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As young Margaret Sanger nursed immi-
grant women in the tenements of New
York’s Lower East Side, she realized that
they were caught in an endless circle of
poverty and childbearing. One of eleven
children herself, she had seen her mother’s
strength drain away after each pregnancy.
What could she do to give women the right
to control the size of their families?
From the early part of the twentieth

century to her death over fifty years later, -

Margaret Sanger sacrificed her marriage,
family life, and health to educating women Lo
‘about contraception. Jailed nine times for %" &
defying blue laws, she managed to turn
public opinion in her favor through pam-
phlets, speeches, clinics,. and research. In
her own lifetime, Mrs, Sanger finally saw
the free dissemination of information that
had been forbidden during her youth,
Lawrence Lader was a friend of Mar-
garet Sanger, and author of the first adult
biography of her. Milton Meltzer is the
author of many biographies for young
readers. Together they have written a mov-
ing account of a gentle person who fought
to enrich the lives of women all over the
world.
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PREFACE

The right of a woman to plan her family through
birth control is one of the most crucial ideas of this
century.

Today the right to practice birth control by “pill”
" or other medically approved methods has been estab-
lished by the United States Supreme Court. It is so
accepted by society that it seems hard to believe that
Margaret Sanger went to jail nine times to win this
right.

She was a unique crusader. She was not the hatchet-
faced feminist newspaper cartoonists loved to ridi-
cule, but a beautiful woman—gentle, almost shy,
with a voice like liquid silver.

Her crusade against almost insurmountable odds
affected the very roots of life—the quality and hap-
piness both of marriage and of children. Margaret
Sanger made it her basic principle that every child
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brought into the world must be wanted and loved,
and given education and opportunity.

Through birth control Margaret Sanger saw the
one hope of bringing reason and planning into family
life, so that men and women would have only the
number of children they wanted, when they wanted.
'To Margaret Sanger, birth control was the first free-
dom for women. “No woman can call herself free un-
til she can choose consciously whether she will or will
not be a mother,” she wrote.

It was a revolutionary idea.
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1
A HOUSEFUL OF
HIGGINSES

There was nothing special about being born into the
Higgins family. By the time Margaret came along,
there had been five babies before her. Like all the
others, she was brought into the world by her father,
Michael Higgins. He was the only “doctor” the family
ever had. And almost from infancy, Margaret helped
in the delivery of every new brother and sister. When
the eleventh and last little Higgins was born, sex and
birth were no mystery to Margaret.

She was a strikingly pretty girl with wide-set gray
eyes, and two braids of auburn hair that bounced
rakishly off her shoulders. Gay and lively, with a flair
for acting, she was often invited on weekends to play
with the children of the leading citizens who lived on
the hill above the river.

Corning, New York—where she was born in

1879—was a small factory center of less than ten thou-
1
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sand people. The big glass works that had yet to n}ake
its reputation lined the banks of the Chemung River.
Factory chimneys, jutting a hundred feet into the
sky, poured dense gray smoke over the homes of the
workers below.

Up on the hill it was different. In the summer
ladies and gentlemen, relaxed in wicker chairs,
chatted quietly on the cool verandas. Soft green
lawns, interrupted here and there by tennis courts,
stretched down to the tree-lined streets. There was a
gulf between Irish worker and Yankee upper class,
but Margaret was welcomed by parents who liked to
see their children entertained by her fairy tales or
dramatic monologues. She could invent games and
make up stories, acting out all the parts herself and
keeping the children laughing for hours.

Down below, her own life was lived in a small
house in a pine woods on the edge of town. The
Higgins family had moved from the center of
Corning when Margaret was a little girl. The
crowded riverbank was no place for her sick mother.
The families there—most of them recently from
Ireland—huddled together in boxlike houses.
"There were always too many children to be clothed
and fed, too many to care for, too many to educate, on
the small wages fathers brought home.

Margaret soon noticed the difference between
these homes and those on the hill. Up there she rarely
saw families with more than two or three children.
Their mothers had time to play with them on the
rolling lawn, or walk with them through the quiet
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streets. Their mothers looked fresh and pretty even
when they reached the age of forty, while the mothers
of the poor were worn out by the time they were
thirty.

To improve his wife’s health, Michael Higgins had
moved his family out to the pine woods and the
cleaner air. He had married Anne Purcell not just
because she was Irish, too, but because she was
slender and lovely, with gray-green eyes, wavy black
hair, and a perfect skin. But the babies came one
after the other. (Margaret always remembered her
mother as pregnant or nursing a new baby.) The con-
stant cooking and washing and cleaning and sewing
and nursing drained her strength away. There was
never a moment for herself, never time for a walk
with her husband, or a concert or a play.

Now she coughed constantly, racking coughs so
deep she had to lean against the wall to support her-
self. Everyone in the house would be still, ears
strained, till the sound of the coughing subsided.
“Consumption” they called it, the popular name for
tuberculosis, a disease often linked to poverty.

Irish-born, Michael Hennessey Higgins had
crossed the Atlantic as a boy with his family. At Presi-
dent Lincoln’s first call for volunteers he had run
away from home to join the Army. At seventeen he
was a drummer in a New York cavalry regiment.
When the war ended, he studied medicine, not to
become a doctor, but because he wanted to be a sculp-
tor. A knowledge of anatomy would help him perfect
his skill in modeling the human body. He settled
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down in Corning to make his living chiseling out of
marble and granite, angels and saints to adorn the
local cemeteries.

It was not an easy way to earn a living. Work was
irregular, and the fees never large enough to support
so big a family in comfort. There was rarely money
for extras or an unexpected treat. Christmas was the
time Margaret waited for to get the pair of shoes she
needed. Necessities might be all Michael Higgins
could afford, but it did not shrivel his generous na-
ture. Once he started out to get a dozen bananas for
supper, but bought a stalk of fifteen dozen instead
and gave them all to children he passed at play on his
way home. Another time he showed up with the eight
children of a neighbor in trouble and crowded them
into the Higginses’ household for months.

His bigheartedness showed best the day he invited
Henry George, one of the leading radical thinkers of
the time, to address a banquet in the main hotel. Al-
though household bills were overdue and coal was
needed for the winter, Higgins used his money to pay
the cost of dinner for fifty guests. It was a splurge
that tried Anne Higgins’ patience severely.

But nothing like that could shake their marriage.
Between them there was love, and more, there was a
deep respect and comradeship that extended to the
children as well. None of them was ever forced to take
sides. Margaret knew that if she pleased her father,
she pleased her mother equally. The children were
rarely scolded and never spanked. When they had to
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be corrected, they were not humiliated in front of the
others, but taken aside and talked to as adults.

Hard times never weakened Anne Higgins' love
for her husband. Standing nearly six feet tall, with
brilliant blue eyes, freckled skin, and a red mane of
hair cresting a massive head, Michael Higgins looked
like one of his own heroic statues. He reigned su-
preme over the family. He had a sculptor’s strength
and a good physician’s tenderness. He nursed his wife
through six weeks of pneumonia—a disease that in
those days was often fatal-—set broken legs, brought
Margaret through a siege of typhoid fever. His basic
medicine, in an era when doctors had scarcely any
useful drugs, was “good whiskey.” When Margaret’s
face was swollen with ivy poisoning, a doctor advised
Higgins to paint it with iodine three times a day. The
treatment was more agonizing than the illness, and
her father switched back to whiskey. Margaret soon
recovered.

LIBRARY INTERKATICHNAL PLANKED
PARENTHOOD FEDERATION
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2
BREAKING FREE

Corning was not the West, but Margaret grew up
under discipline such as the frontier demanded. The
Higgins children were trained to do every task the
household required. They could make their own
clothing, cook, sew, shingle a roof, milk a cow, deliver
a baby. Each child tended his own patch of garden.
Their father made all the furniture in the house. It
was a simple life, a life shared to the fullest. Margaret
remembered later the pride she felt in helping to
carry all the responsibilities of the family.

What made the Higginses' household different
from others was the excitement over ideas that
crackled in the air. Michael Higgins was Corning’s
local rebel. He fought for free libraries, free educa-
tion, free books in the public schools. His workshop
was always full of friends—cabinetmaker, cobbler,
mason, doctor, local editor—the townsfolk who did

6
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a little thinking for themselves. They loved to argue.
Higgins’ rich brogue would rise above the other
voices, driving an opponent into a corner, while Mar-
garet sat by in delight.

Little money or none, books were a necessity to her
father, and his small library was one of the best in
Corning. Margaret, too, became a hungry reader no
end of books could satisfy. Higgins valued his beliefs,
but he expected his children to have their own ideas.
And he urged them to speak out. Learning and think-
ing were not something that went on only in school
—if, indeed, they happened there at all. Their
father’s example was a daily reminder of the joy to be
found in using your mind, in stretching it to its full
power. He seemed drawn to every new idea, examin-
ing it for its worth no matter what others said against
it. Equality of the sexes and the right of women to
vote, ideas ridiculed by many, he stoutly defended.

But it was politics and economics that above all
concerned him. How men made their living and how
they organized their lives together were the heart of
the matter. He became a Socialist because he consid-
ered socialism Christian belief put into daily prac-
tice. “Take care of yourself, no matter what may be-
come of your fellow man,” was the ethic of the wild
beast, he said. Cain said unto the Lord, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?” Michael Higgins answering yes
turned to ideas about a new social system that would
make true brotherhood possible.

He loved to read from his books to his children,
roaring with pleasure every time he found a pungent
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line. He made the children reread them “to elevate
the mind.”

“The one thing I've been able to give you is a free
mind,” he told Margaret. “Use it well and give some-
thing back to your generation.”

Higgins was a freethinker, joining no church or re-
ligious group. But he urged his children to attend a
different church every Sunday and to learn from
each. “Try them all,” he said to Margaret, “but be
chained to none. You'll grow up when you begin to
do your own thinking.”

Anne Higgins had been born 2 Roman Catholic
and had always attended church. But after her mar-
riage, her husband’s opposition to all formal religion
gradually separated her from her early faith. Father
Coghlan often called on her to send her children t
parochial school, but Higgins would not permit it.

The final break with the church came when Hig-
gins invited Colonel Robert Ingersoll, one of the
noted freethinkers of his day, to address a meeting at
Corning. Higgins had already paid the rent for the
hall, which happened to be owned by the Catholic
church. But when he and his friends arrived for the
meeting, the doors were bolted. Father Coghlan had
decided that Ingersoll's ideas were “too dangerous” to
be given a hearing.

'Mr. Higgins had taken ten-year-old Margaret with
him to hear Colonel Bob. Now they stood together on
thf: steps of the hall, facing a crowd yelling curses at
H}ggins and Ingersoll. Fighting broke out. Higgins
tried to calm his fellow townsmen, but in a moment
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tomatoes and cabbages rained down on his head. Un-
shaken, he announced that he would not call off the
meeting. He invited those who wanted to hear Inger-
soll to walk to a clearing in the woods nearby. Hold-
ing Margaret’s hand, he pushed through the throng,
leading his small band of followers to the woods.
There, standing on a tree stump, his red hair flaming
against the setting sun, he introduced Ingersoll to the
handful who had not been frightened off by the mob.
The girl trembled in excitement as she listened to her
father and Colonel Bob. She did not understand all
they said, but she knew that for the sake of an idea,
they had faced down a crowd’s anger. She, too, would
fight for her ideas when the time came.

For his defiance of the church, Michael Higgins
was made to suffer. Much of his work had been for the
local Roman Catholic cemeteries. His commissions
had been shrinking in the past few years, but now
they were completely cut off. He had to travel farther
and farther from Corning to get work. He was gone
for weeks sometimes, hating to be away from his fam-
ily. But it was even worse when long months passed
without any work. The ever present burden of debts
grew heavier and heavier.

In the eyes of her schoolmates, Margaret, too, was a
rebel against the church. From that time on she and
all the Higgins children were known as children of
the devil. They were taunted by their classmates,
names were shouted at them in the streets. It could
not have been easy to suffer. What helped was her
own slowly growing sense of the limitations of Corn-
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ing itself. It was no longer a place whose approval she
had to have. She did not care about boys who were in-
terested in little more than hunting and dogs, in girls
who talked only of party dresses and dates. She turned
inward, beginning to explore what she called “the
other me”—the Margaret who burned for action
and adventure, for romance and daring. The women
in the world around her led narrow lives, she
thought. Petty limits shut them in; social rules
choked them; the need to please stunted them. She
felt a powerful desire to act, to do something bold and
brave, to test herself against danger.

She began to set dares for herself. First she went
upstairs alone to bed without a light—something
she had dreaded from early childhood. Then she
went down into the dark cellar without singing
loudly as she always used to do. Then she climbed
high into the rafters of the barn and leaped down into
the hay stacked thirty feet below.

Now she thought she was ready for the hardest test
ofall. Ona farm across the river Margaret had friends
whose apples she loved. To get there she walked three
miles, taking a roundabout way across a sturdy
wooden bridge. A far shorter route was to go by the
nearby railroad bridge, suspended high over the
river. But the one thing she feared most was to walk

across 1ts ties. There was always the danger of falling
between the ties or even meeti

ng a train as you
crossed.

This day she resolved she would cross by that
bridge. Her legs trembled as she neared it. But the
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more scared she felt, the more determined she was to
overcome her fear. She started over slowly, setting
her feet carefully on each tie. A quarter of the way
across she heard the singing of the rails and knew a
train was speeding toward her, hidden by a curve be-
yond the bridge. Thensuddenlyitwas roaringdownon
her, a huge engine of death whose black smoke scarred
the sky. She leaped to the side, trying to hide behind
an iron girder. Her foot slipped, and she dropped—
saved only because both arms could not pass through
the crossbars. Her eyes shut tight, she hung in space,
praying the engineer would not release the scalding
steam. She never knew how long she hung there.
Then there was the sound of feet pounding over the
ties, and arms were around her shoulders, pulling her
back up to safety. It was a friend of her father’s, fish-
ing from the bridge, who had rescued her. He scolded
her angrily and ordered her to go straight home.

But she knew she could never go home defeated.
To return now would have been as impossible for her
as to stop breathing. Frightened, bruised, bleeding,
she still somehow completed the crossing. “After
that I felt almost grown up,” she wrote later. “I did
not talk about it, but something inside me had con-
quered something else.” She had proved she had the
will and strength to make changes even in herself.

It was not long afterward that she showed her re-
bellion in school. It happened when she was finishing
the eighth grade. A trivial thing was the cause of it.
She was wearing a new pair of gloves to school that
day, her first new pair which someone had given her.
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She lingered a moment outside, stretching them over
her hands, admiring their look. When she came into
the classroom a few minutes late, the teacher, a sour-
tongued shrew, snapped at her: “So your ladyship has
arrived.” The class laughed. Margaret sat down and
began to work at her books. But the teacher contin-
ued to taunt her. Suddenly Margaret stood up,
walked out of the school, went home, and announced
she would never go back again. She’d go to work,
starve, die, but nothing on earth would make her
change her mind.

A family council was called. They pleaded,
begged, threatened. Did she think her education was
complete? How would she earn a living? Did she want
to bury herself in a factory? It ended when her older
sisters, Mary and Nan, who were working now at
tutoring and translating, decided that Margaret had
the mind and will to profit from an advanced private
school. They agreed on the Hudson River Institute at
Claverack, a town about a hundred miles north of
New York City. Mary and Nan would pool their
funds to pay for her tuition and clothes, while Mar-

garet would wash dishes and wait on table for her
room and board.

She had broken free from Corning,
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From her tight family unit in Corning, Margaret was
suddenly transplanted into a home with five hundred
boys and girls. The boys’ rooms were at one end of a
big building, and the girls’ at the other. They all ate
together, went to class together, and shared the ath-
letic fields. (Coeducation, still not very common, had
started early here.) For the first time Margaret met
teachers who did not act like policemen. They were
warm friends whose greater education and experi-
ence helped guide minds exploring the world of
ideas.

There was more than small-town talk to feed on
here. There were spirited girls who wore New York
fashions and discussed the latest books and plays.
They were not snobs; although Margaret worked her
way through school, she was always treated as an
equal. She could speak her mind here—often

13
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echoing her father’s opinions—and find herself ad-
mired for her boldness and her “advanced” ideas.

She was delighted to find going to school chapel no
dry ritual. It was a platform for debate. On Saturday
mornings the students in turn discussed social or po-
litical issues. Margaret wrote to her father, asking for
background material on famous women of history,
especially the rebels like the English Mary Woll-
stonecraft, the first outright feminist.

She wrote out her first speech, then stole away to
the open fields to practice it again and again. Soon
word got out that she would speak on “Women’s
Rights.” Thinking it a big joke—as most men of the
time did—the boys ridiculed Margaret; they drew
cartoons of her wearing trousers and puffing on fat
cigars.

Being made fun of did not stop her. She was al-
ready dreaming of herself as a new voice for women.
Where most students dreaded speechmaking, she
eagerly hunted down new subjects. She backed Wil-
liam Jennings Bryan and the radical Populists in the
1896 election, although she stood alone against the
whole school. She thought she saw Utopia in the
skies, she said, and wanted to take hold of it and plant
it here on earth.

"The depth of her feeling and the pleasure she took
in her ideas moved the audiences who heard her in
chapel. The elocution teacher encouraged her to try
poetry readings and acting. One day Margaret
thought, Why not a career on the stage? Her sister
Mary had taken her to see the famous Maude Adams
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play Shakespeare’s Juliet. And Margaret, with the
same rich auburn hair, began to dream of herself as
another Maude Adams. When she went home on
vacation, she announced to the family that she was
going into the theater.

Michael Higgins laughed at the idea. But Mary en-
couraged her and suggested she try to enter one of the
best dramatic schools in New York. Back came the
application blank with all the usual formalities of
age, height, color of eyes and hair, and photos to be
submitted.

But the application also demanded exact length of
leg as well as measurements of ankle, calf, knee,
thigh, bosom, hips. Margaret was startled. She had
expected to be judged by her ability to act, speak,
sing, dance, and by her personality. What could such
details of anatomy have to do with being a second
Maude Adams? Angrily she tore up the application
and decided to concentrate on work where more
things counted than the shape of her leg.

Some of the girls had warned Margaret that if she
kept voicing wild or radical views all the time she
would never get a man. But the boys could not resist
her vivid looks, her charm, her qualities as a natural
leader whether for a class picnic, a choral group, or an
escapade.

Toward the end of her last year at Claverack she
proposed the idea that some of the girls should slip
out of the dormitory window and meet their dates at
the village dance hall. They got away safely and had
been dancing for hours when Professor Flack, the
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headmaster, entered the hall. They were marched
back to the school in ominous silence.

The next morning Margaret was summoned to
Flack’s office. “Miss Higgins,” he said, “don’t you feel
ashamed for getting the girls into trouble last night?
Because of you, they have broken the rules.”

She thought at once that someone had told on her.
But the headmaster went on, “No one had to tell me
you were the ringleader. Again and again I've noticed
your influence on the others. This leadership you
have is a rare gift, Margaret. I want you to think
about it in the future. You'll have to make a choice.
You can use it to get yourself and others into trouble,
or you can use it for constructive work which will
benefit everyone.”

That was all. There was no punishment. Instead
she had wisely been made to think about this strength
she felt inside her. Now she knew she had to learn to
shape it to some purpose.

When her three years at Claverack ended, Mar-
garet took a job teaching the first grade in a public
school in Paterson, New Jersey, a factory town. It
would have been a backbreaking job even for a vet-
eran—and she was only a raw beginner. In her class
there were eighty-four immigrant children—Poles,
Hungarians, and Swedes—who could speak hardly a
word of English. She was so tired at the end of the day
she often collapsed on her bed and went to sleep be-
fore dinner. But she loved the challenge of opening
the world of words and music and color to the chil-
dren of the millworkers. Then suddenly, at Christ-
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mastime, she was summoned home. Her mother was
critically 11l

Anne Higgins had suffered from tuberculosis for so
long that no one had expected this complete physical
breakdown. Margaret found her terribly weak,
coughing up blood constantly. To learn how to care
for her mother, she borrowed medical books from the
local doctor. She worked day and night in the sick-
room; medicine was then unaware of how contagious
tuberculosis was. There was nothing pleasant or easy
about her tasks, yet she decided that here was a field
where her strong yearning for service to others could
be fulfilled. Instead of teaching, she would enter
medicine.

Month after month she nursed her mother until
she was exhausted herself. When one of her school
friends invited her to Buffalo for Easter, Mrs. Higgins
insisted that Margaret must take the rest. With Mar-
garet gone, Anne Higgins thought of some pretext to
send each child from the house. Michael, too, she pre-
vailed upon to leave, to get some materials needed to
repair the stove. A few blocks away, some deep in-
stinct brought him running back in terror to find his
wife gasping in death. Knowing she was about to die,
she had wanted to spare the family this ending.

Margaret hurried home from Buffalo. Her words
could not comfort her father. He had shut himself off,
holding his grief tight. She took her mother’s place
now, running the household, managing the meals,
the children, and even the debts. Burdened wigh
problems, she found her hardest one was her father.

w\ﬂ_\““ c?:m'?"
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Always gentle and loving before, urging his children
to be free, he had turned into a petty tyrant through
grief and anxiety. The younger boys had to be in
bed the moment their lessons were done. The girls
~—Margaret and her sister Ethel—were kept prac-
tically prisoners. He tried to cut them off from every-
one, particularly from boys.

Often when Margaret asked if a young man could
call at the house, her father replied curtly, “No!” No
explanation. That was the end of it. On the rare eve-
nings when Margaret and Ethel were allowed out,
they had to be home by ten and account for every
minute away.

The climax came one night when the sisters had
gone to an open-air concert. As the clock in the town
hall struck ten, they were frantically running, still
few blocks from the house. When they reached the
door, three minutes late, it was locked and the house
was pitch-black. They knocked and banged and
shouted, tried side and back doors. All were locked.
Finally the front door opened a foot. Higgins reached
out, took Ethel’s arm, and pulled her into the house,
snapping, “This outrageous behavior is your sister’s
fault!” Then he slammed and locked the door, leav-
ing Margaret, bewildered and stunned, alone on the
dark porch.

She sat on the steps for a while, but it was a cool
night and she had no coat. She started to walk, but no
decent girl would stay on the streets at this late hour.
She did not even have a relative in town to turn to.

Finally she thought of a girl who had been at the
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concert, too. Her mother welcomed Margaret in for
the night. The next morning Margaret decided she
had to give her father time to think over their rela-
tionship. She borrowed the fare from her hosts and
took the train to Elmira, where she went to stay with
friends. Meanwhile, Higgins had been desperately
searching the town for her. When he learned where
she was, he got her older sisters, Mary and Nan, now
living in Buffalo, to wire her to return home at once.
But Margaret refused to budge. She insisted on wait-
ing out the week so that her father would try to
understand the gulf that had opened between them.

After her return home, she and her father spoke
little to each other. They buried themselves in their
reading, he in his economics and politics, she finding
relief in novels he always scorned as “trivial.”

One afternoon, deep in a funny story and laugh-
ing aloud over it, she failed to hear her father enter
the room. He stood in the doorway like a policeman,
angry that someone was having a good time. She
looked up at him, and suddenly all the love for him
‘that had been pushed down inside her for so long by
his icy harshness welled up again, and she laughed
and laughed until her laughter drew him close. “Just
listen to this,” she said, reading him a passage from
the book. Her father began to chuckle, and then to
laugh, and then to roar with delight. He had found
the way back to himself again.

Margaret realized why he had changed so much.
He had been desperately lonely for Anne, for her
quiet affection, her deep understanding. He had al-
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ways depended on her to guide the children, and with
her gone he had been scared by the size of his own re-
sponsibilities. And though he had probably never ad-
mitted it to himself, he had been jealous of the atten-
tion Margaret and Ethel had been given by their
young men, wanting to keep his daughters all to him-
self. His cold discipline had simply been a reaction to
this jealousy.

Margaret had grown far beyond such close con-
trols. Neither Corning nor the family circle could
hold her any longer. There was only one thing she
wanted now—to become a doctor. A year after her
mother’s death, a Claverack classmate invited her to
live in her family’s house in White Plains, a suburban
town just north of New York City. Nearby was the
new White Plains Hospital, where Margaret could
enroll as a probationary nurse. She did not yet have

the money to go on to college and a medical degree.
But this would start her on the way.



4
HUSBAND, HOUSE,
AND BABIES

Training for her new work, Margaret made the mis-
takes most beginners make. On one of her first cases
an old man called her to his bedside and asked her to
bandage his sore leg. She had just learned bandaging
and was delighted to put her new skill to work. Going
the rounds a little later, her supervisor looked at the
patient in astonishment and asked, “Why have you
got the right leg bandaged? It's the left one that's in-
jured.”

“Oh, she was so kind,” the old man replied, “I
couldn’t tell her she was working on the wrong one.”

But Margaret learned fast. Her training was hard
and unending. She had to carry supplies, make all the
dressings and bandages, sterilize the equipment. The
White Plains Hospital was in an old mansion. She

slept in a tiny room under the roof. There was only
21
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one bathroom on each ward floor. No electricity, no
bells to ring when you needed help quickly. At night
the nurses were on their own, for no doctors were on
duty then.

These hectic months of training, on top of the long
period of nursing her own mother, were too much for
her body to take. She developed tuberculosis and ran
a temperature constantly. The doctors decided she
needed an operation. Hardly out of bed, she was
assigned to night duty. Every kind of emergency case
seemed to occur on her night shift during the next
three months. When it was over, she welcomed her
transfer to a large hospital in New York for her post-
graduate training.

She learned to work with the latest surgical tech-
niques and equipment at Manhattan Eye and Ear.
Then at Forty-first Street and Park Avenue, the hos-
pital provided a reasonable amount of comfort for the
nurses, including occasional social events. One night
she was dancing with a young doctor when he was
called out to the hall. He was building a house, and
his. architect had dropped by to show him some blue-
prints.

“This is William Sanger,” the doctor said to Mar-
garet. The architect was a dark slim man of medium
height. They leaned over the blueprints. Whenever
Margaret glanced up, she met Sanger’s eyes fixed in-
tensely on hers. She was on the late night shift, and
had to go back to her ward. But at seven thirty in the
morn§ng, when she left the hospital, Sanger was
standing there on the steps. He had waited all night to
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walk her home. And every morning after that, he
was there. Impatient, romantic, he courted her fever-
ishly. He sent flowers, bought her gifts, took her to
the theater and the opera on her nights off duty.

To Margaret, raised on debts and budgets, it was
like a make-believe world. What something cost
never bothered Bill. While not wealthy, his family
stood for the comfortable and educated world of the
houses on the hill at Corning. Sanger was ten years
older than Margaret, and had already moved into a
large circle of musicians, artists, and writers.

Although he was helping to design important
buildings, his real interest lay in painting. He was al-
ways talking of Paris, “the city of light,” where a man
could be free of business pressures and give himself
up to learning to paint. “Let’s get married and go
there to live,” he would urge her.

One day, without any warning, it happened. It was
August 18, 1902—she was twenty-three years old.
They were driving in the country when Bill sug-
gested they stop to visit a friend of his. Without tell-
ing her, Bill had planned every detail—Ilicense, ring,
witnesses, and the friend who turned out to be a min-
ister. She found she didn't need to think about it,
only to say yes.

The first year of marriage was happy. Then Mar-
garet’s tuberculosis flared up again. And now she was
pregnant, too. She must go upstate to the Adirondack
Mountains where the fresh air was considered heal-
ing. Bill insisted she stay at one of the hospitals near
Saranac until it was time to have the baby. She re-
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turned to their Manhattan apartment in October
1903, just before the birth of their first son, Stuart.

Her labor pains started coming in the middle of
the night. Neither her regular doctor nor his assistant
could be reached. Bill rushed out to find any doctor
he could. It was a young man he came back with. Be-
cause of his inexperience and Margaret’s poor health,
the delivery was long, hard, agonizing. But fortu-
nately the baby was strong and healthy when born.

She felt so drained by the birth she had to return to
the Adirondack clinic. Nothing seemed to stop the
spread of her tuberculosis. In the next eight months
she sank lower and lower, gradually losing even her
interest in living.

Alarmed, her doctor came to examine her. “What
would you like to do?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Where would you like to go?”

“Nowhere.”

“Who would you like to have take care of your
baby?”

She did not even answer.

A little later the doctor returned, and putting his
hand on her shoulder, shook her. “Don’t be like this!”
he said. “Do something! Want something! You'll
never get well if you keep on this way!”

Something stirred in her. Not his words, but the
sound of despair, of hopelessness, reached her. She
could not sleep that night. She knew now that every-
one expected her to die soon. “I won't die, I won't,”
she kept whispering to herself.
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By dawn she had decided what she must do. No
matter what the doctor might say, she wanted to be at
home with her husband. She got out of bed, called the
nurse to get the baby ready, had her bags packed, and
started home. It was a life-saving decision that came
out of some mysterious reservoir of strength.

Bill moved his family into a small hotel in West-
chester. With his constant love and care, Margaret
slowly rebuilt her strength. They looked around fora
place to start their own home and chose Hastings-on-
Hudson. There, on a hillside overlooking the broad
river, less than an hour from New York City, a group
of doctors and artists calling themselves the Colum-
bia Colony lived in small houses, with gardens, lawns,
and plenty of space for their children to play. The
Sangers rented a cottage while Bill designed a home
for the acre of land they had bought.

It was to be the special home that every architect
dreams about. There would be a studio for him to
paint in, a dining room big enough for many guests,
fireplaces in all the bedrooms, with a huge one in the
library, and finally a nursery—they had decided to
have more children—opening out on a veranda
overlooking the Hudson.

Margaret and Bill put in long hours together,
staining the woodwork themselves, leading and weld-
ing together every bar of the rose window which was
to set off the head of the staircase.

Now the new house was almost finished. The last of
the plaster had yet to dry—and Margaret could not
do too much, for she was carrying her second child—
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but they moved in anyhow. The boxes and crates
were still half-full when they put tired Stuart to bed
and relaxed in front of the roaring fire Bill had made
to keep out the bitter cold of the February night.

It was hours later when Margaret heard a pound-
ing on their bedroom door and the maid’s voice ye?l—
ing “Fire! Fire!” She ran to Stuart’s bed while Bill
raced down the stairs for help. Smoke was choking the
rooms below, and flames were licking at the stairs,
but Margaret, covering the baby’s head with a coat,
snaked her way past them to the open air. Outside, ice
glittered on the moonlit trees. They stood helpless,
watching the fire devour their home. A year of work
was turning into ashes. Petal by petal, the treasured
rose window vanished in the flames. In a few minutes
its loveliness was gone.

It was a time for sorrow, for rage at blind luck, for
horror at how close death had come. Yet Margaret felt
a sense of relief stealing over her. It wasas ifa burden
had been lifted from her, as if a part of her life she
had not known she wanted to end, was being ended
for her. “Somewhere in the back of my mind,” she
wrote later, “I saw the absurdity of placing all one’s
hopes, all one’s efforts, in the creation of something
external that could perish in a few moments. I must
have learned the lesson of the futility of material
things.”

The fire was a hard blow to them financially. Their
insurance covered the house but not the furniture in

it. They moved to a rented place nearby for the six
months it took to rebuild the house.
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Soon after the fire their second son, Grant, was born,
and twenty months later, their daughter, Peggy. She
was a lively, laughing girl, exactly what Margaret
had wanted in a daughter. Margaret gave all her en-
ergy to rearing the children and even wanted a fourth,
until her tuberculosis flared up again and the doctor
warned against it.

Gradually, Margaret slipped into the round of
suburban life. It was a closed-in world, women and
children together all day long, the talk all of cooking,
furniture, clothes, gardens, schools. The weekly trip
to New York for shopping or a visit to 2 museum was
the peak of excitement. Dissatisfied with the local
kindergarten, the neighbors started their own, with
Margaret taking her turn at teaching. When Stuart
and his friends began to ask where babies came from,
she put together a special course. With animals and
nature to draw on, she taught them the simple facts
about sex and biology.

But once the children were ready for school, sub-
urban life began to seem trivial and empty. She was
not satisfied endlessly to repeat the cycle of days.
Restless, discontented, groping for something she
could not define, she began reading widely. She felt
out of the main current of life, and she was not alone
in that, Everywhere in America, the quiet content of
a generation ago was fading among well-to-do
women. By 1910 their discontent was so common doc-
tors and psychologists became openly concerned.
The symptoms were familiar—boredom, tiredness,
illnesses one couldn’t explain, fits of crying without
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cause. “Nerves” or “melancholia,” some called it. But
others more acute said it was the response of middle-
and upper-class women to useless idleness. They had
servants to do the household work, and schools to
educate their children. Their husbands did not need
to have their wives work to piece out a decent income.
Nothing much was left for such women but to con-
sume—to buy and use the products of a flourishing
industrial society. Many were satisfied with the role.
But to others the life of the average leisure-class
woman was boring and irritating.

Early on, encouraged by her father’s example,
Margaret had struggled with ideas. She had looked
for adventure and challenge. Now, settled into
middle-class routine, she felt she was living at second
hand. Raising a family was not enough for her. It did
not satisfy the urge to have a life of her own. The
charming house, loving husband, beautiful babies
—what the popular magazines said every woman
hungered for—did not make her happy. She wanted
to plunge into the world of action outside and use to

the full powers she sensed were not yet tested in the
small world of Hastings.



5
SLUMS AND
STRIKES

From suburb to city Margaret went—a distance of
approximately twenty miles. But it would make a
vast change in her way of life. The Sangers moved
into a roomy old apartment uptown on West 135th
Street. Margaret wanted to make money on her own
again to help with their expenses and debts, which
had been heavy since her illness. So that she could go
back to professional nursing, Bill's mother came to
live with them. Margaret took only childbirth cases
now. She would work hard for a couple of weeks
while the children were in the safe hands of their
grandmother. Then she would be at home again for a
while before the next case.

Calls for her skilled nursing began pouring in.
People did not use hospitals in those days except for
severe emergencies. Most women preferred to have

their babies at home. More and more, Margaret
29


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































