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Part II 

Elizabeth and Sisterhood 

1894-1904 

 

My textural analysis of Elizabeth's letters begins in Part II.  Most of the chapters 

in this section showcase four representative letters (one each, for John and Julia Cole), 

followed by historical interpretation.  These chapters also introduce Elizabeth and the 

Cole family in a more personal way.  John and Julia Cole's strong moral influence 

permeate their letters to their daughter in Chapter 4.  Important, also, are Elizabeth's 

introduction to the women's missionary movement and her exposure to a strong 

sisterhood of educated, goal-oriented women.  Her diary, Chapter 5, written when she 

was thirteen years old, shows Elizabeth's struggle to be a dutiful daughter but also listen 

to her own independent (rebellious?) voice in the process.  In 1893, Elizabeth started off 

for Smith College.  The 1890s New Women were part of the "second generation" of 

college women (Solomon 95); she graduated in 1897.  The letters from the fall of her 

junior year in Chapter 6 reveal some of the characteristics of her younger, thirteen-year-

old self.  She relishes her independence yet is becoming aware of her mission to serve 

others.  At Smith Elizabeth meets Vera Scott Cushman who will become a lifelong 

YWCA colleague and friend.  

After college Elizabeth returned to her parents' home in Hyde Park, Illinois.  Her 

letters begin again in 1903 when she accepted a position as a student secretary working 

for the YWCA.  Elizabeth's leadership abilities and spiritual convictions found a perfect 

fit in this environment and are the subject of Chapter 7.  She was respected and loved by 

her YWCA sisterhood and when she left to get married and join the foreign missions, she 

broke a few hearts.  DJ Fleming was a perfect complement to Elizabeth—they were both 
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idealistic and dedicated to the missionary cause.  Their courtship is the subject of Chapter 

8, which features DJ's, "The Courtship of Daniel J. Fleming and Elizabeth Cole."  

Elizabeth and DJ were married on August 9, 1904, and they left for Lahore, India, 

immediately, as DJ was expected to return to his teaching position as a physics instructor 

at Forman Christian College in the middle of September.  Part II ends with several of 

Elizabeth's honeymoon letters to her parents, written from Europe.  Dr. and Mrs. Daniel 

Johnson Fleming will begin their new lives together in Part III, Chapter 9. 
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Chapter 4: The Coles  

“Make this year tell upon your character"  
(September 13, 1984)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.1 The Coles and the Victorian Voluntary Principle 

John and Julia Cole came of age during the Civil War.  They were both 

products of the Victorian voluntary principle, which Gregory H. Singleton argues is 

a template for modern corporate structure.  In "Protestant Voluntary 

Organizations," he writes, "The structure that developed in the nineteenth-century 

voluntarist denominations—national scope of organization, elements of a lay 

bureaucracy, establishment of 'branches' in the expanding West—seems not unlike 

the corporate social structure operated by the 'new' middle class at the turn of the 

century" (48).  Although John returned to civil engineering after the Civil War, his 

 

The Coles on board the Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1899.  Julia is wearing the 

cape and John is standing behind her.  I believe Elizabeth is the woman 

seated in the center of the front row.   
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volunteer activities were always an important part of his adult life and helped shape 

his professional life.  On the other hand, while Julia's involvement with the 

Woman's Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest had all the 

manifestations of a real profession, she remained unsalaried.  Volunteerism was not 

new to Julia; she had watched her mother organize and conduct women's meetings 

throughout their lives.  In her memoirs Julia reported that when her father became 

the pastor of the Phillips Church on Broadway in South Boston in the late 1840s, 

her mother "was President of everything in the church, and conducted maternal 

association meetings, the sewing societies and all the ladies meetings as a matter of 

course" (REC 1819 2).   

During the Civil War, Myrtilla Alvord and the children, Julia and John Jr., 

left New England and moved to Jersey City, New Jersey, to be closer to their father 

in Washington, DC, but out of harms' way.  After Julia's 1865 graduation, the 

family joined Rev. Alvord at the Wisewell Barracks on Seventh Street, the 

headquarters for the officials belonging to the Freedmen's Bureau, in Washington 

DC.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sketch by Julia A. Cole.  "Opposite Wisewell Barracks." 
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As previously mentioned, Rev. John W. Alvord was a radical abolitionist 

who worked with the U.S. Christian Commission, Howard College, and the 

Freedman's Bureau.  He was well respected among his peers, and became an almost 

mythic example for his daughter and impressionable young granddaughter, 

Elizabeth.  Julia wrote of the Wisewell Barracks and Washington DC: "Relief work 

for contrabands was going on all the time and temporary barracks were given them 

for shelter. . . . Here we saw the devastation of war and the poverty that follows 

army occupation" (LB 130).  She wrote of her volunteer work teaching the freed 

slaves at both the Normal School of Howard University and the Lincoln Industrial 

Mission, and of soliciting clothing for them from the parishioners at Henry Ward 

Beecher’s church: 

I well remember addressing the ladies of Mr. [Henry Ward] Beecher’s 

church one day and asking for donations of clothing for these 

contrabands.  I think they sent us three barrels.  It was a novel experience 

to teach in Night School and have a class of middle aged [Freed]men 

learning their letters.  After correcting one of these he slowly rose and in 

full view of the class said, "'Excuse me, Miss, for my obsequity." (131)   

 

The Civil War, as traumatic and disruptive as it was, challenged women like Julia Cole to 

learn organizational and managerial skills and they emerged with enlarged senses of their 

capabilities.  Having tested themselves, they would expect much more from their 

children.  These tough, compassionate Victorian women were the soil from which the 

1890s New Woman emerged, confident and strong (Hill 36).   

Shortly after Julia started teaching she met John A. Cole, the Superintendent 

of the Lincoln Industrial Mission.  John had moved to Washington after several 

Northern army regiments turned him down for his nearsightedness to join the 

newly organized U. S. Christian Commission.  In 1861, the Christian Commission 
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began to issue books and papers suitable for soldiers and sailors, particularly those 

publications concerned with the freed slaves.  Here John found his "real work" in 

soliciting funds for medical supplies and dispersing Bible tracts for the Northern 

troops.   

John Cole was trained as a civil engineer.  His knowledge of water supplies and 

infrastructures such as roads and bridges was indispensable.  He soon became the General 

Field Agent of the Commission for all the fieldwork east of the Allegheny Mountains.  

His volunteer duties took him to the battlefields of Antietam, Gettysburg, the Wilderness, 

and Cold Harbor and he was present at the surrender of Appomattox.  When the war was 

over, the U.S. Christian Commission had receipts and disbursements at over $6.2 million, 

and John Cole had been responsible for a good portion of that amount.
1
  In 1864 Capt. 

John Cole followed his son to Washington and over the next few years they befriended 

Rev. John Alvord and family.  By the start of Reconstruction, John Cole and Julia Alvord 

had fallen in love.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 John Cole's biography from "Personal Reminiscences (covering the years 1836-1916),” by John A. Cole, 

transcribed by my father, E. McClung Fleming, 1987, 1992 (PR); the Alvord/Cole Genealogy book (A/C); 

and from Transactions: American Society of Civil Engineers. Memoir of John A. Cole. 100 (1935): 1634-

1635. 
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On Their 25
th

 Wedding Anniversary 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

John and Julia were married in 1870 in the Congregational Church in 

Washington DC, and their son Edward was born in 1871.  In 1872, the couple 

moved to Chicago when John was asked to investigate the city’s troublesome water 

supply and drainage system.  This was another move into chaos.  In her memoirs, 

Julia described the city they moved to:  

As Chicago was in ruins from the great fire all the homes were on the 

West side.  Elizabeth was born at 60 Ann Street January 31, 1875, and 

the following year a permanent home was found at 22 Madison Park in 

Ravenswood, Illinois.  This was a country home and proved to be the 

meeting place for both sides of the family.  Ditches and swamps were 

there and unimproved streets. (LB 132)   

 

                                                 
2
 "To Julia": Verse 3: Though vain for me their marks to hide/Kindly the years have dealt with thee/I still 

possess the same fair bride/As back—a quarter century.  Verse 5: So may it be as years speed on/And wear 

away the century/Our love shall last til fades the sun/before a blessed eternity. 

 

"To Julia"     December 15, 1895 

 

The Silver Wedding day has come 

It seems—so soon—to you and me! 

'Twas yesterday you left your home 

'Tis not! a quarter century! 

 

How swift the envious wings of Time 

Have borne us on!  To think that we  

Since that proud hour that made you mine 

Have lived a quarter century 

[…] 

And still, thank Heaven, no chilling frost 

Has cooled our hearts.  In some degree 

Through sun and cloud, as at the first, 

We’ve loved—a quarter century!
2
 

[…] 

 
John and Julia Cole,  

(c. 1914?) 
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In 1885, the Coles moved to unincorporated Hyde Park when John became the city 

engineer.  Four years later, Hyde Park voted for annexation to the City of Chicago. 

Hyde Park, located seven miles south of Chicago, was the brainchild of Mr. 

Paul Cornell, a New York lawyer.  In 1853 he purchased three hundred acres of 

property from 51
st
 to 55

th
 Streets.  He then deeded sixty acres to the Illinois Central 

in exchange for a train station and the promise of twelve trips daily to Central 

Depot in the heart of downtown Chicago.  Other transportation improvements soon 

followed—horse-cars (1859), cable cars (1882), the South Side Elevated Railroad 

Company (1892)—and Hyde Park and neighboring Woodlawn prospered and grew 

(Grinnell 9-10).  The Cole family moved within an easy four-block walk of the 

Illinois Central and two blocks from their beloved Hyde Park Presbyterian Church 

(HPPC) at the corner of 53
rd

 and Washington.   

Two important catalysts for development and change in Hyde Park were the 

founding of the University of Chicago in 1890
 
and hosting the Columbian 

Exposition in 1893, in Jackson Park.  The American Baptist Education Society and 

oil magnate John D. Rockefeller founded the University of Chicago, with land 

donated by Marshall Field.  William Rainey Harper, the first president, imagined a 

university that would combine an American-style undergraduate liberal arts college 

with a German-style graduate research university.  The first buildings copied the 

English Gothic style of architecture, complete with towers, spires, cloisters, and 

gargoyles.
3
  Three years after the opening of the University of Chicago, the 

Columbian Exposition celebrated the 400
th

 anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s 

discovery of the New World.  Frederick Law Olmsted created the layout of the 

                                                 
3
 See the University of Chicago website <http://www-news.uchicago.edu/resources/brief-history.html>. 



 93 

fairgrounds, and Daniel Burnham directed the Beaux-Arts architecture of the 

buildings.
4
  

 
 

Although Elizabeth headed off for college in the fall of 1893, her uncle 

John W. Alvord Jr. had the honor of supervising the Department of Surveys and 

Grades under Daniel Burnham at the Fair.
 5

  Meanwhile a Xenia, Ohio, newspaper 

clipping in the Fleming Scrapbook dated July 19, 1893, reported, “Xenia will send 

quite a large delegation to view the wonders of the World’s Fair to-morrow.”  

Among the list of seventeen travelers were DJ Fleming and his sister Lois.
6
  DJ was 

sixteen years old when he visited Chicago this first time.  Eleven years later he 

would graduate from the University of Chicago with an MA in physics, and in 

1913-1914 he would be back for his PhD.  

At the turn of the century, Chicago became a showcase for John Cole’s civil 

engineering expertise.  He designed much of the sewerage system of the then 

separate municipalities of Hyde Park and Lake View.  Among his important works 

were the design of the original Lake View Pumping Station and the Hyde Park 

Waterworks, including an inlet tunnel a mile out under Lake Michigan.  John was 

involved with the planning and execution of reversing the flow of the Chicago 

River and was always concerned with keeping sewage separate from drinking 

                                                 
4
 It is interesting that both the University of Chicago and the Chicago World’s Fair chose classical 

architecture rather than using the dramatic and new Chicago School of Architecture for their ethos.  

Schlesinger called the Chicago School of Architecture "the marriage of art and engineering" (282). 
5
 John W. Alvord Jr. (1861-1943), was a civil engineer of note.  Among his achievements was working in 

close association with Daniel H. Burnham at the World's Columbian Exposition.  A caricature of John 

Alvord from Chicagoans as we see ‘em is included the June 8, 1908, letter, part one of Chapter 14. 
6
 The newspaper clipping also reported, “Six young ladies from this vicinity now sojourning in Chicago are 

thoroughly enjoying the trip and taking in all the sights in the city and the Fair. . . . They secured a 

furnished room of a friend for two weeks and are having a regular jolly time.”  This report sounds strangely 

modern—were unmarried Victorian women chaperoned or not?  Grace Williamson, DJ’s cousin, was one 

of the six young ladies mentioned.  She would return to Chicago to attend the Moody Bible Institute and, 

after marriage, go to India as a missionary.  See part four of Chapter 9, “A girl with all my constant 

blessings," for more information on Grace Williamson Gordon. 
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water.  In his paper, “Sanitary Problems: Chicago Drainage,” read before the 

Hamilton Club on June 3, 1891, he wrote, “No two such incongruous things as a 

canal for commercial uses and works for sewage disposal should be yoked together, 

or combined in one tax bill or assessment roll” (8).  The Chicago River was 

reversed in 1900 when a twenty-eight mile canal was built from the south branch of 

the river down to Lockport, Illinois.
7
   

In 1896, John Cole and his son Edward S. Cole, a graduate of Cornell 

University, collaborated in the development of the pitometer, a portable instrument 

that measures the rate of water flow through water pipes in a city's hydraulic 

distribution system.  In 1904 they started the Pitometer Company. 
8
  Many of 

Elizabeth's letters home from India show her involvement in the ups and downs of 

starting a family business, and eventually DJ was made a member of the Pitometer 

Company's board of directors.   

John and Julia Cole continued their volunteer activities throughout their 

lives.  For more than forty years, John was an Elder for the Hyde Park Presbyterian 

Church, president of the Chicago Tract Society (1911-1913) and of the Chicago 

Tract Society Training School (1912-1913), and he was a member of the Chicago 

Literary Club.  John also raised money for the Children's Home Society.  Julia's 

volunteer activities assumed the outward appearance of a real vocation, a subject 

discussed at length in parts four, five and six of this chapter and again in part four 

                                                 
7
 In 1955, the American Society of Civil Engineers selected the Metropolitan Sanitary District of Greater 

Chicago as one of the seven engineering wonders of the United States. 
8
 In the 1930s, Edward's son Shaw joined the Pitometer Company as an engineer, and in the 1960s Shaw’s 

son Brewster joined the company as an account executive.  (Information is from a pamphlet, "The Water 

Audit," published by the Pitometer Company c. 1980.)  The largest portion of my former trust fund came 

from stock in this company. 
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of Chapter 10, “Mother, your Study Class doings just beat the Dutch!”  Her letters 

to her daughter chronicled a busy schedule.  She was a Charter and Life member of 

a Hyde Park Travel Club, a member of the Ladies Aid & Prayer Society, secretary 

for the Women's Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest, and treasurer of 

the Illinois State Committee affiliated with the World's YWCA.   

Julia's undated letter to Elizabeth in the fall of 1894 also mentioned 

soliciting donations for Mrs. Sarah Wirt Peoples (her "pet" missionary to Laos), 

teaching a Sunday School class for the HPPC, and attending a fund-raiser with Mr. 

Cole, the proceeds of which helped the Congregational Church purchase an organ.  

Forty years after the Civil War, Julia Cole had become a typical middle-class 

Victorian woman in Chicago.  Karen Blair's study of Victorian women's clubs, The 

Clubwoman as Feminist: True Womanhood Redefined, 1868-1914, describes Mrs. 

Cole exactly.  The typical clubwoman was mature, married with grown children 

(and therefore with free time), and generally from the middle and upper classes (60-

64).
 9

   

All of the letters the Coles wrote to Elizabeth were written in the fall of 1894, her 

sophomore year.  The first letter in the collection is from Elizabeth's father, his only 

surviving letter.  John Cole's tone is loving and full of concern for Elizabeth.  How I wish 

there were more!  Several more of Julia Cole's letters have survived and I have included 

all of them.  Four were written to Elizabeth at college and two are miscellaneous letters 

written after the Flemings had moved to India.  One is to a family friend, Mrs. Nelling, in 

                                                 
9
 Regarding volunteering, one of the programs DJ introduced at Forman Christian College (FCC) was a 

volunteer social service club.  He felt that his Indian students would be more emotionally invested in their 

local villages if they participated in a voluntary way.  Elizabeth mentions DJ's "Education Through Social 

Helpfulness," in her June 17-18, 1908, letter.  She writes that "social helpfulness" or volunteering was DJ's 

"fad," and that he was an innovator in this way of thinking at Forman.  
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which Julia talks about Elizabeth and DJ's rather sudden marriage and assignment by the 

Presbyterian Mission Board to Lahore, and the other letter is to DJ's sister, Lois, during 

the newlyweds' first winter in India.  Both John and Julia wrote travelogues (John's 

"Abroad" in 1899, and Julia's "Around the World" in 1908-1909).
10

  I have used Kodak 

photographs from both travelogues and some of Julia’s descriptions of India to give more 

dimensions to the people and places in Elizabeth’s letters from Lahore.  

 

4.2 John A. Cole (1838-1932) 

John Cole was an enormous man.  

The few fragile Kodaks of him pasted in 

the Cole travelogues show a huge man 

towering over his delicate little family.
11

  

In a letter written from Venice on their 

honeymoon Elizabeth reminded her 

mother that "Father had to shrink to get 

in [to the gondola] at all, and you and I 

sat like mice lest we would tip it over," 

(September 4, 1904), and Julia Cole 

wrote that while she needed six coolies 

to negotiate the hill up to the Woodstock 

School in Landour, India, Mr. Cole required eight! (58).   

                                                 
10

 "The largest grey area of personal, private writing is the travel narrative," Cheryl Cline writes. "It has 

long been a practice for authors to write a 'diary' or 'letters home' after they have returned home.  However, 

most were at least rewritten from notes taken while actually traveling" (viii).   
11

 This was an interesting fact to learn; my father, clearly a "Cole," was 6'2" while his two sisters, 

"Alvords," were both well under 5'6".   

 
John A. Cole.  Photograph taken on board the 

Dampfer, Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1899. 
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Also, Rev. W. W. Totheroh's satire, Why Not? Or . . . Lawyer Truman's Story 

(mentioned in Julia's undated 1894 letter), unflatteringly compares John Cole to the 

Cardiff Giant "because of the largeness of the giant's stature, and especially for the reason 

that he always had one hand behind him" (29), suggesting that he felt John's business 

transactions weren't always transparent. 
12

  However, John A. Cole must have been a 

gentle giant for Elizabeth writes (again, from her September 4, 1904, letter), "Oh those 

dear letters of father's.  I read the second one last night, and felt just as if he had put his 

big strong arms about me and let me lay my head on his shoulder."   

Despite John Cole's imposing presence and size he was a sensitive man, perhaps 

because he learned personal tragedy at an early age.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, his 

mother, Elizabeth Shaw Cole, died in 1843 while his father was on a whaling trip.  John 

was only five years old and was sent to live with an uncle until his father returned two 

years later.  In 1852, he attended Kimball Union Academy, a college preparatory school 

in Meriden, New Hampshire.  Unfortunately, financial tragedy struck two or three years 

later when his father’s whaling ship, the William Penn, sank on the shoals of Cape 

Hatteras, North Carolina, the "Graveyard of the Atlantic," and it was understood that the 

family had lost everything.
13

  

The William Penn went down on the return trip from San Francisco and Callas, 

Peru.  Most frightening of all was that Mrs. Mary Wells Cole, Capt. Cole's second wife, 

was also onboard.  "The last to leave his ship, he [Capt. John Cole] was separated from 

                                                 
12

 Alex Boese writes, "The Cardiff Giant, a gigantic ten-foot tall stone man, emerged out of the ground and 

into American life on October 16, 1869, when he was discovered by some workers digging a well behind 

the barn of William C. 'Stub' Newell in Cardiff, New York."  Standing 10.4 feet and weighing 3,000 

pounds, the Giant was the creation of Newell and George Hull of New York State as a get rich quick 

scheme.  It became such a popular tourist site, even after it was proved not to be either a petrified man or an 

ancient statue, that P.T. Barnum offered $60,000 for a three-month lease of it.  Today, the Cardiff Giant is 

in the Farmer's Museum in Cooperstown, New York <http://www.museumofhoaxes.com/cardiff.html>. 
13

 Two dates are given for this event: September 30, 1854 (A/C) and 1855 (PR). 
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his wife and floated alone, with a spar his only support, for 19 hours when he was 

rescued by a passing vessel.  His wife had also been rescued from the raft upon which he 

had placed her as the ship was breaking up.  They were both united in New York after 

many days of suspense" (A/C 95, 112). 14  Of this event, John A. Cole wrote: "But the loss 

of the ship broke him.  It was years before the long-dragged-out law suit was decided 

against the owners in favor of the insurance company so that his one-eighth share in the 

ship was a total loss, but they recovered for the freight and, in fact, my father did not lose 

a very large proportion of his fortune.  It doubtless prevented me from going to college, 

whether for good or ill" (PR 8).  (John must have been pleased later in life when, as 

Honorary Trustee of Howard University, he received the honorary degree of Doctor of 

Law.)  

Instead of college, son John started a three-year apprenticeship with Thomas and 

John Doane, Civil Engineers and Land Surveyors in Boston.  While this training gave 

him "a certain power of initiative and habit of looking at difficulties in a broad way," 

useful during his U.S. Christian Commission days (PR 23), becoming a civil engineer 

turned out to be a means to a very successful career later in Chicago.  However, John 

always wished he had gone to college.  He wrote: "[Working for Thomas Doane] was the 

only way to get into engineering for at that time there were no engineering schools.  

Doubtless the great Friend who decided that I should not go to Amherst or Yale had a 

better plan" (PR 12).  But, when it came to his children, John Cole understood the value 

of a college degree and he sent both of his children to the very best schools money could 

buy.   

                                                 
14

 Elizabeth mentions her Cole grandparents in her letter of March 8, 1904, from Bellevue College, 

Nebraska.  
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4.3 "Now a woman, thoughtful, consecrated, earnest"  

 

Sept. 13, 1894   

Hyde Park,  

My dear Elizabeth: 

 

I was wakeful last night and for hours couldn't sleep and it was natural 

that my mind should dwell upon you and your companions as you were 

speeding toward the scene of another year's work.  To day Mother 

keeps me in the house for fear of the chill of the outside air should 

make my lungs worse, that are still bad enough.  So I have been 

continuing my night through and thinking about you.   

 

I have also been reading Miss Havergal's chapter "Our voices kept for 

Jesus"—which I see you have marked with evidences of your 

approval—and her thoughts and mine seemed to harmonize, although I 

did not go as far as she has done.
15

   

 

My thought has been Elizabeth is now a Woman and no longer a girl.  I 

must give up my "little Elsie," and accept in her place a full grown 

woman who is supposedly able if called upon to do so, to take up the 

heaviest of life's burdens and carry them cheerfully.  How many 

women marry and assume the responsibility and cares of life in their 

longest measure before they are as old as you! 

 

So my thought has been—this year will be entirely different from the 

last.  A girl last year, full of curiosity, pleasure seeking, and wonder—

now a woman, thoughtful, consecrated, earnest—aiming to make this 

year tell upon your character and preparation of life, and upon the 

hearts and lives of others as God shall give grace and opportunity.   

 

I thought last night of the revival of religion which came to us at 

Meriden the last year of my school life when probably two hundred of 

our students became Christians and I thought, Oh! What a blessing it 

would be to hundreds of households all over this land and to the world 

itself in coming years if such a sweet outpouring of the Spirit should 

come to Smith College!  I know I thought then that it was the direct 

result of prayer by a little band of whole souled Christians, and I have 

reason to thank God for this earnestness—and so has Prof. Esty who 

gave his heart to Jesus at that time.  Those who were under the gracious 

influence of those few weeks are now scattered over the world but their 

lives have been glorious—wherever they have lived.   

 

                                                 
15

 The September 13, 1894, letter in part one of Chapter 11 elaborates on Elizabeth's deep regard for "The 

Life and Memories of Frances Havergal," written by her sister and a short biography of Miss Havergal 

(1836-1879), an English poet and hymn-writer.   
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I do not see why you are not called to an earnest and consecrated life 

this year as much as any person there.  You have health, influence, and 

a high ideal.  I do hope and pray that you will be able to rise to higher 

things from the very beginning of this new school year.   

 

I want too to urge you to make more of thoroughness in your school 

work.  I hope the compositions you wrote last year are not a criteria of 

your other work, for they show carelessness and haste.  The only reason 

why you are at school is to learn habits of care, painstaking 

thoroughness in all things, upon which depends your future usefulness 

and happiness.  Do not, I beg of you let a club, dance, concert, tennis—

anything prevent a complete and satisfactory performance of school 

duties.  If you do not form these habits now you never will, and all of 

life's race you will be handicapped and over-burdened.  Admit just 

enough of the pleasure to relax and so strengthen your mind for its 

tasks, but do not let it get the mastery of you for an hour.   

 

So, I have told you my thoughts and as I think of your advantages in 

having a place in that great institution of learning, and the opportunity 

you have to furnish your mind and heart for life's [stern] battle I envy 

you and wish that I could go back to three such years as are before you.  

In the light of advancing days how earnest would be my endeavor to 

improve every home to honor the lives of such good!  

 

Yr. Aff[ectionate] father,  

John A. Cole. 

 

John Cole set the bar high and he expected just as much from his daughter as he 

did from his son.  In particular he wanted his daughter to be of good character.  Daniel 

Walker Howe explains in his essay, "Victorian Culture in America," that "character" was 

the quality all Victorians sought, often an ideal to be achieved rather than a reality.  

Character was not "a set of rote responses but an intangible strength of purpose, 

combining self-reliance, self-discipline, and responsibility," and when internalized, 

would act as a "moral gyroscope" for the earnest individual.  Howe believed that the 

pursuit of this ideal explains why Victorian institutions such as the English public school 

and the American prep school devoted so much attention to character-building discipline 

(24-25).  In The Home Base of American China Missions, 1880-1920, Valentin H. Rabe 
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agrees and points out that character was at least as important a criterion as academic and 

physical requirements when becoming a foreign missionary.  Evidence, Rabe adds, was 

to be found in the opening sentence of the standard American Board form for references 

which read: "The candidate should sustain a good character among those who know 

him" (94, Rabe's italics). 

Perhaps most importantly, John Cole never lost his faith in God and Jesus Christ, 

the "Friend" he referred to.  In his memoirs John talks of the exact moment at Kimball 

Union when he made the conscious decision to accept Jesus into his life.  Prof. and Mrs. 

Esty, mentioned frequently in these first letters, helped John learn to pray.  Several times 

in his life John made life decisions based on the power of prayer.  He believed that when 

he asked God for guidance, He would show him the way.  This core belief in God was 

probably the most vital thing John Cole wanted to impart to his children: "What a 

blessing it would be to hundreds of households all over this land and to the world itself in 

coming years if such a sweet outpouring of the Spirit should come to Smith College!"   

Elizabeth will become an earnest, consecrated person with strong moral character 

thanks in large part to her father's tender loving guidance.  Jane Hunter points out in The 

Gospel of Gentility: American Women Missionaries in Turn-of-the-Century China that 

"missionary work offered young women the opportunity to transfer any burden of 

paternal identification to a field of endeavor honored by women," while it showed the 

father that his daughter could be just as accomplished and responsible as a son (34-35).  

Elizabeth addressed this dynamic in her application for the Board of Foreign Missions in 

1904: 
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I was an only daughter in this home.  One brother three years older than 

myself for my only companion in the home, although from earliest 

recollection I have always been especially near to my father.  Sitting 

upon his lap and listening to stories was a great joy.  Later his sympathy 

was felt in all childhood problems and trials and so close did this bond 

between father and daughter become that I have felt it to be one of the 

greatest friendships of my whole life.   

 

On July 27, 1908, she wrote to her father: "I am sorry for the Petoskey Paper Mill.  

How good you are father to tell me about business, as if I were a man, and to be so 

awfully sweet & tender & loving because I am a woman.  I cannot conceive of a dearer 

more wonderful Father!”  Finally, Elizabeth’s June 26, 1897, thank-you letter to her 

father for her college education shows that she certainly was “able if called upon to do so, 

to take up the heaviest of life's burdens and carry them cheerfully.”   

But I never can thank you enough dearest Father for the gift of this 

College Course.  It will be one of the inspirations of my life to be worthy 

of my Alma Mater whose ideals are the highest.  We feel that our lives 

might be stronger and sweeter for these four years.  Whatever we put our 

hands to, should be done better, and the knowledge that there are one 

hundred and eighty five others of [18]97 trying to do the same thing 

practically, is in itself a great help.  I am eager to get home now, and up 

in that cottage [in Bay View] with the beloved Cole family. 
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4.4 Julia Alvord Cole (1847-1934) 

My Aunt Betty described her 

grandmother as having a "different quality."  

"Petite, with a bird-like twinkle in her eye, she 

was always busy about something—not 

ostentatiously—but with neat precision."  

Although Julia Cole played the piano 

beautifully, my Aunt Betty remembers her 

especially as "an expert sketcher.  She could 

sit down with pencils and pad," Aunt Betty 

continued, "and within minutes, come up with 

people and setting that had both flair and artistry.  Like a diary, she always jotted down 

date and place even on her trip to India" (REC 1981).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Julia A. Cole. (1847-1934) (c. 1920s?) 

 

 

 

Sketch by Julia A. Cole.  "A Bridge in Scotland." 
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Julia Cole was born in the parsonage of the Phillips Congregational Church, 

South Boston, where her father was the pastor.  She attended elementary school at 

Groton, Massachusetts, and high school at Newton Center.  In her memoirs she wrote, 

"The Civil War brought another revolution in our home.  Father went to the front 

representing the American Tract Society in relief work until the Christian Commission 

was established. . . . It was in the second year of high school work when our lovely 

cottage was offered for sale and we removed later on to Jersey City" (LB 130).  Julia 

wrote that she graduated from the Van Norman Institute (high school) in New York City 

in 1865, which must have been a part of Cooper Union because that is what is written on 

her student identification card.  Julia and other children commuted daily to high school in 

New York City, crossing the Hudson River on the Hoboken ferry and then taking the 

long streetcar ride from Sixth Avenue to Number 5 West Thirty-Eighth Street.  I am sure 

these extreme measures to get an education made Julia want even more for her own 

daughter.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A sense of moral obligation filled Julia's letters to Elizabeth; she mentioned 

"duty" six times in these four letters.  When Julia wrote on October 19, 1894, "It is 

necessary that you should begin to sing for others and I am very glad you looked upon it 
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as a duty," she was reminding Elizabeth that with privilege came responsibility.  

"Victorians took their values seriously," Daniel Howe writes,"—indeed, their 

'seriousness' was one of their most distinguishing characteristics and was noted by 

themselves and their contemporaries."  Further, "Victorian terminology, laden with words 

like 'duty' and 'virtue,' has a ring of intolerable self-righteousness to our ears; the moral 

seriousness of the Victorians seems narrow-minded, or alternately, hypocritical" (21), but 

Julia wanted the most for her daughter and expected (demanded!) the best in return, as is 

witnessed early on in Elizabeth's diary, Chapter 5.   

Although my collection has only six letters written by Julia Cole, her personality 

traits can be identified through Elizabeth's prompts back to her.  "When reading letters," 

Cheryl Cline writes in Women's Diaries, Journals, and Letters: An Annotated 

Bibliography "the personalities of two people, often more, must be taken into account, as 

well as the relationship between them, which directs their correspondence" (xiii).  What 

comes through loud and clear is that Julia was a highly organized and efficient woman, 

something Elizabeth refers to often: 

September 29th, 1895: I know dear you will be much pleased to learn of 

our beautiful housekeeping.  Everything in my drawers is as neat as a 

pin, with bed-box and window-box as extras.  I have made comfortable 

provision for all my clothes.  I feel confident you would never know me 

in this new capacity.  Don't breathe—lest the good work stop!  But 

really, to be frank things are so much sweeter and more fascinating when 

in order.  I believe I shall be induced to always keep them so.   

 

March 30, 1905: [from DJ to the Coles] This morning E spent house 

cleaning.  She went at the opposite end of the porch from the dufter, 

where we keep the bicycles, tennis and badminton poles, nets etc and 

many odds and ends.  A real transformation has taken place, and E 

exclaimed as I came from college, "I feel just like mother." 

 

May 4, 1905: Little by little I am becoming a good housekeeper.  Since 

coming back from Murnee I have spent an hour or two each morning 
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with Hira, making him clear out every bit of furniture before he sweeps 

out the room. . . . I always think of mother and her thoroughness!  When 

looking into my work basket yesterday mother's face came before me, 

and straight way wound up the magic measure and each untidy spool.  

 

September 26, 1909: Well, we are nearly packed.  You would be 

surprised to see my clothes all in their trunks & only my writing table & 

books remain untouched.   

 

October 9, 1910: Mother, I certainly am changing.  Here I am quite 

packed and it is two days before I start!  Even the little things on my 

dressing table are all in my suitcase!   

 

December 21, 1910: [It is fitting that Elizabeth's last letter honors her 

mother.]  My Christmas packages are all wrapped—three days before 

Christmas!  I am trying to be like my own dear mother!  I do think, 

though it seems presumptuous to say so that I get a little more like her in 

some ways every year. 

 

 In conclusion, Julia could be overbearing and mettlesome (she will open one of 

DJ’s letters to Elizabeth before forwarding it), but Elizabeth was proud of her mother and 

adored her.  She lavished praise and affection on her, such as saying on March 3, 1904, 

“Oh darling mother.  I am proud of you.  And someday I hope I may do just what you are 

doing when I am your sweet age.”  It seems she reversed their generational order when 

she became a traveling secretary and started addressing her mother as “My pet lambie,” 

and "Dearest little mother" and "My Sweetheart Mother."   

 

4.5 “I am working for dear life on my topic The Mexicans"  

 

October 29, 1894   

My dear "Chile"  

 

Before the pleasure wears off I will answer your good letter—read 

before breakfast this a.m.  I am glad you conquered the German!  

Wonder how you will come out about Monday as a holiday.  The facts 

about Earnest Ladd were somewhat new.  Somebody from Kewanee 

told your father that Earnest would be exonerated in Chicago—acting 

in self-defense—but in Kewanee the feeling was intense, and he would 
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not be let off so easy.  We suppose him in jail waiting for his trial.  

Poor boy! 

 

Glad you are studying the Rise and Fall of Christianity in your 

Med[ieval] History.  Glad of everything you enjoy.  [She talks at length 

about Jennie's (?) music lessons with Mrs. Cameron.]   

 

As to the hats: After agonizing for days, I have evolved a hat & a 

bonnet which will pass—but what a task!  Cost of both, $7.00!  Hat is 

small black French felt—perched up in front, with rosettes of grey & 

black cock feathers.  Papa says he likes it—He thinks I bought it 

already trimmed I suppose. [See the letter section for illustrations of 

hats.] 

 

Bonnet has a solid crown of jet & black velvet fruit-rozettes of black 

matted ribbon & aigrette of silver & black with a little puckering of 

grey in front.  Had it in time to wear to Miss Gloria Belfield's reception 

for Mrs. Bates—but a pouring rain set in.  

 

I don’t want the black dress atall my dear, shant touch it, because I 

have enough without it.  Neither shall I get a boa but think maybe, I had 

better have a velvet collarette or something for my neck.  I see lots of 

plush & sealskin capes, & a few cloth capes with plaid hoods, not 

many.  Guess I shall wish I had a cape too!  My dresses are awful tight 

& my cheeks stick out with fatness.  We all eat too much, meals are 

nice & company pleasant.  Don’t want any girl at present.   

 

Mr. Herring preached yesterday a.m. about brotherly love.  "As a man 

thinketh in his heart so is he."  In the evening he preached his fourth 

character sermon on the stalwart man.  I enquired about Mr. Mc 

C[ulloch] how Woodbury was & he said he was well & much 

interested in base[ball] & football at present & then he shook with 

laughter as though he was  only too willing.  May & her mother were 

both at church looking so sweet in mourning dress.  Mrs Hobart's son 

has been deathly sick for weeks—with some malarial fever & is now 

recovering but of course is upset in his studies.   

 

Ed thinks the choir sings beautifully.  I staid to hear him play & 

thought his violin sounded very sweet.  He sits at Mr. McCulloch's 

right, underneath the platform.  Another young man Mr Gregg plays 

with him.  We have purchased our concert tickets for the Apollo Club 

& I tell Ed that the first one I shall not go to because I think you & Pa 

will go—Dec 20th to hear the Messiah?  He has secured good seats the 

fourth row of Main balcony directly across from the stage. 
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Our bathroom is nearly done & is a great comfort—hard wood floor & 

cherry fixtures. 

 

I am working for dear life on my topic The Mexicans for next home 

Miss[ionary] Meeting & am greatly interested.  I have taken notes of a 

great deal more than I can use.  Now I must arrange my material & 

make a map of New Mexico, with the Mission stations.  I use the 

dining room table for my workshop.   

 

Uncle A. [Arthur Cole] is still here & gets his own breakfast of milk & 

bread & grapes at ten & at 3 he gets meals at Greers Restaurant where 

he has a lot of tickets to use up & he positively says that he feels better 

than he has in a long time.  He does not go back till after election Nov 

6th.  [Julia must have been talking about the congressional elections; 

William McKinley beat William J. Bryan in the 1896 presidential 

election.] 

 

Papa is busy—he has a new typewriter girl who has the charge of six 

waterworks—i.e. under your father.  Then besides he is remodeling 

works at LaCrosse & Mr. Enos is building new at Gibson City.  It's a 

shame Ed cannot feel it his privilege & duty to be with Pa, but maybe 

he will later on.  Ed is improving in health.  He eats hearty & is happy.  

You see he cannot go to the pantry now because there is not much 

there.  I have often felt that he should board elsewhere because he was 

so prone to eat between meals here.   

 

Jenny has just been in—she says those Goff capes are very common, 

but are not considered dull [?].  She wants a double cape very much but 

cannot have it.  She has learned one verse of her new piece & is going 

to take her lesson this morning.  I will mail your trousers next time I go 

to the Post office.   

 

You don't know how perfectly happy I am to have something to study 

like this topic of the Mexicans.  I thought it the dullest of all subjects at 

first.  Grandma is reading Lorna Doone.  Mr. Allison is cleaning the 

attic today.  He is just as good as a second girl—makes the 

"gentlemen's beds" Arthur's & Ed's—sweeps & dusts, cleans windows 

& scrubs.   

 

Dr. T[otheroh] has written a book & a man is peddling it from door to 

door "to aid Mrs. T" so he says.  No one dares buy [it] but Dr. Hinbius.  

The book is a caracture [sic] of people here & is not complimentary to 

any of us.  Grandma wishes she could see it!  The audacity of that man.   

 

Goodby my love, with many kisses,  

Mamma C. 
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All of the women in the extended Cole household were dedicated to the volunteer 

ethos, in particular, spreading the news of Jesus Christ to the heathen world through the 

women's missionary movement.  This was no small undertaking, and I am sure that 

young Elizabeth spent hours watching her grandmother, Myrtilla Alvord, and later her 

mother, hunch over a typewriter and transcribe letters to and from their beloved 

missionaries.  Julia Cole was a foreign correspondence secretary for the Woman's 

Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest with the missionaries in Siam, and she 

took her volunteer responsibilities seriously.  Her conscientious efforts caught her little 

granddaughter's attention and seventy years later my Aunt Betty told me by letter:  

 

 
Four generations of women, 1907.  Elizabeth Fleming Smith (My Aunt 

Betty, 1906-1996), Elizabeth Cole Fleming (1875-1955), Julia Alvord Cole 

(1847-1934), Myrtilla Peck Alvord (1819-1907).  The photograph was taken 

on the steps of the Bay View Home. 
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In fact, the Board of Foreign Missions wanted to keep a record of their 

own containing her correspondence—just to give others an idea of what 

they believed was an ideal relationship.  Because she carried on an 

unusual correspondence with her group of missionaries in Siam, she 

knew all about them—sympathizing with their woes and encouraging 

their strong points in a way that was unusual. (1988 EFS to ECFK) 

 

Maintaining close contact with missionary women in the field and sharing their 

letters was encouraged and promoted.  In The World Their Household: The American 

Woman’s Foreign Mission Movement and Cultural Transformation. 1870-1920, Patricia 

R. Hill quotes from the first issue of the Congregationalist's missionary magazine, Life 

and Light for Heathen Women (March, 1869) that missionary letters were to be "frank, 

confiding letters, such as can only be written to mother and sisters" (103).
16

   "The letters 

exchanged were to replicate the confiding and affectionate tone of communiqués between 

mother and daughter, sister, female kin and intimate female friends," Hill explains.  

"Missionaries were to be made to feel that they were never far from the thoughts and 

prayers of a supportive sisterhood in America" (63).  “Reflex influence” was the name 

given to the trickle-down result of this sharing.  Everyone, home and abroad, received 

spiritual blessings while converting to Christianity the non-Christian world and, always, 

missionary letters would be the official communication medium.  Six years after the 

Woman's Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest was formed in Chicago in 

1870,
17

 it was decided that 

the interesting letters coming in from the growing number of 

missionaries should be shared with the societies which were raising 

money for support of the work, and, in the fall of 1876, an effort was 

made to secure groups of 'young ladies' in various churches to copy these 

letters in long-hand for general dissemination. (WPBMN: Fifty Years 11)  

                                                 
16

 Joan Jacobs Brumberg also uses this quote in "Zenanas and Girlless Villages: The Ethnology of 

American Evangelical Women, 1870-1910," without attribution (353). 
17

 After the Chicago Fire of 1871, with only $2 was in the treasury, the Philadelphia "sisters" donated $120 

to the Chicago Board so that they could continue on in their work (WPBMN: Fifty Years 5). 
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Presbyterian women were not alone in organizing; after the Civil War almost all 

of the Protestant denominations formed women’s foreign missionary societies.  One of 

the first to write about these post-Civil War women's organizations was Helen Barrett 

Montgomery.  In Western Women in Eastern Lands (1910), she wrote: "In its educative 

force on the women of the nation the Civil War overtops all other agencies. . . . It is no 

accident that it was the decade following the close of the Civil War that saw the 

launching of scores of organizations among them the Missionary Societies" (10).  

Perhaps the most obvious reason for the formation of women’s groups was that women 

outnumbered men at the end of the nineteenth century.  Valentin Rabe writes in The 

Home Base of American China Missions, 1880-1920 of this phenomenon: "Through 

delayed marriages and direct casualties, the Civil War seems to have created an unusually 

large class of unmarried, educated, middle-class women living in eastern and middle 

western cities and towns with little opportunity to employ their talents" (20).   

Another, more pragmatic reason for the formation of women’s organizations is 

presented by R. Pierce Beaver in American Protestant Women in World Mission: A 

History of the First Feminist Movement in North America., and it had to do with money.  

In the 1880s when the “unenlightened” male mission boards did not act fast enough, 

Beaver argues, the women simply formed separate mission boards.  By 1900, there were 

forty-one in the United States, seven in Canada (87-88).  Women club members found 

they could raise more money if they remained separate from the men's missionary boards 

and kept their fundraising on a local, denominational level.  Local fund-raising, such as 

Julia’s solicitations for Mrs. Sarah Wirt Peoples, kept the movement intimate and 

personal.  The men went along with the parallel societies as soon as they saw financial 
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gain.  In her essay "She Hath Done What She Could," Barbara Welter wryly notes: "The 

churches embraced the idea of separate Boards for women, once it was demonstrated that 

they would raise money over and above what their husbands already pledged to their 

church” (119).  In 1900, thirty-five women’s agencies had a combined income of 

$1,412,235 (Beaver 109), this, at a time when women very rarely had their own pocket 

money.   

Although I am not sure that Myrtilla or Julia was a part of the earliest home 

missionary work in Chicago, they would be in the thick of it shortly, and their 

involvement would be publicly acknowledged.  The Hyde Park Presbyterian Church 

Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration (1910) noted that the letters from their missionary to 

Laos, Mrs. Sarah Wirt Peoples, "have been most interesting as well as instructive, and 

have been saved for us and those who came after by Mrs. Myrtilla Alvord, who copied 

them all on her typewriter, making a large volume which Mrs. Cole has had bound and 

values highly as the work of her dear mother" (82).
18

  (As mentioned, the same was done 

with Elizabeth's letters home: August 1904-August 1906.)  

In 1904 Julia Cole began her involvement with the missionary movement when 

she was invited to act as the substitute for Mrs. John M. Coulter’s work as a 

correspondent for China of Presbyterian Board of the Northwest.  She wrote, “This gave 

me an abundance of work for my pen” (LB 134).  Julia even had her fifteen minutes of 

fame during the Boxer Rebellion in China in October 1903:  

 

                                                 
18

 The typewriter was invented in 1874.  In a September 1909 letter, Elizabeth complimented her mother's 

typing on an Underwood.  Including my daughter, Julia Kittle, six generations of women in my family have 

known how to type.  Throughout my research, women have taken different positions on typewritten letters.  

While these letters show a certain level of authority, most women expressed discomfort with the 

impersonal nature of typewritten correspondence and often would spend a full paragraph in apology. 
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This [event] proved to be very exciting as the Lien Chow [sic] Massacre 

caused the death of Dr. Eleanor Chestnut that winter and she was one of 

our correspondents.  Reporters were very glad of all the news that we 

could tell them after that cruel up-rising in southern China. (LB 134)
19 

   

 

Later, she became the chief correspondent to the missionaries in Siam and Laos, a 

position she held for twenty years.  Julia wrote of her responsibilities: "All the business 

connected with our missionaries in that country must be attended to by the secretary for 

that country and once I found myself with a sick mother on furlough and two little 

daughters, all penniless. . . . In case of fire, sickness, disaster of any kind or extension of 

work the appeal is made to the secretary first of all" (LB 134).  The Woman's 

Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest: Fifty Years of Service, 1870-1920, 

outlined Julia's correspondence job description like this:  

The Foreign Secretaries were in continuous correspondence with the 

missionaries on the foreign field, giving to them information of home 

activities and sending to them messages of encouragement and love from 

those who were working for them in the home land.  In return, these 

secretaries received information of the work being done on the foreign 

field, organized it, and brought it to the Board and its constituency. (8) 

 

The work of the home secretaries changed as time went on, but always change 

meant an increase in their work.  "What was done by two secretaries in the first few years 

of the life of the Board, and done by hand," boasts the unnamed editor, "crowded the time 

of twenty-five women during the last years" (8).  By 1914 Julia wrote, “There are twenty 

                                                 
19

 At the end of the nineteenth century, the anti-foreign feeling in China was strong.  Boxers were a secret 

society which began in the early 1900s to raid outposts and symbols of western influence in order to rid 

China of its “foreign devils,” including missionaries.  Eleanor Chestnut of Park College received her 

medical degree at Woman's Medical College in Chicago, interned at a woman's reformatory in 

Massachusetts, and took a course at the Moody Bible Institute back in Chicago.  In 1893 she went to 

Leinchow, China.  After returning from a furlough ten years later, she and several other missionaries were 

slain by a mob.  Beaver writes, “Her last act before the deathblow was to dress the head wound of a boy in 

the crowd” (136-137).  Montgomery’s account was more dramatic: “She tore off the hem of her dress, and 

bound up his wound with skilled, kind fingers that did not tremble.  Then they struck her and threw her into 

the river, where she lay as if asleep.  After stabbing the poor body, they brought it ashore” (199).  A 

photograph of Eleanor Chestnut is on page 181 in Western Women in Eastern Lands. 
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missionaries on the field in Siam belonging to the Board of the Northwest, with whom I 

correspond four times a year or oftener” (LB 134).  (Or at the minimum, eighty letters a 

year.)  My Aunt Betty was so proud of her grandmother that she wrote: 

No other American had such a relationship with her foreign missionaries 

as did Julia Alvord Cole (Mrs. John A. Cole).  She must have signed her 

letters to them so often this way that in writing to me she never once 

ended, 'Your loving Grandmother.'  Every letter of the many she wrote 

me bore the signature 'Mrs. John A. Cole' or 'Julia A. Cole.'  Of course 

this didn’t mean she was unfeeling.  She just kept her own identity and 

self respect. (1988 EFS to ECFK) 

 

On Fridays, Julia would read the letters she received from her Siam missionaries 

aloud in "Room 48," an office located in Chicago's downtown Loop.  “Room 48” was the 

actual, physical intersection of the home and foreign missions.  It was here where the 

women and their men-folk exchanged the latest from their missionary field offices.  

Although Elizabeth “officially” corresponded with Mrs. Robinson and later with Miss M. 

P. Halsey, the home corresponding secretaries for India, about the conversion process and 

the growing number of Christians, to her mother she would pass on personal information 

about the Lahore missionaries—births, deaths, sicknesses and accidents—for public 

dissemination in Room 48.  This would the time for special prayers; the ladies in the 

Room 48 believed with all their hearts in the healing power of prayer.
20

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20

 Elizabeth mentions Room 48 in her December 10, 1904, April 14, 1906, May 27, 1909, and November 3, 

1910, letters. 
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4.6 "Room 48" 

 The first office of the Woman's Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest 

consisted of two rent-free rooms (the generosity of Mr. Cyrus H. McCormick for twenty-

seven years) in the newly built McCormick Block on Randolph near Dearborn.  From 

their first meeting on August 29, 1873, and through all later moves over the next fifty 

years, the Board of the Northwest was able to keep "Room 48" as its address.  This was 

made possible "through the kindness of various landlords [and the astonishing 

compliance of the United States Post Office], in order that its widely scattered 

correspondents might not have to learn a new number."  Mrs. William Blair, one of the 

early members of the Board added, "Forty-eight is no longer with us a number or a sign, 

but a hallowed word" (WBFMN: Fifty Years 7). 

 By 1875, weekly Friday morning meetings were held at Room 48; the third Friday 

of the month was an open meeting for all to share and inspire others.  By 1878, the open 

meetings had grown so popular that the first hour of every Friday became an open 

meeting, with the Executive Committee meeting held afterward.  Each Presbyterian 

Church in the city and suburbs was asked to send two delegates to the open meetings, and 

during that same year, The Interior, the Presbyterian weekly publication (whose name 

changed to The Continent in 1910), asked the Board of the Northwest to send weekly 

reports of missionary interest for printing.  It didn't take long for the Women's Board to 

claim a whole page for “Room 48" (WBFMN: Fifty Years 13).   
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Julia Cole's activities were mentioned regularly, which must have made Elizabeth 

feel closer to home when she was living in India.
21

  When Julia described her duties at 

Room 48, she was obviously proud of her own newly-found professionalism:   

As chairman [of the Missionary Records in 1908] I had to plan ways of 

keeping these records and make up past records to date.  By reference to 

Annual Reports Historical Sketches, Woman’s Work and the Office 

Records we were finally able to make two Card Index Files, one for 

active and the other for retired missionaries.  Their statements prepared 

from credentials were also filed according to their order of service.  This 

was very pleasant work. (LB 135)  

 

 Julia's mention of “two Card Index Files” was a specific symbol of professional 

sophistication.  Elizabeth, too, will mention using a card index in her June 3, 1905, letter 

when she packed the house the first time to go to a hill station for the summer.  She 

wrote, "I have made out a card index of all the things I shall take to the hills, and then add 

to this after the experience, keeping it year after year for reference.  One saves so much 

time this way.  Once having thought it through, that will be sufficient."  Likewise, the 

editor of the WPBMN 1907 Annual Report wrote, "I wish you might, all of you, look in 

the offices of our Magazine at 156 Fifth Avenue, New York, and meet our enthusiastic, 

energetic, earnest editor, Miss Ellen C. Parsons, at her desk, and our new treasurer, Mrs. 

Elliot. . . . If you should chance to go a step farther into the next orderly room [you will] 

see the able assistants, and the files of card catalogues" (94).  Patricia Hill notes that these 

symbols of professional authority in the foreign mission movement began to resemble 

symbols of male professionalism.  She writes of the significance of the photographs used 

to illustrate the Heathen Women's Friend's 1894 Annual Report: 

                                                 
21

 From The Interior, January 30, 1908, through June 18, 1908: DJ had an article published and he was 

photographed with other faculty for an update on Forman Christian College; Mrs. Cole is mentioned seven 

times; Mrs. Fleming once. 
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There are no people in either of the offices shown.  Only the 

accoutrements of power and professional expertise: a roll-top desk, 

flanked by bookcase, chairs and tables.  There are no sentimental 

feminine touches; the rooms are businesslike.  The atmosphere of 

efficiency is enhanced by the uncluttered desks and general tidiness; 

strangely, the absence of people in the photos reinforces the sense of 

work under control, of a well-run operation. (93)
 
 

 

"And, significantly," Hill argues, "without workers at their desks, there is no 

evidence indicating that these offices belong to women," the very essence of the 

movement itself (93).  Nancy Boyd sums up this philosophical change in the home 

missionaries when she talks of the YWCA secretaries in Emissaries: The Overseas Work 

of the American YWCA 1895-1970, "The 'professional' carved out a place that stood 

somewhere between that of the landed gentry of the old and the business executive of the 

new, from which she somewhat snobbishly dissociated herself" (21).  The intimacy these 

ordinary, middle-class housewives cultivated with their special missionaries was the vital 

building block of the foreign missionary movement; without it, the movement would 

begin to lose its appeal.  This argument will be discussed at length in part four of Chapter 

10, "Mother, your Study Class doings just beat the Dutch!"   
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Julia A. Cole's Sketches: A Sampler. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sketch by Julia Cole.  "Saratoga." 

 

 

Sketch by Julia Cole: "Virginia." 
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Chapter 5: Diary  

“Tonight after supper I was missing again.”  

(May 26, 1888)   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth probably had a version of the above missionary alphabet memorized at 

an early age; early on she knew she had advantages that other little girls, such as the poor 

illiterate Indian girls, did not.  America was the “home of the free,” and her mother 

wanted her to be dutiful and obedient and not to forget the misfortunes of others, duties 

she tried to impart to Elizabeth in her diary.  When Elizabeth wrote her diary, she was 

thirteen years old and lived at 271 East 53rd Street in Hyde Park, Illinois (which became 

1346 East 53rd
 
in October, 1909).  It is almost impossible to read Elizabeth’s brave words 

without picturing her mother's towering presence above her.  As Cheryl Cline wrote in 

 

Over Sea and Land: A Missionary Magazine for the Young.  

Jan. 1896, supplement page.  
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Women's Diaries, Journals, and Letters: An Annotated Bibliography, "The nineteenth-

century child diary . . . really comprises two autobiographies, that of the child and that of 

her teacher" (xxi).  In this case, Elizabeth seems to be repeating, more for her mother’s 

benefit than her own, what (exactly) her daily chores were.   

 

April 15, 1888 

Set alarm at six. 

Rise and dress as quickly 

as posible. 

Throw open my bed and window 

at 6.20—read a verse or two 

and pray. 

Pratice from half past six 

til seven. 

After breakfast and prayers 

put my room in order and 

take care of Eddies room.  

Close my  piano and dress 

for school.   

After lunch wash thoroughly  

practice 1 half hour and study 

my lessons—pratice another 

half hour before supper.  

        After supper clear table &  

do dishes. 

 

These daily chores written, seemingly at her mother's insistence, included rising 

and dressing promptly by 6:20 a.m., practicing the piano morning and night, putting both 

her room and her brother's in order, saying her prayers, clearing the supper table and 

doing the dishes.  Later, restrictions will be added—not to stray outside the garden gate 

without permission and not to entertain her friends at home without consulting her 

mother.  Cheryl Cline writes, "Diary writing has also been employed by religious and 

secular teachers as a means to educate the young; to help lead them into the religious fold 

or to instruct them in the social responsibilities of their elders" (xxi).  As mentioned, Julia 
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Cole continued to impart social and moral instructions well into her daughter's late teens, 

particularly that Elizabeth be dutiful (mentioning "duty" six times in her Smith College 

letters) and to avoid vanity, self-ease and sloth.  Likewise, John Cole had written, "The 

only reason why you are at school is to learn habits of care, painstaking thoroughness in 

all things, upon which depends your future usefulness and happiness."  "Habits of care," 

"painstaking thoroughness," and "usefulness" were qualities drummed into Elizabeth's 

young psyche. 

I have fallen into the habit of not 

minding my  mother. April 15 

1888.  This morning I was 

very slow about dressing 

which made me late to break- 

fast, this noon I stoped 

to talk in the street which 

made me late for dinner.  

   All this makes a great deal 

of trouble, because my mother 

wishes me to be prompt. 

and my father wishes I would 

pratice before breakfast.   

My father is very kind to  

give me music lessons 

and mama wishes I liked  

to pratice.  There does not seem  

to be much of anything that  

I like to do when I feel out  

of sorts and I am always  

out of sorts when I can't have  

my own way.   

Elsie Cole. 

 

 

 But Elizabeth must have been incorrigible.  Later that same day, she confessed in 

her diary that she "fallen in the habit of not minding her mother"; furthermore, she had 

pretty much broken all of her previously stated duties.  In truth, this misbehavior was 

probably what prompted the writing of the journal in the first place, but it is fascinating to 
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watch Elizabeth's ego emerge from the paper.  "I am always out of sorts when I can't have 

my own way," does not sound like a little girl who would grow up to become a respected 

YWCA secretary or a compassionate foreign missionary.  When she wrote, "There are a 

great many girls who have to work harder than I, but the girls I know seem to have their 

way about everything," she has transcended the Victorian age and moved right into the 

twentieth century.  Still struggling to hold onto her autonomy, Elizabeth wrote, "I will try 

this for one day."  Julia did not overlook this little voice of dissension, and once again, 

Elizabeth will write out her daily duties, but this time with the penalty spelled out—

losing a half day holiday.   

There are many things which my  

mother and Grandmothers ask  

me to do which cannot be written  

down but if I do them cheerfully  

my heart tells me I have done  

right.  My mother thinks I  

shall not be able to keep these  

resolutions without help from  

above.  After this if I am late  

to any of my meals I cannot  

go out the rest of that day and  

I never can go any where  

outside the garden gate with- 

out my mothers permission. 

      If I fail to practic any one  

of my half hours I shall loose  

the privilege of going anywhere  

on Saturday unless I am expecially  

excused by my mother from  

pratice.  If I fail to do  

the dishes quickly and  

thoroughly I must help the  

next morning till school  

time. 

Mama wishes me to make  

no plans for going away  

or entertaining company at  
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home without consulting  

her.  This seems very hard  

because there never is a time  

but what I am tempted  

even when I was a little  

girl I used to make plans  

without telling mama. 

There are a great many girls  

who have to work harder  

than I, but the girls I  

know seem to have their  

way about everything.  

I will try this for  

one day. 

"Elsie Cole" 

April 22 

 I have been prompt to  

breakfast every morning  

this week but this morning  

I overslept and am sorry. 

for I was very late to breakfast.   

I did not set alarm clock. 

There are several things  

 

I must to do different. 

————————————- 

Set alarm clock at six and rise,  

dress in 20 minutes if possible. 

Read one verse and pray a short  

prayer—open my bed and  

window.  Practice 1 half  

hour before breakfast. 

Ten minutes for my scales  

and 20 minutes for my pieces. 

Put my room in order. 

  "  Eddies "   "    ". 

Close my piano and dress  

for school. 

Come directly from school. 

————————————- 

Wash.          Eat. 

Pratice 1 half hour.  

Study one hour.  

Practice from 6 to 6:30. 

 

Do dishes after supper. 
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I keep a record in my piano  

of half hours practiced.  

If I loose one, I loose my  

half holiday.  

#  One day this week I  

put down a mark without  

having practiced and I  

had to get up after I had  

gone to bed and practice one  

half hour. 

#  I mean to try and get  

up Sunday morning to please  

my mother.  

 

I have had a very nice pres[*]  

this week. 

Nellie Russ is coming  

here to live.  

I will try these rules  

one week more. 

I like them very well. 

"Elsie Cole" 

 

 

And, unbelievably, Elizabeth disobeyed her mother right in the middle of this 

diary-writing exercise.  More than that, she was caught in a lie; she marked that she had 

practiced the piano when she hadn't.  When Elizabeth was lied to at Macalester College 

on March 4, 1904, by girls who "went to the theater that night on the pretext of going 

down town to church!" she thought they should have been expelled from college, not just 

reprimanded.  Elizabeth will meet her match in her own daughter, my strong-willed Aunt 

Betty, who on April 4, 1909, will climb on the back of the church pews and on July 13, 

1909, will order the poor Indian house servants around with raised forefinger, but that is a 

different story.  At age thirteen, Elizabeth acquiesced slightly to her mother, saying she 

would now try these rules for one week more (not just one day). 
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May 26 

I have been have been [2x] having  

a hard time lately trying to have  

my own way.  This morning  

after my music lesson I  

kept out of my mother's sight  

till lunch time. 

This afternoon I went down  

street without permission. 

Tonight after supper I  

was missing again. 

No one knows where I went.  

All this is contrary to  

my mother's wishes and I  

am sorry that I do not under- 

stand and obey better. 

"Elsie Cole" 

 

 

May 26 

My mother does not wish me to go out  

after supper or down street with  

out permission.  

"Elsie Cole" 

 

 

The mother/daughter battle came to light again in this May 26, 1888, entry when 

Elizabeth wrote, "This afternoon I went down street without permission.  Tonight after 

supper I was missing again.  No one knows where I went."  Cline writes, "Though kept in 

check, the diarist's personality often breaks out from behind rote descriptions of lessons 

and self-disparaging resolutions" (xxii).  Even under her mother's close scrutiny, 

Elizabeth did not divulge where she went; she kept a bit of herself to herself.  Most 

astonishing of all, instead of atoning for her misbehavior, she wrote, "I am sorry that I do 

not understand and obey better."  No, that wasn't what Julia had in mind and Elizabeth 
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had to return to her diary that very day and for the third time write, "My mother does not 

wish me to go out after supper or down street with out permission."   

Sixteen years later, when Elizabeth wrote of her early years for the Board of 

Foreign Missions, she acknowledged that at four or five years of age, she "evidently was 

not accustomed to prompt and unquestioning obedience."  She described an episode of 

defying her Grandfather (Alvord?) and of her incredulity when he punished her 

physically for disobeying him: 

On Sunday I annoyed grandfather by jumping on the rockers of his chair.  

His injunctions to stop met with a teasing spirit in me, and I kept on.  

With great indignation he rose and took me by the shoulders and gave 

me a good shaking after which I was thrust into a dark closet and the 

door shut.  I can remember yet the anger and resentment I felt for the 

man who could master me with physical force!   

 

Elizabeth also wrote that religion played a part of her world from the very beginning.  

During these same years, "playing Communion" was one of her favorite games:  

We would get a large pan a freshly popped corn and sit together on the 

top stair of a long flight of steps and with the pan between us, shut our 

eyes and solemnly put in our hands and take a mouthful of pop-corn.  

Then cover our eyes as in prayer.  As soon as this mouthful was disposed 

of we would slip down one step and repeat the process, and so on till we 

reached the bottom and the dish was empty.  The fascination of this 

mysterious solemn ceremony of eating held us for several months.   

 

Over the years Elizabeth will translate her fascination with the “mysterious, 

solemn ceremony” of “playing Communion” into her life’s work.  She will understand 

that without a strong Christian compass, Africa's vice, the Hindoo's gilt-god, Japanese 

idolatry, illiteracy and bloodshed would triumph.  More than that, Elizabeth will retain 

her strong sense of self and her love of independence and adventure so important in the 

mission field.    

 



 127 

Chapter 6: Smith College 

"I am now Juliam Elizabetham."  
(June 26, 1897) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elizabeth attended Smith College from 1893-1897.  Most of her letters in this 

chapter were written in the fall of 1895, her junior year.  Elizabeth was part of the second 

generation of female college students (1890s-1900s), which Barbara Miller Solomon 

categorizes In the Company of Educated Women: A History of Women and Higher 

Education in America as being “still pioneering” with “a more expansive spirit; mentally 

and physically vigorous like the Gibson girl, she called herself a 'new woman'” (95).
22

  

The majority of these students came from the socially-mobile middle class like the Coles.  

Using data from an Association of Collegiate Alumnae study of 3,636 women who 

graduated from twenty-two colleges between 1869 and 1898, Solomon argues that 

                                                 
22 Solomon describes three generations of college women who were "not defined demographically, but by 

what they had shared as undergraduates, by the issues that challenged them as students."  She described the 

first generation (1860s to 1880) as still defining herself as a “‘true woman,’ pure and pious at least, if not 

always obedient and domestic” while the third generation college woman (1910s to 1920s) “introduced a 

more sophisticated ‘new women,’ responsive to Progressive causes of social reform but also flouting 

conventional mores; she foreshadowed the flapper of the twenties” (95). 

 

Sketch by Julia A. Cole. (Untitled.  Apple on book.) 
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college families were neither the poorest nor the wealthiest; only 7.3 percent came from 

families with incomes over $10,000 a year, while more than thirty-four percent of the 

women surveyed were from families whose annual incomes were below $1,200 (65).
23

  

"The fathers were achievers in professional and business enterprises,” Solomon writes, 

“often brought up in the antebellum tradition of intellectual and social reform, they 

viewed college education for both sexes as the path to fuller life, intellectually, socially 

and economically" (65).  This statement certainly describes John Cole whose engineering 

business, located in the newly-built Old Colony Building in Chicago’s Loop, was just 

beginning to profit from advertising.
24

   

Elizabeth and fifty other girls lived in Hubbard Hall, one of the original residence 

houses.  Even though I do not know her roommate Helen’s last name (it might be 

Cornell), Elizabeth thought she was "the sweetest roommate imaginable."  This year the 

girls were lucky to be able to move out of the attic, but more than that, they were 

especially lucky just to be living on campus at all.  Between 1890 and 1900, Smith's 

enrollment had increased 140%, equaling the numbers at Yale and Harvard, but 

dormitory housing had not kept up with demand.
25

  When given the choice within a 

limited budget, President L. Clark Seelye always chose to build “recitation rooms and 

laboratories” rather than dwelling houses (1894-95 AR 9).  The result was that by 1890, 

                                                 
23

 At the turn of the century, the established eastern elites—Boston Brahmins, Philadelphia Main Liners, 

and Hudson Valley New Yorkers—still preferred to educate their daughters privately at home, at boarding 

school, and through travel abroad (Solomon 64; 1895-96 AR, 13).  
24 The Old Colony Building was designed by Holabird and Roche and built at 407 S. Dearborn in 1893-

1894.  John Cole was probably the first occupant in suite 1580.  On October 29, 1894, Julia had written, 

"Papa is busy—he has a new typewriter girl who has the charge of six waterworks—i.e. under your father.  

Then besides he is remodeling works at LaCrosse & Mr. Enos is building new at Gibson City."    
25

 By 1895, Smith had become the largest women's college in the world with 875 students and 2250 former 

students and alumnae (1895-1896 AR 3); by 1897, the year Elizabeth graduated, 932 women were attending 

Smith (1896-1897 AR 13).  All subsequent references to Smith's Annual Reports are indexed in the Works 

Cited list under: Smith College. "Office of the President, Annual Reports, 1875-1910."   
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less than half the undergrads lived on campus, and those lucky girls were older 

sophomores or juniors, just like Elizabeth and Helen.  The younger students lived in 

“invitation houses” in Northampton (Mendenhall 5).   

 During this year at Smith, Elizabeth was elected to two “Secretaryships”—one as 

the Secretary of the Junior Class and another she does not name.  She was also initiated 

into the newly-formed Phi Kappa Psi literary society, and was a member of the Glee 

Club, the Current Events Club, and the Chicago Club.  During the spring of her 

sophomore year she made the basketball team, discussed at length in her brother's letter, 

part four of this chapter, “I suppose you are playing tennis at Northampton."  Finally, 

Elizabeth taught the social gospel, a combination of remedial education and Sunday 

School, to children at the mission on Hospital Hill.
26

  This will be the start of her 

Christian missionary work, her lifetime vocation.  Her wry sense of humor comes 

through when she writes of her efforts to civilize these town children on September 22, 

1985, "There were several new children out and we hope to get them into the Sunday 

School.  For that purpose we shall take up two new teachers and try all our powers of 

fascination on those little dirty urchins.  Little do they know of the work it is to teach 

them there."   

Smith College was ahead of its time but was an expression of post-Civil War 

women everywhere.  When Miss Sophia Smith died in Hatfield, Massachusetts, on 

Sunday, June 12, 1870, her will marked the first time a woman had given the bulk of a 

large fortune to benefit a women's college.  She wrote:  

                                                 
26

 The leading figure in the social gospel movement was Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), professor of 

church history at Rochester Theological Seminary, who sought to rectify economic and social injustice.  

His writings include Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907), Christianizing the Social Order (1912), The 

Social Principles of Jesus (1916), and A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917) (New Columbia 2281). 
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It is my opinion that by the higher and more thorough Christian 

education of women, what are called their "wrongs" will be redressed, 

their wages adjusted, their weight of influence in reforming the evils of 

society will be greatly increased, as teachers, as writers, as mothers, as 

members of society, their powers for good will be incalculably enlarged. 

(qtd. in Seelye 224-225) 

 

In Smith’s 1895-96 Annual Report, President Seelye proudly stated, "The College is not 

intended to fit woman for any particular sphere or profession, but to develop her intellect 

by the best methods which philosophy and experience suggest, so that she may be a more 

perfect woman in any position" (1).  While vocations other than teaching were still 

limited for women, as far as the kind and wise President L. Clark Seelye was concerned, 

women could reach for the stars, and Elizabeth Cole did just that. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Douglas Z.Doty's "Life at Girls' College." Munsey's Magazine Sept 1897: 871. 
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6.1 “Shall I begin at the beginning?”   

 

September 15, 1895   

My dear Mother, 

 

I know you are all anxious for a letter this morning for although you 

must have rec'd two postals—yet they were not very much after all—

were they?   

 

Shall I begin at the beginning?  No, I think I will not say much about 

the trip for without exception it was the most uncomfortable one we 

ever took.  However now it is all the same to us and I shouldn’t care if 

things had been still more uncomfortable then, as we are delightfully 

settled in at this end in our lovely new rooms surrounded by one['s] 

best friends and greeted with ideally cool weather.  We are entirely 

unpacked and almost wholly settled in these new quarters.  Things look 

very pretty—almost every girl who comes in exclaims upon the 

beautiful room—its size and cheerfulness.  This is decidedly refreshing 

to our poor little souls after last years experience in the attic.  

 

But here comes our disappointment and I know it will be yours too—

after all dear Grandmother's work on those couch covers we had to give 

them up.  You see, unfortunately and stupidly on our part, we never 

thought of looking at the wall paper in this room last year.  We found 

on our arrival here that it is a very decided olive green.  Also that the 

window shades are of that same hue.  Try as we would we could not 

reconcile our beautiful blue covers with his shade of green.  And so 

with many deep sighs and audible groans we had to remove them and 

buy other covers to go with the paper.  Our new covers are of green 

with a light figure running though them—quite nice looking —and not 

very expensive. 

 

The blue covers were just a fit for the beds—could not possibly have 

been more perfect—Grandma's work is always a grand success as they 

were so very nice we have had no trouble in selling them and best of all 

they have brought $2.50 a piece.  We are rather glad that they have 

gone to one of our best friends just around the corner of our corridor 

where we can see them anytime we wish.  However we get green with 

jealousy every time we go there.  You see we liked them so much and 

after dear little Grandmother had gone to all the trouble of making them 

too!  Well it's too bad—but could not be helped.   

 

Yesterday as I was coming out of chapel when who should I see in the 

very back seat but Mrs. Howard and Nina, little Katherine and another 

lady friend.  Of course I was delighted.  Vera Scott (a friend of theirs 

too) and I took them all over the grounds and buildings and invited 
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them to dinner with us.  Unfortunately we here at the Hubbard did not 

have any desert that day as the ice cream failed to come at the last 

moment.  Mrs. Terry and I were quite mortified but our guests were 

lovely in excusing everything.  We have suggested that they all come 

over from Amherst to Vespers today.  Perhaps they will drive over.  

Mrs. Howard says she shall want to see you when she returns, and tell 

you all about her visit here. 

 

I have been considerably puzzled to know just what I had best take this 

year.  After much debate and some rather startling changes in my 

former intentions I decided to take—Economics 2 hrs, Logic 2 hrs, 

Astronomy 2 hrs, History 4, Literature 4—making a total of fourteen 

hours a week—just a nice number.   

 

You are surprised no doubt to see that I have dropped Zoölogy.  But 

after one year, I think I know enough for all practical purposes.  I have 

decided that Zoöl is nothing I should ever care to teach—and while 

very interesting not so essential as some other things.  So I shall take 

two courses in history instead.  French History and the Reformation.  

Also two in Lit—the prose and poetry course.  We are beginning with 

Milton at present—intensely interesting with Miss Czarmonski and 

then the Prose Fiction with Miss Hubbard.  As yet we have not done 

much.  Real work begins this week.   

 

Later.  I just returned from supper at the Norwood with Nina and 

Arthur & Vera Scott.  We have had a lovely little visit together.  The 

more I see of Nina the better I like her.  Mrs. Howard said something 

about Ed and I coming to see them at Xmas time. 

 

Oh my dear, those children upon the hill acted terribly this afternoon—

several small boys about 10-12 yrs old carried things with a very high 

hand—they are extremely hard to manage—we shall certainly have to 

contrive some new way to interest them. 

  

Have you discovered the fact that I left the keys to my steamer trunk 

behind—also my curling iron?  If you will send them on I shall be 

much obliged.  As we have things arranged with my bed box and 

steamer trunks for window seat, we are nicely fixed for room.  In fact 

we do not need the contrivance you spoke of at all.  Oh this lovely 

room!  I feel as if I were really living once more.  Last night I had an 

opportunity of talking with Miss Cook, and took occasion to remember 

you alter her.  She is really lovely.   

  

I wish you could have been at Vespers with me tonight—they were so 

beautiful and impressive.  I have thought a great deal about you all 

today and especially of what papa said to me.  I wish I could realize all 
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the experience of his advice.  Please don't imagine for one moment that 

I am unhappy.  The fact is I never was happier in my life than I am just 

at present with all these advantages and friends and a great deal more 

that I can't so well express.   

 

A loving goodnight to you all from your little girl— 

Elizabeth 

Has that Glee Club Pin turned up? 

 

By 1895, Elizabeth was a veteran letter-writer having lived away from home at 

least three years, assuming she attended Miss Capen's Preparatory School only one year.  

In the letters that comprise this collection, she never seemed to struggle for the right 

words, or for something to say, and, as mentioned earlier, she seemed to have internalized 

Hugh Blair's advice that correspondence should be "written in a sprightly manner, with 

native grace and ease."  Nor does Elizabeth talk only of herself.  According to Elizabeth 

Myers, the cardinal rule of the social letter is to drop one's ego.  In The Social Letter 

(1918), she gives this basic rule: 

Do not let us forget that correspondence is blood-relation to the personal 

visit.  For instance, if a guest entered our home we would, I'm sure, put 

his interest foremost in our conversation, at least until he had told us all 

he wished to say on the subject. . . . We always offer our best chair, 

while we content ourselves for the time being with the straight-backed, 

spindle-legged one.  So it is in writing letters.  Never, if we can avoid it, 

must we bring the personal in starting our letter. (18)  

 

Along these same lines, in "Letter-Writing Instruction in 19th Century Schools in the 

United States," Lucille M. Schultz argues that "instruction for how to write a letter, the 

one genre that would have an audience outside the classroom, became a trope for 

instruction in behaving according to the culture's dominate values, and the appearance of 

the letter became a trope, a metonymy, for the writer's character" (111).  When Elizabeth 

remarked that she has left a margin like Mabel Barrows on her paper in her September 
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25, 1895, letter, Schultz would say this indicated that Elizabeth stayed within the lines of 

polite society as well.   

I am sure Elizabeth was well aware of these restrictions and admonitions when 

she sat down at her desk, and that she kept appropriately sized margins more often than 

not (although her mother’s margins were surprisingly sloppy), and that she made herself 

much less the subject in letters going outside of the immediate family.
27

  Within her own 

family, though, she could be on less formal terms than those Elizabeth Myers discussed, 

and in fact Julia wrote on October 19, 1894, begging Elizabeth for more personal 

information: "Dear me we are so hungry for letters and yet we know you are too busy to 

write very often, but we did want to know more."   

Although Elizabeth certainly did not need tutoring, most letter-writing manuals, 

as mentioned earlier, told the fledgling letter-writer to conjure up an image of the person 

to whom they were writing.  Altman calls it a "magic ritual" in Epistolarity: Approaches 

to a Form (137) and Cecile Dauphin tells the writer in "Letter-Writing Manuals of the 

Nineteenth Century" to pretend that the recipient could hear the sound of your voice and 

that his or her eyes were fixed on yours (132).  Even when writing to someone you didn’t 

know personally, Alvera Mickelsen counsels the late twentieth-century letter writer to use 

a specific person when composing a letter to a missionary he or she didn't know.  In How 

to Write Missionary Letters (1988), she advises, "Think first, second and always of your 

                                                 
27

 Apparently Elizabeth thought about this requirement later on and during her June 1909 

postpartum was afraid that her home and children were beginning to define her world.  In her letter 

home on June 21, 1909, (a little less that a month after my father was born), she wrote, “What a long 

letter I have written you!  And still there is not much news.  I am able to write of little else but 

ourselves.”  On July 1, 1909, she wrote to her mother: "Now this is all about myself & the babies!  

How you will disapprove.  But the letter got delayed & now it is mail time & I must go lie down for 

the noon nap,” and again on, August 5, 1909: “Now this is all about myself & the babies—will you 

think me very narrow?”  See part four of Chapter 10, “Mother, your Study Class doings just beat the 

Dutch!”, for more discussion of Elizabeth's "narrowing" world.  
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reader.  Choose a typical reader—maybe an auto mechanic you know in a small town—

and write every line with him in mind. . . . You will naturally avoid many of the common 

weaknesses of missionary letters if you write with a flesh-and-blood person in mind" (7).   

But Elizabeth had moved way beyond these elementary guidelines.  “For the 

[more sophisticated] letter writer,” Janet Gurkin Altman argues, "to write to someone is 

to speak to him, but in order for this illusion to be maintained in a lengthy letter, the other 

person's voice must be somehow heard" (137).  Despite the fact that I have just one side 

of the conversation, Elizabeth always creates a rich epistolary dialog with her parents.  As 

mentioned in the Methodology section, Chapter 2, Elizabeth "talks" to her mother in a 

variety of ways, but this very first letter home from college is her best example of using 

the pseudodialogue technique, which Altman has recommended for bridging separation.  

In addition to her opening sentences, Elizabeth "talks" directly to her mother four more 

times:  

But here comes our disappointment and I know it will be yours too—; 

You are surprised no doubt to see that I have dropped Zoölogy;  

Have you discovered the fact that I have left the keys to my steamer 

trunk behind—also my curling iron?;  

[and] I wish you could have been at Vespers with me tonight—.   

 

Notice that Elizabeth also bridges the distance by using Richardson’s writing-to-the-

moment when she announces, "I just returned from supper at the Norwood with Nina and 

Arthur & Vera Scott."   

Using sensory descriptions is a third way to close the gap between writer and 

reader.  One of Elizabeth's best descriptions is found in the letter used for part two on 

September 29, 1895, when she wrote, "It is raining and making the prettiest kind of a 

sound on the tin roof outside," but other examples are: September 17, 1895, "This is a 
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beautiful morning.  The air comes in through my open window just stirring the curtains 

very gently"; September 22, 1895, "O mother I wish you could be here now.  Sit here in 

this lovely room and hear the beautiful Vesper singing which comes wafting over the 

campus and through the open windows"; and October 6, 1895, "Another beautiful, 

beautiful morning.  The sunshine streams into our room through the window at my right.  

There is just a gentle little breeze which plays with the curtains, softly swaying the dainty 

white dotted muslin in and out!  Everything is quiet now."  These descriptions are lovely 

and help draw her mother into her immediate world.   

 This September 1895 letter is important because she talks of her mission work 

and that she might want to teach after college.  That Elizabeth volunteered to teach the 

social gospel to the children on the hill is no surprise given the altruistic example of the 

Alvords and Coles, but Elizabeth has updated her sense of mission and duty to reflect the 

sign of the times.  Placing a new emphasis on the social teachings of Christ and deserting 

the unbending theology of the older order is how Harold Underwood Faulkner believed 

organized religion was able to maintain itself during the period of readjustment after 

Charles Darwin's Origin of the Species (1859) turned theology upside down.  During the 

Reform Era at the turn of the century, Faulkner writes in The Quest For Social Justice, 

1898-1914, the churches interested themselves in social work, educational activities and 

benefit societies.  "They extended their activities to include the physical and intellectual 

as well as the purely spiritual welfare of mankind" (218).  Solomon agrees, saying, "By 

the 1890s, as evolution gradually became comfortably incorporated into liberal Protestant 

thinking, students looked outward and involved social ethics to give purpose to their 
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lives.  The 'social question' more often than the religious engrossed the college woman" 

(91).  

Elizabeth's mission work at Smith never sounded particularly easy, but she made 

the best of it.  She shows a realistic, human side in her September 15, 1895, letter: "Oh 

my dear, those children upon the hill acted terribly this afternoon—several small boys 

about 10-12 yrs old carried things with a very high hand—they are extremely hard to 

manage—we shall certainly have to contrive some new way to interest them."  She could 

be compassionate, and wrote in her September 22, 1895, letter, "I have just returned from 

the Mission and think I will not go to Vespers as it is so hot.  All my girls were out and 

seemed interested.  We reviewed the work of last year and I was much pleased to find 

they remembered almost everything.  That is something an older class would not do."  

The Smith girls also used creative methods of teaching as she describes in the beginning 

of her September 22, 1895, letter: "[B]ut it was almost too hot for games such as drop the 

handkerchief—so we sang songs.  One of the girls was kind enough to bring her guitar 

and entertain us with funny songs."  Finally, at Christmas, Elizabeth and Mary (which 

Mary?) put up a Christmas tree for the children and the Coles sent ornaments from 

Chicago.   

Teaching the social gospel was probably good experience for real classroom 

teaching.  When Elizabeth paraphrased her mother's unspoken surprise regarding 

dropping Zoölogy, she said, "But after one year, I think I know enough for all practical 

purposes.  I have decided that Zoöl is nothing I should ever care to teach—and while very 

interesting not so essential as some other things."  This mention of teaching seems to be 

an aside, but it could be that at this point, that Elizabeth was ruling out marriage as a first 
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priority.  As very few married women held jobs at the turn of the century, Elizabeth, like 

many of her peers, was thinking professionally not matrimonially.  In At Odds: Women 

and the Family in America from the Revolution to the Present, Carl Degler states that in 

1900 less than four percent of married white women worked outside the home; in 1920, 

6.3 % worked, while in 1940, twelve percent of married women worked outside the home 

(384).
28

  However, Elizabeth was speaking realistically because teaching was one of the 

only professions situated squarely within the cult of domesticity, the woman’s sphere.  

Women entered the teaching profession in the 1840s for a variety of reasons: an increase 

in population because of immigration, coupled with the advent of tax-supported common 

schools created the demand side of the equation.  Meanwhile, the supply side was 

depleted by the Civil War (which eliminated at least two generations of men), and by a 

swiftly developing economy which pulled the rest of the men away from nonindustrial or 

noncommercial work, such as teaching.  All historians agree that after the Civil War, at 

least 60% of the teachers in America were women.
29

   

In Catharine Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity Kathryn Sklar argues 

that Beecher “was the first to envision teaching as a profession dominated by—indeed 

exclusively belonging to—women” (97).  Catharine Beecher believed that teaching 

                                                 
28

 In Woman's Proper Place: A History of Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present, Sheila 

Rothman questions the accuracy of statistics collected before 1910 because of the stigma of work for 

married women.  She writes that in 1890, 12.1% of all employed were married women; 1900, 13.3% and 

1910, 19.8%.  She reports that in 1910, census enumerators were specifically told to have women "state 

their occupation," that the mere presence of a married woman at home was not itself to be an indication that 

she was a full-time housewife.  Rothman believes the percent of employed married women for these years 

was always around 20% (87).  Note: Rothman’s statistics are for all employed; Degler’s just for married 

Caucasian women. 
29

 Mabel Newcomer reports that by 1870, three of five teachers were women (15); Kathryn Sklar states that 

by 1888 women comprised 63% of the work force (180); Sheila Rothman states that in 1894, of 815 Vassar 

graduates 805 ended up as school teachers (47); and Carl Degler says that by 1870, the teaching profession 

made up 90% of all professional women (379).  The percentages were greatest in the cities—Katherine 

Morgan reports that by 1871, the year of the great fire, the female/male teacher ratio in Chicago was 

sixteen to one, or more than 94% (26).   
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should be elevated and made the special “profession of women, a profession as honorable 

and as lucrative for her as the legal, medical and theological professions were for men” 

(223).  However, as soon as women had saturated the market, the teaching profession 

became devalued and salaries plummeted.  Women were often paid half the salary of 

male teachers, and they were locked out of supervisory positions as well.  Ann Douglas 

argues in The Feminization of American Culture that this disproportionate number of 

women in teaching was “a feat they accomplished in no other country, and one which 

was to cause immense uneasiness in the men involved in American education by the turn 

of the twentieth century” (76).    

Although Elizabeth was never an actual schoolteacher, she used teaching skills 

when she led YWCA student groups across the country and in India, and, as mentioned 

earlier, she taught the social gospel to the mission children on the hill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sketch by Julia A. Cole. "My father's first School House.  A 

teacher at 16.  Winsted, Conn.  Aug. 31, 1868."  Rev. John 

Alvord (1807-1880) was sixteen in 1823, well before women 

became the majority of school teachers.   
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6.2 “One begins to know what real college is” [Excerpt] 

Sept. 29, 1895   

My dear Mother 

 

This week has passed so quickly and I feel that every one is going in 

the same way.  When one is busy every moment and interested in their 

work time flies wonderfully.  And my dear, you have no idea how 

much more like college this year is.  You see in the first place I have 

been allowed to elect just the things I want.  Everything is of my own 

choosing and these subjects are all ones which I have anticipated all my 

life.  As everyone has said the last two years are entirely different.  It is 

there that one begins to know what real college is.  Before the work 

seems merely a continuation of the preparatory years.  Now, so far in 

everything we have had and probably will have an immense amount of 

outside reading to do and reference work—personal investigation.  And 

I find this kind of work exactly to my taste.   

 

Most of our time is spent in Forbes Library which by the way is one of 

the finest libraries I have ever seen.  It is new and contains all the books 

we want, all the new works and such interesting magazines!  Every 

time I go over there I am crazy to sit and read them.  If you were here I 

know you would like nothing better than to live over there among those 

books.  Sometimes I feel as though I should like to spend an entire 

vacation there and drink my fill so to speak.   

 

I declare there is something so fascinating about books!  An 

atmosphere quite different from other things.  Some of the girls here 

have spent a great deal of money on their books.  You know in our 

courses there are a great many references made to nice books which are 

valuable to own—and these girls make it a point to obtain all those 

books.  Of course this plan gives them a beautiful little library of choice 

books by the time they leave college.  There is always a fond 

association connected with these too.   

 

Speaking of books reminds me to tell you of the expensive books I 

have been obliged to purchase this year.  There are two or three of 

Synod's on the Renaissance which are intensely interesting in 

themselves and books which I think we would like to have at home in 

our library after I have finished with them.  They are expensive 

however—$1.60 a piece.  History is fine.  Both the course in the 

Renaissance, Reformation and Revolution and also the one in French 

history.  You see if we ever went abroad history would be very 

essential in order to understand and appreciate what we saw.  
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You know didn't you that we have a "Current Events Club" here which 

meets every other Wednesday?  Any student may belong if she is 

willing to work on some topic as for instance Foreign Politics, 

Domestic Politics, Philanthropy, Religion, Education, Industrial 

Interests, Scientific News, Literature, Art or Music.  Each member 

must put her name down under one of these heads, and then she must 

offer a written report on her topic to be read at the open meeting.   

 

After we have one of the Professors come in to lecture on some topic of 

the day, and sometimes an important question will be dealt with in the 

form of a debate.  If one goes to these meetings and keeps up with 

some of the reading of newspapers or weekly paper, she can get a great 

deal of help from this club.  The reason I bring this matter up in my 

letter is that just at present it is strongly in my mind since I have been 

asked to present a report on Domestic Politics covering the entire 

summer.  Perhaps you can imagine how industriously I have worked in 

reading up all the back numbers of the "Nation," "Review of Books," 

and "Literary Digest."  By the way I am particularly pleased with the 

last named weekly paper.  It contains so many interesting articles all 

short and to the point.  When you go into the Reading room next time, 

just see if you cannot find that paper.  I know you would be interested 

in looking it over. 

 

But before I close this letter I must tell you of our little visit to Amherst 

last night.  Edward wrote over to invite Helen and me to take tea with 

them and a lovely time we had.  It did my heart good to see Mr. Esty 

looking so brown and hearty.  I never saw him look so finely—the 30 

lbs certainly are an improvement. [...] 

 

During the evening we were entertained by music.  Mr. Blake, one of 

Ed's classmates is a very fine player, he has composed several waltzes.  

The one dedicated to the class of '97 is remarkable good.  Mrs. 

Luckerman is so cordial and hospitable I could love her on very short 

acquaintance.  By the way, now I think of it, I can't remember if the 

"butler" was present any of the time, only one thing impressed me is 

the highly polished floors.  Why I nearly slipped every step I took 

going down the hall.  It is not exactly comfortable to feel anxious about 

one's footing.   

 

It is raining and making the prettiest kind of a sound on the tin roof 

outside.  Helen is over to Vespers—she is ushering this term so has to 

go every night.  Dear little Helen—she makes the sweetest roommate 

imaginable.  We are perfectly happy together and entirely congenial in 

all our tastes, which is certainly a great advantage.  Some of the girls 

were saying the other day they thought we were ideal roommates, and 

to my mind that just expresses it.   
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Friday night Helen's brother Paul was here for a few hours.   I think he 

was some embarrassed by so many girls, for we could not persuade him 

to stay over one train and go to chapel with us in the morning.   

 

Did I ever tell you about my handsome new office-chair?  I don't 

remember writing anything about it.  And I am so afraid you will think 

me extravagant I feel shy about speaking of it, but then it is one of 

those things I have always wanted.  And for one who sits at a desk as 

many hours as I do, it is a great comfort to have a nice chair.  I thought 

too I might want to take it home with me at the end of my course, for 

old associations sake.  I am wedded to this chair—it is a grand one with 

a high back and leather seat—but what I most of all revel in is the 

double motion of "twist and tip."  O it is luxurious.  

 

I know dear you will be much pleased to learn of our beautiful 

housekeeping.  Everything in my drawers is as neat as a pin, with bed-

box and window-box as extras.  I have made comfortable provision for 

all my clothes.  I feel confident you would never know me in this new 

capacity.  Don't breathe—lest the good work stop!  But really, to be 

frank things are so much sweeter and more fascinating when in order.  I 

believe I shall be induced to always keep them so.  

 

With a world of love for you dear mamma and all the others, I am 

affectionately  

Elizabeth 

 

When Smith College opened in 1875, it was the first woman's college to open 

without a preparatory department connected.  Learning from Vassar’s 1865 experience, 

Seelye wrote, "[Because Vassar] was encumbered with a large preparatory department it 

had not placed itself on a par with the best colleges for men in its requirements for 

admission" (19).  Maintaining both a college and a preparatory school was expensive so 

when Smith refused to open with a preparatory department, Louise Schultz Boas states in 

Woman's Education Begins: The Rise of the Women's Colleges (1971) that one was 

started "distinct from the college but preparing for it" in Northampton” (248).  In Julia’s 

memoirs, she mentioned that Elizabeth graduated from a Miss Capen’s School before 

going on to Smith (LB 6).  Therefore, although Miss Capen's prepared girls exclusively 
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for Smith, the preparatory school was always considered distinct and separate from the 

college.  

Miss Bessie T. Capen was one of the first women to graduate from MIT and she 

was in charge of the chemistry department at Wellesley College before Seelye hired her 

to teach at Smith in 1876 (Seelye 45).  Miss Capen also taught botany (as Department of 

Botany archivist, Christina Lehman mentions, a subject "particularly fitted" to a woman's 

nature), but she left to open her own school in 1879.  In her November 24, 1895, letter 

Elizabeth told her mother that she saw Miss Capen at the Capen Gymnasium: "Last 

evening Mary Lord asked me over to a stereoptican lecture on Joanne D'Arc at the Capen 

Gymnasium.  Miss Capen was there and appeared exactly the same as ever—Calm, self 

contained and courteous.  As I sat there I wondered how many things had happened since 

I was studying there—how many things had been learned in books & out of books.  I 

fancy there are quite a number—at least I hope so."   

Opening without an onsite preparatory department was not the only criterion that 

made Smith College's unique.  The student's option to select elective classes was adopted 

right from the start.  Initially First Year students could not take electives, but by 1879 that 

rule had relaxed, and by 1895, two years before Elizabeth graduated, seniors had no 

required courses at all in their last term (Mendenhall 12-13).  Second, the study of the 

fine arts was made a part of the regular, fixed curriculum; and third, Greek, Latin and 

math were made entrance requirements as they were at Harvard, Yale, Brown and 

Amherst (i.e. at men's colleges).   

Elizabeth was thrilled with the independence to choose her classes and in this 

September 1985 letter she told her mother, "You see in the first place I have been allowed 
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to elect just the things I want.  Everything is of my own choosing and these subjects are 

all ones which I have anticipated all my life."  During her junior year Elizabeth registered 

for almost all English and History classes, and she also took a tutorial in English History.  

This freedom demonstrated Smith's commitment to each student's right to self-expression 

and self-actualization.  Letting students choose their electives also reflected the new 

scientific approach to education, expressed by President Seelye in the 1896-1897 Annual 

Report: "An elective system will facilitate its appropriate education and in due time, 

furnish valuable data for a more satisfactory answer to the much disputed question—how 

sex differentiates mental characteristics" (5). 

Secondly, Smith College showed its belief in an "aesthetic culture" by not 

charging extra fees for music and art (other than those for private lessons) (Boas 256).  In 

his history of the college, Thomas C. Mendenhall, the sixth president of Smith College, 

wrote in Chance and Change in Smith College's First Century that Mr. Seelye believed in 

the study of the arts with such conviction that he would not accept the presidency of 

Smith College without this requirement.  Mendenhall felt this was Seelye’s “most 

significant, original contribution to education,” and quoted Seelye as saying, "Surely the 

intelligent study of one of Beethoven's sonatas or Michelangelo's statues may be as 

profitable to some minds as the dissection of a fish or a flower" (9).  Elizabeth enjoyed 

her Italian art lectures with Mr. Van Dyke just as much as Dr. Blodgett's rehearsals for 

the Scriptural Cantata, "The Prodigal Son," and on October 27, 1895, Elizabeth wrote, "I 

am so sorry that Dr. Blodgett's rehearsals come the same hour and I shall be obliged to 

choose between the two."   
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Regarding the third criteria, as Elizabeth never mentioned studying Greek, I will 

assume she studied Greek at Miss Capen's School and passed the language requirement in 

1893, which consisted of four books of Xenophon and three books of the Iliad (1896-

1897 AR 8).  Twelve years later Elizabeth will become the first missionary wife required 

to pass the first year examination in Urdu before being allowed to vote at the Mission in 

Lahore.  Obviously enjoying the challenge, she wrote on October 18, 1905, "If one has 

never studied Latin or any other language it would be almost too much to face India.  

Now for me the Grammar is nothing, just play."  Other women will not be that fortunate 

in their pursuit of language proficiency at Smith or in India.  Elizabeth was also fortunate 

to be a part of the second college generation of college women.  Women of the first 

generation (the 1860s-1880s), found that the Greek requirement was difficult for them to 

acquire, and one girl wrote, "The boys at the high school were so ugly to us girls who 

were going to college that they made life very disagreeable, and when no boys took 

Greek for a college course the principal would not start a class for the girls, and we found 

ourselves one year behind in Greek and had to hire the principal to tutor us all summer 

vacation" (qtd. in Seelye 34).   

By 1890, education for women had proved to be such a success that more girls 

than boys were graduating from high school.  Twenty years after opening with fourteen 

students, Smith had become the largest women’s college in the world.  Smith's reputation 

spread and enrollment continued to climb; all, as Seelye was proud to report, without 

needing to advertise (1895-1896 AR 5).  Seelye argued in The Early History of Smith 

College, 1871-1910 (1923) that the increase in the number of college students indicated 

that there had been a rapid growth of good preparatory schools, such as Miss Capen’s 
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School.  This, in turn, meant that the best women's colleges could drop theirs; Wellesley 

did in 1881, Vassar in 1888 and Bryn Mawr opened without one in 1885 (copying 

Smith's example).  What this also meant was that most high schools throughout the 

country were finally preparing women for college on equal terms with men (77-78).
30

  

Young women no longer needed the boys to fill out a class in Greek, or had to spend their 

summer vacations being tutored by the school principal.   

 

6.3 “One of the most beautiful girls I have ever seen” 

 

October 12, 1895   

My dear Mother 

 

Knowing how lonesome you must be without Grandma in the house to 

talk to, I had thought of writing you much oftener, but alas!  This is the 

way my plans sometimes fall through.  Unfortunately for letter writing 

this week has been peculiarly busy.  A number of unusual things have 

come in to take up ones time.  In the first place on Wednesday evening 

came the Sophomore Reception.  But as we are Juniors this year we did 

not expect to go.  I was congratulating myself on this fact when lo and 

behold a general cry was heard that there were from ninety to one 

hundred freshmen left over, and no one to take them.  This came about 

from the fact that the incoming class was about 100 more in numbers 

than the one last year.  Consequently the Juniors were called upon to 

come in and fill up the ranks.  Hardly any of us wanted to do it, but it 

was certainly a duty we could not shake off without being very selfish.  

At the last moment one of the girls sprained her ankle and could not go 

so I took her place.   

 

The Gymnasium looked very pretty indeed.  The walls were all 

decorated in Autumn leaves and the gallery wound with red and green 

bunting (the class colors).  At the further end of the hall, near the 

fireplace stood the Sophomore President and Vice President, who 

received the company.  Imagine being presented to nearly 500 people!  

Both of these girls were remarkably fine looking, and as they stood 

there side by side they made a beautiful picture.  The vice president 

Vera Scott, is one of the most beautiful girls I have ever seen.  She 

comes from near Chicago and her father is the Scott in "Carson Pirie 

                                                 
30

 Unless otherwise noted, all references to Pres. L. Clarke Seelye are to his The Early History of Smith 

College, 1871-1910. 
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Scott & Co."  She by the way is a great friend of the Howards in 

Glencoe, as she has visited them many summers.   

 

The next day, Thursday, was Mountain Day.  Of course everyone had 

made arrangements for going off to the mountains in parties of tens, 

fifteens, or twenties.  Each year we plan to go to a different place, and 

in this way we see a great deal of the Connecticut Valley before college 

closes.  The day opened cool and chilly.  As we arose we all shivered 

and shook, at the breakfast table there were many complaints about the 

weather, but no thoughts of giving up the day's excursion.  We dressed 

as warmly as possible.  In fact I had so many wraps on I could not turn 

my head to the right or to the left.   

 

[…]  [Read Elizabeth’s lovely, detailed descriptions of Mountain Day 

illustrated with many of her mother's sketches in the letter section.] 

 

About three o'clock we clambered down with reluctant steps and left 

our delectable mountains where like Pilgrim and his friends we had 

been shown the way to the City Beautiful.  Every step of the way, I 

wished you were with me dear mother and father and Ed.  Someday I 

am going to think it will be so. 

 

Do you know: I think one of the loveliest things about Smith is the 

Mountain Day which comes every fall.  There are beauties more 

wonderful than those found in books—there are lessons taught by 

nature more valuable than those found in text books.  Our dear 

President feels these truths himself and understands their importance.  

He is a wise man.   

 

On Friday our work went on as usual—three recitations—all 

interesting.  Milton, Renaissance and French History.  The French 

history is going to be hard I perceive.  Miss Wallins our teacher has 

very progressive ideas as to the best ways of studying.  She took a Post 

Graduate course at the Chicago University year before last in Political 

Science and History.  She knows enough to make your hair stand on 

end—she also knows how to make one work.  For next time I have got 

to report on a special topic to the class.  It is the History of the James 

[?] in France.  For that purpose she has furnished me with a list of 

about ten references—and a big book on the subject.  

 

Well dear, how does the house seem these days?  I don't like to think of 

you there all alone.  Any yet if you are busy and interested in your 

work I know the time will not hang heavily.
 31

  I hope Jenny comes 

                                                 
31

 Interactive mental activity was an antidote to neurasthenia, but was contrary to the Rest Cure Dr. 

Mitchell recommended for his famous female patients, discussed in 6.4, “I suppose you are playing tennis 

at Northampton.”   
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over often.  Give her my love, and tell her I enjoyed her last letter ever 

so much.  Am so glad she is playing for Miss Hutchinson. 

 

I had a letter from Bessie Alvord a day or two ago telling me of Aunt 

Kate's critical condition.  I am very anxious to hear further particulars.  

Grandma will doubtless go to Winsted will she not? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The news about the Glee Club Pin delighted my heart.  Indeed I do 

thank Hilda.  Can't you send it out by mail?  It is a rainy day—one of 

those steady drizzling kind of rains I did not go to church.  Instead I 

have been writing you this very long letter.  Do you approve?  Ed is a 

naughty boy when he interrupts your letters to me.  He mustn't do it, 

because he can talk to you any time and you and I can't.  Nevertheless I 

send lots of love to the dear boy.   

 

And lots of love to my two dearest parents. 

Elizabeth Cole. 

 

During the early 1890s, President Seelye reported that, because of limited 

housing, Smith had declined all special students.  "Notwithstanding, this restriction,” he 

boasts, “the entering class in 1895-1896 was larger than ever, numbering 285" (86).
 32

  I 

am not sure that there were actually one hundred more freshmen in 1895 than in 1894 as 

Elizabeth seems to suggest, but Seelye's reference clearly documents Smith's phenomenal 
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 “Special students,” Elaine Kendall writes in "Peculiar Institutions": An Informal History of the Seven 

Sister Colleges "was a euphemism for girls who could not fulfill the troublesome requirements in math and 

classics."  Early on, the provision for "special students" had made a tremendous difference in the college 

finances, especially during Smith's third year of existence when thirty-nine young women turned up—“to 

the vast relief of Northamptonites,” she adds, “who had invested their money in the project" (118).   

 
Sketch by Elizabeth Cole.  

(Office Chair.) 

I received the ten dollars 

you sent. Many thanks.  

Once you asked about my 

nice chair, and I am afraid I 

never answered it.  The 

chair cost $6 and looks like 

this.  Isn't it a fine one?   
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growth.  In this letter Elizabeth mentions two Smith College traditions (the Sophomore 

Reception and Mountain Day), and she introduces Vera Scott (Cushman).  This letter also 

showcases Elizabeth's first illustration—appropriately enough, of her office chair.   

College traditions, such as Smith’s Sophomore Reception, which was always held 

the evening before Mountain Day, help mark a rite of passage for all students, new and 

old.  "During the Sophomore Reception,” an unknown publication explains, “each new 

freshman is invited to the reception by a sophomore . . . who sends her flowers, makes 

out her dance programme, escorts her to the gym and safely home again" ("Holidays" 1).  

This gesture by a second-year student of welcoming and initiating a new student helped 

knit a seam of tradition.  In Smith-Rosenberg's essay "The New Woman as Androgyne: 

Social Disorder and Gender Crisis," she writes:  

College women were liminal figures locked together in a novel ritual and 

a novel place.  Conscious of being scrutinized by a dubious world, they 

reached out to one another, forming the intense bonds of a shared 

identity that characterized the liminal experience. . . . Not only did 

college education constitute a novel experience for the nineteenth-

century woman, it emerged as a highly irregular ritual from the 

perspective of modern anthropology, violating many characteristics 

anthropologists have come to expect of rites of passage. (252)   

 

In anthropological terms, Smith-Rosenberg argues, the collegiate rite of passage 

was unusual because the liminal initiands somewhat controlled their own passage.  Alice 

Katharine Fallows addresses an aspect of this passage regarding the Sophomore 

Reception: “Sophomores give freshmen an elaborate reception in the fall, and the relation 

of hostesses and guests never entirely fades out through the year, except at the basketball 

game [mentioned in part four], when the two classes become rivals” (Scribner's 54).  

Mountain Day, too, provided organized camaraderie and more memories, but this time 

the students were once again surrounded by their own peer groups.   
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In her September 15, 1895, letter used in part 

one of this chapter, Elizabeth mentioned that as she 

was leaving chapel, she ran into Mrs. Howard with 

her children and their friend, Vera Scott.  In this 

October 1895 letter, Elizabeth reminds her mother 

that Vera Scott was the daughter of the “Scott” in 

Chicago's Carson, Pirie, Scott department store and 

she was the vice president of the class of 1898.  

Further she adds that Vera was “one of the most 

beautiful girls I have ever seen.”  In all of the 

biographies of Vera Scott Cushman I have read, a comment is made about her 

extraordinary beauty.  Marion O. Robinson's chapter on Vera in Eight Women of the 

YWCA is called "Watcher of the Skies."  Robinson quotes from a college friend of Vera's: 

"I can see her now leading the Smith delegation across the Northfield campus.  She wore 

a mauve linen and her hair was a golden halo.  Even if her words had not been so wise 

and inspiring, her beauty and radiant smile could hold you" (68).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vera Scott Cushman, Smith 

College, 1898.   

 

 

Vera Scott Cushman, Smith College, 1898. 
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Vera became one of Elizabeth's lifetime colleagues and friends; as mentioned in 

Chapter 1, the Cushmans traveled to South America with the DJ Flemings and the Robert 

Speers in 1925.  Vera's and Elizabeth's paths crossed early with their mutual interest in 

the YWCA movement.  Although I do not know exactly when Elizabeth joined the 

YWCA (certainly by September 1, 1901, when she became a secretary), Vera joined as a 

sophomore at Smith (1896), when she attended the Northfield summer conference.  At 

the conference she met Harriet Taylor and Bertha Condé, staff members of the YWCA's 

American Committee in Chicago.
 33

  From then on she was a YWCA enthusiast and 

served as president of the student Association at Smith (Robinson 68).  In 1901, Vera 

married James Stewart Cushman, a businessman of New York society, and in 1906 her 

organizational skills and leadership were required to help unify the two branches of the 

YWCA: the International Board and the American Committee.  Vera's work with the 

unification of these two branches of the YWCA will be discussed in part two of Chapter 

7, "Like a fish getting back into water." 

During the early days of the [World War I] War Council, Vera was called on by 

high level officials of one of the men's agencies in the group designated by the 

government for war service.  She invited Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, a prominent National 

Board member, to help receive them at the YWCA headquarters.  Like Mrs. Cushman, 

Mrs. Rockefeller was noted for her “beauty, charm and firm character.”  Robinson quotes 

a staff member's recollection:  

You never saw such exquisite creatures. . . . One wore a pink hat that 

looked like a piece of confection.  The other wore an elegant large white 

hat.  They came out of the meeting as they went in—relaxed, gracious, 

poised.  The men were downcast.  Come to find out, the agency was 

                                                 
33 Bertha Condé was a close friend of the Coles and will be mentioned in part four of Chapter 7, "Some of 

the girls out here have been so loving."   
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proposing that the YWCA "combine" with them for war work, which 

really meant they wanted to take over the direction of the YWCA 

workers, to say nothing of our war work budget! (74) 

 

She adds, "With courtesy and firmness, the offer was refused."  For twenty years Vera 

served as international vice-president of the Association, and was chairman of the War 

Work Council of the YWCA in both World Wars.  She created "The Hostess House," 

social centers in camps and bases for the Army where soldiers could meet their wives and 

families.  By the end of the war, "a hundred and forty Hostess Houses, manned by 

volunteer hostesses who thronged to serve in them . . . mushroomed over the country in 

Army training camps, naval stations, marine and hospital camps, embarkation and 

debarkation ports" (72).  In 1919 Vera Scott Cushman was one of two women awarded 

the Distinguished Service Medal; she was also honored in France by the Institute of 

Social Services.
34

   

 Elizabeth mentions Vera in her March 21, 1905, letter, from India, when she 

writes about a Mr. [Ned] Carter, the General Secretary of the YMCA for India, who came 

to breakfast: "Mr. Carter is a Harvard man, knows Vera Scott Cushman well and is a 

splendid fellow."  This was still one year away from the merging of the two branches of 

the YWCA, but I am sure Elizabeth kept in touch with Vera while in India.  When 

Elizabeth and DJ returned to the United States, they moved to New York City where they 

continued their friendship with the Cushmans and their mutual devotion to the YWCA 

throughout their lives.   

                                                 
34

 Biographical information is from Marion O. Robinson's Eight Women of the YWCA, George Tressler 

Scott's The Family of Thomas and Martha Swan Scott: A Century in America 1856-1956: A Sketch by a 

Grandson, and The Smith Alumnae Quarterly, 1946.  The photographs of Vera Scott Cushman are the 

courtesy of Smith College Archives Specialist, Anne Lozier, and are used for this thesis with the consent of 

Smith College. 
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Finally, this October 1895 letter is significant because Elizabeth has drawn a 

small sketch for parents.  As mentioned, Elizabeth grew up in a household of women who 

took pride in their intelligence and literacy.  She learned early that middle-class Victorian 

women wrote at their own desks and carried on important correspondences with others.  

Therefore, it should be no surprise that this first sketch was of her office chair at Smith.  

Assuming that her parents would disapprove of the expense for the chair ($6), she tried to 

sell them on it in her September 29, 1895, letter by saying, “I am so afraid you will think 

me extravagant I feel shy about speaking of it, but then it is one of those things I have 

always wanted.  And for one who sits at a desk as many hours as I do, it is a great 

comfort to have a nice chair.  I thought too I might want to take it home with me at the 

end of my course, for old associations sake.”  Without apparent sarcasm, she declared, “I 

am wedded to this chair.”  (Although I am positive that Elizabeth was not seriously 

"wedded" to her office chair, her subtle irony reflects the low marriage rate of college 

women, which is the subject of part four of this chapter.)   

What I find interesting is that Elizabeth made a point early and often of defining 

her professional environment by illustration.  Nine years later on November 27, 1904, 

Elizabeth sent her mother another illustration of her writing area.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Sketch excerpt by Elizabeth Cole Fleming. 

November 27, 1904: "My desk and chair." 

 

 

 

 

Sketch by Elizabeth Cole.  

October 12, 1895.  Office chair 

with "double motion of 'twist and 

tip.’” 
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One of her professional duties as a foreign missionary in India was to write circular 

letters home.  This meant that her office area was more than a private, personal space; her 

desk was an acceptable place of industry.  In her November 27, 1904, letter, Elizabeth 

made no mention of her separate office space, but in her letter of October 26, 1904, she 

writes: "We are sitting in one study off the drawing room, writing home letters.  

Johnson's desk is here for temporary use."   

Elizabeth was so viscerally connected to her office that packing it was the last 

thing she did when she moved from summer to winter residences and back again.  On 

September 26, 1909, when she waited for DJ to come up to the hill retreat to help the 

family move back down to Lahore, she writes: "Well, we are nearly packed.  You would 

be surprised to see my clothes all in their trunks & only my writing table & books remain 

untouched."  Elizabeth had been writing a collaborative article for the YW, but was 

dependent on a Mrs. Barber from another hill station who was late mailing her half of the 

article.  Elizabeth was anxious about the situation, but I am sure her office space would 

have been set up until they actually physically left the house anyway.  (Mine is.) 

 Elizabeth made frequent references of the act of letter writing and of her desk and 

office.  Other examples of Elizabeth seen at her desk are: 

April 27-29, 1909: The rain is still pouring down in torrents.  It is almost 

too dark to see to write at my desk, but I want to begin my letters to you 

today.   

 

Feb. 23, 1910: I’m at my desk before breakfast as I promised Miss 

Ghose I would visit her Zenanas this morning. 

 

May 27, 1910: I am going to begin an open letter to you.  It will be like 

company for me to have it lying open.   

 

On July 30, 1909, she scolded her mother for sending such a short letter.  Her 

advice was: 
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Sunday eve. Your letters of July 3 telling of trunks packed for Bay View 

are full of good spirit, but not very long.  You better begin again Mother, 

to have my letter always on your writing table, as I do yours, and add a 

line every now & then. 

 

And on November 19, 1910, Elizabeth used her desk to camouflage her eavesdropping:   

This is Sunday evening after dinner and we are all in the drawing 

room—Mr. G. Sherwood Eddy, Mr. Nelson, (both guests in the house) 

and Mr. Donaldson, Dr. Datta & DJ.  I do not want to be a hindrance to 

their conversation so have come over to my desk, where I can listen and 

yet seem occupied.  

 

 Clearly a woman sitting at her desk in this environment was a natural, normal 

event.  Cheryl Cline writes in Women's Diaries, Journals, and Letters, "Letter-writing 

duties for the family generally fell to women. . . .Their efforts were particularly crucial 

during the nineteenth century; women kept up the correspondence that linked family 

members as they migrated all over the globe" (xiv).  But women wrote letters together as 

a social activity, perhaps as a throwback to their nineteenth-century domestic sphere.  

Some of these examples are: 

November 3, 1895: My dear Mother, It is a quarter to seven.  We are just 

returning from tea and Lillian is up here with us also writing letters.  We 

are fixed very cosily over by my desk.  Lillian in the steamer chair, and 

the light coming from our large lamp through its pretty warm red shade.   

 

December 8, 1895: Did you know I was writing this over in Lillian's 

room?  Well that is a fact and she wishes me to give you her love—she 

says she is going to give you a big squeeze when she gets home! 

 

October 22, 1905: My Dear Mother, Just see me now!  All curled up in 

the window seat behind the curtains, with my pen directed toward home.  

I am partly listening to Miss Jenks reading aloud the address by Robt E. 

Speer in the last Evangel to Miss Mitchell, Miss Wherry and Miss Clark, 

who are all in the room.  We have had a beautiful friendship together 

here in this school, and I am constantly reminded that God never denies 

one thing without supplying another.   
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Although Elizabeth made a valiant attempt to personalize her letters, she was not 

the artist her mother was.  However, it is important to know that work inspired her 

creativity.  She illustrated several circular letters (see September 24th, 27th, Oct 1st-2nd, 

November 27th, 1904) and her August 22, 1905, letter included a sampler of pine needles 

drawn within the text.   

 

6.4 “I suppose you are playing tennis at Northampton” 

 

May 13, 18[94?] 

Dear Elsie, [From brother Edward Cole, written on Cornell 

stationery.]
35

  

 

You were very kind to write me and your letter was most welcome I 

assure you.  Mother & Father have written almost everyday and would 

you believe it, Mother wasn't satisfied with my account of myself and 

fell to imagining all sort of things for me instead of the Grip as I said it 

was and things got so that Father at last demanded a full description of 

my sickness and the name of the Doctor, so as the result, they how have 

the satisfaction of knowing that I had an attack of Rheumatic fever 

which I would rather they had not known for I was in quite the 

condition to be taken out of school by such anxious parents as ours are, 

and I did not care to suffer this misfortune.   

 

I am very thankful I have come out all right and have recovered my 

strength though I have done my full work ever since I got out of doors.  

I don’t know how my work will turn out for I have a pretty heavy load 

this term and the two weeks are hard to make up when my time is so 

full.  However I think I can make it all right and instead of spending my 

time and yours (which is the more valuable) in trying to get sympathy, I 

should count my mercies and be thankful indeed that I am still able to 

hope for a successful outcome of the terms work.  I don't know what I 

should have done if I had been laid up a week longer.  I shudder to 

                                                 
35

 Edward S. Cole (1871-1950) was considered the family inventor; with his father, John A. Cole, the 

Pitometer Company grew and prospered.  Edward did not date this letter so it is difficult to know exactly 

when he wrote it.  Julia Cole wrote in her memoirs that he graduated from Cornell in 1894 (LB 133), but if 

this letter were written in the spring of 1893, the year before he graduated, Elizabeth would have been at 

Miss Capen's School and not at Smith.  Elizabeth must have been visiting a different Ed at Amherst on 

September 29, 1895, because Julia had written on September 15, 1894, "Have had all the furniture changed 

and your room entirely changed to suit Ed." Elizabeth wrote on October 12, 1895, "Ed is a naughty boy 

when he interrupts your letters to me.  He mustn't do it, because he can talk to you any time and you and I 

can't."   
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think of it for our "Prelims" in Mechanics have already begun and the 

final examination in that subject (our hardest one) will take place on 

Thursday & Friday next rain or shine.  I will then have time (two 

weeks) to give more attention to my other work.   

 

It is summer here now and straw hats and white tennis suits are out in 

all their glory.  I am not a much of a gentleman of leisure just at present 

and have not yet brought forth my white trousers from the trunk where 

they have lain since they were last taken out (?)! 

  

Well I may be gay yet if I ever finish this eternal job of making up 

work that wasn't in the Champaign curriculum.  I am glad I am up in all 

my mathematics for they say it is very hard to carry extra work of this 

kind and I guess perhaps it's time.   

  

I suppose you are playing tennis at Northampton by this time and I 

hope you improve all your opportunities to gain physical strength for I 

believe there is nothing which can make ones enjoyment of life more 

complete than a healthy active body.  I wish that every girl might have 

the opportunity for physical development which you have, and I might 

with considerable justness also add that it would be well if every young 

man could take proper care of himself in this respect.  I see a great 

many fellows (and some of them students) who look as if a good sized 

young woman from one of our modern schools, could hold his arms 

behind him with one hand and punch his face with the other!  Excuse 

the change from plural to singular—what is it called in rhetoric?  A 

mistake I guess!  But you can probably see what I mean.  

 

I wish you could see Ithaca now.  You would not think I had made any 

over statements in regard to its natural beauty.  However, I suppose 

Northampton has grown more beautiful than ever though I haven't seen 

anything written by Emerson recently on the subject!  I wish very much 

you might come here sometime.  Our campus is a very fine one and has 

a most charming location.  Couldn't you come here on your way 

home[?]  I shall be here for five weeks this vacation in the shops.  I am 

afraid this would not be convenient, however.  But you will be here 

next June I hope.  Our Commencement is on the 15 of June.  Would 

you be through by that time? 

 

Write me again when you have time 

Your aff[ectionate] brother,  

Edw. A. Cole 
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The 1890s New Woman did not spring out of Zeus's head fully formed—as soon 

as women's colleges first started appearing, controversy followed.  Although Helen 

Barrett Montgomery was discussing the misogynistic attitudes of the heathen world and 

not race relations in 1910, she paraphrased Booker T. Washington's words about slavery 

in Western Women in Eastern Lands: "You can't hold women down in the ditch without 

staying in the mud yourself" (87).  By and large, the backlash against women's 

intellectual emancipation was carried on by male physicians who were concerned about 

young girls overworking their brains and ending up with nervous exhaustion, or 

becoming neurasthenic.  The symptoms of neurasthenia were psychosomatic—a blend of 

psychological neuroses (the hysterical woman) and physiological complaints (real aches 

and pains, sometimes with fever)—with no organic etiology found.
36

  Of course, while 

both sexes were susceptible to neurasthenia, Tom Lutz explains in American 

Nervousness, 1903: An Anecdotal History, men were usually prescribed strenuous 

outdoor recreation while women were confined to their beds, where their symptoms often 

festered rather than improved (32).   

Even allowing for Julia Cole's bad temper in her very first letter of September 15, 

1894, having bad mood swings was not the same thing as showing signs of exhaustion.  

Neurasthenia was chronicled in the 1880s and 1890s by physicians like Dr. S. Weir 

Mitchell who was known for the rest cure he prescribed for his famous patients, such as 

Jane Addams (Hull House), Edith Wharton, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman (who ended up 

writing a satirical critique of the good doctor and his cure in The Yellow Wallpaper).  In 

                                                 
36

 Today neurasthenia resembles chronic fatigue syndrome.  My paper, "Neurasthenia: Through the Lens of 

Victorian Literature, 1899-1905," written for MALS class, Representations of the Body, explores the 

popularity of neurasthenia in Victorian middle-class women.  The books examined were: Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1899), The Awakening, by Kate Chopin (1899), Rebecca of Sunnybrook 

Farms, by Kate Douglas Wiggin (1903), and The House of Mirth, by Edith Wharton (1905). 
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1881, Dr. George M. Beard became the first physician to define neurasthenia.  He 

believed that neurasthenia was a sign of evolutionary progress and he listed five ways in 

which modern society was different from the ancients—steam power, the periodic press, 

the telegraph, the sciences, and the mental activity of women.  All of these factors 

contributed to neurasthenia in some sensitive Americans (such as Julia’s father Rev. John 

Alvord), but, according to Beard and others, the increased mental activity of women, 

particularly college women, not only lead to diminished health and nervous collapse, but 

a kind of physical sterilization for them as well.  This had to do with the Victorian's belief 

in a "closed energy system," which gave the brain and heart to man and the reproductive 

organs to woman.  Thus, it was believed that the overuse of the mind by women would 

cause their ovaries to shrivel up and die.
37

   

An earlier critic of women overusing their minds was Dr. Edward H. Clarke of the 

Harvard Medical School.  In Sex in Education (1873) he proclaimed that the pressures of 

scholarship would damage a woman's health.  Although Clarke's evidence was 

superficially contrived and his statistics largely fabricated (using only six cases), his book 

went through seventeen editions and caught the attention of the educated public.  Many 

women in education felt they needed to address Clarke's allegations.
38

  By the end of the 

century other physicians, especially Dr. G. Stanley Hall, pointedly compared the robust 

fertility of early nineteenth-century women with the relative barrenness of their 

granddaughters: the 1890s New Woman.   

                                                 
37

 See Carol Smith-Rosenberg's explanation in her essay, "The New Woman as Androgyne," in Disorderly 

Conduct, 258-259.  
38

 M. Carey Thomas, of Bryn Mawr College, recalled that they “were haunted in those days by the clanging 

chains of that gloomy little spectre, Dr. Edward H. Clarke's Sex In Education" (Thomas qtd. in Degler 312). 
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Using the new quantitative research methods required in experimental 

psychology, Dr. Hall would accuse the college-educated New Women of “race suicide.”
39

  

Until this point, psychology had been an appendage of philosophy, but with Darwin all 

that changed.  “No longer could a psychologist deem his own important self a sufficient 

basis for generalizations respecting mankind,” Schlesinger wrote in The Rise of the City, 

1878-1898, (1933), “he must forsake his arm chair for the laboratory” (237-238).   

Dr. G. Stanley Hall became the messenger of experimental psychology and his 

Adolescence—Its Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, 

Sex, Crime, Religion and Education (1904) became the latest word on women's health, 

replacing Clarke's Sex in Education.  Chapter 17, "Adolescent Girls and Their 

Education," was particularly damning.  Specifically, of the 1,130 graduates of Smith 

College’s second decade, only 331, or 28.3 percent were married (593-594).
 40

  The 

conclusions were so obvious even a college girl could understand.  And if they didn't, Dr. 

Hall spelled it out: "From the knowledge at hand it is plain that our race would be 

speedily extinct if it depended upon the rate of replenishment of the educated classes" 

(603).
41

   

 

                                                 
39

 Dr. G. Stanley Hall's work triggered the publication of other studies such as: "Education and Race 

Suicide," American Journal of Heredity, (1890); Millicent Shinn's "Marriage Rate of College Women," The 

Century (October 1895); May S. Cheney, "Will Nature Eliminate the College Woman?" Journal of 

Association of College Alumnae, (January 1905); A. Lapthon Smith's "Higher Education of Women and 

Race Suicide," Popular Science Monthly (March 1905); Charles Emerick, "College Women and Race 

Suicide," Political Science Quarterly (1909); Nellie S. Nearing, "Education and Fecundity," Publication of 

American Statistics Association, (June 1914); Katherine Bement Davis, "Why They Failed to Marry," 

Harper's Monthly Magazine, (March 1928). 
40

 Although Elizabeth writes on February 27, 1904, "There is a freedom and independence about this 

[YWCA] traveling work which delights my spinster soul,” she and DJ were married six months later on 

August 9, 1904.  Elizabeth was 29 years old when she got married, the same year Hall's book was 

published.   
41

 Dr. Hall and company might not have been totally paranoid.  Regarding the low status of the Turkish 

wife in her in-law's house, Helen B. Montgomery wrote in 1910, "Oh, God, how long, how long!  We often 

cry, and ask why girls will not see what there is before them and refuse to marry at all" (80). 
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The 1890s New Woman survived these initial tests about her mental aptitude 

and physical stamina, but one thing was true, in order to avoid nervous prostration, 

the young co-ed had to keep her body strong and physical exercise for women 

assumed "scientific" respectability.  Women’s colleges reflected this hypersensitivity 

for health by listing physical education in their catalogues.  Smith College’s 

President Seelye wrote in the 1895-1896 Annual Report: "The Athletic Association 

stimulated interest in out of door sports. . . . We are not embarrassed, as the colleges 

for men are, by an excessive interest in athletics, and as a rule young women 

exercise too little rather than too much" (12-13).  With all of this attention paid to 

physical well-being, Sheila Rothman quips in Woman's Proper Place: A History of 

Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present, "Although the educational 

curriculum bore some similarities to the male colleges, the daily routine of the 

[female] students seemed closer to the ways that medical superintendents of the 

 
Willystine Goodsell’s The Education of Women: Its Social Background and Its Problems, 36.  

Note: Elizabeth’s decade at Smith (1889-98) had 28.35 percent married graduates at a time when 

over 90 percent of the total number of women in the United States were married, according to 

the 1890-1910 census figures (Solomon 119).  Daniel Scott Smith states in, "Family Limitation, 

Sexual Control, and Domestic Feminism in Victorian America," "Historically, the proportion of 

women who never married was highest for those born in the last four decades of the nineteenth 

century" (120).  
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Jacksonian asylum administered institutions to cure the insane" (28).  Be that as it 

may, what a relief it is to read that Edward Cole acknowledged that his sister's love 

of tennis was just as valid as her love of Emerson.   

 Elizabeth never shied away from a physical life and in her 1904 application 

to the Presbyterian Board of Foreign Missions she wrote, "I know when I fulfill the 

conditions of healthy spiritual life—food, prayer, exercise—that Abundant Life 

flows through me and out towards others in Power" (ECF Notes 8).  Exercise, 

therefore, was part of what made Elizabeth connected to her spiritual world, and a 

physical life was also a part of her Smith College experience.  It was no small 

accomplishment that she was selected to represent the sophomores on their 

victorious basketball team in 1895 in the spring of 1895.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Elizabeth is standing second from the right.  Note: "The ball used in the game, 

according to the usual custom, was purchased by the freshmen, and was simply an 

ordinary, medium-sized Rugby football" ("Smith's Sophs,” Boston Sunday Globe, 

March 31, 1895). 
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 Alice Katharine Fallows' 1903 article in Century Magazine, "Athletics for 

College Girls," tells of the honor it was to make the team:  

But it is not an empty honor, as any Smith girl will tell you.  She must 

work like a Trojan to get her place, and to keep it when she has won it.  

After the first of November she must trudge over to the gymnasium four 

times a week for a half-hour's practice.  If she is ambitious to be on the 

team, the game with her gymnastic division on Fridays is only the 

beginning.  She plays basket-ball on Wednesdays and Saturdays when 

'gym' is not required; she plays on scrub teams, and she has bouts with 

the big ball by herself, she thinks about it between times, and dreams out 

new maneuvers. . . . No outsider can even get an eye at a crack when the 

teams are playing, and they practice signals, new ways of passing the 

ball, and the lawful tricks they can contrive without fear of interruption. 

(61) 

 

During Elizabeth's sophomore year, her 1897 team beat the freshmen 1898 

team in overtime.  As reported in the Boston Sunday Globe’s article, "Smith's 

Sophs: They Win Annual Game of Basket Ball," "The teams wore regulation navy 

blue gymnasium suits, consisting of blouse waists and divided skirts.  Every player 

wore the figures of her class upon the front of her suit, a band upon the left arm and 

a sailor tie, all made in her class color" (1).  Yellow was the color for the class of 

1897, and Elizabeth played in the guard position, "chosen for [her] hight [sic] and 

sureness of aim, so as to throw the ball into the goal" (Springfield 2).  The 

excitement of the game was described in detail in the Globe article.  (Although I can 

not actually correlate the scoring of this game, a goal is three points and a foul one 

point for the opponents.)  

At 4 pm, the two teams followed their captains from their reception 

rooms. They were greeted by enthusiastic applause by the audience. 

[…]  

 

After a few moments of swift passing between both teams, Miss 

Berenson took the ball, and every player took her position. […]   
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The first three points were quickly made by the 97.  Then the 98 

team recovered from nervousness, and made five goals in quick 

succession; 97 followed with two goals.  Time was called, and the 

score stood 8-7 in favor of 97, three points having been lost by 98 

through fouls.  For 10 minutes both teams rested in their rooms, 

while the excited girls in the galleries sang their songs. […] 

 

The second 15-minute half seemed even shorter than the first.  The 

playing was magnificent.  Both teams were excited, but the girls kept 

their wits and made no bad throws.  When time was called the score 

was announced a tie, 14 to 14.  The gymnasium shook with the 

cheers from both sides, and flags waved frantically everywhere.  The 

captains of both teams were besieged by their respective teams to 

play a specified time to break the tie. […]  

 

At the end of four minutes the sophomores had made four 

consecutive goals, and the game was given without any doubt to the 

97 team, the score being 19-15. 

 

Finally the Globe reported, "Miss Berenson's aim for the game is to have it 

bring the best physical training to the girls, and to teach them to be controlled by 

their heads, and not by their excitable nerves."
42

  In their article "The Success of 

Basket Ball," the Springfield Weekly Republican echoed Miss Berenson's remarks: 

"[Basket-ball] is . . . a splendid developer of accuracy of aim, quickness of judgment, 

and clear-headedness, qualities which as a rule, men deny and women possess."  To 

this sentiment Alice Fallows added, "It is a charge as old as Plato that a women is 

inclined to look at the universe in terms of herself, to bound her horizon by a 

personal point of view.  If athletics, then, can teach a girl to work for her class first 

and herself afterward, it is not a small achievement" (Century 61).  "Self-forgetful 

exercise," she continued, was the goal for girls to enjoy sports for sports sake (65).  

In conclusion, and answering Drs. Mitchell, Beard, Clarke, and Hall, Alice 

                                                 
42

 President Seelye demonstrated further respect for the physical education department when he reported in 

the 1896-1897 Annual Report that Miss Berenson was granted a leave of absence to study in Sweden 

during the 1895-1896 year (5). 



 165 

 

Photograph.  "The Four."  Tennis at Bay View c. 1900.  

Elizabeth is the woman on the right.  Elizabeth’s best friend, 

Laura Bingham, is on the left. 

 

Katharine Fallows, also in the class of 1897, wrote, "College girls sometimes break 

down.  So do society butterflies, and wage-workers and hundreds of other girls who 

have not the wisdom or experience to establish a just relation between their physical 

incomes and outgos [sic].  But it is overworry much oftener than over work that 

sends the college girl or her non-collegiate sister into nervous prostration" (65). 

Elizabeth's interest in physical education and athletics did not end when she 

graduated from Smith.  Her letters home from India were peppered with other accounts, 

such as providing the rules of badminton for the "Home People" in her May 21, 1905, 

letter, teaching Indian women 

how to mount and ride a bike 

(March 21, 1905), and tips for 

camping enthusiasts on 

January 10, 1906: "Those of 

you who are fond of camping 

will be interested to know that 

the floors were made warm by 

first straw, then matting and 

over this a large native rug.  

We are really warmer in Camp 

than in the house."  She also mentioned walking eight or nine miles making “a great 

record among these Indian women” out to the village of Panghali in her circular letter of 

March 27, 1905, discussed in part two of Chapter 9, "Come with me to the village I 

visited yesterday."  
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But Elizabeth's passion was just as Edward had mentioned—tennis.  Not only did 

she play tennis at Smith and Bay View, she also played tennis in India.  On December 4, 

1904, Elizabeth looked forward to the teachers returning from the Woodstock School, 

especially Anna Godeen.  She wrote, "Anna will be a great companion for me.  She is a 

splendid looking girl with a lot of spirit and capability.  They say she plays tennis & 

badminton better than most men!"  Finally, even though she reported problems with the 

altitude in the hills of Thandiani outside of Abbattabad, on June 28, 1910, she wrote that 

she played "three fierce sets one afternoon.  I panted & puffed like a dog, but beat her in 

all three!  The altitude keeps me panting, but it doesn't worry me any other way now."  At 

the end of that summer she won a coveted prize at the Thandiani Hills Tennis 

Tournament: a silver tea strainer made all of coins.
43

   

Elizabeth embodied the prototype of the 1890’s New Woman in mind (the Phi 

Kappa Psi literary society), body (Smith’s basketball team and tennis), and soul (her 

future vocations with the YWCA and Board of Foreign Missions).   
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 In her September 6, 1910, letter she wrote of her prize, "It is so pretty—and I was very much surprised.  

DJ was quite foolish enough to be proud of me.  It was great fun."   



 167 

Chapter 7: Fall 1903-Spring 1904 

YWCA Professional Letters 

"This is a great big nice morning." (March 12, 1904) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

After Elizabeth graduated from Smith College she moved back to Chicago and 

lived with her parents in Hyde Park.  According to the narrator in "Notes of Travel" (Julia 

Cole?), on doctor's orders the family took a European tour in 1899 because John Cole 

was deemed in ill health (1-2).  On September 1, 1901, Elizabeth received her 

appointment as the state secretary for the Illinois State Committee of the YWCA.
44

  Julia 

Cole became the State Committee treasurer a year later, while her sister-in-law, Mary 

                                                 
44

 I wish to thank Kara M. McClurken, YWCA Project Archivist, Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College 

for sharing information about the early history of the YWCA.  Her two-year research project was just 

beginning when I came in contact with her in February 2005; therefore, this section should be considered a 

work in process.  

 

Sketch by Julia A. Cole.   
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Rockwell (Mrs. Edward S.) Cole, also a recent Smith graduate, served as treasurer of the 

Illinois State Executive Committee.  Elizabeth and Julia Cole offered their home address 

at 271 East 53rd Street for the YWCA headquarters and many of Elizabeth’s 1903-1904 

letters were written on "Illinois State Executive Committee affiliated with the World's 

YWCA" and "Illinois State Committee affiliated with the World's YWCA" stationery.
45

  

(See the Letterhead Section, Attachment B, at the end of this chapter.)  For a relatively 

short time, maybe two or three years, mother and daughter worked side by side.  

Elizabeth had envisioned just this scenario after graduation and in her November 10, 

1895, letter to her mother writes: 

Now a days there are so many courses open to ladies at home, in the way 

of lectures, travel classes and Chautauqua Circles—one need never cease 

their study. . . . Of course for one who is naturally interested in literary 

studies the same enjoyment would be likely to continue through life.  

Now dear when I graduate next year, you and I will do a great deal of 

reading and studying together won't we?   

 

Indeed, at the turn of the century women were forming adult study courses and 

creating learning opportunities of all sorts.  Stored with Elizabeth's letters in this section 

were more than seventy-five letters from various representatives of Illinois College YW 

Associations, 1902-1903.  Most of the fall 1902 letters discussed Miss Cole's visit to 

them in advance of the State Convention to be held in Champaign, while the spring 1903 

letters talk about the upcoming Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, summer YWCA training 

session.  Elizabeth was a popular state secretary and many of the letters express gratitude 

for her guidance at previous college visits and/or the hope for a visit in the very near 

future.  Elizabeth and her co-state secretary, Mrs. Floy Rhode Coleman (whose ten letters 
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 Julia wrote in her memoirs that the YWCA used "our library for a state office in those early days because 

funds would not allow us to have an office downtown" (133). 
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are by and large illegible), shared the Illinois territory and oversaw the fledging 

organizations carve out a place in the student world.  They encouraged the stronger 

secretaries, such as Miss Elvira Slack of Northwestern University, Miss Ethel Dobbins of 

the University of Illinois in Champaign and Elizabeth's own pet secretary, Miss Ione 

Vose of Knox College (who would become her successor), to take more assertive roles in 

their positions on campus.  Mary S. Sims put it like this in The YWCA—An Unfolding 

Purpose (1950): "Another element in the speedy growth of the YWCA was the 

opportunity it gave women for responsibility and leadership, an opportunity which 

churches failed to offer" (98).  However, in Emissaries: The Overseas Work of the 

American YWCA 1895-1970, Nancy Boyd quotes Anna Downey as warning in 1891 that 

the YWCA would have to prove itself against the "double odium of being organized by 

women and motivated by religion" (19).  

These fresh young voices, too numerous to transcribe without losing Elizabeth's 

narrative, reveal the early passion of this women's movement.  I repeated the process of 

opening them all, putting them in plastic sheet protectors, and then inserting them in date 

order in a notebook.  I was amazed to see and hear what I found.  In A Midwife's Tale, 

Laurel Ulrich wrote, "Opening a diary for the first time is like walking into a room full of 

strangers" (35), and I felt the same way when I started reading these letters.  For instance, 

in one letter Miss Elvira Slack from Northwestern University wrote to Elizabeth using an 

Irish brogue; in another she earnestly wrote, "Each individual member needed to feel that 

her membership in the association meant a decided stand for aggressive Christianity. . . . 

We need a genuineness here that will make a Christian democracy—we need to have our 

Association girls the strongest girls in college—we need a greater cause of individual 
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responsibility" (February 18, 1903).  Miss Ethel Dobbins, I am sure groomed for bigger 

work within the YWCA, wrote in March 1903, "The meeting was closed with prayers for 

the state work, and for our state secretaries.  Oh, Miss Cole, it does mean so much to have 

the work so well organized in the state—it means so much for the local secretaries to 

have a state secretary to whom you know you can go at time.  May God bless you 

richly—you have done much for Illinois, and at our State University, too." 
46

  

Some of Elizabeth's letters in this chapter were written on her YWCA college 

visits within Illinois, but her two major trips as a special evangelistic secretary for the 

General Assembly are the highlights of this chapter.  The first trip was around the Greater 

Midwest and the second was to the West Coast.  (See the Maps section, Attachment A, at 

the end of this chapter.)  On these latter trips, she reported to Rev. E. C. Ray, the third 

pastor of the Hyde Park Presbyterian Church (HPPC), 1881-1888, who left the church to 

become the Secretary of the College Board of the Presbyterian Church of America, as 

reported in the Hyde Park Presbyterian Church Fiftieth Anniversary commemorative 

book (39).  Rev. Ray was an inspiration to Elizabeth and she will mention him in her 

letters home from India when DJ was considering vocational options and/or graduate 

school.
47

  She also worked with, but for the most part traveled separate from, a Mr. 

Penfield who was married with three children.  Mr. Penfield had the opposite gender 

assignment to Elizabeth's: he traveled to meet with the young college men.  One wonders 

whether he was paid a "man's" salary, enough to support his family.  Was he paid more 

                                                 
46

 See Attachment B, for Miss Elvira Slack's Northwestern University, Miss Ethel Dobbin's University of 

Illinois, and Miss Louise Shields' Oregon State YWCA letterhead. 
47

 May 13, 1909: “DJ has had a letter from Harlan P. Beach of Yale, regarding work for a Ph.D. there in the 

subject of ‘Missions.’  He wants to do reading & study this summer in line with his coming home if he can 

decide what work he wants.  I often think he would better go with College work under E. C. Ray or assist 

on that Board of Aid, than plunge at once into study again." 
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than Elizabeth who had to supplement her pocket money with money from her father?
48

  

They were both given the special missionary travel rates and courtesy rail passes which 

sometimes meant they had to travel at inconvenient times and on less direct train routes. 

The rhythm of Elizabeth's letters in this chapter is dictated by her itinerary, so she 

had very little time for reflection.  Because her immediate past and future are telescoped, 

the reporting of the events at each school is straddled between her letters.  For instance, 

on December 8, 1903, she writes, “How I shall get on tomorrow is a problem.  Oh, to 

open their eyes and wake them up!”  Two days later on December 10, 1903, she tells her 

mother, “When I wrote to you at Hedding, the outlook troubled me, and really I prayed 

all night for the right message and for the power to awaken the girls and win their loyalty.  

All of these things came to pass.”  On February 27, 1904, she had a different experience.  

She writes, "I am wondering what Mrs. Johnson will be like, and Pres. Wallace and the 

college buildings.  Oh, isn't it interesting not to know!"   

She sure found out!  In her (misdated) March 4, 1904, letter, Elizabeth wrote that 

Mrs. Prof. Johnson "was very kind to me but very much interested in her own 

conversation.  I don't recall that she asked me a single question, nor cared particularly the 

work with the girls," and that in two of the dormitories, there was "insubordination and 

defiance of the matrons." Elizabeth's questions in one letter and responses in another 

created the epistolary rhythm for this chapter, and other than the sensory description in 

her May 7, 1904, letter to her father, she rarely used the pseudodialogue technique 

                                                 
48 As early as 1893, the question was asked in the WPBMN: Fifty Years of Service, 1870-1920, "Ought not 

unmarried ladies and wives receive salaries equal to the gentlemen?" (21).  Mr. Penfield may have been the 

son of Mrs. H. D. Penfield, president of the Board of the Northwest from 1892-1894 (chronological list of 

officers in every Woman's Presbyterian Board of the Northwest annual reports).   
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(asking rhetorical questions and using Richardson's writing-to-the-moment technique), 

which color her college and India letters. 

As a traveling secretary Elizabeth spent about two days at each college.  In 

addition to train travel with multiple layovers, Elizabeth used public transportation (street 

cars, electric cars, and an Interurban trolley), rode in buggies, hacks, traps, spares, and a 

ferry boat, and even hitched a ride with a toothless mail carrier in his stage with her trunk 

riding on behind.  She was fearless about getting around saying on February 27, 1904, "I 

just enjoy going to a new city.  It is fun to discover how to get about and as I don’t mind 

asking questions, that is always an easy matter.  There is a freedom and independence 

about this traveling work which delights my spinster soul (!)"  Commenting again on her 

love of independence, so important for a traveling secretary, she wrote on March 15, 

1904, "Oh, isn't it all interesting!  I feel like a "dream girl"—everything is so novel and 

new to me.  And I like the independence of discovering new country alone.  It makes me 

feel important—a delightful sensation!"   

Her accommodations on campus were as varied as the job itself.  Sometimes 

Elizabeth slept in the dorms with the girls and sometimes she was entertained in the 

private homes of the faculty.  For Elizabeth, though, the most rewarding and pleasurable 

part of the job was talking to the girls one-on-one.  She tried to persuade some into 

becoming YW secretaries like herself, or to become missionaries in the foreign field, or, 

finally, at the very least, to sign up to become Personal Workers.  On December 10, 1903, 

when she said that her "days work counted tremendously," she was speaking figuratively 

as well as literally.  All told, from these existing letters, she was able to get 123 girls to 

sign Personal Worker slips.  Elizabeth bonded with the girls she met and knew she 
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reached them on a spiritual level.  She advocated fiercely on their behalf and in her 

summary article/letter to Dr. Ray wrote: 

The students who attend these Presbyterian colleges are young men and 

women who live in the near vicinity, usually the same state.  They could 

not afford to travel many miles from home, but their parents covet for 

them a Christian education under direction of their own denomination.  

Great sacrifices are commonly made for this purpose.  Many of our 

students come fresh from the fields or from teaching a country school 

where they are used to hard work and long hours.  They have grit and 

persistence although they may have lacked previous training in mental 

concentration. . . . One cannot but admire this sturdy type of which 

defies all personal difficulties in the heroic determination to get an 

education.   

 

After reading these professional letters in which Elizabeth thoroughly enjoyed 

both the exclusive company of women and respect for a job well done, I couldn't imagine 

why she decided to get married at all.  As mentioned earlier, college women at the turn of 

the century had grown disenchanted with the social restrictions within marriage.  Daniel 

Scott Smith states in, "Family Limitation, Sexual Control, and Domestic Feminism in 

Victorian America," "Historically, the proportion of women who never married was 

highest for those born in the last four decades of the nineteenth century (120).  Elizabeth's 

decision to marry DJ Fleming will be addressed in her May 7, 1904, letter to her father, in 

Chapter 8.  

 

7.1 “How good God has always been to me”   
 

March 3, 1904   

Huron, S. Dak. 

Dearest Mother   

 

Your letter of March first is just received and read with enthusiasm.  

You are the best mother that ever lived or breathed!  Oh I am so sorry 

to hear of Grandma's hay fever.  How could she have gotten so much 

dust from my skirt.  I didn’t suppose it had so much.  We will not let 
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her do any skirt binding again.  But I do revel in that neat piece of work 

every day for it makes my dress skirt set out so firm all round.  And 

every time I put it on I think of her loving hands, as also do my collar 

and cuffs keep me reminded.  Wherever I go they awaken great 

admiration.  People think them very attractive and pretty, and when I 

tell about Grandma they think I must be spoiled!  Am I? 

  

I have had a curt reply from Emporia.  Quite evidently Pres. Miller 

there does not care for a visit, but he can't help himself!  He says, "Dear 

Madam: Yours of the 23rd [?] is at hand.  For anything I know now, a 

visit from you to the College of Emporia would be as convenient to us 

on the 16th or 17th of this month as at anytime."  This is the only word 

from the man up to date.  Well, I don’t care a bit.  I am not doing my 

own business.  And it is such places where the Christian influence is 

not strong, which needs investigation.  This is important work.  I am 

convinced of it more and more.  When I get back I could talk 

eloquently about our colleges. 

 

Pa's Bible class must be grand.  Oh doesn't it run in the family!  I told 

Mrs. Johnson that the missionary spirit was in the blood and had to 

come out.  I guess Grandpa Alvord's postponed Africa work must come 

out of me.   

 

Mother you are a born worker and an ideal State Committee member.  

Where would we find your equal?  The book of givers is just what we 

want, and your filed correspondence will go way ahead of mine.  If you 

want to you can fix mine when you haven't anything else to do. I take 

back all I said about not liking your system.  It was only my 

conservatism.  Oh darling mother.  I am proud of you.  And someday I 

hope I may do just what you are doing when I am your sweet age.  Oh 

how I do love my dear father and mother and grandma!!  I am foolish 

over you all.   

 

I was thinking this morning as I walked back from breakfast in the 

sunshine and crisp cold air, how good God has always been to me.  

And yet how many of His lessons I learned in the sunshine of life.  I am 

glad I am not one of those who need to be crushed by troubles and 

burdens to find out how much we need Him.  And I am so glad to give 

my youth to this work just as father did.  Come what may, these years 

are glorious right now.  I am buoyed up by every detail.  The 

uncomfortable little things—if there are any—slide right off me and I 

can't even remember them.  I revel in every moment of this dear life!  

Some day, doubtless, I shall have a chance to "witness" in hard hours of 

loneliness and poverty and distress of heart.  Do you think so?  But I 

am not afraid with His wonderful Presence round about me.  Oh it so 

real and near and constant! 
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This has been home missionary stomping ground.  I have imagined 

myself living here day in and out.  Bare, and lacking every esthetic 

influence, the Presbyterian Church is dead of spiritual power here.  

Most of these churches are worldly, they say.  And the ministers too.  

Oh why can't people get hold of the Spirit, and keep him. 

  

Yesterday was one of the typical So. Dakota blizzards.  I was so glad to 

experience it.  The wind blew terrifically, swept across the prairie with 

a force I never dreamt of before.  I went out to test it, and walking just 

5 blocks to the R.R. station I nearly froze.  It was a hard fight to put one 

foot in from of another against that wind.  Coming back I ran, oh so 

fast.  Carried along by its force.   

  

Today is beautiful and still and cold.  Your account of rain and slush 

seem out of place, although it was melting in St. Paul and warm the day 

I came here.   

  

Now I am going to spend the day and night with a cousin of Anne 

Beach.  She wrote her that I was here and I have had a delightful 

invitation to rest at her home today.  The illness in the college makes it 

unwise to work there more than one day.  Wasn't it kind of Anna to 

write her cousin?  They say her home is one of the best ones in Huron.  

I shall be glad to see that side of town.   

 

Mr. Kent keeps the R.R. Hotel but is in California at present.  Too bad!  

I shall call on the Herrings in Omaha, but if the Bellevue people write 

me to come for Sunday I shall go out there Saturday evening.  Then I 

shall have Tuesday for travel to Hastings.  It is an all days ride on the 

Northwestern road.  Stupid to spend so much time to save a few cents.  

But I am happy on the cars always. 

  

I'm realizing how much harder Ass'n work is, because there is the 

whole thing to look after.  Finances, Committee work, Bible and 

Mission study Prayer Circle, meetings and conversations 

[conversions?] and lives socially.  Everything that makes up the life of 

girls.  [Eliz mentions a report using old annual reports and will tend to 

it when she gets home.] 

 

Lovingly,  

Elizabeth 
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 This March 1904 letter introduces the Cole/Alvord family ethos in a quick 

snapshot.  As mentioned earlier, Elizabeth's grandfather, Rev. John W. Alvord, had to 

postpone his missionary work in Africa in the 1830s, but he and both generations of Cole 

men volunteered for the U. S. Christian Commission during the Civil War, and all three 

instilled their missionary spirit into Elizabeth.  It therefore was an understatement for 

Elizabeth to say that dedication to Christian service and to Jesus Christ “was in the blood 

and had to come out,” and prophetic of her to imagine, "Some day, doubtless, I shall have 

a chance to 'witness' in hard hours of loneliness and poverty and distress of heart."   

In this letter, she also mentions pride in her mother's professionalism saying that 

she was a "born worker and an ideal State Committee member."  Elizabeth's reference to 

"filed correspondence" was a compliment to her mother's professional letter-writing 

abilities but, today, "fixing" Elizabeth's letters, as mentioned in Chapter 2, would be 

considered a transcribing offense and would alarm New Social Historians such as 

Suzanne Bunkers, Cheryl Cline, and Elizabeth Hampsten.  Mention of her grandmother 

Alvord's sewing is an interesting reminder that the older feminine skills were being 

replaced by technology, and that the 1890s New Women were becoming more interested 

in affairs outside the domestic circle.  When Elizabeth reports on September 27 & 28, 

1910, that her handmade blouse won first prize at the exhibition of Fine Needlework 

done in the summer hill station of Thandiani, she adds, "Strange to hear that I have won 

quite a reputation in that line.  Grandma would be astonished!!"  The important thing is 

that Elizabeth learned her sense of duty and her work ethic from these immediate role 

models.   
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The keystone of Elizabeth's spiritual convictions is found in this letter: "I was 

thinking this morning as I walked back from breakfast in the sunshine and crisp cold air, 

how good God has always been to me."  As mentioned earlier Elizabeth had confessed 

that her highest moments of inspiration came to her while she was alone in nature, not 

while attending a convention or revival meeting.  She restates her Emersonian version of 

nature-inspired divinity in her letter of May 2, 1904: "If God can do so much with rocks 

& trees and streams [and other] inanimate things, what ought not He be able to do with a 

human life which yields itself to His guidance and lives in His sunshine!  Oh I do long for 

the real beauty of holiness.  There is a lot that's small in me yet."  

While traveling Elizabeth had time to write her parents, and she often gave thanks 

to God for her good fortunes and opportunities.  On December 8, 1903, she writes, "If the 

Lord was not consciously with me every moment, I would just give up.  He is very good 

to me and I love Him with my whole heart," and on December 10, 1903, she writes, "One 

of the most wonderful things in this work is how the Lord goes before and straightens out 

the way and keeps giving me such pleasant surprises."  And on February 27, 1904, "I am 

not afraid this morning and I know the way will be open before me as I go forward each 

day.  The guidance has always been definite and beautiful.  I have every reason to trust 

and be glad."   

 Elizabeth was a woman at home in nature and she thrived on adventure.  The open 

expanse of the undeveloped upper Midwest, "home missionary stomping ground," was 

"[b]are and lacking every esthetic influence," but it stirred her soul.  In this March 3, 

1904, letter she boasts of testing the strength of the wind in a South Dakota blizzard, and 

on March 6, 1904, “The river winds so prettily, and was a scene of peaceful beauty all 
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day long.  I want to sketch, it is just the place to sketch in, and oh how I do want to tramp 

all over these winding country roads!”  She writes on March 12, 1904, "The early 

morning is a beautiful time to take a train.  As the sun came up it sent such a loving tint 

over the quiet farm lands and the sky.  Two more got on at a little station and one said to 

the other, 'This is a great big nice morning!'  And so it was."   

Elizabeth was such a natural at this job that on March 4, 1904, Mr. Beach at 

Huron College teased her about her "work."  "To travel all over the West, have expenses 

paid and be entertained and deliver the same address in each place!  He wishes he could 

change his job!! . . . I begin to think he is pretty nearly right about this.  It is too good to 

be true."  Work and adventure soothed and strengthened Elizabeth's soul, while her strong 

spiritual convictions nourished her.   

 

7.2 “Like a fish getting back into water”  
 

April 23, 1904   

En route to Tacoma 

Dearest [Mother]  

 

This day must not go without a letter, and I am riding the Northern 

Pacific which goes through to St. Paul and Chicago.  I may be able to 

mail it on this train.  No letter from you for two days.  I expect they are 

at Tacoma. 

  

This is the first clear day since I came to the coast.  It is cold and I put 

on my heaviest winter flannels this morning, but my cold left me very 

suddenly, in the presence of a clear sunny day.  So I am all right for 

Tacoma.  Last night it was so piercing damp and chilly—I went to bed 

with a cup of hot malted mild and a hot water bag which Miss McElroy 

kindly fixed for me.  We are getting quite fond of each other, and 

wasn't it queer, that the original plan was for Miss McElroy and I to be 

together in New England.  We would make a strong team.  At least her 

end would be! 

  

We are now crossing the Columbia River in a ferry boat.  This ride is 

perfectly beautiful.  The foliage is at its best and freshest, with the new 
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greens and yellows, and the dogwood trees in full bloom.  These have 

been watercolor pictures all the way along.  How I wish you could be 

with me!  That would be nice.  I am getting ready for company—on 

these long trips.  And yet I am very comfortable and happy. 

  

Mrs. Robbins and Mac both wrote me of Ann's wedding, of the 

reception too, and that was quite satisfactory.  Such a grand letter as I 

received from Helen, and another from DJF today.  Oh it is so good to 

get letters.  Am I writing enough on this trip dearest?  Somehow, they 

seem woefully inadequate.  This is such a big country, and I am only a 

child after all. 

 

I am so anxious to help the girls at Whitmouth.  They say it is a hard 

place to work, as the girls are light and frivolous. 

  

Miss McElroy is much taken with my red hat.  She is going to order 

one made like it.  There are three dear secretaries in the Portland Ass'n 

who enjoyed that Bible class I led last night.  It is like a fish getting 

back into water to have a chance to work.  My only lack on this trip is 

the waiting for chances to work.  Distances are long between and even 

sightseeing does not satisfy your soul as much as work does. 

  

I am told that Miss Shields does not hold her State Committee here, 

either.  Her work with the Committee seems to be the weakest part of 

her work.  It is because she does not share her field experience with 

them somehow.  They do not feel confidence in her judgment.  

  

I met Miss Dornbecker this morning.  She is Mrs. Bird's friend.  We are 

going to have a little visit together next week when I come back to 

Portland.  The entire expense of my 3 days stay in Portland is 75¢ for 

meals.  Pretty cheap, isn't it? 

 

Now I must stop this scrawl.  It is always hard to stop. 

Love to everyone 

Your little girl,  

Elsie 

 

First of all, Elizabeth loved to work and on her honeymoon on September 3, 1904, 

simply stated: "One must work to be happy."  She shows her firm grounding in the 

Protestant work ethic when she declares in this letter: "It is like a fish getting back into 

water to have a chance to work.  My only lack on this trip is the waiting for chances to 

work.  Distances are long between and even sightseeing does not satisfy your soul as 
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much as work does."  Her duties sometimes included leading morning prayers, speaking 

at chapel, negotiating on behalf of the YWCA Cabinet girls, or leading YWCA 

Committee meetings.  Her letter of March 6, 1904, from Bellevue College shows how 

varied and demanding her work was: 

I have just refused to speak in the church service tonight, and so have 

time to talk with you.  The fact is that I am having my hands full here.  

Today I led morning prayers, had a Bible class at 9:30.  Attended church 

and taught another Personal Workers class at 12 o'clock.  Had personal 

interviews all afternoon and led a large meeting at 5 o'clock—was asked 

to conduct prayers and take the evening church service but refused both 

those.  One interview tonight before I go to sleep.  Tomorrow's day is 

very full. 

 

And two days later on March 8, 1904: 

 

Different girls were in my room until 11:30 p.m.  I was up at 5.45 to 

pack my trunk and then walk out on the brow of the hill to see the sun 

rise.  Oh if you only could see that view!  After breakfast more 

interviews and then a meeting of 8 faculty women, who seemed inspired 

by my coming to more personal effort.  They decided to meet together 

for prayer and council each week at 3.30 on Thursday.  Then the lady 

preceptress followed me to my room and told me of her problems, and of 

her two daughters, neither of which would listen to Christian admonition.   

 

In this part two, April 23, 1904, letter Elizabeth felt comfortable enough in her 

own abilities to criticize a fellow YWCA colleague, Miss Shields, who was her 

predecessor at Illinois (see Letterhead, Attachment B): "I am told that Miss Shields does 

not hold her State Committee here, either.  Her work with the Committee seems to be the 

weakest part of her work.  It is because she does not share her field experience with them 

somehow.  They do not feel confidence in her judgment."  Miss Shields did not have the 

respect from her local associates that Elizabeth had.  Unlike Miss Shields, though, Miss 

McElroy was more to Elizabeth’s liking and she found it a coincidence that the two had 

been paired to team-teach at an unnamed conference in New England.  Miss McElroy, 
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Miss Shields, Miss Elizabeth Cole, and Mrs. Floy Coleman were college state secretaries 

for the YWCA at a time when college graduates were looking for acceptable Christian 

careers.  Anna Rice wrote in A History of the World's Young Women's Christian 

Association (1947), "No other country had so large a proportion of college or university 

trained women, and unlike colleges in Europe, all state universities were coeducational in 

policy" (39).   

In addition to her job as a state YWCA secretary, Elizabeth was recruited by the 

General Assembly's Committee on Evangelistic Work of the Presbyterian Church, to 

serve as special evangelistic secretary, visiting colleges west of the Mississippi, 1903-

1904.  Although Mary Sims has written in The YWCA—An Unfolding Purpose (1950), 

"Often church boards of education helped the YWCA to formulate its part in the 

promotion of Christian education" (59), I am not sure what Elizabeth’s official 

relationship was with the YWCA while on the road for the General Assembly.  I am not 

alone in this confusion as Elizabeth mentioned on May 2, 1904: "I noticed that [President 

Lee of Albany College] always introduces me as a YWCA worker, and took more 

pleasure in that view of my visit than the other.  In fact he said so!"  "The other view" of 

her visit must have been what Mary Sims stated—formulating and promoting Christian 

education.   

According to Sims, the hundreds and thousands of college girls who were drawn 

to the lay character of the YWCA "found it easier to adventure in the Christian life than 

[they could in] an ecclesiastically controlled group" (98).  On campus, the YWCA took 

responsibility for welcoming new students and helping them adjust to college life.  Miss 

Eliza Doyle of Eastern Illinois University in Charleston, Illinois, wrote to Elizabeth on 
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October 5, 1902: "There are sixty-five new girls in this term.  We met them at the train, 

took them out to the building and helped them to find boarding places.  Thirty-five of 

them have joined our Association and we are working and praying for the rest."  In 

addition to welcoming new students and helping them adjust to college life, YW girls 

wanted their own voice.  As early as the 1870s college girls had decided they wanted an 

organization where they could speak and act more freely in meetings of their own, as 

separate from the men, and in 1872 that wish came true: the first student YWCA 

Association was started at Illinois State Normal University in Normal, Illinois.
49

  

Elizabeth's December 6, 1903, letter from Knox College describes this type of 

negotiation on the road: 

At Knox I must have talked to about 50 girls personally.  Friday night I 

arrived and had Cabinet meeting.  The great question here was the 

relation to the young men.  They have always held joint meetings and the 

faculty are opposed to anything else, although the Cabinet girls want 

separate meetings.  I was commissioned to talk to the Pres. about this, 

but found him very unfavorable to separate meetings.  All of Saturday 

morning we had committee meetings and decided to have both joint and 

separate meetings each week—the girls meeting informally in one of the 

girl's rooms to have a heart to heart little circle for prayer and 

conference.  This plan meets general approval.   

 

And at Bellevue College on March 6, 1904, she writes, "The Y.W. girls are taking me 

under their wing, and I am going to help them tomorrow in Cabinent and Com. Work."  

In Elizabeth's mind, the YWCA provided a safe haven for a girl's spiritual development.  

On March 21, 1904, she visited a school outside of Kansas City which didn't have a 

YWCA (maybe Kendall College?) and she writes, "This has been a strenuous day, 

crammed full of interviews with girls who need a good deal of help.  They do not have a 

                                                 
49

 A small group of girls on the campus of Illinois State Normal "realized a need for a meeting for Bible 

Study, and Christian conversation and prayer where no restraint would be felt and which would not 

interfere with attendance at church services of Sunday School" (Wilson 7).   
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YWCA here and the girls suffer from lack of development from within.  Too much is 

done by others and the life is formal with so many."   

Most of Elizabeth's job was public speaking.  The fact that she often spoke in 

church in front of mixed audiences (meaning in front of both men and women), breaking 

Pauline Scriptures, will be discussed in part one of Chapter 9, "I had told God I was 

willing to go!" when she imagined what her sermon would be on Easter morning (1906).  

During her college travels, her presentation style ranged from talking "very simply," 

saying she was "in no sense a preacher or an evangelist" on March 13, 1904, to being 

probably "far more evangelistic than most of their speakers" on April 21, 1904, to giving 

a humorous, "racy account of the incidents of [her] trip" on May 2, 1904.  Elizabeth often 

addressed the entire student body of the colleges she visited, such as the 200 students at 

Macalester College, the 217 students at Huron College, the whole of Occidental College 

and 700 bright-faced Indian students at Chemawa Indian School in Salem, Oregon.
50

   

An indication that she considered her mission crucial was her reaction to 

President Miller's curt reply in her March 3, 1904, letter from Emporia used in part one of 

this chapter: "Well, I don’t care a bit.  I am not doing my own business.  And it is such 

places where the Christian influence is not strong, which needs investigation.  This is 

important work.  I am convinced of it more and more."  On the other hand, in the 

(misdated) March 4, 1904, letter to her mother, Elizabeth tried to limit the number of girls 

who pledged to do personal work saying, “I was afraid they were making the movement 

too popular, so I said that no girl could join the circle who did not purpose to make her 

own life absolutely true in the halls.”  Elizabeth’s ethics and integrity were firmly intact, 

                                                 
50

 Elizabeth may have exaggerated; the Chemawa School history webpage reported 453 students in 1900 

<http://www.chemawa.bia.edu/history.htm>. 
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and she expected the same absolute truth from her girls.  I wonder if she will remember 

saying this when she confronts mass conversions of the lower classes in India, discussed 

in part two of Chapter 9, "Come with me to the village I visited yesterday."   

When piecing together the history of the YWCA, it is confusing to realize that 

several women's organizations at the turn of the nineteenth century had traveling 

secretaries, and that two major organizations shared the same or similar names: the 

International Board of the Young Women’s Christian Association and the National 

Association of the Young Women’s Christian Association, later called the American 

Committee.  These two branches of the YWCA—the National Association and the 

International Board—represented “two streams of work for young women” (Rice 39).  

The International Board was formed in 1871, with a formal plan of organization adopted 

in 1891 by urban women on the east coast who set up vocational training and 

employment bureaus, a Traveler’s Aid for women, and provided rooms for boarding.   

The American Committee, formed in 1886 and headquartered in Chicago, was 

made up of mostly students and was federated with the World's Young Women’s 

Christian Association (1894) and the World's Student Christian Federation (1899).
 51

  The 

American Committee also saw to the needs of working women (women who were 

"dependent on their own exertions for support" (Rice 37) at Association House located at 

474 North Avenue.  Regarding the formation of the Midwestern YWCA, Anna Rice 

wrote, "That there already existed another organization working among young women in 

                                                 
51

 The first annual report was written in 1886 by Miss Nettie Dunn who became the first General Secretary 

of the National Committee (Rice 42).  Miss Dunn later married Mr. Walter Clark and joined the Woman's 

Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest in 1893.  The Walter Clarks were stationed in Lahore 

with the Flemings and are mentioned all through Elizabeth's letters home from India.  A photograph of Mrs. 

Walter Clark with her three daughters is included in Elizabeth's September 27 & 28, 1910, letter, in part 

three of Chapter 14. 
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both the United States and Canada, one which in many places was called by the same 

name, was recognized" (40) but, apparently, did not deter the American Committee.   

In her letters Elizabeth never discussed the politics of difference between these 

two national associations—the conflict between the older women's city associations and 

the younger college girls' associations—but the YW college girls did in their letters to 

her.  Miss Virginia Sinclair from Illinois State University in Normal, Illinois, wrote on 

October 28, 1902, "I have chosen the third topic—'The Alumnae's' relation to their own 

college.' . . . I notice this topic has two heads—i.e. the alumnae's relation both to their 

own college and city associations.  Of the latter, I could speak only theoretically.  Do you 

wish me to emphasize the former head?"  And Miss Elizabeth Davis of the Art Institute 

in Evanston wrote on October 13, 1902, "The few [students] that I know by name and not 

merely by chance contact are girls who live at home in the suburbs as I do and who have 

their own church homes.  I know that a very large number are not of this class and 

believe that many of them live at the boarding home of the other YWCA.  The rest are 

much scattered."  (Italics hers.) 

The American Committee and the International Board remained divided during 

Elizabeth's tenure with the YWCA.  Although the student Associations outnumbered the 

city YWCAs, the city Associations had more employed personnel, larger budgets, and 

more diversified programming (Rice 42).
52

  Twice in ten years, the student group 

proposed a merger and both times the International Board rejected them.  In Eight 

Women of the YWCA, Marion O. Robinson offers a feminist argument as to why the older 

                                                 
52

 In 1887, there were 129 affiliated Associations, nineteen of which were in cities; in 1893, there were 307 

affiliated Associations, with fifty-two in cities and 255 in colleges (Rice 42); by 1906, there were 608 local 

Associations with 186,330 total memberships.  Of his total, 469 were in student centers, which had 41,688 

total memberships (Sims 9).   



 186 

women did not want to join the younger women: "A difference that came closer to the 

bone, but at the time was discussed only in private conversations, was the American 

Committee's close ties with the YMCA.  The International Board took great pride in itself 

as an independently developing woman's movement" (7), separate from male control.   

Finally, in 1906, two years after Elizabeth had moved to Lahore, the International 

Board and the American Committee merged to form the YWCA we recognize today.  

Unity was achieved because of skillful negations by a group of dedicated women, which 

included Emma Bailey Speer and Vera Scott Cushman, Elizabeth's Smith College 

colleague and fellow Chicagoan.  (Vera was discussed in part three of Chapter 6, "One of 

the most beautiful girls I have ever seen.")  The decision not to separate student work 

from local and city YWCAs was a crucial one in the history of the YWCA (Robinson 7-

10).  Both Emma Speer and Vera Scott Cushman spoke with Elizabeth at the Second 

Conference in Christian Work in Latin America held in Montevideo, Uruguay, in 1925.   

 

7.3 “Robt. Speer thinks it would be hard on the children” 

March 12, 1904   

Highland, Ka. 

Dearest Mother   

 

They were very good to me at the dormitory in Hastings.  Several of the 

girls got up to see me off and they cooked me an egg and coffee and 

toast so that my early start was no drawback.  The best work there was 

with the girls as there is only one lady on the faculty, and she is [a] very 

charming preceptress.  I covet her for Association work.  They thanked 

me for coming and said my visit had put a different spirit into the girls.  

Truly I hope so.  Miss Tompkins, one of the girls, spent the afternoon 

[previous?] to my going with me in my room, and was in again at 6.00 

in the morning, so eager for help in every way. 

  

As I rode toward Lincoln in the train there was quiet to think and the 

tears would come as I thought over the rare opportunities to know these 

students and the faculty too.  Some are so beautiful and so winning in 
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personality and character, I know they will stay in my life always.  

How broad and bighearted and deep it should make one, to meet so 

many of Gods own people in the many centers of work! 

  

The early morning is a beautiful time to take a train.  As the sun came 

up it sent such a loving tint over the quiet farm lands and the sky.  Two 

more got on at a little station and one said to the other, "This is a great 

big nice morning!"  And so it was.  I read 6th chapter of Mark and 

found new beauties. 

  

At Lincoln I put the three hours wait to good effect, going first to the 

YWCA City Assn.  Miss Hanson, the Secretary, showed me about and 

told me all her troubles.  They have a corner location of the ground 

floor, quite attractive.  One apartment upstairs where they rent a few 

bedrooms for 40 cents a night to transients.  This cafeteria is very 

successful.  I ate lunch there and it was delicious.  Miss Hanson said 

their annual budget was $10,800 this year, and that almost all of it was 

self supporting.  She does not care for the detail of City work, and does 

not consider her work successful.  They have no educational work nor 

social clubs, and are running rather in a beaten track I should judge.   

 

We went together to the State University and I was interested in their 

YWCA quarters, especially the Missionary Chart on the wall with the 

China station where four of their graduates had gone.  Pictures of these 

graduates were mounted on the chart and their most recent letters were 

bulletined for reading.  There are 1000 girls in this Nebraska State 

University, but as yet they have only 250 in the Association. 

 

On the train again.  I reveled in my book of James.  Oh, isn't it 

interesting.  The chapter on the "Divided Self" gave me an inspiration 

for a talk.  Why doesn't father get Sawbuck's "Psychology of 

Religion"?  I would like to read it when he is through.  These books are 

really necessary to one studying the subject. 

  

Conversation on the train between passengers was interesting.  All 

about the country, farming and stock raising.  Hogs are very 

satisfactory, nice fat hogs, you can get them "awful cheap."  $1.50 per 

hundred, sell them sometimes for $7 to $10 per hundred.  Corn is nice 

to raise but that wheat is lots of work.  Farms at $150 an acre are awful 

expensive but $30 is right for "common folks."  I am being educated! 

  

Arrived at Highland at 6.02, exactly on time.  It is a tiny station five 

miles from the town.  I rode over the country with the mail carrier in 

his stage with the trunk on behind.  Up and down hill all the way, with 

the sunset flush ahead of us on the Western sky.  As I was the only 

passenger I must be entertained.  The driver, 61 years of age, told me 
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confidentially that his hardest work was to talk!  I would never have 

guessed it!  He explained that he had not teeth and although his wife 

begged him to buy a set when he went to Kansas City, yet he didn't 

fancy doing it.  For three years he had been without and he had eaten 

only soft things but he never has been so well in his life.  But, oh, he 

said he couldn't spit anymore!  He used to be such a fine spitter!!  Well 

I heard the whole story on that five mile drive, and I assure you I was 

greatly entertained.   

  

The town of Highland is only 900 and what is called "Highland 

University" is really only an academy with at present 40 pupils.  Most 

of these live in town.  The school has $40,000 endowment so it jogs on 

from year to year about the same, needing no appropriation from the 

Board of Aid.  Prof. David is acting President.  I am staying in his 

home which, by the way, used to be Louise Shields', my predecessor in 

Illinois YWCA work.  The Mackintoshes lived here also and Mr. and 

Mrs. Spinning both graduated from this school.   

 

There is a Miss Paisley teaching here from Hillsboro, Ill.  I must ask 

her if she is a cousin of Aunt Mary's.  Haven't met anyone yet.  Today 

is Saturday and they have no school so I am going to write letters and 

wash out some handkerchiefs and read.  Tomorrow will be the only day 

for my meetings.  They arranged for me to speak to the girls at 3 

o'clock, then meet the Cabinet (they aren't doing good work at all) and 

then at the request of the Presbyterian ministers, take the evening 

church service for a union Evangelistic address.  I don't want to refuse, 

although as I told Prof. David, I am in no sense a preacher or an 

evangelist, I can only talk "very simply."  Monday will probably be a 

quiet day also, as I do not leave until four o'clock.   

  

Prof. David and his wife are lovely people.  They graduated from 

Doane College (Congregationalist) Nebraska then he went to Japan as 

teacher in a government school, afterwards in the Doshisha [?].  She 

went out to be married in Japan in '95 and they worked there three 

years.  Now they would like to go back but Robt. Speer thinks it would 

be hard on the children, two little boys 5 and 7 and one baby girl 3 

months.  Prof. Davis has only one arm but he is a simple hearted, 

sympathetic earnest man.  They do not feel satisfied that this school is a 

sufficient school for them.  He gets $850 a year.  Mrs. Davis is a 

delicious cook, and things are neat as wax.  Many of her dishes are 

[tasty?] Japanese.  That darling baby is a delight to me.  A real luxury 

as I tell them.   

  

I am occupying the large bedroom downstairs in the front corner, 

across from the parlor.  I have a cosy stove which burns wood and a 

large white iron bedstead.  My trunk is with me and I am perfectly 



 189 

 

The Minnesota Daily, February 27, 1904. (Note typos!) 

 

Figure 1 

 

comfortable.  Mrs. Davis invites me to her literature club this 

afternoon.   

  

Oh, dear, Dr. Ray wants me to write and article for the Assembly 

Herald this month.  Now I am in misery.  I guess I will write something 

today and send it on at once, so as to forget it.  Poor Dr. Ray!  He is 

coming to Topeka for a rest as he finds it hard to get strong.   

  

My soiled clothes.  I really need to fill up my trunk. But it may make 

the washing too heavy when I get home.  I'll send them if you say so.  

But now I am in the home stretch.  My last four colleges.  So far, I am 

not impressed with the importance of Highland College.  There is 

antagonism between the public school and this, for they do about the 

same work.   

  

Your two letters greeted me here.  Address me in Kansas City.  The 

New Coates Hotel.  Where Miss Broad's letter came from. 

Am perfectly well.  Not a cold or a scratch! 

 

Lovingly,  

E. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On February 27, 1904, the Minnesota Daily announced Elizabeth's arrival at the 

University of Minnesota Association, and while she was in town she visited the Grand 

City YWCA.  Her letter of February 28, 1904, tells of her tour of the facility: "I was 

shown every nook and corner of the elegant memorial building, the gift of one wealthy 

widow.  It is the finest in the country and all finished in oak.  It is as truly elegant and 
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sumptuous as any clubhouse.  I swelled with pride at the thought of our having such a 

building."  In this March 1904 letter Elizabeth reports that she visited Miss Mason of the 

YWCA City Association of Lincoln, Nebraska, and the student quarters of the Minnesota 

State University.  She described the "the Missionary Chart on the wall with the China 

station" and mentioned that the most recent missionary letters were posted on the bulletin 

board.  Both the Missionary Chart and recent missionary letters were basic components 

of "Uniform Study," the study methods prescribed by Helen B. Montgomery and others.   

As early as 1879, the "Bureau of Missionary Intelligence" of the Women's 

Presbyterian Board of Missions of the Northwest provided for the preservation of all 

important missionary correspondence and arranged "systematic transmission of 

missionary intelligence among auxiliaries" (WPBMN: Fifty Years 11-12).  Twenty years 

later, at the Ecumenical Conference in New York City (1900), a committee consisting of 

one representative from five different denominations issued “a common course of 

missionary lessons to be used by all the women’s societies, of whatever name” 

(Montgomery 275).  The concept proved to be exactly what the missionary community 

wanted and Helen Barrett Montgomery boasted in Western Women in Eastern Lands 

(1910) that the Macmillan Company published an edition of five thousand copies, which 

were all sold within six weeks (276).
 53

    

"Uniform study" used a standard self-congratulatory format which included stock 

answers to formula questions such as: "In what lands do women eat with their husbands 

at a family table?" and "If you were to born a woman in a non-Christian world, where 

                                                 
53

 Montgomery's first study guide, published in 1906, was Christus Redemptor; an outline study of the 

island world of the Pacific, but her guides must have been disseminated and taught well before 1906.  In 

1910 she wrote a detailed pedagogical guide to foreign mission study for women's groups: How to Use: A 

Handbook of Suggestions to Accompany the Test-Book Western Women in Eastern Lands (1910), to be read 

with Western Women in Eastern Lands (1910).   
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would you choose to be born?" (Montgomery 76).  Assigning a country to study each 

month, as showcased in Woman’s Work (discussed in Chapter 4), was also part of this 

uniform study and had the extra, added bonus of providing “reflex influence” for mission 

enthusiasts.  Elizabeth and Mrs. Coleman were tireless workers for the foreign missionary 

cause and they taught the unified study concepts to their college representatives.  Much 

of their work on campus seems to have been in forming Mission Study Classes and many 

of the girls who wrote to Elizabeth were dedicated to raising money for the Foreign 

Missions.  For instance, on September 27, 1902, Miss Ethel Dobbins told Elizabeth that 

the University of Illinois was able to raise $100 for Miss Agnes Hill, the YWCA 

secretary in India and the first YWCA secretary sent overseas (1894).
54

  Later that spring 

Miss Dobbins wrote:  

We had a meeting on the state work from the type-written report which 

you sent us, and it was of peculiar interest.  We carried out the idea 

suggested in having the large map at the front of the room with the 

places indicated by the colors, and each place represented by a girl.  It 

was so interesting because we have so many girls here from other 

colleges, and they took their own colleges as far as possible. (March 

1903)  

 

A hundred years after the fact, it is easy to poke fun at this didactic programming.  Joan 

Jacobs Brumberg writes, "The 'moral map' of the world, a colorful graphic device for 

illustrating the alarming presence of heathenism around the globe, was a popular teaching 

aid" ("Ethnology" 354).  In the end, it should not be a total surprise that both Elizabeth 

and her fellow state secretary, Mrs. Floy Rhode Coleman became foreign missionaries; 
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 Elizabeth mentions Miss Agnes Hill in part two of Chapter 10, "No more Englishmen smelling of my 

scalloped potatoes."  See also the discussion that accompanies this October 21, 1909, letter in part two of 

Chapter 14. 
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Mrs. Coleman and her husband became missionaries to Japan, as DJ mentions in his 

Courtship essay in Chapter 8. 

No discussion of the YWCA at this time would be complete without mention of 

the Student Volunteer Movement (SVM), organized in 1886 when Dwight Moody 

addressed the Northfield, Massachusetts, Student Conference and one hundred young 

men and women volunteered for foreign missions.  The watchword of the SVM became 

"The Evangelization of the World in This Generation."  This gave a missionary flavor to 

the YW/YM meetings and the SVM quickly settled into college life as well.  Soon it was 

hard to tell where the SVM started and the YWCA/YMCA ended.
55

   

The SVM was the brainchild of a handful of young men, particularly its 

charismatic lay leaders, John R. Mott and Robert E. Speer, who were able to galvanize 

the first real generation of college graduates to look outside of themselves and help 

spread the good news of Jesus Christ to the rest of the world.
 56

  Robert T. Handy argues 

in A History of the Churches in the United States and Canada that Mott and Speer were 

successful because, even though they were conservative in their own religions and social 

views, they were not preoccupied with the "niceties of doctrine" and could bridge 

theological gaps (293).  Speer more than Mott seemed to take a paternal interest in each 

member of the missionary movement.  Hutchison wrote: "Robert E. Speer, more 
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 In The Religious and Educational Philosophy of the Young Women's Christian Association, Grace 

Wilson does not give the statistics for the SVM but writes that of 2100 students who volunteered for 

mission service in 1886, 500 were from student YWCAs (22), or about twenty-four percent.  On the other 

hand, Clifton Phillips's statistics from "The Student Volunteer Movement and Its Role in China Missions, 

1886-1920" do not include the YWCA (or YMCA) members.  However in 1888, he states that there were 

2,200 student volunteers, in 1892 there were 7,500, and by 1900 the "SVM had spread to hundreds of 

college campuses and was enlisting thousands of college youth in a veritable religious crusade" (92).  On 

the whole, though, I think the SVM was more aggressive than the YWCA about headcounts and tallies.   
56

 Elizabeth mentions Speer's writings and lectures in her October 22, 1905, and November 2, 1905, letters.  

Speer had a lengthy correspondence with DJ, as he probably did with missionaries who wrote of the foreign 

missions professionally. 
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conservative theologically than Mott but better attuned to the problems troubling a 

younger generation, became for many a more effective guide and role model" (147).  An 

example of Speer's fatherly interest is seen in this March 1904 letter when he discouraged 

Prof. and Mrs. David of Highland University from returning to Japan as missionaries 

because he thought "it would be hard on the children, two little boys 5 and 7 and one 

baby girl 3 months."   

Elizabeth, like all the young college students of the age, idolized Mott and Speer 

with an enthusiasm that bordered on rock-star, hero-worship, but I do not think she was a 

member of the SVM before she graduated from Smith.  In fact, when the SVM tried to 

infiltrate Smith College two years after she graduated they were not successful.  President 

Clarke L. Seelye wrote in The Early History of Smith College, 1871-1910 that during the 

1898-1899 semester an attempt was made to "modify the character" of the Christian 

Union so that it might become a branch of the World's Student Volunteer Federation.  "In 

order to enter that Federation it would be necessary to restrict its membership to those 

belonging to Protestant evangelical churches," he explained.  "Able and enthusiastic 

emissaries from the Federation spent days at the College, urging change," but, by a large 

majority, the members of the Smith Christian Union refused to make the change 

demanded, preferring to lose the privileges of the Federation rather than lessen the 

distinctively unsectarian religious character of the College (99-101). 57
   

"Infiltrate" is probably an apt term.  After pages and pages of apology, Miss Mary 

Flint from Lebanon, Illinois (McKendree College), wrote to Elizabeth on September 2, 

1902: 

                                                 
57

 Seelye does not mention Vera Scott Cushman, but she served as president of the student YWCA at Smith 

from 1896 until she graduated in 1898.  At Smith, then, it would seem that the SVM and the YWCA kept 

their memberships separate. 
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I feel that this indifference to missions is due largely to our Volunteer 

Band.  There are four Volunteers in college—two men, one other girl 

and myself. . . . The two men are not representative men in any sense of 

the word.  They have been the only Volunteers in college until last 

spring, and dear Miss Cole, you cannot imagine how their influence has 

caused the interest in missions to decline, for it really has declined 

steadily since they have been championing its cause.  

 

And Miss Ione Vose wrote on March 12, 1903, "Mr. Arthur Rugh was here two weeks 

ago—Do you know him? . . . I might as well be frank—he was a failure here.  He was so 

slangy that everyone was disgusted.  And his chapel talk was worst of all."  But Miss 

Eliza Doyle, from Eastern Illinois Normal, wrote on April 23, 1903, "Mary Whismand 

has signed the Student Volunteer Declaration.  We feel glad of this."   

Mixed in with my collection of student letters to Elizabeth was a letter dated April 

10, 1903, from Mr. Fennel P. Turner, General Secretary and Treasurer for the SVM for 

Foreign Missions.  Mr. Turner's letter reads: "At the Convention of the Student Volunteer 

Movement held in Toronto in 1902, you kindly made a subscription for the support of our 

work of $2.00 payable in April."  Without that one bit of evidence, though, I do not know 

whether either Elizabeth or DJ were actually members of the SVM, as neither mention 

the organization by its exact name,
58

 however, over time they became intimately involved 

with all of the key personnel in movement,
59

 in particular, Mr. G. Sherwood Eddy.  

Sherwood Eddy, a YMCA traveling evangelist in India from 1896 to 1911, reported 

directly to Mott and Speer, and was a houseguest of the Flemings when they lived in 

India (see November 19, 1910, letter).  The Eddys became lifetime friends and part of the 
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 In her October 22, 1905, Elizabeth wrote that Mr. Carter knows all of "the leaders of the Student 

movement," and on June 28, 1910, that Miss Brown "is imbued with the Northfield spirit."   
59

 In DJ's 425-page book, International Survey of the Young Men's and Young Women's Christian 

Associations, there are only three separate page references to the SVM.  Embracing the missionary spirit at 

the turn of the nineteenth century was almost, but not quite, synonymous with joining the SVM.  I think the 

difference might be similar to the college student of the 1960s who joined the Peace Corps but was not a 

member of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). 
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Flemings' extended family in 1939 when my Aunt Betty married Mr. G. Kerry Smith, the 

widower of Sherwood Eddy's daughter, Margaret.
60

   

Finally, one of the treasures of Elizabeth’s epistolary collection is a letter of 

introduction Robert Speer wrote for John and Julia Cole when they traveled to India in 

1908.  Included also is a letter of introduction from John Wanamaker (1838-1922), 

Presbyterian elder and Postmaster General under President Benjamin Harrison.  

Wanamaker was considered the father of the American department store and he is 

identified with religious work in Philadelphia, and as a paid secretary (1857-1861) and 

later president (1870-1883) of the YMCA (New Columbia 2926).  Both of these letters 

are attached at the end of the 1908 letters, part one, of Chapter 14.   

 

7.4 “Some of the girls out here have been so loving” 

 

May 27, 1904 [Excerpt]  

Pacific Grove 

Sweetheart   

 

Do you have any idea what a glorious time we are having!  I have 

wished all day you were with us.  This morning we arose (not early) 

and cooked an elegant breakfast then Miss Condé did a two weeks 

washing while I washed up the dishes and Mary went down town to 

order the groceries.  At eleven o’clock we three piled into a trap with a 

horse that was a joy—and drove until 5 o’clock.  We went with lunch 

and books, took the famous 17 mile drive by the ocean.  It was 

wonderful!  I took several Kodak pictures and we ate on Pebble Beach.  

Things never tasted so good before.  The lettuce sandwiches and cheese 

sandwiches, sardines, orange cake, crackers and olives.  There we 

waded about the rocks and discovered the most wonderful sea 

anemones. 

 

Saturday morning 

It is hard to write even here because we are so lazy and have only just 

finished breakfast and its dishes and are now ironing our pocket 
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 Margaret Eddy was one of the children mentioned in Elizabeth's November 19, 1910, letter: "[The 

Eddy's] two children aged 11 & 10 are with his mother in Germany.  What a divided family!"   
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handkerchieves.  Tonight we shall build a fire in our open grate in the 

front room, and put a binding on Miss Condé’s skirt.  We eat loads at 

every meal.  Last night we cooked a beefsteak with onions, as I said in 

my postal card.   

  

Poor me, I won't hear from you again until reaching home and it seems 

a long time.  But my face is turned toward home, hurrah.  The best part 

of all will be coming up 53
rd

 Street, and seeing you and pa and grandma 

at the door.  This has been a great trip.  I don’t think I am much good at 

anything, and I have heaps of discouraging faults, but somehow, once 

in a while God lets me help people.  Some of the girls out here have 

been so loving and appreciative.  It is a marvel to me constantly. 

 

This is a beautiful part of God’s country.  Just to see it ought to make 

one bigger and better.  Miss Condé from the next room, sings out “Give 

her my love.”  So I do.  Miss Condé carries Grandma’s little leather bag 

and enjoys it so much.  We often talk of you all.  How goes father’s 

S.S. [Sunday School] class?  I have to trust that you won’t get any more 

[sewer] gas or awful thing in the house while I am gone. 

 

Lovingly,  

Elizabeth 

 

At the end of her second major tour, Elizabeth was asked to lead the Missionary 

Conference held at Capitola College.  She needed to arrange the program, give a five to 

ten minute spiritual talk every morning, and guide it all start to finish.  She presented in 

front of her peers and in front of others she respected, in particular, her beloved Miss 

Bertha Condé.  On November 19, 1910, Elizabeth compares Miss Condé's personal 

magnetism to Mr. G. Sherwood Eddy, who, as mentioned, became a personal friend and 

part of the Flemings' extended family through marriage.  She writes, "It is a great 

privilege to have Mr. Eddy in our home.  He is a rare man of power, like Bertha Condé."   

Referring to Bertha Condé as a "rare man of power" is beside the point.  What is 

more troubling is the fact that history is so unforgiving: Mr. G. Sherwood Eddy, called by 

Hutchison a "socialist spellbinder" (147), was a graduate of Yale and the Princeton 

Theological Seminary, and as an international evangelist he reported directly to Mott and  
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Sketch by Julia A. Cole.  Although she has 

labeled it "Mrs. B.," this is how I think Miss 

Bertha Condé looked. 

Speer; on the other hand, Miss Condé's 

professional circle, was much narrower.  

She became a senior student secretary 

for the National Board of the YWCA 

and influenced young college girls such 

as Vera Scott Cushman to join the 

YWCA.  When the American 

Committee and the International Board 

merged in 1906, Miss Condé stayed on 

as a student secretary in the new organization.  In 1907 she attended the World's student 

conference in Tokyo and by 1912 she had a new title as senior student secretary, which 

she held until 1920.  From 1920-1931, she was on the payroll as a special worker for 

Miss Mabel Cratty, long-time General Secretary of the YWCA (1906-1928).  Miss Condé 

retired in 1931 after battling a long illness.
61

   

Bertha Condé wrote a book, The Business of Being a Friend (1916), dedicated to: 

"The girl friends who have shared their experience in friendship with me and to all other 

girls who have had or long to have adventures in friendship."  She can be traced on the 

internet for writing, "Friends, no matter how far separate will grow in love and nearness 

to each other."  The important thing to remember is that all of the Coles adored and 

respected Miss Bertha Condé; she was the reflection by which they measured themselves.   

After the May 1904 conference, Elizabeth, Miss Condé and several other women 

rented a house at the ocean.  The women “piled into a trap with a horse” and took the 
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 Thank you, Kara McClurken, YWCA Project Archivist, Smith College, for supplying biographical 

information for Miss Bertha Condé. 



 198 

scenic, seventeen-mile drive along the California coast.  They waded in the water and 

saw sea anemones and took Kodak photographs.  They built fires and ate well: a 

wonderful picnic lunch on Pebble Beach one day and a beefsteak dinner with onions on 

another.  The women shared chores such as building a fire in the open grate in the front 

room so they could put a binding on Miss Condé’s skirt.  (Did this involve water and 

heat?  Steaming and ironing?  Intricate sewing?)  They slept late and read and had a 

gloriously good time and seemed perfectly content—all without the company of men!   

The first time I got to this point in my research I did not know why Elizabeth 

decided to get married at all.  She was not in a rush to get back to Chicago (where DJ was 

waiting) and seemed more interested in connecting with her fellow state secretary, Mrs. 

Floy Coleman, than with anyone else.  She was twenty-nine, had a wonderful career and, 

as mentioned earlier, lived at a time when the peer pressure for college-educated women 

to get married simply didn't exist.  Studies of college women at the end of the nineteenth 

century show that many chose not to get married, or that they got married late (past prime 

child-bearing years), and that they had fewer children than non-college educated 

women.
62

  As mentioned in part four of Chapter 6, “I suppose you are playing tennis at 

Northampton,” college women at the turn of the century were criticized for not making 

"race survival their patriotic duty."  To Dr. G. Stanley Hall et al, Willystine Goodsell 

offered this rebuttal in The Education of Women: Its Social Background and Its Problems 

(1923): "Not driven by the sex urge to the same extent as men, [college] women find it 
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 National statistics reflected the same drop; the total fertility rates (TFR) nationwide decreased by half 

between 1800 and 1900.  This was true in my family; Myrtilla Alvord had nine children (outliving all but 

two of them), while Julia Cole had only two children and Elizabeth just three.  Daniel Scott Smith argues 

that this radical decline in marital fertility was because of the women’s increased power and autonomy 

within the family.  He calls this power "domestic feminism" (119-136). 
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more possible to hold steadily before them an ideal of marriage as a close spiritual 

comradeship" (39).   

A similar argument is presented by Nancy F. Cott's research on women at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century.  In her essay, "Passionlessness," she argues, "The 

positive contribution of passionlessness was to replace that sexual/carnal characterization 

of women with a spiritual/moral one, allowing women to develop their human faculties 

and their self-esteem" (173).  Without knowing about DJ and Elizabeth’s “normal” 

courtship but knowing about Elizabeth’s strong spiritual convictions, I concluded that her 

so-called passionlessness allowed her to use religion and religious rhetoric as a gender 

equalizer.  Another way to say this is that I believed she co-opted the male superior 

position in terms of mind over body.
63

   

However, deciding that Elizabeth was not controlled by her biology did not 

explain the woman I found in her letters.  Although she was writing to her parents and 

might not have offered full disclosure of her personal life by letter, she rarely mentions 

men (other than superficially), yet she quite openly discussed her attraction to the young 

women she met.  Using a matter-of-fact tone, Elizabeth writes candidly about these 

interactions: on November 8, 1903, “Three girls have been in for talks.  The last one has 

my heart—she is so pretty and attractive"; and again on March 10, 1904, "The 

preceptress Miss Margaret Haugharrout is as pretty as a picture, and very charming.  We 

have fallen in love with each other."  In India, she writes on September 21, 1904, "The 
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 I wish to thank Laila Farah’s class, "Methods and Scholarship in Women's Studies" in the Woman’s 

Studies Department of DePaul for helping me form this argument.  Ever since Classical Greece, men have 

insisted that man represented the mind, woman the body; that man was the creator and the representative of 

culture while woman was of nature.  See Smith-Rosenberg's essay, "The New Woman as Androgyne" for 

more detailed explanation of Havelock Ellis's continuing "to insist on the complementarity of gender and 

the ancient polarity of women/body—man/mind" (278).  Elizabeth and other college-educated women at 

the turn of the nineteenth century challenged this age-old belief system.  



 200 

native teacher was so handsome I could not take my eyes from her face"; on November 

27, 1904, "I do love girls.  These are so bright and attractive"; and, finally, on September 

6, 1910, Elizabeth confides, “I have these three ladies in the house, and we have a 

splendid good time.  Joan creeps into my bed at night and makes me feel less lonely." 

Carol Smith-Rosenberg was one of the first historians to describe the Victorian 

world of women and their relationships within the cult of domesticity.  In her essay, "The 

Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations Between Women in Nineteenth Century 

America," in Disorderly Conduct, she describes this female world as one built around "a 

generic and unselfconscious pattern of single-sex or homoscocial networks" (60).  At the 

heart of this network was an intimate mother-daughter relationship; daughters learned 

how to form friendships from their mothers who, in turn, had learned from their mothers 

(64).  In this regard, Julia Cole had learned her sense of sisterhood from her mother 

Myrtilla, and Elizabeth learned from both of them.  In "Recollections of My Mother, 

Myrtilla Mead Peck," Julia described her mother’s female world, which, coincidentally, 

was sustained by letters:  

My mother had many friends, but the closest friendship was between my 

mother as a little girl and 'Aunt' Julia B. Mead for whom I was named.  

This continued until they were eighty years old.  They met at school as 

little children and took a fancy to each other which never wore away.  I 

well remember her constant letters throughout her life. (6) 

 

Women (such as "Aunt" Julia B. Mead), Smith-Rosenberg writes, "whether 

friends or relatives, assumed an emotional centrality in one another's lives. . . .Women 

named their daughters after one another and sought to integrate dear friends into their 

lives after marriage" (63).  Not only did Julia Cole learn the value of female friendships 

from her mother, she also grew up in a household where women received letters as a 
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visible reminder of their intimate connection with other women.  The homosocial 

network Julia and Myrtilla taught Elizabeth was integrated into their involvement with 

the women’s missionary movement.  Julia’s twenty-seven year correspondence with 

Sarah Wirt Peoples, the Hyde Park Presbyterian Church missionary to Laos, became the 

template for Elizabeth’s relationship with her "particular pet Illinois girl," Miss Ione 

Vose.  (Elizabeth mentions her special relationship with Ione when she visited Mr. and 

Mrs. Vose in Macomb on December 10, 1903.)   

Nancy F. Cott broadened the scope of Smith-Rosenberg’s argument from the 

personal to the collective.  In The Bonds of Womanhood she writes, “Women's reliance 

on each other to confirm their values embodied a new kind of group consciousness, one 

that could develop into a political consciousness.  The ‘woman question’ and the 

women's rights movement of the nineteenth century,” she argues, “were predicated on the 

appearance of women as a separate class and on the resulting group-consciousness of 

sisterhood” (194).  In this regard, Elizabeth rarely complained about the inequities of 

“Women’s Work,” but on March 3, 1904, she comments, “The girls were more earnest 

than the boys”; this in turn, created more work for the women secretaries.  On March 19, 

1904, she writes:  

I invited as many [girls] as wished to come to my house for a further 

conference at 4.30, and fully twenty came.  Then I was invited to spend 

the night at Miss Ultman's where five or six girls boarded.  That meant 

more personal talks, and I became very weary.   

 

Every minute until noon was taken with personal work, and another 

meeting at 10.30.  Then a scramble to eat lunch and catch the 12.30 train 

with Mr. Penfield.  My time had been much more fully taken than his, 

and I can see how really we woman secretaries have to do more work, 

because girls are more eager to talk and always want more, while men 

are satisfied with suggestions and motives, etc.   
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After Elizabeth moved to India, her letters written just after their one-year wedding 

anniversary will all mention something about "women's issues" (August 22, 1905, 

October 18, 1905, and November 2, 1905), and are discussed in parts three and four of 

Chapter 9.  The late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century gender restrictions in 

America challenged Elizabeth; however, in India under the British system, she would feel 

silenced and repressed.  This difference is discussed in part one of Chapter 9, “I had told 

God I was willing to go!”   

On the whole, though, Elizabeth did not seem to be a part of a political sororial 

network such as the Prohibition or Suffrage movements, and she showed only passing 

interest on July 13, 1909, in telling her parents that Mrs. Robinson always began her 

letters with, “Dear Sister Elizabeth and signs herself Sister Jessie.”
64

  Degler, like Cott, 

argues that the nineteenth-century phenomenon of sororial friendships disappeared for 

two reasons: the loosening of the job market for women and the increasing membership 

in women’s clubs and organizations, which moved the personal into the collective (150-

151).  The disheartening news is that in all professions, right through the twentieth 

century, the work women did became "Women's Work," and the term always carried with 

it negative connotations and much lower compensations. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
64

 In her essay, "The New Woman as Androgyne," in Disorderly Conduct, Smith-Rosenberg writes, 

“Sororial intensity marked the inner dynamics of the settlement house, just as it did the women’s college.  

College women and settlement-house residents called one another ‘sister’” (254). 
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ATTACHMENT A.  MAPS 
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    ATTACHMENT B: LETTERHEAD. 

 

* Mrs. John A. Cole, Mrs. Edward S. Cole, Miss Elizabeth 

Cole: 

 

1. Illinois State Executive Committee: Affiliated with the 

World's Young Women's Christian Associations. 

 Mrs. Edward S. Cole, Treasurer, 5325 Madison Ave, Chicago 

 

 State Secretaries: 

 Miss Elizabeth Cole, 271 Fifty-Third St, Chicago 

 

2. Illinois State Committee: Affiliated with the World's Young 

Women's Christian Association. 

 Committee: 

  Mrs. John A. Cole, Treasurer, Chicago. 

 

Headquarters. 271 E. 53d. St. Chicago  Phone, Hyde Park 1200 

  Miss Elizabeth Cole, State Secretary. 

 

3. The General Assembly's Committee on Evangelic Work. 

 College Conference Department: 

  Miss Elizabeth Cole, 271 E. 53rd. Street, Chicago 

 

4. Association House. 
 Board of Managers: 

  Mrs. Edward S. Cole. 

 

5.   The World's Young Women Christian Assoication. 
 All checks and money orders should be made payable to the 

treasurer—Mrs. Edward S. Cole. 

 

6.  The American Committee. 

 Interesting list of women involved in the YWCA including  

Mrs. James Stewart Cushman (Vera Scott), Mrs. Robert Speer, 

Mrs. John Mott and Mrs. L. D. Wishard. 
 

* Assorted Letterhead from Elizabeth's Correspondence.  
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*Assorted Letterhead from Elizabeth's Correspondence with other 

YWCA Secretaries. 
 

A.) Miss Elvira Slack, Northwestern University YWCA Secretary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B.) Miss Ethel Dobbins, University of Illinois YWCA Secretary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

C.) Miss Louise Shields, Portland, Oregon, YWCA 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

 

 

Letter from Miss Louise Shields from Elizabeth's general correspondence.   
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Chapter 8: The Courtship 

“He is a man exactly after our pattern” (May 7, 1904)  
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“He is a man exactly after our pattern” 
 

May 7, 1904 [Excerpt]  

Los Angeles, Cal. 

My dearest Father   

 

It does not seem possible that I am here in southern California, and so 

near the end of my visits.  But, so it is!  Time has sped away very fast 

on this trip—and very delightfully too.  I have not had a sick day, nor a 

drawback of any kind.  Isn't it wonderful.  Your good letter came last 

night, and I read it last thing before I went to sleep, so that I have 

wanted to rise early to answer it.  We do not have breakfast until 8.30 

and it is now 7.15.  I am dressed and sitting beside the open window 

where [the] perfume of roses is wafted in and the little birds are singing 

their morning song.  

 

 

Daniel Johnson Fleming and Elizabeth Cole Fleming 

c. 1904. 
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Yesterday morning I arrived by the splendid "Owl" and was met by 

Miss Marble whom Miss Condé wished to entertain me.  She took me 

at once to the Methodist Conference and they have private box.  I 

enjoyed the session very much—principally from the rulings of 

parliamentary law, for there was a lively question under debate.  At 11 

o'clock we went to a large Private school called the Collegiate Institute 

which is a veritable Costa da Rosa.  Beautifully embowered in vines 

and roses.   

 

[Section omitted] 

Father dear, I am so glad to hear of your trip East, and of the successful 

business arrangement.  That will be the best thing for both of you, I 

know.  But, we won't have to live in New York, will we?  That would 

be hard.  We have a host of friends in Chicago.  What a shame to have 

the Garrigan corner sold for flats.  Alas for us! 

  

Now I want to tell you and mother something I wish you would do for 

my sake.  I want you to show Mr. Fleming some special attention 

before he goes away.  I mean by this a real taking him into your hearts.  

He is a man exactly after our pattern.  The more I know of him the 

more I feel his true strength and nobility.  Now as you know, we are 

truly fond of each other, but as the path seems blocked ahead we want 

only to be what God wills, an inspiration and strength to each other 

through friendship.   

 

His relation to our family is different from that of any other young man, 

because he is accepted by me for what he is, and as a friend and 

brother.  I feel that he should always be sort of a member of our family.  

I said that in one of my letters, and I know it pleased him more than any 

thing I could have said.  You know he has no home, and he holds our 

family as one of God's rich gifts to help him.  He is going to a hard 

field [Lahore, India] and to have our sincere and loving and frank 

confidence back of him will mean more than we know.  I have told him 

considerable about our family life, and how very close you and I are 

together.  I have also told him that you and mother know everything 

and sympathize heartily.  Now I know it would be a comfort to him to 

be able to talk things over with you naturally.  He does not want any 

favors for himself, but he has a very high sense of what parents ought 

to have.  

 

Oh, I wish you would just open your heart to him and take him in—you 

and mother.  It would mean more than my friendship even, I do believe.  

You need never fear that he will take advantage, or misunderstand.  He 

is not that kind, and I marvel to see how he has given up all thought of 

marriage, without a whimper only thanking God for the privilege of 

knowing me and having my friendship.  He wants me to marry 
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someone, because the home he holds so precious.  You might ask him 

over to tea, or a Sunday dinner.  Or anything that occurs to you.  Only I 

do believe this is a little thing for us and a great thing for him.  He says 

it will help him over there to remember that he is sort of a "Cole" and 

he will try to be worthy.   

 

Now don't disappoint me, will you dear father?  There are not many 

things I want you to do—just for my sake.  But this—please!  I would 

like Ed and Mary to know him too for his friendship is a great pleasure 

to me.  And I am proud of him.  There dear papa.  I will kiss you on 

both cheeks a hundred times when I get home!  Truly.  This is a long 

letter, and I must get ready for breakfast.   

  

Sorry mother has not been feeling well.  She is a wonderful mother!  I 

don't wonder everyone thinks so—only they don't half know how fine 

she is.  I would be glad to be half as good and useful as she is some 

day.  God grant it. 

 

Love over and over again.   

Your little daughter,  

Elizabeth 

I am rolling in wealth—and enjoy my new $25 gold chain very much. 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, while Elizabeth addressed more than ninety percent 

of her 216 letters home to her mother, she knew that a letter to her mother was really a 

letter to everyone in the household.  This May 7, 1904, letter to her father, was one of 

only thirteen letters addressed specifically to him.
 65

  What makes this letter even more 

significant is that Elizabeth openly discusses her feelings about DJ Fleming and she asks 

her father "to show Mr. Fleming some special attention before he goes away.  I mean by 

this a real taking him into your hearts."  Elizabeth's methods are obvious to any daughter 

who has manipulated a father in matters of the heart.  I, for one, recognized the pattern 

right away when she used a sensory description to “pull her chair up close to father’s.”  

When she writes, “I am dressed and sitting beside the open window where [the] perfume 

                                                 
65

 The thirteen letters to her father are: November 3, 1895, June 26, 1897, March 3, 1904, May 7, 1904, 

August 27, 1904, November 10, 1904 (illegible), December 4, 1904, December 27, 1904, January 23, 1905, 

May 4, 1905, November 2, 1905, March 5, 1908, and August 13, 1910. 
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of roses is wafted in and the little birds are singing their morning song,” I knew she 

needed something from him.  Furthermore, this was one of the few times in her 

professional letters when she used a sensory description to bridge the distance, but she 

chose her subject (DJ Fleming) and her audience (her dear papa) well. 

Telling her father that she was not going to marry DJ was, of course, not the end 

result, but without having DJ’s courtship essay in hand, I was confused enough to take a 

two-year academic journey into the world of the 1890s New Women, the low marriage 

rate of college women at the turn of the century, and the on-going debate whether or not 

these college women were committing “racial suicide,” as discussed at length in part four 

of Chapter 6.  This was when I had decided that Elizabeth had co-opted the male position 

in terms of mind over body and used religion and religious rhetoric as a gender equalizer.   

When Elizabeth told her father that DJ was “a man exactly after our pattern,” this 

was the first time I had heard her talk of a man other than Woodbury McCulloch.  

Woodbury was a ne’er-do-well playboy who became a stockbroker, so was definitely not 

cut from same familial piece of cloth.
66

  DJ, however, was quite of the Cole pattern.  In 

fact, although he came from a humble Xenia, Ohio, family, DJ was frugal, earnest and 

hard working; he was an ordained Presbyterian minister so he walked the walk and talked 

the talk.  And one thing the Coles and DJ had in common was the impulse to write 

personal narratives, or what my father had called "position papers."  John and Julia Cole 

wrote their memoirs in 1914, the year after the Flemings returned from India, but I think 

                                                 
66

 Woodbury McCulloch had upset Julia ten years before as mentioned in her letters of September 15, 19, 

and 29, 1894.  Julia forbade her daughter from writing to him.  It is interesting that DJ will call Woodbury 

Elizabeth's "long time 'lover'" in this “Courtship” essay.  "Lover" must have meant "suitor" to the 

Victorians. 
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DJ's "Courtship" essay was written fifteen or twenty years later to older Fleming children 

when they ("the present generation") were beginning their own courtships.   

One clue is when DJ wrote of breaking all custom by driving—"(yes, horse-and-

buggy drove them) around the University campus,"—he obviously was writing at a time 

when the horse-and-buggy age was long gone.  Also, when he wrote about “the hesitation 

over venturing to take the trip there [to Ohio] together even tho’ they were engaged," DJ 

may have been referring to the antiquated Victorian custom Arthur Schlesinger 

mentioned in The Rise of the City, 1878-1898: “Once the wedding cards were issued, it 

was “de rigueur” for the bride-to-be to withdraw from the public gaze, allowing herself 

only the occasional privilege of a quiet walk with her future husband during the day” 

(124); the conventional fiancée was not entertaining publicly as DJ has described.   

In the end, I believe that my grandfather was a transcendent soul, far removed 

from the Victorian world in which he found himself, and I think the Coles gained more 

from him than the other way around.  However, DJ had to prove himself right from the 

start.  When he first met John and Julia Cole, Julia was involved with the Women’s 

Board of Missions and Elizabeth was traveling for the YWCA.  Speaking of himself in 

the third person, DJ wrote: 

Elizabeth’s mother belonged to the Presbyterian Women’s Board of 

Missions, was honorary secretary for Siam, and chairman of the 

candidate committee.  So it was easy for Elizabeth to want Dan to meet 

her mother.  For all too long a time Dan did not get to see much of 

Elizabeth, but he assiduously cultivated the mother, getting what glimpse 

he could of the daughter when she was back from a trip. 

 

However, he continued, "The mother had no intention of having her Smith 

College daughter, much sought after by students of McCormick Seminary, going off to 

India.”  When DJ asked for Elizabeth’s itinerary and forwarding addresses Julia refused, 
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“saying Elizabeth was far too busy to attend to letters."  “So, of course,” wrote DJ, “Dan 

simply mailed the letter to the house and it was automatically forwarded.”  But that was 

after a relationship had developed.  Here is the first part of the story, when DJ and 

Elizabeth first meet, as told by DJ continuing to use his hokey, third person narrative:
67

 

The Courtship of Daniel J. Fleming and Elizabeth Cole. 

 

One summer day on the campus of Chicago University in 1903, Mr. 

Fleming met a young lady carrying a heavy suit case.  He offered to help 

her, and that might have been the last of that.  But this young lady was 

Mrs. Horace Coleman (Floy Coleman), a YWCA Secretary, and later a 

missionary with her husband to Japan.  She was a close and dear friend 

of Miss Elizabeth Cole, also a YWCA Secretary for students in Illinois. 

 

When Floy Coleman next saw Elizabeth Cole she said that she thought 

she had met a man Elizabeth ought to know.  Dr. Charles Cuthbert Hall 

was lecturing in the Chemistry Hall the next day, and as he was President 

of Union Theology Seminary, from whence "Dan" had just come, and 

because he was lecturing on India, where Dan had been for three 'short 

term' years, of course he was there.  The two young ladies were there 

also, and the back of Dan’s neck was pointed out to Elizabeth.  The first 

attraction seems to have been that neck.  After the lecture, Floy 

introduced Dan to Elizabeth.  Dan could still take one to the very 

manhole in the walk above which that introduction was made, and from 

that sidewalk start the long and wonderful life story began.   

 

Not his best writing sample, but filled with such enthusiasm and spontaneous 

good cheer, he is hard to resist.  But the Coles did at first.  They said that Elizabeth had 

hay fever and India with its dust storms would make it impossible.  Then, they told DJ he 

could marry Elizabeth but only if they stayed in America (a strange requirement from 

Julia, a woman who embraced foreign missionary work as her life's work).  However, DJ 

was convinced that the “leading” was at Forman Christian College in Lahore and was 

“proud to be able to ask the one he loved to join in this student work in a capital city with 

Oriental charm.” 
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 The complete "Courtship" essay is part two of Chapter 12. 
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So, after the engagement had been off and on several times the decision 

was made to forego life companionship together.  Dan’s things were 

started to India by the East in the summer of 1904, and his tickets were 

made out for him to go personally back to India by way of China.  

Elizabeth was to attend a student convention at Geneva [Illinois] in mid 

summer.  Dan asked permission to come for a final goodby.  They went 

out in a boat and of course urged each other to find one’s real mate and 

have a home "in which to live happily for ever afterward."  When it came 

time to leave Dan took the train, taking his position on the back platform, 

from whence he waved his straw hat for miles as long as he could see the 

return wave. 

 

Then, inexplicably, the Coles relented and the courtship was back on: 

Dan’s parents were not living, and the nearest of kin were two Aunts, 

dearly loved, in Indianapolis.  The present generation will smile at the 

hesitation over venturing to take the trip there together even tho’ they 

were engaged.  But under the circumstances they dared to do it, and Dan 

was glad that his Aunt Lina Merrit and Aunt Hester McClung could see 

his prize.  The latter must have thought Dan had picked up some stay girl 

at the last anxious moment before returning to India, for she exclaimed 

after seeing Elizabeth, ‘Why Dan, she is a woman, she is a woman.’ 

 

There was not much time for all that had to be done.  Dan had to be back 

in the college for late September.  The wedding invitation list almost 

overcame Mr. Cole, so long was it, and so many to India with extra 

postage.  Montgomery Ward was made a stamping ground as two spring 

beds with mattresses, and "home mission" furniture (a rocker, a book 

case, and fine writing desk, etc.) were selected, and sent.  Never before, 

Dan thinks, was there ever a larger number of cubic feet sent out for a 

home in India.   

 

At last the wedding day came, August 9
th

, for the ceremony in 

Elizabeth’s church, after the dinner for close friends the night before in 

Mrs. Cole’s home.  Lois and Albert came on from Cleveland, and again 

Elizabeth broke all custom by being with Dan as Dan drove them (yes, 

horse-and-buggy drove them) around the University campus where Dan 

had recently gotten his Doctorate.  Will Fleming, also, came on from 

Cleveland to be one of the ushers, as was also Robert Goheen, whose 

wife, Anna, was Dr. Ewing’s daughter.  A long time lover of Elizabeth 

was another usher (McCulloch).  Dan gave the ushers cuff links with the 

head of [a] Sikh on each. 

 

Ninety years later, my Aunt Betty wrote about this bittersweet occasion (which 

preceded her own birth by two years): “But though the church zealously supported 
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foreign missions, it was a different matter losing one of their own beloved daughters to a 

heathen land.  Sobs were heard all over the congregation during the service, and with 

every kiss and hug in the receiving line, there were eyes wet with tears” (EFS to ECFK).  

Even DJ had written: “Although permission had been given, the atmosphere of the home 

was more like a funeral than like the happy days before a marriage.  The old grandmother 

in the home actually asked, quite unconsciously, 'And when is the funeral to be?'—

meaning, of course, the wedding day."  John and Julia Cole had made the ultimate 

sacrifice.  "The gift of a daughter to the mission field," Patricia Hill quotes from issues of 

Woman's Work, "was to be compared with 'Mary's alabaster box of precious ointment' 

that was not 'wasted'" (70).  But DJ had turned Elizabeth’s head early on.  She was proud 

of him and their love letters during the summer of 1910, six years later, were still full of 

the tenderness and respect for each other shown from the very beginning.  Elizabeth’s 

letter of September 3, 1904, written on their honeymoon, gushes with praise of DJ’s 

“remarkable character” and academic accomplishments:   

Dearest Father & Mother: Now just between you and me.  I want to 

assure you that Johnson is a remarkable character.  His constant 

thoughtfulness and absolute unselfishness are a marvel to me.  His strong 

will power and decision, his modesty and yet self-confidence to push 

ahead and do things (what I lack) is very gratifying. 

 

Yesterday I got out of him the connected story of his college & earlier 

days.  Well it took tact on my part, but it came out that he was Senior 

Class President both in High School and College.  Was Valedictorian of 

his class in High School and took second rank for scholarship for his 

whole College work.  He was editor of the college magazine and made 

lots of money out of it—more than had ever been made before.  He was 

on both the baseball & football teams and in Choral Society and as far as 

I can judge, the most popular and brilliant fellow there.   

 

The saga of DJ and Elizabeth’s courtship ends and they lived happily ever after: 
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Finally, they arrived at Lahore, and eventually settled in Roselawn, with 

its tennis courts, its plentiful rose buds, marshalneils [?] all over the front 

porch, and 600 pots of flowers along the drive way and about the house.  

Big palms were placed in the large drawing room, with its grand piano.  

The mission furniture was copied many times by those who admired this 

new style for them.  Dan still remembers how they giggled at the first 

meal in this home, all by themselves, a real and beautiful home, so happy 

were they.  All the months-long uncertainty of the courtship were 

forgotten in oneness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Elizabeth and DJ, still looking happy, probably at Union Theological 

Seminary in New York City. (c. 1940s?) 

Elizabeth and DJ looking happy, maybe in India. (c. 1908?) 
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