
Masthead Logo The Palimpsest

Volume 61 | Number 2 Article 3

3-1-1980

The Household: Conducted by Mre. Nellie M.
Rich
Linda K. Kerber

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest

Part of the United States History Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the State Historical Society of Iowa at Iowa Research Online. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Palimpsest by an authorized administrator of Iowa Research Online. For more information, please contact lib-ir@uiowa.edu.

Recommended Citation
Kerber, Linda K. "The Household: Conducted by Mre. Nellie M. Rich." The Palimpsest 61 (1980), 42-55.
Available at: https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol61/iss2/3

https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol61?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol61/iss2?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest/vol61/iss2/3?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://ir.uiowa.edu/palimpsest?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=ir.uiowa.edu%2Fpalimpsest%2Fvol61%2Fiss2%2F3&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:lib-ir@uiowa.edu


ïïxrusdhalfr
CONDUCTED BY 

MRS. NELLIE M. RICH
raL___

!ll

>

1 / 'A
•ÎU

ÏÏT

u HI

— »

urn I-, L

.it* Hï»Tr
rtj' ui . *l< W J<! t ! * n  m i \

W U -Î-. r|£#l

* is
*Wi St

0*0 Wr
n5>:—  \x <

y '

f

-3p'. / R

'\VV

V — yy>
>Yv

h:

»! .V'l| I 
•— ^  .1

vJ
v. \

S3V

X

W >>

CV-.

llLt
H i t

Ui..

(Bettmann Archive)

EDITED BY ROBERT BURCHFIELD
AND LINDA K. KERBER

s



The Palimpsest 43

7y7 ellie Rich's weekly column The I louse- 
T 1 hold" ran in The Vinton Eaglefor nearly a 
decade, beginning in 1872. At first glance the 
column looked like a compilation of recipes and 
household hints, but its real subject was the 
changing world of women in the Gilded Age. 
Like many Iowa women, Mrs. Rich followed 
the progress of the national womens reform 
movement. She was more than a passive ob
server, however, and her columns contributed 
much to the discussion of feminine roles and 
responsibilities. Unlike urban feminists such as 
Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stan
ton, Nellie Rich s vision of women s reform 
grew directly out of rural and small-town ex
periences shared by the readers of The 
Household." She was an empiricist who spoke 
honestly and precisely about the position of 
women in communities like Vinton, where 
theoretical issues raised by the national move
ment competed with crying babies, dirty dish
es, and demanding husbands for women's at
tention.

Rich s genius lay in her ability to make plain 
the connection between private matters and 
public policy, so that readers might begin a 
column on bakingcookies and end with a lesson 
in women s social responsibilities. The House
hold s long life in print suggests that its au
thors observations found a receptive audience 
among the housewives of Vinton, few' of w hom 
would be considered feminists by their neigh
bors. Yet perhaps there lies the significance of 
The Household," for it established a line of 

communication between rural women and the 
national feminist nwvement. Mrs. Rich appre- 
dated the expectations heaped upon her read- 
ers by family and community, knew' the bur
dens of their routine, and understood the con
straints imposed upon them by tradition. Hav
ing earned their trust, however, she demanded 
that they confront the political implications of 
their petty domestic problems. Indeed. Nellie
^Iowa State Historical Department/Division of the State His
torical Society 1980 0031—0036/80/0304—0042$ 1.00

Rich believed that they must do so. for the sake 
oj their children, their country, and their own 
human dignity.

Nellie Rich was born Ellen Abigail Moore in 
Vermont in 1843, the fifth of eight children. As 
a teenager, she moved to Steamboat Rock in 
Hardin County a ml later entered the Uni
versity of Iowa. Completing work for a Master 
of Arts degree in 1868, Nellie Moore taught 
mathematics ami ancient languages at the uni
versity for several years. Here she met her 
future husband, Joseph W. Rich.

In 1871, Mr. ami Mrs. Rich moved to Vinton 
so that Joseph could take a job as an editor at 
The Vinton Eagle. They resided in the Benton 
Comity village until 1892. when Mr. Rich be
came chief librarian of the University of Iowa. 
Even after the couple's move from Vinton, 
Nellie Rich remained a public figure. She 
served on the State Board of Examiners for 
Schools and Teachers, participated in local 
women's organizations, and wrote articles for 
the State Historical Society. She died childless 
in 1915 and was buried in Iowa City. Her grave 
is marked "Ellen A. Moore-Rich."

Nellie Rich s first column appeared in The Vin
ton Eagle in early 1872 without author's com
ment or byline.
HOW TO COOK A HUSBAND—Perhaps no deli
cacy for the table is prepared with so much 
labor and attended with so little success as this 
dish.

The prime requisite in cooking a husband is 
to catch him; some women seem to think this 
the only necessary step; others treat them as 
the French do mutton or as you would bladders 
and balloons—blow them up immediately; 
others serve them up raw with vinegar and gall, 
a most indigestible dish; while others put them 
in a family jar and keep them in a constant 
pickle. Some freeze them at first and either 
attempt a softening by pounding them as you 
would steak, or beat them like eggs, or attempt 
to pull them as one would teeth or molasses
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candy. None of these methods will ever secure 
a nice, tender savory husband. Here is our 
recipe. See that he is subjected to frequent and 
thorough ablutions, but do not pick him as 
though he were a goose; put in a good stuffing of 
sweet light bread, butter, oysters, and apples; 
do not fill him too full, never moisten this dress
ing with anything save clear, sparkling cold 
water; ii dressing is wet up with brandy and 
wine it is sure to sour and spoil the whole dish 
past recovery. Subject the husband to a gentle, 
though not violent, temperature, keeping it as 
even as possible. Put on a liberal top dressing of 
sweet-meats and tulip (two lip) balm, the latter 
should be used occasionally throughout the en
tire process. Some imprudently attempt a 
“basting” during this stage and therein fail. If 
this prescription is well followed and cautiously 
observed you will in due time have a most 
savory and palatable dish, which is nice on all 
occasions. (January 17, 1872)

Nellie Rich s tongue-in-cheek observations on 
housework made clear her belief that women 
were capable of much greater responsibilities 
than those they were usually granted.

ANY WOMAN who can successfully oversee and 
execute all the varied and complicated work 
pertaining to general housekeeping, and with 
the clock-like precision of which many of them 
are capable, has sufficient brain power to com
mand an army, run a dozen locomotives, super- 
intend the survey of all the wildlands of 
America, or convert half the heathen on the 
continent. Of the latter, however, she has her 
full share. The home missionary work done by 
women, among their ignorant domestics, is 
more than that of all foreign missionaries com
bined. (April 2, 1873)

Although she hoped that her readers would 
pursue non-domestic interests according to 
their talents and inclinations, Nellie Rich ad
mitted that many women were treated no better

than “mere machines designed to perform 
housework. Still, she insisted that they appre
ciate the influence they retained.
MERE MACHINES—We often wonder if other 
women sometimes feel that they are mere ma
chines, destined to revolve so many times per 
day! destined to accomplish a certain round of 
work, and in time become useless and worn. 
And yet, machines though we are, it is better to 
wear out than to rust out, better that our last 
days be full of labor and full of meaning than 
that we distress ourselves and ¿iftlict others 
with an indolent and wearisome old age. Al
though work may seem at times mechanical, 
although the flesh grows weary and weak, al
though lack of appreciation and generous sym
pathy often causes a heart-pang, still there is so 
much to live for, so much in this busy world to 
learn and to do, so much to awaken fond hopes 
and to recall pleasant memories that one really 
ought not to feel discouraged.

Machines though we be, we may do work 
which shall live after us. Though the influence 
of our lives be silent, and our work seem desti
tute of meaning, still they have their place and 
their power in moulding and shaping the des
tinies of others. However narrow may be the 
circle in which we move, there ¿ire many eyes 
watching us, and many lives influenced more 
or less by us. (June 5, 1878)

Housework was necessary, but it teas also diffi
cult, time-consuming, and monotonous. Nellie 
Rich believed that women should have the op
tion of working outside the home for pay, and 
she hoped that her household hints might help 
homemakers find time for other worthwhile 
pursuits.
14,100 PIECES IN ONE BED-QUILT— An industri
ous woman in Marshall Countv has immortal- 
ized herself by making a Centennial bed-quilt 
containing 14,100 pieces. We would not in the 
least detract from the praise due her industry 
and perseverance but must confess that such 
immortality is dearly purchased. What is a
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(Harper s Weekly, 1873)

bed-quilt after it is done that a smart, capable 
woman should stitch her life, both soul and 
body, into it? Fourteen thousand one hundred 
and nine pieces! It is enough to callous one s 
hands to the bone to cut them out; then the 
matching, planning, contriving, sewing, and 
no one knows what, and you have only a piece 
for the outside of a quilt which is equivalent to 
seven and a hall yards of calico at eight cents 
per yard. Sixty cents! And days, weeks, even 
months, spent in putting together bits of cloth 
that when pieced are only worth that. Are there 
no industries in Marshall County which can 
give employment to its women? Are there no 
sick to care for, no children to clothe, and feed 
and educate, no gardens to cultivate, no noth
ing to do that a woman is compelled, in order 
to keep herseli out of mischief, to sew weeks 
and months on a piece of patchwork that is 
trying and vexatious enough to send her to the 
insane asylum for the rest of her days, and all 
for sixty cents? (June 21, 1876)

W hile the Biblical account of creation was used 
to justify the inferior role of women, Nellie Rich 
thought the real curse arose from a different

myth: when Prometheus brought fire and all 
the women were set to cooking.” This column 
argues for control of household money by the 
woman who ran the house. As she often did, 
Mrs. Rich here contrasted the woman's posi
tion with the freedom that a man could enjoy. 
WHY A MAN NEEDS A WIFE— That a man needs a 
wife is a foregone conclusion. Every writer 
goes back to the garden of Eden and brings 
forth the venerable Adam-ites, to parade their 
virtues or vices as a major premise of all argu
ment. Wherever there are domestic infelici
ties, poor Eve receives more appel- lations 
indicative of evil than all the titles bestowed 
upon his Satanic majesty.

Because it pleased the Father to create man 
male and female, we may conclude that a wife is 
a necessary part of man s being. Had man com
prised in his own nature all the elements, in 
due proportion, that would tend to render him 
entirely happy, the creation of another nature 
would have been superfluous. The necessity of 
earning his bread by the sweat of his brow is 
doubtless a blessing, else human bodies would 
not have been so constituted that exercise is 
absolutely requisite to health; but the simple 
fact that man was made dependent upon his 
own exertions for bread is no curse at all com
pared with the one entailed upon mortals when 
Prometheus first brought fire from heaven and 
all the women were set to cooking and stewing 
to make man s bread more savory. Then en
sued an innumerable train of evils, sickness, 
fevers, delirium, and all ills to which flesh is 
heir. From that memorable epoch in mytho
logical lore to the present, man has thought 
that he needed a wife to cook his meals, to boil 
his shirts, to iron his bosoms.

If household duties are all women are good 
for, and if man seeks a wife because he wants 
some one to cook, mend, sweep, wash, iron, 
scrub, make beds, and raise children, why in all 
reason does he not court her accordingly? Why 
not be shown immediately to the pantry to 
inspect the bread and pastry, or to the kitchen
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to scrutinize the corners of the sink and the 
state of the dish-cloth? Why not call upon the 
mother for a statement of her daughter’s indus
try, and ask for samples of her patch-work and 
dress-making? All these domestic virtues are 
by no means to be despised, and a careful 
young man will not disregard them; but do the 
modern young men do their courting in this 
manner? Quite differently one would suppose; 
for until she is married the sweet Dulcina has 
all the attention a maiden’s heart could crave: 
sh e is taken to all public entertainments, is fed 
to excess on candies and sweetmeats, is called a 
dear little duck, and the sweetest creature in all 
the world—presto! When married and the set
tling-down process begins she is wonderfully 
transformed. It takes cash to commence house
keeping, and here domestic infelicities have 
their origin, and unless both parties are exceed
ingly discreet there are aching hearts and un
timely regrets forever after. . . .

It is a rare thing for a man to go to his wife for 
every penny he wants for the purchase of farm 
stock, utensils, nails, clothing, food—aye, to
bacco and beer also! Where will you find such a 
case? May the day come speedily when every 
woman who has the management of domestic 
affairs may also have her own purse and a 
proper share of the yearly income to place in it, 
that she may have the necessities and comforts 
so much desired. Men can no more understand 
the necessities of the pantry and wardrobe than 
they can Chinese hieroglyphics, and the less 
they attempt to investigate the soda and spice 
drawers, the better for them. (March 4, 1874)

Nellie Rich often argued that neither inability 
nor desire but rather sheer force of circum
stance' kept women workingat home. Once she 
reprinted a news item praising a nursing mot ti
er for inaking a full hand from daylight till 
dark on the harvester and for bearing a fine, 
healthy baby every year. Rich was aghast; 
farmers treated their cows more kindly than 
they did their wives.

(Harper’s Monthly, 1875)

In one of her most emotional and emphatic 
columns, she describes divorce cases in Benton 
County in order to show' the impact of exploita
tion on women. Physically and emotionally de
stroyed by housework, women were re
proached and then abandoned by husbands. 
According to Nellie Rich, men created and 
maintained this system of exploitation in order 
to enhance their own personal freedom.
HARD WORK AND MATERNITY—The Iowa State 
Register says: 'Mr. M. and wife bound the
entire ninety acres, the wife making a full hand
from daylight till dark on the harvester, and 
nursing a young babe. Yet we suppose some 
women about towns thought it hard to liv e, lie 
in the shade and do nothing, those hot days.
And, although this is only a specimen of Mrs.
M s work, yet she has time to have a fine,/

healthy baby every year.”
Mrs. M. may be an exception among women; 

her physical system may endure more than is 
recorded, yet we much doubt if the necessary 
secretions for the growth of a healthy child can 
be supplied by a mother whose entire physical 
energies are constantly directed to manual la
bor. It would be well for some women if they 
performed more labor, both physical and men
tal; the tone and action of their systems would
be healthier; but, while a woman s system is 
performing the functions of maternity it does 
seem that the child can not be properly de-
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veloped and nourished, the mother meantime 
making a full hand upon the harvester “from 
daylight until dark/ or performing other labor 
equivalent thereto. It may be well for women 
to bear children every year, at the same time 
submitting themselves to such exhausting 
physical labor. Ii it is well they are an exception 
to the general nde in animal economy. No 
intelligent breeder of fine stock would think of 
treating his dumb brutes with so little mercy. Is 
the human animal of less consequence than the 
brute animal.'i Healthy food for the young can 
not be secreted by the mother unless her sys
tem is preserved in a healthy state, free from 
over-exertion and excitement. This is a truth 
recognized by all scientific stock-breeders; yet 
when we come to the vastly more important 
question of rearing healthy, robust children it 
seems to be almost wholly ignored. Experi
enced buttermakers say, “Don’t chase the 
cows; don t dog them; don’t speak cross to 
them; don t beat them and kick them.’ And 
why? For the best possible reason; because, 
under the influence of fear, by reason of over
exertion or from injury, the system can not 
perform its functions. But what of women who 
bear, nurse and rear children? What of them? 
None of them are dogged from morning until 
night, are they? None of them are the recipi
ents of cross words and angry looks? None are 
worried and tired until mind and body yield up 
the struggle for existence—dust returns to

dust, and the mourning husband goes his way 
seeking whom else he may devour? Ah, no! 
Such things do not happen in America, the land 
of freedom and intelligence!

Here are a few cases coming directly under 
our notice in our own county (human beings are 
about the same everywhere). Judge ye: a man 
and wife enter a law office and wish a divorce; 
have been married eighteen years; com
menced life with almost nothing; have now 
property worth eight or nine thousand dollars. 
The wife has toiled until she can toil no longer, 
her mind is becoming shattered and she is fast 
losing her reason in consequence of bodily in
firmities, brought on entirely by hard labor. 
The husband, generous soul! will give her 
twenty-seven hundred dollars to go and leave 
him free! He has no conscience to haunt him— 
free to marry again and send, ere long, another 
victim to the Insane Asylum, to be supported 
by the State. But the woman—oh girls, think of 
it! What has she in all the world now? No home, 
no friend, no reason! Poor victim!

Twenty-seven hundred dollars, and a frail, 
weak body with no mind to guide and direct it! 
A little handful of current money, and a poor 
maniac, with her whole nature blighted, and 
every earthly type of happiness entirely ob
literated! This case is not exceptional—we wish 
it might be, for we like the bright side of 
pictures.

Here is another, no farther removed than the 
first. A man comes to inquire how much it will 
cost to obtain a divorce—his wife is insane and 
he would be free from her. Was she insane 
when he married? “No.” Was there insanity in 
the family? “No.’ Do you know the cause of her 
derangement? “Wal, I spose she’s ben workin’ 
too hard and having children purty fast; that’s 
w hat folks is sayin,’ but I don’t want no wife that 
can’t stand more’n that. (October 28, 1874)

Nellie Rich liked to tease the medical profes
sion, particularly about male doctors’ pre
scriptions for "feminine ailments.’ Here she
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pokes fun at the rest cures often recommended 
for women suffering the strains of overwork. 
NERVOUSNESS—Nearly every American family 
contains some victim of neuralgia. If every such 
victim could avail himself of the treatment re
cently applied by an eminent physician it 
would be very pleasant to submit to medical 
prescriptions. He puts his patients to bed, for
bids their moving, feeds them well five times 
per day and makes up for the lack of exercise by 
the use of electricity and by kneading the body. 
The patient so treated for a month comes forth 
fat and rosy. We imagine there are not a few 
people, especially house-keepers, who would 
not enjoy a month s rest with plenty to eat and 
no thought with reference to the cooking 
thereof. Just now when the house-cleaning is 
over and the fatigue of the labor is upon one, 
when the hot south wind blows in more dirt in 
an hour than has with great pains been 
scrubbed out in a week, it would certainly be a 
relief to one’s nerves to be put to bed, fed and 
cared for until the poor body is rested and a 
little of the tan and sallowness have been 
bleached away. But not women alone are vic
tims of nervousness and neuralgia. Many hard 
working business men need such a rest, and yet 
the care and worry of providing for the family 
forbid even the thought of it. The cares and 
trials of life often seem very unequally dis
tributed. (May 12, 1880)

Farmers and businessmen in the Vinton area 
suffered financial hardships in the economic 
depression that began in 1873. Many of them 
joined the Anti-Monopoly movement in order 
to protest the price-gouging of distant middle
men who stood between producers and con
sumers. Nellie Rich sympathized with the 
Anti-Monopoly cause but (hided its advocates 
for their failure to enlist the aid of natural allies 
light in their own community.
CRACKED WHEAT—There is no article of diet 
more wholesome or more economical. Obtain 
that which has been cracked by mill stones, not

pressed; cook with a slow fire for two and a half 
or three hours, stirring often to prevent crust
ing on the bottom of the pan; add sufficient salt 
to give a good flavor, and pour it out into the 
molds to cook. Serve cold, with cream and 
sugar. It is superior to any pudding or pastry 
ever invented.

NOTE—In almost everv town of Iowa where¥
so much wheat is grown and shipped every 
year, it is difficult to obtain cracked wheat, and 
what we do get comes from Chicago at the 
delicate little price often cents per pound! The 
demand for cracked wheat is by no means 
small, and the supply ought to come from our 
own mills. This, however, is not the only thing 
raised in our own dooryards upon which we pay 
enormous margins—necessarily enormous un
less our people will utilize farm products, in
stead of shipping to distant cities to be slightly 
changed and then returned to us. Corn is spoil
ing in open bins all over the state, and finds no 
purchaser at thirty to forty cents per bushel, 
while corn starch retails at fifteen to twenty 
cents per pound; hominy at five cents per 
pound. Pork and beef are shipped to Chicago 
and sold at low figures, when our very neigh
bors cannot obtain a pound of lard made at 
home, or that brought from a distance at less 
price than fifteen cents per pound. All hams 
and dried beef come from the east, done up in 
yellow linen and sold to the tune of high prices. 
When farmers and farmers’ wives combine to 
work up their agricultural products so that they 
will not be perishable, and at the same time 
more saleable, then we will avoid railroad 
transportation, increase our own incomes, to 
the benefit rather than the detriment of others; 
and, besides, retain on the farm as fertilizers all 
the refuse which is now shipped to Chicago or 
St. Louis, to be thrown into the rivers and 
breed pestilence to the towns, or enrich the soil
which these waters inundate. . . .

Farmers sell their products at low prices, 
and the railroads take them to market. Poor 
towns-men, with small incomes and many beg-
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gars at the gate, pay the railroads for carrying 
away and returning these products to them 
again, and eke out a miserable existence on 
whatever is left after the payment. The country 
people imagine that the town people get all the 
profit, and count them as common enemies. 
Let us think a little further, and notice how 
most of them manage in order to live, and we 
will not censure town people so much; but, 
using good judgment and much care, will learn 
howto help each other, to the immense benefit 
of all. (August 20, 1873)

While Nellie Rich praised matrimony and 
women s household responsibilities, she criti
cized the idea that all women should marry. In 
the next column, she unleashes an indignant 
assault on the belief that women must marry, 
refutes the notion of a divine eternal order, and 
propounds her recurrent theme that change 
was natural.
WILL WONDERS NEVER CEASE?—We are not a 
little surprised to find that any Iowa editor, in 
this age and generation, should indulge in lan
guage like the following, which we clip from 
the columns of an Iowa paper:

The inventor of the Bloomer costume, 
Amelia Bloomer, is said to be living in a quiet 
village of Iowa, and it is encouraging to learn 
that in accordance with the eternal fitness of 
things, an overruling Providence has thus far 
prevented her from finding a husband.

If our memory serves us right Mrs. Bloomer 
has a husband. But, even if she had not, what 
great crime, let us ask, has the woman com
mitted that “in accordance with the eternal 
fitness of things an overruling Providence has 
prevented her from finding one? We had sup
posed Mrs. Bloomer a highly intelligent and 
morally upright woman, which she truly is; a 
woman who at one time found it necessary to 
adopt a radical style of costume in order, if 
possible, to improve and strengthen a naturally 
weak physical constitution. She has been one of 
the representative women of America. In the

A caricature from  Punch, 1851

face of opposition and ridicule she wore a sim
ple costume which she believed more condu
cive to health than any other. Had all women of 
Iowa as much regard for health as for personal 
appearance our insane asylums would not, as 
now, be taxed to their utmost capacity. We do 
not like to see women make guys of them
selves. We do not like to see them so dressed 
that they become the subject ofgeneral remark 
and criticism, but we do like to see them inde
pendent enough to wear such articles of dress 
as they can afford, which are at the same time 
both becoming and healthful. It is a terrible 
state of society when editors turn preachers, for 
divinity is not a prominent feature of their call
ing, and announce in bold type that, because of 
a peculiar style of dress, adopted by an intelli
gent and worthy woman, divine wrath has so 
been visited upon her that in accordance with 
the eternal fitness of things an overruling prov
idence has prevented her from finding a hus
band. Women who are guilty of all the crimes 
in the catalogue, have husbands. Those who 
have shattered the ten commandments worse
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than Moses did the tables of stone, have hus
bands. Is there some greater sin than any which 
is prohibited in Holy Writ? People generally 
take the Bible as their standard moral code. If 
there is some greater crime than any of those 
which God has commanded us to eschew we 
would suppose it to be that which this woman 
has committed. No where in the Bible do we 
find a penalty for sin such as the prevention of 
legal marriage. No where do we find in the 
Bible a command that all women should wear 
long dresses and those who do not shall be 
doomed to eternal celibacy. Is there a new 
gospel and a new revelation? (March 10, 1880)

Nellie Rich did “not like to see women make 
guys of themselves, hut preferred practicality 
to high fashion. She asserted that too many 
women dressed up in the errant belief that 
"these fastidious husbands must be gratified, 
and foolishly followed styles set by people who 
knew nothing of housework.
WOMEN’S DRESS—Did woman know that in 
this subject of dress there is involved the most 
vital principle of the race, she would not be 
long in espousing the cause of reform. The 
majority of thinking men fully depreciate ex
travagance of woman s dress, the ruin which it 
brings to her whole being, mental, physical and 
moral, yet desire her to conform to prevailing 
modes rather than appear hideous by being 
eccentric. Why could not a sensible and radical 
change in fashion accomplish the whole thing?

If she was divine yesterday with five pounds 
of hair streaming down her back, and an angel 
to-day with a less quantity piled on the top of 
her head, why may she not be celestial tomor
row with it shingled a pretty length, having her 
scalp clean, healthy, and free from oils and 
drugs? If yesterday, to make her the object of 
masculine affections, she required a hoopskirt, 
a trail, an overskirt, and basque, all elaborately 
trimmed; and to-day she is still lovely with her 
dress a comfortable walking length, no hoops, 
her over-skirt thrown to the winds, and her

basque lengthened to a redingote, with no ruf
fles; tomorrow, may she not still lay claim to 
divinity, if she removes all weight from her hips 
and back, casts her ruffles upon the waters 
never to return, and shortens her skirts so that 
they are not all under her feet when she 
attempts to carry a baby up stairs, or expel a 
thieving dog from the kitchen?

Every season the whole country awaits in 
breathless anxiety the announcement, by a few 
leading magazines, of the coming sty les. These 
magazines have depended upon the French 
emporiums of fashion, and the leading man
ufactories for their cue. Now that America has 
fully freed herself from English thralldom and 
African slavery, it seems high time that she 
should no longer pay court to a nation so vacil
lating as France; that women who are, and are 
esteemed so much superior to French women 
should no longer adopt as their mode, and to 
their final ruin, the furbelows in vogue with 
and invented by French abandons. They dress 
to please, they live to please, and their life is 
embodied in the gratification of tastes, im
pulses, and passions. American women are 
quite the reverse. . . .

The peasant women of Scotland, Italy and 
Normandy are robust, athletic and beautiful; 
the latter can fish all day, and swim a mile 
without fatigue, while the working women of 
Germany perform daily more hard, physical 
labor than the men. The dress of these women 
is short, loose, and gives opportunity for physi
cal growth and vigor. From all American wom
en, who perform much labor, either mental or 
physical, the cry ascends, give us something 
to wear in which we can work!

During the entire American Revolution, 
women toiled, side by side with men, for free
dom from English thralldom. During the Civil 
War for the preservation of the Union, they 
were ever willing workers for the cause of right. 
And now these two evils being disposed of, and 
that within less than a century, must not both 
men and women see that still another clanking
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chain impedes our progress—worse because 
more insidious than either of the others—our 
bondage to French fashions, to ridiculous and 
unhealthy modes of dress. Men lament that so 
few American children are born, and so many 
German and Irish children are growing up to 
usurp their places. When these same men can 
declaim as loudly in church and hall for the 
liberal education of women, for simplicity in 
dress, in food, and in customs of living, as they 
have freedom of speech, of press, and of the 
ballot, then may we hope for reform. (January 
23, 1878)

Nellie Rich recognized the importance of edu
cation if women were to improve their situa
tion, but she scoffed at schools that merely 
offered a little French, a little music, and some 
painting lessons. Do not educate women so 
that matrimony is necessary iti order to ensure 
their suppor t she  wrote. Women needed 
practical instruction if they were to enjoy the

M

employment opportunities then open only to 
men. And even if women chose housekeeping as 
a vocation, she maintained, an effective parent 
had to have a decent education. How else could 
a mother keep the respect of her children as 
they learned the ways of the world?
A LITTLE LEAVEN— Of late we have been 
pleased to note the growing interest in study 
which is manifest among married ladies. This 
interest seemed to take its first incentive dur
ing and near the close of the late civil war and 
though at first confined to a class, who being 
made destitute by war were obliged to support 
themselves, it has so expanded that now it em
braces the women of all classes and com
munities. At the close of the war it was a new 
feature in school life to see married men and 
women in the college classes. Now it is a very 
common thing and we are pleased to note that 
they are also to be found studying in the normal 
institutes, in private schools and at their own 
firesides. Away, and forever, with the idea that
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a married woman can make no progress in 
study. That we are capable of constant im
provement during life is in itself a powerful 
incentive to study. It is difficult sometimes to 
make women believe this and to dispossess 
them of the idea that marriage is an insuperable 
barrier to education. A married woman can be a 
student as well as an unmarried, and though 
she has more care than in youth she is encum
bered with less romantic fancies and the dissi
pation of them is usually a blessing. School girls 
write essays on the “pleasures of the imagina
tion’ and deify their fancies and air-castles in a 
gushing flow of sentiment, but all this does not 
materially advance them in culture or in use
fulness, but the rather, tends to unfit them for 
the duties of practical life. We would by no 
means place every girl in the straight-jacket of 
practical living and thinking, yet we do say that 
when she has passed that period in her life 
when she dreams of gallant knights and “castles 
in Spain,” she is better fitted for study than 
during her teens. And it is because we believe 
this that we write so much about studies for 
married women, and have tried for six years to 
make this column in some way a benefit to 
them. By suggesting new and improved ways of 
doing work; by giving methods for preparing 
different articles of food, clothing, and fancy 
work; by making suggestions with reference to 
health and diet we have tried to lessen house
hold cares that women might find more time for 
reading and study. We occasionally hear of 
some one who has been benefited by the 
suggestions in this column, then we feel that 
the leaven is still working. Every one can in her 
own way assist some one to improve, and 
though we are married women, yet our ad
vancement in culture and knowledge need 
have no check, and the future should know us 
as improvements upon our former selves. 
(August 29, 1877)

All the lectures and essays in the world would 
not encourage a young girl so much as the

example set by a woman who had traveled a 
path new to female feet. Nellie Rich insisted 
that women should feel capable of doing the 
same jobs as men. Confronting the common 
charge that women were against members of 
their own sex working in public, she blamed 
husbands for intimidating their wives. 
EXAMPLE is everything. It carries with it a 
silent but powerful influence, which no amount 
of talking can equal, or gainsay. Many timid 
women who long for some employment by 
which they may gain sustenance, are however, 
productive of much good, very much; and their 
value should by no means be despised. Many 
women yield to the harsh ridicule oi their hus
bands, and shrink instinctively from any task 
which has heretofore been classified as man s 
work; but thanks to the noble nature of many of 
these sons of men, they rejoice to see their 
wives and sisters engaging in some occupation 
which is both pleasing and profitable to them, 
rather than see them fritter away precious mo
ments in novel-reading, tatting, and silly 
prittle-prattle.

We do not believe that the men who object 
to the work which their lady friends desire to 
do, object out of hard-heartedness or dread of 
failure; but, lacking really manly courage, they 
object simply from fear of the remarks which 
lazy loungers in stores and taverns will inevita
bly indulge.

What if those lazy, lounging creatures do 
speak slurringly of strong-minded women?
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They speak in worse terms of the best pastors 
and missionaries the world affords. Their chief 
delight is to ferret out some scandal relative to 
some prominent good man, and hurl it in the 
teeth of the community as a brand upon all 
Christian characters.

Blessed above all women are those who have 
pleasant, comfortable homes and happy 
families, where they spend their days in use
fulness, and amid delightful associations! But 
there are so many homes where the father can
not command an income sufficient for the 
maintenance of the family; then the helpmate 
God has given him should, as a duty she owes to 
her husband and family, rally all her latent 
forces, and render such aid as circumstances 
will permit.

There are many women, all over our land, 
without homes—without any prospect of 
homes. They are human; they must live; and 
since they form the best, and often, most sub
stantial portion of society, what right has any 
person to say they shall not have access to any 
occupation by which they may earn a respect
able livelihood? The want of wholesome, re
munerative labor has driven many sweet, 
lovely women into dens of vice from which 
escape is impossible.

The opposition which women meet, in their 
endeavors to earn a livelihood, comes with 
more force and piquancy from those of their 
own sex, rather than from men.’ This we hear 
often; but we really cannot believe that any 
true, noble-hearted, educated woman would 
refuse to hold up the hands of one laboring for 
worthy purposes. To be sure, there are what 
one calls silly women, in the world—every pic
ture needs a background—yet, however 
numerous they may be, there is certainly no 
lack of men who are ready to call their fellow- 
men dunces. The inference is natural that the 
distribution of intellect among the sexes is 
about equal.

Let no woman be deterred from any good 
and profitable employment, for which she is

fitted, by the fear of ridicule or opposition. If 
public sentiment in regard to the work of 
women is wrong, the quiet, persevering labor 
of those who have courage to take the lead will 
soon set it right. Your example is worth more to 
the next generation than all the income you can 
command. Educate your daughters as well as 
your sons; give them a trade or profession by 
which they can earn a living, and it will be a 
better inheritance for them than gold or lands. 
Let the example of your lives be good and the 
results will be good. (May 7, 1873)

Since example was everything, Mrs. Rich 
praised women who had achieved public prom
inence. Often her advocacy of new jobs for 
women went beyond simple economics. In the 
case of the legal profession, for example, she 
realized that preventing women from becoming 
lawyers was another way of excluding them 
from making the law.
CREDITABLE—The city of Davenport did a 
very creditable act in electing a lady to the 
superintendency of its public schools. Miss 
Phoebe W. Sudlow is the lady, having been 
laboring in the city schools since the fall of 
1859. Genuine merit has advanced her to the 
head of the school department; and it is to be 
hoped the board of directors will pay her such 
wages as the position deserves—as much as 
they would pay a MAN. (July 1, 1874) 
STUDYING LAW— Mrs. Savery, of Des Moines, 
is a student in the law department of our State 
University, and Anna Dickinson is pursuing a 
course of study in the law school at Ann Arbor, 
Michigan. These two women are known as suc
cessful lecturers, the latter especially so, and 
we trust the study they are now pursuing will 
enable them to be of great usefulness as educa
tors of their sex. Every educated woman is a 
blessing to the race. Women have as much 
brains and as good minds as men. Let them 
improve their talents. Ignorant and conceited 
men have always been energetic in keeping 
women out of our best schools and colleges,
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and the stupid creatures are not all dead yet; 
but the time will come when such men will 
have to render their account for the deeds done 
in the body; and that is the time when they will 
call on the rocks and hills to cover them. 
Women, to be good wives and mothers, must 
be good teachers and law makers. If they must 
abide by the law, they ought to understand its 
principles and have some voice in its adoption. 
(December 2, 1874)

Nellie Rich s great gift was her ability to lead 
readers from familiar household scenes to the 
larger world of politics. Her political activities 
predated the formation of the Vinton Women s 
Suffrage Society in 1875, but the rise of 
feminism in her own community gave Mrs. 
Rich a chance to discuss the relationship be
tween women s tights and citizenship in a de
mocracy.
WOMAN’S INFLUENCE IN THE HOME—A woman 
without education bears the same relation to 
one of ideas that the rough stone from the 
quarry bears to the beautifully chiseled statue; 
the beauty of mind and heart may be there, but 
the hand of the educator is needed to make it 
apparent. American women, as a class, are 
much better educated than those ofother coun
tries, and the marked prosperity of the country 
clearly evinces the fact. In his work on 'De
mocracy in America, M. de Tocqueville says: 
“I do not hesitate to avow that although the 
women of the United States are confined 
within the narrow circle of domestic life, and 
their situation is in some respects one of ex
treme dependence, 1 have nowhere seen 
women occupying a loftier position, and if I 
were asked, now that I am drawing to the close 
of this work, in which I have spoken of so many 
important things done by Americans, to what 
the singular prosperity and growing strength of 
that people ought mainly to be attributed, 1 
would reply to the superiority of their women. 
Woman’s home influence is everywhere rec
ognized, not only by de Tocqueville but by all

close students of human nature, as the grand 
incentive to morality, self-government and na
tional prosperity. No statesman, of whatever 
nationality, is ready to refute this, but 
thousands everywhere are constantly repeat
ing it—that woman’s high moral and intellec
tual standing in America is one of the secrets of 
American prosperity. This capability of Ameri
can women is due to the advantages offered her 
for education, and to the position accorded her 
in society. Exactly in proportion to woman’s 
educational privileges is her influence for good.
Make her a citizen in every sense of the word,✓

and government is thereby made stronger and 
purer; debar her from all privileges of citizen
ship, and government degenerates to des
potism. It is our firm conviction that the grant
ing of suff rage to American women will be one 
grand step toward cementing more firmly the 
family tie and awakening women to a knowl
edge of their true position as educators of the 
race.

Education in politics, religion, and the 
known arts and sciences is of vast importance to 
the wife and mother, and her influence for good 
depends largely upon her culture in these. 
Many a woman, whose advantages for scholas
tic lore have been small, has nevertheless so 
cultivated her mind by reading and observation 
that her opinion is sound and valuable. But all 
women have not the natural ability and the 
requisite push to educate themselves without 
the aid of schools and churches. If then, we 
would purify and ennoble mankind, let us edu
cate and elevate woman, for her influence, 
politics, and morals. (January 13, 1875)

Nellie Rich rejected the tactics of radical suf
fragists in Eastern states, even after the Iowa 
Senate defeated a bill recommending a refer
enda tn to decide women's suffrage. Indeed, 
Mrs. Rich feared that the radicals tactics 
might have undermined the political gains 
made by hard-working Iowa women seeking 
the vote.
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(H arpers Monthly, 1875)

NOTES—The woman suffrage bill has failed to 
pass the Senate, so Iowa will not be called to 
vote upon striking the word “Male” from the 
constitution this year. We are no prophet, but 
really believe that the assembly of suffrage ad
vocates, who daily beseiged the legislature in 
behalf of this measure, did more to defeat it 
than anything else. The suffrage question was 
progressing rapidly enough in this State until 
Eastern women deemed it necessary to send 
women into Iowa to work up the cause. The 
women of Iowa, who are adhering closely to 
their own line of duty, doing with their might 
whatsoever their hands find to do, are really 
doing more for suffrage than all the addresses of 
the traveling woman-suffragists combined. Let 
women show by their daily walk and conversa
tion, that they are intelligent, industrious, 
Christian workers for the good of the country, 
and their influence in behalf of women will be 
ten-fold greater. Women must be better edu
cated, they must be more thorough Christians, 
possessed of whole-souled philanthropy, then 
their way to suffrage and to the highest places of 
honor and trust will be vouch-safed. Voting is 
not in itself the greatest of privileges, yet it is 
clearly the right of an American citizen and 
would doubtless be accorded to women as a 
right, if the majority of them were fully in 
earnest with reference to it, and used as much

womanly tact to secure it as they do to secure 
other desired objects and privileges . . . .
(March 15, 1876)

These criticisms of women suffragists are rare. 
Overall, Rich attempted to forge a broad unity 
among women with different outlooks and to 
encourage women's ambitions outside the 
home.
AMBITIOUS WOMEN—When we hear one 
woman complain that another is too ambitious, 
we are always reminded of Brutus and Caesar. 
Because Caesar was ambitious, Brutus slew 
him. There is never an animal so small that it 
has no enemy. There is never a personage so 
exalted that there is not another to pull him 
from his throne. So, continually, this deadly 
conflict wages. It doubtless waged before these 
noted Romans had existence. It will continue to 
wage so long as one has what another desires. It 
would seem that when women, whose ambi
tions seldom lead them outside home interests 
occasionally indulge a flight of fancy or attempt 
a step in advance of the majority, they might 
enjoy their little effort without any to molest or 
make afraid. But such is not the record of his
tory; and there is also much unwritten history 
on this point. The endeavors of more than one 
woman have been chronicled and the chronicle 
is not always flattering; neither is it always just. 
When one suffers opposition, envy, disap
pointment and defeat, is not that atonement 
enough for possessing a desire to advance? One 
would think so. Yet some must even then give a 
kick to those who are down. From empresses 
down to seamstresses, there courses through 
human nature the same evil feeling which ac
tuates one to dislike and speak evil of another, 
who attempts, however humbly, to place her
self higher in the scale of being. . . . If we must 
bridle ambition let it not be with envy. (August 
13, 1879) □
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