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INTRODUCTION 

Scholars have studied the period of Southern 

rural unrest, from Reconstruction to the turn of the 

twentieth century, from many viewpoints; however, a 

great deal of research remains to be done. Lawrence 

Goodwyn, in his recent comprehensive study, The Popu

list Moment, suggested one new area to be explored. 

"One also senses that women played a more prominent 

role 1n the agrarian revolt than the present study sug-

gests," he wrote. "The evidence is both tantalizing in 

implication and difficult to gather." Goodwyn recog

nized the possibility of an important feminine contri

bution to the Farmers' Alliance and the Populist Party. 

He noted particular women, including Bettie Gay of Texas, 

who might be significant to study. Bettie Gay, then, 

provided a start for my own research on "Women in the 

Texas Farmers' Alliance." 1 

Seeking information on women 1n history is a 

difficult and formidable task. Studies on the male 

leaders of the Texas Farmers' Alliance have been pub

lished. For example, Alwyn Barr published a study of 

Ben Terrell, a National Lecturer from Texas. But where 

l 



does one find out about Bettie Gay and other women who 

might have been active in the organization? 

2 

I gleaned information, piece by piece, from 

archival and published materials. The Southern Mercury 

was published weekly in Dallas between 1884 and 1907 as 

the official newspaper of the Farmers' State Alliance of 

Texas and eventually of the Texas Populist Party. This 

source proved to be particularly valuable because the 

Southern Mercury published letters from women. Thus, the 

women 1n the Texas Farmers' Alliance, through their let

ters to the editor of the Southern Mercury, did leave a 

record of their thoughts and concerns. Each letter re

vealed a little about the women who supported and belonged 

to the Alliance. To discern common themes, I analyzed 

forty-eight issues of the Southern Mercury from 19 April 

1888 to 18 April 1889, the first year for which I could 

obtain a full set of papers. This proved to be a signi

ficant year for there was a large number of letters to 

the editor in the newspaper. The number of letters de

clined slightly after 1889, and even more sharply after 

1890, perhaps because of a decline in interest in the 

Alliance. 

In these issues of the Southern Mercury, I noted 

the number of letters from women, their location in the 

paper, the topics of each letter, and the name and county 

of the author. Many letters actually covered several 
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topics, of which all were noted. I then analyzed topics 

discussed in men's letters to provide a basis for com

parlson. I also noted the advertising in each issue to 

learn what products were offered and how much space the 

Southern Mercury devoted to each ad topic. I considered 

a small advertisement one which measured less than twenty 

lines, a medium less than forty lines, and a large adver

tisement forty lines and over. The maximum number of 

lines for each s1ze was divided, if necessary, by two 

for two columns, or by three for three columns. Analysis 

of the advertising indicated the audience the advertisers 

and the newspaper sought. In the Southern Mercury, ad

vertisements were directed toward both a male and female 

audience. 

The analysis of the Southern Mercury provided me 

with some statistical information that would otherwise 

be unavailable. The information gathered, however, re

flected only the women whose letters were published; 

there also may have been illiterate women 1n the Far

mers' Alliance or women who did not write to the paper. 

Other sources also proved to be informative. 

Robert McMath, in his book, Populist Vanguard, included 

information on women 1n the Alliance. Other secondary 

sources on the Farmers' Alliance or the Populist Party 

did not mention women. Julie Roy Jeffrey published an 

article in Feminist Studies on "Women in the Southern 
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Farmers' Alliance," 1n which she focused primarily on 

North Carolina Alliancewomen. Her findings were similar 

to mine, although I did not discover any anti-female 

sentiment in the Texas Farmers' Alliance as Jeffrey did. 

A few North Carolina Alliancemen opposed the inclusion 

of women 1n the organization. Content analysis of the 

Southern Mercury enabled me to substantiate some of Jef

frey's theories. Her article, although limited to North 

Carolina, was quite helpful. 

Contemporary sources such as theW. Scott Morgan 

History of the Wheel and Alliance and the Nelson Dunning 

Farmers' Alliance History and Agricultural Digest also 

were useful in my effort to understand the Alliance. 

Annie Digg's Arena article on "The Women in the Alliance 

Movement" included information on several individual 

Alliancewomen, not only from Texas but from other states 

as well. Bettie Gay's article on ''The Influence of 

Women in the Alliance" contained information about the 

concerns of Alliancewomen. 

Information on individual women came from a variety 

of sources, including Prominent Women of Texas by Eliza

beth Brooks and Frances Willard's American Women. Mrs. 

Betty Becker of Columbus, Texas, provided information on 

her great-grandmother, Bettie Gay. Mrs. Marian Betts of 

San Antonio had a wealth of information on her grandparents, 

Ben and Katie Terrell. 
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I found that Alliance minutebooks were important 

sources of information about the actual role women played 

in the Texas Farmers' Alliance. The minutebooks, in ad

dition to the Southern Mercury, were the most valuable 

and informative sources I consulted. 

Many questions arose in the study of women in the 

Texas Farmers' Alliance. The Alliance had an obvious 

impact on its members, as Hary L. Towerton implied in her 

letter to the Southern Mercury. "I think the Alliance 

the grandest and noblest thing on earth," she wrote, "ex

cept the Church of Christ." 2 What was the effect of the 

Alliance on women? Did women make significant contri

butions to the Alliance? Were men and women equal with

in the Alliance? What issues concerned the Alliancewomen? 

These and other questions were raised during the course 

of my research. Chapter One is an introduction to the 

Texas Farmers' Alliance while Chapter Two is a study of 

women in the local Alliances. Chapter Three concerns the 

attitudes of Alliancewomen as reflected in the letters in 

the Southern Mercury and Chapter Four is on the prominent 

Texas Alliancewomen. Chapter Five concludes the paper. 



Notes 

1Lawrence Goodwyn, The Populist Moment: A Short 

History of the Agrarian Revolt in America (Oxford: Ox

ford University Press, 1978), p. 339. 

2 Dallas Southern Mercury, 31 May 1888. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE TEXAS FARMERS' ALLIANCE 

Texas, unlike any other state, was part of the 

South as well as part of the American frontier. The 

Civil War and Reconstruction affected Texans, as did 

the Westward movement after those events. Southern 

women were traditionally considered weak and submissive, 

while frontier women were viewed as strong. These be

liefs did not reflect reality. Southern and frontier 

women had a diverse and demanding life, although it re

volved around their families in a traditional woman's 

sphere. The boundaries of the Southern woman's sphere 

by necessity had expanded beyond family and church to 

include other work during the Civil War, but after the 

war women were expected to return to domesticity. Fron

tier women did not change the traditional woman's sphere 

either. John Mack Faragher recognized this and wrote in 

his book, Women and Men on the Overland Trail, "The move 

West called upon people not to change but to transfer 

old sexual roles to a new but altogether familiar environ-

1 ment." 

The Southern farming frontier, like traditional 

7 
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agricultural societies, was patriarchal. Farm women re

ceived little recognition for their labors until the 

Grange and Farmers' Alliance admitted them to their or

ganizations. The latter organization admitted men and 

women as equals. Farmers' Alliancewomen used this op

portunity to work with men to build organizational skills, 

although the women did not seek to change the traditional 

domestic sphere. Anne Firor Scott's book, The Southern 

Lady, describes the changing roles of Southern women ~n 

the post-Civil War period. Alliancewomen, like the 

Southern women Scott describes, used the participation 

~nan organization to advance their development. 2 

The period after Reconstruction left the South ~n 

a state of uncertainty. Many Southerners migrated to 

Texas in search of a better life and fresh farm land. 

In the 1870s, Texas still had large, unsettled frontier 

areas. Vicious feuds, cattle rustling, and disorganiza

tion prevailed. Concurrently, Texas farmers realized 

that there was no escape from the crop lien system. In 

that system, a farmer bought, sold, rented, and mortgaged 

land through the same person, who set the prices as well 

as dictated the type of crop to be planted, usually cot

ton. In addition, farm prices dropped during the 1870s. 

The amount of money in circulation declined. Farmers 

found themselves isolated from the rest of society. All 

of these factors contributed to rural discontent. 
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Farmers responded to the pressure and discontent 

by forming vigilante and rural protest groups. John R. 

Allen met several farmers on his farm in Lampasas County, 

Texas, in the late 1870s. The purpose of the meeting was 

to form a farm support group. The farmers organized the 

Alliance "to better protect the interests of the produc

ing classes ln the purchase of necessaries and the sale 

of products by a unity of action." The group provided an 

opportunity for social gathering for families and enabled 

a group educational effort. Although the Lampasas group 

did not last long, it became the basis for the Farmers' 

Alliance that spread all over the United States. William 

T. Baggett, a Lampasas Allianceman, moved north to Parker 

County and took with him the ideas of the early Lampasas 

Alliance. He quickly organized a new Alliance in 1879.
3 

Like similar organizations such as the Grange, 

the Farmers' Alliance began as a secret society. In an 

oath, members swore that they would "never reveal any 

of the secrets of the Alliance." Members rarely discussed 

secrecy or recorded any information on secrecy in the 

4 minutebooks. 

Baggett continued to promote the Alliance and 

organized suballiances in Parker, Wise, and Jack Counties. 

In 1880 the Grand State Farmers' Alliance organized a co

hesive system to unite the various small Alliances in 

5 Texas. 
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The Texas Farmers' Alliance expanded throughout 

the state because of the efforts of travelling lecturers 

who received a small sum of money for each suballiance 

they organized. For example, S. 0. Daws organized several 

suballiances before being elected State Lecturer. oaws 

became an important figure in the Texas Alliance by 

helping to organize committees to help the farmer and 

rural laborer economically. For farmers, a cooperative 

exchange system of buying and selling was established to 

eliminate the necessity of a middleman. Although the 

Alliance actually became the middleman, Robert McMath con

cluded that the farmers' best interests were served. 6 

From its beginning, the Alliance was plagued by 

the question of whether to become involved in politics. 

The Lampasas group had argued about participation in the 

Greenback Party. By the mid-1880s, the Alliance once 

aga~n faced the question of political involvement. In 

1886, the Prohibitionist Party garnered support from many 

Alliancemen. Concern over partisan politics continued. 

s. 0. Daws recommended nonpartisanship and an educational 

program to help the laboring classes make intelligent 

political decisions. Charles Macune, president of the 

Texas Alliance, also sought to calm the membership so the 

organization could remain united. However, the efforts 

of oaws and Macune only temporarily caused the issue to 

subside. At the National Alliance meeting in 1892, an 
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insurgent group organized the People's Party. This left 

the Southern Alliancemen a choice between the Democratic 

Party of their fathers and the Populist Party. Although 

the Farmers' Alliance remained active for a few more 

years, the Alliance never fully recovered from this politi-

1 d
. . . 7 

ca l.Vl.Sl.on. 

Many issues faced the Alliance during its active 

years. Several Alliancemen supported the Greenback Party 

and its demand for inflated currency. In 1886 the Al-

liance met at Cleburne, Texas, and outlined demands in-

eluding flexible currency and free and unlimited coinage 

of silver. The Alliance eventually demanded a graduated 

income tax and government ownership of transportation and 

communication systems. 

Charles Macune, a Texas Alliance leader and pub-

lisher of the National Economist, introduced a special 

reform plan to the National Alliance Meeting in St. Louis 

in the late 1880s. This sub-treasury plan would provide 

farmers with low cost United States government crop 

storage and low interest short-term credit. The Alliance 

demands were unsuccessful during the life of the Alliance; 

8 
however, they were the basis for future reform. 
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CHAPTER II 

WOMEN IN LOCAL ALLIANCES 

The Farmers' Alliance proved to be the most suc

cessful farm organization during the latter part of the 

nineteenth century in Texas as well as other Southern 

states. This success, ~n part, can be attributed to the 

involvement of women. At the same time, their activity 

in the Alliance helped women to learn skills of organiza

tion and to work with men as their equals. Women responded 

to this opportunity and became active Alliance members, 

which in turn provided them with a needed opportunity for 

social interaction. 

In its 1881 Constitution, the Texas Farmers' Al

liance set down regulations for membership. To qualify, 

one had to be white, over sixteen years of age, believe 

in a Supreme Being, and be a farmer or rural laborer, 

minister, doctor, teacher, or editor of an agricultural 

paper. Most significantly, the Alliance admitted fe-

males as well as males. The guidelines for membership 

were the same for both sexes. While women may have been 

admitted to increase membership rolls, many proved to be 

active, responsible Alliance members. Perhaps the Alliance 

13 



included women because the organization emphasized the 

importance of the family. Many group activities also 

included children. 1 

14 

The process of gaining admittance to the Farmers' 

Alliance was not simple. A person who met the strict 

guidelines submitted a formal application to the local 

Alliance. Then, an appointed committee examined the ap

plication and reported its recommendation to the regular 

membership. Following a motion and a favorable vote, the 

applicant was admitted to the Alliance. Shortly there-

after at another meeting, the new member was initiated. 

Centennial Alliance in Bell County did not accept every

one who applied. Both men and women were rejected for 

reasons that were not recorded. 2 

The Farmers' Alliance gave women the opportunity 

to work in an organization with men. Men and women were 

equal members, although women did not pay dues. Because 

many women did not have an income, this provision may 

have allowed them to join the organization. As members, 

women earned and exercised responsibility while learning 

the new skill of discussing economic and political issues 

with men. As they became more involved in the organiza

tion, women were elected as officers on all levels. This 

experience in the Farmers' Alliance expanded the role of 

participating women. The rural woman's "sphere" was ex

tremely limited. Although she might have been active in 
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a church congregation or a local chapter of the Woman's 

Christian Temperance Union, she probably would not have 

participated in any organization with men. In addition, 

women generally were excluded from economic and political 

discussions. Women had a distinctly separate "sphere" 

from men. Thus, the Alliance helped women become involved 

1n an organization with men and gave them access to poli

tical discussions. The Alliance was not the first rural 

organization to allow membership to women, for women al

ready had joined the Grange, although that organization 

limited female participation. The Farmers' Alliance be

came a more active and influential association and women 

participated more actively in it than the Grange. 3 

The Alliance went out of its way to seek female 

participation. In his annual message to the "Brothers 

and Sisters," R. A. High, the president of the Farmers' 

State Alliance of Texas, encouraged women to join and 

become active members. "Our female membership should be 

recognized as a very powerful element of strength in our 

order," he said, "as we notice where there 1s an active 

woman element in our subAlliances there is to be found 

the greatest activity among the members. 

The Alliance considered itself a large family, 

and referred to members with familial pronouns. All 

males were considered "brothers," while females were 

called "sisters." Children were referred to as "cousins." 
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These names reflect the interest of the group in the 

family as well as the relationships established by mem

bership. This may also indicate a religious influence 

because such terms were used in some churches. 

Both men and women acknowledged the importance 

of the Alliance for women. Mrs. Bettie Gay of Columbus, 

Texas, discussed "The Influence of Women in the Alliance," 

in a 1891 article included in Nelson Dunning's contem

porary Farmers' Alliance History and Agricultural Digest. 

Gay saw the Alliance as a redeemer of women from what 

she considered their intellectually suppressed and "en

slaved condition." She thought that women should be 

encouraged to develop intellectual interests and involve

ment ~n political activity. Gay believed that women did 

live ~n a separate "sphere," and her article reflected 

nineteenth-century conventional views. The "position of 

a woman ~n the Alliance is the same as it is in the family," 

she wrote, "--the companion and helpmeet of man." She 

also thought that women would have a reforming influence 

in the Alliance and in American society.
5 

Gay's discussion on the labor of women ~n the 

work force and ~n agriculture revealed that she sought 

reform largely to enhance the position of women ~n con

ventional roles. The current social system kept women 

uneducated and caused poverty and suffering. Women needed 

both education and the vote in order that such a system 
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might be reformed. 

Gay stressed the importance of education for 

women, and she recognized that a growing number were 

working in factories. These women were unable to get 

better jobs, she argued, because society prevented their 

education. She also recognized that many farm wives and 

daughters helped plant and harvest crops with men. Al-

though she argued that equal work should receive equal 

recognition, her basic belief was that women should not 

have to participate 1n the work force. Bettie Gay 

viewed education as the means to achieve other reforms. 

If women were allowed the opportunity of intellectual 

development equal with that of men, other needed politi-

cal and social reforms would occur. If women were equal, 

they would have better educational opportunities. In-

tellectual women would, in turn, raise children who 

would improve society. Women should not trust men for 

their happiness but should remain involved in the pub-

1
. 6 1c arena. 

Betty Gay believed that the meetings of the 

Farmers' Alliance benefited women. "The meetings give 

recreation to the mind," she wrote, "and the physical 

being is for a time relieved from incessant toil." 

Farm wives worked long days at unvarying tasks such as 

cooking, cleaning, gardening, sewing, canning and pre-

serv1ng, caring for livestock, and occasionally helping 
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their husbands in the fields. Gay recognized that the 

routines of farm women changed little and chances to 

leave the farm and socialize were few. Men traditionally 

occupied a public "sphere," while women remained in a 

domestic "sphere." Alliance meetings, then, gave both 

men and women a break from routine and provided stimu

lating lectures and speeches. The organization supplied 

a much needed social contact for isolated farm families, 

allowing men and women the opportunity to gather together 

and share the problems of rural life. This social func

tion helped the Alliance remain active even after the 

rlse of the Populist Party. 7 

A few women remained skeptical about the bene

fits of Alliance meetings. Not all women sought active 

participation. For example, Fay Forestelle, although a 

contributor of poetry to the women's page ln the Southern 

rv1ercury, felt that she would only be a "1 ukewarm" member 

who could contribute little to the organization. She 

feared that attendance at meetings would be abandonment 

of her seven "babies." Although her husband attended 

regularly, Forestelle thought bhat her best contribution 

to the organization would be care of her children. 8 

Other Alliancewomen wrote the Southern Mercury 

about the lack of female attendance. "A Farmers' 

Daughter" wrote the editor of the Mercury to say that 

Alliancewomen were not attending regularly in McClennan 
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County because of the weather. A sister from Van Zandt 

County sent in her local Alliance news at the request of 

the president of that Alliance. She admitted that "some 

of us sisters who have little children can't attend 

regularly, but we will go as often as we can and encourage 

our husbands to go." 9 

Forestelle, however, did not represent the majority 

of Alliancewomen. While the Alliance provided opportunities 

for women to work on an equal basis with men, the organi-

zation also benefited from its active female membership. 

Through the Southern Mercury most sisters encouraged each 

other to participate in the organization. For example, 

Fannie Williams wrote that "it is the duty of every sls-

ter to attend all meetings when possible." Brother J. W. 

Collier reported from Houston County that "the sisters 

attend regularly and are valuable members. We have a 

lady secretary and a lady treasurer." Brother W. T. Moore 

believed that the presence of women would be helpful to 

the Collin County Alliance: 

Several ladies were taken in, but they never, from 
some cause or other, put in their appearance at our 
meetings. Probably if they had, things would now be 
different with us. I am aware of the fact that woman 
possesses a wonderful influence over a majority of 
mankind when directed ln the right channel. 

Thus, Alliancemen conveyed a clear interest in maintaining 

female membership. While women increased membership 

rolls, the encouragement of their involvement by men also 
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reflected a s1ncere interest 1n active female partici

. 10 
pat1on. 

Farmers' Alliance membership records reflect 

the involvement of significant numbers of women. While 

Robert McMath has estimated that perhaps 25 percent 

of the Alliance members were women, some suballiances 

reported a higher percentage. According to the April 

1887 membership report for Gillespie County, which 

included several suballiances, an average of 37 percent 

of the members were women. Other suballiances which 

recorded their male/female membership were Stonewall 

Alliance (32 percent female), Junction Alliance (35 

percent female), Nebo Alliance (35 percent female), 

Willow Alliance (41 percent female), and Squaw Creek 

Alliance (43 percent female). In addition, Gillespie 

County's male/female membership ratio remained stable 

for at least the next six years. In its report for 

the quarter ending 30 September 1893, that county re-

corded a total of fifty-four members, nineteen of whom 

were women. Thus, the ratio still was 35 percent women 

to 65 percent men, roughly the same as the 37 percent 

female membership in 1887. Although the quarterly 

report revealed a loss of two males, no females left 

the organization. Such figures indicate that a large 

number of women became Alliance members, and remained 

in the organization even though they were still a 
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. . 11 m1.nor1.ty. 

Although the large number of female members helped 

the Alliance 1.n many significant ways, women did not con-

tribute much financial support. The Constitution speci

fically stated that participating males would be charged 

five cents a year, but no dues would be charged to women. 

Women contributed through other channels, exemplified 

by the suggestion made by Mrs. A. P. Shaw and Mrs. Bettie 

Gay that women sell produce and eggs to earn money which 

could be donated to the Alliance. The extent of women's 

actual involvement 1.n meetings of the local Alliances 

varied from county to county. For example, Hood County 

Farmers' Alliance records from 1887-1896 only mentioned 

women when thanking them for cooking the meal. In this 

county, female participation seems to have consisted 

1 f 1 . . 1 1 12 argely o p ay1.ng convent1.ona ro es. 

The Bell County Centennial Alliance minutebook 

included a list of twenty-eight female members. Nine of 

those listed were married; nineteen were not. Possibly 

the Alliance meetings provided single women an opportunity 

to meet single men. Centennial Alliance included women 

on corrunittees that also included men. In addition, Cen-

tennial Alliance elected women, as well as men, to be 

delegates to the Bell County Alliance meetings. This 

provides a significant contrast to Hood County where 

women only cooked meals. Centennial Alliance also elected 



13 a woman as secretary-treasurer. 

The Gillespie County Alliance minutebook seldom 

referred to feminine participation before 1892. By 

October 1892, however, Gillespie County suballiances 

elected women as alternate delegates to the county Al

liance meetings. By January 1893, Miss Emily Streigler 

"was elected installing officer .. II The same month . . 

22 

the Gillespie County Alliance instructed its state dele

gates to vote for Miss Fanny Leak for State Secretary

Treasurer. A year later Sister Emily Streigler was 

elected secretary-treasurer for the Gillespie County 

Farmers' Alliance. 14 

As more women became involved in the Farmers' 

Alliance, they began taking on more responsibility. Al

though many women sent suballiance news to the Southern 

Mercury, it usually was not ln an official capacity. In 

September 1888, however, J. W. Collier of Houston County 

reported that his Alliance had a female secretary and a 

female treasurer. In the same year, the McKinney Al

liance had a female assistant lecturer until her death 

in August. Not until 1894 did it become apparent in 

the Southern Mercury that women frequently were being 

elected as secretaries on the local level. In 1894 

Navarro County, Collin County, Limestone County, and 

Lampasas County all had female secretaries who sub

mitted news to the Southern Mercury. In 1895, Parker, 
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Ellis, and Jasper Counties could boast a similar record. 15 

The meetings of the local Farmers' Alliances pro-

vided a source of camaraderie for both males and females. 

Members looked forward to the meetings, not only for dis-

cuss1on of political and economic problems and solutions, 

but also for social contact. Women contributed to the 

local meetings with poems, lectures, and essays. Members 

judged many of the sisters' contributions valuable enough 

to be submitted to the Southern Mercury for publication. 

For example, Miss Mary Herring delivered the "Address of 

Welcome" to the McClennan County Alliance on 9 October 

1888. Although she directed her remarks to "Hr. Presi-

dent and Brothers of the County Alliance," she did men-

tion women: 

In your efforts to carry out the principles of the 
Alliance, let me assure you of the assistance of 
women. In ages past, none have been truer to their 
country than the women, and when monopoly is stran
gling the laborers they will find in us those who 
will assist them in every effort to cast off the yoke 
of oppression,and as you are in the scale of pros
perity, we will be found rejoicing. 

Similarly, Johnson County moved in 1889 that "Sister 

Fannie Moss' essay be furnished The Mercury for publi-

cation." It eventually was published on the women's 

page and addressed the topic of "Members Duty." Moss 

believed that duty, charity, education and thrift all 

contributed to the success of the Alliance. She closed 

her essay: 



Now dear sisters, let us all try 
to help the Alliance to prosper. 
do much, but we can help to keep 
husbands out of debt. 

to do what we can 
I know we can't 

our fathers and 

Debt continued to be a concern of Alliancewomen, as 

24 

debt could cause the loss of livelihood for their families. 

Later Moss made a significant contribution to the Al-

liance when she was elected State Secretary-Treasurer ln 

1892. 16 

In 1895, the Centennial Alliance of Bell County 

voted to reserve the third Saturday evening of every 

month for contributions by women. On that evening women 

could "indulge in recitations, reading of essays, or 

anything they may deem proper for the entertainment of 

an audience." This measure reflected male confidence in 

the female meniliership and an interest in retaining female 

members. And by speaking 1n public, women participated 

in an area that previously had been closed to them and 

practiced a skill that few women had had the chance to 

cultivate. Thus, women ln the Farmers' Alliance moved 

into areas previously closed to them. In the summer of 

1888, Jennie Scott Wilson delivered a speech before the 

State Alliance, indicating that women were encouraged to 

h 
. . 17 

participate on all levels of t e organ1zat1on. 

Women who participated in the Farmers' Alliance 

reaped the benefit of social interaction. Meetings, 

picnics, and lectures temporarily relieved the isolation 
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and monotony of farm life. In his History of the Wheel 

and Alliance, W. Scott Morgan included an entire chapter 

on social activities sponsored by the Farmers' Alliance. 

Morgan emphasized the isolation of farm life, which was 

especially difficult for women. Although men's daily 

farm routine would vary from week to week, women on the 

farm engaged in monotonous, unvarying tasks from day to 

day. Morgan reiterated the point that the social gatherings 

of the Alliance provided a pleasant outlet for persons of 

18 
all ages. 

Farmers' Alliance gatherings were held in homes, 

special meeting places, churches, and picnic groves. 

The pincics were especially popular, and some camp meetings 

in the groves would last two, three, or four days. The 

days were filled with lectures, speeches, songs, camaraderie, 

and refreshments. Robert McMath has compared the Farmers' 

Alliance camp meetings to early religious camp meetings 

d . 1 19 an rev1.va s. 

Songs were an important part of meetings. The 

Southern Mercury book list included the Alliance and Labor 

Songster, a popular Alliance songbook which cost twenty 

cents in 1892. The Ladies Department of the newspaper 

in 1888 included an "Alliance Song," written by Mrs. 

Calmes of Dallas County, to be sung to the tune of "Red, 

White, and Blue." The first line of the second verse 

proclaimed: 11 Three cheers for the Farmers' Alliance," 
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and the chorus was resplendent with rousing phrases such 

as: "We proclaim the ever glorious freedom/We've achieved 

as the fruits of our toil,/And inscribe on our bright 

golden banners/All honor to the sons of the soil." 20 

Not only did women benefit from their partici

pation, the Farmers' Alliance benefited from its female 

membership. Women, who made up a large part of the 

roll, were important to the survival of the organization. 

The fact that women, who generally had no income, did not 

pay dues allowed many to participate in the Alliance. 

Female participation increased ln the Alliance after 

the rise of the Populist Party ln 1892. The Populist 

Party shied away from the lssue of women suffrage, ig

noring the advancement of women ln the Alliance. Since 

the Populist Party was a political organization and women 

were disfranchised, the Alliancewomen would be abandoned. 

Perhaps women continued to be active in the Alliance be

cause they were excluded by the Populist Party. Admis

sion on equal terms with men provided a significant 

opportunity for these rural women in the late 1880s. As 

members, they contributed to the success of the Alliance 

by serving as officers, planning and executing programs, 

and lecturing. All members benefited from the social ln

tercourse at Alliance gatherings that offered respite 

from the isolation of farm life. 
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CHAPTER III 

ATTITUDES OF ALLIANCEWOMEN 

As women became involved in the Farmers' Alliance 

ln varlous localities, many began to communicate on the 

state level. The official newspaper of the Texas Far-

rners' Alliance, the Southern Mercury, published numerous 

letters to the editor through which men and women corn-

rnunicated throughout Texas and with individuals in other 

states. Thus, the Mercury provided Alliance members with 

a medium through which they could discuss a variety of 

topics. This interaction allowed an exchange of ideas 

and solidified a sense of community throughout the Texas 

Alliance. 

The Farmers' Alliance published its newspaper 

between 1884 and 1907. In 1887 the name changed from 

the Dallas Mercury to the Southern Mercury. As the of-

ficial organ of the Farmers' State Alliance of Texas, the 

paper had a circulation of 26,000 in 1890. Although most 

subscribers lived in Texas, the large number of letters 

from other states indicated that the Mercury had a large 

. . 11 1 
readership ln other states and terrltorles as we . 

Study of the advertisements in the Southern 

29 
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Mercury indicates that the paper anticipated both male 

and female readership. Ads pertaining to medicine were 

most numerous and took up more column space than for any 

other item. Advertised cures for opium addiction, can

cer, catarrh, dyspepsia, biliousness, and syphilis 

abounded. Second to medical advertisements were those 

related to agriculture. Plows, seeds, windmills, feed, 

and fencing all were advertised. No other ad category 

came close to these two in size or number. Banks, law

yers, insurance agents, and real estate companies all 

advertised in the paper. While hardware stores and those 

who promised to cure impotence directed their ads to the 

male audience, other advertisements targeted women. 

Montgomery Ward advertised its catalog regularly. Cures 

for female disorders outnumbered those for impotence. 

Grocery cooperatives as well as companies selling jewelry, 

p1anos, organs, sew1ng machines, clothes, and china all 

solicited space in the Southern Mercury. Various com

panles which advertised in every issue sought to hire 

female agents for reasons not given. The Mercury also 

published ads for var1ous novelties, including dime novels 

and campagin memorabilia. By early 1889, the Louisiana 

State Lottery advertised regularly. Promotions in the 

Southern Mercury aimed not only at a married public, but 

also toward sing~e persons. For example, a singles bene

fit organization, the Mutual Endowment Society, placed 



31 

ads regularly. 

The Southern Mercury included not only a large 

number of ads in each lssue, but also a substantial num

ber of letters to the editor. As these letters were 

not restricted by sex or origin of the writer, letters 

from males and females throughout Texas and from many 

states and territories were published. For example, more 

than one-fifth of the letters published in the Southern 

Mercury came from persons who lived outside of Texas. 

The newspaper published correspondence from most Southern 

states as well as from plains and Western states and 

territories. Mercury editors placea letters from out

side of Texas on a separate page labeled "Other States" 

or "Foreign Correspondence." Of these letters, Louisi

anians submitted the largest number. Most letters from 

women who did not live in Texas appeared on the women's 

page, and most frequently came from Indian Territory, 

Louisiana, or Mississippi. 

Persons from all over Texas sent letters, from 

Bowie County in the Northeast to Jefferson County in the 

Southeast and from the upper Rio Grande valley in Val 

Verde County to Collingsworth County in the Panhandle. 

During 1888 and 1889, the Southern Mercury published more 

letters from Bell County than any other. Males from 

Navarro County sent the largest number of letters from 

men, while women in neighboring Ellis County contributed 



more letters than females in any other county. 

The women who belonged to the Texas Farmers' 

Alliance found in the Southern Mercury a paper that 

acknowledged their presence and published their let

ters. This medium of communication provided rural 

women contact with various parts of the state, and 

allowed interchange of ideas throughout Texas. The 

Alliancewomen took advantage of this opportunity and 

corresponded regularly. 

32 

The number of women's letters peaked during the 

fall of 1888 and declined swiftly thereafter. Several 

issues during the following few months contained no 

letters from women, although there was still a women's 

page. The contents of the women's page without letters 

included household hints and articles as well as let-

ters from children. Bettie Gay, who wrote about the 

decline of letters in 1891, claimed that women had been 

cut off from the paper for the previous two years. Per

haps the declining number of letters was due to a waning 

of interest in the Alliance. Gay lauded the publication 

of women's letters once aga1n by stating, "Thank Heaven 

the columns are open once more to those who suffer most." 2 

Women's letters comprised 21 percent of 

all those published. Each week the Southern Mercury 

singled out correspondence from women by devoting one 

page to letters and concerns of women and children. The 
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editor labelled page two the "Ladies' Department" in 

1888, "The Family" in 1889, and "Woman's Column" in 

1890. That same year, the editor moved the women's 

page to page six, and in 1894 it became "Our Household." 

Women's letters did appear in other parts of the news-

paper. Eleven percent of the female correspondence was 

published in parts of the Southern Mercury other than 

the women's section. Thus, women's letters were not 

completely segregated from those from men. 3 

Letters from women which appeared on the women's 

page covered a wide variety of topics, including suffrage 

and politics, as well as motherhood. Although 14 

percent of the female correspondents expressed timidity 

in their letters during the spring and summer of 1888, 

the number of such disclaimers decreased as months went 

on, and the women gained confidence in their capabilities. 

A typical early letter from Freestone County closed, 

"for fear of that dreadful wastebasket I will say good 

bye." Another woman expressed her timidity by saying, 

"we rap timidly at the door of your sanctum; will you 

kindly let us in for a few moments?" In her article on 

"Women .1.n the Southern Farmers' Alliance," focusing pr1.-

marily on North Carolina, Julie Roy Jeffrey found a 

. . 4 
similar reticence 1.n publ.1.c express1.on. 

Fifty-one percent of the letters on the ladies' 

page included news from local Alliances. Each suballiance 



anticipated reading its own news 1n the Mercury, and 

much of the writing of that news was done by women. 

Mattie Terry, for example, in 1889 sent news from Van 

Zandt County. "As the president of our Alliance re-

quested me to write to our noble paper," she wrote, "I 
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will endeavor to give a few thoughts, although I am not 

gifted with the pen as Ann Other, Charitie, and others, 

' 

my heart is full of Alliance zeal." Terry continued her 

letter with the suballiance news. Many men also wrote 

to give local Alliance news; as many as 64 per

cent of the men's letters included local news. 5 

Letters to the editor of the Southern Mercury 

often expressed support for the Farmers' Alliance and its 

causes or for the newspaper for its efforts. Nearly 

half of the women who wrote on other topics also offered 

support to the Farmers' Alliance or its newspaper. For 

example, Fannie E. Campbell concluded her letter 1n 

1888, "Wishing The Mercury much success, and the Alliance 

too--may it spread far and wide upward and onward, and 

may it be a success throughout the Union." The per-

centage of men who wrote in support of the Alliance was 

slightly less than that of women.
6 

The women included in the pages of the Southern 

Mercury wrote about domestic issues, such as child-

rearing, motherhood, and housework, less frequently 

than about political issues. Only 14 percent of 
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the letters studied discussed domestic work. These 

women were interested in being as frugal as possible ln 

order to help the men become free of debt. Mrs. Maner 

suggested in 1889 that one area in which money would be 

saved was clothing. If women remade the dresses they 

already had to look "new and stylish," money could be 

saved. Mrs. I. L. Payne of Navarro County expressed 

the desire of many farm families to be free from debt: 

Some of our members paid off their debts last fall, 
others that were not lucky enough to have the means 
to pay them are striving to pay all they owe this 
year. Our lodge has resolved to not go into debt 
nor mortgage anything to the merchants this year. 
Sisters, let us do all in our power to keep our hus
bands, brothers, and children from going in debt 
this year. I buy all I am bound to have through the 
sununer, with butter, chickens, and eggs, that I can
not buy and pay for I do without. 

Only 4 percent of the women's letters ln the Southern 

Mercury during 1888 and 1889 discussed motherhood, while 

just 3 percent of the women wrote on the topic of 

childrearing. Clearly, such subjects were less important 

. 1' . 7 for public discusslon than po ltlcs. 

Women who wrote to the Southern Mercury dis-

cussed a wide range of political issues. Ten percent 

of the total number of letters dealt with concerns that 

ranged from the subtreasury plan to internal Alliance 

matters. One sister from Wilson County argued that pro-

tective tariffs should be abolished. She declared, "the 

protective tariff does not, in any sense whatever, protect 
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the laborer," and elaborated her argument by explaining 

how abandonment of a tariff would not affect Alliance 

manufacturing interests. Fanny Leak, who became a state 

officer, wrote on political issues and even analyzed 

voting patterns in various counties. Leak realized that 

counties in which the Alliance was strong also voted for 

Populist candidates. Many men wrote to the Southern 

Mercury concerning political issues: 22 percent 

of the men's letters discussed political matters. 8 

The issue of suffrage and women's rights stirred 

more women to write. Fifteen percent of the women's 

letters focused on female suffrage or women's rights. 

Of the letters from Texas women, 56 percent wrote 

~n favor of suffrage and women's rights, while 

44 percent wrote against such issues. Women's suffrage 

had been mulled over in Texas since 1868, but little 

interest had been shown until 1887 when the Women's 

Christian Temperance Union began to support the idea. 

This growing interest in suffrage was reflected among 

women who participated in the Farmers' Alliance. "Ann 

Other," a frequent writer to the Southern Mercury, made 

the following counter to an anti-suffrage argument: 

You class the decline of patriotism with the rise of 
the popularity of universal suffrage and, 'woman 
neglecting her duty in her proper sphere.' Now will 
some one kindly tell me what is her proper sphere? 
I have always heard the expression, but have failed 
to locate it by any series of studies I have taken 
up. I am obliged to conclude it is whatever the 
state of society dictates to her. 
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"Ann Other" supported women's suffrage more than once 

~n the pages of the Mercury, but perhaps not as often 

as Bettie Gay of Columbus. Gay suggested, "Many of the 

women of this day are better posted on political economy 

than many of the men." She later expressed a common 

theme among proponents of suffrage: women will bring re

form through the polls. Many pro-suffrage supporters 

believed that woman suffrage was the means for wide 

spread social reform. Women were naturally good and 

therefore were natural reformers. Gay wrote, "the wise 

women of Texas will yet lead the men out of the dark

ness, as they (the men) have been a failure in their 

management of governmental affairs.-" Contributions by 

Dr. Grace Danforth, an activist in the Texas Equal Rights 

Association, were in the form of numerous articles and 

letters that were published in the Southern Mercury. 

Dr. Ellen Lawson Dabbs, corresponding secretary for the 

Texas Equal Rights Association, actively participated in 

the Alliance. Perhaps because it was a reform organiza

tion, the Farmers' Alliance included several women and a 

few men who favored women's suffrage. Annie Mims of 

Wood County wrote, "I think it time for woman to assert 

her rights, as I fear nothing short of the ballot box 

with woman suffrage will lift us from the oppression 

of class legislation, monopolies, and trust combinations." 

The out-of-state women who penned thoughts on suffrage 



and women's rights all wrote favorably on both issues. 

Sixty-one percent of Texas and out-of-state women who 

wrote on the issue favored women's rights. 9 

Yet, the anti-suffrage argument also appeared 

1n the Southern Mercury. The 44 percent of 
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female Texas contributors who objected stated adamantly 

that they did not want women at the polls or out of the 

home. One issue that concerned white men and women was 

extension of the vote to black women. Mary A. Raborn 

expressed this theme in her letter to the editor: 

I'm sorry the equal suffragists can see nothing 
better to fight for than female suffrage. I know 
there are many women who could be intelligent voters, 
but to offset all these there are thousands upon 
thousands of not only ignorant, but degraded women, 
both white and black, who would be as easily pur
chased as the ignorant voter of the male sex. 

Mary Raborn continued her battle over suffrage in the 

pages of the Mercury. During 1895 she argued with 

Margaret Watson over several issues. These polarized 

letters offered an informal and unplanned debate for 

readers. Raborn's side of the issue received support 

from many women. "Corn Bread," a regular contributor to 

the Southern Mercury, wrote that the ballot box was no 

place for a woman to be because the men might be drunk 

and use slang in front of her. Other women also stressed 

female delicacy and refinement. Mrs. J. Morton Smith 

of Bell County wrote: 
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And now in conclusion, a word to the weaker sex 
(of which I am one) . The true history of the world 
is the record of the home life and the characteris
tics of its people. It is to women we owe the lit
tle niceities of social intercourse, and to her we 
look as the 'star of Bethlehem, to light the way to 
a higher and better life,' and we must remember 
that her presence in a home, however hunilile, is a 
subtle influence permeating everywhere. We are 
thankful that the rigorously demanded woman's rights 
have been denied us. If it were not for the re
straining influences of conventionalism, it is 'pos
sible women would never have acquired the genius, 
shown in all ages, all climes, and under all cir
cumstances, (but never so marked as now), for adorning 
and refining home.' 

Ann McCrumb wrote that she did not want to be exposed to 

the elements and that the best thing for women to do on 

election day would be to have a hot meal waiting for 

their husbands when they came home. Many anti-suffrage 

supporters felt that if women went to the polls, they 

would neglect their families and juvenile delinquency 

would result. Nevertheless, however vocal the anti-

suffrage arguments, the majority of women who wrote to 

h . d 10 the Southern Mercury on t e lssue wante to vote. 

Women from other states participated in the Texas 

Farmers' Alliance through the Southern Mercury; 18 

percent of the women's letters published between 19 

April 1888 and 18 April 1889 came from outside of Texas. 

Out-of-state women wrote to describe their local Alliances 

and to give support to the Alliance cause. Eleven per-

cent of the women penned thoughts on suffrage and women's 

rights; all were favorable. Five percent of the women 

wrote on domestic issues, the same percent that wrote 
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about education. One person each wrote about temperance 

and clothes. Thus, topics discussed by Alliance women 

from out-of-state were similar to those discussed by 

their Texas sisters. 

The women's page, reflecting the family interests 

of the Farmers' Alliance, also included letters from 

children. In forty-eight issues, the Southern Mercury 

published 222 letters from children, to whom the editor 

referred as "cousins." If their correspondence is added 

to the total number of letters from adults, children 

wrote about 18 percent of the letters. Children, who 

authored an average of 4.625 letters per issue, were en-

thusiastic but somewhat timid correspondents. They 

usually told their age, something about their horne or 

family, and whether or not they went to school. The 

children liked to include games, or a riddle or qu1z, 

in their letters. For several weeks during 1888 and 

1889, the cousins asked each other Bible riddles. The 

children chose a word and asked either how many times 

it occurred in the Bible or where it occurred first. 

Other cousins generally answered the question in a few 

weeks. Claudy Sims of Longview submitted a typical 

letter: 

Editor Mercury: I am a little boy 10 years old. I 
have one little brother and three sisters. Papa and 
mamma belong to the Alliance. I belong to the Sab
bath school. I like to read The Mercury, and 
I will ask a question: Where 1s 'cow' first found 
in the Bible? 



More of the cousins' letters came from girls (71 per

cent) than from boys (29 percent) . 11 

The Southern Mercury allowed women to partici

pate at the state level in the Farmers' Alliance, and a 

few women were particularly active. Mrs. A. P. Shaw 
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and Mrs. Bettie Gay organized women, through the news

paper, to give money to offset the Alliance debts. c. W. 

Macune of Texas had initiated a statewide cooperative 

exchange that would link the small cooperatives together. 

The Alliance would buy goods wholesale and sell them to 

Alliance members for only a slightly higher price. The 

Farmers' Alliance had little capital, and in order to 

stay alive the exchange operated on a credit system. As 

the exchange began to fail, efforts such as the sugges

tion made by Gay and Shaw were directed toward saving the 

cooperative exchange program. Gay and Shaw urged women 

to "sell eggs, chickens, butter and garden stuff to the 

amount of ONE DOLLAR." The Alliance received several 

contributions as a result of the proposition, and Gay 

continued her efforts by attempting to solicit funds from 

12 
both men and women. 

Many women wrote the Southern Mercury during 1888 

and 1889, expressing thoughts and concerns on a variety 

of topics. Women's letters reflected a growing interest 

ln political issues as well as concern for the Alliance. 

These areas were important to the women as their livelihoods 
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were threatened. The success of the Alliance and its re

forms would mean stability of home life and an improved 

social system. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PR0!-1INENT TEXAS ALLIANCEWOMEN 

The involvement of women ln the Farmers' Al

liance expanded beyond the local level and in the pages 

of the Southern Mercury. The Texas Farmers' Alliance 

elected three women to state offices, a vote of con

fidence that was extended by no other Southern state 

Alliance. In 1892, Mrs. Mary M. Clardy became the 

Assistant State Lecturer, and ln that same year, the 

official directory of officers of the Texas Alliance 

listed Miss Fannie Moss of Cleburne as the Secretary

Treasurer of the organization. In 1894, Miss Fanny 

Leak became the Secretary-Treasurer. Many other women 

attained prominence in the Texas state organization, ln

cluding three women who participated in the Alliance on 

the national level, Katie Terrell, Ellen Lawson Dabbs, 

and Elizabeth Dwyer. Katie Terrell travelled through

out the country with her National Lecturer husband, 

Ben Terrell, and was visible through her connection with 

him. Physician Ellen Lawson Dabbs, however, served ln 

her own right as a delegate at the St. Louis convention 

and wrote for the National Economist, the official 

44 
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newspaper of the National Farmers' Alliance. Elizabeth 

Dwyer also published articles in the national paper. 1 

Mrs. Terrell was born Katie Heaner on 14 August 

1856 in Orangeburg, South Carolina. Her parents moved 

to Texas five years later and settled in Gonzales County. 

In 1876, at the age of twenty, she married Ben Stockton 

Terrell in a ceremony .at her parents' Leesville, Texas 

home. The newlywed Terrells settled down as sharecroppers 

near Seguin. In 1886 Terrell and his neighbors organized 

the Delaney Alliance. Ben Terrell became active in the 

new organization and, after moving up through the ranks, 

became National Lecturer for the Alliance. In this posi

tion, he travelled throughout Alliance states, North and 

South. Mrs. Terrell often accompanied her husband to 

lectures, picnics, and other social and political func

tions. When Annie L. Diggs, a prominent Kansas Alliance

woman and reform writer, included Katie Terrell ln an 

article about women in the Alliance, she commented, "Mrs. 

Ben Terrell of Texas, wife of the first lecturer of the 

National Alliance, has been her husband's constant com

panlon on his lecture tours, and has thus become widely 

known and loved." 2 

The Terrells frequently visited Washington, D.C. 

on business, and attended many social and political func

tions including the inaugurations of Presidents Cleveland 

and McKinley. Ben Terrell received such courtesies in 
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Washington because of his involvement with the National 

Economist. During the 1890s the Terrells·adopted a 

daughter, Mayme, who also travelled with her parents. 

Ben Terrell often referred to "Katie and the baby" 1n his 

speeches. Katie Heaner Terrell, a lifelong member of the 

Methodist Church, was active in the local Methodist Con-

gregation in Seguin. She died in 1934, six years after 

her husband. 3 

Annie Diggs also recognized the contribution to 

the National Alliance made by Elizabeth Dwyer. Bessie 

Agnes Dwyer was the youngest daughter of Judge Thomas 

A. and Annie C. Dwyer of San Antonio. After the death 

of her father, Elizabeth Dwyer worked 1n a post office 

for six years to help support her family. During this 

period, she began writing poems and sketches. The Gal-

veston News eventually published two of her better stories, 

"Mr. Moore of Albuquerque" and "A Daughter of Eve." These 

stories reflected life in New Mexico and Arizona where 

Dwyer once had visited a sister. Dwyer wrote articles 

for the National Economist on issues such as flexible 

currency, liquor laws, and workingman's insurance. In 

discussion of such topics which once were confined to 

men's sphere, the Alliance allowed women to expand into 

political and economic areas. Dwyer followed her father's 

lead into politics; Judge Dwyer was active in San Antonio 

l
. . 4 

po ltlCS. 
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Ellen Lawson, the only daughter and fourth 

child of Colonel and Mrs. Henry M. Lawson, was born on a 

farm in Rusk County, Texas, in 1853. She attended school 

until 1868, when she left to become a teacher. After 

teaching for six months, she entered Furlow Masonic Col-

lege in Americus, Georgia. Lawson graduated first in 

her class and returned to Texas to teach. She married 

J. W. Dabbs, a merchant widower with four sons. The 

Dabbs settled in Sulphur Springs, Texas, where J. W. 

Dabbs' store was located. After their marriage, the 

Dabbs had five more children. After the birth of her 

children, Ellen Lawson Dabbs returned to school. She 

graduated from the College of Physicians and Surgeons 

in Keokuk, Iowa, after only two years of study. Dr. 

Ellen Lawson Dabbs then attended a school of midwifery 

in St. Louis, Missouri. In 1890, Dr. Dabbs returned to 

Sulphur Springs to practice medicine. She was unusual 

~n her pursuit of a career after marriage and the birth 

5 
of children. 

In early 1892, Dabbs attended, as a delegate, the 

National Farmers' Alliance and Industrial Union meeting 

in St. Louis. Annie Diggs recognized her attendance and 

wrote that Dabbs "Could bear her part ~n public discus-

sian of a controverted question with her most practiced 

and ready Southern Brethren." Dabbs also worked as a 

. 1 . 6 
writer for the Washington, D.C., Nat~ona Econom~st. 
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Dabbs worked to further the causes of temperance and 

women's rights. She was a delegate to the State Women's 

Christian Temperance Union convention in 1892. Susan 

B. Anthony acknowledged Dabbs' work for equal rights and 

included her in The History of Woman Suffrage. Dabbs 

was the corresponding secretary of the Texas Equal Rights 

Association. During her term as corresponding secretary, 

Dabbs organized a woman's congress, attended by as many 

as 300 women, at the Texas state fair in 1893. 7 

Several women contributed to the Texas Farmers' 

Alliance on the state level, six of whom were particular

ly prominent. Jennie Dixon edited the woman's page of 

the Southern Mercury for a short period of time. Dr. 

Grace Danforth wrote letters and an article for the 

Southern Mercury and was an influential member of her 

local Alliance. Mary M. Clardy acted as Assistant State 

Lecturer for the Texas Alliance. Fannie Moss and Fanny 

Leak both served in the capacity of State Secretary

Treasurer in consecutive terms. Bettie Gay, the most 

visible woman on the state level, wrote letters and 

articles, and organized women to support the Texas Far

mers' Alliance. Although Gay participated on the national 

level by attending the St. Louis convention as a dele

gate, her contributions were chiefly within the state of 

Texas. 

Jennie Dixon, the wife of Sam H. Dixon, edited 
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the woman's page of the Southern Mercury from September 

to November 1890. Her husband, an active Allianceman, 

edited the state Alliance newspaper and attended the 

National Alliance meeting in 1890 as a delegate. While 

Jennie Dixon edited the woman's page, she wrote many 

letters to women and to the "Boys and Girls." The issue 

of temperance particularly interested her and she wrote 

frequently on that topic. Mrs. Dixon also edited the 

Women's Christian Temperance Union newspaper, The Texas 

White Ribbon, and played an active role in the WCTU in 

Texas. 8 

Dr. Grace Danforth, a graduate of the Woman's 

Medical College of Chicago and the first woman appointed 

by the Texas Legislature to work at an insane asylum, 

became an active Alliancewoman in the Granger Alliance ~n 

Williamson County. Dr. Danforth, a Texas Equal Rights 

Association activist, wrote several controversial letters 

to and an article for the Southern Mercury. She died of 

a brain hemorrhage ~n 1895 and was eulogized in the 

Mercury. 9 

Mrs. Mary M. Clardy of Sulphur Springs, Texas, 

served the Texas Farmers' Alliance as Assistant State 

Lecturer in 1892. Clardy, an active prohibitionist, 

served on the platform and resolutions committee at the 

Prohibition State Meeting in 1890. Prior to holding 

her state office, Mary Clardy wrote the Southern Mercury 
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asking hypothetical questions such as: 

If every farm in our country were free from mortgage, 
and every farmer had $500 in his purse, with which 
to buy clothing, groceries, and farm implements 
furniture and lumber and to pay mechanics, and the 
same fa~mer is compelled by a tariff to sell only 
to Amer~cans and buy only from Americans, how many 
years will it take until the same Americans will 
again have mortgages on the same American farms? 
Is not the farmer manacled on the hands of his fel
low citizens as long as they withhold from him the 
privilege of buying and selling in any market of 
God's world for his own greatest advantage? 

Clardy pointed out the failure of the system in which the 

farmers lived. She believed that only thorough reform 

would help the situation. 10 

The Johnson County Farmers' Alliance moved in 

1889 to send an essay by Fannie Moss to the Southern 

Mercury for publication. With this essay, "Members Duty," 

she began making a name for herself within the Alliance. 

Moss described the duty to the Alliance as "solemn" and 

urged members to "Keep it in the strictest sense to the 

very letter." She continued her essay by exalting the 

virtues of charity and truthfulness. Moss reflected 

Alliance thought when she stated, "Education lies at 

the very foundation of our vital principles, and out of 

it must come the elevation of the farmers of this dear 

country and the future happiness of their homes." She 

believed that education through the Alliance would "en-

able the farmer to think for himself and arrive at cor-

rect conclusions." Moss closed her essay with a special 



note to women that reflected a constant theme: 

Now dear sisters, let us all try to do what 
we can to help the Alliance to prosper 
I know we can't do much, but we can help to 
keep our fathers and husbands out of debt.ll 
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Fannie Moss, of Cleburne, eventually became the 

Secretary-Treasurer for the Farmers' State Alliance of 

Texas, serving from 1892-1894. During her tenure as 

Secretary-Treasurer, the Southern Mercury published notices 

by Moss which usually prodded county secretaries to sub

mit reports by a certain deadline. 12 

Fanny Leak was born in Bath County, Kentucky. 

She attended Baylor University and the Woman's Medical 

College of Chicago, a department of Northwestern Univer-

sity. She graduated in 1887 and set up a successful 

practice in Austin. Leak found male chauvinism in the 

medical field, but rebuked one gentleman appropriately. 

At a meeting of physicians a woman doctor was introduced 

by a male colleague as Mrs. Leak had the oppor-

tunity later to introduce the male physician, and did 

f . h. I 13 so by adding a Mrs. pre lX to lS name. 

The Texas Farmers' Alliance elected Fanny Leak 

to succeed Fannie Moss in 1894. While Leak worked as 

Secretary-Treasurer, the state Alliance fought over the 

issue of five cent semi-annual dues for women. Leak 

wanted the matter settled in such a way that women would 

"feel that they have indeed an interest in the order," 
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but she did not state clearly whether she supported the 

dues or not. Dues would have been difficult for women 

to pay as many women did not have a source of income. 

It could also be argued, however, that payment of dues 

would make women feel equal and would give them a sense 

f . t t t th . . 14 o comm1 men o e organ1zat1on. 

Leak's stationery letterhead while in office 

voiced her opinion on the involvement of women in the 

Alliance. "Get in your women and give them something 

to do! Push the work for your homes! Organize! Edu-

cate!" These spirited phrases urged women on to further 

involvement. Leak continued her encouragement of both 

women and men: 

We must win, we dare not lose, or all · 
human r1ghts & human l1berty will go down 
in the blackness of darkness and our children 
& children's children will rise to curse our 
memory--Such women as wave the Alliance banner, 
will like the Spartan mothers, urge their loved 
ones on & on, until our nation of toilers 1s 
once more free from the grip of the money power. 

She proved to be a dynamic force in the Farmers' Alliance 

15 
through her spirited phraseology. 

Fanny Leak's letters to county secretaries re-

fleeted the aspect of secrecy in the Farmers' Alliance. 

In October 1895, she wrote the secretary of the Gillespie 

County Alliance that the "word" was "(3, 15, 9, 14) ." 

This secret word may have been "coin," perhaps referring 

to Coin's Financial School, a free silver publication 
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that was becoming a bestseller at the time of Leak's 

letter. Rebert McMath has suggested that such secrecy was 

typical of many contemporary organizations on the Texas 

frontier. Fanny Leak proved to be an active force in 

h 11 . 16 t e A ~ance. 

Although she never attained state office, the 

most active female organizer was Bettie Gay. Gay was 

born Bettie Munn on 24 December 1836 in Alabama, al-

though her family moved to Texas while she was still a 

child. She married another Alabamian, Rufus King Gay, 

and they had one son, James Jehu Bates Gay, in 1856. 

When R. K. Gay died in 1880 at age fifty-two, in order 

to pay for her farm near Columbus, Texas, Bettie Gay 

managed the farm and sewed. On her own. she paid off 

her mortgage and other debts and educated her son. 

J. B. Gay eventually took over management of the 1,776 

acre farm as well as following his mother's political 

footsteps. In addition to managing her farm, Bettie 

Gay spoke and wrote letters in favor of the Alliance, 

prohibition, and woman suffrage. She also participated 

. h h 17 actively in the Bapt~st C urc . 

Bettie Gay played a large role in the Farmers' 

Alliance, although attendance at the St. Louis conven-

tion in 1892 was her only official position. Her first 

appearance in the pages of the Southern Mercury may have 

been 14 June 1888. On that date a letter on the ladies' 
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page from Colorado County signed "B. G." urged persons 

to boycott coffee. Manufactured cloth, however, the 

letter argued, should not be boycotted as it would force 

unnecessary work on farm women. 18 

In June of 1889, Mrs. Bettie Gay of Columbus and 

Mrs. A. P. Shaw of Donalton made a proposition to Texas 

Alliancewomen. The sisters could sell poultry and dairy 

items to give a certain amount of money to the exchange. 

This financial contribution to the Alliance, although not 

large, rallied women behind the cause. Thus, through 

their thrift, women could help the financially ailing 

19 exchange. 

Bettie Gay, somewhat angrily, wrote the Southern 

Mercury in early 1891 to complain about the decline in 

publication of women's letters. She urged the regular 

letter writers to once aga1n write the Southern Mercury 

and help save the Alliance. Morale must have hit a rather 

low point by 1891, for Gay lamented that the Alliance 

had seen better years. Always one to rally the public, 

Gay stated, "Let us ask for a genuine revival next 

spr1ng or summer. Why let Texas lag when other 

. h?"20 states are do1ng so muc . 

When Nelson A. Dunning published his history of 

the Farmers' Alliance in 1891, he included a chapter 

by Bettie Gay on "The Influence of Women in the Alliance." 

Gay quickly summed up the status of women in the larger 
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society: 

She has been placed in this position because people 
have been educated to believe that she is mentally 
inferior to the sterner sex. . . . The male portion 
of our population, through a false gallantry have 
assumed that they are the protectors of the 'weaker 
sex': women have been led to believe that they had 
no political or social rights to be respected, and 
a very large majority of them have bowed in quiet 
submission. 

Gay continued her article by suggesting one way that 

women could improve their status in society: education.
21 

The Southern Mercury excerpted one of Bettie 

Gay's letters in 1894 for publication. Gay, an advocate 

of woman suffrage and women's rights, stated: 

Talk about woman suffrage! Many of the women of 
this day are better posted on political economy than 
many of the men. We have a nation of cowards, be
cause our women have been slaves. 

In 1895 she continued her writing on "Woman's Rights" 

1n an article so entitled for the Southern Mercury. 

Gay immediately paraphrased the Bible by saying "women 

have been in the wilderness for one hundred years." She 

felt that "the women of Texas will yet lead the men out 

of the darkness. II Gay saw the votes of women as 

the votes that would save the world. She envisioned 

women as natural reformers who would clean up government, 

ra1se better citizens, and save humanity from otherwise 

. . d t. 22 1rnrn1nent estruc 1on. 

The writing of Bettie Gay once aga1n appeared on 

the pages of the Mercury in 1895 to express her disdain 
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at the forthcoming prize fight at the Dallas fair. She 

condemned violence and urged women to do all in their 

power to stop the fight. Bettie Gay did live to see one 

of her primary goals attained. Before her death on 7 

June 1921, the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution 

had been adopted. 23 

These nine women were prominently involved in 

the Texas Farmers' Alliance. All worked for the Alliance 

cause, many recognizing that it was for the advancement 

of women. In many ways these nine women were similar. 

They came primarily from Southern backgrounds, and most 

probably belonged to the middle class. Six of the women 

had been married, one widowed. Two of the women were 

married to prominent Alliancemen, which probably influenced 

their involvement. Because Alliance members were required 

to believe in a "Supreme Being," all of the women probably 

had some religious background. Two women were active in 

their local churches. 

Perhaps the most important experience distin

guishing these women active in the Alliance was their 

careers. At least six had full time careers. Three 

were physicians, quite an accomplishment in the 1880s, 

while one managed a farm, another was a writer, and the 

• sixth edited a newspaper. Fannie Moss and Mary Clardy 

were state officers in the Texas Alliance, and it is 

likely that their official duties kept them working full 
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time. Although Katie Terrell did not have a career, 

travelling with her husband took much of her time. Thus, 

all nine of these women were working full time outside 

of the home at a time when such activity would characterize 

only a minority of American women. 

Although the nine women had diverse v1ews on 

issues, they all firmly supported the Alliance and its 

causes. Two belonged to the Texas Equal Rights Associa

tion, and two more spoke out for women's rights and suf

frage. Two women were active in the WCTU and another 

supported temperance. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The period of rural unrest in the 1870s marked the 

beginning of rural organizations such as the Farmers' 

Alliance which originated in Central Texas. Unlike 

other organizations, the Farmers' Alliance admitted men 

and women as equals. Although qualifications for mem

bers were the same for both sexes, probably due to their 

lack of income, women ~id not pay dues. As the Alliance 

spread across Texas, and across the United States, mem

bership grew; in Texas at least one-fourth to nearly 

one-half of the membership was female. 

Although perhaps the Farmers' Alliance encouraged 

women to join in order to 1ncrease its rolls of membership, 

the female members proved to be an asset to the organl

zation. Women rallied behind the Alliance cause, of

fering support for the organization's reforms. The 

female membership participated in all levels of the or

ganization, providing a first step toward political 

rights. In the Alliance women worked with men, culti

vating organizational skills new for them. The sisters 

began joining in discussions of political and economic 

61 
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~ssues. As the women became more involved, the member-

ship elected women as officers on all levels of the 

organization. Alliancewomen gained recognition from 

the state president as a "powerful element" of the order. 

The Alliance also provided members with the 

opportunity for social contact. Rural life left far-

mers isolated from society until the Alliance organized 

rural inhabitants. Picnics, lectures, meetings, and 

other gatherings brought people together. Contemporary 

writers such as Bettie Gay and W. Scott .r.1organ recog-

nized the importance of the social aspect of the Alliance. 

Another factor in relieving the monotony of rural life 

was the publication of the Farmers' Alliance weekly 

newspaper, the Southern Mercury. 

The Southern Mercury published a large number 

of letters from Alliance members during 1888 and 1889. 

The newspaper's advertisements indicated that the audience 

was male and female, and the letters reflected that 

readership. Slightly more than one-fifth of the letters 

published were from women. The sisters wrote timidly 

in the beginning, but their confidence grew until no 

one wrote about being afraid of the "wastebasket." 

Women discussed politics and suffrage more than domestic 

issues in the pages of the Southern Mercury. A large 

percentage of women sent in local Alliance news, indi-

eating their participation on the local level. Men and 
I 



63 

Women from all over Texas contributed to the Mercury, as 

did men and women from other states and territories. Be

cause the Alliance was a family oriented association, 

many activities included children, and children also 

sent letters to the Southern Mercury for publication. 

Women in the Texas Farmers' Alliance, unlike 

those in any other state, became state officers. Texas 

had two female Secretary-Treasurers and one Assistant 

State Lecturer. Texas also sent two women to a national 

convention as state delegates. Two Texas women also 

wrote for the National Economist, the official newspaper 

of the National Farmers' Alliance. These women, most 

with full time careers, participated in what previously 

was viewed as the masculine "sphere." 

The Farmers' Alliance allowed women greater 

participation than any similar organization before it. 

The women, 1n turn, used the opportunity to work with 

men. This mutual support broadened the "sphere" of 

women and contributed to the success of the Farmers' 

Alliance in Texas. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Sources 

Manuscript Collections 

Austin, Texas. Archives, Texas State Library. Ingram 
Family Papers. 

Austin, Texas. Barker Texas History Center, University 
of Texas at Austin. Centennial Farmers' Alliance 
Papers, 1891-1897. 

Austin, Texas. Barker Texas History Center, University 
of Texas at Austin. Gillespie County Alliance 
Minutes, 1886-1896. 

Lubbock, Texas. Southwest Collection, Texas Tech Univer
sity, Hood County, Texas, Farmers' Alliance Records, 
1887-1896. 

San Antonio, Texas. In possession of Mrs. Marian Betts. 
Ben Terrell Scrapbook. 

Interviews and Letters to the Author 

Becker, Mrs. Betty. Columbus, Texas. Letter to author, 
17 July 1983. 

Phone Interview, 12 October 1983. 

Betts, Mrs. Marian. San Antonio, Texas. Interview, 14 
March 1983. 

Newspapers 

Dallas Southern Mercury. 1884-1907. 

Galveston Daily News. 18 June 1893. 

64 



65 

Articles 

Diggs, Annie L. "The Women in the Alliance Movement." 
Arena 6 (June 1892): 161-79. 

General Works 

Anthony, Susan B., and Harper, Ida Husted, eds. History 
of Women Suffrage. 6 vols. Rochester, New York: 
Susan B. Anthony, 1920. 

Baines, Mrs. W. M. A Story of Texas White Ribboners. 
n.p., [c. 1920]. 

Brooks, Elizabeth. Prominent Women of Texas. Akron, Ohio: 
Werner Company, 1896. 

Dunning, Nelson A., ed. Farmers• Alliance History and 
Agricultural Digest. Wash~ngton: All~ance Pub
lishing Company, 1891. 

Harvey, William H. Coin's Financial School. Ed. by 
Richard Hofstadter. Cambridge: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 1963. 

Morgan, W. Scott. History of the Wheel and Alliance, and 
the Impending Revolution. n.p., 1891; reprinted. 
New York: Burt Frankl~n, 1968. 

Willard, Frances and Livermore, Mary A. American Women. 
2 vols. New York: Mast, Crowell, and Kirkpatrick, 
18 97. 

Winkler, Ernest William, ed. Platforms of Political Parties 
in Texas. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1916. 

Secondary Sources 

Periodical Articles 

Barr, Alwyn. "Ben Terrell: Agrarian Spokesman." West 
Texas Historical Association Year Book 45 (1969): 
58-71. 

DuBois, Ellen. "The Radicalism of the Woman Suffrage 
Movement: Notes toward the Reconstruction of 
Nineteenth-Century Feminism." Feminist Studies 
3 (Fall 1975): 63-71. 



.. 

66 

Jeffrey, Julie Roy. "Women in the Southern Farmers' 
Alliance: A Reconsideration of the Role and Status 
of Women in the Late Nineteenth-Century South." 
Feminist Studies 3 (Fall 1975): 72-91. 

Scott, Anne Firor. "The New 'Woman' in the New South." 
South Atlantic Quarterly 61 (Autumn 1962): 
473-83. 

Smith, Ralph. "The Farmers' Alliance in Texas, 1875-1900: 
A Revolt against Bourbon and Bourgeois Democracy." 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly 48 (January 1954): 
346-69. 

"'Macuneism,' or the Farmers of Texas in Busi
ness." Journal of Southern History 13 (May 1947): 
220-44 . 

Taylor, A. Elizabeth. "The Woman Suffrage Movement in 
Texas." Journal of Southern History 17 (May 1951): 
194-215. 

General ~~orks 

Barr, Alwyn. Reconstruction to Reform: Texas Politics, 
1876-1906. Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1971. 

Cott, Nancy F. The Bonds of Womanhood: "Woman's Sphere" 
in New England, 1780-1835. New Haven: Yale Uni
vers1ty Press, 1977. 

Degler, Carl N. At Odds: Women and the Family in America 
from the Revolution to the Present. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1980. 

Faragher, John Mack. Women and Men on the Overland Trail. 
New Haven: Yale Un1versity Press, 1979. 

Flexner, Eleanor. Century of Struggle: The Woman's Rights 
Movement in the United States. Rev. ed. Cam
br1dge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1975. 

Goodwyn, Lawrence. The Populist Moment: A Short History 
of the Agrarian Revolt in America. Oxford: Ox
ford Un1vers1ty Press, 1978. 

Hicks, John D. The Populist Revolt: A History of the 
Farmers' Alliance and the People's Party. Minnea
polis: university of Minnesota Press, 1931. 



67 

Jeffrey, Julie Roy. ~F~r_o_n_t~~~·e __ r~W~o_m~e~n-=~~T~h~e~~T~r~a~n~s~-~M~i~s~s~i~s~s~~~·p~p~i 
West, 1840-1880. New York: Hill and Wang, 1979. 

Kraditor, Aileen S. The Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Move
ment, 1890-1920. New York: Columb~a un~vers~ty 

Press, 1965. 

McMath, Robert C., Jr. Populist Vanguard: A History of 
the Southern Farmers' Alliance. Chapel Hill: Uni
versity of North Carolina Press, 1975. 

Martin, Roscoe. The People's Party in Texas: A Study ~n 
Third Party Politics. Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1933. 

Nordin, D. Sven. Rich Harvest: A History of the Grange, 
1867-1900. Jackson: University Press of Missis
sipp~, 1974. 

Scott, Anne Firor. The Southern Lady: From Pedestal to 
~~~~--~=-~--~--~~----~~--~---Politics, 1830-1930. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1970. 


	Book title
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 
	Page 


