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��The 1895 New York State Woman Suffrage Association Convention

The Republic May Wear a Crown of True Greatness 

The 1895 new york state 
woman suffrage association 
Convention1

Shannon M. Risk

“They have their banner flung out to the winds; they are after you; and their 

cry is for justice; and you can not [sic] deny it.” 

 —Senator Edgar Cowan, Pennsylvania2

“The ballot is a symbol that stands for sovereignty, for power and patriotism, 

and when this crown shall be placed on the head of woman she should be 

willing to take it on bended knee and pledge her life to her country.” 

—Martha Almy, Jamestown, New York3

“The ballot is not a question of the bayonet. It is a question of brain.” 

 —lillie devereaux Blake, new york City4

when the all stars of the american woman suffrage campaign descended upon 
newburgh, new york, in 1895 for the twenty-seventh annual new york state 
convention, their cause was just forty-seven years old. although many events of 
the american woman suffrage movement took place in new york City or albany, 
the state convention allowed for a more local cadre of delegates and opinion both 
for and against the cause of “votes for women.” Planners selected newburgh as a 
convention site for strategic reasons. There were very few suffrage advocates in 
this region, and they hoped the event might draw the interest of a wider public. 
held from november 8 through 12, the convention boasted such crusaders as 
susan B. anthony; her sister, Mary anthony, one-time treasurer of the new york 
state woman suffrage association (nyswsa); and her Madison street neighbor 
in Rochester, Jean Brooks Greenleaf, who was also the President of the nyswsa. 
Joining these prestigious leaders were ardent suffragists Carrie Chapman Catt, 
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harriet May Mills, lillie devereaux Blake, and Reverend anna howard shaw.5 
The 1895 convention served as an important barometer for the health of the 

national movement, revealing public ambivalence, a lack of solidarity amongst 
the suffragists in their motivations for the ballot, and a transfer of leadership 
and change in management style between the generations. new york and 
Massachusetts led the way in producing early suffrage reformers, so the new york 
state suffrage conventions were always on the cutting edge of reform and featured 
appearances by the most well-known suffragists. The decade of the 1890s also 
presented a shift in american politics and identity for white men and women. 
The united states had begun to flex its imperial might, making forays into places 
like hawaii, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and Cuba. simultaneously, americans 
were rapidly becoming a consumer society, bombarded by advertisements that 
were often gender-coded, assuring customers that a certain product might make 
them a better man or, perhaps, a “new” woman. Progressivism, a socio-political 
movement, had taken hold of the middle and upper classes, who directed their 
version of social reform toward the government as well as to the downtrodden 
masses. Indeed, as immigration increased through ellis Island, and eastern and 
southern europeans poured into the united states, white elites linked growing 
crime to poverty and immigration in an increasingly urban world. These events 
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combined to produce societal and political conservativism in america. hence, 
what might be considered a typical annual suffrage convention in newburgh in 
1895 was, in fact, a public reflection of a growing middle class of white, hegemonic 
women who sought access to the political forum through pressure politics and the 
ballot in order to address societal ills.6

The younger generation of suffragists represented at the 1895 convention 
were different from their predecessors. They pursued the vote to assert their 
assumed maternal influence on american society. susan B. anthony, elizabeth 
Cady stanton, and lucy stone—the path breakers of the movement—had fought 
for women’s equality with men, believing the ballot to be paramount to improving 
women’s lives. In this era, the elder generation of suffragists was more radical. 

anthony and fellow crusaders stanton and stone had achieved some success 
since the first woman’s Rights Convention was held in seneca Falls in 1848. 
Trained in the schools of abolition and temperance before turning their energies 
to woman suffrage, they were able to secure property rights for women.7 They saw 
two states (wyoming and Colorado) ratify woman suffrage for state and federal 
elections; many others had qualified women to vote in school elections and hold 
public office. women secured higher education and entry into the professional 
world, first gaining access to oberlin College in ohio and then founding women’s 
colleges like Vassar and Bryn Mawr. anthony tested the law by voting in the 
1872 presidential election, believing the Fourteenth amendment entitled her to 
enfranchisement as a united states citizen.8 Through the national american 
woman suffrage association (nyswsa), american suffragists joined with suffrag-
ettes in Canada and europe for international conventions to address women’s legal 
rights around the world. despite their never-ending work, much remained to be 
done for the american suffragists. stateside organization was the driving force of 
the movement. 

The elder suffragists felt that through “universal suffrage” all other legal rights 
could be secured. To them, “attaining the ballot alone [was] itself the peacemaker, 
reconciler, schoolmaster and protector.” These rights included the right to pursue 
an education, lay claim to wages, own or inherit property, possess her children, 
and serve on juries. These were not guaranteed by law to most women in the 
united states at the time. Rather, they were bestowed upon them at the mercy of 
husbands, fathers, brothers, or male guardians. anthony and her fellow suffragists 
addressed these issues at state and national conventions.9 

at seventy-five years of age, anthony showed no signs of slowing down; 
however, she was meticulously cultivating her “lieutenants,” like Catt and shaw, 
to carry on the fight for the national ballot. she recognized that she might not 
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live to see it realized.10 The 1895 convention demonstrated the transfer of power 
from “aunt susan” and stanton to the younger generation of suffrage workers 
and the continued agitation for woman’s rights. The convention took place in 
the immediate aftermath of the 1890 unification of two separate suffrage orga-
nizations. By 1869, anthony and stanton broke with stone and her husband, 
henry Blackwell, disagreeing over how to secure the ballot for women. anthony 
and stanton formed the national woman suffrage association and doggedly 
pursued the ballot as an amendment to the united states Constitution. stone 
and Blackwell created the american woman suffrage association and sought 
the ballot state by state. They generally endorsed a more conservative political 
stance.11 But the convention also was part of a turning point in the movement, 
with younger suffragists no longer working singly for the ballot but perfecting their 
professionalism, reacting to increasing immigrants with nativism, and further 
developing what is now recognized as lobbying techniques.  

In the 1890s, newburgh contained a reputable theater district and resident 
artists like Thomas Benjamin Pope, who instructed local students. Convention 
attendees stayed in homes up and down Grand street and were hosted by Mrs. 
James n. dickey, Mrs. Charles s. Jenkins, Mrs. Russell headley, and warren 
delano. Most delegates registered at the Palatine hotel, also on Grand street. 
The newly built Palatine strove to emulate new york City’s finest hostelries. The 
suffragists made the fine reception room of the Palatine their main headquarters 
during the convention.12 The suffragists hoped this affluent city might prove to 
be a magnet for their ideals. 

all public meetings for the convention were scheduled at the newburgh 
academy of Music, located at the intersection of Grand and Broadway. Convention 
organizers mapped out four full days of committee sessions, public addresses, 
debates, finance review, prayer, sermons, and song. delegates from every sector of 
new york were on hand either to address the convention, lend their support, or 
refuel their own inspiration and courage. The delegates, representing fifteen coun-
ties (including locals from orange, westchester, albany, and Greene counties), 
absorbed the full program of the convention so they could return to their often 
rural and unforgiving towns to argue for their legal rights through the ballot box. 
as the women arrived for the convention, they fastened yellow badges and roses 
on their lapels, displaying the official color of the movement.13 

Part of the convention program allowed for public meeting, although the days 
of rowdy anti-suffragists and mobs interrupting proceedings had sharply declined. 
The convention was a cult of mutual admiration, part business and part pageantry. 
The organizers approached the annual meetings emphatically, and finely tuned 
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the program to reaffirm the ideas of the movement, attract the attention of the 
press, and lay out their future goals.

Coverage of the convention was both local and national, through newburgh 
and Poughkeepsie newspapers as well as the New York Times and The Arena. But 
the convention was conspicuously left out of the West Pointer, the Vassar College 
Miscellany, and the News of the Highlands, based in nearby highland Falls. The 
Newburgh Daily News and the Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle alternately offered ridicule 
and admiration for the delegates. according to the Daily Eagle, these shining 
suffrage lights “met and talked and resolved while newburgh opened its mouth and 
wondered.” The reporter chided: “none of the delegates wore bloomers or came to 
the convention from long distances on bicycles. hence, we are forced to conclude 
that the woman suffragists are somewhat behind the times.” 14

The Daily Eagle continued its conservative stance and its denunciation of 
the woman suffrage movement by further speculating that no college women 
attended the convention, specifically pointing to the absence of students from 
Vassar.15 But in fact, among the 100-plus delegates were noted college women. The 
more affirmative Newburgh Daily Record called the arrivals “[a] fine looking intel-
ligent body of women.” The reporter noted that the delegates were the epitome 
of “education, refinement, and culture.” aside from the lukewarm reception and 
hypothesizing by some of the local newspapers, President Jean Brooks Greenleaf 
felt they received fair press. she “had heard rumors that in this city the suffragists 
would not be welcome; that they would be looked upon as a dispensation rather 
to be endured than to be welcomed.” 16 

The first public meeting was held at 7:45 p.m. at the academy of Music. 
admission was free, but those who wished to rent boxes could do so at Green’s 
store. as they arrived, curious onlookers and official delegates alike received 
leaflets providing responses to objections to woman suffrage. Inside, stage decora-
tions and pageantry were displayed to the fullest. on stage, a doctored american 
flag showed two solid stars and two stars in outline instead of the 44 stars of the 
nation at the time. The solid stars represented the states that allowed women to 
vote; the outlined stars noted states allowing partial suffrage–utah and Idaho. 
President Greenleaf opened the convention pledging to “Make our work effective.” 
“There must be systematic organization,” she continued, “striving for the triumph 
of … a principle embodied in the declaration of Independence; [and] … . pictured 
by abraham lincoln in his speech at Gettysburg of ‘a government of the people 
by the people and for the people.’ 17 ”  

although at least 100 delegates had been expected to attend the convention, 
at times over 200 people filled the building. local and male attendance during 
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the convention, however, was thin. The Newburgh Daily Journal noted during one 
public session on november 11 that men sat in the audience for this event, “prob-
ably twenty or thirty altogether.” The Newburgh Daily Register lamented:

It is to be regretted that the enthusiasm was confined mainly to the 

delegates, for the attendance of newburgh people was small, and appar-

ently little interest is taken in the movement here, and the public seems 

content to ignore the fact that these delegates represented the highest type 

of american womanhood; the culture, the intellectual power, the eloquence 

of the so-called modern woman.18

Four days of meetings, both private and public, exposed some of the key 
issues of the local and national movement. at the top of the agenda was woman 
suffrage in new york. President Greenleaf presented an executive committee 
brief detailing their success in the new york state legislature in striking the 
word “male” from the existing suffrage laws. despite this good news, however, 
there was trouble with new york assembly Bill no. 637, which proposed that a 
state “resident” had the right to vote. The bill failed in the legislature under the 
argument that the word “resident” was not appropriate and would allow any non-
united states citizen to vote. Instead, the word “citizen” should be proposed in 
a redraft of the bill the following winter. even if approved by the legislature, bill 
no. 637 wouldn’t be in the hands of voters until 1899.19 a special committee was 
formed to see who was responsible for this error and to make a report in front of 
the legislative committee.   

aside from legislative work, much of the convention was devoted to public 
speaking, featuring well-known agitators as well as rising stars of the movement. 
For the public, this was a high form of entertainment, whether or not one agreed 
with woman suffrage. For the suffragists, it was a means of reinforcing a network 
that spanned the globe. To add clout, the women invited prominent male speakers 
to the program, like the Reverend dr. edward McGlynn, who said that he was 
in favor of woman suffrage “not in spite of his religion, but because of it.”20 also 
attending was the honorable John C. adams, who had voted for woman suffrage 
three times in the new york legislature.  

The female speakers were equally reputable. susan B. anthony spoke of the 
need to continue grassroots efforts by targeting town hall meetings in every town, 
village, and city across the state. annie e.P. searing from Kingston was a regular 
author of fiction for The New England Magazine. she argued for instilling suffrage 
values at home, starting early in a girl’s life. Maud s. humphrey, chairman of the 
finance committee, was a famous illustrator. she spoke on what she termed “the 
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Vanishing Minority,” observing that “41 years ago, the minority in favor of woman 
suffrage consisted of one woman, lucy stone; today, the minority against it was 
confined to a few classes.” 21  

Two women groomed by anthony, Carrie Chapman Catt and the Reverend 
anna howard shaw, were given prominence on the speaking platform. Catt rose 
to distinction with her successful campaign for the vote in Colorado. she focused 
her speech on recent and victorious travels there and in wyoming. shaw chimed 
in about techniques that had worked in wyoming, where she said the influence 
now of women was as great as men. shaw recognized the common fear among 
men of giving women the vote—“[that] they would rob them of certain liberties 
which they now enjoy by advocating certain lines of temperance and religious 
reforms.” she and anthony also had campaigned in California during the summer 
prior to a suffrage vote in november.22 

some of the speakers tied their recent success directly to the lifelong work of 
the suffrage pioneers. Mary seymour howell, a captivating orator from livingston, 
expressed their common gratitude. “when these women began their work all 
that woman was allowed to do was sewing and teaching school.” howell also 
commented on those opposed to woman suffrage. “They don’t want the vote 
because they don’t want the responsibility. That is just it.” howell concluded, 
“they don’t want the responsibility of the saloon, of the sewing girls who make 
shirts at 45 cents a dozen, etc. when women have the ballot, they are going to 
lift these women up.” howell detailed how the suffragist petition had circulated 
in new york state, gathering 625,000 signatures. when the anti-suffragists passed 
around their own petition, they collected only 15,000 names.23

as with every convention, finances were reviewed. Convention leaders 
lamented that their movement wasn’t better funded and urged those with 
resources to put money where their mouths were. The outgoing treasurer, 
Cornelia K. hood of Brooklyn, announced receipts of $3,402.04 and expenditures 
of $3,048.36, with a balance of $353.68. of this, $175 was owed to the national 
organization in dues.24

The event culminated in a hot debate between lillie devereaux Blake and 
Reverend dr. Morgan dix on woman suffrage. The three-and-a-half-hour discus-
sion was titled “The Coming of woman,” and was open to the public at the 
academy of Music. dix came out against woman suffrage, arguing that women 
were actually superior to men. he failed to elaborate on how this gave her power. 
he thought legislators voted with their mothers, sisters, wives, and daughters in 
mind and, therefore, woman did not need to sully herself with politics. In fact, if 
women did participate in the legislature, men’s and women’s “physical attraction 
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would count more than reason.” dix also claimed that “behind every ballot is a 
bayonet and man is the factor in physical force, not woman, maternity is her glory.” 
dix exalted the twentieth-century woman, whom he said would be the “high 
priestess of humanity in a good old fashioned home.” “In it,” he believed, “she has 
great powers.” 25

Blake rebutted: “woman does not want to annihilate man, but to pull him 
up to the level of woman. The grand principle is that man should support woman. 
she often has to go out, however, to work not only for herself, but also for her 
husband.” she responded to the idea of defending one’s country in wartime to 
protect the ballot: “The ballot is not a question of the bayonet. It is a question 
of brain.” after all, Blake contended, even the current president of the united 
states, along with many other key politicians, had hired another man to serve in 
his place during the Civil war.26 susan B. anthony supported Blake’s assertion 
that if women attended the legislature, the tobacco smoke and personal spittoons 
would disappear and legislators would be forced to act humanely. although Blake 
was probably among friends during this debate, it was important for the suffragists 
to gauge public sentiment, as expressed by Reverend dr. dix.27 

as the convention drew to a close, the organizers followed the tradition of 
adopting resolutions. These included wage equalization among male and female 
teachers, affecting change for voting rights in the state constitution, reinforcing 
laws allowing for police matrons, teaching the young the political principles of the 
suffrage movement, and a vote of thanks “to the press of newburgh for its courtesy 
and its full and able reports.” 28  

on the whole, the Newburgh Daily Register concluded on november 12, 
1895: 

The convention in this city may be classed among the best and then again 

among the poorest ever held. The attendance of delegates was large, and 

the interest taken was general; the attendance of local ladies was very 

meager, and the collections simply beggarly. The receipts at the academy of 

Music during the four days from all sources were less than $100, while the 

expenses will foot up over $300. The trouble seems to have been the people 

of newburgh have been permitted to slumber in ignorance of the female 

suffrage cause, instead of keeping the subject paramount in the minds of 

the public for several months prior to the meeting. next year’s gathering 

will probably be held in the central part of the state, where the cause has 

many warm friends. 

despite the lack of local interest manifested in lower attendance and meager 
donations to the cause, there was a buzz in the air about the prestigious event 
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taking place that evening in new york City—a 
celebration of the eightieth birthday of suffrage 
visionary elizabeth Cady stanton. The party 
itself was both an extension of and a conclusion 
to the convention, as most of its participants 
boarded the 12:52 p.m. west shore line train 
bound for Manhattan. 

hosted at the Metropolitan opera house 
by the national Council of women (ncw), 
the birthday party was a who’s who of men and 
women of suffrage and other reform movements. 
ncw President Mary lowe dickinson wrote in 
the June 1895 edition of The Arena that:

The celebration … aims to give recog-

nition to all human effort without 

demanding uniformity of opinion as 

a basis of co-operation … the things 

that separate, shrank back into the 

shadows where they belong, and 

all … found it easy to unite in homage 

to a life which had known half a 

century of struggle to lift humanity 

from bondage and womanhood from 

shame.29

susan B. anthony lent her support to 
the planning of the celebration, but ultimately 
turned down the job as chief organizer. she left 
that up to members of the ncw, preferring that 
the younger women step up for the occasion. 

sources disagree as to the number in atten-
dance, some noting over 3,000 people, others 
saying it was closer to 6,000. Birthday guests 
paid seventy-five cents to five dollars for their 

Metropolitan Opera House Reunion of the 
Pioneers and Friends of Woman’s Progress on 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s Eightieth Birthday 

Commemorative Program
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seats. The stage was designed in regal fashion. The News of the Hudson Highlands 
noted that:

There were three chairs in the floral throne over which the name ‘stanton’ 

stood out in white roses, and they were occupied by that witty exponent 

of the feminine militant, susan B. anthony … the stage was set with the 

palace scene, and beside and behind the chair of the stage sat ninety women 

prominent in their sex’s cause, two of whom were colored.

“The great auditorium was filled from pit to topmost gallery, and the majority 
of the boxes on the grand tier were elaborately decorated with flowers and the 
insignia of the various local women’s organizations,” the paper continued.30

The basis of the event was to give praise to suffrage pioneers, but also 
to provide a showcase for leading women in the professions. Reverend anna 
howard shaw was there, as was dr. emily Blackwell. Clara Barton, founder of 
the american Red Cross, joined the ranks with susan B. anthony and Julia 
ward howe, the writer and transcendentalist known for her verses in “The Battle 
hymn of the Republic.” Mary “May” wright sewall, a leading force in Indiana’s 
state suffrage campaign and secretary to the International Congress of women, 
and lillie devereaux Blake were there as well. The program also included musical 
performances from the likes of Madame antoinette sterling, the st. Philip’s Choir 
performing pieces by haydn and Mendelssohn, and quartets by the Parke sisters.

Most poignant, however, was the presence of Fannie Barrier williams, known 
for her dynamic lectures during the 1893 Chicago world’s Fair. she represented 
black reformers in paying homage to stanton for her work in the abolition and 
suffrage movements. however, williams reminded the audience that the condi-

tion of the “colored” woman was still very dire 
in the country, making a “pathetic plea in [sic] 
behalf of the women of her race.” stanton later 
referred to williams’ remarks: “I feel very much 
touched by what has just been said, more partic-
ularly because Frederick douglass was the only 
person in the great convention held at seneca 
Falls in 1848 who supported me in my appeals 
for woman suffrage.”31

Mary lowe dickinson declared, “The great 
meeting was but one link in a chain,” refer-
ring to the long labors of her predecessors in 
the suffrage movement as well as the many Julia Ward Howe
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brave women yet to fight for the cause in the coming century. she described the 
deluge of telegrams, letters, gifts, and messages in support for Mrs. stanton on 
her birthday: “hundreds of organizations and societies, both in this country and 
abroad, wished to have their names placed on record as in sympathy with the 
movement.” she cited individuals and groups like the women’s Rights society of 
Finland, the national woman suffrage society of scotland, and the California 
suffrage Pioneers. honorable oscar s. strauss, ex-minister to Turkey, sent a letter; 
the shaker women of Mount lebanon composed an ode to Mrs. stanton; and 
the women’s association of utah sent an onyx and silver ballot box, symbolic of 
anthony and stanton’s support in getting them the vote, first as a united states 
territory and later as a state.32

when stanton entered the great hall and took her throne upon the stage, she 
was received by an eager audience waving white handkerchiefs and applauding, 
the custom of the day. after the musical performances, the speeches, and the 
tributes, she addressed the crowd, acknowledging the brave men in the audience 
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The Apotheosis of Suffrage; George Yost Coffin, 1896 depicting George Washinton 
flanked by Elizabeth Cody Stanton and Susan B. Anthony
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and giving an account of the progress of the woman suffrage movement in her 
lifetime:

when stanton arose to make loving remarks for ‘this day’s celebration 

that stirred her very soul’, the applause was so great and prolonged that 

at first few could hear what she said, but as a reaction the house seemed 

to withdraw into a deathlike silence, so anxious was it not to lose a word. 

she was not able to stand on her feet longer than to say a word to the men!  

‘I fear you think the “new woman” is going to wipe you off the planet, but 

be not afraid. all who have mothers, sisters, wives or sweethearts will be 

well looked after.’

stanton relied on helen Potter to read the remainder of her statement, as her 
poor health did not permit her to speak at length.33

at the conclusion of the celebration, the women on stage gathered for a 
photograph with stanton. as the audience lingered to watch, “[a] strong flash of 
light made every one on the stage jump and caused Mrs. stanton to cover her face 
with her hands.” 34 Thus ended four days of suffrage communion, pioneer worship, 
and the not-so-subtle changing of the guard. 

In stanton’s autobiography, published in 1898, she reiterated her points from 
that special evening: 

we were unsparingly ridiculed in both press and pulpit both in england and 

america. But now how many conventions are held each year in both coun-

tries to discuss the same ideas; social customs have changed; laws have been 

modified; school suffrage has been granted to women in half of our states, 

municipal suffrage in Kansas and full suffrage in four states of the union … 

Then the eloquent orator and writer assessed the celebration itself: 

having been accustomed for half a century to blame rather than praise, I 

was surprised by such a manifestation of approval … [it] was more than a 

beautiful pageant; more than a personal tribute. It was the dawn of a new 

day for the Mothers of the Race! The harmonious co-operation [sic] of so 

many different organizations, with diverse interests and opinions, in one 

grand jubilee was, indeed, a heavenly vision of peace and hope; a prophecy 

that with the exaltation of womanhood would come new life, light, and 

liberty to all mankind.”35 

The twentieth-century struggle for suffrage would bring great triumph, but 
not before many women endured further humiliation at the hands of the public, 
employers, courts, the liquor lobby, the government, and the prison system.36 
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with historical hindsight, we know women prevailed in 1920 with the passage of 
the nineteenth amendment, giving all american women the right to vote.37 But 
this one moment in time, the 1895 new york state woman suffrage association 
convention and its subsequent celebration of the movement’s grand dame, allows 
us to witness how the new torch bearers of the early twentieth century ensured 
the promise that “the Republic may wear a crown of true greatness.”
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