YWHO WAS SILAS SMITH?
Robert Dykstra and Karen Board(Morau

Over the past nine years, many volunteers have pursued information on those who
attended the first National Women’s Rights Convention in 1850. lowan Robert
Dykstra, a retired history prqfessor from the State University of New York at
Albany, rose to the challenge to ident{'fj/ Silas Smith, who signed in at the
convention from his home state. We hope Dr. Dykstra’s research strategy will
encourage others to locate and document additional participants.

It seems likely that Smith, although living in Iowa, was originally from
Massachusetts—very possibly Worcester County—and had returned
home to attend to family matters. This would mean that Smith was
something other than a simple frontier farmer; he would have had
disposable funds for making the trip, so may have been an older man and
perhaps a skilled artisan or merchant. An Ancestry.com search found
eleven Silas Smiths living in Iowa, but by carefully tracking the name
through the 1850 census records, it was possible to narrow the list to a
single Massachusetts cooper born in 1797. This Smith’s second-youngest
child had been born in Massachusetts in 1836; his youngest, in Iowa in
1842. Therefore, Silas had brought his family west in about 1840.

Various Ancestry.com indices led to two Silas Smiths in Worcester
County, plus a “Captain Silas Smith of Westminster.” The Captain had
married Sarah W. Wilder in Ashburnham in 1826. This was without doubt
the Iowa Smith, whose wife was named Sarah and whose first son was
born in 1827—a year after the marriage. Haywood’s History of Westminster
confirmed that this Silas had lived on the old homestead, Bragg Hill, until
about 1837 when he left for Farmington, lowa.

Iowa historical publications and Van Buren County histories revealed
that this Silas Smith had come west with Abner Kneeland’s Boston-based
society of “free enquirers.” Kneeland was, among other things, an out-
spoken advocate of women's equality—most notoriously, women’s rights
to divorce, birth control, equal pay for equal work, and other ideas ahead
of their time. In 1818, Smith had joined the local Universalist Society,
where he probably met Kneeland, then a prominent Universalist
clergyman from Gardner who did not begin decisively supporting Free
Thought until the 1820s. Accused of atheism, Kneeland was tried five
times in Boston for blasphemy and—despite the efforts of William Ellery
Channing, Ralph Waldo Emerson, William Lloyd Garrison, and other
heavy hitters—eventually convicted and jailed for sixty days. Upon his
release in 1838, Kneeland and several members of the “First Society of Free
Thinkers,” including Smith, headed to Iowa with their families to found
their own colony, dedicated to both rationalism and nature worship.

Kneeland’s “Salubria,” two miles south of Farmington on the Des
Moines River, did not last. Like many such groups, the colony apparently
fell to quarreling, possibly over Kneeland’s involvement in third-party
politics and Smith’s intention to become an active Democrat, despite the
Iowa party’s hopelessly conservative stance on slavery. Hard times,
brought on by the Panic of 1837, probably also hindered additional Boston
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with the African American commu-
nity, and contacts with other notables
such as the Salisburys, Paines, Waldos,
and Turnbulls, Isaiah Thomas, and
Governor Levi Lincoln and his father.

AUDIENCES TAKE VIRTUAL TOUR

“In Her Footsteps: Worcester and
the Struggle for Equality in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century,” a
tour of the first phase of the

Worcester Women’s Heritage

virtual

Trail, was staged for the
Worcester Women’s Republican
Club on September 10 and the
Leicester Historical Society on
October 21, 2002. Costumed
performers (Lynne McKenney
Lydick and Laura Howie) and
narrators (Linda Miller and
Dorista Goldsberry) brought the
slide show presentation to life.
Both

multimedia tour of local people

audiences praised  this
and places at the forefront of
American social reform.

This spring, “In Her Footsteps”
will be performed at Holy Cross
College on March 12, Briarwood
Retirement Community on March
27, and the Hall Club on April 11.
To arrange a virtual tour, call 508-
767-1852 or email jnfo@wwhp.org.

UPPITY WOMEN SING IN
THE NEW YEAR

The Uppity Women Singers have
had a busy 2003 so far: they per-
formed at the University Park School
on January 15, Unitarian-Universalist
Church of Worcester on January 21,
and University of Massachusetts
Medical School on January 22. To
schedule a concert, call Nancy Avila at
508-755-4353,
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