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Jane Gray Swisshelm (1815-1884) was a re-
markable figure in mid-nineteenth-century re-
form journalism and politics. A dedicated and
courageous advocate of black freedom and wom-
en's rights, she had to be reckoned with in west-
ern Pennsylvania, Minnesota, and in some cases
nationally. This petite white woman, character-
ized by more than one observer as bird-like, was a
fiercely independent contrarian whose acerbic
wit and cutting sarcasm attracted attention but
also limited her effectiveness. Self-centered, ag-
gressive, and contentious, she rejected formal
membership in reform organizations.

Swisshelm gained prominence as editor of the
Pittsburgh Saturday Visiter, which she published
from 1847 to 1857. In its pages she advocated tem-
perance, abolition, Free Soil politics, and women's
rights. In 1850 she gained notoriety when, as a
Washington, D.C. correspondent for the New York
Tribune she charged that Daniel Webster had
sired children with a black mistress. In 1857 she
removed to frontier Minnesota where she pub-
lished the St. Cloud Visiter and faced violent op-
position from local Democrats. During the Civil

War she moved back to Washington, D.C., where
she worked as a government clerk, volunteered as
a nurse, and published a Radical Republican
newspaper. She ceased publishing newspapers in
1866, but remained active as a writer and lecturer
in behalf of reform.

Swisshelm was hardly unique during an era
when numerous women emerged as antislavery
and feminist activists. Maria W. Stewart and An-
gelina and Sarah Grimke broke the gender barrier
as public speakers during the 1830s. Abolitionist
journalists Lydia Maria Child and Maria Westman
Chapman employed an imperious, confrontation-
al writing style years before Swisshelm. Six years
after the Vister appeared, Mary Ann Shadd began
editing the Provincial Freeman, a black abolition-
ist paper published in Toronto. Other women par-
ticipated in antislavery politics. Yet, as Sylvia D.
Hoffert puts it, Swisshelm led "an unconventional
life." At a time when "respectable” middle- and
upper-class women sought fulfillment in mar-
riage, Swisshelm challenged the contemporary
understanding of that institution in a years-long
dispute with her husband and mother-in-law over



money and property. It ended in divorce in 1860.
Meanwhile Swisshelm, in Hoffert's words, "negoti-
ated a place for herself in the male world of com-
merce, journalism, and politics" (p. 8).

Shortly before Swisshelm's death, the Pitts-
burgh Chronicle Telegraph described her as "Pitts-
burgh's most celebrated woman."[1] Her obituary
appeared in the country's leading newspapers.
Her autobiography, Half a Century, based almost
entirely on memory, provides a readable account
of her life to 1866.[2] Yet Swisshelm attracted little
more than passing interest from historians until
1978 when Peter Walker included a (116 pages)
long and psychologically probing sketch of her life
in his book on abolitionist motivation. Since then
Michael D. Pierson and Frederick J. Blue have
published brief interpretations of Swisshelms's
life centered on her role as an antislavery journal-
ist and political activist. Pierson, who is especially
interested in how Free Soil and Republican wom-
en differed ideologically from their male counter-
parts, also features her in his 2003 book on gen-
der and antislavery politics.[3] Hoffert, in articles
published between 1997 and 2001, extended a
gendered analysis of Swisshelm's life beyond poli-
tics.[4] This approach dominates An Unconven-
tional Life. Hoffert frequently uses her subject as
a lens through which to reveal larger gender is-
sues.

An Unconventional Life is also an unconven-
tional biography in that Hoffert approaches her
subject topically rather than chronologically. After
a "prologue" that briefly outlines major events in
Swisshelm's life, Hoffert presents chapters devot-
ed to Swisshelm's religious views, her marriage,
her struggle with her husband and in-laws over
property, her experience in a masculine work en-
vironment, her politics and journalism, her re-
formism, and her social class as defined by her re-
lationship with her adult daughter. This organiza-
tion allows Hoffert to analyze carefully the vari-
ous facets of Swisshelm's life, particularly in re-
gard to how her experiences reveal nineteenth-
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century American gender conventions and her re-
sponses to them. Because some of the chapter top-
ics match up roughly with chronological periods
at the beginning and end of her life, a sense of
growth and change over time is not lacking. The
first chapter emphasizing religion also considers
Swisshelm's childhood, the second and third chap-
ters dealing with her marriage overlap with her
life as a young adult, and the last chapter on her
social class covers her final years. But there are
drawbacks to this organizational scheme. There is
a good deal of repetition as Hoffert discusses the
same events (Swisshelm's stressful marriage, her
initiation of the Visiter, her removal to Minne-
sota) in different contexts. In a few instances his-
torical characters are mentioned before they are
introduced to readers. More significantly, the topi-
cal approach leads Hoffert to omit discussions of
aspects of Swisshelm's life that do not relate to
topical themes. There is, for example, little or no
analysis of Swisshelm's relationship to other abo-
litionists, her alleged slander of Daniel Webster,
her response to John Brown's raid on Harpers Fer-
ry, and her involvement in Liberal Republican
politics in 1872.

Hoffert demonstrates that Swisshelm's devo-
tion to a Scottish Covenanter Presbyterinan brand
of Calvinism simultaneously "empowered and
crippled her" (pp. 31-32). Swisshelm's personal
covenant with God, formed during her teenage
years, gave her the courage to challenge "gender
boundaries," but also committed her to conven-
tional views concerning differences between men
and women (pp. 23-24). In this context, Hoffert
provides an excellent explanation of how ortho-
dox Calvinism might encourage a level of social
activism equal to that produced by evangelical
Christian faiths. Hoffert suggests as well that at
least part of Swisshelm's difficult personality de-
rived from her religious and ethnic background.

Religion plays a role in Hoffert's discussion of
Swisshelm's troubled marriage, as her husband
and mother-in-law attempted to convert her to



Methodism. But Hoffert is more concerned with
using the marriage to explain the roots of Swis-
shelm's feminism. The marriage's failure, Hoffert
argues, "prompted her to begin thinking in a sys-
tematic way about the general condition of mar-
ried women" (p. 47). Hoffert also shows how the
failure of Swisshelm's husband to fulfill his mas-
culine role of provider (as well as his determina-
tion to gain control of her inheritance) encour-
aged her to become a professional journalist, to
undertake a partially successful effort to revise
Pennsylvania's married women's property law,
and become an advocate of vocational training
for women.

Hoffert's chapter "Women's Work in a Man's
World" is the best in the book. Noting that the
market revolution encouraged excluding women
from or marginalizing them in the workplace, she
clarifies the difficulties Swisshelm and other
working women faced. As the only woman in a
newspaper office, Swisshelm learned to anticipate
and avoid charges of sexual impropriety, modify
the behavior of male employees, discourage their
assumption that she was frail and dependent, and
promote respect for other female workers and
women who might visit the office. Swisshelm un-
derstood that she enjoyed advantages in the work
place that most women did not. She became an
advocate for the rights of all working women, es-
pecially in regard to pay and protection from in-
sult and abuse.

Hoffert's chapter on Swisshelm's politics also
deals with her journalism. It overlaps in subject
matter with the chapter on work that precedes it
and the chapter of her involvement in reform that
follows it. In 1844 Swisshelm identified with aboli-
tionist Liberty Party. In 1848 she joined the great
majority of its supporters in switching to the
broader-based Free Soil Party. During the late
1850s (by which time she had moved to Minne-
sota) she became a rather reluctant advocate of
the Republican Party, with her reluctance stem-
ming mainly from local political rivalries. Largely
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through her role as a newspaper editor, she influ-
enced the selection of local and state candidates
for office. Hoffert, however, does not adequately
analyze Swisshelm's brand of political abolition-
ism and its relationship to the wider antislavery
movement. There is no indication, for example, of
how she regarded the radical political abolition-
ists or the Garrisonians. Also Hoffert makes little
use of Pierson's finding that Swisshelm and other
women who supported the Free Soil and Republi-
can parties were in their moralism and constitu-
tional interpretations closer to abolitionists than
were Republican men.

Despite her aggressive writing and speaking
style, Swisshelm was a moderate abolitionist and
moderate women's rights advocate as well. Unlike
more radical white abolitionists, she does not ap-
pear to have cooperated (prior to the Civil War)
with black abolitionists or to have advocated anti-
slavery violence (although she did express admi-
ration for John Brown following his Harpers Ferry
raid). She supported the Republican Party's em-
phasis on preventing the expansion of slavery
rather than political action against slavery where
it existed. Similarly she was a gradualist regard-
ing women's rights in contrast to such prominent
feminists as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Parker Pills-
bury, Frances Gage, and Lucy Stone, with whom
she often quarreled. Geography as well as person-
ality determined Swisshelm's standing as a jour-
nalist, politician, and reformer. Western Pennsyl-
vania and frontier Minnesota were regions where
moderate forms of political abolitionism pre-
vailed, and both regions were far from the centers
of organized feminism. Swisshelm, nevertheless,
did not lack courage. In Minnesota she dealt
steadfastly with political opponents who broke
into her office, destroyed her press, and threat-
ened her life. In Washington she nursed dreadful-
ly wounded Civil War soldiers and volunteered on
behalf of the large number of former slaves who
sought refuge in the city.



Hoffert's final chapter demonstrates that
Swisshelm also had the courage to analyze her
personality flaws. Although Swisshelm herself
could not adjust to the rituals of polite society, she
had done all she could to enhance her daughter's
social standing. By 1879 the two of them had set-
tled in Chicago, where her daughter married an
insurance company executive. Despite failing
health, when Swisshelm became convinced that
she could not change her ™
genteel' behavior," which hurt the couple's social
ambitions, she left Chicago to return to Pennsylva-
nia where she died (p. 187).

unfeminine' and 'un-

Hoffert balances her assessments of Swis-
shelm's accomplishments with recognition that
she was "uncooperative, uncollaborative, and of-
ten unsisterly” (p. 196). Difficult as she was, it
seems likely that Swisshelm would have approved
of this biography.
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