
 

Ann Short Chirhart, Betty,eds. Wood. Georgia Women: Their Lives and Times,
Volume 1. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009. 392 pp. $24.95, paper, ISBN
978-0-8203-3337-3. 

 

Reviewed by Amy Benson Brown 

Published on H-SAWH (October, 2010) 

Commissioned by Antoinette G. van Zelm (TN Civil War Nat. Heritage Area Center for Historic
Preservation) 

Georgia Women offers rich essays on eigh‐
teen  diverse  women  from  the  colonial  era
through the end of World War I. The depth of
thought from the contributing scholars equals
the  complexities  of  the  women  they  write
about,  which is  no mean feat.  These  Georgia
women come through the pages of history with
elbows  out--vivid,  extraordinarily  persistent,
deeply  flawed,  sometimes  funny,  and  uncom‐
monly canny.

The choice of Susie King Taylor's resolute face
for the cover of this collection signals that this
history of Georgia women is not limited to the
real-life counterparts of Scarlett O’Hara or the
women whose family names grace prominent
buildings around the state.  Catherine Clinton
describes  how  as  a  mere  fourteen-year-old
Susie  King  Taylor  escaped  slavery  in  coastal
Georgia  and  married  a  soldier  in  one  of  the
first black Union regiments. She worked in the
Union enclave  of  Port  Royal,  South  Carolina,

throughout the Civil War as a nurse, teacher,
and laundress. The record of her life survives,
as is the case with many of the other women in
this collection, because she penned a memoir
of her experiences. 

An introduction to this collection by co-edi‐
tors Ann Short Chirhart and Betty Wood pro‐
vides context, painting the larger canvas upon
which these  Georgia  women appear.  In  addi‐
tion to Susie King Taylor, these essays explore
the lives of Mary Musgrove, Nancy Hart, Eliza‐
beth Lichtenstein Johnston, Ellen Craft, Fanny
Kemble and her daughter  Frances Leigh But‐
ler,  Eliza Frances Andrews,  Amanda America
Dickson,  Mary  Gay,  Rebecca  Latimer  Felton
and her sister Mary Latimer McClendon, Nellie
Peters Black, Lucy Craft Laney, Martha Berry,
Corra Harris,  and Juliette Gordon Low. Black
and white images of each woman accompany
the essays,  and an up-to-date bibliography of



primary and secondary sources will  be of in‐
terest to future researchers. 

While  this  collection  speaks  primarily  to
scholars  and students,  the compelling stories
of  many of  these  women may well  appeal  to
general readers of history, too. Who wouldn’t
enjoy  encountering  Georgia  women  trapping
British soldiers  at  gunpoint,  escaping slavery
by  cross-dressing  as  white  men,  smuggling
newspapers under long skirts in the heat of an
Atlanta summer to deliver news to Confeder‐
ate  soldiers,  defying  racial  and  class  catego‐
rization in Reconstruction-era Augusta, taking
revenge on “Yankees” with the pen, forging na‐
tional  and  international  ties,  and,  of  course,
starting and sustaining schools and charitable
organizations of various stripes? 

Essays  that  focus  on  some  of  the  better-
known  figures,  like  Mary  Musgrove,  Fanny
Kemble, and Juliette Low, take fresh approach‐
es.  Julie  Anne  Sweet  juxtaposes  conflicting
views of Mary Musgrove. Born to a Creek Indi‐
an  mother,  Musgrove  mediated  between
British officials and Native American groups as
she acquired lands, husbands, and more than a
few enemies in her long life. At the other end
of the time period covered in this  collection,
we discover that Juliette Gordon Low, the cele‐
brated force  behind the  Girl  Scouts,  was  not
quite the trailblazer one might think. Anasta‐
tia  Hodgens  Sims  underscores  the  irony  of
Low’s  lack  of  interest  in  the  social  reform
movements of her era, until the trials of physi‐
cal  disability  and  a  philandering  husband
dropped the Savannah socialite, past mid-life,
on an unmarked trail. 

Some essays cover more biographical terri‐
tory by taking on two women. Readers may be
surprised to see Fanny Kemble included in this
collection,  since  the  British  actress  actually
resided  in  Georgia  only  a  few  months.  Her
memoir  about  her  time  on  her  husband’s
coastal Georgia plantation, however, was high‐

ly influential, as Daniel Kilbride notes in his es‐
say on Kemble and her daughter Frances But‐
ler Leigh. But the real value of his exploration
stems from the complexity of his consideration
of regional identification. Certainly, because of
poverty,  enslavement,  and  geographic  isola‐
tion,  many  Georgians  had  little  choice  about
their  regional  identity.  The  mobility  of  the
planter class and the reality of nothern/south‐
ern  intermarriage  in  the  Kemble-Leigh  case,
however, opened up an element of choice and
thus offers a window for considering the mean‐
ing of “southern” and “northern.” 

The other essay in this collection that consid‐
ers two figures, “Lighting Fires of Knowledge”
by  Jennifer  Lund  Smith,  stresses  vocational
identity rather than kinship ties.  The lives of
two innovators in education, Lucy Craft Laney
(who worked with  and for  African American
children in  Augusta)  and Martha Berry  (who
worked  with  and  for  poor  white  children  in
North Georgia)  make for  an interesting  com‐
parison. These women rode some of the same
cultural currents, despite the profound differ‐
ences  in  their  racial  and  economic  back‐
grounds.

The  essays  in  Georgia  Women include  some
thoughtful  explorations  of  what  it  means  to
“make history.” Donald Mathews's beautifully
written portrait of the life of Corra Harris is
fascinating in its attempt to untangle the twist‐
ed  skeins  of  racist  ideology  and  personal
tragedy in that writer’s life and work. I also en‐
joyed the analysis of Civil War author and De‐
catur resident Mary Gay by Michelle Gillespie.
To support  herself  and survivors  of  the war,
Gay  crossed  the  line  of  propriety  for  upper-
class white women, stepping bodily into tradi‐
tionally  male  public  spaces.  She  traveled  a
great deal, first selling Bibles and raising funds
for  her  church  and  later  hawking  her  own
memoirs. Her articulation of her loss, particu‐
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larly  of  her  Confederate  brother’s  death,  fed
the growing mythology of the “Lost Cause.” Yet,
as Gillespie, argues, ultimately Gay “is signifi‐
cant to historians less for her public work and
ideology,  which  is  not  so  unique  in  the  end,
than for her construction of a special role for
herself as sales agent, breadwinner, and inde‐
pendent woman through her marketing of the
memory of the Civil War dead” (p. 218).

As Gillespie’s point suggests, historians in this
volume recognize the role of myth-making in
the lives of their subjects. Thus, another recur‐
ring theme involves the interpretive decisions
historians  face  when  sifting  through  some‐
times  vague  or  contradictory  evidence.  John
Thomas Scott's piece on Nancy Hart traces the
lineage of this Revolutionary heroine’s legend
through  accounts  of  historians,  journalists,
and popular writers like Joel Chandler Harris,
as well that of early feminists and members of
the  Daughters  of  the  American  Revolution.
Similarly, Barbara McCaskill offers a nuanced
consideration of the amazing life of Ellen Craft,
who escaped slavery in 1848 by cross-dressing
as  an  ill  planter  traveling  north  for  medical
care, accompanied by a slave (who was actual‐
ly Ellen’s husband William). Like many of the
historians in this volume, McCaskill closely an‐
alyzes  the  memoirs  and  other  published  ac‐
counts and photographs, including their omis‐
sions and their reception by various audiences.
Recognizing the complexity of the kinship ties
and  ideological  pressures  that  shaped  Ellen
Craft’s  circumstances,  McCaskill  raises
thoughtful questions about the gray areas that
emerge about her life. 

Defiance of racial and class boundaries looms
large  in  Kent  Anderson  Leslie's  account  of  a
relatively little-known figure, Amanda Ameri‐
ca  Dickinson.  Unlike  many  children  of  en‐
slaved  mothers  and  white  slave-owning  fa‐
thers,  Dickinson  eventually  inherited  her  fa‐

ther’s economic and class privilege and thrived
as a wealthy woman of color in Augusta during
the Reconstruction era. 

Despite this fine collection’s effort toward
inclusiveness, many stories of Georgia women
remain  untold.  The  lives  of  the  majority  of
Georgia women from the mid-eighteenth cen‐
tury to the early twentieth century simply left
fainter traces than those of the relatively few
who wrote memoirs or preserved their letters
and property records. So, we must wonder how
the life stories of less literate women--the myri‐
ad  farmers,  sharecroppers,  cooks,  midwives,
and  prostitutes--might  add  to  the  picture  of
early Georgia women. Certainly more work re‐
mains  to  be  done  to  better  understand  the
complexity of  intimate relationships between
women. 

On a final note, the University of Georgia
Press deserves praise for bringing out this se‐
ries  on southern women’s  lives.  A search for
other works dedicated to a broad coverage of
Georgia women turned up no other scholarly
histories collected in one volume. A rare pre‐
cursor volume dates back to the 1920s and ap‐
parently was designed primarily as a reference
for society-page  journalists.  The  glossy  pic‐
tures of the women in that collection include
no black faces. What is more, the biographical
sketches  avoid  all  controversy  and  do  not
stretch beyond hagiography. The striking con‐
trast between that early twentieth-century rep‐
resentation  of  Georgia  women  and  the
provocative  biographies  in  this  volume  testi‐
fies  to  the  terrific  amount  of  work  accom‐
plished  in  the  field  over  the  last  several
decades. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-sawh 
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