lucy’s childhood timidity, she became a confident,
empathetic woman and clear writer. Unlike men’s autobiographies of the
era, in which the author is the hero of his own tale (e.g., the poor boy rises to
become a corporate giant), Lucy’s memoir reflects a woman’s autobiography.
She is rarely at the center of the action. Instead, she watches and listens from
the periphery and describes the triumphs of others, while being modest and
self-deprecating about herself.>*

What seem like differences of personality between Aurelia and Lucy
reflect, in some measure, the distinction between diary and memoir. As the
protagonist, Aurelia presents a matter-of-fact personality. The literary form
dictates that the text focus on a single day. She looked back only once and
reflected, at the end of her eight-month-long marriage. In contrast, Lucy
was much more descriptive of her own and others’ emotional landscapes.
The passage of years affords the memoir writer the opportunity and distance
to reflect, analyze, and shape a narrative with a more cohesive point of view.

Aurelia and Lucy edited and censored themselves. They wrote immersed
in a culture that did not encourage them, even in their private writing, to
indulge emotionally. Perhaps they feared they would be judged harshly if
they broke boundaries. By internalizing the social constraints of their era,
they feigned positivity and hid their emotions from the outside world. It is
their omissions and silences that alert the reader that something was being
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withheld. Aurelia did not explain why her marriage failed so disastrously;
Lucy omitted the details of her stepmother’s overpowering moods. Their
omissions shape our perception of their lives, as perhaps they had hoped.

Both Lucy and Aurelia slipped between the milestones of women’s rights.
Aurelia died four years before the Seneca Falls (New York) Convention in
July of 1848, heralded as the first women’s rights conference. Lucy was then
eighteen and would be married within four months. Lucy died in 1916 four
years before the enactment of the 19th amendment, which gave women the
right to vote. Her son Frederick Gillett was then Speaker of the U.S. House
of Representatives. When he signed the House’s suffrage resolution in 1919,
he must have thought of his mother.

Both Aurelia and Lucy lived within a stable Westfield society. It was
a secure life for those in financially safe and prominent families, such as
the Fowlers and Taylors, who not only belonged to a supportive network
of extended family and neighbors but also had political clout. They lived
in homes that their families had occupied for generations, and where their
writing was preserved after their deaths. Their descendants recognized its
historical value and ensured that their legacy would live on in the Westfield
Athenaeum’s collections.

Above all, Aurelia and Lucy wrote from a sense of self-worth drawn from
the stability of their lives and a confidence in their literary skills. At least
privately, they made a bid for immortality by speaking for themselves with
enough self-awareness to explain how the world was affecting them. Even if
they couldn’t change their situations, their writing showed how they adjusted
and responded to unsolvable worries. They believed that their truths were
important to record, and that their lives had meaning after their deaths.

HJM
Notes

1. "The Early Recollections of Mrs. Edward Bates Gillett (Lucy Douglas Fowler
Gilletr)," Typescript, March 8, 1946, ed. Eloise Fowler Salmond, Westfield
Athenaeum, Westfield, Massachusetts, hereafter abbreviated as "Recollections.” Note
that throughout this article, the page number in parentheses after a quote refers
to the typewritten transcript, such as "Recollections 22." The quotations from the
unpublished manuscript (which lack page numbers) are referred to by the number
of the manuscript notebook, such as "Memoir Book 1." I am indebted to those
who made suggestions on this manuscript: Debbie Sachs Gabor, Jan Majewski,
Judith Monachina, William Sharpe, Pam Thompson, Emma Winter Zeig, and Karen
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Frederick H. Gillett (1850-1935)
Time Magazine, Nov 17, 1924

Lucy’s eldest son became prominent nationally. He served as assistant
attorney general of Massachusetts and a member of the State House of
Representatives (1890-91). In 1893, he was elected to the U.S. House of
Representatives, where he served as House Speaker until 1925. He was

then elected to the U.S. Senate (1925-31).
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