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Doublespeak
Louisa Jacobs, the American Equal Rights  
Association, and Complicating Racism in the  
Early U.S. Women’s Suffrage Movement

Susan Goodier

Members of the U.S. women’s suffrage movement, usually noted as being from the 1840s to 
the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, faced many struggles related to race from the outset. 
Periods of close collaboration between Black and white activists have been punctuated by 
longer periods with virtually no cooperation between them. Turning our attention to Lou-
isa Jacobs, the daughter of the once-enslaved Harriet Jacobs (author of Incidents in the Life 
of a Slave Girl), helps us unpack racial cooperation — and the lack thereof — in the years 
immediately following the Civil War. After establishing freedmen’s schools in the South 
during the war, Louisa returned to the North and joined the American Equal Rights Asso-
ciation to promote universal suffrage as a speaker on the lecture circuit. This article, repre-
senting preliminary research into the topic, argues that while Black women criticized the 
women’s suffrage movement for perpetuating racism, they maintained ongoing relations 
with members of the dominant movement as they sought to overcome that racism and win 
the right for women to vote.

Louisa Matilda Jacobs was born to Harriet Jacobs in Edenton, North Carolina, on Oc-
tober 19, 1833. Because her mother had been willed to the daughter of Dr. James Norcom, 
and children followed the condition of the mother, Louisa, too, was enslaved. Much of 
the knowledge we have of her is thanks to the extraordinary work of Jean Fagan Yellin, 
who, back in the 1970s, realized that a slave narrative, long dismissed as a fictional account 
written by Lydia Maria Child, a white woman, was instead an accurate “historical record” 
of the life of a woman born enslaved in a community in the South.1 In addition to editing 
Incidents and writing a biography of Harriet Jacobs, Yellin has compiled the papers of the 

1. Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Written by Herself, edited by Jean Fagan 
Yellin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000), vii.

New York History, 101.2,  Winter  2020–2021



 196 new york history

Jacobs family in a two-volume set readily available in many libraries.2 This article is in-
debted to and builds on the meticulous research of Yellin.3

From the time Harriet was fifteen, Norcom demanded she have sexual relations with 
him. She engaged in a close relationship with another elite member of the white commu-
nity, Samuel Tredwell Sawyer, in an attempt to ward off the attentions of Norcom. She had 
two children with Sawyer: Joseph, born in 1829, and Louisa Matilda, born four years later. 
Despite this, Norcom persisted in his attentions. Fiercely determined that Norcom would 
not have his way with her, in 1835 Harriet went into hiding, spending a total of seven years 
in an attic space—measuring nine feet by seven feet, and three feet in height—above the 
woodshed at her grandmother’s house.4 Through tiny openings in the wall of the attic space 
she watched her children play and grow. Jacobs arranged for Sawyer, a newspaper editor 
and member of Congress, to purchase Louisa and her brother Joseph to keep Norcom 
from using them to blackmail her into sexual intercourse.5 Sawyer also purchased Har-
riet’s brother John, who ran away from Sawyer the next year, eventually making his way 
to Boston. A poignant passage in Incidents details the one night the mother spent with 
her daughter during that period, just before the father took her north in the spring of 
1839. Apparently, the child had known of her mother’s hiding place and deliberately kept 
in sight of her mother as much as possible. Louisa never told anyone about the hiding 
place.6

Sawyer took five-year-old Louisa to Washington to care for her infant half sister; six 
months later she moved in with relatives of her father in Brooklyn, New York. A Sawyer 
cousin had proposed adopting Louisa, or at least educating her. Neither plan came to fru-
ition; Louisa seems to have been used by the family as a “waiting-maid.”7 When Louisa’s 
mother Harriet left the hiding place in her grandmother’s attic and arrived in New York in 
the fall of 1842, Harriet found work as a nursemaid in the family of Nathaniel Parker Willis, 
an author and editor of some note, and rescued her daughter from the Sawyers.8 Eventually 

2. See Jean Fagan Yellin, Harriet Jacobs: A Life (Cambridge, MA: Basic Civitas Books, 2004), and 
Jean Fagan Yellin, ed., The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, 2 vols. (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2008).
3. This article is developed from a paper originally presented at the American Historical Associa-
tion Annual Meeting, held in New York City in January 2020, and benefited from comments made 
by Cherisse Jones-Branch and Alison Parker. Mary Maillard, author of a volume of letters written 
by Louisa Jacobs, also read and commented on a draft of this article. I am grateful for the com-
ments of two anonymous readers for the New York History journal. 
4. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs, 27; Yellin, Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 1, 37 – 38. 
5. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs, 49.
6. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 139 – 41.
7. Yellin, Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 1, lxxii – lxiii, 55.
8. The earliest biography of Nathaniel Parker Willis includes brief references to Harriet Jacobs, 
although they are not entirely accurate. Henry A. Beers, Nathaniel Parker Willis (Boston: Hough-
ton Mifflin, 1885), 284 – 86.
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the Willis family “purchased” Harriet in an effort to stop the former master’s family from 
forcing Harriet to return to Edenton.9

Because members of Norcom’s family continued harassing Harriet, in 1844 she and 
Louisa relocated to Boston to be near Harriet’s brother John. Boston’s African Ameri-
can community — about two thousand New England – born as well as formerly enslaved  
people — nestled at the base of Beacon Hill.10 Harriet tutored the eleven-year-old Louisa 
to make up for the gaps in her education. Perhaps Louisa also attended classes at the Abiel 
Smith School, an institution for free African American students located in their commu-
nity.11 Through her relationship with John, already deeply engaged in antislavery work and 
well known to several prominent abolitionists, Harriet exposed her daughter to a thriving 
social justice activist environment. Some of the Black and white activists Louisa met during 
her years in Boston included William Cooper Nell, the African American historian, and 
antislavery activists Charles Lenox Rémond and his sister Sarah Parker Rémond of Salem, 
Massachusetts. She also met the white Maria Weston Chapman and her three sisters, all of 
whom worked closely with the radical abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, as well as the 
abolitionist and women’s rights activist Ednah Dow Cheney.12 Louisa and her mother nur-
tured these important relationships through correspondence and personal visits all their 
lives. 

By the time the Civil War erupted in 1861, Harriet Jacobs had published Incidents in 
the Life of a Slave Girl, and by the fall of 1862 she engaged in relief work in Washington, 
DC.13 Louisa joined her in Alexandria, Virginia, the following year, and, with the support of 
New York and Philadelphia Quakers, the two women distributed clothing and supplies and 
provided nursing care in the city. They established and operated the Jacobs School, educat-
ing freed people in that city from January 1864 until the end of 1865.14 Louisa Jacobs viewed 
Abraham Lincoln’s body as it lay in state in the White House, writing of the heartrending 

9. Both Harriet and Louisa kept in touch with the Willis family all their lives. Mary Maillard, ed., 
Whispers of Cruel Wrongs: The Correspondence of Louisa Jacobs and Her Circle, 1879 – 1911 (Madi-
son: University of Wisconsin Press, 2017). See also both volumes of Yellin, Jacobs Family Papers for 
examples of correspondence between the families.
10. Yellin, Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 1, 55.
11. William Cooper Nell, a Black historian who befriended the family and eventually proposed 
marriage to Louisa, led the community in boycotting the school for its lack of resources. https://
www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/abiel-smith-school-1798-1855/. 
12. The Jacobs seem to have known everyone who was anyone in the Black and white activist 
communities of Boston, Philadelphia, Washington, DC, and Rochester and elsewhere in New York 
State. My database currently contains 168 recognizable names, including many prominent aboli-
tionists and women’s rights activists of the day.
13. A first edition of Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl is held at the Library Company of Philadel-
phia, Philadelphia, PA. Harriet Jacobs signed and gifted the book to Mary Rebecca Darby Smith, 
who eventually donated her library to the Library Company. Harriet A. Jacobs, Incidents in the Life 
of a Slave Girl (Boston: Published for the Author, 1861).
14. Jacobs, Incidents, 247; Yellin, Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 1, lix.
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grief displayed by the thousands who viewed the Great Emancipator’s body.15 Following a 
visit to Richmond, Virginia, to drink tea at the home of Jefferson Davis and tour the city in 
November 1865, Louisa and Harriet relocated to Savannah, Georgia. Representing the New 
England Freedman’s Aid Society, they began work with the Black community. After a year 
overseeing an orphanage and teaching school in the city, Louisa relocated to central New 
York. With no public speaking experience and little chance of receiving a salary, she agreed 
to become a lecturer for the American Equal Rights Association. According to Jean Fagan 
Yellin, she may have done so to fulfill a dream of her mother’s.16 It’s also possible Charles 
Lenox Rémond urged her to join him in the movement.

Equal rights associations, founded by male abolitionists, both Black and white, had 
been springing up in places the Jacobs had lived and traveled to. Frederick Douglass, Rob-
ert Purvis, Henry Highland Garnet, and other prominent African American men founded 
a National Equal Rights League in Syracuse, New York, in 1864, and other men founded 
branches in states like Louisiana, Michigan, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, 
Ohio, Georgia, and Missouri. Friends and coworkers in Savannah had established such 
an association during the Jacobs’s time there.17 These groups formed in response to the 
national debates, often marked by “bitter and often violent disagreements,” about how the 
United States would reconstruct itself once the Civil War had ended.18 Even people among 
those who vehemently opposed slavery often disagreed about how extensively citizenship 
rights should be expanded to those the war emancipated. Abraham Lincoln, in the last 
public speech of his life on April 11, 1865, had expressed his support for voting rights for 
the “very intelligent” Black man and those who had served as soldiers.19 Many male African 
Americans and Republicans saw women’s enfranchisement as a “distraction” to what they 
perceived as the more “urgent cause of black [male] rights.”20 Unless pressed, most activists 

15. Louisa Jacobs, letter quoted in the Fourth Report of a Committee of the Representatives of the 
New York Yearly Meeting of Friends, upon the Condition and Wants of the Colored Refugees, re-
printed in Yellin, The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 628-30; Yellin, Harriet Jacobs, 187.
16. Yellin notes that this was a “surprising decision.” Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 
682.
17. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs, 202; “Report on the National Convention of Colored Men held in Syra-
cuse, NY,” Rutland Weekly Herald, October 20, 1864, https://omeka.coloredconventions.org/items 
/show/1582.
18. Libby Garland, “ ‘Irrespective of Race, Color or Sex’: Susan B. Anthony and the New York State 
Constitutional Convention of 1867,” OAH Magazine of History 19, no. 2 (March 1, 2005): 61; Stu-
art Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association, 1866 – 1870: Gender, Race, and Universal 
Suffrage” (PhD diss., University of Leicester, 2014), 17. Galloway’s recovery work is incredibly im-
portant to this study. 
19. Faye E. Dudden, Fighting Chance: The Struggle over Woman Suffrage and Black Suffrage in Re-
construction America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 61. 
20. Garland, “ ‘Irrespective of Race, Color or Sex,’ ” 61. Women who eventually joined the League 
included Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells-Barnett. In 1914, Well-Barnett held office as 
vice-president. By 1921, the organization merged with the NAACP.
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did not think to include women even in discussions of universal suffrage.21 While it is likely 
that these male-dominated groups did not connect to the American Equal Rights Associa-
tion under examination here, the scattered existence of equal rights associations points to 
widespread interest in the issue.

The American Equal Rights Association Louisa Jacobs represented seems to have had 
a greater reach than the other, earlier organizations and reflected a more diverse mem-
bership. Founded at the conclusion of the first National Woman’s Rights Convention held 
after the Civil War, activists met at the Church of the Puritans in New York City on May 10, 
1866. Female and male attendees, drawn from both antislavery and women’s rights organi-
zations, joined forces in their opposition to the Fourteenth Amendment. The amendment 

21. Dudden, Fighting Chance, 63.

Louisa Jacobs. Courtesy Jean Fagan Yellin, Public domain.
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passed both houses of Congress in June 1866 and was ratified by the necessary twenty-eight 
states in July 1868. But the amendment added the word “male” as a descriptor for “citizen,” 
actually the first time the word was used in the Constitution.22 This prompted activists 
to create their organization. At peak, the total membership of the American Equal Rights 
Association would rise to no more than five hundred. The majority of the membership was 
white and from the northeastern region of the United States. Reflecting the strong link with 
activists in Massachusetts, they scheduled the first meeting of the new organization for May 
31, 1866, in Boston.23

Louisa and Harriet knew well many of the people who attended the founding meet-
ing: the dedicated abolitionist Robert Purvis, Harriet Purvis, Sojourner Truth, Charles 
Lenox Rémond, and Sarah Rémond.24 Lucretia Mott, well respected for her ability to medi-
ate volatile meetings, served as president. Purvis, Frederick Douglass, and Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton became vice presidents. In addition to the speeches by Charles Rémond, Robert 
Purvis, Stanton, Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, Wendell Phillips, and others, Frances El-
len Watkins Harper spoke boldly about the racism she, as a free Black woman, had long 
experienced in the North.25 Without documentary evidence for correspondence between 
them, it is not clear how well Louisa Jacobs knew Harper or Truth, but she would certainly 
have been aware of their activism.

Despite some disagreement, most activists believed that this point in the reconstruc-
tion of the United States offered the best opportunity of the century to advise the govern-
ment on the “broad principle of equal rights to all,” as Stanton put it.26 Susan B. Anthony, 
in her resolutions to the body, claimed that the “solemn duty of Congress” must be to “see 
that there be no abridgement of suffrage among persons responsible to law, on account of 
color or sex.”27 She called upon the women of the several states represented at the meeting 
to petition their legislatures. Because all members hailed from a long reform tradition, their 
“collaboration” would “concentrate [their] forces for the practical application of . . . one 

22. Akhil Reed Amar, “Women and the Constitution,” Harvard Journal of Law and Public Policy 
18, no. 2 (1995): 469.
23. Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association,” 14, 19.
24. “Proceedings of the First Anniversary of the American Equal Rights Association, held at the 
Church of the Puritans, New York, May 9 and 10, 1867. Phonographic report by H. M. Parkhurst,” 
https://tile.loc.gov/storage-services/service/rbc/rbnawsa/n3542/n3542.pdf.
25. Carla L. Peterson, “Doers of the Word”: African American Women Speakers and Writers in the 
North (1830 – 1880) (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998), 119 – 24.
26. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, from “Woman’s Rights Convention, New York City, May 10, 1866, in-
cluding Address to Congress adopted by the Convention,” quoted in The Concise History of Woman 
Suffrage: Selections from History of Woman Suffrage, by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, 
Matilda Joslyn Gage, and the National American Woman Suffrage Association, rev. ed., edited by 
Mary Jo Buhle and Paul Buhle (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2005), 223 – 31.
27. Susan B. Anthony, quoted in Concise History of Woman Suffrage, 225; Galloway, “The American 
Equal Rights Association,” 71.
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grand, distinctive, national idea — Universal Suffrage.”28 As Stuart Galloway points out, its 
“demand for equal citizenship rights was the most important intellectual definition” of the 
organization. Furthermore, the “most succinct definition [was] in relation to black women, 
who stood at the intersection of discrimination on race and sex lines.”29

The organization’s most radical idea, that citizens — irrespective of race or gender —  
should vote, thrilled attendees and prompted immediate action to win over the public more 
broadly.30 Members of the newly established American Equal Rights Association agreed to 
make a thorough canvass of New York State in the months before the state held its fourth 
Constitutional Convention (June 4, 1867 to February 28, 1868) in Albany.31 Reflecting national 
debates, delegates to the state convention would be considering the question of whether Black 
people and white women should have the right to vote. At the national level, for three days in 
December 1866, the U.S. Senate debated women’s suffrage. Again, debates ensued regarding 
the advisability of linking Black and women’s enfranchisement.32 Members of the Equal Rights 
Association must have felt heartened by the discussions at the highest levels of government.

As soon as the founding meeting of the American Equal Rights Convention ad-
journed, Anthony began writing and distributing literature, raising money, and planning 
an ambitious door-to-door canvassing tour across upstate New York.33 Anthony wrote to 
Wendell Phillips, longtime editor of the National Anti-Slavery Standard, despite their dis-
agreement about the advisability of including women’s rights with Black men’s rights, to 
directly ask for funding from the Hovey Fund Committee, a fund Phillips oversaw.34 Phil-

28. Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, eds., “National Conven-
tions in 1866 – 67,” History of Woman Suffrage, Vol. 2 (Rochester, NY: Charles Mann, 1887), 152 – 78; 
Laura E. Free, Suffrage Reconstructed: Gender, Race, and Voting Rights in the Civil War Era (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 2015), 133.
29. Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association,” 78.
30. To date, virtually all scholars have focused on the American Equal Rights Association by 
studying its four national conventions and assessing the arguments that ultimately tore apart 
the organization in 1869. The 2014 dissertation written by Stuart Galloway expands that story. 
Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association.” Books that also serve as significant sources 
on the American Equal Rights Association include Free, Suffrage Reconstructed; Ellen Carol Du-
Bois, Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Independent Women’s Movement in America, 
1848 – 1869 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978); and Dudden, Fighting Chance.
31. An 1847 provision in the state constitution required that every twenty years voters had to de-
cide whether the New York State constitution would be amended by a convention.
32. Dudden, Fighting Chance, 90 – 91.
33. Stanton, Anthony, and Gage, History of Woman Suffrage, Vol. 2, 175; Galloway, “The American 
Equal Rights Association,” 87; Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 689 – 90. See also the 
finding aid for the New York State Secretary of State Proposed Constitution of the State of New 
York, A1806, New York State Archives, Albany, NY, http://iarchives.nysed.gov/xtf/view?docId=ead 
/findingaids/A1806.xml;chunk.id=fullfalink;brand=default#top.
34. Dudden, Fighting Chance, 89. The Hovey Fund had been created by a $50,000 bequest of Bos-
ton merchant Charles Fox Hovey (1807 – 59) to fund the abolition of slavery until Black men had 
the right to vote, women’s rights, and other social reform movements. A committee of trustees 
oversaw the distribution of funds. Benjamin Quarles wrote about the response of Charles Hovey, a 
Boston merchant, to abolitionists who called for rich men to name antislavery societies as benefi-
ciaries in their wills. He had left about $40,000 to be distributed at $8,000 per year for antislavery 
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lips promised $3,000 to cover the costs of the American Equal Rights Association tour in 
New York. Reluctant to discontinue publication of the Standard until Black men won the 
right to vote, he agreed that a successful campaign in New York State to promote universal 
suffrage rights could help the cause of freed men.35 Anthony also asked for money from a 
fund established by Francis Jackson, and she and Stanton wrote many fundraising letters to 
friends and colleagues, although with disappointing results.36

Jean Fagan Yellin has mapped the nearly thirty planned stops on the New York tour 
in the winter of 1866 – 67 in her invaluable two-volume The Harriet Jacobs Family Papers 
(see map above). The canvass of New York began after the November 1866 election. Up-
state New York is still well known for its brutal winters and daunting travel in inclement 
weather. Average January temperatures in 1867 stayed around sixteen degrees, and we can 

and other reforms. William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips served on the committee that 
determined where the money went. Benjamin Quarles, “Sources of Abolitionist Income,” Missis-
sippi Valley Historical Review 32, no. 1 (June 1945): 65. See Richard Abbott, Cotton and Capital: 
Boston Businessmen and Anti-Slavery Reform, 1854 – 1868 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1991).
35. William Lloyd Garrison ceased the publication of the Liberator in December 1865 after thir-
ty-five years, but Phillips argued that the work of abolitionists would be incomplete until Black 
men had political rights. Lorenzo Sears, Wendell Phillips: Orator and Agitator (New York: Benja-
min Blom [1909], 1967), 257 – 60.
36. A judge had ruled that women’s rights did not constitute a “legal charity,” so none of the Jack-
son money, once earmarked for abolition, could be used for the women’s cause. Dudden, Fighting 
Chance, 90, 105.
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only guess at the depth of the snow.37 The American Equal Rights Association lecturers, 
wrapped in blankets or animal skins, would have had to travel over land by horse-drawn 
sleigh or across the frozen Erie Canal.

Charles Lenox Rémond (1810 – 73) represented the American Equal Rights Associa-
tion as its first African American agent. He had a public speaking and social activism back-
ground that began in 1838 when the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society had first hired 
him, making him the most prominent African American speaker until Frederick Douglass 
entered the movement.38 Born free in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1840 he traveled with Wil-
liam Lloyd Garrison to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London, England. The first 
day of the convention found attendees arguing over whether women would be able to sit 
on the convention floor; they concluded that women could stay but had to be seated in the 
gallery. While women could observe the proceedings, they could not speak or otherwise 
participate in the proceedings. Consequently Rémond, William Lloyd Garrison, and Na-
thaniel Peabody Rodgers sat in the gallery with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, and 
five other women, “glaring” at convention leaders and refusing to speak until the conven-
tion ended.39 Although Rémond’s primary commitment had long been suffrage for Black 
men, he argued that “principle dictated that he should support women’s claim to the ballot 
at the same time as his own.”40

In addition to Rémond, the upstate New York tour included Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
Susan B. Anthony, Olympia Brown, Elizabeth Sophia Bisbee (a student of Theodore and An-
gelina Grimké Weld, well-known abolitionists and women’s rights advocates then living in 
Hyde Park, Massachusetts41), Parker Pillsbury, and Louisa Jacobs.42 Although it is not entirely 
clear how Jacobs became involved with the lecture tour, by December 9, 1866, Anthony could 
sing her praises in a letter to Amy Kirby Post: “she is everything proper & right in matter and  

37. Eighth Annual Report of the New York Weather Bureau, 1896 (New York: Wynkoop Hallenbeck 
Crawford Co., 1897), 439; James Rodger Fleming, Meteorology in America, 1800 – 1870 (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000).
38. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs, 202.
39. Kathryn Kish Sklar, “ʻWomen Who Speak for an Entire Nation’: American and British Women 
Compared at the World Anti-Slavery Convention, London, 1840,” Pacific Historical Review 59, no. 
4 (November 1990): 473; Lisa Shawn Hogan, “A Time for Silence: William Lloyd Garrison and 
the ‘Woman Question’ at the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention,” Gender Issues 25, no. 2 (June 
2008): 75.
40. Rémond’s speeches at the First Annual Meeting of the American Equal Rights Association, 
Stanton, Anthony, and Gage, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, Vol. 2, 215, 225; Galloway, “The 
American Equal Rights Association,” 74. 
41. Hyde Park was also the home of the all-Black 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment, depicted 
in the 1989 movie, Glory. Mark Perry, Lift Up Thy Voice: The Grimké Family’s Journey from Slave-
holders to Civil Rights Leaders (New York: Penguin Books, 2003), 221.
42. Ann D. Gordon, ed., The Selected Papers of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony: 
Against an Aristocracy of Sex, 1866 – 1873, Vol. 2 (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
2000), n4, 6.



 204 new york history

manner — private and public.”43 It is also not clear that Louisa received a salary for lectur-
ing. Anthony, in a March 6, 1867, letter to Gerrit Smith, complained that Wendell Phillips, 
in his role overseeing the Hovey fund, refused to pay the salaries of anyone on the tour 
except her own and that of Parker Pillsbury. Pillsbury and Anthony employed Rémond, 
Brown, and Stanton, but apparently paid only the travel expenses of Bisbee and Louisa 
Jacobs. According to Anthony, the money collected at the lecture halls paid travel expenses 
but could not cover printing or venue renting expenses.44

Several newspapers found the upstate New York tour newsworthy. The Little Falls 
Journal and Courier for January 17, 1867, published its local itinerary; the National Anti- 
Slavery Standard published regular reports.45 Writing on February 3, 1867, from John-
stown, Rémond already considered the movement a success.46 He said that he and Lou-
isa Jacobs “suffer[ed] exceedingly for want of the current news.” He also wrote of “severe 
storms and almost impassable roads.” No matter the impediments, they refused to give 
up the tour: “the word fail finds no place in our vocabulary,” he stated.47 They spoke at 
venues in cities such as Buffalo, Rochester, and Syracuse; in towns such as Lockport, 
Palmyra, and Oswego; as well as in villages like Ilion, Brockett’s Bridge, and Cohoes. 
They traveled nearly every day and spoke in a new community virtually every night, ex-
cept when they held two- or three-day local conventions in Herkimer, Fulton, Troy, and  
Newburgh.48

Typically, Susan B. Anthony would contact someone in the community prior to the 
scheduled lectures. For example, when Rémond and Jacobs were scheduled to speak in 
Herkimer, Anthony contacted Ezra Graves, a local lawyer and reformer, asking him to se-
cure either the Court House or Fox Hall for the event. She also sought “free” homes for the 
speakers, which may have been more challenging to find for African American speakers.49 
Sometimes the speakers themselves found overnight lodging with friends. For example, 
Jacobs and Rémond stayed with Jacobs’s longtime friends, the Brocketts, who lived about 
sixteen miles northeast of Herkimer. John Jacobs had introduced Louisa and her mother 
to Zenas Brockett (1806 – 83), once a manager of the American Anti-Slavery Society in 1848 
and, at least in 1867, a member of the American Equal Rights Association. The Brockett 

43. Letter, Susan B. Anthony to Amy Kirby Post, February 17, 1867, Post Family Papers, https://
rbscpexhibits.lib.rochester.edu/viewer/3886.
44. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 705 – 07.
45. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 682, 705.
46. Johnstown was Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s hometown. Letter published in the National Anti- 
Slavery Standard (New York, NY), February 9, 1867, quoted in Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, 
Vol. 2, 684.
47. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 684.
48. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 683.
49. Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 685.
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Louisa Jacobs and Charles Lenox Rémond stayed with the Brockett family in 1867. Louisa 
frequently visited the family and would spend summers there after the tour. “Station on 
Underground Railroad,” unknown newspaper clipping, n.d. This image is in the Herkimer 
County Historical Society, Herkimer, NY.
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home long served as a station on the Underground Railroad.50 Louisa frequently stayed 
with the Brockett family, first between terms at school (1848 – 49), then during summers 
until 1880.51 In February 1867, Louisa and Rémond stayed eight or ten days with the family.

Rémond’s letter, dated February 10 and published in the National Anti-Slavery Stan-
dard, articulated the trials of lecturing in the Mohawk Valley: “To me it is a new ground, 
and not the less hard, harsh and malignant towards our race and their rights. If the senti-
ment of some of the towns and villages was indicative of things at large, I should indeed 
despair; but these rough influences cannot look us squarely in the face, much less . . . meet 
us in manly argument in the arena of manly and courteous debate.”52 Parker Pillsbury, writ-
ing of one local convention, put the challenges of winning support this way: “There is no 
real obstacle in the way of . . . speedy success, excepting the indifference growing out of a 
want of knowledge or reflection.” The first day’s speakers met “a whole winter of cold in-
difference,” the second meeting met with “a thaw,” and the next day of talks “broke up the 
frosts altogether.”53 Those on the tour seemed to keep up the spirits of each other.

Rémond and his colleagues, including Louisa Jacobs, moved on from the Herkimer 
area, giving talks at several stops along the way. Soon they reached Troy, New York, in time 
for a February 18 and 19 convention at Rand’s Hall on the corner of Fourth and Congress 
Streets. They must have known that a Mr. Aldridge had read the American Equal Right 
Association’s resolution “protesting against the legal or political distinction on account of 
color or sex” on the floor of the House of Representatives the previous week.54 A reporter 
for the Troy Daily Times transcribed many of the speeches heard at the convention. He 

50. John had earlier traveled with Jonathan Walker (the abolitionist whose hand carried the brand 
“SS” for slave stealer) to Brockett’s Bridge. The modest home, built up against a hill, sheltered 
“freedom takers” in the root cellar, accessible from the downstairs kitchen. The term “freedom tak-
ers” belongs to Vanessa Johnson, a consultant at the Matilda Joslyn Gage Center, Fayetteville, NY. 
She argues that the more common term, “freedom seekers,” is weak and inappropriate for people 
who overcame frightful odds and many dangers to make their way north for freedom. From the 
Brocketts’ place, travelers would continue the still-unpaved Military Road on their way to Canada. 
Zenas Brockett confronted challenges from the community for his activities: one day he returned 
from church early, having a suspicion that people had gone to his home to see if he harbored any 
fugitives. He confronted them in his kitchen and bade them leave his home. Zenas Brockett folder, 
Herkimer County Historical Society, Herkimer, NY.
51. The Brockett home, much altered since the 1960s, still stands, although the New York State 
marker designating its importance is located inaccurately in front of a house further along the 
same road. Zenas Brockett folder, Herkimer County Historical Society, Herkimer, NY. https://
www.findagrave.com/memorial/82180276/harriet-petrie.
52. Letter published in the National Anti-Slavery Standard (New York, NY), February 16, 1867; Yel-
lin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 688. The region remains predominantly rural and white 
to the present day, making it all the more interesting that Louisa Jacobs stayed with the Brockett 
family most summers.
53. “The Equal Rights Enterprise,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, January 26, 1867; Galloway, 
“The American Equal Rights Association,” 92.
54. “XXXIXTH Congress: Second Session,” Buffalo Courier, February 12, 1867, 1. Aldridge may 
have been an assistant to Thomas Estes Noell (1839 – 67), a Republican representative from Mis-
souri, who initiated the reading.
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described Louisa as tall, a brunette, under thirty years of age (she would have celebrated 
her thirty-fourth birthday the previous October), and a “fair speaker.” The reporter noted 
that she spoke from a written document, unlike her colleagues who spoke extemporane-
ously, implying her lack of public speaking experience.

Perhaps this is the same speech Louisa Jacobs presented at other stops throughout 
upstate New York. Extrapolating from the reporter’s comments, we know that Jacobs pro-
fessed to be optimistic about the state of the country. She argued that the events of the Civil 
War had rendered the American people “one great family.” After making points about the 
promise of the American Revolution and the “corruptions of the ballot box” without the 
influence of women, she continued:

woman needs the ballot to enable her to work out her mission in life, to ensure her 
support and keep her from temptation. The nation needs woman’s assistance and 
the support which her voice in its affairs would bring it. Full and large justice to the 
women of the land and to all the men is the only safety of the hour.55

Just what she means by the women’s ballot “keep[ing] her from temptation” is not entirely 
clear. Presumably she meant that with the vote an independent woman would not be ob-
ligated to marry a man in order to exercise her political voice. At the conclusion of the 
convention, Louisa and other American Equal Rights Association speakers continued to 
lecture their way to Buffalo.56 It must have been increasingly difficult for the members of the 
tour after Phillips cut off funding support.57 

The record is silent on what Louisa Jacobs initially did after April 20, 1867. She may 
have tired of not receiving an income. Furthermore, there is some evidence that she faced 
a growing frustration with the lack of attention to universal rights in the speeches of her 
white colleagues.58 Association members continued to argue about the connection of Black 
men’s suffrage to women’s suffrage; many prominent leaders believed that the two move-
ments should be conducted separately. Since Black men had served as soldiers during the 
Civil War, the link between soldiering, citizenship, and voting rights had strengthened.59 

55. Troy Daily Times, February 20, 1867; Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 2, 698.
56. “Personal,” National Anti-Slavery Standard, April 20, 1867; Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, 
Vol. 2, 710.
57. In addition, Kansas drew the attention of the association because it had scheduled debates on 
the proposal to remove both “white” and “male” from the definition of eligible voters for fall 1867, 
drawing members to that perhaps more obtainable “bellwether,” in Dudden’s view. Dudden, Fight-
ing Chance, 89, 103.
58. Kate Culkin, “A Tale of Two Harriets: Working on Harriet Hosmer, Harriet Jacobs, and 
Their Complicated Nineteenth-Century World,” 10-11; Papers of the Susan B. Anthony Con-
ference, March 2006, https://urresearch.rochester.edu/institutionalPublicationPublicView.
action;jsessionid=17ADAB95097CB6AF4FDCA3870F933EB0?institutionalItemId=2238.
59. For more on African American soldiers and citizenship, see William Gillette, The Right to Vote: 
Politics and the Passage of the Fifteenth Amendment (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1965), 40, 87 – 88, 162; Mary F. Berry, Military Necessity and Civil Rights Policy: Black Citizenship 
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Some activists feared agitation for women’s voting rights would derail the goal of enfran-
chising African American men. Even Black women felt conflicted. In May 1867, at the first 
anniversary convention of the American Equal Rights Association, Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper expressed her willingness to wait for women’s enfranchisement as long as Black 
men won the right to vote.60 Conversely, the outspoken Sojourner Truth called out mem-
bers for ignoring women, Black or white: “There is a great stir about colored men getting 
their rights, but not a word about the colored women.”61 She, like many white women, sup-
ported a separation of the genders, calling for women’s action: “I am glad to see that men 
are getting their rights, but I want women to get theirs. Now . . . is the time for women to 
step in.”62 Charles Rémond also spoke at the meeting.63 Just two months later, on July 25, 
1867, the New York State Constitutional Convention “voted 125 to 19 against the proposal to 
strike the word ‘male’ from New York’s constitution.”64 

Louisa may have left the speaking tour for personal reasons. Harriet Jacobs had trav-
eled to Edenton, North Carolina, in April. On April 25, Harriet wrote a letter to Ednah 
Dow Cheney, expressing her grief as she reflected on the seven long years she hid in her 
grandmother’s attic as well as her gratitude that slavery had ended. Perhaps she also wrote 
to her daughter to ask that they be together. The record is otherwise silent for late spring, 
summer, and early fall of 1867. Then, in October Louisa and her mother set off for England 
where they spent the next year raising money for the orphanage and the old folks’ home in 
Savannah where they had previously worked.65

The May 15, 1869, American Equal Rights Association convention, held at Steinway 
Hall in New York City, resulted in a cataclysmic split over the goals of the organization.66 
The Fifteenth Amendment granting Black men — but not Black or white women — the right 
to vote had passed in the U.S. House of Representatives February 25, 1869, and in the Senate 
the day after. By the May association meeting, fourteen of the necessary twenty-eight states 

and the Constitution, 1861 – 1868 (Port Washington, NY: National University Publications, 1977), 
41 – 57; Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863 – 1877 (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1988), 278 – 79.
60. Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association,” 74.
61. Quoted in Garland, “ ‘Irrespective of Race, Color or Sex,’ ” 61. Black conventions, dominated by 
men, had increasingly ignored the rights of Black women. See Dudden, Fighting Chance, 18 – 19.
62. Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A Life, a Symbol (New York: W. W. Norton, 1996), 220.
63. Proceedings of the First Anniversary of the American Equal Rights Association, held at the Church 
of the Puritans, New York, May 9 and 10 (New York: Robert J. Johnston, Printer, 1867), https://
www.loc.gov/item/ca10003542/, 2.
64. Garland, “ ‘Irrespective of Race, Color or Sex,’ ” 62. Garland points out that New York State vot-
ers rejected the measure to enfranchise all Black males in 1868.
65. Interestingly, this April 25 letter is the very letter that proved to be the key to discovering the 
truth of Harriet Jacobs’s account of her life in slavery. See Yellin, Harriet Jacobs Family Papers, Vol. 
2, 711 – 16. Culkin, “A Tale of Two Harriets,” 11.
66. There is no record of Louisa Jacobs attending the American Equal Rights Association meeting 
May 9 – 10, 1867 in New York City, although it is, of course, possible that she did so. Stanton, An-
thony, and Gage, eds., History of Woman Suffrage, 182 – 228.
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had already ratified the amendment.67 In favor of the amendment, Lucy Stone and Henry 
Blackwell of Boston, among others, argued that the enfranchisement of any group signified 
a step in the right direction. Ernestine L. Rose, a strong advocate for women’s rights, ex-
pressed her frustration that so many members of the American Equal Rights Association 
advocated for “manhood suffrage,” leaving women out entirely. She demanded that those 
who supported her point of view establish a separate women’s suffrage organization.68 

That evening Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony founded the National 
Woman Suffrage Association, based in New York and focused on winning an amendment 
to the U.S. Constitution. Within a couple of months, Stanton and Anthony, lured by the 
promise of financial security for their cause, had cast their lot with the wealthy, but eccen-
tric and racist, George Francis Train and took the campaign for women’s rights to Kan-
sas. By September, Stone and Blackwell retaliated by establishing the American Woman 
Suffrage Association to support women’s enfranchisement on a state-by-state basis. The 
women’s rights leadership seemed less inclined to support Black women’s right to the vote 
as time passed, sometimes becoming virulently racist. Despite this, a few Black women 
joined each organization. Although Louisa Jacobs knew women who were connected to 
both organizations, perhaps because of her acquaintance with Susan B. Anthony she stayed 
loosely aligned with the National Woman Suffrage Association.69

For another year, members of the American Equal Rights Association tried to revive 
the organization and maintain its collaboration across race and gender lines. Margaret 
Winchester of New York City hosted the final meeting at her mansion on May 14, 1870. 
Most of those who attended the meeting supported the National Woman Suffrage Associa-
tion, and despite the passionate opposition of Lucy Stone and Henry Blackwell, the mem-
bership voted to merge the American Equal Rights Association with the National Woman 
Suffrage Association.70 Some of the relationships between the activists never recovered al-
though other relationships endured, or time eventually healed their rifts. The cross-race 
potential of the American Equal Rights Association rarely found purchase in the women’s 
rights movement again. While working within a broad suffrage movement that caused no 

67. For more on the Reconstruction amendments, see Foner, Reconstruction.
68. “Debates at the American Equal Rights Association Meeting, New York City, May 12 – 14, 1869,” 
in Concise History of Woman Suffrage, 272 – 73.
69. As conflicted as the movement became, Black women did not automatically join the American 
Woman Suffrage Association. Rosalyn Terborg-Penn identifies Charlotte Forten, Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper, Mrs. K. Harris, Caroline Rémond Putnam, Charlotta (Lottie) Rollin, Louisa 
Rollin, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Sojourner Truth, and Frances Rollin Whipper as joining the 
American Woman Suffrage Association. Those who joined the National Woman Suffrage Associa-
tion include Naomi Talbert Anderson, Mrs. Beatty, Mary Ann Shadd Cary, Harriet Purvis, Hattie 
Purvis, and Charlotte E. Ray. Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, African American Women in the Struggle for 
the Vote, 1850 – 1920 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 42; Susan Goodier and Karen 
Pastorello, Women Will Vote: Winning Suffrage in New York State (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2017), 74.
70. Galloway, “The American Equal Rights Association,” 138.
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end of difficulties and frustrations, Black women persisted in demanding their rights with 
or without the collaborative relationships with white women. Racism on the part of white 
suffragists did not stop Black women from wanting the right to vote or from working to-
ward female enfranchisement. Louisa Jacobs and other Black women continued to engage 
with white women in the suffrage movement, despite the myriad, sometimes hurtful, chal-
lenges of doing so.

Louisa Jacobs, like many of the other Black women of her era, never lost interest in 
voting rights for women, although evidence of her involvement is scant for the period af-
ter the tour of upstate New York in the winter of 1867. Charlotte Forten Grimké, a friend 
of Jacobs from Philadelphia, articulated her perspective on the heightened racism of the 
mainstream suffrage movement, observing that it “strengthen[ed] a most unjust and cruel 
prejudice,” yet Grimké, closely connected with Black and white friends in Boston, held 
membership in the American Woman Suffrage Association.71 Despite her discomfort with 
the racism she encountered, Jacobs renewed her relationship with Susan B. Anthony in 
1884 at the home of their mutual friend, Julia Wilbur, a white woman who knew the Jacobs 
during their time in Alexandria, Virginia.72 Two years later the Jacobs attended the National 
Woman Suffrage Association convention in Washington, DC, held February 17 – 19, 1886.73 
During Anthony’s Sunday afternoon visit to Wilbur, Louisa Jacobs agreed to distribute suf-
frage literature for the National Association.74 Expressing her annoyance with the racism 
apparent in the movement, Wilbur said that she could not blame Black women for staying 
away from the National Association. Furthermore, she wrote, African American women 
“can hardly think that Mrs. Stanton and Miss Anthony are their friends from the way they 
speak of the Negro.” Wilbur also confronted Anthony directly about this issue.75 

Depending on where we mark the origin of the suffrage movement, it took seven or 
eight decades for women to extend their constitutional rights and win the right to vote. 
We today find that movement for women’s enfranchisement marred by its lack of broad-
minded thinking in terms of race. Certainly in the century since women won the right to 
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vote, many women and men have been disenfranchised or prevented from voting at all. 
The existence of the short-lived American Equal Rights Association nonetheless highlights 
the point that the power to change the world lies in interracial and cross-gender collabo-
ration. As long as members of the organization refused to commit to true universal rights, 
they would fail. Yet, clearly, even as long ago as the 1860s and as fraught with disagreement 
as the organization was, for a time, people did cross race and gender lines to work for those 
rights for all people.


