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PROGRAM INTRO - NARRATOR'S NOTES 
 
Hello Good evening and welcome to the Tuck Museum. Thank you for coming, hope you enjoy tonight’s 
program, please consider joining HHS. 
 
For those of you who may not know, this museum dates from 1925. It was started with funds from our 
original benefactor Edward Tuck.  WAS A VERY RICH VERY GENEROUS MAN. DARTMOUTH, STRATHAM 
HILL PARK, NH HIST SOC LIBRARY. IN GOOD COMPANY. 
 
Because we owe Edward such a great debt of gratitude, I thought it would be FITTING to somehow 
wiggle him into MY INTRODUCTION TO TONIGHT’S PROGRAM. I hoped to IMPRESS YOU with an 
ELEGANT and CLEVER CONNECTION between Edward, our benefactor, and Mary Page – the lady who 
we’re going to LEARN about tonight. 
 
I DIDN’T FIND ANYTHING ELEGANT OR CLEVER, BUT I DID FIND SOME THINGS THEY HAD IN COMMON. 
WILL SHARE WITH YOU. 
 
Edward and Mary were of the same generation. Mary was born in 1832 and was 10 years old than 
Edward. 
 
 Edward was born and raised in Exeter. Mary spent about 25 years living and working in Exeter. IN THIS 
BOOK I HAVE WRITTEN - Refer to MAP and photo of SHOP. 
 
HOW MANY ARE DESCENDED FROM EARLY HAMPTON SETTLERS? HOW TIMES HAVE CHANGED. IF WE 
WERE SITTING HERE IN 1860, I WOULD GUESS THAT MOST IF NOT ALL OF YOU WOULD HAVE RAISED 
YOUR HANDS. 
 
EDWARD/MARY BOTH DESCENDED FROM EARLY HAMPTON SETTLERS. 
 
Edward’s mother was SARAH NUDD OF HAMPTON. Sarah’s IMMIGRANT ANCESTOR was Thomas Nudd. 
He was the stepson of HENRY DOW. 
 
Mary’s IMMIGRANT ANCESTORS were Robert and Lucy Page. 
THE PAGES, DOWS AND NUDDS WERE ALL FROM THE SAME TOWN– ORMSBY. 



WHEN THEY DECIDED TO EMIGRATE TO AMERICA, THEY ALL CAME ON THE SAME SHIP, LEAVING ON THE 
SAME DAY IN 1637.  PAGES WENT TO SALEM, THEN SETTLED HAMPTON IN 1639.  DOWS WITH LITTLE 
TOMMY NUDD WENT TO WATERTOWN FIRST, THEN SETTLED HAMPTON 1644. 
 
So although Edward never lived here, and Mary didn’t live here her entire LIFE - BECAUSE OF THEIR 
SEPARATE KINSHIP TIES they both had very deep and abiding ROOTS in OLD Hampton. 
 
As you know, this program was made possible by the donation of the Page-Cole Family Collection in 
2009.  My job was to catalog the hundreds of letters that are part of the collection. As I was cataloging I 
was of course reading the letters, and because of their continuity over time, I began to see WONDERFUL 
FAMILY STORIES EMERGING. 
 
WHAT TO DO WITH THESE STORIES? GO BACK TO MISSION.  To increase the knowledge and 
understanding of the history and cultural heritage of Hampton. WITH THIS MISSION IN MIND, I took it as 
my goal to WRITE BOOK about ONE OF THE STORIES and PRESENT it to the PUBLIC. 
 
Tonight’s program is an adaptation of this book. Due to time constraints, not everything in the book will 
be read. You’ll hear many of the words Mary actually wrote, as well as those of her brother John and her 
mother Mrs. Susan Leavitt Page. 
 
Why did I pick this particular story? 
1)    LIKE CHARACTER OF MARY PAGE – FOUND HER ENGAGING, HAD TRUE GRIT 
2)    VOLUME OF WRITTEN MATERIAL - besides letters, diary, account ledger, manuscripts. 
3)    The most important reason  - challenged what I thought I knew about THE LIVES OF ordinary, 
everyday women in the 19th century. WHAT I KNEW TURNED OUT TO BE NOT MUCH. RESEARCH FOR 
BOOK FUN/EDUCATIONAL. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
PROFESSION:  MILLINER – CLOTHING MAKER – PROPRIETOR OF FANCY GOODS STORE (FROM 1860-1862 
SHE OWNED NOT ONE BUT TWO SHOPS 1100 MILES APART) – 
 
MORE IMPORTANTLY SHE WAS AN ARTISAN - SHE CRAFTED CUSTOM APPAREL DESIGNED TO FIT ONE 
SINGLE WOMAN. THIS TOOK A HIGH LEVEL OF SKILL. 
 
BECAUSE THEIR WORK WAS SO HIGHLY SKILLED, MILLINERS AND DRESSMAKERS WERE CONSIDERED 
ARISTOCRATS OF  NEEDLE TRADES    ENJOYED CERTAIN PRESTIGE                  COMMANDED THE HIGHEST 
WAGES. 
 
SHOP PROPRIETORS WERE AT THE TOP OF IT ALL.      IT WAS SAID THAT WITH THE EXCEPTION OF 
PROSTITUTION,NO TRADE CONTAINED LARGER NUMBER OF  FEMALE PROPRIETORS. . SOME 
FAILED…SUCCESSFUL ONES COULD DO VERY WELL FOR THEMSELVES. 
 



SO WAS MARY SUCCESSFUL IN HER BUSINESS? AS WRITER, I KNOW THE VALUE OF KEEPING MY 
AUDIENCE IN SUSPENSE…ONLY WAY TO FIND OUT IS TO WATCH PROGRAM. ACTORS COME OUT TAKE 
PLACE, BEGIN. 
 

 

-BEGIN DRAMATIC READING- 
 

MARY             I spent almost two years at the teacher’s school in Salem, endeavoring to elevate both my 
mental and moral character and preparing myself for future usefulness…and in reading much that I am 
afraid will not be of any benefit to me in any respect. In 1856 I came home and soon after took up 
school teaching in Exeter. Then, in 1859, my sister Susan and I decided to try something new. We bought 
a millinery store. 
 
Now for a while, we shall buy and sell to get gain instead of trying to teach the young. 
 
NARRATOR And with that simple expression of intent, Mary Anna Page and her sister Susan gave up 
teaching for the world of business. From 1859 until her marriage ten years later, Mary strove to enjoy an 
enviable independence, free to succeed or fail as her skills as proprietor and artisan allowed. 
 
We don’t know where or even if Mary received formal training in the millinery and dressmaking trades, 
but she may have apprenticed with Mrs. Elizabeth Odlin, the woman whose shop she was to buy. After 
the school term ended on March 4, 1859, Mary took an inventory of goods at Mrs. Odlin’s millinery and 
fancy goods stand on High Street in Exeter and prepared to go into the business. On March 29, having 
given Mrs. Odlin two promissory notes for $2,300, Mary and Susan opened the shop and began to trade. 
 
Their younger brother John, who had gone west in 1857, approved of the venture. He wrote their 
mother from Illinois in May 1859. 
 
JOHN             I believe the girls will do well. The millinery business is a very good business because the 
fashions change so very often. They are stepping into an extensive trade which will be of great service to 
them. I should advise them to expend a good sum each year in advertising. It will always be a profitable 
investment for them. 
 
NARRATOR  A survey of Exeter Newsletter advertisements during the period 1859-1869 reveasl that 
the sisters generally followed John’s advice. Their first advertisement posted in April 1860, and excluding 
a period between the war years 1862-1865, their advertisements ran almost continuously until 1869 and 
encompassed four name changes. 
 
Mary’s diary and ledger entries infer that her business was profitable. She and Susan paid the first note 
of $500 on time, and by October 1860 had paid $400 toward the second one. By April 1867, three years 



after Susan had left the business and Mary had become sole proprietor, the shop inventory totaled over 
$3,600 and she had paid in full all her notes. 
 
MARY                Little transpired that was out of the daily routine of buying and selling and gathering gain, 
until Aug. 21st 1860, when I diverged from the regular line and landed in the great west. 
 
Dear Mother, here I am way out here so far on my journey. I am now within 23 miles of your beloved 
son John! I reached Polo, Illinois, and from there took a carriage. As we rode along slowly, I had a good 
opportunity to view the country around. One large field of corn succeeded another, but there were no 
large farm houses with comfortable barns attached, only now and then a log hut with no outbuildings at 
all! Instead there was from 6 to 20 large stacks of wheat close by. I wonder, with all this grain which 
brings in so much wealth, why can’t they afford better buildings? 
 
NARRATOR     This 1,100-mile journey to the west was life-changing for the Eastern girl who wrote that 
her “capacities” until then had been “cramped & pressed down,” and who had “little idea of the extent 
to which things are capable of spreading." 
 
John was teaching school in Mount Morris, Illinois and trying to realize his dream of joining the ministry. 
He was thrilled to see a familiar face from Hampton, his first in over three years. He gleefully wrote their 
mother upon Mary’s arrival. 
 
JOHN                [JOYFULLY] Mary’s here! I didn’t expect to see her before Monday, so I didn’t watch the 
hack when it came in. I went to the post office and then around the town, where I met a young lady 
acquaintance who told me that I had a sister in town. 
 
I have a recollection of being spoken to by someone but whether or not I answered, I can’t tell! I 
couldn’t keep the tears from coming, that’s how glad I was to see her. 
 
And then it seemed as though I was looking at my own dear mother, she looks so much like you. I am 
exceedingly obliged to you for your kindness and wish I could do something worthwhile for you. 
 
MARY                [REFLECTING] To think that only a few years ago I was a teacher with 50 little children, all 
looking to me for direction and guidance, and watching my every action by which they would be 
influenced to either good or evil. God grant that my influence was for good! How interesting it would be 
if at some future time I could read the history of the lives of each of those little ones. 
 
Now here I am – and well may this land be called the GREAT west, for it has produced in me a desire to 
expand and enlarge my ideas of things. 
 
NARRATOR     For Mary, those were not just pretty words to put on paper and then forget. Seeing an 
opportunity to increase her trade in the burgeoning West (and perhaps to “hunt a husband,” as John, in 
his letters, had hinted was eminently possible), Mary returned to New Hampshire, arranged her affairs, 



and by the end of September was back in the town of Polo, a few miles from Mount Morris, setting up 
her second millinery shop. On October 23 John again wrote their mother. 
 
JOHN                Mary had several applications from girls who wish to learn the millinery trade of her – 
some of them very good girls. People who have been in the shop thus far have been well pleased with 
her goods and her prices. There is not such a store within a dozen miles, and Polo is one of the best 
business points in the State.” 
 
NARRATOR     The town of Polo had not existed before 1853. It had been named in honor of the  
Venetian trader Marco Polo. It grew as a station along the Illinois Central Railroad which was then being 
built, and it rapidly developed into a bustling shipping point for cattle, hogs, and grain. There was raw 
energy in the youthful town, so different from the ancient villages of Hampton and Exeter. The 
exhilaration Mary felt in her new surroundings was evident. As John wrote in a letter to his mother - 
 
JOHN                [AMAZED] But such a girl! I don’t know what I shall ever do with her – she is such a case as 
to carry on. My assistant Hannah says her mouth has become one or two sizes larger from continually 
laughing at Mary’s nonsense. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary was making a positive impression in her new town. Just a short week later John 
wrote that the community was beginning to accept his sister as one of their own. 
 
JOHN                Mary is doing well I think for a stranger. I am inclined to think that bye and bye she will 
have as much as she can do. 
 
NARRATOR     John came from Mount Morris to live with Mary, and Jennie Perkins, a friend from 
Hampton, joined her in the shop and as a housemate. Contrary to what we thought we knew about 
Victorian era women, it seems that neither of them had been very well-trained in the domestic arts. 
They had to learn as they went along. 
 
MARY                [LOOKING AT MOTHER] Oh Mother, who would have thought one year ago that now I 
should be away out here keeping house? Jennie and I get along all right, but often we have to stop and 
think how you used to do this thing and that thing…and we don’t always hit right at last. 
 
We’ve had hard times making our washing look well. Our clothes look yellow and streaked, as we have 
been in the habit of washing before day light, when we could not see whether they were clean or not. 
 
And we’ve been trying to make bread like the people do out here. I don’t succeed very well, so I have to 
leave the bread making to Jennie. 
 
NARRATOR     Two weeks later Mary reported that she was getting along well with the housekeeping, 
but still struggled with cooking. 
 



MARY                [WITH EXASPERATION] Mother, I wish you would step in some time and see how we 
manage and give us a little advice when we come to a standpoint. My last squash pies I did not like, and 
my cake is so dry we can hardly eat it. 
 
NARRATOR     With that in mind, Mary was glad that she could write more favorably of her business 
affairs. 
 
MARY                [ENTHUSIASTICALLY] We have considerable work to do in the shop,  such as dress 
making, millinery, worsted knitting, things like that. We are very busy and are always glad to have 
Sabbath day come so that we can have a rest. 
 
[PAUSE AND CHANGE PACE] 
 
We thought of you on Thanksgiving Day and wished that we could be with you. The pies, cakes, and 
apples that our friends sent out from Exeter were excellent. We had a second thanksgiving over them. 
 
NARRATOR     [PAUSE] Now it was January 1861, winter on the Illinois prairie. 
 
MARY                [RUBBING HER ARMS, SHIVERING] The coldest, dreariest and dullest season has come. 
Night before last we had a snow storm and yesterday the wind blew a perfect gale and has drifted the 
rail road so that the cars cannot pass. Many of the lanes across the prairies were drifted to the tops of 
the fences before. They must be worse now! Every one says that they never knew such a hard winter 
before. The bedcover you sent is a great comfort to us. 
 
NARRATOR     With the horrendously bad weather came a complete drop off in business in the 
shop…and plenty of time to write long letters home. 
 
MARY             We’ve no work of any consequence right now. We’re sewing for ourselves and fixing up 
our house a little. If I had the materials on hand, I would have all my sewing and mending done for next 
summer. We’re very glad that we have housework to do or I’m afraid we should be waiting to get back 
to New Hampshire to find something to do. 
 
Jennie and I do the housework together. Sometimes she gets dinner and I wash the dishes and 
sometimes I get dinner and she washes the dishes. I generally wash out the clothes one day and then 
boil and put them to dry the next day. We’ve got so that we can make them look decently well now. The 
ironing of John’s shirts is the worst. But he don’t complain at all. 
 
NARRATOR     (Not surprising, since he wasn’t the one who had to iron them) The inevitable expressions 
of homesickness were not far behind. As Mary wrote to her mother one cold January night - 
 
MARY                [TENDERLY] I often have a picture before me of you and father sitting by the kitchen fire. 
Sometimes father sits with his head bent down and I can almost hear him snore, while you sit on the 



opposite side of the stove with a hood on your head, glasses on your eyes, trying to pick up a stitch in 
your knitting and with your fat on the old block. I’d like to step in sometime – unexpectedly - and sit 
with you and warm my fat on the hearth in front. 
 
NARRATOR     [PAUSE] In April, the fomenting conflict over slavery and states’ rights had at last erupted 
into war. News and rumors both true and false flew over the telegraph wires to be printed in the local 
press. Mary wrote to her mother on April 22, 1861. 
 
MARY                [EXCITED] News came last night that Davis with 20,000 men were within six hours march 
of Washington and afterward that the Capital had fallen. Every body is on fire and brother is ready to 
rise up against brother if he’s in the least opposed to supporting the Union. It’s a dreadful state for the 
country to be in!  I’m anxious to hear of you and father. How does my brother Josiah feel? I expect to 
hear that he’s in the field before now. 
 
NARRATOR     For her part, Mary was - 
 
MARY [STEPPING UP BOLDLY & INTERRUPTING] Ready and willing to act, if there is any thing I can do for 
the country! 
 
NARRATOR     She helped organize a ladies’ work group to scrape lint and sew bandages – 
 
MARY [INTERRUPTING AGAIN] – to be doing something for the volunteers! 
 
NARRATOR     Back here in Hampton, Mrs. Page, whose house was a few doors east of the Town Hall, 
had a front row seat to the local war preparations. 
 
MOTHER         They’ve been drilling here for two weeks – twice a day they march between the town hall 
and our house. They’re ready to go when the call comes in. 
 
On Monday we had a solemn meeting at the Town Hall. Our preacher Mr. Colby repeated his sermon he 
preached Sabbath day. He don’t spare the feelings of the Tories at all. 
 
Then John Palmer addressed the soldiers as they swore the oath of allegiance before him. He spoke well 
and affecting. As soon as he closed his remarks the soldiers all at once stepped into the aisles - 40 or 50 
of them - It startled me! -  with their arms across their breasts. 
 
They gave three cheers for the government and again three cheers, then the drum struck once to a step, 
slow but loud, and their march seemed like a funeral. When they got half through they struck up quick 
time and passed out of the Hall. I don’t wonder that mothers and wives shed tears. 
 



NARRATOR     She doesn’t tell us so, but it’s probable that the soldiers she wrote of were the 
Winnacunnet Guards, a militia unit formed in October 1860 that later became the foundation for 
Company D of the 3rd Regiment of New Hampshire volunteers. 
 
Back in Polo, John wanted - and Mary expected him - to enlist in the army, but Hannah, the teaching 
assistant who was now his fiancée, refused to allow it. 
 
JOHN                Mother, I suppose you’re anxious to know what I’m doing in the case. Before there was 
certainty of a war, Hannah urged me to promise not to enlist. As soon as the news of the surrender of 
Fort Sumter came she began to press her persuasions for an unconditional promise. I told her she 
mustn’t stand in my way if my country needed my services. 
 
A week ago last Sunday news came that Washington was in imminent peril and probably in the hands of 
Jefferson Davis. I immediately tried to persuade her to consent to my enlistment. But it was all in vain. I 
was very anxious to join the company and I feel the same way now. I’ve counted the cost, and weighed 
carefully and prayerfully the probability of my never returning if I should go, and I’m ready to go as soon 
as the way is open. Still, I do not think I ought to go at present while she feels as she does about it. I’m 
fully satisfied that my enlistment would kill her. She’s been sick from the suspense while I was discussing 
the question of yielding to her entreaties. I’ve no hope of persuading her to let me go and shall not ask 
her to do so again. 
 
NARRATOR     Jennie Perkins volunteered to join as a nurse. As John wrote to his mother - 
 
JOHN                Mary has an apprentice now that Jennie is going to be another Florence Nightingale. 
 
NARRATOR     But Jennie, who was 31 years old, was rejected for being underage. 
 
When the banks began to fail, a shortage of money impacted trade. John reflected on how the war 
might affect Mary’s business. 
 
JOHN                [THOUGHTFULLY] Business is dull on account of the war. It will probably injure Mary’s 
business very much. 
 
MARY                The financial affairs of the State are in a strange condition, but I did not lose much by the 
broken banks. Yet it is true that the lack of ready money affects my work…so much so that we have 
hardly enough to employ ourselves. 
 
NARRATOR     Yet Mary had faith that the financial crisis would soon pass. 
 
MARY [NAIVELY] Of course there will be a change soon, as there cannot be any business done except by 
orders or credit. [SHRUGS] About all we can do is hope for the best. 
 



NARRATOR     Mrs. Page was becoming increasingly worried for her daughter’s welfare. She hinted that 
Mary should come home, if only for her sister Susan’s sake. 
 
MOTHER         Mary, you keep up good courage! I’m afraid you will never get money enough to get 
home. You’d better marry that man you say is worth 50 thousand dollars. 
 
Your Aunt Lavinia has been to Exeter see Susan – she says Susan is overrun with business in the shop. 
She is so tired O how she needs your help. 
 
NARRATOR     But Mary was resolutely determined to remain in Illinois. 
 
MARY [LOOKING AT MOTHER, HOLDING HER GROUND] 
 
On Sue’s account it would be better for me to be at home and assist her, but for my own part I’m not 
sorry I came.  I feel that my being here has been an advantage to John. He’s always sick, you know. 
 
NARRATOR     From her friend Sue Chase, an Exeter school teacher, Mary received a happier report on 
the situation at the Exeter shop. Sue wrote in June 1861 - 
 
SUE CHASE     I’ve been spending the afternoon in the shop. The seamstresses were there with Susan 
and have got their work along nicely for Saturday. 
 
NARRATOR     If Susan Page was in desperate need of Mary’s help, Sue Chase was unaware of it. 
 
SUE CHASE     She went on to write “I wonder what you’re doing this warm day. Hurrying as fast as you 
can, I suppose. Oh, and as to the war, the people here are very calm about it. You would never know 
there was one if it were not for the papers. Characteristic of the people, you know, to take things 
quietly.” 
 
NARRATOR     A few miles to the east in Hampton, Mary’s mother continued to worry. Mary had to 
reassure her that the business in Polo would not fail and that she had saved enough money to pay the 
passage home, should that be necessary. 
 
MARY                [CONFIDENTLY] In the dullest season I made enough to support the family. I have no 
debts here and I have a great deal due me by men that can be trusted, and I have some money on 
deposit. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary was bravely trying to keep her spirits up, but she also acknowledged that she had 
hoped for business to be better. 
 
MARY                [QUIETLY] I’ve felt downhearted that I was not doing as much as I expected and that 
feeling has perhaps entered into the tone of my letters. 



 
MOTHER         I’m sorry that your business is no better, but wait patiently. We none of us know what is 
before us. Trust in him who knows all things. If you are his child he will take care of you. I have given you 
all to Him who has said he will never suffer those to fall who put their trust in Him. I can leave you in no 
better place. 
 
MARY            [STRETCHES, GONG OF A CLOCK] The clock strikes ten, but I don’t feel sleepy. My health 
seems to be perfect. I told Jennie tonight I hadn’t had a pain or an ache for so long that I almost forget 
what they’re like. My humor has entirely disappeared and my skin is smooth and clear and entirely free 
from those pimples I used to be troubled with. It’s a good thing to have good health, and I don’t know 
how to sympathize with those that don’t have it. The women here almost all have some disease about 
them and their skin is yellow and some of them even take pride in talking of their ailments. They think 
it’s genteel to be delicate. But I take pride in talking of my being without ailments! I get compared to 
Dutch women, but I don’t care. I think my pride is the best kind. 
 
NARRATOR     It appears that something was amiss between Mary and Jennie. In August 1861 Mary 
wrote to her mother about what she called “a series of adventures” that Jennie had lately undertaken – 
adventures involving trips to Chicago, late hours, and pounding on the door in the middle of the night to 
be let in. Soon after we find Jennie announcing that she was leaving Mary’s shop to go into business for 
herself in the neighboring town of Freeport. 
 
MARY                I shall miss Jennie very much in the shop. I hardly know what I shall do without her. But if 
she can do better for herself, I’ll help her all I can. [PAUSE, THEN BRIGHTLY]  There is a prospect of my 
having plenty to do in the shop this Fall! 
 
NARRATOR     And by late November the prospect had turned into reality. Even on Thanksgiving Day the 
ladies began to come to the shop door to trade, interrupting Mary’s dinner preparations. She spent the 
next several hours taking care of customers. In the meantime, John had arrived with seven dinner 
guests. 
 
MARY                [SOMEWHAT OVERWHELMED] I then had to fly round the kitchen and I got dinner ready 
by four o’clock. My pumpkin pies were not so good, but I had a good top bake on my turkey. We spent 
the evening making molasses candy and cracking nuts and trying to have a good time. Still, I could not 
help thinking of home and wishing I could have spent this one there, free from all care and anxiety. 
 
I’m glad to stay busy in the shop. Sometimes I’m hard at work until ten o’clock. Addie and Mrs. Stapley 
help me all they can, but still I have more work than we all can do. I ought to have another person here 
with me all the time. 
 
NARRATOR     It was now December 1, Mary’s twenty-ninth birthday, and she was pleased to inform her 
mother of John and Hannah’s upcoming marriage. 
 



MARY                [RELIEVED] Then I shall get rid of the care of housekeeping. They have decided to keep 
house and I will board with them, and if Hannah has any time to spare she will help me in the shop. 
 
NARRATOR     The happy day arrived on January 2, 1862. With a wife to see to his housekeeping needs, 
John, who had very strong religious beliefs, now felt free to criticize his sister’s conduct. As Mary set out 
on February 18 for a visit to Hampton, he complained to their mother - 
 
JOHN                [INDIGNANT] Mary has thus far resisted all claims of her God upon her. She has been 
strongly wrought upon, and earnestly labored with and prayed for. She is popular and many have tried 
to induce her to submit to the claims of her Savior. 
 
NARRATOR     This is the first time we hear of a problem between Mary and John. As the year went on, it 
would only get worse. 
 
As Mary was traveling on the train to Chicago, she was deeply touched by her first encounter with the 
sad effects of the war. 
 
MARY                As I had to pass through the men’s passenger cars, I passed close by six wounded 
soldiers. They were striched out on the floor like so many dogs, poor fellows. But a short time ago they 
left home full of life and patriotism and now they return, broken down and sick, having done what they 
could for their country. 
 
NARRATOR     On February 22 Mary arrived in Hampton, surprising everyone.  Her visit here was, in her 
mother’s words - 
 
MOTHER         Short and sweet! But then, every sweet has its bitter. Two long years must pass before I 
can see her again. [SPEAKING TO JOHN] Who would have thought that you would have stayed from 
home for so long? O John how I want to see you…but I am perfectly willing that my children should go 
where their interest calls them. You are all old enough to know what is best for yourselves. I often 
repeat the words of your Aunt Nabby: [AFFECTING NABBY’S VOICE] “Oh Susan we can’t be half thankful 
enough that our children are so good!” 
 
NARRATOR     Mary returned to Polo, intending to remain, as her mother had complained to John, 
another two years. The country was learning to accept the intractability of the warring sides, and people 
got on with their lives as best they could while their men fought and died by the thousands. Farmers still 
farmed, merchants still sold, teachers still taught, and ladies still wanted hats and clothing. By the latter 
part of May, John reported to their mother – 
 
JOHN                [ALOOF] Mary has as much work as she can do and seems to be doing well. 
 
NARRATOR     Like the times, attitudes were changing. Dissatisfied with his teacher’s pay in Polo, John 
wanted to move on, but he claimed his duty to his sister had prevented him from doing so. Now, 



however, tensions bloomed like prairie wildflowers between sister and wife, and consequently, between 
sister and brother. As later family lore tells us, neither Mary nor the Hampton kinfolk fully approved of 
Hannah’s refusal to let John join the army, and this may have been an undercurrent of family conflict. 
Mary’s remark that ‘some women even take pride in their ailments’ was aimed directly at her sister-in-
law Hannah. 
 
JOHN                [SULKING] Mother, I wish you’d write me something of what Mary told you about 
Hannah. I’d like to know how my sister regards her, because you’ve received all you know of Hannah 
through Mary. 
 
NARRATOR     Resentful of his sister, John couldn’t resist disparaging her, using bigotry to do so. 
 
JOHN                Mary seems to be doing well tho’ some of her old customers don’t patronize her this 
summer. This week she’s had a good deal of work to do for the catholics who’ve had a great turnout to 
meetings lasting five or six days and closing with planting a cross in front of their church. The priest 
preached several sermons in which he proved to the satisfaction of all Irishmen the value and efficiency 
of all their mummeries. 
 
NARRATOR     …thus putting their mother on notice that her daughter had stooped to working for those 
whom he called “idolaters.” 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
The friction between them continued into July. 
 
JOHN                I’ve an idea that Mary thinks Hannah’s not very economical. but I’m not in the least 
disappointed in her. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
I don’t think Mary does as well this year as last. I don’t know the reason. 
 
NARRATOR     The problem came to a quick end when John and Hannah packed their bags and moved 
back to Mount Morris. John then accepted a teaching position in Belvidere, Illinois, and by September 4 
he and Hannah had moved into a boarding house there. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
From her mother, Mary learned that there was another wedding in the offing this year, this time here in 
Hampton. 
 



MOTHER         [SELF-SATISFIED, LOOKING AT MARY OVER HER SPECTACLES] Your sister Susan it seems is 
a-going to give up her single blessedness.  So of course you must come home and take her place - unless 
you have a lodestone to attract you there? 
 
NARRATOR     The immovable object of Mary’s resolve had just met the irresistible force of family 
obligations. The latter won out, and by mid-September Mary was making plans to sell her shop in Polo 
and return to New Hampshire. 
 
JOHN                [SULKING] Mary wrote me that she had concluded to go home. She did not tell me the 
reason but I knew it before. I have not heard yet who Susan is to marry, but suppose from all indications 
that it must be William Cole. 
 
NARRATOR     Before leaving Polo for good, Mary wrote her mother that she thought John stood a good 
chance of being drafted into the army. 
 
MARY                [SOBERLY] As probably they will have to do if the Federals continue to be so defeated in 
every battle. There have a good many of our best men gone and there seems to be but few left. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
With Susan to be married, now I shall be the last lone one left on the family tree. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary anticipated that Jennie Perkins would take her shop in Polo. She thought that Jennie 
would do better there than in Freeport. No record remains, but it is seems likely that Jennie gave Mary a 
note for the purchase of the shop stores. As we will see, in later years Mary would write of legal 
problems that involved her friend. 
 
MARY                At the end of September I left Polo Illinois in company with Miss Cutts, having disposed of 
my goods. Virginia Perkins is taking my store. 
 
NARRATOR     On their way to catch the midnight train to Chicago, Mary and Miss Cutts stopped to say 
goodbye to John and Hannah in Belvidere. From all indications it was a cordial parting. The two women 
then boarded the train, and after a stop in Chicago – 
 
MARY [INTERRUPTING] where we had some shopping to do on Lake Street for Jennie Perkins – 
 
NARRATOR     - followed by a side trip to Niagara Falls and the Suspension Bridge over the river– 
 
MARY [INTERRUPTING AGAIN] which is the most wonderful of all human inventions! 
 



NARRATOR     Mary arrived back in the confining East on October 7, 1862. That November, as John had 
supposed, Susan married William Cole, a widower with three young children. She moved to Portsmouth 
with her new family, leaving Mary to run the Exeter shop alone. 
 
NARRATOR     The following spring, back in Illinois, Hannah gave birth to a son. With a child to care for, 
John was more anxious than ever to make good money. In September 1863 he went to Chicago to look 
for work. 
 
JOHN               I did not succeed in getting a teaching position for pay that I would accept, so I thought I 
would make one more trial in Chicago to find work of some kind. The day after I arrived there an 
advertisement appeared in the papers calling for 1000 laborers and overseers to go to Kansas to work 
on the Great Pacific Rail Road. I obtained an appointment as overseer on condition of obtaining twenty 
five men. I immediately got handbills and am now trying to drum up my men. The prospect is that I shall 
get fifty men, at least, in a week or two. I expect to start in about two weeks. 
 
NARRATOR     But John never got the chance to fill his quota. On October 10, 1863, a telegram arrived at 
Mary’s in Exeter telling of John’s death. After telegraphing Susan in Portsmouth, Mary went home to 
Hampton to carry the news to her parents. 
 
A letter from Jennie arrived in a few days. In it she explained that John “suffered from dysentery and 
inflammation of the bowels,” and that he had miraculously “died very easy and without any pain.” In the 
same letter she added, “Mary, I’ve written you several letters lately and sent you papers but I do not 
seem to hear from you. The box of goods you sent me has not come yet. What can I do!” 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
Never one for introspection, Mary left no record of her feelings about John’s sudden death nor of 
Jennie’s insensitive mingling of business and family tragedy. Life went on. 
 
MARY                On October 22, 1863, Ednah Dow came to work in the store, taking the place of Mrs. 
Burnham who has gone into a store of her own. 
 
NARRATOR     A few months later, in January 1864, Mary’s brother Josiah left his wife and two children 
in Hampton and enlisted in the army. Because he also lived in Salem Massachusetts, he enlisted with the 
23rd Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. 
 
MARY                On March 1, 1864, Susan came from Portsmouth to advertise that we are to part on 
business affairs. We settled up our affairs, I giving her my note for $1000. I took all the debts on my own 
hands. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary was now the sole proprietor of her shop. Millinery and dressmaking were largely 
seasonal businesses which made for periodic shortages of cash. The day after Susan left the shop, we 



find Mary borrowing money from Mrs. Odlin and a month later tapping Josiah’s wife Cordelia. Yet by the 
26th of April business had improved and Mary was able to at least repay Mrs. Odlin in full. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
That May, Mary was thrown out of her lodgings at Mrs. Head’s in Exeter by Mrs. Head’s daughter who 
had decided to move back home. Mary went to board at Mrs. Grant’s, a move that by the following 
winter she would sorely regret. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
She experienced a further upset when she saw what she thought was her brother’s name reported in 
the newspapers as wounded in a battle at Petersburg, Virginia. While Josiah was in the Petersburg area 
at the time, he had not been hurt, but whether Mary learned of his situation at the time is unknown. 
Also in May, we find Mary involved in refinancing her business debt. 
 
MARY                On May 23 I received a check for $800 from my brother in law William Cole to pay the 
note Mrs. Odlin has against me.  A week later I settled all up with Mrs. Odlin and gave William Cole my 
note for $800. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary was now in debt only to family, and on June 20, 1864 she paid William $115 on this 
new note. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
In the late summer of 1864, with Union General Sherman maneuvering to capture Atlanta, Mary went to 
Illinois by way of the Great Lakes to visit friends and family. She returned in early September. She noted 
in her diary that on September 22, a friend and teacher, Carrie Smith, went to the South to teach the 
freedmen.  As to her brother Josiah, he had not been heard from for a long time. 
 
MOTHER      The last we heard from Josiah was at the end of September. Cordelia is very much troubled. 
But I hope there is nothing the matter. He was well and doing well when last he wrote.  //    Our Soldiers 
Aid Society met last evening. There was between 60 and 70 present. They had a nice time. I went in and 
stayed an hour. I enjoyed it much. 
 
NARRATOR  That winter Mary was busy sewing for family as well as customers, as her sister Susan, who 
had moved to Sacco, Maine, was pregnant with her first child. Mary made a bonnet for Susan and 
clothes for the baby, but a problem with her eyes delayed the finishing of the fancy work on a receiving 
blanket. 
 
MARY             [SPEAKING TO AUDIENCE] My eyes have been bad the last week, and I’ve done but little 
sewing.  I haven’t even made myself a bonnet yet. And I’m worried about Ednah. 



 
NARRATOR     The garment trade was an industry in which workers showed little loyalty to their 
mistresses, and the experienced ones were apt to leave to start their own businesses. Ednah, who had 
been with Mary for over a year, seemed to be leaning in that direction. 
 
MARY                Ednah wants to go out the last week of this month and that will soon be here. Work 
doesn’t entirely fall off yet. She has as much as she can do, but she seems very much discontented. 
Awhile ago she said that she wanted to know how Mrs. Burnham was coming out, and if she made 
anything Ednah was going to open a store herself. Now I find that she’s thinking more of it, although she 
doesn’t say much directly about it. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary’s concern was real. Exeter Newsletter advertisements for the period show a 
frequently changing line-up of millinery and dressmaking proprietors, several of them Mary’s former 
employees. And as we might expect for women for whom working outside the home was still mainly a 
short-lived affair, turnover in the trade was high - only 2 of the 28 female garment workers enumerated 
in Exeter in the 1860 Federal Census were also enumerated in 1870. 
 
Ednah’s dissatisfaction caused Mary to question her own skills as a proprietor, and to measure her 
success against that of Mrs. Darling, who was a prosperous Exeter shopkeeper. 
 
MARY                What is it that makes all I have with me want to strike off for themselves? Jennie first. 
Then Ellen Brown. Mrs. Burnham next, and now Ednah. Mrs. Darling’s girls do not. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary never recorded what she paid Ednah, but several entries in her ledger show that her 
highest paid workers made $3.00 per week. This was fair for the times, so it seems unlikely that money 
was the reason. 
 
MARY                Well! I think it’s because I let them know too much of my affairs. I train them too well, 
and then they go off and leave me! 
 
NARRATOR     Another worry for Mary was the growing field of competitors. 
 
MARY                Oh yes! Sue Chase seems to be getting the fever also. She says if she only had someone 
to set her up she’d open very soon. Lydia Vissey was in Boston this week to get a sewing machine and 
she’s going into the dressmaking and cloakmaking another season. And even Mrs. Clark talks as if she 
means to open a store somewhere. 
 
NARRATOR     While her dressmaker was threatening to leave and the competition was heating up, Mary 
was also having trouble hiring an experienced milliner. 
 
MARY                If I could only get a good milliner in the Spring and have Annie James to come in and tend 
store I would not fear any of them. Well, I do not know as they would trouble me as it is. Mrs. Lyford I 



hear is going to retire from business. So you see, there’s a prospect of a good deal of charge in the 
Spring. 
 
NARRATOR     Even so, complete failure was always a possibility, especially for women, whose access to 
capital from outside the family circle was notoriously restricted. 
 
MARY                [WORRIED] Malinda Bryant has failed. Men from Boston came and took possession of 
everything in her store, but she seems now as bright as ever. I do not know how they have arranged 
matters, or what will happen to her. 
 
NARRATOR     Mary must have been feeling the squeeze from all sides. In another letter to her sister 
Susan, she felt compelled to enumerate her rapidly rising costs. 
 
MARY                The Insurance company has sent in their assessment. It is $55. It is too bad but there’s no 
help for it. The bleaching bill was $75 for six months. The dyehouse bill for the last three months was 
$80 and the three months before that it was $47, so you see that these bills are nearly twice as large as 
they used to be. 
 
NARRATOR     The problem with Jennie Perkins, the friend who had bought Mary’s shop out west, 
surfaced during this time, with Mary threatening some sort of legal action. 
 
MARY                [HEATED] I’ve heard nothing from Jennie. I’ve written to her and I told her I wanted a 
copy of her work. I told her I would send a copy of the note to Judge Bogue in Polo if she would abide by 
his decision in regard to the matter. 
 
NARRATOR     The note in question may have been for Jennie’s 1863 purchase of the Polo store, or for 
goods that Mary appears to have bought and sent to Jennie on a regular basis. In late January 1865, 
Mary wrote Susan that she had not yet resolved the problem with Jennie – 
 
MARY                - But I’ve had some papers from her last week, so I guess she’s coming to her senses. 
 
Ednah’s still here, with a bad cold, and work keeps coming in. 
 
[TO AUDIENCE] 
 
I wonder if Susan has got her nurse yet? You know they engage them several months beforehand. With 
three other little ones, I should think she would have engaged someone by now. If she’s sick and wants 
me to come I wish she would send by telegraph. If I can be of any assistance I will go at any time. 
 
NARRATOR     So while we’re waiting for Susan to have that baby, wouldn’t it be nice if Mary told us a 
little bit about her relationships with her customers? Who they were, their personalities, what they 
said? Unfortunately, she kept her inkwell firmly capped on the subject…with one exception. 



 
MARY             My cousin Susan Page is to be married soon. She came to my shop last Monday to see 
what she should have for a wedding dress and wedding bonnet. Oh, she is as matter of fact as you 
please about the affair. She did not want a silk, and as she objected to every color I spoke of except a 
drab, she decided to have a drab dress of some kind - and then concluded to have an all wool delaine! 
She wanted a bonnet to wear through the Summer, so I advised her to have a drab silk drawn bonnet. 
[LAUGHING] She is the same Susan as ever. She bought a paper of needles and said it was the first she’d 
bought in over 10 years. 
 
NARRATOR     About this time, Mary’s future husband, an Exeter merchant some 25 years her senior, 
found his way into her letters for the first and only time. 
 
MARY                Mr. Joshua Getchell wanted to know the other day if I did not want to change my stand 
and get down in town farther. He’s going to change the Shute house into a store and have a tenement 
connected with it. I told him that if I was going to change I’d much prefer to go farther in town than that. 
 
NARRATOR  Was Getchell offering something other than a more convenient place of business? Mary 
seemed to think so. 
 
MARY                [INDIGNANTLY] I do not know his object in telling me all of that! He might’ve had sense 
enough to know I would not move into his house if he thought I had any sense left! 
 
NARRATOR     Beyond any personal motives, Getchell may have been trying to help Mary out of her 
unsatisfactory living arrangement at Mrs. Grant’s house. 
 
MARY             I do not have any home at Mrs. Grant’s. I cannot have a fire in my room on the Sabbath. I 
have to come to the shop to wash. Next summer the folks will be wanting to go away to beach visits and 
then I should be turned out of a home again. 
 
NARRATOR  This lack of consideration struck a nerve and Mary became increasingly unhappy. When the 
chimney of the house next door caught fire and threatened her own quarters, Mary asked Mrs. Folsom, 
the owner of the building that housed her millinery shop, for the rooms over the shop and also to have 
gas installed in the shop. The rooms had no cooking facilities, but that did not deter her. Mrs. Folsom 
agreed to the changes. 
 
MARY                [WITH EXCITEMENT] I will be more independent if I lodge myself! I can sleep here and I 
think Annie James will like it better than boarding and she will be good help about such work. Mrs. 
Folsom said I could have a door cut through from the front store to the stairs. 
 
NARRATOR     While the “Old Maid’s Hall” – as Mary called it - took shape above the shop, Mary sought 
to increase revenues through competitive pricing. She purchased popular fabrics and priced them 
attractively. Consequently – 



 
MARY                There has been quite a run for it! Trade is very good. [PROUDLY] I took in $50.00 
yesterday. 
 
NARRATOR     Which helped her make another $100 payment on the note held by her brother-in-law 
William Cole. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
On February 21, 1865, Susan gave birth to Anna May. Mary went to Saco to stay with them for a few 
days, entrusting Ednah Dow to take care of the store. 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
In early April, amid the excitement of the fall of Richmond and the surrender of the Confederate forces, 
Mary and Annie James went to housekeeping in the Old Maid’s Hall above the shop. Perhaps put off by 
the name, Ednah Dow chose not to join them as a housemate. Mary bought a new carpet in Boston – 
where she reported there was tremendous rejoicing over the great Union victory – and she had her 
rooms painted and papered. Her chambers she later wrote to Susan, were very pleasant. [PAUSE] But 
the problem of hiring a milliner persisted. 
 
MARY                [DISAPPOINTED] I have no milliner. It seems fated that I shall have none. There was a 
prospect of having three different ones from Boston but I have been disappointed. [LOOKS AT 
AUDIENCE] Do you know of any? 
 
NARRATOR     By this time, Mary was considering hiring an unskilled apprentice to fill the void. 
 
MARY                Ellen Brown’s sick and Susie Leavitt says she won’t be able to do much this Summer. I 
guess I’ll have to train someone new. If I could have a good smart girl to learn of me I could get along. 
There’s such an entire change in the forms of bonnets there will be a good deal of work to be done this 
season. 
 
NARRATOR     The styles in 1865 had indeed changed, prompting Mark Twain to pen the essay titled ‘A 
Love of a Bonnet Described.’ 
 
MARK TWAIN [APPEARING] Well, you ought to see the new style of bonnets, and then die. You see, 
everybody has discarded ringlets and bunches of curls, and taken to the clod of compact hair on the 
“after-guard,” which they call a “waterfall,” though why they name it so I cannot make out, for it looks 
no more like one’s general notion of a waterfall than a cabbage looks like a cataract. Yes, they have 
thrown aside the bunches of curls which necessitated the wearing of a bonnet with a back-door to it, or 
rather, a bonnet without any back to it at all. You know the kind of bonnet I mean; it was as if a lady 
spread a diaper on her head. It’s perfectly plain and hasn't a ribbon, or a flower, or any ornament 



whatever about it; it’s shaped like the half of a lady's thimble split in two. It don't come forward as far as 
the hair, and it fits to the head as tightly as a thimble fits, folded in a square mass against the back of the 
head, and the square end of the bonnet half covers it and fits as square and tightly against it as if 
somebody had hit the woman in the back of the head with a tombstone or some other heavy and 
excessively flat projectile. And a woman looks as distressed in it as a cat with her head fast in a tea-cup. 
It is infamous. [EXITS] 
 
NARRATOR     And again, Mary was measuring her success against her well-financed competitor, Mrs. 
Darling. 
 
MARY                [POUTING] Mrs. Darling has been to New York for styles and she has hired two girls from 
White’s Bonnet rooms. But they did not know of any girls for me. 
 
NARRATOR     Regardless, Mary continued to forge ahead in her business. 
 
MARY                Annie is ripping off those trimmings which I’ve had laid away, and I’m going to see what I 
can do with them this summer. I’m going to have a hat block, which will be a great help in my work. 
 
NARRATOR     On April 15 Mary wrote in her diary that President Lincoln was dead. 
 
MARY             What sad times we are having. Yesterday the stores were all closed and we went to the 
Town Hall to listen to speeches by different persons. I was in Boston a few days later. Everywhere was 
mourning for the nation’s loss in the death. The last two times I have been in City there was seen 
everywhere the extreme of joy. Now today I see the greatest sorrow possible. [PAUSE] Work comes in 
but I have no milliner yet. 
 
NARRATOR     It seemed the perfect time for a good belly laugh. Mary’s just-married cousin unwittingly 
provided the reason. On April 26, Susan Page married Coffin Tuck of Brentwood, and the next day the 
newlyweds came to Mary’s shop. 
 
MARY                Oh you ought to have seen them! We laughed until we ached! They were in her old 
broken down wagon tied up with ropes, and Coffin would cast such looning glances at her. She was 
nervous and excited as she could be. 
 
And the way they were dressed! Her cloak had been cut out of her mother’s old blue coat, and her 
bonnet was three years ago style with plenty of red and yellow flowers. She wore a very small hoop, or 
none at all, and her dress was too short. His hat and coat looked as if he’d worn them at least ten years 
in the plow field. 
 
They had a half barrel tied over the top with a white cloth, a big bushel basket full of something in the 
back part of the wagon and the front was filled with bundles of all kinds. She held a looking glass in her 
lap, all tied up carefully. 



 
She came in to get the bonnet I made for her. It’s very pretty and stylish of drab silk drawn with pink and 
white flowers inside. I’m to cut her a cape of light cloth this week and she’s coming down on Saturday 
after it. She won’t look like the same person when she’s dressed in that new rig. 
 
NARRATOR     As Spring steadily greened the New Hampshire countryside and the country stumbled 
toward reconciliation, so the situation in the shop improved. Ednah Dow had decided to stay on after all. 
On May 2nd Helen Smith came to learn the trade of Ednah, and three days later Amy Batchelder at the 
beach came to work as a milliner. Mary was happy again. 
 
MARY                We have a good deal of work for the time of the year. I have five bonnets which ought to 
be trimmed today. 
 
NARRATOR     The 20th of May brought the installation of gas lights to the store, and with June came 
news of family. 
 
MARY                On June 30, 1865, my brother Josiah got into Boston from the army. He was completely 
used up. He got home the next day and I went to Hampton to see him. He is a mere skeleton. 
 
NARRATOR  On July 6, Annie James left the shop and the Old Maid’s Hall “for good.” On the same day, 
for an unexplained reason, Mary had her head shaved by Mr. Cutler, the town hairdresser. A few weeks 
later she went home to see Jennie Perkins who had come from the west for a visit. In August, Eva Lane 
came to work at 50 cents a day and in September, Lottie Folsom came in at 75 cents a day. 
 
We don’t hear much from Mary or her family until April 1866, when her brother Josiah and his family 
went to homestead in Minnesota, and Susan and her family moved to Hampton. They had bought 
Josiah’s half of the old Page homestead. Mary had had her teeth put in by Dr. Pray, an Exeter dentist. As 
to shop business, in May she wrote that “Susie Leavitt was out sick. Abby Grant and Lucy Gould came to 
work for me.” (Mary doesn’t speak for herself because of a sore mouth). 
 
On January 1, 1867, Mary bought a $2000 life insurance policy. This sounds commonplace, but in fact 
was quite unique for the times in which it was accomplished. As an example, let me read to you from a 
history of the New York Life Insurance company, written for the company in 1906: 
 
“Until 1894, [the company] treated women applicants very much as all companies treated sub-standard 
lives—it did not seek them, and when it accepted them it charged an extra premium.” 
 
[PAUSE] 
 
That April, whether intentionally or not, Mary employed a familiar strategy to limit the competition - if 
she couldn’t beat it, she would join it. She took on a partner. In her usual way, Mary recorded the exact 
details of the partnership in her diary. 



 
MARY                On April 1, 1867, I finished taking an inventory of goods in the store. I find the amount to 
be $3,652.33. I spent the afternoon with Esquire Stickney, learning what papers were required to form a 
partnership between Mrs. Rebecca Tilton and myself.  The next day, I received papers showing that we 
had formed a partnership. Mrs. Tilton gave me her husband’s note for $1,217.44, which was endorsed 
by her husband’s father for thirty days. 
 
That amount is one third of the worth of the stock and Mrs. Tilton is to have one third of all profits in the 
business. Her own work to offset my work. We are both to give our whole time and interest to the 
interests of the firm. 
 
NARRATOR  The infusion of Tilton’s cash enabled Mary to pay the balances on William and Susan’s 
notes. The partnership, M. A. Page and R. A. Tilton, was immed. announced to the public. They made a 
few personnel changes: Ednah Dow was no longer employed at the shop. 
 
MARY                Instead, Mrs. Tilton and I hired Miss McGlinley to work for us at dressmaking.  Addie Pike 
is going to stay to do the housework and to tend the store. 
 
NARRATOR     But Mary was not content to stop there. In a few months she would bring an apprentice 
milliner into the shop. 
 
MARY                Mary Prescott came to learn the millinery trade from me. She will give us her time for six 
months. 
 
NARRATOR     Prescott was learning her trade without the benefit of pay, an arrangement that by this 
period had become a vestige of a declining system of apprenticeship. [PAUSE] The following year, in 
April 1868, Mary again diluted her interest in the business. And as usual, she recorded the exact details 
in her diary. 
 
MARY                I sold one-fourth of my share of the stock we have in the store to Emily A. Bachelder for 
$631.22. I received from Emily a five-twenty Bond of Government for $1000. In return, I gave her a note 
on demand for the balance, which equals $438.78. The articles of agreement were drawn up by Esquire 
Stickney and signed in his presence Friday evening April 3rd 1868 by Emily, Rebecca, and myself. The 
firm will be called M.A. Page and Company. 
 
NARRATOR On October 14, 1868, Mrs. Lydia Bennett Getchell died. Five months later, Mary would be 
publishing to friends her intention to marry the widower, Joshua Getchell. 
 
The shop continued to operate as M.A. Page & Co. until May 1869, when it was announced in the Exeter 
Newsletter that R.A. Tilton & Company had taken charge at the “Old Stand of M.A. Page & Co (near 
Great Bridge).” The final disposition of Mary’s ownership in the shop in unknown, but presumably she 



sold out to her partners, Rebecca Tilton and Emily Batchelder. Her career as an independent 
tradeswoman had come to an end. 
 
On August 3, 1869, 36-year-old retired milliner, dressmaker, and shop proprietor Mary Anna Page 
married the 61-year-old wealthy merchant Joshua Getchell. She joined her husband, his 19-year-old 
daughter Lucy B. Getchell, and a servant in the Getchell home on High Street, only steps away from her 
old “stand.” 
 
**** 
 
While the moralists of the day warned against women moving outside the domestic sphere, Mary had 
quietly assumed ownership of an established business and had traveled 1,100 miles to start another one 
from scratch. With determination, frugality, and instinctive business sense, she had enabled her shop to 
survive the turbulent war years and beyond. She retired from the needletrades moderately well off, 
claiming $4000 in her own right. 
 
Small, female-owned, custom millinery and dressmaking shops would provide employment to many 
women for years to come, but post-war industrial expansion was rapidly gaining ground. The future was 
in “ready-made” garments, made in factories that competed directly with the highly-skilled artisans 
employed in small shops. And marketers of the new “scientific” methods of garment making had 
convinced women that they could create fashionable clothing in their homes using their own sewing 
machines and modest skills. In 1870, whether by choice or necessity, Mary’s former partner Rebecca 
Tilton advertised Singer “family” machines as her primary offering. Even Mrs. Darling’s shop would one 
day become a sales room for the company. 
 
If Mary wrote of her married life, those writings are lost to history. Did she stay engaged in the business 
world, helping her husband in his Water Street store, or did she become a lady of the house, supervising 
servants and entertaining guests at tea in the Getchell parlor? Future research may one day yield an 
answer. 
 
From the public record we learn that legal problems in the 1870s resulted in Joshua Getchell’s loss of his 
amassed fortune. In 1878, he died, intestate and insolvent. In the early 1880s Mrs. Mary Page Getchell 
returned to her ancestral home, the western half having been deeded to her in 1865. In 1881, Lucy 
Getchell, perhaps mentored by her stepmother, launched her own career in millinery and ran a shop on 
Exeter’s Water Street for many years. In 1908, Mary named Lucy the executor of her estate, and Lucy 
performed as such upon Mary’s death in 1913. 
 
When we again pick up the threads of Mary’s life in the 1880s – we will find her in her new career as a 
writer. But that’s another story for another time. In conclusion, we would like to leave you with a 
reading by Mrs. Mary Page Getchell of an essay she wrote in 1886 entitled “The Coming Woman.” 
 



OLDER MARY PAGE GETCHELL      “The New Woman of the 20th Century who is now agitating the minds 
of mankind is supposed to be the Woman that is to take a place in the business world, and in a variety of 
enterprises compete with man in the battle of life, and share equally the prizes which result from labor. 
 
“There is an aspiration on her part to fill a more independent position than women as a class have 
occupied in the past. She wished to be no longer the clinging vine but another sturdy oak, and we find 
satisfaction in the prospect that the number of these clinging, twining tendrils by which often the life-
hood has been crushed from the noble tree, will by these aspirations be rendered less in the future than 
they have been in the past. 
 
“There were in the past only three occupations open to woman: that of teacher, seamstress, and 
housekeeper. There was no means by which she could receive the training necessary to qualify for other 
work; consequently the thought necessary in trade and commercial transactions was beyond her ability. 
Nor could she unravel the scientific problems that men could handle so easily. 
 
“It is true that to most women, marriage and domestic life must be the ultimate aim of their ambition 
and they often enter business life only as a temporary work, and however skilled they may become in 
any particular line, they are only biding the time till the day of marriage when they leave all for home 
cares. 
 
“It is also true that many women on whom falls the necessity of living and striving alone find that this 
impulse toward a greater freedom is of the greatest advantage. 
 
“In the U. S. there are 1½ million more women than men and more than half of these are widows, 
unmarried women, or orphans who are dependent upon their own exertions for support. They rejoice in 
the new order of society, and the coming century will see woman in many positions of trust and 
responsibility now monopolized by man. 
 
“The modest, earnest, aspiring, genuine woman will be welcomed by mankind, and she will find support 
and help through trial and misfortune. To enter almost any field, she will find abundant opportunity if 
she is patient, tactful, and careful to be true to her womanhood.” 
 

THE END 
 


