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Abstract 
 

Whiskerology: Hair and the Legible Body in Nineteenth-Century America 
 

by 
 

Sarah Erina Gold McBride 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor David M. Henkin, Chair 
 
 
This dissertation argues that in the United States during the nineteenth century, men and women 
from different regions, class backgrounds, racial groups, and religious traditions shared an 
extraordinary faith in the diagnostic and classificatory power of hair. Hair was popularly 
understood to be capable of quickly and reliably conveying important information about a 
stranger’s identity or character; it could indicate whether that person was male or female, 
Christian or heathen, powerful or subordinate, healthy or diseased, black or white, or even 
courageous, ambitious, or criminally inclined. In some cases, hair was considered more reliable 
than other indices that have traditionally dominated the study of group and individual identity in 
modern American history, such as skin color. 
 
Hair was also a synecdoche for its owner. It encapsulated an individual when it was growing on 
the head or on the face, and continued to do so when it was shorn from the body and then stored 
in a book, album, or a piece of jewelry; exchanged between family and friends; or examined 
under a microscope. From a nineteenth-century perspective, hair was a part of the body. Its 
unusual properties relative to the rest of the body—such as its ability to resist decay after 
separation—made hair particularly significant to nineteenth-century Americans anxious to 
specify and identify meaning in the physical body. 
 
Hair is nearly ubiquitous in the human world, and it has been meaningful in different ways to 
varied cultures and communities. However, what was distinct about hair in nineteenth-century 
America was that the messages hair conveyed were seemingly written by the body itself: they 
were external communications between the public and the bearer—not the internal articulation of 
the identity the bearer wanted to project, as hair would come to function in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. This dissertation proposes that an understanding of hair, and the meanings 
it conveyed, allowed Americans to feel more confident as they traversed streets, rode trains, and 
negotiated markets—confident that the hair they saw on strangers’ heads had the power to 
reliably tell them who was who, and who could be trusted.  
 
This dissertation is organized into five thematic chapters. Chapter one provides a prologue to the 
dissertation’s nineteenth-century story, tracing how the meaning and communal regulation of 
hair in English North America changed from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century through 
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an examination of the long-standing debate over whether it was acceptable for men to wear long 
hair. Chapters two, three, and four examine three corners of American life to demonstrate the 
breadth of the nineteenth-century system of hair legibility that this dissertation proposes. Chapter 
two shows how cultural understandings of men’s facial hair turned the Bearded Lady of the late-
nineteenth-century freak show into a symbol of contemporary struggles over women’s social and 
political power. Chapter three considers something more ordinary: the material culture of hair 
collecting, and how locks of hair preserved in books, letters, jewelry, and museums functioned as 
synecdochically as the hair still attached to the body. Chapter four explores the research and 
writing of the nineteenth century’s most famous hair scientist, Peter Arrell Browne, and 
considers the consequences of his work for contemporary understandings of race. The final 
chapter, Chapter five, asks how nineteenth-century Americans tested the limits of hair’s legibility 
and reconciled the tension and unease surrounding its malleability, focusing in particular on false 
hair, disguise, and criminology. The epilogue suggests how the meaning of hair changed in the 
twentieth century. 
 
Ultimately, this dissertation demonstrates that in the nineteenth century, hair counted as part of 
the legible body. Hair was important to the people from whose bodies it had grown, but it was 
equally important to the people around them: it conveyed meaning to strangers about their 
identity and character, providing a sense of scientifically-approved security in a world that felt 
increasingly unknown and unstable. Moreover, once it was severed from the body, hair helped to 
cement relationships across great distances. Hair’s grounding in the biological gave it legitimacy 
as part of the legible body, yet its plasticity also gave Americans a raw material for self-
invention and transformation. The physical properties that made hair different from the rest of 
the body also meant that it was uniquely situated to become the focal point of characteristic 
anxieties of nineteenth-century urban and interconnected life: truthfulness, reliability, disguise, 
and deceit. In this way, to understand hair is to understand the ambitions, hopes, and fears of 
ordinary nineteenth-century Americans. 



 i 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To James, 
 

my partner. 
 



 ii 

Contents 
 

Introduction iii 
 
Acknowledgments xvii 
 
Chapter One 1 
Long Hair: Masculinity, Christianity, and the Body before the Nineteenth Century 
 

Figures for Chapter One 19 
 
Chapter Two 24 
Extraordinary Hair: Facial Hair and Gender Performance in the American Freak Show 
 

Figures for Chapter Two 48 
 
Chapter Three 58 
Collecting Hair: Locks of Hair and Embodied Identity 
 

Figures for Chapter Three 93 
 
Chapter Four 109 
Scientific Hair: Race and Expertise in Peter Browne’s Trichology 
 

Figures for Chapter Four 136 
 
Chapter Five 149 
Fake Hair: Self-Making, Disguise, and the Limits of Hair’s Legibility 
 

Figures for Chapter Five 180  
 
Epilogue 190 
 
Bibliography 194 
 
Appendices 220 
 



 

 iii 

Introduction 
 
 

Between the late 1860s and the early 1900s, more than fifty newspapers and magazines from 
across the United States printed versions of a passage translated from an obscure French book. 
This book, first published in 1856, was entitled Les Secrets de la Beauté et du Corps De 
L’Homme et de la Femme (Secrets of Beauty for Men and Women).1 The American iterations 
appeared in newspapers from twenty-one states representing every region of the country, as well 
as in national magazines as varied as Harper’s Weekly, The American Phrenological Journal, 
and The Monthly Journal of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers. The passage in question 
offered a lengthy and extremely specific taxonomy of the connection between hair and character. 

 
Coarse, black hair and dark skin signify great power of character, with a tendency 
to sensuality. Fine black hair and dark skin indicate strength of character along 
with purity and goodness. Stiff, straight, black hair and beard, indicate a coarse, 
strong, rigid, straightforward character. Fine, dark-brown hair signifies the 
combination of exquisite sensibilities with great strength of character. Flat, 
clinging straight hair a melancholy but extremely constant character. Harsh, 
upright hair is the sign of a reticent and sour spirit; a stubborn and harsh character. 
Coarse red hair and whiskers indicates powerful animal passions, together with a 
corresponding strength of character. Auburn hair with florid countenance denotes 
the highest order of sentiment and intensity of feeling, purity of character, with 
the highest capacity for enjoyment of suffering. Straight, even, smooth, and 
glossy hair denotes strength, harmony, and evenness of character, hearty 
affections, a clear head, and superior talents. Fine, silky, supple hair is the mark of 
a delicate and sensitive temperament, and it speaks in favor of the mind and 
character of the owner. Crisp, curly hair indicates a hasty, somewhat impetuous 
and rash character. White hair denotes a lymphatic and indolent constitution.2 
 

                                                
1 Séjour de Thons, Les Secrets de la Beauté du Visage et du Corps De L’Homme et de la Femme. Traité complet 
d’hygiene, de physiognomonie et d’embellissement, 2nd ed. (1856; Paris: Chex L’Auteur, 1857). 
2 I found this passage (or an excerpt from it) in fifty-six American newspapers and magazines. See, for example: 
“How to Judge Character by the Hair,” Alton [IL] Telegraph, December 13, 1867 (the earliest U.S. example); “Signs 
of Character in the Hair,” American Phrenological Journal and Life Illustrated 47, no. 2 (February 1868): 73; an 
untitled article in Harper’s Weekly 14, no. 693 (April 9, 1870): 235; “Editor’s Studies in Hygiene,” The Herald of 
Health, Devoted to the Culture of Body and Mind 23, No. 4 (April 1874): 173–175; “Hair as an Index of Character,” 
The Monthly Journal of the Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers 7, no. 12 (December 1874): 626; “Hair and 
Temperament,” Daily Alta California, February 4, 1882; and “Character Read by Hair,” Democrat (Manchester, 
IA), September 3, 1902 (the latest U.S. example). Just over half of the fifty-six articles correctly attributed the 
quoted passage to Secrets of Beauty. Most of the remaining articles did not name their source material, while others 
incorrectly attributed the content to a British author named Edwin Creer, who had also quoted from Secrets of 
Beauty in his book A Popular Treatise on the Human Hair (London: printed by author, 1865). Although the precise 
line of transmission from Secrets of Beauty to dozens of American periodicals is opaque, I suspect that the lynchpin 
may have been an article published in the inaugural issue of the British trade magazine The Hairdressers’ Journal, 
which translated long portions of Secrets of Beauty into English. The Journal described Secrets of Beauty as “a 
capital book, because it contains very admirable the two qualifications of being useful and amusing” (4). See 
“Physiology of the Hair?” The Hairdressers’ Journal: Devoted to the Interest of the Profession 1, no. 1 (March 
1863): 4–6. 
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Nearly all of these articles ended with the same declaration: “the very way in which the hair 
flows is strongly indicative of the ruling passions and inclinations, and perhaps a clever person 
could give a shrewd guess at the manner of a man’s or woman’s disposition by only seeing the 
backs of their heads.”3  
 
Both this detailed taxonomy and its emphatic nation-wide circulation reflect a cultural belief that 
permeated the nineteenth-century United States: that hair had the power to reveal the truth about 
the person from whose body it grew. “Whiskerology: Hair and the Legible Body in Nineteenth-
Century America” argues that men and women from different regions, class backgrounds, racial 
groups, and religious traditions shared an extraordinary faith in hair to quickly and reliably 
convey important information about a stranger’s identity or character. Hair could indicate 
whether that person was male or female, Christian or heathen, powerful or subordinate, healthy 
or diseased, black or white, or even courageous, ambitious, or criminally inclined. In some cases, 
hair was considered more reliable than other indices that have traditionally dominated the study 
of group and individual identity in modern American history, such as skin color. Hair was also a 
synecdoche for its owner. It encapsulated an individual when it was growing on the head or on 
the face, and continued to do so when it was shorn from the body and then stored in a book, 
album, or a piece of jewelry; exchanged between family and friends; or examined under a 
microscope.4 Hair promised to reveal truths that would have otherwise remained hidden. As an 
oft-republished newspaper article warned women readers in 1892 and 1893, “either dye your 
locks or expect to be read [by] all men, for though hands sometimes lie, hair never does.”5 
Ultimately, this dissertation argues that an understanding of hair allowed Americans to feel more 
confident as they traversed streets, rode trains, and negotiated markets—confident that the hair 
they saw on strangers’ heads had the power to reliably tell them who was who, and who could be 
trusted. 
 
Thanks to its near-ubiquity in the human population, as well as the significant role it has played 
in many world cultures and religions, hair has been the subject of substantial research and study 
by humanists, social scientists, and scientists.6 Psychologists, anthropologists, and sociologists in 

                                                
3 Ibid.  
4 This dissertation will not discuss body hair because, with very few exceptions, hair that grew below the neck was 
not displayed in public in the United States before the 1920s, when women’s clothing began to reveal more of the 
arms and legs; men’s clothing covered the body from wrists to ankles throughout the century. Some nineteenth-
century medical journals described and photographed pubic hair when it appeared precociously on young children, 
but this was a specialized setting with a narrowly-defined audience. For contemporary and historical considerations 
of body hair, see Karen Kesnik-Oberstein, ed., The Last Taboo: Women and Body Hair (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2006); Christine Hope, “Caucasian Female Body Hair and American Culture,” The Journal of 
American Culture 5, no. 1 (Spring 1982): 93–99; and Kirsten Hansen, “Hair or Bare?: The History of American 
Women and Hair Removal, 1914–1934” (BA thesis, Barnard College, 2007). 
5 “Fair Woman’s Kingdom,” Courier Democrat (Langdon, ND), November 10, 1892; “Character in Hair,” 
Princeton [MN] Union, February 23, 1893; “Character in Woman’s Hair,” Mower County [MN] Transcript, March 
1, 1893; and “Character in Woman’s Hair,” Burlington [VT] Free Press, March 30, 1893 (emphasis added). The 
reference to hands refers to palmistry, which the article mentioned in an earlier sentence: “Did you ever know a 
woman’s character can be read by her hair? Palmistry having gone out of date among fashionable people, the 
unveiling of the disposition may be done by a close examination of my lady’s locks.” 
6 For example, the essays, photographs, and objects collected in Roy Sieber and Frank Herreman, eds., Hair in 
African Art and Culture (New York: Museum for African Art, 2000) provide a valuable overview of the meaning 
and function of hair in many African cultures, including the Ghanaian mourning practice of shaving the head and 



 

 v 

particular have frequently analyzed hair since the middle of the twentieth century. Influential 
examples of this scholarship have asserted hair’s timeless, universal, or evolutionary symbolic 
association with, for example, sexuality or power; other scholars have instead focused their 
analysis narrowly on a particular group or community, such as women in Samoa or the 
Kuttantavar cult in India.7 Studies that approach hair historically—which are less common than 
the anthropological—have surveyed hair styles, hair care technologies, and legal or cultural 
strictures related to hair as they have changed over time, documenting the social meanings and 

                                                                                                                                                       
body, the use of specific hairstyles to identify political leaders in public among the Yoruba, and the Mangbetu 
signaling of class difference through hair styling and ornamentation. 
7 Three influential anthropological studies of hair are Charles Berg, The Unconscious Significance of Hair (London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1951); Edmund Leach, “Magical Hair,” The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 
of Great Britain and Ireland 88, no. 2 (July–December 1958): 147–164; and Gananath Obeyesekere, Medusa’s 
Hair: An Essay on Personal Symbols and Religious Experience (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981). Other 
examples of this type of anthropological or ethnological hair research include C.R. Hallpike, “Social Hair,” Man 4, 
no. 2 (1969): 256–264; Raymond Firth, “Hair as Private Asset and Public Symbol,” in Symbols: Public and Private 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973), 262–298; P. Hershman, “Hair, Sex and Dirt,” Man 9 (1974): 274–298; 
Anthony Synnott, “Shame and Glory: A Sociology of Hair,” British Journal of Sociology 38, no. 3 (1987): 381–413; 
Jeannette Marie Mageo, “Hairdos and Don’ts: Hair Symbolism and Sexual History in Samoa,” Man 29, no. 2 (June 
1994): 407–432 (also published in Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 17, no. 2 (1996): 138–167); Patrick 
Olivelle, “Hair and Society: Social Significance of Hair in South Asian Traditions,” in Hair: Its Power and Meaning 
in Asian Cultures, ed. Alf Hiltebeitel and Barbara D. Miller (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1998), 11–50; Gary L. 
Ebersole, “‘Long Black Hair Like a Seat Cushion’: Hair Symbolism in Japanese Popular Religion,” in Hiltebeitel 
and Miller, Hair, 75–104; Sarah M. Nelson, “Bound Hair and Confucianism in Korea,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, 
Hair, 105–122; Alf Hiltebeitel, “Hair Like Snakes and Mustached Brides: Crossing Gender in an Indian Folk Cult,” 
in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 143–176; James L. Watson, “Living Ghosts: Long-Haired Destitutes in Colonial 
Hong Kong,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 177–194; Anne Allison, “Cutting the Fringes: Pubic Hair at the 
Margins of Japanese Censorship Laws,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 195–218; Julia J. Thompson, “Cuts and 
Culture in Kathmandu,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 219–249; Barbara D. Miller, “The Disappearance of the 
Oiled Braid: Indian Adolescent Female Hairstyles in North America,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 259–280; and 
Rose Weitz, Rapunzel’s Daughters: What Women’s Hair Tells Us About Women’s Lives (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2004). For a recent survey of the psychological, sociological, and anthropological research on hair, see 
Elizabeth C. Hirschman, “Hair as Attribute, Hair as Symbol, Hair as Self,” Gender and Consumer Behavior 6 
(2002): 355–366. 

Some studies focus on hair symbolism specifically in biblical texts or early Christian religious practice. See, for 
example, Roberta Miliken, Ambiguous Locks: An Iconography of Hair in Medieval Art and Literature (Jefferson, 
NC: McFarland & Co., 2012); Susan Niditch, “My Brother Esau Is a Hairy Man”: Hair and Identity in Ancient 
Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Gregory Mobley, “The Wild Man in the Bible and the Ancient Near 
East,” Journal of Biblical Literature 116 (1997): 217–233; and Saul Olyan, “What Do Shaving Rites Accomplish 
and What Do They Signal in Biblical Ritual Contexts?” Journal of Biblical Literature 117 (1998): 611–622. 

Finally, the historiography of hair studies focused on the United States has been particularly attentive to the 
cultural meaning of hair in African American communities. This group of books bleeds slightly over into the 
category of popular histories discussed below, since many of these authors include an overview of the history of 
black hair styles and practices. See, for example,  Willie Morrow, 400 Years Without a Comb (San Diego: Morrow’s 
Unlimited, Inc., 1973); Noliwe M. Rooks, Hair Raising: Beauty, Culture, and African American Women (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1996); Ingrid Banks, Hair Matters: Beauty, Power, and Black Women’s 
Consciousness (New York: New York University Press, 2000); Kennell Jackson, “What Is Really Happening Here? 
Black Hair among African-Americans and in American Culture,” in Sieber and Herreman, Hair in African Art and 
Culture, 175–185; Ayana Byrd and Lori Tharp, Hair Story: Untangling the Roots of Black Hair in America (New 
York: St. Martin’s Press, 2001); Ima Ebong, ed., Black Hair: Art, Style, and Culture (New York: Universe, 2001); 
and Lanita Jacobs-Huey, From the Kitchen to the Parlor: Language and Becoming in African American Women’s 
Hair Care (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). Thanks to the excellent research these scholars have produced 
over the past forty years, African American hair practices will not be a central focus of this dissertation. 
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functions of hair in places like Qing-era China or modern Iran.8 This research has demonstrated 
that hair has been fraught with personal, cultural, and political significance in many different 
times and places, though in ways that have varied significantly.9 

                                                
8 Popular histories of hair tend to take two forms: they are either limited to merely cataloguing hairstyles over time, 
and obscure the social significance of hair in favor of the putatively random whims of fashion; or they assert the 
social, political, or personal significance of hair ahistorically and without attention to culturally specific meaning or 
change over time. Both types also frequently lack citations. See, for example, Wendy Cooper, Hair: Sex Society 
Symbolism (New York: Stein & Day, 1971); Diane Simon, Hair: Public, Political, Extremely Personal (New York: 
St. Martin’s Press, 2000); Robin Bryer, The History of Hair: Fashion and Fantasy Down the Ages (London: Philip 
Wilson Publishers, 2000); Caroline Cox and Lee Widdows, Hair and Fashion (London: V&A, 2005); Geraldine 
Biddle-Perry and Sarah Cheang, Hair: Styling, Culture, and Fashion (Oxford, NY: Berg, 2008); Jacky Colliss 
Harvey, Red: A History of the Redhead (New York: Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers, 2015); and Kurt Stenn, 
Hair: A Human History (New York: Pegasus Books, 2016). Although it is well-cited and draws on many primary 
source examples, Henry Latimer Seaver’s essay “Hair and Holiness,” published in Proceedings of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society 68 (Oct. 1944 – May 1947): 3–20, suffers from many of the same problems as the popular genre; 
Seaver tends to flatten historical context and change over time in favor of cataloging examples of hair and wig 
incidents in early European history. 

Two useful popular reference books for the history of hair are Richard Corson, Fashions in Hair: The First Five 
Thousand Years (London: Peter Owen, 1984); and Victoria Sherrow, Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History 
(Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 2006). 

Less common than these popular histories are books and articles by historians who have thoughtfully and 
rigorously examined hair in historical context for what it reveals about race, gender, sexuality, culture, and power in 
a particular time and place. These studies provide useful models for thinking about hair historically. For a survey of 
hair’s meanings in Europe during the Middle Ages—as well as useful and instructive rumination on methodology 
for this type of research—see Robert Bartlett, “Symbolic Meaning of Hair in the Middle Ages,” Transactions of the 
Royal Historical Society 4 (1994): 43–60. For the impact of scientific and medical discourse on the changing 
cultural understanding of body hair in twentieth-century China, see Frank Dikötter, “Hairy Barbarians, Furry 
Primates, and Wild Men: Medical Science and Cultural Representations of Hair in China,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, 
Hair, 50–74. For the political meaning of men’s hair in China during and immediately after the Qing period, see 
Weikun Cheng, “Politics of the Queue: Agitation and Resistance in the Beginning and End of Qing China,” in 
Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 123–142. For the relationship of hair, gender, and sexuality to modernity in Iran, see 
Afsaneh Najmabadi, Women with Moustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian 
Modernity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005). For enslaved people’s hair and its relationship to black 
culture, see Shane White and Graham White, “Slave Hair and African American Culture in the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries,” The Journal of Southern History 61, no. 1 (February 1995): 45–76. For hair and the culture 
wars of the mid-twentieth century, see Gael Graham, “Flaunting the Freak Flag: Karr v. Schmidt and the Great Hair 
Debate in American High Schools, 1965–1975,” Journal of American History 91, no. 2 (September 2004): 522–543. 
For the influence of hair and gender in late-nineteenth-century science and medicine, see Rebecca Herzig, “The 
Woman Beneath the Hair: Treating Hypertrichosis, 1870–1930,” NWSA Journal 12, no. 3 (2000): 50–66; and 
Kimberly A. Hamlin, “The ‘Case of the Bearded Woman’: Hypertrichosis and the Construction of Gender in the 
Age of Darwin,” American Quarterly 63, no. 4 (December 2011): 955–981. In Fall 2004, Eighteenth-Century 
Studies devoted a special issue to the subject of hair, which was guest edited by Angela Rosenthal (Vol. 38, no. 1). 
Its eleven essays surveyed topics including hair in portraiture, wig-making in Paris, and mourning jewelry made 
with hair, all of which are grounded in an eighteenth-century context. 

Galia Ofek’s Representations of Hair in Victorian Literature and Culture (Farmham, England: Ashgate, 2009) 
shares perhaps the most in common with this dissertation, since it examines representations of hair in nineteenth-
century Britain. Ofek is particularly interested in the way that specific hair colors and styles worn by women were 
understood to comprise a kind of “hair code” (x) that was broadly understood and legible in British society, and how 
this code reflected contemporary anxieties about the changing role of women. 

Finally, some historians have focused their attention on a specific type of hair, such as beards or wigs. This 
research will be referenced in the specific chapter to which they are pertinent: Chapter 2 for facial hair, and Chapters 
1 and 5 for wigs. 
9 The absence of hair will play only a peripheral role in this dissertation; for example, Chapter 5 will discuss balding 
in the context of wig-wearing. Rebecca Herzig’s recent book, Plucked: A History of Hair Removal (New York: 
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In the nineteenth-century United States, what hair meant and how it functioned was, at core, a 
manifestation of the profound economic, political, and social transformation the nation 
underwent during that century. An agrarian economy became overwhelmingly capitalist, while 
industrialization changed how, when, and where people worked. The Civil War ended the 
enslavement of African Americans, but the nation’s black population suffered continued political 
disenfranchisement, economic difficulty, and extreme acts of violence. Voting rights were 
extended first to all adult white men, then to African American men, and, by 1920, to women. 
Western territorial expansion dramatically enlarged the size of the United States (as well as its 
ethnic and racial composition), and new forms of transportation made the nation increasingly 
(though unevenly) connected and accessible. Immigration from Europe and Asia exploded, only 
to be legally restricted according to ethnicity and race. Major urban areas emerged and expanded 
dramatically: from 1800 to 1900, the percentage of Americans who lived in cities increased from 
just six percent to forty percent. Collectively, these changes affected virtually every major 
institution that regulated Americans’ daily lives.10  
 
What these changes share in common is that they put Americans into contact with people they 
did not know with far greater frequency than in the colonial period. For the first time in the 
nation’s history, interactions with strangers became a part of everyday life for hundreds of 
thousands of people. This made many Americans anxious about their ability—or inability—to 
discern each others’ identities. The potential for encountering someone with a falsified identity 
felt ever greater in this modernizing world, and deception seemed to lurk around every corner—
from the confidence men who haunted American cities, to free people of color who passed as 
white, to the humbug (exhibits that blurred the line between legitimacy and fabrication) peddled 
by showmen like P.T. Barnum. Furthermore, older symbols and indicators of identity—and 
methods of verifying it, such as local networks of trusted neighbors—felt increasingly unstable. 
For many Americans, daily life in the nineteenth century felt ever more like living in a world of 
strangers.11 
 
                                                                                                                                                       
NYU Press, 2015), provides a detailed examination of the history of hair removal in the United States. This 
dissertation will also confine itself to human hair and will not investigate the cultural meaning of the hair grown by 
animals (such as horse hair); the sole exception will be brief mention in Chapter 1 of the use of animal hair in 
forging some inexpensive wigs. 
10 Population data is from the U.S. Census, “Population: 1790 to 1990” (1993), https://www.census.gov/population/ 
censusdata/table-4.pdf.   
11 For the concept of a world of strangers, see Lyn H. Lofland, A World of Strangers: Order and Action in Urban 
Public Spaces (New York: Basic Books, 1973). Many historians have studied the sense of anxiety that permeated 
life in the nineteenth-century United States for so many of its inhabitants—especially, though not solely, middling 
white people—and the resulting interest in truth and deception. Some of the most valuable books for contextualizing 
my research in the nineteenth century are: Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of 
Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830–1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982); James W. Cook, The Arts 
of Deception: Playing with Fraud in the Age of Barnum (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001); John F. 
Kasson, Rudeness and Civility: Manners in Nineteenth-Century Urban America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1990); 
Wendy Bellion, Citizen Spectator: Art, Illusion, and Visual Perception in Early National America (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2011); Neil Harris, Humbug: The Art of P.T. Barnum (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1973); Michael Leja, Looking Askance: Skepticism and American Art from Eakins to Duchamp 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004); and David M. Henkin, City Reading: Written Words and Public 
Spaces in Antebellum New York (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), especially p. 28 for the concept of 
the instability of identity markers. 



 

 viii 

In this context, scientific and cultural authorities increasingly placed their faith in the visible 
human body, attempting to identity specific body parts that, they hoped, could reliably signal the 
true person inside.12 Even the best confidence man’s performance, they argued, could not 
obscure the truth that was evident in his physical form. The most well known sciences to emerge 
from this search for fixed meaning in bodies were phrenology and physiognomy, which claimed 
that a careful examination of the shape of the head or facial features, respectively, would reveal 
precise qualities of a person’s intellect, personality, and character. Phrenology in particular 
captured popular attention in the 1830s, carrying both the imprimatur of the scientific and 
medical communities, and popularity among the lay public. In the wake of German phrenologist 
Johann Gaspar Spurzheim’s Boston lecture series in 1832, Americans of means attended 
phrenology lectures, purchased phrenology journals and books, and had their profiles taken by 
expert phrenologists, including siblings Orson and Lorenzo Fowler and Charlotte Fowler Wells, 
who, with Charlotte’s husband Samuel R. Wells, founded a phrenological studio in New York 
and published the popular journal The American Phrenological Journal. This near-obsession 
with phrenology reflected elite Americans’ hope that using a scientifically-sanctioned 
methodology would provide a better understanding of the relationship between individual 
identity, group identity, and the human body.13  
 
What has not been sufficiently appreciated, however—and what this dissertation uncovers—is 
that this search for meaning in the physical body included the hair. Although in the twenty-first 
century hair is not typically understood to be a part of the body, from a nineteenth-century 
perspective it was integral to it. Hair was far more like an appendage—such as an arm or leg—
than something disposable like a fingernail clipping. Indeed, nineteenth-century Americans 
frequently used the word appendage to refer to hair and described haircuts as operations, even 
though barbers and surgeons had long separated into distinct professions; to get frequent 
                                                
12 Catherine Gallagher and Thomas W. Laqueur have argued that nineteenth-century transformations in the 
understanding of the body are linked to the contemporary emergence of modern politics, especially Enlightenment 
liberalism. Central to Enlightenment logic was the argument, articulated by Thomas Hobbes and others, that there 
was no basis in nature for any specific form of authority, such as kings over subjects, or masters over slaves. Under 
this new logic for social organization, there was no longer a natural justification for male–female relationships or the 
hierarchical relationships between racial groups. In response, European and American thinkers looked for bodily 
explanations to explain the real-life existence of men’s domination of women, and European domination of non-
white peoples. New interpretations of the human body thus became the foundation for the social order. See 
Gallagher and Laqueur, introduction to The Making of the Modern Body: Sexuality and Society in the Nineteenth 
Century, ed. Catherine Gallagher and Thomas W. Laqueur (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987). 
13 Phrenology and physiognomy have an extensive historiography. For the history, impact, and significance of these 
two fields in the United States, see, for example: John D. Davies, Phrenology: Fad and Science – A 19th Century 
American Crusade (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1955); Madeline B. Stern, Heads and Headlines: The 
Phrenological Fowlers (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971); Arthur Wrobel, “Orthodoxy and 
Respectability in Nineteenth-Century Phrenology,” Journal of Popular Culture 9, no. 1 (Summer 1975): 38–50; 
G.P. Brooks and R.W. Johnson, “Contributions to the History of Psychology: XXIV. Johann Caspar Lavater’s 
Essays on Physiognomy,” Psychological Reports 46, no. 1 (February 1980): 3–20; Charles Colbert, A Measure of 
Perfection: Phrenology and the Fine Arts in America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Jan 
Todd, “Bigger Bodies, Better Brains: Phrenology and the Health Lift” in Physical Culture and the Body Beautiful: 
Purposive Exercise in the Lives of American Women, 1800–1875 (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1998), 
173–210; and Christopher J. Lukasik, Discerning Characters: The Culture of Appearance in Early America 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). For a world historical overview of efforts to read meaning in 
the physical body, see Christopher Rivers, “From Analogy to Causality: The History of Physiognomy before 1700,” 
in Face Value: Physiognomical Thought and the Legible Body in Marivaux, Lavater, Balzac, Gautier, and Zola 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1994), 18–32. 
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haircuts, for example, could be to have “hair that is constantly kept bleeding under the scissors of 
the barber.”14 Moreover, the study of hair—like the study of facial features or cranial shape—
enjoyed the approval and prestige of respected men of science. For example, Johann Lavater, the 
father of physiognomy, called hair “an essential part” of the human body, and said that its 
analysis “affords a variety of indications of the temperament of an individual, of his powers, of 
his habits of thought, and consequently of his intellectual faculties.”15 A New Orleans journalist 
named Dennis Corcoran concurred with Lavater, asserting in 1843 that, “if properly and 
practically understood,” a person’s hair “would as unerringly indicate character as either 
physiognomy or phrenology.” Corcoran outlined a taxonomy specifically for facial hair: “with 
large and naturally glossy black whiskers,” Corcoran wrote, “we always associate honesty of 
mind and firmness of purpose,” while “a moderately sized crescent-formed whisker” indicated 
“good nature and a tolerable share of self-esteem,” and “a short, ill-shaped whisker, an inordinate 
love of riches and penuriousness.” Corcoran told readers that this classification system could, in 
fact, be a new branch of natural science—a science he dubbed “whiskerology.”16 In Philadelphia, 
a scientist named Peter Arrell Browne set out to enumerate just such a system. Using 
experimentation, careful measurement, and microscopic analysis, Browne argued that 
trichology—the scientific study of hair—had the power to reveal racial truths.17 However, the 
meaning of particular hairstyles, cuts, and textures was not only evident to men of science; it was 
also legible to the lay public—the audience for taxonomies like Corcoran’s. Sociologist Rose 
Weitz has written of hair that “its remarkable malleability […] allows us to tell others who we 
are by ‘writing’ messages with our hair.”18 What is distinct about the nineteenth century was that 
these messages were seemingly written by the body itself—they were external communications 
between the public and the bearer, not the internal articulation of the identity the bearer wanted 
to project.  
 
In the nineteenth century, hair was understood to be a part of the body; yet hair is also different 
from the rest of the body. Unlike the bones and soft tissues, hair can withstand extreme levels of 
manipulation; it can be severed from the body painlessly, and usually resists decay for decades or 
longer.19 Hair also occupies a unique middle ground between the permanence of features like the 
                                                
14 Quoted passage is from H.T. Lovet, Treatise on the Human Hair (New York, 1854), 11 (emphasis added). Other 
examples of hair described as an appendage or haircuts as bleeding include: Peter A. Browne, The Classification of 
Mankind, by The Hair and Wool of Their Heads . . . . (Philadelphia: A. Hart, 1850), 4; George F. Storrs, A Treatise 
on the Human Hair (Philadelphia, 1850), 2; M. Lafayette Byrn, “The Art of Beautifying and Preserving the Hair,” in 
Knowledge in a Nut-Shell, or Repository of Valuable Information, and Universal Receipt Book for the People (New 
York: published by the author, 1871), 248; and A Wide World Wonder: Madame Viola, The Bearded Lady (New 
York: Damon & Peets, [1878?]), 4. 
15 “Favorite Colors of the Hair, Common Modes of Wearing the Hair, etc.,” Godey’s Lady’s Book and Magazine 50 
(April 1855), 342. 
16 “Whiskers, OR….A CLEAN SHAVE,” Daily [New Orleans] Picayune, August 8, 1843 (emphasis in the 
original). Although the original article was unsigned, it was reprinted—with attribution—three years later in a 
collected volume of the author’s articles: Dennis Corcoran, Pickings from the Portfolio of the Reporter of the New 
Orleans “Picayune” (Philadelphia: T.K. & P.G. Collins, 1846), 3. 
17 Trichology comes from the root tricho- which means “hair, in many terms of botany, zoology, etc.” See Oxford 
English Dictionary, s.v. “tricho-, comb. form 1,” accessed April 13, 2017, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/205811? 
rskey=xLM3l4&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid. 
18 Weitz xiii–xiv. 
19 Archaeologists Andrew T. Chamberlain and Michael Parker Pearson have written of bodily decay that “hair is 
often the best surviving material, as it consists largely of the structural protein keratin which is strong and insoluble. 
Intact hair is sometimes preserved together with bones and teeth after the rest of the body has disappeared.” 
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shape of the skull, which is inherent and fixed, and the malleability of clothing or accessories, 
which are entirely of the bearer’s making. Hair was biological, but it was also something that 
ordinary people were allowed and expected to take care of themselves, or with the help of a 
barber or hairdresser. This middle position made some Americans uncomfortable or ambivalent 
about whether hair had any fixed meanings at all, yet it also imbued these “tegumentary 
appendages” with their very significance.20 This dissertation will explore this uneasy position: 
when was hair’s meaning stable, and when was it unstable? Under what conditions was it 
acceptable to play with, or take advantage of, this instability? When, why, and on whose body 
was hair subject to regulation?  
 
Hair’s synecdochical meaning stayed with strands even after they were separated from the body, 
yet severed hair was not just a meaningful object for collection and exchange. Starting in the 
nineteenth century, hair also became a valuable commodity in the global market economy. In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the periwigs popular among English citizens and colonists 
were mostly crafted from human hair obtained domestically.21 Starting in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, however, most of the wigs and hairpieces purchased in the United States, as 
well as some of the hairwork, were made from hair imported from continental Europe or Asia.22 
The international market for human hair originated around the 1840s, when the demand for false 
hair in Britain outstripped domestic supply, and the country began importing human hair from 
                                                                                                                                                       
However, hair does not last forever nor in all archaeological conditions, though there is scant research on the precise 
timescales for decay in various environments. See Chamberlain and Pearson, Earthly Remains: The History and 
Science of Preserved Human Bodies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 18; Andrew S. Wilson et al., 
“Towards an Understanding of the Interaction of Hair with the Depositional Environment,” Chungara: Revista de 
Antropología Chilena [The Journal of Chilean Anthropology] 33, no. 2 (June–December 2001): 293; and Thomas 
W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Remains (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2015), 3. 

Reverend Nicholas Noyes claimed in his 1700 essay that the severed hair used to construct periwigs was 
“always withering and decaying,” and required “artificial Oyle and Perfumes, to keep it from Putrefaction,” but 
there is no evidence that this assessment is correct. See Worthington Chauncey Ford, “Samuel Sewall and Nicholas 
Noyes on Wigs,” in Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts, vol. 20, Transactions 1917–1919 
(Boston: printed by society, 1920), 126. 
20 Browne, The Classification of Mankind (1850), 4. The Oxford English Dictionary defines tegument as “the natural 
covering of the body, or of some part or organ, of an animal or plant; a skin, coat, shell, husk, or the like;” Webster’s 
1838 edition defined the word as “a cover or covering.” See Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tegument, n.,” 
accessed April 13, 2017, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/198617?redirectedFrom=tegument#eid; and Noah 
Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language . . . . , 15th ed. (New York: N. & J. White, 1838), s.v. 
“tegument.” 
21 Corson 215. Alternative materials sometimes used to construct wigs or hair pieces included natural fibers like jute, 
linen thread, cotton thread, and silk fiber; as well as goat and horse hair. See “Human Hair and its Substitutes,” 
Scientific American 26, no. 18 (April 27, 1872): 276. 
22 Hairwork refers to decorative objects made from human hair, such as jewelry or pictorial images. Hairwork will 
be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3. For more on the history of hairwork in the United States, see Helen 
Sheumaker, Love Entwined: The Curious History of Hairwork in America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2007). 

I have seen very little evidence that imported human hair was used in the production of false facial hair; most 
advertisements for false hair products focused solely on the top and back of the head. However, hair worker Mark 
Campbell advertised in 1867 that the human hair he imported could be made into “Whiskers, Beards, [or] 
Mustaches” in addition to the more familiar wigs and switches. See Mark Campbell, Self-Instructor in the Art of 
Hair Work, Dressing Hair, Making Curls, Switches, Braids, and Hair Jewelry of Every Description (New York: 
printed by author, 1867), 266. 
22 “Men Who Wear Wigs,” Pittsburgh Dispatch, January 6, 1889. 
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France; as one British writer pointed out in 1874, “half [of] Europe is dressed in the hair of the 
other half.”23 The United States entered this market in the late 1850s.24 Between 1859 and 1860, 
the United States imported between 150,000 and 200,000 pounds of human hair valued at about 
$1 million—$29.4 million in 2015.25 Most of the hair sent to the United States in this period 
came from French, German, or Italian heads; hair also arrived from Russia, Norway, or Sweden. 
Nearly all this hair was traded through Marseilles or Paris, the centers of the human hair trade.26 
Hair workers argued that the country of origin was important because national differences 
affected hair quality. New York hair worker Mark Campbell, for example, believed that French 
and Italian hair “is by far the best, being of a much finer texture, even color, and of a more 
glossy appearance than that from other countries.”27 This superior quality reflected perceptions 
of the supposed pre-industrial lifestyle of western European women. For example, Scientific 
American reported in 1878 that American women’s extensive use of “crimping, curling, and 
dosing with various hair ‘invigorators,’ ‘restorers,’ pomades, etc.” made their hair worthless, 
while “those European peasants who let Nature take its course, and seldom even comb their hair, 
produce the finest and most delicate article.”28 The low-quality alternative to this European hair, 
many hair workers said, was hair from Asia. Hair from China was “rather coarse,” local 
newspapers reported in 1886, so it was “used in manufacturing low-grade theatrical wigs,” as 
well as some inexpensive “back-pieces, braids[,] and bangs for ladies’ street wear.”29 One hair 
importer disparaged “rival firms” who “mix[ed] in Chinese, Japanese, and other inferior hair” 
when they sold hairpieces and hairwork to their customers. He assured his customers that, by 
contrast, the hair he imported was “of the very best quality” and was personally “selected by 
myself or agents from the best European markets.”30 However, human hair supply lines were 
often shaped as much by poverty as by perceived quality. Contemporary newspapers and 
encyclopedias claimed that some poor Europeans cut and sold their hair to support their families, 
while the most desperate scooped up hair clippings from barber shops to wash, card, and sell. So 
great was the demand for false hair in France, Britain, and the United States that, Scientific 
American claimed in 1878, “pauper corpses are often despoiled of their hair.” People who wore 
false hair could thus “never be sure” whether their hairpiece came from “the sepulcher, the 

                                                
23 Andrew Wynter, “The Hair Markets of Europe, and Fashions in Hair-Dressing,” in Peeps Into the Human Hive, 
vol. II (London: Chapman and Hall, 1874), 251. 
24 Corson 472. 
25 For comparison, in 2015 the United States imported $2.43 billion in human hair and human hair products (like 
wigs). See Alexander J.G. Simoes and César A. Hidalgo, “The Economic Complexity Observatory: An Analytical 
Tool for Understanding the Dynamics of Economic Development,” workshops at the Twenty-Fifth AAAI 
Conference on Artificial Intelligence (2011), http://atlas.media.mit.edu. 
26 Campbell, Self-Instructor in the Art of Hair Work, 260–263; “Where the Ladies’ False Hair Comes From,” Daily 
[Nashville, TN] American, June 24, 1877; Chambers’s Encyclopædia: A Dictionary of Universal Knowledge for the 
People, Illustrated, vol. V (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1870), c.v. “hair manufactures;” “The Trade in 
False Hair,” Scientific American 39, no. 22 (November 30, 1878): 2415; “Human Hair and its Substitutes.” Some of 
the hair that flowed through this market was sold voluntarily for money, while other hair was instead cut from nuns’ 
heads mandatorily. See Wynter 253.   
27 Campbell, Self-Instructor in the Art of Hair Work, 260–263. Similarly, a Philadelphia hairdresser told The 
Washington Bee in 1891 that he imported more than one hundred pounds of hair from France every year, since 
“foreign hair is always the best.” See “Bushels of Human Hair,” The Washington Bee, October 3, 1891. 
28 “Human Hair and its Substitutes;” and “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Barber County [KS] Index, March 20, 1889. 
29 “Hair for Wigs,” True Northerner (Paw Paw, MI), March 25, 1886; “Hair for Wigs,” Abbeville [SC] Messenger, 
May 11, 1886; and “Hair for Wigs,” Orange County [NC] Observer, July 17, 1886. 
30 Charles V. Peckham, Reduced Wholesale Price List of Human Hair and Human Hair Goods . . . ., American 
Antiquarian Society, MA. 
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gutter, or the servant girl’s comb.”31 In the first decades of the burgeoning international hair 
market, most of the United States’ imports came ultimately from Europe’s poorest citizens. 
 
By the 1920s, the vast majority of human hair imported by the United States still came from 
Europe and Asia, and while the list of the most prized countries had shifted, hair from China was 
still disparaged. Although most of the hair used in American wig production still originated in 
France, Germany, and Sweden, Great Britain and domestic convents were now also major 
suppliers. As in the 1860s, the country of origin determined the hair’s perceived quality and thus 
its resale cost. High-quality blonde hair and light red hair, for example, came from the four 
aforementioned European countries, while the best quality dark hair came from American nuns. 
Although Italian and Russian hair was previously singled out as of particularly high quality, by 
the 1920s it joined Chinese, Japanese, and Indian hair as that categorized as coarse and thus of 
lower quality.32 The most denigrated type of hair, however, was still Chinese. In the 1910s and 
1920s, Chinese hair became extremely inexpensive because millions of pounds of Chinese hair 
flooded the international hair market after Chinese men cut off their queues in the aftermath of 
the 1911 revolution.33 Yet despite its low cost and high volume, Chinese hair was of such poor 
quality, claimed American wig makers and hair importers, that it was not worth using for 
anything other than cheap theatrical wigs.34 Fears that Chinese people were inherently diseased 
also plagued the imported hair. In 1911, for example, the San Francisco Call reported on a 
British woman who bought a “genuine Chinese wig” to wear to a masquerade party. A week 
later she discovered that she had leprosy on her forehead, and “it is believed that through this wig 
she contracted the disease.”35 Wig makers tried to reassure their customers that “scientists are 
agreed that leprosy is not contagious” except through “direct contact with a leper through sores 
or a cut.” Moreover, they told potential customers, all hair collected in China “is placed in an air-
tight vault for thirty days and thoroughly disinfected according to the rules of the government;” 
after it arrived in the United States, the hair was boiled twice “for not less than four hours in a 
strong solution of soda.” Wig makers hoped that this extensive process meant that the “hair is 
more thoroughly freed from germs than by any means the average medical man uses to cleanse 

                                                
31 “The Trade in False Hair;” Chambers’s Encyclopædia, s.v. “hair manufactures;” and Wynter 253. 
32 Ariel E.V. Dunn, “The Art of Wigmaking,” Billboard 38, no. 52 (December 25, 1926): 15 and 87. It may not be a 
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33 “Chinese Queues for Milady’s Coiffures,” Nashville Tennessean and the Nashville American, January 7, 1912; 
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In China, under the Manchu rule of the Qing Dynasty (which began in 1644), men of Han ethnicity were compelled 
to wear the queue as a symbol of their loyalty to the emperor. Prescribing and policing male appearance had long 
been a central way that Chinese rulers both marked cultural differences between themselves and neighboring 
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in China, and in its aftermath Chinese men in China and the United States cut off their queues. As Karl Gerth has 
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read, “Cut your queue, change your style of dress, and revolt.” The new revolutionary leaders believed that “the 
hairstyle was the most visible and repellent custom enforced” by dynastic leaders because “it literally embodied 
China’s backwardness.” See Gerth, China Made: Consumer Culture and the Creation of the Nation (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 68–75; and Cheng, “Politics of the Queue,” in Hiltebeitel and Miller, Hair, 
123–142. 
34 Dunn, “The Art of Wigmaking;” and Holland, “Making the Most Of Your Personality.” 
35 “Girl Gets Leprosy from a Chinese Wig. Tragic Result of Realism at Fancy Dress Ball,” San Francisco Call, July 
2, 1911. 
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his wounds.”36 Nevertheless, stories like the one published in the Call tapped into the specter of 
Chinese leprosy that had frightened white San Franciscans since 1871, when the first Chinese 
leper was placed in quarantine. By 1883, seventy-eight more Chinese lepers were quarantined 
indefinitely, and the anti-Chinese movement played upon fears of leprosy in its campaign to halt 
Chinese immigration.37 In this broader historical context, it was unsurprising that Chinese hair 
would receive such negative attention in the 1910s and 1920s.38 
 
The commodification of human hair that resulted in this international hair market added hair 
workers and human hair importers to a hair care industry that had long included barbers, 
hairdressers, wig makers, and hair care product manufacturers and sellers. These laborers formed 
the foundation of the large and varied body care industry, and historians have examined them for 
what they reveal about the relationship between race, class, gender, and work in the United 
States.39 Yet these hair laborers were privileged producers, and the story of hair’s significance in 
the nineteenth century is much broader; the social meaning and function of hair traveled far past 
the confines of the workroom or beauty shop. The sheer enormity of this scale—and its near-
ubiquity across the United States, among such a wide variety of people and communities—
makes the social meaning of hair much harder to trace. Yet that is what this dissertation intends 
to do: to go beyond the people who worked with hair for a living, and instead consider the 
millions of ordinary Americans who grew it on their bodies. 
 
To understand what hair meant to ordinary people, this dissertation proposes that we should 
simply ask them—that is, ask them in the best way a historian can: by reading what they said, 
read, wrote, and saw.40 Nineteenth-century Americans referenced and described each other’s hair 
frequently in their letters and diaries; penny newspapers and popular magazines; novels, 
biographies, and personal narratives; religious tracts and scientific pamphlets; advertisements 
published in newspapers and on broadsides; daguerreotypes and photographs; cartes de visite; 
museum exhibits and circus performances; and the everyday objects they left behind. Bringing 
these images and documents together—bridging social history, cultural history, material culture, 
and the history of science—provides a glimpse into both the real and idealized functions of hair 
before the twentieth century. There are, of course, limitations to this method. No matter how 
                                                
36 “False Statements and False Hair,” Nashville Tennessean, March 6, 1910.   
37 For associations between Chinese immigrants and leprosy in San Francisco, see Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: 
Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 99–100. 
38 For the ways in which the international human hair market has changed since the 1920s, see the Epilogue. 
39 African-American hair laborers—including barbers and hair-care product entrepreneurs—have received particular 
attention from scholars. For barbers, see, for example, Douglas W. Bristol, Jr., Knights of the Razor: Black Barbers 
in Slavery and Freedom (Baltimore, The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009); Quincy T. Mills, Cutting Along the 
Color Lines: Black Barbers and Barber Shops in America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); 
Sean Trainor, “The Rise and Fall of the American Barber Shop: African-American Barbers and the End of Clean-
Shavenness,” in “Groomed for Power: A Cultural Economy of the Male Body in Nineteenth-Century America” 
(Ph.D. dissertation, The Pennsylvania State University, 2015), 28–73; and William Johnson, William Johnson’s 
Natchez: The Ante-Bellum Diary of a Free Negro, ed. William Ransom Hogan and Edwin Adam Davis (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000 [1951]). Book-length examinations of Madam C.J. Walker, the most 
famous hair care businesswoman, include A’Lelia Bundles, On Her Ground: The Life and Times of Madam C.J. 
Walker (New York: Scribner, 2001); and Beverly Lowry, Her Dream of Dreams: The Rise and Triumph of Madam 
C.J. Walker (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003). Finally, for the (white) women laborers who produced the hair 
work objects popular in the nineteenth century, see Sheumaker. 
40 My favorite description of this method comes from David M. Henkin, who described his book City Reading as a 
study that “casts a net into the sea of everyday life, collecting debris left behind by everyday people” (x). 
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widely a historian casts her net, the archival biases that privilege white men and women of 
means plague this study as well as any other. Yet by taking seriously the mundane detritus of 
everyday nineteenth-century life, this dissertation hopes to assign the same gravity to American 
hair as American people themselves once did. 
 
In order to uncover the meaning of hair in the nineteenth century, this dissertation will tell five 
stories about hair, drawn from different corners of American life. These accounts make no claims 
of comprehensiveness. Instead, by demonstrating the significance of hair and its function as a 
social signifier in many places and for many people, this dissertation will suggest that this 
cultural system of hair legibility was pervasive and widespread, spanning social groups and 
discursive contexts.41 These five narratives will vary in size and scale, some focusing on an 
entire industry or popularly practiced ritual, others on a single individual. This varied scope 
reflects and underscores the fact that the meaning and function of hair derived from both the 
conscious and unconscious production of knowledge. The scientific claim that strands of hair 
could be racial signifiers, for example, was largely developed by one enthusiastic hair scientist; 
while the significance of hair object collection is the consequence of its practice by so many 
disparate people. 
 
Chapter 1 (“Long Hair”) provides a prologue to this nineteenth-century story by tracing how the 
regulation of hair changed from the beginning of English colonization to the nineteenth century. 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, hair—whether natural or artificial, in the form of a 
periwig—was generally understood to function like clothing, and was thus subject to the same 
kinds of community oversight. This dynamic is particularly apparent in the multi-century debate 
in colonial New England about whether it was acceptable for men to wear long hair. The 
gendered bifurcation of hair length among white Americans that felt so naturalized by the 
nineteenth century—short hair for men, and long hair for women—was, indeed, a product of that 
century. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by contrast, many English men in the 
colonies wore long and often decorative hair, either their own hair or a white or grey periwig. 
Although the style had its ardent followers, it also had prominent detractors, who denounced 
long hair on men as unchristian and unmanly—characteristic of Native Americans, not of white 
Christian men. By the turn of the nineteenth century, both periwigs and long hair on men became 
increasingly uncommon, as the time and cost required to maintain decorative long hair—as well 
as decorativeness itself—became overwhelmingly coded feminine. This chapter considers how 
the new meaning of hair that emerged in the nineteenth century shaped ordinary men’s tonsorial 
decisions.  
 
Chapter 2 (“Extraordinary Hair”) turns to the nineteenth century to explore the meaning of a 
specific category of hair: facial hair. In the second half of the century, American men—
particularly, though not only, white men—began growing prominent beards, mustaches, and side 
whiskers; facial hair could soon be found on faces both ordinary and extraordinary, including 
Abraham Lincoln, Uncle Sam, and Jesus. This shift was markedly different from the 
overwhelming beardlessness of the preceding two centuries, and it visually separated white men 
from women, as well as men of color, some immigrant men, and children. Significantly, the 

                                                
41 I am indebted to Gail Bederman’s Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the 
United States, 1880–1917 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995) for elaborating this type of organizing 
mechanism in her introduction. 
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Bearded Lady emerged during this same period as a standard archetype in American freak 
shows. Bearded Ladies, which contemporaries admitted were not particularly unusual, shared the 
freak show stage with true genetic anomalies like conjoined twins. This chapter suggests that 
examining facial hair alongside the Bearded Lady archetype reveals the contours and 
consequences of contemporary associations between facial hair and masculine power. 
 
Chapter 3 (“Collecting Hair”) moves from the extraordinary to the ordinary, and explores the 
material culture of hair collecting—a popular practice among American men and women from a 
wide range of backgrounds. Unlike the pre-modern Christian relic tradition, which venerated the 
body parts of saints, nineteenth-century hair collection was primarily concerned with ordinary, 
everyday relationships of affection and commitment. Although jewelry made from or with hair is 
the most familiar practice, hair collecting was remarkably flexible, and included both 
commercial objects like baby books (in which parents were, by the 1880s, urged to insert a lock 
of the children’s hair) and more ad hoc and intimate ways of preserving hair, such as handmade 
albums or valentines. This chapter suggests that hair retained its connection to identity even 
when severed from its original owner. The locks, braids, and curls of severed hair that Americans 
saved and exchanged until the end of the nineteenth century functioned as synecdochically as 
hair still attached to the body. 
 
Chapter 4 (“Scientific Hair”) also considers hair that has been severed from the body, when, 
starting in the 1830s, strands of hair became the raw material for scientific inquiry. This chapter 
takes a close look at the research and writing of Peter Arrell Browne, the most prolific and 
trusted hair scientist in the nineteenth century. Although he was trained as a lawyer, Browne 
became singularly focused on the scientific study of hair, wool, and other animal integuments in 
the 1840s, delivering speeches and writing lengthy treatises based on his experimentation and 
immense personal collection of severed mammalian hair. Browne argued that the most reliable 
evidence of racial identity could be found not in the skin color nor in measurements of the limbs 
or facial features, but in the shape and dimensions of a single strand of hair. By examining hair 
microscopically and at the level of the strand, scientists like Browne claimed privileged access to 
hair’s most important information. 
 
Finally, Chapter 5 (“Fake Hair”) considers how nineteenth-century Americans tested the limits 
of hair’s legibility, and navigated the tension and unease surrounding its malleability. While 
scientists like Browne could confine their examinations to the fixed measurements of individual 
strands, other hair features—including its color, texture, and length—were easily altered by the 
bearer. If hair was such a reliable transmitter of identifying information, this chapter asks, what 
happened when it was covered up by a wig, or augmented with a false hairpiece? By examining 
wig-wearing in the nineteenth century and ways in which falsified identity and criminality 
became linked with fake hair, this chapter suggests the possibilities and limitations of self-
making in the emergent United States. Like the formation of republican masculinity one hundred 
years earlier, the body—and its most revealing yet malleable feature—was central to this 
process. 
 
Ultimately, this dissertation demonstrates that in the nineteenth century, hair counted as part of 
the legible body. Hair was important to the people from whose bodies it had grown, but it was 
equally important to the people around them: it conveyed meaning to strangers about their 
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identity and character, providing a sense of scientifically-approved security in a world that felt 
increasingly unknown and unstable. Moreover, once it was severed from the body, hair helped to 
cement relationships across great distances. Hair’s grounding in the biological gave it legitimacy 
as part of the legible body, yet its plasticity also gave Americans a raw material for self-
invention and transformation. That such a malleable body part could be invested with the power 
of authentic identification—and the ability to make oneself over in a new image—suggests that 
the nineteenth century’s most defining characteristic may be that navigation between stability 
and change. 
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Chapter One 
Long Hair: Masculinity, Christianity, and the Body before the Nineteenth Century 

 
 
On June 10, 1701, Samuel Sewall wrote in his diary about his visit with a nineteen-year-old man 
named Josiah Willard, the son of Sewall’s clergyman Samuel Willard. The younger Willard had 
recently shaved off all his hair and replaced it with a periwig, and Sewall wanted to know “what 
Extremity had forced him” to remove such a “full head of hair.”1 Willard told Sewall that he had 
no real reason, but that he did not see any problem with what he had done, since “men might as 
well shave their hair off their head, as off their face.” Sewall disagreed with Willard’s flippant 
characterization, reminding the young man that “men were men before they had hair on their 
faces, ([and] half of mankind have never any).” More importantly, Sewall continued, “God 
seems to have ordain’d our Hair as a Test, to see whether we would be our own Carvers, Lords, 
and come no more at Him. If [we] disliked our Skins, or Nails; ’t is no Thanks to us, that for all 
that, we cut them not off: Pain and danger restrain us.”2 Sewall encouraged the young man to 
read a chapter in John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion entitled “The Right Use Of 
The Present Life And Its Supports,” which exhorted Christians to live their earthly lives with a 
balance between intemperance and austerity. Calvin wrote that it was appropriate and even 
encouraged to enjoy the delicious food and beautiful clothing that God had created for humans to 
use, but it was not acceptable to allow that enjoyment to balloon to the point of excess.3 Sewall 
seems to have hoped that, by reading Calvin’s teachings, Willard would realize that God had 
given humans their hair as a test of their self-regulation—their ability to effectively achieve a 
middle-ground between excessive vanity and excessive piety by wearing their hair in an 
appropriate (and natural) manner. Since Willard wanted to become a minister like his father, 
Sewall reminded him that “your calling is to teach men self Denial”—a message that would be 
difficult to convey were Willard to be wearing a periwig. By the end of their visit, Willard 
“seem’d to say [he] would leave off his Wigg when his hair was grown,” much to Sewall’s 
relief.4  
 

                                                
1 Periwig is an obsolete form of wig. Periwig derives from peruke, a word that became part of the English 
vernacular in the fifteenth century as a loanword from French. Peruke initially meant “a natural head of hair,” but by 
the sixteenth century its generally-accepted meaning became instead “a skullcap covered with hair as to imitate the 
natural head of hair.” Periwig is effectively the same word as peruke, but with a different vowel after the initial 
syllable: the [u] in peruke (/pəruk/) became the first [ɪ] in periwig (/pɛrɪwɪg/). (The final unvoiced consonant [k] also 
became the voiced [g], though the Oxford English Dictionary cannot account for this change.) See Oxford English 
Dictionary, s.v. “periwig, n.” and “peruke, n.,” accessed March 30, 2017, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/141111?rskey=B7fPW2&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid and 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/141644?rskey=nR5wSI&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid.  

For the sake of clarity and brevity, in this chapter I will use periwig to refer to the stylized, long, curled, white 
or gray wigs worn by English citizens and colonists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I will use wig in this 
and subsequent chapters to refer to hairpieces intended to avoid detection and imitate a natural head of hair, such as 
those worn by bald men. 
2 Samuel Sewall, Diary of Samuel Sewall, 1624–1729, Vol. II: 1699-1700–1714, in Collections of the Massachusetts 
Historical Society, Fifth Series, Vol. VI (Boston: printed by society, 1879), 36–37. 
3 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. John Allen, 6th American Edition, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: 
Presbyterian Board of Publication, 1813), 645–650. 
4 Sewall 114–115. 
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In this exchange, Samuel Sewall and Josiah Willard were not just disagreeing about whether it 
was okay to wear a periwig. They were instead negotiating two different perspectives about the 
meaning and function of human hair in English North America.5 Willard represented the 
perspective that predominated in colonial New England in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. To Willard, and to most of his contemporaries, hair was nonessential, disposable, and 
beyond the boundaries of the body. Indeed, early modern writers frequently used the word 
excrement to refer to hair, a reference to the belief that hair—like semen and urine—was waste 
matter excreted by the humoral body. For example, in an oft-repeated passage from his 1645 
book Epistolæ Ho-Elianæ, James Howell wrote that his hair had changed color during his travels 
away from England, yet he anticipated that the reader would not believe him: “but you will say 
that Hair is but an excrementitious thing, and makes not to this purpose […] But I will press no 
further at this time this philosophical notion.”6 In contrast to Willard, Sewall represented a 
second perspective—one that would replace Willard’s perspective around the turn of the 
nineteenth century. To Sewall, hair was integral to the body. Moreover, the unique physical 
properties that made hair different from other parts of the body made it an exceptionally valuable 
indicator of an individual’s essential qualities. For Sewall these qualities were religious: as he 
argued to Willard, God had designed humans’ hair specifically to be a test of their piety and 
devotion, as well as their self-discipline and self-mastery in service of their faith. No other part 
of the body could, or did, have the same function. In the nineteenth century, Sewall’s perspective 
on hair would becoming widespread, though hair would then be thought capable of transmitting 
a much wider range of qualities, such as racial identity, criminal inclination, and individual 
character. 
 
When Worthington C. Ford reported this story of Sewall and Willard’s debate to his fellow 
members of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts in 1918, he had a difficult time understanding 
why Sewall hated periwigs so vehemently. Sewall was not, Ford wrote, “a bigoted adherent to 
puritan views,” he did not express a general concern about costly clothing and accessories, and 
since “no one would claim that Sewall had a correct eye for beauty,” it was difficult to imagine 
him condemning periwigs on aesthetic grounds alone. With a hint of frustration, Ford concluded 
that “it is impossible to give the cause of this dislike.”7 Sewall’s actions were likely unintelligible 
to Ford because of the historical moment in which Ford was working: by the time Ford read 
Sewall’s diary, American culture had largely returned the dominant seventeenth-century 
perspective, and no longer defined hair as a part of the body. Sewall’s assertion about the 

                                                
5 This story—as well as other entries in Sewall’s diary that demonstrate his aversion to periwigs—has often been 
included in historical accounts of colonial New England. It has been used to illustrate both that periwigs were 
frequently worn in the English colonists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—which Willard represents—
and that periwigs had detractors from the very beginning—which Sewall represents. It has not previously been 
analyzed in this way: as evident of each man’s perspective on hair rather than on periwigs alone. See, for example, 
Worthington Chauncey Ford, “Samuel Sewall and Nicholas Noyes on Wigs,” in Publications of the Colonial Society 
of Massachusetts, vol. 20, Transactions 1917–1919 (Boston: printed by society, 1920), 114–115; and Richard 
Godbeer “Perversions of Anatomy, Anatomies of Perversion: The Periwig Controversy in Colonial Massachusetts,” 
Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 109 (1997): 1–2. 
6 James Howell, Epistolæ Ho-Elianæ. Familiar Letters, Domestick and Foreign, vol. 1, 7th ed. (1645; London: T.G., 
175), 44 (emphasis added). See also Anu Korhonen, “Strange Things Out of Hair: Baldness and Masculinity in 
Early Modern England,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 41, no. 2 (Summer 2010): 377. 
7 Ford 111–112. Godbeer notes that it was Ford who first brought this colonial debate over periwig-wearing to 
historians’ attention. See Godbeer 2n3. 
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spiritual significance of hair—and thus why wearing a periwig was a problem—simply did not 
make sense to a twentieth-century hair framework. 
 
For nearly the first two hundred years of English colonization in North America, hair—whether 
it was growing from the scalp or crafted into a periwig—was regulated in white communities as 
if it were clothing. Hair, like clothing, was separate from the body, and both were understood to 
be capable of signaling qualities like religious faith or social status. As Karin Calvert has 
demonstrated, the precise way in which this social code operated shifted from the seventeenth to 
the eighteenth centuries. Whereas the “traditional sartorial code of privilege” had hinged on an 
opulent display of expensive jewelry and rich fabrics, in the eighteenth century this code became 
“more complex, subtler, and more difficult for the uninitiated to master”—a response to non-elite 
colonists’ growing access to fine consumer goods.8 Like many historians of seventeenth and 
eighteenth century Western culture, Calvert has analyzed periwigs as consumer objects that were 
both part of this social code and integral to its change over time.9 Yet what this analysis elides is 
that both when periwigs were broadly popular and when their popularity waned, their meaning 
was shaped at least as forcefully by their particular association with hair.  
 
At the heart of the cultural and religious conversations about men’s hair that took place in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was a single feature: the hair’s length.10 Religious 
authorities like Samuel Sewall, Nicholas Noyes, and John Eliot railed against long hair on men 
because it suggested a lack of Christian devotion and violated biblical mandates about gendered 
appearance. When men wore long hair, they said, it was as if they were cross-dressing. 
Nevertheless, many white, black, and Native American men continued to wear long hair and 
periwigs until the end of the eighteenth century, when a shift occurred, and short, natural hair 
became a centerpiece of emergent republican masculinity in the young republic. One hundred 
years after Sewall debated Willard over the significance of hair, Sewall’s perspective became 
widely-held among American men and women. In the nineteenth century, hair was also 
understood to be a test—however, it was now the values of republicanism that were being tested, 
rather than the values of Christian faith. 
 
                                                
8 Karin Calvert, “The Function of Fashion in Eighteenth-Century America,” in Of Consuming Interests: The Style of 
Life in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Cary Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert (Charlottesville: University of 
Virginia Press, 1994), 252–260. 
9 See, for example, Calvert 263–270; Lynn Festa, “Personal Effects: Wigs and Possessive Individualism in the Long 
Eighteenth Century,” Eighteenth-Century Life 29, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 47–90; and Michael Kwass, “Big Hair: A 
Wig History of Consumption in Eighteenth-Century France,” American Historical Review 111, no. 3 (June 2006): 
631–659. 
10 Although hair length (long or short) was the most important gendered variable, the location of the hair part (in the 
center or on the side) was also gendered in the nineteenth century. With few exceptions, adult women wore center 
parts and men wore side parts. Men who chose to wear center parts were subject to ridicule and disparaging remarks 
about their masculinity. In 1863, for example, The Knickerbocker magazine devoted the first thirteen pages of its 
April issue to one man’s impassioned insistence that his middle part did not mean he was a “ ‘sissy,’ ‘girl-boy,’ etc.” 
or “deformed.” By the twentieth century, however, hair parts had lost this stringent gender division; a 1904 article 
originally published in the New York Sun explained that “two or three years ago, as you will remember, it was the 
fashion for men to part their hair in the middle, and this was a fashion very commonly followed, and by many 
elderly as well as by young men.” See “Considerations Upon Men Whose Hair Parts in the Middle,” The 
Knickerbocker 61, no. 4 (April 1863): 285; Cecil B. Hartley, The Gentlemen’s Book of Etiquette and Manual of 
Politeness; Being a Complete Guide for a Gentlemen’s Conduct in all his Relations Toward Society (Boston: Locke 
& Bubier, 1875), 130; “Men’s Hair Fashions,” Atchison [KS] Weekly Champion, November 11, 1904. 
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Ultimately, an examination of writing about men’s hair length practices from the early 
seventeenth to the early nineteenth century reveals a profound shift in the way hair was defined 
and understood in the United States: no longer peripheral or excremental, hair had instead 
become a part of the body. This new way of understanding hair meant that the hair on an 
ordinary man’s head had the ability to speak about far more than his Christian virtue—a quality 
he could signal to his community in many different ways. Instead, by the nineteenth century hair 
was uniquely positioned to reveal a person’s individual character—especially, in the case of 
short natural hair, his republican masculinity. 
 
 
That “Feminine Protexity”: The Periwig and its Detractors 
 
Long, white, curled periwigs were popular in English North America among young and old men 
across social classes in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.11 Indeed, a white man in a  
periwig—such as Samuel Morse’s Portrait of John Adams—has become an icon of colonial and 
revolutionary visual culture (Figure 1.1). Colonists began wearing periwigs within fifty years of 
the establishment of the first permanent English settlements in North America. Like most aspects 
of colonial culture, periwigs came originally from Europe. Periwigs first became fashionable in 
France in the 1640s under King Louis XIV, then spread to the members of King Charles II’s 
court in England. By the 1660s, men on both sides of the Atlantic donned periwigs in public.12 
Black periwigs were popular at first, but later the more familiar style—powdered, curled, light 
grey or white in color, and long enough to touch the shoulders or upper back—became more 
common.13 Even those men who elected to wear their own long hair, including George 
Washington, often styled and powdered it to look like a periwig (Figure 1.2). In contrast to men, 
American women did not wear periwigs. By the 1770s, fashionable women wore elaborate and 
often powdered hairstyles, but periwigs were left to men alone.14 
 
Periwigs were generally associated with gentility. For example, Reverend Devereux Jarratt 
described in his personal narrative how, as a child growing up in 1730s Virginia, “we were 
accustomed to look upon what were called gentle folks as being of a superior order,” and “a 

                                                
11 Richard Corson, Fashions in Hair: The First Five Thousand Years (London: Peter Ownes, 1984), 215 and 264. 
12 Godbeer 2–3. 
13 Although the periwigs worn the English North American colonies were almost uniformly long—with all or a 
portion of the false hair extended to cover the neck—periwigs could be styled in many different ways. The full-
bottom wig was composed entirely of curls, which extended loosely over both shoulders; full-bottom wigs peaked in 
popularity around 1700. Later in the century, periwigs with queues—a column of long hair that extended down the 
back and was gathered at the back of the head—became the predominant style. The tie wig’s queue was tied together 
at the nape of the neck (usually with a ribbon), with the hair hanging loosely down. The bag wig’s queue was 
similarly gathered at the nape of the neck, but it was encased in a draw-string pouch made from silk or taffeta. The 
club wig had a queue that was folded in half, back up on itself, and tied in the middle. Instead of full periwigs, some 
men mixed false hairpieces with their natural hair: false queues could be attached to the back of the head and worn 
with natural front hair, and partial periwigs (called scratch wigs) were popular among poorer men because they were 
less expensive. See Corson 275–290. 
14 Calvert 265. In western Europe, periwigs actually originated with women, not men. In the second half of the 
sixteenth century, some women in England, France, and Italy began to wear periwigs, and by the seventeenth 
century, men joined in, too. See Corson 171–172.  
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periwig, in those days, was a distinguishing badge of gentle folk.”15 Accordingly, seventeenth-
century periwig wearers in the North American colonies included many prominent men of 
church and state, such as John Wilson, Josiah Winslow, and Cotton Mather (Figure 1.3).16 Yet 
periwigs were also worn by some non-elites. Some sailors wore periwigs, as did some servants to 
wealthy families. Advertisements for runaway slaves and escaped white indentured servants also 
demonstrate that some of these men wore periwigs. One historian discovered, for example, that 
10.5% of escaped white male indentured servants advertised in the South Carolina Gazette 
between 1732 and 1752 were described as wearing periwigs when they escaped.17 Even some 
very poor men wore periwigs. A 1750 advertisement in The Pennsylvania Gazette noted that 
James Wilson, “a prisoner for debt” who had escaped from jail, typically wore a periwig and was 
wearing one when he escaped.18 These periwigs worn by men of fewer means were typically 
either hand-me-downs, or they were constructed from low-quality materials like wool or horse 
hair—rather than from real human hair—and thus less expensive to purchase. When Reverend 
Jarratt was hired to be the schoolmaster for a distant town in the late 1740s, he attempted to 
transcend his humble upbringing and make himself “appear something more than common in a 
strange place,” by acquiring “an old wig which, perhaps being cast off by the master, had 
become the property of his slave, and from the slave it was conveyed to me.”19 Periwigs were 
also popular among men of all ages, becoming, in the words of one newspaper article, “the 
covering of boys and youth as well as those of three score and ten.”20 The near-ubiquity of 
periwigs—and the expectation that any head of hair was likely to be a periwig—is illustrated by 
the frequency with which eighteenth-century observers pointed out men who did not wear them. 
For example, a 1750 advertisement for a stolen horse in Pennsylvania described the alleged thief 
as “a tall slender fellow, about five feet ten inches high, [who] wears his own black hair.”21 
Similarly, in his 1774 travel journal, Dr. Alexander Hamilton expressed surprise at seeing “two 
great hulking fellows, with long black beards, [and] having their own hair” at an inn he stayed in 
near Brookhaven, New York.22 A periwig was thus a common aspect of male appearance before 
the Revolutionary War. It was, in many respects, a classed accessory, but it could also be found 
on men of varying class backgrounds. 
 

                                                
15 Devereux Jarratt, The Life of Reverend Devereux Jarratt, Written by Himself (Baltimore, Warner & Hanna, 1806), 
reprinted as “A Virginia Minister” in Remarkable Providences: Readings in Early American History, rev. ed., ed. 
John Demos (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1991), 103–122 (emphasis in the original). The word genteel, 
Richard L. Bushman has shown, was attached to many objects, people, and behaviors. Genteel periwigs were worn 
by people riding on genteel saddles, expressing themselves through genteel speech, and carefully practicing genteel 
posture. See Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 
1993), 60–61. 
16 J.M. Austin, “Sketches of Fashion’s Eccentricities,” The Universalist and Ladies Repository 6, no. 8 (January 
1838): 389. 
17 Rev. Joseph B. Pelt, “Collections Relating to Fashion and Dress in New England.—(Continued),” Daily Courant 
[Hartford, CT], November 5, 1838; John Donald Duncan, “Servitude and Slavery in Colonial South Carolina, 1670–
1776” (PhD diss., Emory University, 1972), 241. The use of wigs as part of a disguise for runaways (as well as for 
criminals) will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5. 
18 The Pennsylvania Gazette, November 29, 1750. 
19 Jarratt 109; and Calvert 265. 
20 Pelt, “Collections Relating to Fashion and Dress in New England.” 
21 The Pennsylvania Gazette, December 18, 1750. 
22 Dr. Alexander Hamilton, Hamilton’s Itinerarium . . . ., ed. Albert Bushnell Hart (Saint Louis, MO: privately 
printed, 1907), 111–113. Dr. Hamilton has no relation to the more famous Alexander.  
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Despite their popularity across social, economic, and political spectrums, periwigs had drawn 
detractors nearly since the beginning, particularly among Puritan leaders in New England. Their 
critiques repeatedly singled out periwigs’ length as the reason they were objectionable when 
worn by men. Indeed, it was long hair in general that most Puritan critics focused on in their 
attacks.23 Many critics invoked a specific passage in the Bible as the basis of their condemnation: 
1 Corinthians 11, a portion of the First Epistle to the Corinthians. In this passage, Paul explained 
to the Corinthians the rules they were required to follow when they worshiped. The very first 
rule Paul listed rested on a fundamental difference between men and women: “Christ is the head 
of every man: and the man is the woman’s head”—in other words, men were superior to women, 
and women were subjugated to men. This hierarchical relationship manifested as differential 
worship practices for men and for women; as Paul explained, while “every man praying or 
prophesying having anything on his head, dishonoreth his head, […] every woman that prayeth 
or prophesieth bareheaded, dishonoreth her head.” Appropriate women’s head coverings 
typically included caps and kerchiefs. For example, in the unusual story of Thomas/ine Hall—a 
servant in colonial Virginia who was raised as a girl, but whose tendency for switching between 
presenting as a man and as a woman led to a trial before the Quarter Court in Jamestown in 
1629—the Court’s ultimate decision about Hall’s gender included a mandate that Hall wear 
women’s head coverings. The Quarter Court’s ruling declared that Hall was “a man and a 
woeman,” and ordered Hall to “goe Clothed in mans apparel, only his head to bee attired in a 
Coyfe [coif: a close-fitting cap] and Crosecloth [cross-cloth: a head kerchief worn underneath the 
coif] wth an Apron before him.”24 Although women could and did wear cloth-based head 
coverings of this type, according to 1 Corinthians, it was actually the hair that provided the best 
and most appropriate cover. As Paul told the Corinthians, women’s inferior position was both 
obvious and natural because it manifested itself on women’s bodies: “doth not nature itself teach 
you, that if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? But if a woman have long hair, it is a 

                                                
23 As Henry Latimer Seaver has written, “it is in New England Puritanism that we expect and find more evident 
scruple about hair; for the New Englanders had in many instances left England exactly for some scruple about ritual 
and belief and were men incapable of any cheerful indifference even in matters of slight consequence.” See Seaver, 
“Hair and Holiness,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 68 (Oct. 1944–May 1947): 9. 
24 H.R. McIlwaine, ed., Minutes of the Council and General Court of Colonial Virginia . . . . (Richmond, VA: The 
Colonial Press, 1924), 194–195; Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language . . . . , 15th ed. 
(New York: N. & J. White, 1838), s.v. “coif;” Jose Blanco F. and Mary D. Doering, eds., Clothing and Fashion: 
American Fashion from Head to Toe, vol. 1 (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC–CLIO, 2016), s.vv. “coif,” “cross-cloth.” 

For more on Hall’s life and case, and insight this story provides into gender and identity in colonial North 
America, see, for example: Alden T. Vaughan, “The Sad Case of Thomas(ine) Hall,” Virginia Magazine of History 
and Biography 86, no. 2 (April 1978): 1467–148; Jonathan Ned Katz, Gay/Lesbian Almanac: A New Documentary 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1983), 71–72; Kathleen M. Brown, “ ‘Changed…into the Fashion of Man’: The 
Politics of Sexual Difference in a Seventeenth-Century Anglo-American Settlement,” Journal of the History of 
Sexuality 6, no. 2 (October 1995): 171–193; Brown, “‘Good Wives’ and ‘Nasty Wenches’: Gender and Social Order 
in a Colonial Settlement,” in Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs: Gender, Race, and Power in 
Colonial Virginia (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2012), 75–104; Mary Beth Norton, 
“Communal Definitions of Gendered Identity in Colonial America,” in Through a Glass Darkly: Reflections on 
Personal Identity in Early America. eds. Ronald Hoffman, Mechal Sobel, and Fredrika J. Teute (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 40–66; Elizabeth Reis, “Impossible Hermaphrodites: Intersex in 
America, 1620–1960,” The Journal of American History 92, no. 2 (September 2005): 418–420; and Reiss, 
“Hermaphrodites, Monstrous Births, and Same-Sex Intimacy in Early America,” in Bodies in Doubt: An American 
History of Intersex (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 2009), 1–22. Despite the large number of historians and 
gender scholars who have studied Hall, that the specific types of clothing Hall was ordered to wear included female-
coded head coverings has gone largely unnoticed. 
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praise unto her: for her hair is given her for a covering.”25 References to this passage can be 
found in many anti-periwig tracts. For example, when Revered Michael Wigglesworth preached 
against long hair in 1669, he referenced 1 Corinthians explicitly, telling his congregants that 
“that length of hair which is womanish and savors of effeminacy, is unlawfull. The scpt 
[scripture] gives you an express rule for this in I Cor. 11 14. 15.”26 Reverend Nicholas Noyes 
also referred to 1 Corinthians directly, writing in 1700 that periwigs “removeth one notable 
visible Distinction of Sex: for so is Hair, as is evident by 1 Cor. 11. 6, 7, 14, 15.”27 Women’s 
long hair was thus God’s way of indicating their subjection—hence the necessity that men wear 
short hair. 
 
For the particular vehement, however, merely citing biblical prohibitions was insufficient. 
Legislation was necessary to stem what many leaders viewed as a socially and religiously 
dangerous transgression against gendered appearance. In 1649, for example, Massachusetts 
Governor John Endecott joined with other Massachusetts magistrates to write a proclamation in 
which they condemned male colonists for wearing long hair. They argued that long hair on men 
was “uncivil and unmanly,” and that men who wore their hair this way “deforme[d] themselves.” 
Endecott and company even empowered local leaders to “manifest their zeal against [periwigs] 
in their publike administration, and to take care that the members of their respective churches be 
not defiled therewith”—in other words, to police their communities’ hair care practices.28 To 
some seventeenth-century administrators, long hair on white men was not just unacceptable, but 
an issue worthy of community concern and control. 
 
Endecott and his fellow magistrates were not the only colonists who felt that long hair on men 
was “unmanly.” Indeed, the gender dimensions of hair length that 1 Corinthians elaborated were 
central to many critiques of long periwigs and long hair on men. One early example of this type 
of criticism came from the Puritan Reverend John Eliot, who was an active missionary to local 
Native Americans, and published the first translation of the Bible in a Native American 

                                                
25 The full transcription of the relevant passages quoted here reads: “2 Now brethren, I command you, that ye 
remember all my things, and keep the ordinances, as I delivered to you. 3 But I will that ye know, that Christ is the 
head of every man: and the man is the woman’s head: and God is Christ’s head. 4 Every man praying or 
prophesying having anything on his head, dishonoreth his head. 5 But every woman that prayeth or prophesieth 
bareheaded, dishonoreth her head […] 13 Judge in yourselves, Is it comely that a woman pray unto God uncovered? 
14 Doth not nature itself teach you, that if a man have long hair, it is a shame unto him? 15 But if a woman have 
long hair, it is a praise unto her: for her hair is given her for a covering.” This translation is from the Geneva Bible, 
which was the version preferred by Puritans (emphasis added). See Naseeb Shaheen, “Misconceptions about the 
Geneva Bible,” Studies in Bibliography 37 (1984): 156–158. 
26 A compilation of “extracts from sermons supposed to have been preached by Rev. Michael Wigglesworth of 
Malden” were reprinted as Wigglesworth, “On the Wearing of the Hair,” in The New England Historical & 
Genealogical Register, vol. I, ed. William Cogswell (Boston: Samuel G. Drake, 1847), 369. See also the June 1, 
1669 entry about a Wigglesworth sermon on hair in: Margaret Smith, Leaves from Margaret Smiths’ Journal . . . . 
(Boston: Ticknor, Reed, and Fields, 1849), 208–211. 
27 Ford 121. 
28 The proclamation letter was reprinted in Thomas Hutchinson, The History of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, vol. 
1, 2nd ed. (London: privately printed, 1765), 151–152. Some sources refer to this proclamation as a Harvard College 
order, which seems to be the result of its inclusion in Harvard College record books. See, for example, Seaver 10.  

Although Endecott’s proclamation included no explicit language suggesting that these guidelines were legally 
binding or punishable, many later sources referred to this 1649 letter as constituting an official law against long hair 
on men. See, for example, Francis S. Drake, The Town of Roxbury . . . . (Roxbury, MA: printed by author, 1878), 54; 
and “The Parson’s Periwig,” Connecticut Courant, February 22, 1802. 
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language.29 Eliot hated periwigs with a consuming passion. Part of his object was that, like 
ornamental clothing, they were a frivolous luxury. Eliot’s own style and comportment were 
decidedly plain. He preferred water to wine, and Cotton Mather once remarked that Eliot’s 
“apparell was without any ornament except that of humility.”30 Yet Eliot’s hatred of periwigs 
was primarily directed not at their cost or falsehood, but at their long length. He hated long hair 
on men, regardless of whether that hair was purchased or grown. Eliot supposedly referred to the 
penchant of some fellow male colonists for wearing long hair by as a “luxurious feminine 
protexity.” Although the precise meaning of protexity is unclear—Eliot appears to be its only 
recorded user—the other word’s denotation is plain: Eliot objected to men who wore their hair 
like women.31  
 
John Eliot hated periwigs so much that he blamed them for every problem the English colonists 
faced in the mid-seventeenth century, including the death and destruction wrought by conflicts 
with Native Americans.32 The connection Eliot envisioned between an object like a periwig and 
a Native American attack is made more legible when contextualized with a 1675 order passed by 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s General Court. Just five months after King Phillip’s War began 
in New England, the General Court printed an anxious exhortation to colonists, ordering them to 
stop doing twelve types of bad behavior. These behaviors—which included poor church 
attendance, swearing, price gauging,  and excessive drinking—had angered God so much, the 
Court wrote, that God had “heightened our calamity, and given comission [sic] to the barbarous 
heathen to rise up against us.” King Philip’s War, in other words, was the direct result of the 
colonists’ provoking God with their inappropriate personal behavior; without reform, the 
community had little hope for survival.33 Second only to declension on the Court’s twelve-item 
list were the inappropriate ways that men and women had been wearing their hair. To be ranked 
so highly on this list suggests that the Court considered these transgressions particularly 
important. The Court denounced men in the community who were “openly appearing amongst us 
in that long haire, like weomen’s haire”—again evoking the gendered framing of long hair so 
common in seventeenth-century critiques—and women who were inappropriately “cutting, 
curling, & im̄odest[ly] laying out their haire.” The Court also chastised men and women alike for 
wearing false hair: men for the fact that their long hair that was “either their oune [own] or others 
haire made into perewiggs,” and women for “wearing borders of hajre [hair],” which were false 
hairpieces that augmented natural locks. The Court declared these “ill custome[s] as offencive to 
them, and divers sober christians amongst us, and therefore doe [do] hereby exhort and advise all 
persons to use moderation in this respect.” Furthermore, like Endecott’s 1649 proclamation, the 
Court empowered local officials to prosecute colonists, “male or female, whom they shall judge 
to exceede in the premisses”—that is, who refused to change their hair practices—“and the 
County Courts are hereby authorized to proceed against such delinquents either by admonition, 

                                                
29 Convers Francis, The Life of John Eliot, Apostle to the Indians (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, and Co., 1836), 8. 
30 Francis 219–220; Drake 188; and Pelt, “Collections Relating to Fashion and Dress in New England.” 
31 Drake 188. I searched the Oxford English Dictionary, other dictionaries, and the internet more broadly in an effort 
to discover the meaning of protexity, but I had no success: every relevant hit on Google was merely a repetition of 
Eliot’s quote. 
32 Francis 322–323 and 335. 
33 Eric Foner, Give Me Liberty! An American History, vol. 1, Seagull Edition (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2005), 89; and Nathaniel B. Shurtleff, ed., “Att an Adjournment of the Genll Court of October, held at 
Boston, the 3d of November 1675,” in Records of the Governor and Company of Massachusetts Bay in New 
England, vol. V (Boston: William White, 1854), 58–63. 
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fine, or correction, according to theire good discretion.”34 Even though this order addressed both 
men and women for their hair practices, the objectionable behavior the order targeted represented 
categories of sin that differed along gender lines. For women, wearing borders and curling the 
hair was a sin of excessive pride; this was the same sin referenced in the third item on the list, 
which ordered colonists to stop wearing clothing that was too vain and that showed off “naked 
breasts and armes.” Yet for men, the sin was not merely pride, but gender transgression: wearing 
hair “like weomens haire.”35 The General Court’s order was thus an attempt to regulate men’s 
hair length in the same way it regulated clothing, and along gender lines. 
 
Like Eliot and the leaders of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, New England Reverend Nicholas 
Noyes was also opposed to periwigs because their long length was inappropriately feminine 
when worn by men. Noyes stated quite plainly that “it is a Shame for a Man to wear long hair; 
[and] Perriwigs are usually long hair.”36 However, in contrast to Eliot, the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony order, and most of his other contemporaries, Noyes was primarily preoccupied with the 
periwigs’ materiality: the fact that they were typically constructed from human hair once grown 
by women. This critique was so central to Noyes’s objections that he titled his 1700 anti-periwig 
essay, “Reasons against Wearing of Periwiggs; especially, Against Mens wearing of Periwiggs 
made of Womens hair, as the custom now is, deduced from Scripture and Reason.”37 Noyes was 
unusual among his contemporary critics for the extent to which he believed that the qualities of 
the person who had grown the hair traveled with that hair as it was forged into a periwig. While 
most discussions of periwigs took for granted that severed human hair used in periwig 
production was merely an abstracted and commodified raw material—anonymized from the 
body that had grown it—Noyes argued that women’s hair was forever women’s hair, even when 
worn by a man.38 Periwigs, therefore, were a problem because they violated not only 1 
Corinthians, but also 22 Deuteronomy, which prohibited cross-dressing. To Noyes, men’s 
periwigs represented a “transmutation of the visible tokens and distinctions of sex,” and thus it 
“is not lawfull; as is undeniably proved by Det. 22. 5.” If a man was forbidded from wearing a 
“Womans Habit[,] much less might he wear a Womans hair.”39 (Contemplating the opposite 
inversion was beyond the pale: “what a mad World would it be, if women should take the same 

                                                
34 Shurtleff 58. 
35 Ibid., 58–59; and James Axtell, The European and the Indian: Essays in the Ethnohistory of Colonial North 
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 60. 
36 Ford 126. 
37 It seems likely that Noyes’s essay was not widely published or circulated in his lifetime. Every citation to this 
essay that I have identified actually originates with its publication in the 1920 edition of the transactions of the 
Colonial Society of Massachusetts. At the society’s February 1918 meeting, member Worthington Chauncey Ford 
delivered remarks on Samuel Sewall’s perspective on periwigs, which were drawn from Sewall’s oft-cited diary. 
Inside the diary, Ford found Sewall’s hand-written transcription of Noyes’s manuscript; Ford shared this 
transcription with the Society in full. Sewell dated his transcription “January 15th, 1702–03;” although Ford did not 
speculate when Noyes’s original essay had been written, subsequent historians like John Demos have dated it to 
1700. See Ford 109–128; Nicholas Noyes, “An Essay Against Periwigs,” in Remarkable Providences: Readings in 
Early American History, rev. ed., ed. John Demos (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1991), 253–261 
38 Karin Calvert cites Noyes’s essay to support her claim that “the new fashion [of wearing periwigs] met with 
opposition at first, not because of the expense or implicit vanity, but because the best periwigs were made of 
women’s hair” (263). I disagree with this characterization because Noyes is the only writer I have found who 
objected to periwigs on this ground. 
39 Ford 121. Anticipating an objection, Noyes reminded his readers that even when Jacob wore a wig in the Bible, 
his wig was made “with Goat’s hair, and not with womens” (120). 
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affection to wearing of Men’s beards; as Men do to Women’s hair?”40) Noyes posed to his 
readers a profound question: “why should it not be accounted Effeminacy in Men, to covet 
Women’s hair; which is a token of Women’s Subjection, when they wear it themselves for a 
Covering[?] […] Women’s hair, when on their own heads, is a token of Subjection: How come it 
to cease to be a token of Subjection, when Men wear it?”41 Noyes thus objected to periwigs 
because they were, like women’s clothing or head coverings, material and sartorial objects 
designated for one gender only. 
 
 
Long Hair Like “Ruffians and Barbarous Indians” 
 
The effeminacy that Noyes, Eliot, and the Massachusetts Bay Colony officials associated with 
long periwigs on men was not simply gendered. Crucially and fundamentally, long hair was also 
grounded in a racially coded understanding of masculinity.42 For many white colonists, the 
practice of men wearing long hair was heavily linked to Native Americans. For example, 
Governor Endecott’s 1649 proclamation—which authorized community oversight over colonists’ 
hair length—denounced long hair as the style of “Ruffians and barbarous Indians,” not the 
civilized Christian colonists Endecott believed should comprise the Massachusetts colony.43 
White missionaries also saw native men’s long hair as a significant problem worthy of 
community concern and control, and tried to compel native men to cut their hair short. To many 
white colonists, long hair embodied the barbarism, vanity, and feeble masculinity of Native 
American men. It was unacceptable, for example, that Native men spent a substantial amount of 
time each day oiling and styling their hair—providing even greater evidence of their backward 
idleness.44 During a 1646 meeting with Native Americans friendly to Eliot and Christianity, one 
native man complained that he was being persecuted by non-Christian Native Americans for 
cutting his hair short after his conversion to Christianity. Missionaries viewed this haircut as 
evidence that the conversion was succeeding, since, in the words of an 1836 Eliot biographer, the 
Christian Indians “had become sensible of ‘the vanity and pride which they placed in their hair,’ 
and, without any persuasion, cut it off, after ‘the modest manner’ of their civilized neighbors.”45 
Like the inappropriate vanity that the Massachusetts Bay Colony condemned in white colonists 
in its 1675 order, Native American men’s hair care practices were a problem because they were 
indicative of unchristian pride. 
 
Many colonists believed that the first step to turning Native Americans into Europeans—and 
thus effectively solving their “Indian problem” by eliminating Native Americans altogether—
                                                
40 Ibid., 125. 
41 Ibid., 125–126. 
42 Another gendered Native American hair practice that white colonists did not understand was that Native men 
plucked their facial hair. See also Brown, Good Wives, Nasty Wenches, and Anxious Patriarchs, 58. 
43 Hutchinson 151–152. 
44 Ann Marie Plane, Colonial Intimacies: Indian Marriage in Early New England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2000), 50. Plane points out that the North American Puritans’ association between long hair and inappropriate 
masculine vanity were not consistent with either “more mainstream English notions of virile masculinity” or the 
contemporaneous hair practices of gentlemen in England, which also often involved elaborate and time-consuming 
daily grooming. This suggests that the objections to long hair on men, lodged by Eliot and others, rested not merely 
on an unease about flouting gender barriers as they were socially constructed, but on the way these transgressions 
violated biblical mandates about hair length. 
45 Francis 63. 
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was to change the way Native Americans looked.46 Clothing, shoes, and hairstyles were such 
important signals that, as James Axtell has written, “an Indian’s degree of acculturation could 
almost be read in his appearance.” Appearance could even be a matter of life and death, since 
indicators like an English suit “visibly segregated Indian converts from their recalcitrant ‘pagan’ 
brothers,” allowing colonists to quickly and easily differentiate “friend Indians” from enemies.47 
As more Native Americans began to wear European clothing—either for its aesthetic appeal or 
because they were no longer able to acquire the animals necessary to make traditional attire—
clothing alone was not sufficient to classify friend from foe. Short hair became the single most 
important visual index of allegiance and identity.48 For this reason, the very first legal codes that 
missionaries created for praying towns included among their mandates that Christian Natives 
“weare their haire comely, as the English do”—which meant short hair for men.49 Ultimately, 
colonial leaders both religious and political organized their world according a series of binaries, 
associating whiteness, Christianity, civilization, and masculinity with short hair; and non-
whiteness, heathenism, barbarism, and effeminacy with long hair. 
 
 
“The Smooth, Glossy, Untufted Skull of Honest Freedom”: The Fall of the Periwig  
 
Periwigs and long hair on men were subjected to attack by Puritan religious and cultural leaders 
throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. However, these criticisms largely fell 
on deaf ears. Indeed, on both sides of the Atlantic the general consensus through the eighteenth 
century was that long well-kept hair was not just a marker of gentility, wealth, and exquisite 
taste, but also of masculine beauty, virility, and power.50 However, around the turn of the 
nineteenth century, white and black men’s hair underwent a substantial transition: from periwigs 
to natural hair, and from long hair to short. The latter change was the more profound of these two 
shifts: not all men wore periwigs, so the transition from false to natural hair was moot for those 
who had always worn their own hair—but nearly all white and black men began to wear their 
hair short.51 Despite the overwhelming uniformity of this transition in men’s hair care practices, 
it is rarely referenced by historians and other scholars of early America. When it is 
acknowledged, it is usually assigned to the whims and vagaries of fashion: long hair and 
periwigs on men were once popular, and then suddenly they were not. Such an explanation is 
insufficient not only because it is ahistorical, but also because it ignores the significance of hair 

                                                
46 Quoted passage is from Axtell 57; see also R. Todd Romero, Making War and Minting Christians: Masculinity, 
Religion, and Colonialism in Early New England (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), 110. 
47 Axtell 58–59. 
48 Ibid., 59. 
49 Thomas Shepard, The Clear Sun-shine of the Gospel Breaking Forth upon the Indians in New-England (London: 
R. Cotes, 1647), 5; and Plane 50. Shepard’s tract enumerates the twenty-nine “Conclusions and Orders” for praying 
towns agreed upon in Concord, Massachusetts in November 1646. 
50 Calvert 263. 
51 Donald R. Hickey, “The United States Army Versus Long Hair: The Trials of Colonial Thomas Butler, 1801–
1805,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 101, no. 4 (October 1977), 462. This shift in 
normative hair length for men occurred most uniformly among white men. Many Native American men continued to 
wear their hair long into the nineteenth century, as had been customary for many years. For black men, Shane White 
and Graham White argue that when “hair began to be worn short” by white men around the turn of the nineteenth 
century, “African Americans appear to have followed,” and “advertisements for runaway slaves reflect this change.” 
See White and White, “Slave Hair and African American Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries,” The 
Journal of Southern History 61, no. 1 (February 1995): 66.  
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to male appearance and the social construction of masculinity, despite ample research 
demonstrating how important hair has been to feminine gender presentation in many historical 
settings.52  
 
Among those few scholars who have historicized the emergence of short hair on white and black 
men in the United States, explanations typically focus on periwigs alone, and argue that the 
disappearance of the periwig is merely one example of a broader political or cultural change.53 
For example, some scholars focus on the declining veneration for elderly men that occurred in 
the United States between the 1770s and 1820s; periwigs flattered older bodies by hiding the 
wearer’s natural hair (or lack thereof), whereas natural hair emphasized youthful appearances 
instead.54 However, most common in both scholarly and popular accounts of the new republic is 
the post hoc fallacy that the elimination of periwigs in the United States was simply a material 
byproduct of American independence, and the new nation’s desire to rid itself of a physical 
object so associated with Great Britain.55 The weakness of both of these arguments is that they 
treat the rejection of periwigs in isolation, when changes to the length of both natural and 
artificial hair occurred simultaneously. It is certainly true that the fight for independence shaped 
American culture, consumption, and clothing significantly. For example, in 1774 the Continental 
Association demanded that colonists stop participating in forms of entertainment the Association 
deemed either aristocratic extravagance (such as plays and balls) or too reminiscent of the 
English gentry (such as horse racing and cock fighting).56 Yet the changes to men’s hair practices 
at the end of the eighteenth century should instead be understood as distinct from other 
contemporaneous cultural and aesthetic adjustments because they reflected a specific shift in 
popular understandings of hair. 
 

                                                
52 See, for example, Rebecca M. Herzig, “The Woman Beneath the Hair: Treating Hypertrichosis, 1870–1930,” 
NWSA Journal 12, no. 3 (2000): 50–66; Kirsten Hansen, “Hair or Bare?: The History of American Women and Hair 
Removal, 1914–1934” (BA thesis, Barbard College, 2007); Karen Lesnik-Oberstein, ed., The Last Taboo: Women 
and Body Hair (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006); Rose Weitz, Rapunzel’s Daughters: What 
Women’s Hair Tells Us About Women’s Lives (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2004); Noliwe M. Rooks, 
Hair Raising: Beauty, Culture, and African American Women (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1996); 
and Ingrid Banks, Hair Matters: Beauty, Power, and Black Women’s Consciousness (New York: New York 
University Press, 2000). 
53 Donald R. Hickey’s examination of Colonel Thomas Butler, who defied an 1801 order that all army personnel 
must cut their queues and was found guilty of “disobedience of orders and mutinous conduct” (473), offers some 
limited analysis of the elimination of long hair around the turn of the nineteenth century. However, Hickey is far 
more interested in what the Butler affair reveals about the state of the U.S. Army between 1801 and the War of 
1812. See Hickey 462–474. 
54 David Hackett Fischer is the classic purveyor of this argument. Fischer argues that seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century men’s fashion was deliberately intended to make young men look older. He points out, amusingly, that the 
only part of the body revealed by men’s fashion before the nineteenth century was the lower leg, “which is, perhaps, 
an old man’s last anatomical advantage”(87). Between 1790 and 1810, however, men’s clothing shifted to cuts that 
flattered younger bodies and strove instead for the appearance of youth (or its simulacrum). The exception to this 
shifting veneration for the elderly, Fischer points out, where the Quakers, who had long been hostile to inequality in 
all forms, including “the authority of age” that organized social relations elsewhere in the colonies. See David 
Hackett Fischer, Growing Old in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), 47 and 86–87. 
55 See, for example, William Pencak, “‘Faithful Portraits of our Hearts’: Images of the Jay Family, 1725–1814,” 
Early American Studies 7, no.1 (Spring 2009): 95; and Calvert 252–283. 
56 Kate Haulman, Politics of Fashion in Eighteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2011), 156. 
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By the end of the War of 1812, very few American men still wore periwigs. With the exception 
of some lawyers, clergymen, and the very elderly, the decorative periwigs worn by previous 
generations had been almost uniformly rejected, and replaced by a nearly ubiquitous style of 
wearing one’s own hair.57 Balding men could purchase wigs throughout the nineteenth century. 
However, these new wigs were different from the older periwigs in two significant ways: they 
were short instead of long (in keeping with new norms), and they were deliberately crafted to be 
invisible—the exact opposite intended effect of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
periwig.58 
 
Few incidents from the late eighteenth century more clearly encapsulate the symbolic meaning of 
this major change to men’s appearance than the oft-repeated story of Benjamin Franklin’s visit to 
Paris.59 In December 1776, Franklin traveled to Paris to be a diplomatic representative for the 
newly formed United States. Almost as soon as he arrived, his appearance began to cause a 
commotion because it completely violated what was expected of ambassadors in such important 
settings. On his visit, Franklin wore plain and dark-colored clothing, donned simple silver 
spectacles, carried a white walking stick instead of a sword, and sported a brown fur cap with his 
thin, grey, shoulder-length hair sticking out the bottom (Figure 1.4). This was not the first time 
Franklin had doffed his periwig; in his daily life, Franklin frequently deferred to his persistent 
scalp irritation by foregoing a periwig.60 Yet wearing his own hair in public when conducting 
political business carried a different sense of gravity. News of Franklin’s unusual appearance 
spread quickly through the French popular press, giving him a distinct reputation as an 
outrageous—yet powerful—public figure. Since the nineteenth century, both scholarly and 
popular publications have frequently repeated the story of Franklin’s 1776 visit to Paris because 
it illustrates how Franklin’s very appearance embodied the independent identity of his fledgling 
nation.61 And no part of that appearance was more shocking—or more symbolic—than his 
decision not to wear a periwig, and to instead wear his own hair under a cap. 
 
While Franklin was likely relieved when periwigs were no longer considered a necessary 
component of genteel appearance, the transition from wearing long periwigs to wearing one’s 
own short hair provoked debate in some communities. For example, when Brigadier General 
James Wilkinson issued an order in 1801 that required all members of the U.S. army to cut their 
hair short, Colonel Thomas Butler refused to comply with the order, and was arrested and 
convicted multiple times for his noncompliance.62 Outside of this martial context, a particularly 
revealing example can be found in a 1796 letter to the editor of the local Connecticut Courant 
from a political club in Hartford. This letter included the transcript of a debate that occurred 
                                                
57 Corson 398. An 1838 Connecticut newspaper claimed that full-bottomed periwigs—the dominant style in the 
eighteenth century—“had begun to disappear before 1779,” and that by 1818, periwigs were worn only a few 
remaining “aged gentlemen” who had not yet “paid the debt of mortality.” However, the author provides no further 
explanation as to why this shift occurred. See Pelt, “Collections Relating to Fashion and Dress in New England.” 
58 Wigs for balding men will be discussed at length in Chapter 5.  
59 See, for example, J.L. Heilbron, “Benjamin Franklin in Europe,” Notes and Records of the Royal Society of 
London 61, no. 3 (September 22, 2007), 362; and John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility, 29. 
60 Gordon S. Wood, The Americanization of Benjamin Franklin, n7 from Chapter 4; Bernard Bailyn, To Begin the 
World Anew, 69–73. 
61 J.L. Heilbron, “Benjamin Franklin in Europe: Electrician, Academician, Politician,” Notes and Records of the 
Royal Society of London 61, no. 3 (September 22, 2007): 362; John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility: Manners in 
Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1990), 29. 
62 Hickey 465–473. 
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during a recent meeting, in response to a bill proposed by one Mr. Livingston, a young member 
of the club, for “the utter abolition of the use of PERIWIGS in the United States.”63 Livingstone 
opposed periwigs because he believed that they were a “disgraceful relique, and badge of 
aristocracy” that “contaminate[d] the brows of American Republicans.” Livingstone’s argument 
relied heavily on imagery of enslavement and freedom. In one passage, he contrasted Americans’ 
“open, manly, independent foreheads, which have freely sweat for the toil of freedom” with 
British “infectious, and aristocratic curls” worn by “every satellite of despotism” on “his guilty 
parasitical skull.” Later in the debate, Livingstone expressed his fear that a poor man might be so 
influenced by the dictates of periwig fashion that he would starve in order to purchase “this 
shackle of slavery.” If his intention to link periwigs with the United States’ recent independence 
was unclear, Livingstone made the association explicit during the second half of the debate, 
proclaiming, “a Periwig—and a Crown, what is the difference? Titles are abolished by [the] 
constitution; and why are not Periwigs? They are clearly within the spirit if not the letter of the 
law.”64 The greatest danger posed by periwigs in the United States, Livingstone feared, was that 
“the most deadly Aristocrat in the world, might remain undiscovered for years, perhaps for ages, 
sheltered by a periwig.” Livingstone finally proclaimed that he would have sooner “provoked 
some bloody savage to take from me my scalp” than “I would wear a Periwig.”65 With this line 
in particular, Livingston was channeling the long-standing specter of Native American attack—
the same specter that previous periwig critics, such as John Eliot, had used as justification for 
community oversight and control over men’s hair.  
 
Mr. Livingston may have been extraordinarily strident and paranoid in his objection to periwigs. 
Even some of his clubmates objected to the rigidity of his claims, expressing their concern, for 
example, for clergymen long accustomed to wearing a periwig in church. Yet the ideology that 
undergirded Livingstone’s arguments was far from unusual. His arguments reflect many of the 
foundational principles of early American republican ideology. First, Livingstone evoked the 
value of being self-employed—epitomized by Thomas Jefferson’s vision of the United States as 
a yeoman republic—when he contrasted “open” and sweat-covered American brows with the hot 
and heavy headgear more appropriate for idleness than hard work. Second, he emphasized the 
importance of the United States being a classless society when he denounced the costliness of 
powdered periwigs. These expensive headpieces, he argued, indicated social status in a nation 
supposedly built upon a foundation of equality among all white men. Finally, Livingstone argued 
that periwigs made people into slaves to fashion, since they minimized the personal and financial 
independence understood to be so foundational to republican values.66 In these three ways, 
Livingstone framed periwigs in the context of the most central tenets of republican ideology.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
63 “Letter to the Editor,” Connecticut Courant, March 21, 1796 (emphasis in the original). 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Reverend Noyes also evoked the spectre of subjugation that periwigs represented, though in a slightly different 
way. Drawing on his central argument that women’s hair was still women’s hair even when he was transformed into 
a periwig, Noyes wrote that for a man to wear a woman’s hair was “to be beholden to another without cause,” 
particularly since “God and Nature provided for every man hair of his own.” (This was in contrast to clothing, the 
acquisition of which made humans beholden to animals.) See Ford 126. 
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“This Shackle of Slavery”  
 
To his fellow club members in Connecticut, Mr. Livingstone had articulated a republican 
opposition to periwigs centered on the values of self-employment, classlessness, and 
independence from, or resistance to, enslavement—in this particular case, enslavement to 
fashion. It was this final point that would prove to be the most enduring in popular conceptions 
of long hair in the United States. Starting in the 1780s, periwigs—and specifically the upkeep 
they required—were increasingly criticized specifically for turning men into fashion’s slaves. In 
1783, for example, Chief Justice of the Supreme Court John Jay wrote to John Adams that he 
had missed an appointment because a valet was combing and preparing Jay’s hair. Jay 
complained, “Thus does tyrant custom hold us by a hair,” since “ridiculous fashions make us 
dependent on valets and the Lord knows who.”67 By the middle of the nineteenth century, 
however, American scientific and cultural authorities began to target not men but women when 
they expressed concerns about the dangers of becoming enslaved by fashionable hair care. For 
example, in an 1872 article on the current trend of wearing false hairpieces, Scientific American 
announced that “in a country like ours, […] fashion is a law to the poor as well as to the rich.”68 
Although this declaration used the gender-neutral word people to describe whom was enslaved 
by fashion, the article quickly clarified to whom this critique was actually directed, asserting that 
the production of cheap hair pieces was necessary “in order that factory and shop girls, and 
others of slender means, may vie with their wealthier sisters in the adornment […] of their 
heads.”69 It was women, not men, who were most in danger of this type of enslavement. 
 
To underwrite their shifting accusations of who was enslaved by fashion, scientific authorities 
increasingly naturalized bifurcated styles for women and men. Since at least 1096, religious 
authorities in European and the English colonies had cited 1 Corinthians to naturalize long hair 
as based in scripture. However, in the nineteenth century scientists began to appeal to science, 
medicine, and nature—in the secular sense—instead.70 For example, in his 1875 medical 
guidebook for women, Dr. Seth Pancoast wrote that, even when “left uncut,” a man’s hair “will 
not grow to the same length” as a woman’s hair because “a woman’s back hair [the hair on the 
back of her head] is an appurtenance entirely and naturally feminine.”71 Indeed, “the hair of 
woman actually grows longer than that of man, which fact proves that flowing tresses are 
intended for some especial purpose in the economy of Nature.” Even though he did not mention 
Christianity or the Bible by name, Pancoast’s assessment of the purpose of women’s long hair 
was indeed consistent with 1 Corinthians: “it is an instinctive prompting of Nature that women 
should allow her hair to grow long” because “it gives her a sort of natural covering.”72 According 
to other scientific authorities, even if a man’s hair did naturally grow shorter than a woman’s, 
hair cut short with scissors could also provide health benefits. An 1830 article in the Journal of 
Health—a Philadelphia periodical written by physicians—recommended short hair to its readers. 
The Journal wrote that hair should be cut frequently and “kept short” because one important 
biological function of hair was to eliminate “accidental impurities” from the scalp, and short hair 
                                                
67 John Jay to John Adams, March 1783, quoted in Pencak 99. 
68 “Human Hair and its Substitutes,” Scientific American 26 (April 27, 1872): 276. 
69 Ibid. (emphasis added). 
70 Lynn Festa cites the Council of Rouen in 1096 as the earliest documented instance of the church denouncing long 
hair on men by citing 1 Corinthians. See Festa 60. 
71 Seth Pancoast, The Ladies’ Medical Guide . . . . (Philadelphia: Hubbard Bros., 1875), 473. 
72 Ibid., 480 (emphasis in the original). 
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strands were less likely to have this function blocked or impeded as compared long hair, which 
could become “entangled and matted together.” However, the prescription for women was 
entirely different: “We admit that fine flowing tresses are among the most attractive ornaments of 
female beauty, and would therefore be the last to recommend their proscription.”73 For women, 
then, beauty took precedence over physical health; for men, the opposite was true. 
 
Like the Journal of Health suggested, scientific authorities also insisted that long hair on women 
was naturally and inherently decorative. Dr. Pancoast described women’s long hair as an 
“ornament” and “a special adornment of woman.” This point was so important that, just two 
pages later, Pancoast reminded his readers of it again: “We repeat, to women, long hair is an 
ornament, and adorning.”74 The notion that long hair on women was inherently decorative was so 
pervasive by the middle of the nineteenth century that the utopian Oneida community—which 
prided itself on being “free-thinking,” particularly when it came to women’s social roles—
presupposed that this was actually the intention of the 1 Corinthian mandate.75 In its first annual 
report, published in 1849, the Oneida Association described the recent “change in hair-dressing” 
that had become the norm among the community’s women members (which, at the time of the 
report’s publication, numbered twenty-nine).  

 
The ordinary practice of leaving the hair to grow indefinitely, and laboring upon it 
by the hour daily, merely for the sake of winding it up into a ball and sticking it 
on the top or back of the head, had become burdensome and distasteful to several 
of the women. Indeed there was a general feeling in the Association that any 
fashion which requires women to devote considerable time to hair-dressing, is a 
degradation and a nuisance. The idea of wearing the hair short and leaving it to 
fall around the neck, as young girls often do, occurred frequently, but Paul's 
theory of the natural propriety of long hair for women (1 Cor. 11) seemed to stand 
in the way. At length a careful examination of this theory was instituted, and the 
discovery was made that Paul's language expressly points out the object for which 
women should wear long hair, and that object is not ornament, but ‘for a 
covering.’ In this light it was immediately manifest that the long hair of women, 
as it is usually worn, coiled and combed upward to the top of the head, instead of 
answering to Paul's object of covering, actually exposes the back part of the head, 
more than the short hair of men. […] These considerations seemed to establish 
satisfactorily the natural and scriptural propriety of women's wearing their hair in 
the simple mode of little girls, ‘down in the neck.’ Accordingly some of the 
bolder women cut off their hair, and started the fashion, which soon prevailed 
throughout the Association, and was generally acknowledged to be an 
improvement of appearance, as well as a saving of labor.76 
 

                                                
73 “Proper Management of the Hair,” The Journal of Health 1, no. 18 (May 26, 1830), 279–280 (emphasis in the 
original). This article was also reprinted in the Connecticut Courant, August 10, 1830. 
74 Pancoast 478 and 480. 
75 First Annual Report of Oneida Association: Exhibiting its History, Principles, and Transactions to Jan. 1, 1849 
(Oneida Reserve: Leonard & Company, 1849), 8. 
76 Ibid., 8–9 (emphasis added). 
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The spiritual leaders of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries knew reflexively why 1 
Corinthians mandated long hair for women. Yet by the middle of the nineteenth century, even a 
theological community like the Oneida were so seeped in popular understandings of women’s 
long hair that they too assumed its God-given and inherent decorativeness. Decorative long hair 
had thus become scientifically, religiously, and culturally fused with womanhood. 
 
Ultimately, short hair epitomized a central component of emerging American masculinity: the 
elimination of ornament from white masculine appearance, and the growing associations of 
decorativeness and display with both femininity and effeminacy, and ultimately with 
powerlessness. By the 1870s, etiquette guidebooks suggested that men should not wear long hair 
because “undoubtedly it is inconvenient and a temptation to vanity, while its arrangement would 
demand an amount of time and attention which is unworthy of a man.”77 Religious leaders like 
Eliot and Noyes had long reminded colonists that women’s subjugation to men was manifested 
in their long hair, but at the turn of the nineteenth century, it was raced and gendered political 
subjugation—rather than religious—that took primacy in cultural conversations about hair. 
 
In its first decades after the Revolution, American men had to decide not only what their politics 
would look like, but also what their masculinity would look like: to delineate and describe who, 
exactly, was the ideal man in this new republic.78 An examination of writing about men’s hair 
length practices reveals this cultural conversation in action. In the late eighteenth century, 
dependency was one of the central evils against which republican masculinity defined itself. 
Both weak British aristocrats and American women were dependent, while the virtuous white 
republican male citizen was categorically independent. One hundred years later, the specter of 
the aristocrat may have dimmed in these conversations, as white American men became 
increasingly secure in their position as independent citizens of a democratic republic. Yet the 
associations between women, elaborate body care, and dependency had only strengthened. 
Women were designed by God and nature to be dependent on men—their fathers and their 
husbands; it was easy to expand the sphere of this dependency to the fashion catalogs they 
received in the mail. Ultimately, the rejection of long hair by American men around the turn of 
the nineteenth century is a story about the formation of white republican masculinity—a 
masculinity in which the body’s central purpose was not form, but function.79 And since hair 
had, by this time, been redefined as a significant part of the body, its appearance needed to signal 
function, as well. 

 
* * * 

 

                                                
77 The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies and Gentlemen (New York: Carleton, 1869), 94 (emphasis 
added). 
78 Michael Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural History, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 11–
12; and Paul Benjamin Moyer, The Public Universal Friend: Jemima Wilkinson and Religious Enthusiasm in 
Revolutionary America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2016), 6. 
79 A relevant (though theoretical and speculative) text is John Carl Flügel’s The Psychology of Clothes. Flügel has 
described the end of the eighteenth century as characterized by “the great masculine renunciation”—the elimination 
of decorativeness from men’s appearance, and its association with feminine clothing and social presentation. 
Focusing on western Europe in particular, Flügel argued that in this historical moment, “man abandoned his claim to 
be considered beautiful” and “henceforth aimed at being only useful.” See Flügel, The Psychology of Clothes 
(London: L. and V. Woolf, 1930; repr., Hogarth Press, 1950), 110–111.  
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In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, hair—whether biological or artificial—was 
significant in the New England colonies because, like clothing, it was understood to be capable 
to signifying the social order. Scriptural mandates about gendered attire, articulated especially in 
1 Corinthians and 22 Deuteronomy, shaped the way that English colonial leaders responded to 
the hair grown and worn both by white colonists and by Native Americans. Whether a person’s 
hair was covered, uncovered, long, or short reflected his or her location along a binary system of 
identities abstracted from the individual: heathen or Christian, sinful or repentant.  Hair was a 
matter of community concern—and, frequently, control—because the individual and the group 
were so profoundly intertwined: it only took a few colonists styling their clothing or hair in a 
prideful manner for God to send a band of Native Amerians to attack their entire community.  
 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, the meaning of hair had changed profoundly. As hair 
became increasingly understood as a part of the body, its capacity to carry social meaning 
became unmoored from its spiritual foundations. Hair began to speak more to a person’s 
individual and inherent character—not merely if the person was comporting him or herself with 
Christian virtue and self-discipline in service of the community. The salience of independence or 
subjugation as evidenced by the hair was still very much active under this new system, but the 
dependence in question was no longer spiritual but political: short hair indicated a masculine 
citizen of the new republic, while long hair—worn by women, Native Americans, and, later in 
the century, Chinese immigrant men in California—indicated a subcategory of dependent non-
citizen. Women were dependent on fashion just like they were dependent on the men in their 
lives, and this was manifested on their bodies through their long hair.  
 
If long hair signaled the inherent femininity of American women, this message reached its 
greatest hyperbole in the 1880s, when the seven young women from western New York—Sarah, 
Victoria, Isabella, Naomi, Grace, Dora, and Mary Sutherland—began appearing on the freak 
show stage. The Seven Sutherland Sisters became a sensation in the 1880s, appearing at the 
International Cotton Exposition in Atlanta in 1881, and in P.T. Barnum’s Greatest Show on 
Earth in 1884.80 The centerpiece of their performance was something both mundane and 
extraordinary: each women’s hair was so long it nearly reached the floor (Figure 1.5).  

                                                
80 F.D. Dakin, “His Letter To 7 Sutherland Sisters,” Chicago Tribune, February 10, 1889; and Joe Nickell, Secrets of 
the Sideshows (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 2005), 157. 
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Figures for Chapter One 
 

 
Figure 1.1: This painting of John Adams wearing a periwig is emblematic of the visual 
iconography of early American political leadership. 
 
Samuel Finley Breese Morse, Portrait of John Adams, 1816, oil on canvas, 29 3/4 in. x 24 15/16 in., Brooklyn 
Museum, New York. 
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Figure 1.2: George Washington did not wear a wig, but by covering his hair and queue with 
white hair powder, he created a style that shared visual similarities with contemporary wig styles.  
 
Gilbert Stuart, George Washington, 1796–1803, oil on canvas, 28 15/16 in. x 24 1/16 in., The Clark Art Institute, 
Williamstown, MA.  
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Figure 1.3: Cotton Mather wearing a periwig. 
Peter Pelham, Cottonus Matherus, 1728, mezzotint, 14 3/16 in. x 10 5/16 in., American Antiquarian Society, 
Worcester, MA.   
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Figure 1.4: Benjamin Franklin wearing a fur cap in 1776. 
 
Gilbert Parker and Claude G. Bryan, Old Quebec: The Fortress of New France (London: Macmillan & Co., 1903). 
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Figure 1.5: The Seven Sutherland Sisters. At top, a photograph of the sisters with an 
unidentified man; at bottom, an advertisement for the sisters’ hair tonic, which promised the 
same kind of growth for its users as attained by the sisters themselves.  
 
Top: James Skitt Matthews, “The seven Sutherland sisters,” ca. 1900, City of Vancouver Archives. 
Bottom: The Decatur [IL] Herald (May 6, 1910), 15. 
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Chapter Two 
Extraordinary Hair: Facial Hair and Gender Performance in the American Freak Show 

 
 

On March 21, 1926, the New York Times proclaimed that the beard was dead. Starting around 
1850 and lasting for more than fifty years, most adult American men wore a beard, mustache, or 
side-whiskers (later known as sideburns), and often a combination of all three. By the end of the 
century the beard began to wane in popularity, but mustaches stayed in favor for a few more 
years before they too were shaved off almost unilaterally. The brief but undeniable reign of facial 
hair in the second half of the nineteenth century can be seen on the faces of presidents: from the 
beginning of Abraham Lincoln’s term in 1861 though the end of William Howard Taft’s term in 
1913, all but two presidents—Andrew Johnson and William McKinley—sported some kind of 
prominent facial hair (Figure 2.1).1 Since 1913, and before 1861, not a single president wore a 
beard or mustache of any kind. (For data on presidential facial hair, see Appendix 1.) By 1926, 
then, it was clear that beards and mustaches were decidedly passé. “By the beards shall ye know 
them,” the New York Times article opened, and then wistfully listed famous men known for their 
beards: 

 
Barbarossa, Soloman, the Smith Brothers, Concord intellectuals, Philadelphia 
politicians, Mohammed, Brigham Young, Judas, Southern Colonels, Bluebeard, 
Blackbeard, the Lombard or Long Beards, Buffalo Bill, Santa Claus, and 
Barnum’s Bearded Lady—all of them sported yards of unexcelled hirsutage.2 
 

There, buried among male politicians, religious leaders, and outlaws, was one woman: the first 
bearded woman exhibited on an American freak show stage—Madame Clofullia, commonly 
known as “Barnum’s Bearded Lady” after she debuted at P.T. Barnum’s American Museum in 
the summer of 1853 (Figure 2.2).3  
 
Freak shows were an enormously widespread form of popular entertainment from the 1830s 
through the 1920s.4 American men, women, and children from all social classes viewed groups 
                                                
1 Andrew Johnson was not elected. In both 1896 and 1900, McKinley ran for president against William Jennings 
Bryan, who was also barefaced. This was the only presidential election between 1856 and 1916 in which none of the 
major candidates wore a beard, mustache, or both. 
2 “Beardless Man is Facing a Dreary Existence.” New York Times, March 21, 1926. Throughout this paper I will use 
the capitalized Bearded Lady to refer to the character portrayed by dozens of women, and bearded women to refer to 
the individual women who had facial hair. 
3 Sean Trainor’s research corroborates my own, which indicates that Clofullia was the first Bearded Lady to appear 
in an American freak show. See Trainor, “Fair Bosom/Black Beard: Facial Hair, Gender Determination, and the 
Strange Career of Madame Clofullia, ‘Bearded Lady,’” Early American Studies 12, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 550. 
4 For the history of the American freak show and its most significant figures, see, for example, Robert Bogdan, 
Freak Show: Presenting Human Oddities for Amusement and Profit (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1988); Rachel Adams, Sideshow U.S.A.: Freaks and the American Cultural Imagination (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 2001); Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, ed., Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary 
Body (New York: New York University Press, 1996); Neil Harris, Humbug: The Art of P.T. Barnum (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1973); Bluford Adams, E Pluribus Barnum: The Great Showman and the Making of 
U.S. Popular Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997); Benjamin Reiss, The Showman and the 
Slave; James W. Cook, The Arts of Deception: Playing with Fraud in the Age of Barnum (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2001); and Trainor, “Fair Bosom/Black Beard.” Two of the earliest books in the field of freak 
show studies are Frederick Drimmer, Very Special People: The Struggles, Loves, and Triumphs of Human Oddities 
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of “human curiosities”—including people with unusual bodies, exotic homelands, and surprising 
talents, such as sword swallowing—who stood together on stages in dime museums and circus 
side shows.5 Some freak show performers and archetypes relied on unusual hair as part of their 
appeal, such as the Seven Sutherland Sisters’ floor-length locks or the soft flossy afros worn by 
Circassian Beauties.6 However, few archetypes could be seen more frequently on these stages 
than the Bearded Lady: an adult white woman with long hair, a fashionable dress, and a large, 
full beard and mustache.7 By the end of the century, the Bearded Lady had become so popular 
that American doctors George M. Gould and Walter L. Pyle declared in their important 1896 
medical encyclopedia that there was a Bearded Lady to be found in “every circus sideshow.”8 
Yet twenty years later, the Bearded Lady, too, had become mostly a thing of the past, as freak 
shows across the country lost public approval. Starting around 1910, advances in medical 
understanding, classification, and diagnosis caused most Americans to see people with mental or 
physical abnormalities as disease suffers to be pitied, not freaks to be gawked at on a stage. A 
1908 article in the New York Medical Journal encapsulated this sentiment as it diagnosed the 
standard freak show archetypes one by one: giants were simply suffering from “acromegaly,” 
and “the elastic skin man” was “a case of generally dermatolysis.” The freak show was so 
unpopular by 1932 that when MGM released the movie Freaks—a horror film about the 
sideshow with a cast of real-life freak show performers—the resulting public outrage 
necessitated the film’s premature removal from theatres.9 
                                                                                                                                                       
(New York: Amjon Publishers, Inc., 1973; and Leslie Fiedler, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1978). Neither book is particularly interested in historicizing the freak show, but they are 
nevertheless important for helping to pioneer this field.  
5 Bogdan 25–26. The nineteenth century was not the first time people had gathered to view unusual bodies. For 
example, in the eighteenth century, English citizens and colonists could view human (or animal) curiosities that 
traveled with a manager from town to town, appearing in fairs, taverns, or rented spaces. The innovation of the freak 
show was less of content than of scale: showmen presented groups of people together, and spectators paid a single 
entrance fee to see them. Performers typically stood on a raised stage that physically separated them from the 
audience. 
6 For the significance of the Circassian Beauty archetype to nineteenth-century understandings of race and slavery, 
see Linda Frost, Never One Nation: Freaks, Savages, and Whiteness in U.S. Popular Culture, 1850–1877 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), especially chapter 3: “The White Gaze and the Spectacle of 
Slavery.” 
7 In nineteenth- and twentieth-century freaks shows, the Bearded Lady character was both classed and raced. Like 
Madame Clofullia, Bearded Ladies typically adopted aggrandized titles like Madame or Lady, signaling that they 
were not simply women, but middle- or upper-class ladies. Furthermore, the Bearded Lady was only portrayed by 
women who were publicly perceived to be white. Indeed, as Erin Naomi Burrows argued in her examination of Jane 
Barnell (who performed as Lady Olga), one of the last American Bearded Ladies, Barnell was only able to become 
white—despite her Russian Jewish, Irish, and Native American roots—because she participated in the freak show. 
When Barnell stepped into the role of the Bearded Lady, adopting the title Lady and the other aesthetic trappings of 
the archetype, she appeared white to the audience. Because the Bearded Lady archetype was also raced, darker-
skinned hairy women who performed in freak shows—most famously Julia Pastrana and Krao the Missing Link—
were not referred to as Bearded Ladies. Instead, they were displayed as more bestial archetypes, such as the missing 
link between humans and animals (a direct reference to Darwin), The Nondescript, The Bear Woman, The Monkey 
Woman, or The Ape Woman. For more on the role of race in Lady Olga’s performances, see Erin Naomi Burrows, 
“By the hair of her chin: A Critical Biography of Bearded Lady Jane Barnell” (Masters thesis, Sarah Lawrence 
College, 2009), 40–42. For more on Julia Pastrana, see Janet Browne and Sharon Messenger, “Victorian Spectacle: 
Julia Pastrana, The Bearded and Hairy Female,” Endeavour 27, no. 4 (2003): 155–159. 
8 George M. Gould and Walter L. Pyle, Anomalies and Curiosities of Medicine (Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders, 1896), 
230. 
9 “Circus and Museum Freaks—Curiosities of Pathology,” Scientific American 98, no. 13 (March 28, 1908): 222; 
Bogdan 66–7; and Adams, Sideshow U.S.A., 60–62. 
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Freak shows were not the first context in which bearded women appeared before the public. 
Although facial hair is usually associated with adult men, some women also grow hair on their 
faces, and have done so throughout human history.10 Indeed, Dr. Gould and Dr. Pyle wrote quite 
plainly that bearded women “are not at all infrequent.”11 Modern medicine corroborates this 
claim. Over the last one hundred years, researchers from fields like endocrinology and 
gynecology have attempted to ascertain the incidence of hirsutism: a condition typically defined 
as a heavy covering of terminal12 hairs in a “male-like pattern” on a woman.13 These sources 
assert that hirsutism occurs in approximately 5% of the female population. Furthermore, studies 
that focused specifically on the upper lip and chin found that as many as 10–15% of women had 
significant hair growth in those locations.14 (For an overview of these findings, see Appendix 2.) 
By comparison, the incidence of red hair worldwide is just 1–2%.15 
 
As modern medical literature makes clear, facial hair on women is not particularly rare, and so 
the notion that bearded women were inherently worthy of freak show display should not be 
presupposed. Moreover, if women with beards had long been common, why did they become a 
freak show mainstay only in 1853? After all, Barnum had been exhibiting “human curiosities” 
since 1835, and had opened his American Museum in 1841.16 Little existing scholarship has 
considered this question. Although scholars working in a variety of fields have produced 
excellent research on the American freak show, most of this work makes but brief mention of the 

                                                
10 Although the existing scholarship on women’s facial hair is not very large, useful studies include: Trainor, “Fair 
Bosom/Black Beard;” Sherry Velasco, “Women with Beards in Early Modern Spain,” in The Last Taboo: Women 
and body hair, ed. Karin Lesnik-Oberstein (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006), 181–190; Mark Albert 
Johnston, “Bearded Women in Early Modern England,” Studies in English Literature, 1500–1900 47, no. 1 (Winter 
2007): 1–28; and Mark Albert Johnston, “Re-evaluating Bearded Women,” in Beard Fetish in Early Modern 
England: Sex, Gender, and Registers of Value (New York: Routledge, 2011), 159–212. 
11 Gould and Pyle 228. 
12 Terminal hair indicates dark, blunt hair, such as that which forms eyebrows or mustaches. It contrasts with the 
soft, downy hair that covers most of the human body. See P. Kynaston Thomas and D.G. Ferriman, “Variation in 
facial and public hair growth in white women,” American Journal of Physical Anthropology 15, no. 2 (June 1957): 
171–180. 
13 Ricardo Azziz, “The Evaluation and Management of Hirsutism,” Obstetrics & Gynecology 101, no. 5 (May 
2003): 995. 
14 The scale on which hirsutism is now measured is called the Ferriman–Gallwey Scale, proposed by David 
Ferriman and J.D. Gallwey in their article, “Clinical assessment of body hair growth in women,” The Journal of 
Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism 21, no. 11 (November 1961): 1440–1447. For additional research on 
hirsutism, see, for example, Thomas and Ferriman; Azziz; Edith McKnight, “The Prevalence of ‘Hirsutism’ in 
Young Women,” The Lancet 238, no. 7330 (February 22, 1964): 410–413; David A. Ehrmann and Robert L. 
Rosenfield, “An Endocrinologic Approach to the Patient with Hirsutism,” The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & 
Metabolism 71, no. 1 (July 1990): 1–4; and Catherine Marin DeUrgarte, K.S. Woods, Alfred A. Bartolucic, and 
Ricardo Azziz, “Degree of Facial and Body Terminal Hair Growth in Unselected Black and White Women: Toward 
a Populational Definition of Hirsutism,” The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism 91, no. 4 (April 
2006): 1345–1350. A recent set of guidelines for physicians treating patients with hirsutism is in D. Lynn Loriaux, 
“An Approach to the Patient with Hirsutism,” The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology & Metabolism 97, no. 9 
(September 2012): 2957–2968. 
15 Joel Garreau, “Red Alert!,” Washington Post, March 19, 2002, C01. 
16 Reiss 1; and Harris 37. Barnum’s first foray into the display of human oddities was Joice Heth, a black slave who 
was supposedly the 161-year-old former nurse to George Washington. An autopsy after her death revealed that her 
true age was probably seventy-five or eighty at the oldest. 
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Bearded Lady, explaining her appeal as simply the “incongruity of whiskers and femininity.”17 
Other scholars mention the Bearded Lady as one example of the trope common among so many 
popular freak show archetypes: the transgression of the boundary between binaries, such as black 
and white or human and animal.18 The weakness of this analysis is that it minimizes the 
historical particularity of the Bearded Lady, rendering this character just one more example in a 
long list of types. To explain why this particular type of gender transgression succeeded with 
audiences, the Bearded Lady needs to be examined in light of the larger context outside of the 
freak show. After all, no male counterpart to the Bearded Lady—such as an “Effeminate Man,” 
for example—existed in the nineteenth-century freak show. Thus, explaining the Bearded Lady’s 
attraction as simply her mix of femininity and masculinity is insufficient. What scholars have not 
previously considered is that the rise of the Bearded Lady coincided with the rise of the beard as 
the predominant facial hair choice for men in the United States. In order to understand what the 
Bearded Lady meant to American people, it is important to understand beards on men. 
 
Historians have debated why so many American men began wearing beards in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, particularly because the eighteenth century was devoid of facial hair of any 
kind. The emergence of facial hair may be linked to similar developments in England and 
France, where men began wearing mustaches and beards a few decades before their popularity 
exploded in the United States; tracing the precise pathway of transmission, however, is 
extremely difficult (if not impossible). However the beard came to America, its cultural meaning 
once it arrived is easier to parse: beards allowed men to physically distinguish themselves from 
women, who were increasingly present in public spaces—and central to public discourse—as 
they had not been before.19 This shift shaped facial hair patterns among American men: it was 
only when men began to traverse the same ground as women, both literally and metaphorically, 
that a codified masculine appearance became an appealing option.20 Men in Western Europe and 
the United States had long written—even in times of overwhelming beardlessness—about how 
beards marked the male members of their species as strong, powerful, and wise. However, it was 
only once women began entering the male-dominated public that American men started to 
cultivate the facial hair they had publicly admired (but personally shunned) for generations.  
 
In the middle of the nineteenth century, beard-wearing suddenly became integral to American 
men’s public presentation of their masculinity. This shift explains why the second half of the 
nineteenth century saw a beard or mustache on virtually every single president—as well as Uncle 
Sam—and why the beard on Jesus’s face became an important point of contention among 
American Protestants. Although few scholars have paid much attention to this dramatic change 

                                                
17 Bogdan 224. 
18 Particularly vehement on this point is James W. Cook, who has written that “every single one” of Barnum’s 
human oddities was an embodied disruption of the “normative boundaries” between binary categories. See Cook, 
Arts of Deception, 121. 
19 Mary P. Ryan, Women in Public: Between Banners and Ballots, 1825–1880 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1990), 3–4; and Christopher Oldstone-Moore, “The Beard Movement in Victorian Britain,” Victorian Studies 
48, no. 1 (2005): 7–34. 
20 An argument I found useful for understanding this codification of male appearance comes from Nicholas L. 
Syrett’s study of American fraternities. Syrett argues that fraternity men had no need to codify their masculinity 
until universities began admitting a more diverse student body: poor students, Jews, African-Americans, and 
women. See Syrett, The Company He Keeps: A History of White College Fraternities (Chapel Hill: University of 
Chapel Hill Press, 2009), 60 and 172. 
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in men’s hair care, contemporary writers wrote about facial hair constantly, publishing amateur 
beard histories, philosophical treatises on facial hair, and what Sean Trainor has called “pro-
beard polemics.”21 In their books and articles, these writers recycled facial hair folklore, cheered 
for bearded heroes, and proclaimed the enormous health benefits and time savings that would 
accrue among those who eschewed the razor. An examination of this ad hoc beard canon reveals 
what facial hair meant to American men—particularly the white men who represented the 
majority of writers and, likely, readers—and how they understood and constructed their 
masculinity amidst so much social, political, and economic change. 
 
In a century that prized hair for its ability to reliably signal the bearer’s character and identity, 
two hairy icons emerged nearly simultaneously: the Bearded Lady and the full-bearded man. 
Their relationship was not causal, but historicizing these two figures together allows for a more 
complete understanding of both. Ultimately, the message that beards on men and Bearded Ladies 
both conveyed to American women was the same: men are the ones who wear the beards, men 
are the ones who have the power, and anything to the contrary is unnatural, freakish, and should 
be rejected. Facial hair, like the hair on the head, was an essential part of the nineteenth-century 
body, and so the choice to wear a beard offered American men a visible external symbol of their 
masculine power—and a powerful tool for critiquing social changes that threatened that power. 

 
 

A Brief History of the Western Beard 
 
Beards have fallen in and out of fashion throughout human history. They were rare in most of the 
West in the thirteenth century, popular among European nobility in the fourteenth and fifteenth, 
taxed in England and banned in France in the early sixteenth, very popular until the close of the 
seventeenth, and virtually unseen throughout the eighteenth. In his exhaustive study of hair 
styles, Richard Corson argued that the eighteenth century was a rare moment in history when 
“almost total beardlessness” was the norm; none of the American founding fathers, for example, 
wore beards.22 Beards were so unusual during this period that an American Quaker named 
Joshua Evans was prohibited from traveling for the ministry, and avoided by “both friends and 
enemies,” simply because he wore a beard.23 
 
A major shift occurred in the nineteenth century, when facial hair began to enjoy unprecedented 
popularity in the United States and western Europe. By the end of the century, facial hair of 
some kind—whether mustache, side whiskers, goatee, imperial, full beard, or a combination 
                                                
21 Sean Trainor, “Groomed for Power: A Cultural Economy of the Male Body in Nineteenth-Century America” 
(PhD dissertation, The Pennsylvania State University, 2015), 148. There is little existing scholarly research that 
historicizes facial hair in the United States. Indeed, when I began to research the history of nineteenth-century facial 
hair I found almost no scholarship on the topic. In the past few years, however, the publication of two excellent 
studies has created a small historiography: Trainor, “Groomed for Power;” and Christopher Oldstone-Moore, Of 
Beards and Men: The Revealing History of Facial Hair (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 
particularly Chapters 8 and 9. 
22 Allan D. Peterkin, One Thousand Beards: A Cultural History of Facial Hair (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 
2001), 27–36; Richard Corson, Fashions in Hair: The First Five Thousand Years (London: Peter Owen, 1984), 302–
303; and Edwin Valentine Mitchell, Concerning Beards (New York: Dodd, Mead, and Company, 1930), 67 and 74. 
23 Corson 302 and 306–325. Corson’s plates of eighteenth-century men’s hair styles include an incredible 229 
images; only seven of these include facial hair of any kind: three military mustaches, one street musician, and three 
others deemed “an eccentricity,” “uncommon,” or “most unusual.”  
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therein—was worn almost universally. Side-whiskers became popular first, becoming common 
in Europe by 1810. Mustaches followed close behind, as civilians began to imitate the mustaches 
donned by soldiers, such as French veterans returning from the Napoleonic Wars. Facial hair had 
long been popular among military men. Indeed, Corson argues that the only exceptions to the 
“beardless eighteenth-century” were the soldiers who “hung on to their mustaches.” Mustaches 
could even be part of a military dress code, enforced across a regime to ensure a uniform 
appearance. It is therefore unsurprising that widespread facial hair popularity could come from 
soldiers.24  
 
One American soldier, however, found his facial hair to be problematic rather than inspiring. 
Joseph Palmer was a middle-aged veteran of the War of 1812 when, in 1830, he moved from his 
farm to the town of Fitchburg, Massachusetts. His full beard was very unusual; in an interview, 
Palmer’s son called his father’s beard one of only two found in that portion of the country at the 
time. Palmer, however, was a very principled man, and believed that he had the right to wear a 
full beard if he so chose. Residents of Fitchburg found his beard so upsetting that they smashed 
Palmer’s windows, threw rocks at him in the street, and refused to grant him communion at 
church. Finally, Palmer was attacked by four men armed with soap and a razor, who tried to 
forcibly shave him. Palmer’s attempts to hold off the assault resulted in his arrest, and he was 
sent to prison for one year.25 
 
Although it would be decades until men like Joseph Palmer could wear facial hair in the United 
States without fearing for their safety, the popularity of beards in Europe began to rise in the 
1830s. Because none of the kings who ruled France during the first half of the nineteenth century 
wore a beard, young French romantics and revolutionaries adopted beards as a way to rebel 
against dominant tastes.26 Beards worn by prominent European socialists such as Karl Marx 
bolstered the connection between radicalism and beardedness.27 The beard’s popularity, 
however, quickly spread beyond radicals, and at mid-century a growing number of mainstream 
physicians and journalists extolled the healthy virtues of wearing a beard. The beard’s popularity 
finally crossed from France to Britain in the mid 1850s, when, according to some historians, the 
beards of veterans returning home from the Crimean War inspired Englishmen to let their beards 
grow, too.28  
 

                                                
24 Corson 304, 398, and 415–416; and Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 3. 
25 “Persecuted Joseph Palmer,” Boston Daily Globe, December 14, 1884; Stewart Holbrook, “The Beard of Joseph 
Palmer,” in The Bear Book II: Further Readings in the History and Evolution of a Gay Male Subculture, ed. Les 
Wright (New York: Harrington Park Press, 2001), 95–104; Corson 403; and Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 75. When 
Palmer died in 1875—at which point beards had become nearly ubiquitous among American men—his tombstone 
was inscribed with the words, “Persecuted for wearing the beard.” 
26 Reginald Reynolds, Beards: Their Social Standing, Religious Involvement, Decorative Possibilities, and Value 
and Defence through the Ages (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1949), 267–269. The French kings 
to which passage refers are Napoleon I, Louis XVIII, Charles X, and Louis-Philippe I. 
27 Reynolds 273–5; and Corson 302. Vegetarians, another radical bunch, were also said to favor beards in this 
period. 
28 “Illustrated History of Beards,” Emerson’s Magazine and Putnam’s Weekly 6, no. 45 (1858): 251; Reynolds 279–
281; Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 42–43; Corson 405; and Oldstone-Moore, “Beard Movement,” 7. Christopher 
Oldstone-Moore challenges the Crimean War origin story, arguing that the roots of the beard’s popularity in 
England go back to 1850, a few years before the War began in 1854. 
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Revolutionaries’ initial embrace of the beard was not an expected or natural turn of events. For 
much of Western history, the popularity of beards was tied to the whims of kings. If a king had a 
beard, his royal court and then his subjects were likely to grow beards, too; a beardless king 
would likewise inspire his subjects to shave. For example, when Louis XIII became the King of 
France in 1610 at the young age of eight, beards became unfashionable. Beards likewise fell out 
of fashion in Spain when King Philip V was unable to grow one of his own. Amateur beard 
historian Edwin Mitchell pointed out in 1930, however, that the opposite pattern could also 
occur: an unpopular king could cause his subjects “to go contrary to the prevailing court fashion” 
as a way of rebellion.29 This seems to be precisely what happened in early-nineteenth-century 
France. Even contemporary observers noted the unexpected shift from a prevailing history of 
monarchical beards to their embrace by radicals in the 1830s. An 1854 article in the British 
Westminster Review recalled how the beard had once functioned as a “symbol of patriarch and 
king,” but had now become one of “revolution, democracy, and dissatisfaction with existing 
institutions.”30 Some notable American revolutionaries were also known for their prominent 
beards. Joseph Palmer, the Massachusetts man persecuted for his beard in the 1830s, was 
interested in contemporary reform movements like abolition and temperance. John Brown also 
grew a long, white beard by the time he led the 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry, as Thomas 
Hovenden captured in his famous early 1880s painting (Figure 2.3). However, bearded pioneers 
on both sides of the Atlantic were followed so quickly by the widespread popularity of facial hair 
that another amateur beard historian, Reginald Reynolds, argued in 1949 that “it is hard to 
distinguish the beard political from the beard à la mode.”31  
 
The precise means by which the nineteenth-century beard spread from Europe to the United 
States is not clear. Some sources suggest that Hungarian revolutionary Lajos Kossuth may have 
inspired American men to grow beards when he toured the country in 1851. It is also possible 
that the international fashion press, published in France and England and reprinted in U.S. 
tailors’ magazines, inspired trends in facial hair as well as clothing.32 Whatever its origins, 

                                                
29 Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 68; Trichocosmos [pseud.], Notes Historical, Aesthetical, Ethnological, 
Physiological, Anecdotal, and Tonsorial on the Hair and Beard (London, Read & Co., [1850?]), 35; and 
Encyclopædia Britannica, 9th ed., s.v. “beards.” 
30 “Art. II—The Beard,” The Westminster Review (July 1854): 27; and “The Mustache Movement,” The Favourite 1 
(1854): 46. The anti-monarchial status of the beard in France may not have been universal. For example, Queen 
Victoria’s popular husband Prince Albert wore a mustache and substantial side-whiskers from the time he became 
Prince in 1840. 
31 “Persecuted Joseph Palmer;” Reynolds 273–5; Naton Leslie, “John Brown’s Grave,” The North American Review 
287, no. 3/4 (May–August 2002): 77.  
32 Trainor, “Groomed for Power,” 125; and Encyclopedia of 1848 Revolutions, s.v. “United 
States and the 1848 Revolutions,” by Timothy M. Roberts, accessed May 1, 2011, 
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Photographer: Ordinary Americans and Fashion, 1840–1900 (Kent, OH: The Kent State 
University Press, 1995), 25; Michael Zakim, Ready-Made Democracy: A History of Men’s Dress 
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beards could be found on faces across the United States by the early 1850s. In May 1850, for 
example, a series of brief articles in New York’s Knickerbocker magazine revealed their author, 
John Waters, to be a rare voice of opposition against this new beard hegemony, for he referred to 
beards as “the grave social enormity to which the population of this metropolis is becoming 
prone.”33 Ultimately, however, what is more significant than the exact mechanism by which 
beards emerged in the United States is what they meant once they arrived. And to most 
American men, that answer was clear: beards signified masculinity and power. 

 
 

Abraham Lincoln, Uncle Sam, and Jesus: Masculinity and the Beard 
 
With the admitted exception of eighteenth-century royalty, nineteenth-century writers believed 
that monarchs of past centuries were generally “distinguishable by their handsome beards,” as an 
anonymous beard historian who called himself Trichocosmos wrote around 1850.34 Although 
most the pro-beard polemics did acknowledge moments from history when facial hair became 
unpopular, one consistent theme emerged from their pages: the beard was associated with power, 
authority, wisdom, strength, and masculinity; and a shaved chin with servitude, weakness, and 
shame. The power that facial hair conferred on kings is illustrated in an anecdote about 
Alexander the Great that appeared in many contemporary beard histories. King Alexander 
supposedly forced his troops to shave because their beards could be grabbed by enemies on the 
battlefield, yet he did not remove his own beard. While one author, Edwin Mitchell, admitted 
that this may have been because Alexander was not participating in combat, or because he was 
supremely confident about his own fighting abilities, he argued that the more likely reason was 
that a bare chin “would detract from his dignity and he would fail to command the same respect 
that he did when in a bearded state.” A beard was so important to the monarchy in the Middle 
Ages that Trichocosmos claimed the enclosure of three hairs from a king’s beard in the seal of a 
letter was considered by his contemporaries to be “the most solemn pledge a king could give.”35 
These polemics also praised facial hair worn by eminent writers and philosophers. For example, 
some texts mentioned that both Plato and Socrates were given the “most honorable title” of  
“Magister Barbatus,” or Beard Master, because of their wisdom.36  
 
The most common trait associated with beards, however, was not a particular profession, but 
robust masculinity. An 1858 article called the beard “the naturall ensigne of manhood,” and 
asserted that shaving “detracts from the manliness of a countenance.” Trichocosmos lauded the 
ancient Romans as the “true type of manly virtue and integrity” because they wore beards.37 The 
1894 edition of Encyclopædia Britannica codified the link between beards and masculinity: its 
                                                                                                                                                       
in the American Republic, 1760–1860 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 194–8; 
Valerie Steele, Paris Fashion: A Cultural History (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 
116; and James Laver, Fashions and Fashion Plates, 1800–1900 (New York: Penguin Books, 
1943), 33–44. 
33 John Waters, “On Beards, Number Two,” The Knickerbocker, or New-York Monthly Magazine (May 1850): 445. 
34 Trichocosmos 29. 
35 See, for example, Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 3–4; and Trichocosmos 18. 
36 Jacques Antoine Dulaure, Pogonologia: Or a Philosophical and Historical Essay on Beards (London: R. Thorn, 
1786), iv; “Illustrated History of Beards,” 254; Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 61; and Trichocosmos 13. 
37 “Illustrated History of Beards,” 262. James Rennie, The Art of Preserving the Hair, on Philosophical Principles 
(London: S. and R. Bentley, 1825), 244–46.  
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entry on beards recalled that the beard functioned as “the outward and visible sign of a true 
man.” And when the New York Times mourned the passing of the beard from popular fashion in 
1926, it referred to facial hair as “one of man’s last signs of unmistakable masculinity.”38 
 
Fully convinced of the masculinity of beard-wearing, pro-beard amateur historians consistently 
associated beardless faces and forcible shaving with slaves, prisoners, and other inferior groups 
of people. Many of their narratives pointed out that many societies and cultures used bare chins 
to indicate servitude, and that condemned men were often forcibly shaved “as an added 
disgrace.” A representative example was relayed by Trichocosmos, who claimed that the 
moment most symbolic of King Edward II’s fall from power was when he was forcibly shaved 
with dirty rainwater. Multiple histories also mentioned that slaves were forbidden from wearing 
beards at various moments in history. When the Romans controlled the Gauls, for example, 
bondsmen were purportedly “ordered to shave their chins,” since only nobles and priests were 
allowed to wear facial hair.39 In addition to servitude, one author linked beardlessness with a lack 
of masculinity, arguing that “there was always, in some minds, the suspicion of effeminacy in 
shaving.”40 Under the early modern humoral system, facial hair was understood to be an 
outgrowth of the same internal heat that produced semen; the larger the beard, the more virile the 
man.41 Writing in 1825, one author even linked beards’ virility to the antlers found on male deer. 
When deer are castrated their antlers stop growing; this author concluded that the human beard 
must likewise be “intended as an exterior character of the masculine sex.”42 
 
Pro-beard writers stated explicitly that beards were important for men to wear, but they also held 
strong opinions about why women were not supposed to wear them. Some authors traced the 
beard to its functional or evolutionary roots. For example, Thomas S. Gowing argued in the 
1850s that beards helped men protect themselves from the elements. Women (and children) did 
not require beards because Nature did not intend them to “be exposed to the hardships and 
difficulties men are called upon to undergo.”43 To Gowing and others, “a bushy chin is the 
emblem of man’s power to protect as well as the banner of his right to dominate.”44 Perhaps the 
most passionate argument against female beard-wearing, however, came from Horace Bushnell, 
a prominent theologian and preacher who, in 1869, published a vehement tract entitled Women’s 
Suffrage: The Reform Against Nature. Bushnell argued that women’s rights advocates believed 
women should have the same rights as men because they were equal to men, but no claim of 
gender equality could be valid because “men and women are, to some very large extent, unlike in 

                                                
38 Encyclopædia Britannica, 9th ed., s.v. “beards;” “Beardless Man is Facing a Dreary Existence,” New York Times, 
March 21, 1926. 
39 Mitchell, Concerning Beards, 23 and 44; Trichocosmos 18 and 21–22; Duluare 16–17; and “Illustrated History of 
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slaves—many slaves actually grew “long, bushy beards” in the eighteenth century—the link between bare chins and 
inferiority is also evident in discussions about race, since white men often asserted that their racial inferiors (Asians, 
African-Americans, and Native Americans) had little facial hair. See Shane White and Graham White, Stylin’: 
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41 Will Fisher, “The Renaissance Beard: Masculinity in Early Modern England,” Renaissance Quarterly 54, no. 1 
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kind.”45 A person merely needed to glance at the two sexes, he said, for the differences between 
them were so immediately apparent. 

 
The man is taller and more muscular, has a larger brain, and a longer stride in his 
walk. The woman is lighter and shorter, and moves more gracefully. In physical 
strength the man is greatly superior, and the base in his voice and the shag on his 
face, and the wing and sway of his shoulders, represent a personality in him that 
has some attribute of thunder. But there is no look of thunder in the woman. Her 
skin is too finely woven, too wonderfully delicate to be the rugged housing of 
thunder [...] Glancing thus upon man, his look says, Force, Authority, Decision, 
Self-asserting Counsel, Victory.46 
 

The implications of Bushnell’s declaration were clear: beards indicated authority, only men had 
authority, and only men had beards. Women’s skin was simply too delicate to support facial hair. 
For Bushnell and many of his contemporaries, it was not only true that most men grew beards 
and most women did not. Beards carried a profound symbolic power, and functioned as an 
external marker of masculinity and manhood. 
 
Since beards conferred masculinity and power on their male wearers, it was logical that 
nineteenth-century figures of male authority and wisdom would be marked with beards. Perhaps 
the most famous man to grow a beard in this period was the president who inaugurated fifty 
years of virtually uninterrupted presidential facial hair: Abraham Lincoln. The story of why 
Lincoln decided to grow a beard has reached the status of American lore: during Lincoln’s 1860 
presidential campaign, a young girl from New York wrote to him and suggested that if he grew 
out his whiskers, he would improve the look of his often-ridiculed face, and the girl’s Democrat 
brothers would probably vote for him. “All the ladies like whiskers,” the girl claimed, “and they 
would tease their husbands to vote for you and then you would be President.” Lincoln began to 
grow a beard shortly thereafter.47 Looking back on the history of facial hair in America, Reginald 
Reynolds—who was British—wrote in 1949 that “the beard was so important in America in 
1860 that Abraham Lincoln occupied valuable time during the presidential elections of that year 
by staying home in order to grow one, evidently regarding it as a valuable asset at the White 
House.”48 It is possible that this “valuable asset” is what Lincoln’s successors were striving for 
when they chose to grow facial hair, too. 
 
Abraham Lincoln was not the only father figure who gained a beard in the late nineteenth 
century. Depictions of Uncle Sam also became bearded for the first time during this period. 
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Although the term “Uncle Sam” had been used since the War of 1812, the first known image of 
Uncle Sam appeared in 1852, when cartoonist Frank Bellew personified Sam for a New York 
comic weekly called The Lantern (Figure 2.4). Bellew drew Uncle Sam without a beard, and this 
is how he would continue to appear for the next decade. It was the prominent Harper’s Weekly 
cartoonist Thomas Nast—deemed “America’s greatest political cartoonist” by his biographer—
who is credited with giving Sam his now-ubiquitous whiskers in the 1860s.49 Nast transformed 
Bellew’s original Uncle Sam into the figure known today: tall, thin, bearded, and dressed in 
patriotic stars and stripes.50  
 
The third authority figure whose facial hair became important during this period was Jesus. In 
the second half of the nineteenth century, proponents of muscular Christianity passionately 
debated the proper appearance of Jesus’s face.51 Three of the movement’s most ardent supporters 
were President Theodore Roosevelt, psychologist G. Stanley Hall, and Reverend William E. 
Barton.52 The latter two men penned detailed tracts about Jesus in the first two decades of the 
twentieth century, and both paid particular attention to artists’ depictions of Jesus’s face.53 
Muscular Christians were deeply concerned about the feminization of the church’s male 
members, caused in part by the strong influence of a predominantly female membership, and 
reflected in images of Jesus’s face. Hall and Barton denounced the standard depiction of Jesus as 
“effeminate,” “bisexual,”54 and “womanly.” Most paintings of Jesus, they argued, gave him “a 
distinctly feminine look,” with a “brow, cheek, and nose” that could be mistaken “for those of a 
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War ‘Uncle Sam’ assumed whiskers for the first time. It is, therefore, practically certain that the features of Lincoln 
contributed largely to the present type now universally adopted.” See Ricker, “‘Uncle Sam’ in Cartoon,” The World 
To-Day: A Monthly Record of Human Progress 19, no. 4 (October 1910): 1093–1094. 
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Icon (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2003), 93. Although muscular Christianity flourished among American 
Protestants between 1880 and 1920, the crucial role of facial hair in signaling masculinity was still very much a live 
issue during these years. However, Stephen R. Prothero traces the roots of muscular Christianity back to the so-
called “businessmen’s awakening” of 1857–58, when men began joining church ranks in revival-like numbers, 
giving the discussions over Jesus’s masculinity a more firm grounding in the mid-century era this chapter discusses. 
52 For a thorough discussion of Theodore Roosevelt, see Gail Bederman, Manliness and Civilization: A Cultural 
History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880–1917 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995). 
53 The very first chapter of Hall’s 1917 book Jesus, the Christ was entitled “Jesus’ Physical Personality,” so it is 
clear that this topic was very important to him. 
54 In the nineteenth century the word bisexual meant “of two sexes” or “having both sexes in the same individual:” it 
was an adjective related to gender identity rather than sexual attraction, as it is in modern usage. See Oxford English 
Dictionary, s.v. “bisexual, adj., A.1.,” accessed May 5, 2017, 
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refined superior woman.” But what they were perhaps most acutely worried about was his beard. 
Painters typically rendered Jesus’s facial hair thin, scant, and light-colored—so much so that 
Hall believed Jesus’s face “almost suggests a bearded lady.”55 Muscular Christians like Barton 
and Hall believed that having a masculine Christ was imperative to attract and retain adult male 
members, but they were also attuned to how women and young men would respond to a manly 
Jesus. Women, “his most devoted worshippers,” deserved a Jesus who “conform[ed] to their 
ideal of what a manly man should be,” and young men needed a version of Jesus that they could 
look up to.56 Ensuring that Jesus had a strong, masculine beard was a key means to accomplish 
these goals. Just as with Abraham Lincoln and Uncle Sam before him, the American people 
could more easily and successfully read Jesus’s masculinity on his body if he wore a full beard. 
 
By the second half of the nineteenth century, white American men had made it clear what it 
meant for a man to have a beard: it gave him power and authority, improved his health, and 
allowed him to demonstrate his masculinity. But unconsciously or not, men’s facial hair choices 
were also influenced by a desire to distinguish themselves from women physically. Michael 
Zakim’s study of American men’s fashion provides a useful framework for understanding the 
cultural work facial hair was suddenly asked to perform on thousands of male faces. Zakim 
argues that when the rise of industrialization caused the household economy to decline, the 
resulting collapse of agrarian-based patriarchal authority created increased emphasis on the 
difference between men and women. The “permanent restlessness” that characterized industrial 
America was useful in a market-based economy, but it also endangered the country’s social order 
because it was no longer checked by patriarchal control.57 The elevation of gender distinction—
“an old truth that now acquired a new importance”—ultimately provided a basis for order in this 
new kind of society. Men not only sought to distinguish themselves from women in politics—
gender difference was a fundamental feature of the new universal male democracy—but also in 
their daily social lives. One key way that this “gendering of antebellum life” became expressed 
was through the increasing differentiation of men’s and women’s fashion.58 Indeed, whereas in 
the 1830s and 40s, the “fitted, corseted look was in fashion for both sexes,” by the end of the 
1840s, the fashionable look for men had changed dramatically.59 Men’s clothing lost its full coat-
skirts, narrow waists, tight sleeves, and substantial chests—a generally curvaceous silhouette—
and replaced them with the boxy silhouette that continues to the day.60  
 
By the 1850s, however, clothing and hair were understood—and socially regulated—very 
differently. Unlike clothing, hair was a legible and meaning-laden part of the body, whether it 
grew on the top of the head or the bottom of the face. For this reason, the emergence of facial 
                                                
55 Putney 3; William E. Barton, Jesus of Nazareth: The Story of his Life and Scenes of his Ministry (Boston: The 
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58 Ibid. 
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hair in a nearly uniform way across the white American male population represented an even 
more profound and significant transformation in male physical appearance and the meanings it 
projected. Facial hair became so tied to manhood in the popular imagination that even women’s 
rights activist Helena Marie Weber admitted in 1851 that facial hair was “intended solely to 
man” and was “the natural token of the sex.”61 However, men were not the only people wearing 
beards at mid-century. Just at the moment when men began to distinguish themselves physically 
with their clothing and facial hair, another bearded figure appeared before the public: Barnum’s 
Bearded Lady.  

 
 
The Bearded Women of the Nineteenth-Century Freak Show 
 
When Fanny Fern visited Barnum’s American Museum in New York City in 1854, the first 
exhibit that caught her attention was the “Bearded Lady of Switzerland,” Madame Clofullia. 
Fern, the highest-paid newspaper writer of the period, called Clofullia “one of the most curious 
curiosities ever presented.” Clofullia was not only fascinating but also lucrative; according to 
Frederick Drimmer, Clofullia was one of P.T. Barnum’s most successful exhibitions in his long 
and varied career.62 It is fitting that Barnum would be responsible for bringing the Bearded Lady 
to the American public’s attention, for he was, without question, the most successful, innovative, 
and durable showman of his era. He had a greater impact on nineteenth-century popular culture 
than any other individual, and many of his most famous exhibits were replicated by other 
showmen hoping to cash in on his success.63 When Barnum arranged for Madame Clofullia to 
appear in his American Museum, he was doing what he did best: discovering the next exciting, 
never-before-seen exhibit to present to the people.64 
 
What began in 1853 as a unique exhibition by the most entrepreneurial of nineteenth-century 
showmen became, by the end of the century, a standard archetype that could be found on 
virtually every freak show stage. In the 1930s, the manager for the Congress of Strange People at 
the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey circus admitted that Bearded Ladies were “not 
particularly sensational,” but they were such a “traditional” component of the freak show that 
“people feel there’s something lacking” if a sideshow did not have a Bearded Lady on display. 
The Bearded Lady was as requisite in the freak show as the clown in a circus.65 While it is 
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impossible to know exactly how many women worked as Bearded Ladies from the 1850s 
through the 1930s, three of the most famous performers—Madame Clofullia, Madame Viola, 
and Lady Olga—left biographies and gave interviews to journalists.66 These sources, placed 
alongside contemporary accounts by the many physicians who examined these women, provide 
some sense of what it meant to be a Bearded Lady, how these bearded women were presented to 
the public, and what their medical examinations reveal about the relationship between sex, 
gender, and hair in the nineteenth century. 
 
The first bearded woman to be exhibited in the United States as a Bearded Lady was Madame 
Clofullia, who began her tenure at the American Museum in 1853.67 Madame Clofullia was born 
Josephine Boisdechene in Switzerland in 1832. From birth her face and body were “covered with 
a slight down;” by age eight she had grown a beard “fully two inches in length,” and by fourteen 
the beard was five inches long. Josephine’s father—who had a “little beard”—refused multiple 
offers to exhibit his daughter in a freak show, but finally consented to a one-year engagement in 
1849.68 Following the tremendous success of this initial presentation, Josephine continued to 
perform in cities across France, where she met and married Fortune Clofullia, Jr. At the urging of 
“several English families” she met in France, Josephine Clofullia traveled to London for a show 
to coincide with the Great Exhibition of 1851.69 
 
Before she could be displayed at London’s Linwood Gallery, Clofullia had to be inspected and 
authenticated by medical professionals.70 This type of medical examination was common among 
freak show performers in this period. Dr. W.D. Chowne delivered a lengthy report on his 
examination to medical students, and subsequently published the account in the London journal 
The Lancet, one of the oldest and most prestigious medical journals in the world. Chowne’s 1852 
article described how Clofullia’s facial hair actually exceeded that of men generally seen in 
London, extending up her cheek bones and under her eyes. Although she did not shave her beard 
or side-whiskers, she did shave this growth on her cheeks because it extended above the edges of 
the handkerchief she wore around her chin to conceal her beard in public.71 After the 
examination, Dr. Chowne signed an affidavit declaring that she was a woman, and Clofullia 
                                                
66 Freak show performer autobiographies and biographies, which were typically printed as inexpensive pamphlets 
and sold at shows, are a fraught type of historical source. Leslie Fiedler has argued that the autobiographies were 
“invariably ghost-written, a part of the act rather than a way of seeing beyond it.” The nature of these texts, which 
were typically sold at shows to promote the acts they described, predispose them to hyperbole and fabrication. 
However, few other sources remain today that would provide an alternative, or any more verifiable, source of 
information about the famous Bearded Ladies. Moreover, whether or not the pamphlets are accurate, their value for 
this chapter is the way in which they crafted the Bearded Ladies’ personas and back stories to suit the needs of the 
audience and the goals of the freak show proprietor. See Fiedler 274. 
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began her London exhibition. Clofullia’s biography claims that “upwards of 800,000 persons” 
came to this exhibition, including “all the dignitaries of this immense city.” While in London, 
Clofullia gave birth to a daughter named Zelea in December 1851, and a son named Albert one 
year and two days later; Zelea died six weeks before Albert was born. The births of both of 
Clofullia’s children were certified by affidavit, and, like Chowne’s earlier affidavit, reprinted in 
Clofullia’s biography. Although as an infant Zelea was “a strict contrast to her mother and 
showed no symptoms of beard,” Albert quickly became as hairy as his mother had been as a 
child, and was declared by London physicians to be “as decided a singularity and freak of nature 
as his mother.”72 
 
In late spring 1853, an American man arrived in London and gave Clofullia “a very 
advantageous offer” to come to the United States. After a brief engagement at Boston’s Armory 
Hall, Clofullia met P.T. Barnum for the first time, and accepted his proposal to exhibit herself at 
his American Museum. This occasioned another medical examination and another confirmation 
that she was indeed a woman.73 A scandal erupted almost as soon as Clofullia began appearing at 
Barnum’s museum, however. A man claimed that during his visit to the Museum, he discovered 
that “the Bearded Lady [was], in his opinion, a male, and an impostor on the public,” and 
demanded that Barnum be arrested for fraud. Neil Harris has argued that Barnum almost 
certainly arranged for this stunt himself, seeing how successful the same ruse had been with 
earlier exhibits. Barnum scheduled another medical examination, and those who knew Clofullia 
personally—including her husband and father—swore to her authenticity. The case was 
dismissed, but the “crowds poured in for a closer look.” Barnum’s trick had succeeded.74 
Clofullia continued to exhibit both at the American Museum and with the touring freak show 
Colonel Wood’s Grand Museum of Living Wonders until 1863, when she appears to have 
stopped performing before the public.75 
 
The year after Madame Clofullia’s 1853 debut on the American stage, the woman who would 
later perform as Madame Viola—her birth name is not known—was born in Buena Vista, 
Pennsylvania (Figure 2.5). Like Clofullia, Viola had “a slight covering of hair upon her face” 
from birth, and by age three “considerable hair” had grown on her cheeks in “the manner of 
whiskers.” As a child Viola was “beloved by all” for her impressive talents in arithmetic, 
grammar, history, and music.76 Viola married Amos Meyers at age seventeen, and by the late 
1880s she had given birth to two children, though both died in childhood. In September 1876, 
she exhibited her “wonderful beard” for the first time in Philadelphia; it is probably not a 
coincidence that this exhibition fell within the six month span that the Centennial Exposition was 
held in that city. Viola shared the stage in Philadelphia with the “wild Australian children,” an 
armless man, a Circassian beauty, an albino woman, a 140-pound snake and a six-legged cow.77 
The last recorded information about Viola appears to be the promotional biography printed 
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around 1878, at which point she was performing daily for “hundreds of wondering and admiring 
spectators” at Professor C.W. McGlennen’s European Museum in New York City—less than one 
mile from the American Museum.78 
 
One of the last bearded women to perform in the United States was Jane Barnell, known 
professionally as Princess Olga, then Madame Olga, and finally Lady Olga (Figure 2.6). Barnell 
was the longest-performing woman in the American freak show, as well as the only Bearded 
Lady to give a detailed, personal interview to a reporter. Joseph Mitchell’s profile on Barnell was 
published in the New Yorker in 1940, when she was sixty-nine years old.79 Although Mitchell 
claimed that Barnell was reticent to talk about her past, he was able to learn some basic 
information about her childhood. She was born in Wilmington, North Carolina in 1871. Her 
father was Russian Jewish, and her mother was half Catawba Indian and half Irish. Like Madame 
Clofullia and Madame Viola before her, Barnell’s face was “covered in down” at birth, and 
before the age of two she had grown a beard.80 At the age of four, while her father was out of 
town on business, Barnell’s mother—who believed her daughter was cursed—either sold or gave 
Jane away (she did not know which) to a traveling circus that came through their town. The 
Great Orient Family Circus and Menagerie traveled with Barnell through the U.S. and into 
Europe. She was eventually recovered by her father and brought back to North Carolina, where 
she was raised by her Catawba grandmother. Barnell began exhibiting her beard voluntarily 
when she was twenty-one, and her beard had “been my meal ticket” ever since, she told Mitchell. 
She married her first husband while on exhibition with the Robinson Circus, but the two children 
they had together died in infancy. She married three more times before 1940.81  
 
The majority of Barnell’s professional career was spent in circuses, carnivals, and dime 
museums, but she also had one foray into the film industry. In 1932, Barnell performed the role 
of the Bearded Lady in MGM’s reviled film Freaks. She told Mitchell that she regretted taking 
the job, for she felt that the movie “was an insult to all freaks everywhere.” Freaks, she swore, 
would be the last time she ever worked in Hollywood. After the movie finished filming, Barnell 
returned to the Congress of Strange People in the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey 
Circus. The Congress’s manager called Barnell “the only real, old-fashioned bearded lady left in 
the country.” Barnell’s biographer Erin Naomi Burrows found no sign of Lady Olga after 
Mitchell’s article was published, not even an obituary, so it remains unknown what happened to 
her at the end of her life.82 
 
The bearded women who became famous in the American freak show may have come from 
disparate backgrounds, but they shared many common experiences once they became the 
Bearded Lady: they were shown in the same presentation style, they were discussed in 
contemporary literature and medical publications using the same language, and they were 
examined by physicians who shared a common set of notions regarding what mattered when it 
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came to sex determination. All three of these shared experiences were crucial to framing the 
Bearded Lady as a consummate woman in the eyes of her nineteenth-century audience. 
 
When they performed on stage or posed for publicity photographs, nineteenth-century Bearded 
Ladies appeared before the public in an extremely consistent presentation style, which 
preeminent freak show scholar Robert Bogdan has called the respectable aggrandized mode. 
Bogdan’s freak show typology—which he originated in 1991 and has since been adopted by 
many other scholars—asserts that there were two main presentation styles in which freak 
performers were displayed during the nineteenth century: the exotic mode and the aggrandized 
mode.83 The exotic mode emphasized the performer’s supposed foreign origins, often in Africa 
or a Turkism harem, and posed the performer in front of a jungle-themed backdrop, wearing 
clothing made of fur. By contrast, the aggrandized mode presented the freak performer as, in 
Bogdan’s words, “physically normal, even superior, [to the audience] in all ways except the one 
anomaly that was their alleged reason for fame.”84 The aggrandized mode can be split into two 
subtypes. High aggrandized asserted the “superior normalcy” Bogdan mentioned, dressing 
performers in expensive clothing and calling them titles like “Prince” or “Queen;” the prime 
example of this type is “General” Tom Thumb. Respectable freaks, on the other hand, 
demonstrated more conventional markers of normalcy and respectability, such as modest 
clothing and a middle-class parlor.85 With her hair and clothing styled in accordance with 
contemporary conventions of middle-class white women’s appearance, the Bearded Lady was a 
quintessential examples of the respectable aggrandized mode. In an 1853 portrait by 
photographer Thomas M. Easterly, for example, Madame Clofullia wore her hair in a style that 
was extremely common among contemporaneous white American women: parted in the center, 
looped to cover the ears, flat at the crown, and puffed on the sides (Figure 2.7).86 Bearded Ladies 
were often posed in middle-class parlors, standing next to their husbands or children. Husbands 
in particular were what Bogdan has deemed “a favorite photographic prop,” since they aligned 
female sex, feminine gender, and heterosexuality in a way that was familiar to audiences. For 
example, in her biography Madame Clofullia appeared in a print posed next to her husband, and 
in another print posted with her two children (Figure 2.8).87 Titles like “Lady” or “Madame” 
bolstered the aggrandized effect, for they expressed the specific class—and racial—persona the 
Bearded Lady was supposed to portray.88 The overall effect of this presentation style was an 
emphasis on the Bearded Lady’s overwhelming femininity—with the obvious exception of her 
beard.89  
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The feminine effect of their clothing and props echoed in the way contemporary journalists and 
other observers talked about the Bearded Ladies. In their own biographies, bearded women were 
described as excelling in crafts like embroidery and needlework—which were coded feminine—
and having womanly breasts that were “full and finely developed.”90 Medical journals echoed 
these sentiments.  They detailed “small and feminine” hands and feet, arms and legs that were 
“slender” and “feminine in shape,” and normal menstruation. They mentioned how the women 
had “strictly womanly” characters and domestic tastes, with a “complete absence of all signs of 
masculinity.”91 The combination of their presentation style, the frequent presence of their 
husbands, and the way they were described in popular print sent a clear message to the viewing 
public: the Bearded Ladies who performed in the freak show were women. 
 
Considered collectively, the frequency with which medical and cultural authorities described the 
normative femininity of these women’s bodies, clothing, relationships, and habits provide 
unusual insight into the way nineteenth-century Americans constructed both gender and sex. In 
the 1970s, sexologists and feminists began to make the now-familiar argument that sex and 
gender should be considered separately; although the former was determined by biology, they 
argued, the latter was culturally constructed. More recently, scholars like Judith Butler, Thomas 
Laqueur, and Anne Fausto-Sterling have taken this idea a step further, arguing that sex, too, is 
culturally constructed, and that this construction occurs through the production of what Butler 
has called “various scientific discourses in the service of other political and social interests.”92 
Although we may use “scientific knowledge” to help decide whether someone is a man or a 
woman, Fausto-Sterling argues that “our beliefs about gender—not science—define our sex […] 
[and] affect what kinds of knowledge scientists produce about sex in the first place.”93 In the 
twenty-first century, genitalia and sex chromosomes are frequently accorded the status of the 
variables that matter in sex determination, but their primacy is itself an historical development. 
As Will Fisher has argued in his study of beards in Renaissance England, to focus on genitalia 
alone when examining sex historically “fails to allow for the importance of other gendered 
parts,” or for “the possibility of historical changes in the meaning of the term ‘sex.’”94 
 
When it came to constructing a popular and medical consensus about the Bearded Ladies’ sex 
and gender, their genitalia actually mattered very little. As this chapter previously described, 
medical examinations were a common experience for freak show performers in the nineteenth 
century. Although spectators acted out the decide-your-yourself ethos that made freaks shows’ 
operational aesthetic so engaging, physicians were a significant voice of authority in declaring 

                                                                                                                                                       
beard matched those of the men in the audience, her dress likely matched those of the women in the audience. See 
Mitchell, “Lady Olga,” 20. 
90 Biography of Madam Fortune Clofullia, 5–7. 
91 Chowne 46; Duhring 194–5 and 199; and “Case of a Bearded Woman,” The Lancet 1, no. 66 (January 1853): 66. 
92 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 7; Thomas 
W. Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990); 
and Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of Sexuality (New York: Basic 
Books, 2000). 
93 Fausto-Sterling 3. 
94 Fisher 156. My use of the word “matter” here is inspired by Fisher, whose use of the term is an explicit reference 
to Judith Butler’s Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993)—a text that 
heavily informs Fisher’s analysis. For more on the use of Madame Clofullia as a lens onto nineteenth-century 
concepts of gender and sex, see Trainor, “Fair Bosom/Black Beard.” 



 

 42 

definitely that a Bearded Lady was, indeed, a woman.95 The medical examinations performed on 
bearded women served several purposes. First, they certified that a performer was not a gaff 
(fake or manufactured); for a Bearded Lady, this would mean certifying that she was actually a 
woman, and not a man wearing a dress. Such authentication preempted accusations of humbug or 
fraud. (However, as Clofullia’s engagement at the American Museum demonstrated, showmen 
like Barnum also knew that such accusations could be profitable, too, as they caused spectators 
to flock to the exhibit to see for themselves whether the performer was real or not.) Second, 
medical exams also legitimized what could otherwise be an illegal act of cross-dressing. During 
the second half of the nineteenth century, thirty-four cities across twenty-one states criminalized 
cross-dressing. Dr. Chowne alluded to these laws in his examination of Madame Clofullia; he 
described how, when Clofullia traveled to strange towns, she covered her beard with a 
handkerchief when off-stage, “lest the police should regard her as a man disguised in woman’s 
apparel.”96 The examinations’ third function was more symbolic: they performed the significant 
cultural work of investing gender signifiers—breasts, facial and body hair, husbands, children, 
“feminine demeanor,” or even aptitude in women’s tasks like needlepoint—with the weight of 
sex determination. Importantly, in very few of these medical exams were the Bearded Ladies’ 
genitalia inspected.97 Ample breasts and an overall feminine performance—not a vagina—were 
the types of knowledge that contemporary observers required to believe that a bearded woman’s 
gender aligned with her sex. Showmen and doctors emphasized the Bearded Lady’s feminine 
qualities so heavily in their written work because these were the qualities that mattered for being 
a woman.  
 

 
Women with Beards and the Women’s Rights Movement 
 
The women who performed as Bearded Ladies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
were not simply amusing figures American families could take their children to see. Their 
popularity, ubiquitous inclusion in freak show lineups, and public visibility also gave them 
symbolic currency for many contemporary writers. Starting as early as 1853, when Madame 
Clofullia first appeared on an American stage, the Bearded Lady became a powerful symbol for 
American onlookers. Most contemporary observers—scientists and laymen alike—believed that 
beards on women were unnatural and contrary to the social and biological expectations of their 
sex. Many also saw the Bearded Lady as a threatening metonym for the women’s rights activists 
who, they feared, were trying to usurp men’s natural power. Freak shows as an institution, and 
                                                
95 Neil Harris proposed the concept of the “operational aesthetic” in his influential book Humbug, especially Chapter 
Three. Harris defines the operational aesthetic as a mode of presentation in which the audience’s enjoyment comes 
from figuring out how the presentation was constructed or put together, whether or not it is authentic, and where the 
fault lines between authenticity and forgery lay. For more on the decide-for-yourself experience of attending a freak 
show, see Cook 27–29. 
96 Chowne 46; and Clare Sears, “‘A Dress Not Belonging to His or Her Sex:’ Cross-dressing law in San Francisco, 
1860–1900” (PhD dissertation, University of California Santa Cruz, 2005), 3. Clare Sears’s dissertation on cross-
dressing law in San Francisco makes many valuable comparisons between these laws and the freak show. Although 
the former aimed to police and eliminate problematic bodies while the later paraded them in public view, I agree 
with Sears that both structures did similar cultural work: the freak show ultimately “reinscribed the boundary 
between normative and deviant corporeality that the law strove to police” (182). 
97 I reviewed more than a dozen accounts of these medical examinations, and only one—written in 1886 by two 
French doctors—mentioned that the physicians examined a bearded woman’s genitalia; see “A Case of 
Hermaphrodism,” in The Western Medical Reporter 8 (1886): 65–67. 
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the archetypes they presented to the public, had what Clare Sears has called a “cultural resonance 
outside of the freak-show exhibition space,” appearing in popular novels and newspaper articles 
about totally unrelated topics.98 It was exactly this cultural resonance that many journalists, 
scientists, and theologians evoked when they so frequently linked bearded women with the 
growing agitation by women’s rights activists. 
 
Historians generally date the beginning of the “woman movement,” as it was known in the 
period, to the Seneca Falls Convention, held in July 1848 and organized by activists Lucretia 
Coffin Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Seneca Falls marked the first time that men and women 
had gathered together with the singular purpose of calling for women’s equality.99 This sentiment 
was clearly expressed in the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, published by the 
Convention’s attendees. With explicit reference to the Declaration of Independence, the 
Declaration of Sentiments proclaimed that “all men and women are created equal,” and the 
Resolutions declared that “woman is man’s equal.”100 After the success of Seneca Falls, similar 
conventions were held across the country throughout the next decade, and the movement only 
grew more visible.101 In the 1850s, then, American men witnessed the increasing prominence and 
visibility of the woman movement at the same time the Bearded Lady debuted on the freak show 
stage; one modern scholar declared it was “inevitable” that men would link the two together.102 
 
Comparisons between the woman movement and the Bearded Lady often functioned as a 
condemnation of women’s rights activists, with the Bearded Lady serving as a hyperbolized 
symbol of women attempting to violate the natural order. Although activists involved in the 
woman movement argued both that women were equal to men and that women were different 
from men—a tactical duality that provided activists with a possible counterargument for every 
opposition to their cause—many opponents responded to just one strand of the woman 
movement: the claim for equality.103 They often used the Bearded Lady to rebut this claim. A 
September 1853 article in the New York Times displayed this strategy quite boldly. The article, 
nominally a discussion of how women might best advance the cause of temperance, quickly 
became preoccupied with condemning the woman movement. At first, the author admitted that 
activists “have succeeded to a certain extent” in demonstrating that women can be “fully equal to 
the most respectable specimens of the male sex.” Few men, for example, could perform public 
speaking as well as activists Lucy Stone or Antoinette Brown.104 Ultimately, however, the author 
believed that activists only injured their cause by arguing that men and women were equal:  
  

Nine-tenths of the community are firmly convinced that women were not 
designed to play the parts of men: — and until this prejudice shall have been 

                                                
98 Sears 191–192.  
99 Sally G. McMillen, Seneca Falls and the Origins of the Women’s Rights Movement (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 3. 
100 “Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions,” in Feminism: The Essential Historical Writings, ed. Miriam 
Schneir (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 77 and 81. 
101 Ellen Carol DuBois, Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Independent Women’s Movement in America, 
1848–1869 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978), 22–23. 
102 Drimmer 133. 
103 Cott 19–20. 
104 “Men and Women,” New York Times, September 6, 1853. 
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thoroughly conquered, the public will laugh at those females who persist in acting 
on the opposite theory.105 
 

Not contented to merely critique the woman movement’s philosophical strategy, the author also 
condemned the activists for “sham[ing] the sex to which they belong”—“parad[ing] their 
masculine faculties” just like “Barnum’s Bearded Lady,” who drew crowds of people with “a 
curiosity for all these instances of the confusion of genders.” But just as “all women cannot show 
such beards,”  not all women had “the masculine gifts of Messrs. Stone and Brown.” Pointedly, 
the author addresses the activists with the masculine honorific “Messrs.” (an abbreviation for 
“Misters” or “Masters”)—a derogatory jab at Stone and Brown, whom the author perceived as 
attempting to actually become men. The author thus used the Bearded Lady as an absurd symbol 
for the activists involved with the woman movement.106  
 
More than fifty years later, a cartoonist for Life magazine expressed this precise sentiment in 
visual form. In his 1911 cartoon, a woman identified as “Suffragette” leans over to a Bearded 
Lady, seated on a stage alongside a snake charmer and a fat lady, and asks her, “How did you 
manage it?” (Figure 2.9). The implication of this image is that the suffragette wishes she, too, 
could overcome her female identity and grow a beard—an extension of the notion that all 
suffragettes simply wanted to be men, which the New York Times writer had also expressed when 
he called Lucy Stone and Antoinette Brown “Messrs.” The way the Suffragette was depicted in 
the cartoon only amplified this message; her shirt collar, necktie, cane, facial features, and tall 
height mirror those of the man standing next to her. In this cartoon, the Bearded Lady became 
the comic ideal for which the suffrage movement strove.107  
 
Horace Bushnell’s 1869 tract against women’s suffrage also utilized the supposed absurdity of 
female beards to support his argument that political rights for women were completely unnatural. 
Bushnell argued that “men and women are… [so] unlike in kind” so as “forbid any such 
inference of right for women because that right is accorded to men.” Suffragists’ argument that 
women should be allowed to participate in the political process was so extreme, Bushnell argued, 
that “the claim of a beard would not be a more radical revolt against nature.” As Bushnell had 
made clear earlier in the tract, a beard conferred power and authority on a man. Women were 
subordinate “by their nature itself,” and attempting to subvert the natural rules of authority was 
precisely the same as trying to grow a beard.108 

                                                
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid. Sean Trainor has argued that Madame Clofullia’s public reception in the 1850s was significantly different 
from the way later Bearded Ladies were discussed because Clofullia’s womanhood was rarely questioned or probed 
(with the exception of the physicians who conducted physical examinations of her body). Another way that 
Clofullia’s reception differed from the Bearded Ladies who followed was, he argued, the relative infrequency with 
which writers spoke disparagingly of Clofullia and used her to critique feminist political struggles; by contrast, in 
the decades following Clofullia’s circa 1875 death, “professional bearded ladies would become the subject of nearly 
ubiquitous unremitting condemnation, serving as a favored epithet among conservatives for feminists, ‘New 
Women,’ and other deviants” (575). Trainor cites the Gleason’s article I discuss as an exception to the rule—one of 
a small number of publications that printed “hostile comments” about Clofullia. While I am indebted to Trainor’s 
exceptional and detailed analysis of Clofullia’s freak show career, I see more continuity than change in the use of 
Bearded Ladies (including Clofullia) as a point of reference to critique other women who pushed for more social and 
political power. See Trainor, “Fair Bosom/Black Beard.” 
107 This cartoon by A.S. Daggy was published in Life, (February 9, 1911), 315. 
108 Bushnell 49 and 56. 
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Horace Bushnell used the feminine beard as an absurd hyperbole for women’s rights, but other 
authors writing later in the century began to accuse suffragists and the Bearded Lady—
rhetorically collapsed into one entity—of actually stealing men’s natural authority by stealing 
their sole claim on the beard. The 1878 biographical pamphlet for Madame Viola quotes an 
onlooker who expressed this belief: 

 
Will wonders never cease? The women want to vote, and want to preach, and to 
sit in the hall of legislation, to be at the head of our post offices and city 
governments, to teach our schools, to fight our battles, to regulate our code of 
laws, and take a general supervision of poor, uncertain mankind, and now, lo and 
behold, we have a lady with a beard, come to astonish the world, with a truly 
wonderful hirsute appendage109 
 

Another onlooker wondered, “Isn’t that an infringement on the rights of man?” While normally, 
this onlooker argued, men wore beards as a “badge of superiority,” Madame Viola presented a 
situation where “things are reversed,” for a woman had “assume[d] the supremacy of a beard.” 
Although Viola’s biography generally described its subject sympathetically—praising her beard 
as improving her beauty, for example—this passage (attributed to “onlookers” rather than the 
pamphlet’s compassionate author) expressed quite explicitly how a woman with a beard 
threatened the perceived rights of men.110 Many articles from this era also linked feminists to 
Delilah, the most famous “feminine barber” in history, but the connection was particularly strong 
in a 1927 New York Times article, pointedly entitled “Beardless Man is Facing a Dreary 
Existence.” The author was unequivocal on who was to blame for the waning popularity of facial 
hair: “The women. Always the women […] The rise of feminism has always abolished beards 
and destroyed mustaches.”111 By the twentieth century, when facial hair had fallen out of 
fashion, women’s rights activists were not simply accused of claiming the right to wear a beard, 
but also of forcing men to stop wearing their beards—a double assault on men’s supposedly 
natural authority. 
 
The most revealing example of an author who evoked the Bearded Lady when discussing 
women’s rights is also the earliest: a profile of Madame Clofullia published in Gleason’s 
Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion, a Boston-based periodical, in April 1853 (Figure 2.10). 
Although the author’s purpose was to inform the local community about the city’s newest oddity, 
he felt compelled to reference the woman movement as well: 

 
Can we well get through with penning this article, and not refer this matter to the 
woman’s rights society? Here is a member of their sex, who out-Herods Herod; not 
content with claiming the right to vote, and laying siege to our nether garments (a la 
bloomer), our beards are actually in jeopardy! Heaven forbid!112 

                                                
109 Wide World Wonder, 4. 
110 Ibid., 4–5. 
111 “Beardless Man is Facing a Dreary Existence.” 
112 “The Bearded Lady of Geneva,” 268. Newspapers published in other cities reprinted this story, such as People’s 
Press (Winston-Salem, NC), May 14, 1853. Herod refers to Herod the Great, a Biblical King of Judea who ordered 
the death of all male children in Bethlehem because he was afraid of losing his throne to the newborn Jesus; this 
incident is known as the Massacre of the Innocents. A possible interpretation of this metaphor is that by wearing 



 

 46 

 
The author proceeded to identify bearded women from history, from a bearded woman named 
Phaetusa described by Hippocrates, to a ballet dancer at the 1726 Carnival in Venice whose 
“black and thick beard” was a “remarkable beauty.” Such a history of bearded women would 
seem to contradict the urgency conveyed by the preceding passage, which made it seem as 
though “the bearded woman” was as contemporary a phenomenon as “the suffragette.” The 
article’s final line, however, revealed the distinction: notwithstanding these unusual examples the 
author had detailed, “the art of suppressing the growth of hair on the female face, has been 
pursued with great pains-taking” throughout human history.113 This sentence made clear the 
difference between the contemporary Bearded Lady and these other historical examples of 
bearded women: while her hairy predecessors had gone to great lengths to remove all evidence 
of their facial hair, Madame Clofullia shamelessly wore her beard on a stage for the whole world 
to see. The confluence of the Bearded Lady with the women’s rights movement made Clofullia 
and her successors not just amusing oddities for curious audiences, but threatening figures of 
female control.  
 
The same journalists and theologians who denounced women’s rights by evoking the Bearded 
Lady, and decried the female beard as unnatural or freakish, also frequently admitted that 
bearded women were not at all uncommon. As early as 1786, a French author declared that “we 
meet with women every day whose features are shaded with this ornament of virility [beards].” 
An British article republished in 1872 in a Philadelphia periodical casually mentioned that “as 
for ‘women with beards descending to their breasts,’ there is nothing very remarkable about 
them, and plenty of instances have been known.” And in 1886, an American doctor wrote that he 
had “no doubt that there are hundreds of such cases […] We note instances of this 
hypertrichosis114 on every hand, in the drawing-room, upon the street, or wherever ladies 
congregate.”115 How, then, did it make sense to nineteenth-century showmen, journalists, and 
other cultural authorities to take the kind of woman they might meet every day and place her on 
the freak show stage, next to such true genetic improbabilities as conjoined twins and people 
born without legs? 
 
To these men, what was ultimately unnatural about the bearded women who performed on stage 
was not that they had beards, but that they did not try to remove their beards. As Rebecca Herzig 
has shown in her research on late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century treatments for 
hypertrichosis, nineteenth-century physicians perceived a key component of femaleness to be a 
                                                                                                                                                       
facial hair, the Bearded Lady was subverting men’s authority or power, thus killing men symbolically. See Smith’s 
Bible Dictionary [1884], s.v. “Herod,” by William Smith, last modified 2005, 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/smith_w/bibledict.html? term=herod 
113 “Bearded Lady of Geneva,” 268. 
114 Hypertrichosis and hirsutism have different origins and have, at times, had slightly different meanings, but most 
modern scholars use them interchangeably to mean excess hair growth. Hypertrichosis was a new medical term that 
first appeared in the 1870s; Rebecca Herzig and others date its first known usage to an 1878 paper by Danish 
physician C. Krebs, who describes a fifteenth-month-old boy who was covered in hair. Hirsutism is an older word 
that the Oxford English Dictionary dates to 1621. I have not attempted to distinguish one term from the other in this 
chapter. See Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “hypertrichosis n.” and “hirsute, adj.,” accessed May 8, 2017, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/90273?redirectedFrom=hypertrichosis# eid1022710 and 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/87233?redirectedFrom=hirsute#eid; and Rebecca Herzig, “The Woman Beneath 
the Hair: Treating Hypertrichosis, 1870–1930,” NWSA Journal 12,  no. 3 (2000): 52. 
115 Dulaure 57; and J.G. Wood, “De Monstris,” Transatlantic Magazine 5, no. 12 (May 1872): 551; and Fox 9. 
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woman’s desire to appear feminine. Her efforts to get rid of her excess facial hair were thus 
crucial to her gender identity as a woman.116 This perspective allows for the reconciliation of 
seemingly contradictory statements about women with facial hair—why contemporary observers 
could both proclaim the natural frequency of women with beards and decry the Bearded Lady as 
contrary to nature. 
 
When the Bearded Lady was enshrined as a freak show character in the nineteenth century, what 
was really being canonized as freakish was not her facial hair, but her attitude towards her facial 
hair—and, by implication, her attitude toward the proper place of women. What linked the 
Bearded Ladies to women’s rights activists, therefore, was their shared attitude—one that did not 
conform to what was expected of their sex. This is precisely what the 1853 article in Gleason’s 
Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion had identified in Madame Clofullia, and this is exactly 
what made the Bearded Lady worthy of her enfreakment.117 Just like the ubiquity of men with 
beards, Bearded Ladies posed on a freak show stage conveyed a very clear message to American 
women: men are the ones who wear the beards, men are the ones who have the power, and 
anything to the contrary is unnatural, freakish, and should be rejected. 

 
* * * 

 
Between the late 1840s and the early 1900s, facial hair became a standard component of the 
adult American male’s appearance. Men credited mustaches, side-whiskers, and especially 
beards with holding a litany of powers: maintaining or amplifying health, conveying dignity and 
respect, conferring masculinity, and even justifying the natural rule of men over women. Beards 
were not just a fashionable trend, but a powerful and resonant symbol of a particular social order. 
By wearing beards, writing constantly about why they wore beards, turning the Bearded Lady 
into a freak show character, and linking the Bearded Lady to the women’s rights movement, 
white American men attempted to shore up their power in a time of increased economic and 
social instability. For these men, facial hair was an external manifestation of their masculinity, 
and provided unparalleled evidence of their masculine power.  
 
The signifying and synecdochal power of facial hair was so profound in the nineteenth century 
that it remained even when the hair was no longer attached to the body. This is why, in an 1880 
letter, a woman named Maggie Brown from Virginia asked her husband Charles to send her 
some of his facial hair through the mail. At the time of her writing, their marriage was strained 
by his western travels (and his wild speculations). In an effort to strengthened a relationship that 
felt unstable, Maggie pleaded with Charles to “send me a lock your hair and whiskers in the 
reply to this soon—don’t forget it.”118 

                                                
116 Herzig 52 and 57–59. 
117 The term enfreakment was first used by David Hevey in The Creatures Time Forgot: Photography and Disability 
Imagery (New York: Routledge, 1992). Many current freak show scholars, who recognize that freak (like so many 
other categories of identity) is culturally constructed, use enfreakment it to mean the process of turning a person or 
category of people into a freak. 
118 Byrd Gibbens, “Charles and Maggie Brown in Colorado and New Mexico, 1880–1930,” in Lillian Schlissel, 
Byrd Gibbens, and Elizabeth Hampsten, Far from Home: Families of the Westward Journey (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2002), 114 and 121–123 (emphasis in the original). 
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Figures for Chapter Two 
 

 

Figure 2.1: Official portraits for presidents who held office from 1861 to 1913. Presidents who 
were never elected to the presidency are indicated with an asterisk. (Roosevelt initially took 
office after McKinley’s assassination in 1901, but was reelected president in 1904.) 
 
White House Historical Association. 
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Figure 2.2: An advertisement promoting Madame Clofullia’s appearance at P.T. Barnum’s 
American Museum in New York City in 1853. 
 
P.T. (Phineas Taylor) Barnum, “The bearded lady of Geneva, Barnum’s Museum” (New York: Oliver & Brother, 
1853). American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. Photo by author. 
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Figure 2.3: Thomas Hovenden completed this painting of John Brown, which depicts Brown 
just before his execution, twenty-five years after Brown’s death.  
 
Thomas Hovenden, The Last Moments of John Brown, 1882–1884, oil on canvas, 77 3/8 in. x 66 1/4 in., 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 2.4: The first image of Uncle Sam (depicted standing at left) was drawn by cartoonist 
Frank Bellew in 1852. Bellew drew Uncle Sam without the facial hair that would later become 
an iconic component of his appearance. 
 
The New York Lantern (March 13, 1852). Additional information about Uncle Sam’s origins from Mary Swing 
Ricker, “‘Uncle Sam’ in cartoons,” The World To-Day: A Monthly Record of Human Progress 19, no. 4 (October 
1910): 1091–1098. 
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Figure 2.5: Viola Meyers as Madame Viola. 
 
A Wide World Wonder: Madame Viola, The Bearded Lady (New York: Damon & Peets, [1878?]). 
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Figure 2.6: Jane Barnell as Lady Olga, as she was depicted in her 1940 New Yorker profile.  
 
Joseph Mitchell, “Lady Olga,” The New Yorker (August 3, 1940). 
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Figure 2.7: In 
this 1853 
photograph, 
Madame 
Clofullia wears 
the looped and 
puffed hairstyle 
that was popular 
among American 
women in the 
1840s and 1850s. 
Bearded Ladies 
who performed in 
subsequent 
decades would 
also wear attire 
and hairstyles 
that reflected 
what was popular 
among American 
women at the 
time. 
 
(One additional 
detail worth 

noting is the wide neckline of her dress, which reveals Clofullia’s shoulders. According to 
nineteenth-century fashion expert Joan L. Severa, this neckline was a somewhat youthful style 
frequently worn by children and young women in the 1840s and 1850s, particularly for special 
occasions. Clofullia was twenty or twenty-one years old when this photograph was taken, 
suggesting that she may have been within normative limits for donning this style, and that it 
would not have struck contemporaries as inappropriately revealing. See Severa 132–135 and 
230–231.) 
 
Thomas M. Easterly, “Josephine Clofullia,” 1853, daguerreotype, Missouri History Museum, St. Louis.  
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Figure 2.8: Madame Clofullia’s biography 
depicted her posed with her children, Zelea 
and Albert, and with her husband, Fortune—
images that reinforced the heteronormativity 
of her public presentation. (Although the 
illustration with Fortune may have been 
engraved from a photograph, the image with 
Zelea and Albert was pure fiction; Zelea died 
six weeks before Albert was born.) 
 
Life of the Celebrated Bearded Lady, Madame 
Clofullia, and Her Infant Esau (New York; Courrier 
des Éstats-Unis, 1856). American Antiquarian Society, 
Worcester, MA. Photo by author.  
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Figure 2.9: The caption of this cartoon by A.S. Daggy reads, “Suffragette: How did you manage 
it?” The Bearded Lady is shown next to two other common freak show archetypes: the snake 
charmer and the fat lady. 
 
Life (February 9, 1911): 315. 
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Figure 2.10: This illustration of Madame Clofullia accompanied an 1853 article about her arrival 
in Boston; see Figure 2.2 for its reproduction in an advertising print. 
 
 “The Bearded Lady of Geneva,” Gleason’s Pictorial Drawing-Room Companion (April 23, 1853): 268. 
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Chapter Three 
Collecting Hair: Locks of Hair and Embodied Identity 

 
 
In 1813, Abigail Adams and Mercy Otis Warren exchanged a series of intimate letters. In these 
letters, each woman enclosed an object intended to symbolize their close and long-standing 
friendship. To Adams, Warren sent a lock of her hair (which Adams later set in a handkerchief 
pin). In return, Adams mailed Warren a ring that contained intertwined locks of her and her 
husband John Adams’s hair, and was decorated with pearls in a style that matched Adams’s own 
pin (Figure 3.1). Warren wrote to Adams, “I shall with pleasure wear the ring as a valuable 
expression of your regard.” She especially appreciated the inclusion of John Adams’s hair, since 
“it is an assurance that he can never forget former amities.” Warren was thrilled that, by wearing 
the ring as part of her daily attire, “I shall be daily reminded from whose head the locks were 
shorn; friends who have been entwined to my heart by years of endearment.”1 
 
In this exchange, Adams and Warren were engaging in a practice common to nineteenth-century 
Americans from all walks of life: the collection, exchange, and display of cut locks of hair. 
Jewelry made from or with hair—like those Adams and Warren gifted each other—are the most 
familiar form of hair collecting, perhaps because so many of these pieces have been preserved. 
However, one of the most striking and characteristic features of nineteenth-century hair 
collection was the flexibility of the medium in which the hair was collected. In addition to 
jewelry, locks of hair became buttons, intricate pieces of art work, decorations for postcards and 
valentines, companions to portrait miniatures, and museum artifacts. Hair was sent through the 
mail, preserved in albums, tucked between the pages of books, hidden away in storage chests, 
and thrust into the hands of beloved family members and friends on the eve of a person’s death. 
This flexibility and pervasiveness illustrates the broad cultural meaning hair attained in the 
nineteenth century, and the varied social functions it was entrusted to perform. 
 
Historians have long known that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Americans kept locks of hair 
in a manner that seems strange and even grotesque to the twenty-first-century observer.2 Dozens 
of archives, museums, and historic homes across the United States possess hair objects from both 
famous and unknown people. For example, the New-York Historical Society boasts a ring that 
houses Alexander Hamilton’s hair, while the American Antiquarian Society owns a small 

                                                        
1 Letter from Abigail Smith Adams to Mercy Otis Warren, December 30, 1812, and Letter from Mercy Otis Warren 
to Abigail Smith Adams, January 26, 1813, in Mercy Otis Warren and John Quincy Adams, Correspondence 
between John Adams and Mercy Warren . . . . , ed. Charles Francis Adams (Boston: Massachusetts Historical 
Society, 1878), 501–503. 
2 Although twenty-first-century discomfort with severed human hair will not be discussed in this chapter—which 
will confine its analysis to the period when hair collection was common and popular—some contemporary writers 
and artists have explored this topic. For example, one 1996 issue of Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 
devoted most of its pages to human hair. However, Frontiers’ work focuses not on history, but on “art, poetry, and 
fiction.” (“Introduction,” Frontiers 17, no. 2 (1996), 1.) Few references to history can be found in the fourteen hair-
focused texts and images, and the historical references that do appear are generally unsourced. For example, Jeanette 
Marie Mageo’s essay “Hairdos and Don’ts: Hair Symbolism and Sexual History in Samoa” conflates both 
nineteenth-century and contemporary evidence (from her own observations circa 1981–1989) to produce an 
ahistorical examination of the meaning of hair in Samoan culture. Thanks to Helen Sheumaker, Love Entwined: The 
Curious History of Hairwork in America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 167n1 for alerting 
me to this issue of Frontiers. 
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personal album, handmade by a fourteen-year-old girl from Philadelphia named Ellen P. Gilbert, 
in which resides twenty-five locks of perfectly preserved hair.3 However, despite the wide 
popularity and extensive proliferation of this practice, the collection of severed hair has been 
mostly relegated to the arena of antiquarian fascination, and scholarly analysis has been scant.4 
Historian Helen Sheumaker is an exception. In her extensive examination of hairwork—
decorative objects made from pieces of severed hair, such as jewelry, artwork, embroidery, or 
wreaths—Sheumaker argues that the social function of hairwork was to represent externally the 
bearer’s internal emotional state. Hairwork, she asserts, was directly tied to the well-established 
contemporary mindset of sentimentality, which in an eighteenth- and nineteenth-century context 
meant “the reliving of [an] emotional experience” after it occurred.5 A watch chain made from a 
widower’s deceased wife’s hair embodied both his grief and the memory of his grief, even years 
after she passed away. The chain “told the story of his grief” both to the widower himself and, 
crucially, to anyone who saw him wear it. Significantly, the chain also signaled the widower’s 
“membership in the middle class.” Sentimentality was a foundational performative quality of 
middle-class identity, and hairwork participated handily in this performance.6 
 
Sheumaker’s characterization of hairwork as an embodied and sentimental object is both correct 
and important. However, by focusing only on finished pieces of hairwork—hair commodities 
that participated in formal or informal market economies—her analysis is necessarily limited 
because it includes only those populations with sufficient money and time to make or purchase 
such objects: white, middle-class men and women. For example, in 1861—when hairwork was at 
its most popular—purchasing a hair necklace from major retailer Godey’s Lady’s Book cost as 
much as $15, the equivalent of over $410 today.7 By contrast, this chapter will examine hair in 
both finished and raw states: hair objects that were bought and sold, but also locks of hair 
exchanged or kept in more ad hoc, intimate, and idiosyncratic ways. To focus solely on hair 
commodities would mean to miss, for example, the story of a recently emancipated father, 
begging his wife—who had been sold away (along with their children) before the Civil War—to 

                                                        
3 Alexander Hamilton, Mourning ring in box, 1805, Henry Luce III Center for Study of American Culture, New-
York Historical Society; and Ellen P. Gilbert, [Victorian hairwork album of Gilbert and Armitage families of 
Pennsylvania], [1863?], American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
4 Some historians have included severed hair as one example of a broader interest in relic collecting in the 
nineteenth-century United States and Europe. For the United States, see Teresa Lynn Barnett, “The Nineteenth-
Century Relic: A Pre-History of the Historical Artifact” (PhD dissertation, University of California, Los Angeles, 
2008). For Britain and France, see Judith Pascoe, The Hummingbird Cabinet: A Rare and Curious History of 
Romantic Collectors (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006).  
5 Sheumaker ix. Sheumaker provides this useful example to distinguish between sensibility and sentimentality: 
“Swooning while hearing bad news was to be ‘sensible,’ that is, overwhelmed by one’s senses; sweeping while 
telling the story about hearing the bad news to others (for the fifteenth time) was to be sentimental.” (ix) 
6 Sheumaker x. For more on middle-class identity in the nineteenth century, see Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men 
and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830–1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1982). 
7 “Philadelphia Agency,” Godey’s Lady’s Book and Magazine (April 1861), 380; and Sheumaker x. According to 
Sheumaker, hairwork peaked in popularity between the 1850s and 1880s. All value conversions in this chapter were 
calculated using Samuel H. Williamson, “Seven Ways to Compare the Relative Value of a U.S. Dollar Amount, 
1774 to present,” MeasuringWorth (last modified 2016), www.measuringworth.com/uscompare/ uscompare/. Hair 
jewelry sold through mail order, like the pieces Godey’s advertised, were typically made from hair sent to the 
jeweler by the customer. However, some sellers also advertised jewelry pre-made from imported locks of hair; this 
type of jewelry is discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 
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send him locks of their children’s hair.8 Including severed hair in all its varied forms allows us to 
learn not just what the white middle class did, but also what slaves did, what poor people did, 
what immigrants did, and what children did. Ultimately, maintaining this broad analytical 
perspective reveals that the emotional meanings embedded in severed hair were widely shared in 
communities across the country. 
 
Nineteenth-century Americans were by no means the first group of people to save, maintain, and 
pay reverence to locks of hair that originally belonged to people they loved. Perhaps the most 
well-known example is the religious tradition of keeping relics. A relic is a portion of a holy 
person’s physical remains—such as a limb, hand, finger, or lock of hair—that is preserved and 
displayed for the benefit of a religious community.9 Relics were integral to the Christian “cult of 
saints,” which began between the third and sixth centuries. According to Peter Brown, the cult of 
saints became so enmeshed with Christian practice for the next one thousand years that “we tend 
to take its elaboration for granted.”10 Throughout this period, Christians built elaborate, publicly 
accessible shrines to hold the disinterred and often dismembered bodies of saints. This practice 
was premised on the belief that saints continued to be present at their earthly tombs after death, 
and that their bodies emitted holiness and healing powers. Body parts could connect the living to 
the revered dead.11 The kind of intimate and prolonged contact with corpses required to construct 
a shrine for relics was anathema to traditional practices in the lands that once comprised the 
Roman Empire. The cult of saints thus marked an entirely new physical relationship between the 
living and the dead.12 
 
However, not all dead bodies were the same. Saints were “the very special dead,” and for this 
reason their bodies were understood to be immune to the normal processes of death: the decrepit 
appearance, moldering decay, and rotten smell. That saints’ bodies remained intact after death 
was, in fact, evidence of their membership in the elect.13 Thus, even as the cult of saints spread 

                                                        
8 Letter to Laura Spicer, Dear Ones at Home: Letters from Contraband Camps, ed. Henry Lee Swint (Nashville: 
Vanderbilt University Press, 1966), 241–242. 
9 Peter Brown defines relic as categorically a portion of a body: “The relic is a detached fragment of a whole body.” 
However, the cult of saints also included reverence towards full corpses, as well as towards non-corporeal objects 
closely associated with a holy person, such as a sliver of the cross on which Jesus was crucified. See Brown, The 
Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 78. 
10 Ibid., 1. 
11 Ibid., 3–8, 86, and 107. Brown argues that the cult of saints actually changed the geography of the premodern 
world. Even though they were located outside city walls, saints’ graves became “centers of the ecclesiastical life of 
their region” (3). By the end of Late Antiquity, Christian bishops had “founded cities in the cemetery,” ultimately 
“orchestrat[ing] the cult of the saints in such a way as to base their power within the old Roman cities on these new 
‘towns outside of town” (8). 
12 Ibid., 4–9. To the best of my knowledge, hair relics were not particularly common during Late Antiquity. 
Medieval scholar Michele Bacci has written that there were “very few relics of this type,” In my research I have 
seen multiple reference to hair relics from saints, but these sources do not specify whether these relics were used 
during Late Antiquity, and, if so, who possessed or used these relics during that time. Nevertheless, archivist Sarah 
Nehama claims that “as a first-class relic, hair was of considerable value” to Catholics. See Nehama, In Death 
Lamented: The Tradition of Anglo–American Mourning Jewelry (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 2012), 
24. For hair relics from St. Peter and Mary Magdalene in France, see “Relics and Their Cult,” The American 
Monthly Review of Reviews 22, no. 3 (September 1900), 356–357. For hair relics from Jesus Christ in Belgium, see 
Michele Bacci, The Many Faces of Christ: Portraying the Holy in the East and West, 300 to 1300 (London: 
Reaktion Books, 2007), 219. 
13 Brown, The Cult of Saints, 71–77. 
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alongside Christianity, family graves continued to be private spaces in which traditional 
treatment of dead bodies persisted, such as covering the corpse with a shroud to prevent it being 
seen. It was only through a relic that “the chilling anonymity of human remains could be thought 
to be still heavy with the fullness of a beloved person.”14 True, major cultural work was required 
to transcend that inherent anonymity and create objects worthy of veneration; as Thomas 
Laqueur has pointed out, “under all but the best of circumstances, special bones look just like 
other bones.”15 Nevertheless, the sharp distinction between saints’ body parts and the bodies of 
ordinary people remained fully in tact. 
 
Although the cult of saints and its veneration of relics came under attack during the Protestant 
Reformation, in some respects the “status of the special dead” persisted.16 For example, federal 
clerk John Varden displayed Hair of the Presidents (which included locks for the first fourteen 
American presidents) in the U.S. Patent Office and later the Smithsonian Museum starting in 
1855. Yet what made nineteenth-century American hair collection different from the premodern 
cult of saints was that it applied the principles of the relic to people who were both secular and 
ordinary. In the nineteenth century, hair collection was not primarily concerned with the public 
commemoration of celebrities or worship of religious figures. It was, at its core, about ordinary, 
everyday relationships of affection and commitment.17  
 
As a medium for manipulation and preservation, hair has unique properties that make it different 
from other parts of the body. It can be separated from the body painlessly, it retains the same 
color and texture as it had when it was attached to the body, and because it is not a soft tissue, 
severed hair typically resists decay for many decades.18 Nineteenth-century Americans saw, 
understood, and documented these differences. For example, Margaret E. Smiley included in her 
hair album—a book for collecting locks of hair—a poem that began, “There is a lock from the 

                                                        
14 Ibid. 9–12 and 70–73.  
15 Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal Remains (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2015), 46. 
16 Ibid., 47–48. Despite Protestant prohibition on relic worship, the same kind of persistence of the “special dead”—
and the collection of hair relics after death—can be found in Britain. When John Reeve—the founder of the  
Protestant Muggletonian sect—died in 1658, one of his followers cut a lock of his hair from his corpse. More than a 
century later, parishioners of St. Giles Church, where John Milton was buried in 1674, disinterred Milton’s body and 
kept some of his hair and teeth before erecting a memorial. See Philip Neve, A Narrative of the Disinterment of 
Milton’s Coffin, in the Parish-Church of St. Giles, Cripplegate, On Wednesday, 4th of August, 1790; and of The 
Treatment of the Corpse, During That and the Following Day (London: T. and J. Egerton 1790), 8 and 18–19; and 
Laqueur 61 and 573n11. 
17 Helen Sheumaker argues that hairwork is a uniquely nineteenth-century object category because it is a 
manifestation of a uniquely nineteenth-century type of cultural performance: sentimentality. “Sentimentality,” she 
writes, “is what gave hairwork its significance.” While this argument is useful for understanding the prevalence of 
publicly displayed hair objects (such as hair jewelry and other forms of hairwork commodities, the focus of 
Sheumaker’s book), it does not explain private hair collection. Sentimentality was an outwardly-focused cultural 
mode, centrally concerned with how an individual appeared to his or her peers. It is hard to argue that privately 
saving a lock of hair in the back of a book, for example, is an act centrally motivated by sentimentality. Thus 
Sheumaker’s argument, while useful, only partially explains nineteenth-century hair collecting practices. See 
Sheumaker ix. 
18 Chamberlain and Pearson, Earthly Remains: The History and Science of Preserved Human Bodies (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 18; Andrew S. Wilson et al., “Towards an Understanding of the Interaction of Hair 
with the Depositional Environment,” Chungara: Revista de Antropología Chilena [The Journal of Chilean 
Anthropology] 33, no. 2 (June–December 2001), 293; and Laqueur 3. 
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giver[’]s brow / Which will retain its usual hue / When she is absent from your face.”19 In his 
1876 book on decorative hair work, Mark Campbell mentioned that hair “has been found on 
mummies, more than twenty centuries old, in a perfect and unaltered state.”20 Charles Ball 
experienced this type of arresting scene firsthand. In his 1837 narrative of his life as a slave, Ball 
described entering a wealthy Maryland family’s vault, where family members had been buried 
over the years, and seeing “more than twenty human skeletons, each in the place where it had 
been deposited by the idle tenderness of surviving friends.” One pair of skeletons in particular 
moved Ball: “a mother and her infant child,” lying within a single coffin. His description of these 
two figures emphasized their decay: the mother’s rib “had fallen down, and rested on the back 
bone,” she wore gold rings “on the bones of the fingers,” earrings “lay beneath where the ears 
had been, and a necklace “encircle[d] the ghastly and haggard vertebrae of a once beautiful 
neck.” The woman’s funeral shroud and flesh “had disappeared,” and even the coffin itself was 
“so much decayed that it could not be removed.”21 However, despite the overwhelming sense of 
deterioration, “the hair of the mother appeared strong and fresh. Even the silken locks of the 
infant were still preserved. Behold the end of youth and beauty, and of all that is lovely in life!”22 
When even the box intended to house the dead had withered away, the hair did not simply 
remain, but was so well preserved as if to appear “fresh.” 
 
Nineteenth-century Americans did not, however, simply notice hair’s unusual properties. The 
unique materiality of hair actually provided the very basis for hair objects’ meaning. An 1855 
issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book captured this significance, quoting—without commentary or 
addendum—the English essayist Leigh Hunt, who precisely articulated meaning of hair in the 
nineteenth century: 

 
Hair is at once the most delicate and lasting of our materials, and survives us, like 
love. It is so light, so gentle, so escaping from the idea of death, that with a lock 
of hair belonging to a child or friend, we may almost look up to heaven and 
compare notes with the angelic nature—may almost say: “I have a piece of thee 
here, not unworthy of thy being now.”23 

 
Hunt’s description echoes in the tearful letter a New Jersey mother, soon to be executed, sent to 
her husband in 1812, in which she enclosed a lock of her hair for their infant son. Her lock of 
hair, she wrote, was “a part of [the baby’s] poor unfortunate mother,” and thus “will stand as a 
living monument of my wishes, when worms are devouring my skin and flesh.”24 To this 
woman—and to the hundreds of thousands of other Americans who saved, exchanged, discussed, 
and wrote about hair—hair was incomparable to any other part of the body.25 

                                                        
19 Margaret E. Smiley, hair album, private collection of Sheryl Jaeger, Eclectibles, viewed February 7, 2015. 
20 Mark Campbell, Self-Instructor in the Art of Hair Work, Dressing Hair, Making Curls, Switches, Braids, and Hair 
Jewelry of Every Description (New York: printed by author, 1867), 264. 
21 Charles Ball, Slavery in the United States . . . . (New York: John S. Taylor, 1837), 31–32. 
22 Ibid., 31–32. 
23 “A Lock of Hair,” Godey’s Lady’s Book (May 1855), 471. 
24 Letter from Mary Cole to her husband, June 16, 1812, in John W. Kirn, A Genuine Sketch of the Trial of Mary 
Cole, for the Willful Murder of Her Mother, Agnes Thuers (New Jersey, 1812), 9. 
25 Religious historian Samuel Morris Brown suggests one additional way that severed hair held special meaning for 
Mormons and other Christians awaiting the resurrection: “bones would await the resurrection in their graves, facing 
the rising sun, while hair, partaking of the adamant immortality of the skeleton, was a portable memorial that could 
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From the late eighteenth to the late nineteenth century, Americans from different regions, class 
backgrounds, racial groups, and religious traditions collected and displayed locks of hair from 
the people they loved. These exchanges were especially common during major life transitions: 
births, marriages, long-distance moves, and deaths. Hair seemed capable of crossing vast 
distances, whether geographic, temporal, or genealogical. During a period of intense 
demographic mobility and economic dislocation, both group and individual identities seemed 
unusually fragile or labile. Possessing a lock of a loved one’s hair seemed capable of creating 
stasis—of holding a person or relationship in place. As one family record book remarked in 
1865, “gifts and keepsakes, of comparatively trivial value while we enjoy the society of the 
donors, are treasured like jewels, when death or distance deprives us of their company.”26 Few 
objects fit this bill better in the nineteenth century than a lock of hair. 
 
Regardless of the occasion for (or the venue of) the collection, severed hair was an embodiment 
of a single individual. Unlike any other part of the body, a lock of hair was a synecdoche for the 
person from whose body it had grown. Yet, like the hair still attached to the head, strands of hair 
could also identify the shared traits that assigned an individual to a group identity, like white or 
black or diseased. This function was less common than severed hair’s use in memory-making or 
in rituals of commitment, but locks of hair were still drafted into medical (and magical) 
diagnoses. In the nineteenth century, American people believed that each person was fully 
embodied in his or her hair, even when the object and its referent were miles—or generations—
apart. 
 
 
Birth and Childhood 
 
The first stage of life—the birth of a baby—particularly inspired the collection of hair. Starting 
in the 1870s, parents could save their children’s hair in baby books published and distributed 
commercially. But for decades before the market economy provided a product to facilitate the 
preservation of hair, parents saved their children’s curls in more casual and everyday ways, 
storing them in albums, jewelry, books, letters, and other places of safekeeping. Parents 
preserved hair from their young children for multiple reasons. In some cases, locks memorialized 
an early death. Although the data on infant mortality are extremely incomplete, particularly 
before 1850, child mortality was high in the United States throughout the nineteenth century. 
One historian estimates that between 1850 and 1900, 15–20% of American infants died before 
the age of one, with the rate as high as 30% in some urban centers and in parts of the South.27 In 
the late 1830s, for example, Charles Thurber—an early inventor of the typewriter—preserved a 
lock of hair from his daughter Helen, who died at the age of four. Thurber captured this gesture 
in a poem, entitled “To My Breast Pin,” which addressed the pin itself and the items it contained: 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
remain on the person of a survivor.” See Brown, In Heaven as It Is on Earth: Joseph Smith and the Early Mormon 
Conquest of Death (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 65. 
26 A.H. Platt, The Photograph Family Record of Husband, Wife, and Children . . . . (Philadelphia: Bartleson & Co., 
1865). 
27 Richard A. Meckel, Save the Babies: American Public Health and the Prevention of Infant Mortality, 1850–1929 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990), 1. By contrast, just 0.6% of infants died before age one in 
2011. See Marian F. MacDorman, Donna L. Hoyert, and T.J. Mathews, “Recent Declines in Infant Mortality in the 
United States, 2005–2001,” National Center for Health Statistics, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (last 
updated April 2013), http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db120.htm#x2013;2011</a>. 
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Helen’s name, her age, the date she died, and, crucially, a lock of her hair.28 Thurber called the 
pin a “sweet little monitor”—or, reminder—that he wore “near my heart,” and which allowed 
him to “ne’er, through life, forget / that GEM, that once was mine.” Helen’s hair was particularly 
important to the pin’s function as a memory object: 

 
And when I see the bonny [beautiful] hair, 
Within its golden bed, 
Sweet Helen’s self—I see her there, 
That wore it on her head.29 
  

To Thurber, the lock of hair he wore in his breast pin was a constant reminder of his beloved 
daughter—its significance amplified by his ability to wear the hair in close proximity to his 
heart. Thurber’s recollections of Helen also illustrate the way that middle-class Americans were 
expected to perform their grief in the first half of the nineteenth century, in what Karen 
Halttunen has called the “cult of mourning.”30 Thurber mourned his daughter publicly in at least 
two distinct ways: by publishing “To My Breast Pin” first in local newspapers and then in a book 
of poetry, and by wearing Helen’s hair in his breast pin. 
 
For parents whose children survived childhood, a lock of baby hair also functioned as a memory 
object, even though the stasis these parents sought was for a moment in time: childhood itself. 
Thirty years after Thurber penned his eulogy to Helen, many periodicals published southern 
author Mary E. Bryan’s tribute to her son’s first haircut. Although she knew that her three-year-
old son’s “curls need trimming”—their weight and volume “mak[ing] the little head droop 
uneasily to one side”—Bryan still mourned the occasion. Her son’s hair reminded Bryan of 
beloved moments from his early days, such as when she played with his curls while singing him 
a lullaby at night. The silver lining of this otherwise dreaded haircut, however, was that Bryan 
could keep the shorn hair; as she told her son: “go—grandpa is calling you—let him see his little 
man; but leave me these—the first curls cut from my baby’s head. I will put them away to 
remind me, in other days, of his sweet, lost infancy.”31 For Bryan, these locks of hair embodied a 

                                                        
28 Terry Abraham, “Charles Thurber: Typewriter Inventor,” Technology and Culture 21, no. 3 (July 1980), 430. 
Although “To My Breast Pin” was later published in a collection of Thurber’s poetry (A Heart-Offering to the 
Memory of the Loved and the Lost, Boston: Geo. C. Rand, 1853), Thurber’s scrapbook suggests that the poem was 
actually written closer to the time of Helen’s 1836 death, likely between 1838 and 1839. The scrapbook (preserved 
at the American Antiquarian Society) includes a printed copy of the poem that has been cut and pasted in, likely 
from a local newspaper. Archivists estimated the date by using the closest dated items on either side of “To a Breast 
Pin” in the scrapbook: a program from a church service, dated Sept. 19, 1838; and a poem, dated July 17, 1839. See 
Charles Thurber, Scrapbook (ca. 1834–ca. 1880), American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
29 Thurber, Scrapbook (ca. 1834–ca. 1880). 
30 Halttunen 125. Mourning was crucial to middle-class status. As Halttunen writes, since mourning “was held 
sacred by sentimentalists as the purest, the most transparent, and thus the most genteel of all sentiments,” through 
“mourning, a middle-class man or woman was believed to establish very clearly the legitimacy of his or her claims 
to genteel social status.” Thurber was a likely candidate for the middle class. He co-owned a firearm manufacturing 
company and received multiple patents, and served as a trustee for Brown University for at least three decades 
before his 1886 death. See Abraham 431. 
31 See, for example, Mary E. Bryan, “Cutting Robbie’s Hair,” New England Farmer 10, no. 3 (March 1860), 152; 
Mary E. Tryan [sic], “Cutting Robbie’s Hair,” Hartford Daily Courant, March 24, 1860; “Cutting Robbie’s Hair,” 
Advocate and Family Guardian 29, no. 16 (August 15, 1863), 149; and “Cutting Robbie’s Hair,” The Ladies’ 
Repository 27, no. 7 (July 1867), 430. In this footnote and others, I will cite the New England Farmer because it is 
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fleeting part of her beloved son’s life; he could remain her little baby boy, even as he evolved to 
fulfill adult male roles. The locks of hair, then, enabled simultaneous stasis and change. 
 
In 1842, another mother, a Pennsylvania woman named Julia Foster, saved a lock of hair from 
her son’s first haircut, too.32 When she died in 1885, this lock of hair played a crucial role in 
litigation over her estate—a ruling that demonstrated the significance of hair objects in the 
nineteenth century. In her will, Foster—who left behind three adult children—stipulated that her 
estate was to be divided between her two daughters, and that her son Heron should receive 
nothing. Heron appealed the will in court, alleging that his mother “had conceived an insane 
hatred of her son, originating in causes which preceded his birth;” that Julia’s hatred “pervaded 
her conduct towards her son through life;” and that this irrational loathing caused Julia to 
exclude Heron from her will.33 There was little disagreement about whether Julia disliked Heron. 
Instead, the case hinged on whether Heron had done something as an adult to earn that hatred 
(and was thus rightly excluded from the will), or whether Julia had hated her son since his 
childhood—an “insane prejudice” that would entitle the faultless Heron to a portion of Julia’s 
estate.34 Ultimately, Judge William N. Ashman dismissed Heron’s claims, and upheld Julia’s will 
as originally written. Ashman’s decision was particularly influenced by what he deemed one 
“significant” incident: 

 
The testatrix [Julia] kept locked up, in what was known in the family as “the 
silver trunk,” her papers and other valuables, including letters from her husband 
and son. When this trunk was opened after her death it was found to contain, 
among other mementoes, a small package inclosing two locks of hair wrapped in 
paper. On this paper was written in pencil, evidently of long standing, in the 
mother’s handwriting, “The first hair cut from the head of my darling boy,—my 
first-born. JULIA FOSTER. 1842.” This year upon that paper was the year, or 
about the year, of the contestant’s [Heron] birth. This is a fact dating back almost 
to the birth of the child, and hidden throughout the life of the mother, which could 
have originated in no fraud or hypocrisy whatever, and which no human ingenuity 
can reconcile with any hypothesis of hatred, whether natal, prenatal, or post-
natal.35 
 

Effectively, this one object negated all the evidence Heron presented to support his case, which 
consisted almost entirely of unkind things Julia had said to him before she died. Ashman argued 
that no amount of witness testimony “will stand when it is confronted with acts of the 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
the earliest date I can find. The poem was also published in the section on Bryan in Mary Forrest, Women of the 
South Distinguished in Literature (New York: Charles B. Richardson, 1866), 468–470. 
32 Julia’s late husband was J. (James) Heron Foster, the founder and editor of the Pittsburgh Dispatch. J. Heron was 
a strong opponent of slavery, and both he and Julia supported equal rights (and pay) for women. One of Julia and J. 
Heron’s daughters was Rachel Foster Avery: a suffragist, vice president and later national corresponding secretary 
of the National Woman Suffrage Association, and close friend of Susan B. Anthony. See “Death of J. Heron Foster,” 
Pittsburgh Gazette, April 22, 1868; Walter G. Cooper, The Cotton States and International Exposition and South, 
Illustrated (Atlanta: The Illustrator Company, 1896), 169–170; and Christopher Lasch, “Avery, Rachel G. Foster,” 
Notable American Women, 1607–1950: A Biographical Dictionary, vol. 1, ed. Edward T. Jones (Cambridge: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1971), 71–72. 
33 In re Foster’s Estate, 142 Pa. 62 (1891). 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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decedent”—acts epitomized by Julia’s decision to save a lock of hair from her son’s childhood.36 
Although the story of the Foster family’s inheritance crisis may be unusual, it nevertheless 
illustrates the significance that people attributed to hair collection in the nineteenth century, 
particularly parents’ collection of their children’s hair—an act understood to be a pure 
expression of love.  
 
Parents like Charles Thurber, Mary Bryan, and Julia Foster preserved their children’s hair in an 
ad hoc manner, one that continued in many households through the end of the nineteenth 
century. However, in the last quarter of the century, publishers began selling a product that 
systematized these informal rituals: the baby book.37 Baby books were books intended for 
parents to record information about their children’s early life, usually from birth to the first 
birthday. These books included on each page a framework for the specific type of information 
the author expected parents to archive, such as the date and location of the birth, a list of gifts 
received at birth, milestones like the first word and first step, and, by the 1880s, a lock of the 
baby’s hair.38 As they purchased these books and used them at home, parents across the country 
responded variably to authors’ instructions about whether the baby’s hair should be preserved in 

                                                        
36 Ibid. Judge Ashman ultimately argued that Julia decided not to leave any portion of her estate to Heron for two 
reasons. First, Heron had, indeed, earned Julia’s disdain around 1870 by behaving selfishly and unkindly towards 
her, and constantly demanding that she give him money. Second, Heron had previously demonstrated that he was 
utterly useless with business and reckless with money, including the $25,000 Heron’s father left for him when he 
died in 1868—$20,000 of which Heron had already lost before Julia died. Due to these two reasons, Ashman ruled 
that Julia did not have an insane hatred of Heron, and that he was not entitled to any portion of her estate. The 
Supreme Court of Pennsylvania upheld his ruling in 1891, citing Ashman’s opinion as “so full and satisfactory that 
we affirm the decree for the reasons given by him.” 
37 Very few historians have examined baby books as either an archival source or as a social practice of late-
nineteenth- and twentieth century Americans. Shawn Michelle Smith examines the eugenic components of early-
twentieth-century baby books in chapter 4 of American Archives: Gender, Race, and Class in Visual Culture 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), but limits her analysis to this particular feature. Other than Smith’s 
book, seemingly the only scholarly work to take baby books as its central subject is a 2011 article from the Journal 
of Social History by historians Janet Golden and Lynn Weiner. Their article characterizes baby books as an 
“overlooked” and yet “significant historical source”—one that provides rare evidence of the actual social practices 
of American infants and parents. Although the mere existence of this article is a positive corrective to the long 
neglect of baby books in the historical record, Golden and Weiner’s analysis mischaracterizes the changing function 
of baby books over time. The authors argue that the first baby books were elaborate and expensive keepsakes 
intended for wealthy families, and filled with sentimental trivia about the new infant. It wasn’t until the twentieth 
century, they claim, that baby books began to provide space for information about “health and to the attainment of 
developmental milestones,” such as “inoculations, episodes of illness, and checkups.” This tidy narrative of the 
growth of scientific medicine and child care in the United States elides a crucial fact about the history of baby 
books: the earliest known examples published in the United States or Britain were expressly intended to function as 
medical record books, not as nostalgic gift objects. The Mother’s Register: Current Notes of the Health of Children 
(New York, 1872), The Baby’s Journal (New York, 1882), The Mother’s Record of the Physical, Mental, and Moral 
Growth of Her Child for the First Fifteen Years (Boston, 1882), and The Parents’ Medical Note Book (London, 
1884) all either limited their prescribed content to specific pieces of data germane to a physician’s diagnosis—such 
as birth weight, vaccinations, and childhood diseases—or frame such information as the central purpose of the book. 
See Golden and Weiner, “Reading Baby Books: Medicine, Marketing, Money and the Lives of American Infants,” 
Journal of Social History 44, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 667–687. 
38 The best archival collection of baby books is held in the Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library at the University 
of California, Los Angeles; it is the collection on which both my research and Golden and Weiner’s article is based. 
This collection includes more than 600 examples of baby books published from 1872 to the present, most of which 
were published in the United States. All summative comments about baby books in this section will be based on the 
books I examined in the UCLA collection. 
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the book, at what age (or on what occasion) the hair should be cut, and for what purpose the hair 
was being saved.39 These decisions—which instructions to follow, and which to ignore or 
disobey—reveal the evolving role of hair in Americans’ understanding of the body and identity. 
 
The first baby books appeared in the United States in the early 1870s. Unlike the sentimental 
publications that would later come to dominate and define the genre, the earliest books were 
specifically focused on infant medical record keeping. In titles like The Mother’s Register (1872) 
and The Mother’s Record (1882), authors instructed parents—or, more often, mothers—to record 
medical information about their children, such as the dates of childhood diseases and 
vaccinations received; mothers were then to bring the books to the children’s doctor to aid in his 
diagnoses and treatments.40 Professor J.B. Fonssagrives, the author of The Mother’s Register—
the earliest known example of this genre in the United States—believed that mothers had the 
necessary experience to complete this task. Mothers “have and keep, with a regularity with does 
them honor, an account of income and expenses,” he wrote; “why should they not record 
incidents of development or sickness as they occur from time to time […] ?” The baby books did 
not, however, challenge the privileged knowledge of the physician; The Mother’s Register, for 
example, declared that “the mother records for the Physician to interpret,” insisting that mothers 
should create “no theories, hypotheses—[just] precise facts, with their dates, and nothing 
more.”41  
 
Instructions like these were common in baby books published in the 1870s and 1880s. Most of 
the earliest titles included an explanation of the books’ intended purpose and how they should be 
used, illustrating that the baby book genre was new to American families. The introduction to 
1882’s The Mother’s Record, for example, explained that “the object of this little book is to 
encourage parents to keep […] a record” of their child’s development “from its birth.” This 
information would prove valuable not just to the child and its family, but will even “prove a gain 
to science.”42 Each of these early titles also indicated how the book should be used. The most 
explicit example is in The Mother’s Record, which included a “Specimen Page[,] Showing the 
Manner in which the Blanks may be Filled out,” complete with sample data for a fictional child 
(Figure 3.2).43 By the 1890s, such instructions and demonstrations no longer appeared in 
American baby books. The genre had become mainstream. 
 
From the beginning, baby books invariably dictated a one-child-per-book policy, though some 
parents violated this instruction, penciling in information about two or more children in a single 
book. (These violations feel awkward and clumsy, with extra lines drawn in the margins to make 
room for the unanticipated information.) A cynical reader may interpret these instructions as 

                                                        
39 Once the baby book genre was well established, some parents made manuscript books for their babies out of small 
pieces of paper bound together at home. These manuscript books are much less common in UCLA’s collection than 
the published titles, but they follow many of the conventions of the published titles, and include many of the same 
pieces of information and milestones, such as locks of hair. 
40 J.B. Fonssagrives, The Mother’s Register: Current Notes of the Health of Children (Boys) (New York: John Ross 
and Company, 1872); and [Marion Vaughn?], The Mother’s Record of the Physical, Mental, and Moral Growth of 
Her Child for the First Fifteen Years (Boston: D. Lothrop & Company, 1882), both in Baby Books Collection, 
Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles (hereafter BBC–UCLA). 
41 Fonssagrives, The Mother’s Register. 
42 [Vaughn?], The Mother’s Record. 
43 Ibid. 
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intended to sell more baby books, but the policy also reinforced the sense of the individuality and 
individual identity that the books assigned to each baby. Baby’s Record (1889) explained this 
feature explicitly, its preface declaring that “the book is not intended to be a family record, but an 
individual one, which will form a part of the outfit of each new comer in the household.”44 The 
author was likely drawing a contrast between this baby book and two other types of publications: 
the family bible—in which information about all family members could be recorded—and the 
family record book. Family record books only predated baby books by one decade, emerging in 
the 1860s.45 These books, likely an example of the nineteenth-century gift book, provided blank 
pages to chronicle biographical and physiological information about all the members of a 
family.46 An early example, The Photograph Family Record of Husband, Wife, and Children 
(1865), declared that, unlike a bible, a family record book was “especially adapted to [the] 
purpose” of preserving information about every member of the family. Author A.H. Platt 
declared that his book would fulfill the “spontaneous and almost universal desire to preserve 
every thing tending to recall associations of our deceased friends.”47 Although this passage was 
not in reference to locks of hair—nor does The Photograph Family Record request their 
collection—Platt’s argument neatly captures contemporary sentiments about severed hair, too, 
suggesting that hair collection was part of a broader impulse towards memory preservation.48  
While family record books illustrated some of the same motivations for memorialization, baby 
books were distinctly intent on emphasizing a single person and his or her individualism. In the 
earliest titles, this individualism was medical: the dates of a baby’s vaccinations, for example, 
and illnesses from which he or she had suffered. But as baby books became a more familiar type 
of household commodity, their function began to change as well.49 Starting in the middle of the 

                                                        
44 Baby’s Record (Cincinnati: Robert Clarke & Co., 1889), BBC–UCLA (emphasis in the original). 
45 Family record books continued to be published through the present. For example, in 1954 the American Historical 
Company—which had been publishing in family history since 1879—advertised leather-bound family record books 
for $5.75 each. Family record books are even available today; as of 2016, Amazon sells titles like Our Family, Our 
Family History, Our Family Tree, and Family Tree Memory Keeper. See “Family Record Book,” History News 9, 
no. 5 (March 1954), 17. 
46 The possibility that family record books were a type of gift book is suggested by an 1890 issue of the magazine 
The Book Buyer, which included Time’s Footsteps, a family record book, in an advertised list of newly-published 
gift books. Some periodicals also advertised baby books as gift books. See “E.P. Dutton & Co.’s New Gift Books,” 
The Book Buyer: A Summary of American and Foreign Literature 7, no. 10 (November 1890): 606; and “Holiday 
Books,” Detroit Free Press, October 31, 1891. For more on gift books, see Cindy Dickinson, “Creating a World of 
Books, Friends, and Flowers: Gift Books and Inscriptions, 1825–60,” Winterthur Portfolio 31, no. 1 (Spring 1996): 
53–66. 
47 Platt, The Photograph Family Record. 
48 I have yet to encounter a family record book that provided a space for saving locks of hair. This distinction from 
baby books is may be attributed to the overwhelming genealogical function of family records books: users were 
usually chronicling information about relatives after they had died, making access to locks of hair potentially more 
difficult. As this chapter demonstrates, locks of hair were collected and exchanged at all life stages—not just during 
infancy—even if this particular genre of book did not encourage their preservation.  
49 Although the baby books I examined came from twenty-one different states across the United States, only one of 
the eighty books was from an African American family, suggesting that this genre may have been particularly 
prominent among white, middling families. Golden and Weiner also acknowledge that the genre is not 
representative of American childhood; in the UCLA collection, for example, “Euro-American infants are vastly 
overrepresented.” See Golden and Weiner 668. 

One constant among both the early medical-oriented books and the later titles was an interest in recording 
information about the baby’s physical body. Books asked mothers to record information such as the baby’s height, 
weight, eye color, and hair color; one 1891 book, The Baby’s Biography, even included a phrenological chart that 
parents could use to search of clues about their infants’ personality. (However, this phrenological chart provides an 
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1880s, baby books’ function shifted away from the strictly medical to the more sentimental. 
These books—which had titles like The Baby’s Biography (1891) or Baby’s Treasure (1892)—
became more inwardly focused on the child and the family, rather than outwardly focused on the 
mother’s communication with the doctor.50 In these new titles, parents were asked to record 
milestones and other markers of individual identity that went beyond health and sickness. 
Milestones common in the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century books included the baby’s 
first word and first prayer, gifts received for the first birthday and first Christmas, and the dates 
of the baby’s first step, tooth, and pair of hard-soled shoes. This shift to the sentimental also saw 
new titles that asked explicitly for a lock of hair to be placed inside the book.  
 
The oldest known baby book to include a space for parents to preserve a lock of hair is Baby’s 
Kingdom, published in Boston in 1885. In one copy of this title, created for Sophia Henrietta 
(Etta) Clapp (born in Brooklyn in September 1887), Etta’s father used this page to preserve 
multiple locks of hair.51 Each lock was tied with ribbon and string, and annotated: “At Two 
Months Old,” “Five Months old,” “12 Months old,” and “17 months old” (Figure 3.3).52 Even 
more hair was tucked in the following page, which listed Etta’s birthdate and her parents’ names 
and address. The dark brown braid is about six inches long, and was likely cut when Etta was 
about eight or nine years old (Figure 3.4).53 Although most baby books provided space for 
information only up through the baby’s first birthday, a few parents, like Etta’s, continued 
adding information and mementos to the book until their child was much older, even into 
teenaged and adult years. These mementos often included multiple locks of hair.  
 
In the decades following the publication of Baby’s Kingdom, dozens of other baby books began 
requesting locks of hair, too, turning this feature into a canonical aspect of the genre. Some 
books also started to include short poems or quotes that illustrated the significance of the lock of 
hair. Particularly common were quotations from, or allusions to, Alexander Pope’s famous poem 
“The Rape of the Lock,” such as these lines from The Baby’s Biography: 

 
Beauty draws us by a single hair, 
Now firm a Cable 
By Love made stable 
Binds Mamma’s heart to Baby fair, 
This lock of hair.54 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
example of a moment when publishers’ intentions and parents’ desired usage were not in sync: I examined five 
copies of The Baby’s Biography, and every family left their baby’s phrenological chart blank.) See A.O. Kaplan, 
The Baby’s Biography (New York: Bretano’s, 1891), Copy 1, Copy 2, Copy 3, and Copy 9; and Kaplan, The New 
Baby’s Biography (New York: Bretano’s, 1908), Copy 1; all in BBC–UCLA. 
50 Kaplan, The Baby’s Biography; and Baby’s Treasure (Los Angeles: D.G. Toenjes, 1892), BBC–UCLA. 
51 Annie F. Cox, Baby’s Kingdom (Boston: Lee & Shepard Publishers, 1885), BBC–UCLA. An unusual feature of 
Etta’s book is that it was her father who compiled the information; her mother died when she was five weeks old.  
52 Cox, Baby’s Kingdom.  
53 This assertion is based on the ribbon itself, which reads “Abraham & S—, Webster Wheel.” The now-defunct 
department store Abraham & Straus showcased a bicycle wheel called the Webster wheel in Brooklyn in 1896. It is 
likely that this ribbon came from a promotional event related to this unveiling; Etta would have been eight years old 
at the time. See “Cycle Show in Brooklyn,” The New York Times, March 10, 1896. 
54 Kaplan, The Baby’s Biography, Copy 1. 
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In many cases, parents complied with the books’ instructions to include a lock of their baby’s 
hair. For example, in the baby book created for Howard Blair Henshy (born in California in 
1893) Howard’s mother tied a lock of blond hair with a small piece of ribbon, and affixed it to 
the page captioned, “She from her baby’s forehead clipped a tiny curl” (Figure 3.5).55 The 
growing expectation that a lock of hair was one of the appropriate things a parent should include 
in a baby book is also evident in the way parents responded to books that lacked any explicit 
instructions about hair. Many parents tucked locks of hair in these books anyway. For example, 
the baby book created for Ruth Marian Petrie (born in 1918 in Ohio) included an envelope filled 
with six tissue paper packets of hair (Figure 3.6).56 Even some handmade baby books—which 
mimicked the form and conventions of the commercial genre—included locks of hair, such as 
Paul Watson Cutler’s book (born in Massachusetts in 1888), which displays a tiny tissue paper 
packet labeled “A lock of Paul’s hair — June 28th 1888 — 8 weeks old” (Figure 3.7).57 In each 
of these cases, the book’s instructions or the parents’ annotations were straightforward and clear: 
about what this object was: simply, a lock of hair. 
 
However, starting around 1910, the meaning assigned to these locks of hair started to shift. 
While some parents—such as Ruth Marian Petrie’s—continued to include an object they called 
“a lock of hair” in their children’s baby books, others began using the request for hair as an 
opportunity to mark a milestone instead: the first haircut.58 Over time, most books altered their 
instructions to explicitly ask about the first haircut. However, after 1910, many parents included 
hair from the first haircut in the absence of author instructions, or, in some cases, in violation of 
the author’s intent—a disconnect between intended and actual use that captured an on-the-
ground change as it was unfolding. For example, in the baby book prepared for Raymond 
Sherrioll Orron Jr. of Texas, the page labeled “Locks of Hair” became, instead, the place where 
Raymond’s mother preserved hair from his first haircut at six-and-a-half months old (Figure 
3.8).59 In Pennsylvania, Elmer Grebert Meissner’s mother ignored the instruction altogether; 
instead of including a lock of hair, Elmer’s mother used the page to record that Elmer went to the 
barber for the first time at thirteen months old (Figure 3.9).60 For these parents and others, the 
lock of hair stored in a baby book was no longer an encapsulation of their baby’s identity. It was, 
instead, a reminder of a specific moment in the baby’s life. 
                                                        
55 Baby’s Treasure. 
56 Bertha Corbett Melcher, Baby Days: A Sunbonnet Record (Chicago: Rand–McNally Press, 1910), Copy 3, BBC–
UCLA 
57 Manuscript baby record book for Paul Watson Cutler (1888–1895), BBC–UCLA. 
58 Nineteenth-century parenting manuals—many of which focused more on instructing mothers in the best methods 
for maintaining the child’s health and hygiene rather than on particular parenting philosophies—did not seem to 
concern themselves with prescribing a particular age at which the first haircut should take place. Manual of the 
Domestic Hygiene of the Child by Dr. Julius Uffelmann—described by editor Dr. Mary Putnam Jacobi as a 
translation “by an American mother” and addressed specifically “to intelligent mothers” (v)—includes less than one 
half page of content about the hair. This section advises that a child’s hair should not be cut more frequently than 
one per month, since each time the hair is cut the body is deprived of valuable albumen (protein) and iron (122). No 
age for the initial haircut is mentioned. Lydia Maria Child’s American Frugal Housewife included among her 
“General Maxims for Health” the recommendation that “children’s hair [should be] cut close” until age ten or 
twelve, since short hair “is better for health and the beauty of the hair” (88). Again, no age at which such short cuts 
should commence is mentioned. See Uffelmann, Manual of the Domestic Hygiene of the Child, trans. Harriot 
Ransom Milinowski (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1891); and Child, American Frugal Housewife, 12th ed. 
(Boston: Carter, Hendee, and Co., 1833). 
59 Our Baby ([Dallas?]: National Advertising Co., [1937?]), BBC–UCLA. 
60 Our Baby’s Book (Joleit, IL: The Gerlach–Barklow Co., [1926?]), Copy 1, BBC–UCLA. 
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Since their inception, baby books focused on recording milestones.61 The earliest titles included 
medical milestones almost exclusively, but as the genre developed, developmental and social 
milestones became canonical inclusions as well, such as the first step or first short clothes. The 
first haircut, too, was a meaningful and symbolic moment for many nineteenth-century parents. 
In the 1860s, for example, Mary E. Bryan wrote of her son’s first haircut, “the severing of these 
ringlets seems like cutting the golden thread that links his infancy to his childhood.”62 It is easy 
to assume, then, that the lock of hair preserved in a baby book has always been about the 
marking of a milestone. Yet before the 1910s, baby books did not ask for a lock of hair in order 
to symbolically represent a haircut. Instead, the lock of hair reflected what severed hair meant in 
American culture more broadly at that time: it was a synecdoche of an individual, and a way to 
forever embody the baby him or herself in the book. 
 
 
Love at a Distance: Marriage, Family, and Friendship 
 
The birth of a baby was not the only event that spurred Americans to collect and save a lock of 
hair. Other moments of change also encouraged this kind of collecting, especially courtships, 
marriages, and long-distance moves. Even in the absence of an obvious change in state, many 
people created material reminders of romantic, familial, and platonic love in the form of hair 
albums, pictures, genealogies, and other collections of hair from family members and friends. As 
new transportation and communication networks dispersed people across the landscape, locks of 
hair allowed nineteenth-century Americans to hold on to a piece of someone they loved. As the 
creator of one handmade valentine wrote next to two intricately woven locks of her hair, “When 
this you see / Remember me. And do not let me be forgot. / When this you see / You’ll think of 
me / Although you see me not.”63  
 
Courtship often included the exchange of hair, whether it was a lock passed between paramours, 
a curl tucked into a valentine, or, if the courtship resulted in marriage, intertwined locks affixed 
to a hair album (Figure 3.10).64 Severed hair’s role in courtship provides some of the clearest 
parallels between the nineteenth-century practice of hair preservation and its antecedents in 
religious worship, particularly the reliquary tradition. A short story published in Harper’s Weekly 
in 1889 illustrates just how sanctified peer relationships could become. In this story, a middle-
aged French hairdresser named Mr. Sainton pines for his long-lost love: a former customer with 
a head of golden hair that reached down to the floor. Sainton’s reaction to the woman’s hair is 
described in terms that seem more suited for a devoted parishioner than for a service 
professional. Sainton “touched the hair reverently as one would touch the garments of saint,” and 
after the woman left his shop, he cultivated his love for her by “ma[king] a parlor for her in the 
room above his shop”—a parlor which “grew into a shrine ready for its divinity.” Although her 

                                                        
61 Golden and Weiner 669 and 680. 
62 Bryan, “Cutting Robbie’s Hair,” 152. 
63 Manuscript Valentine Collection, 1825–1950, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
64 Ibid. For a description of mass-produced valentines with slots in which to tuck a lock of hair, see Leigh Eric 
Schmidt, Consumer Rites: The Buying and Selling of American Holidays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1995), 67. 
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untimely death meant that Sainton was never able to marry his beloved, the significance of the 
woman’s hair to his affections is made eminently clear: it was, in no uncertain terms, “divine.”65 
 
For many Americans, hair itself participated in the transfer of love rituals from religious worship 
to romantic love. The changing meaning and function of one material object, the portrait 
miniature, illustrates this change over time. Miniatures—small watercolor portraits painted on 
oval pieces of ivory and set in frames, housed in cases, or used in jewelry—became popular in 
British North America in the eighteenth century.66 Like so much of early American material 
culture, miniatures were first popular in England and France, and boasted a European pedigree: 
the medieval illuminated manuscript. In the sixteenth century, the portraits of saints included in 
these manuscripts migrated off the page, becoming devotional objects in their own right. By the 
eighteenth century, however, miniatures no longer depicted saints alone; instead, as art historian 
Drew Sawyer has written, British colonists “brought miniatures with them that served as records 
of family and ancestors that they left behind.” Another change that accompanied the portrait 
miniature’s secularization was the inclusion of locks of hair tucked inside the cases and frames.67 
Harriet Beecher Stowe captured this practice in her bestselling novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. When 
the patriarch St. Clare dies, his family discovers “upon his bosom a small, plain miniature case, 
opening with a spring. It was a miniature of a noble and beautiful female face; and on the 
reverse, under a crystal, a lock of dark hair.”68 Miniatures thus participated in, and bore witness 
to, the application of religious rituals in secular life. 
 
As locks of hair became a common component of romance, courtship, and marriage, some 
couples viewed this exchange as somewhat transactional. Frequently, a man or woman—though 
more often a man—would request a lock of hair from the object of his or her affections.  
For example, the 1876 poem “To a Lock of Hair,” printed in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated 
Newspaper, addressed a ringlet cut from “the brow of her I wish to make my wife.” The author 
recalled all the times he saw the hair still attached to its owner: “at a ball, with mischief 
dancing;” “at the church, with sober mien;” and “at night, all loosely flowing.” The author ended 
the poem by entreating the ringlet to help him pray that “thy mistress’ head some day / Like thee, 
will gently nestle in my breast.”69 Similarly, the author of an 1869 etiquette handbook described, 
with derision, “an ardent hopeless lover whom I once knew, and who I was assured gave a 
guinea to a lady’s maid for the stray hairs left in his mistress’ comb!”70 This author 

                                                        
65 “Hath Not a Jew Eyes?,” Harper’s Weekly 33, no. 1672 (1889), 10–11. One irony of this story—especially 
considering that its protagonist works in the profession with perhaps the easiest access to locks of hair—is that it 
never mentions Sainton saving a lock of his beloved’s hair. In this way, it is an imperfect analog to the saints’ 
reliquaries of the Late Antique period, but Sainton nevertheless treats his beloved’s hair as saint-like. 
66 Although miniatures were, indeed, quite small, the name miniature actually referenced technique rather than size: 
in the illuminated manuscripts from which miniatures descended, texts were decorated with images drawn in a red 
lead ink called minium. See Carrier Rebora Barratt, “American Portrait Miniatures of the Nineteenth Century,” The 
Met Museum (last modified October 2014), http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/mini_2/hd_mini_2.htm; and Drew 
Sawyer, “Portrait Miniatures, Hair, and the Limits of Representation” (paper presented in Thing Theory seminar, 
Columbia University, 2007), http://www.columbia.edu/~sf2220/TT2007/ web-content/Pages/drew1.html. 
67 Sawyer; Barratt; and Nehama 42. By the end of the eighteenth century, miniatures were one of the most popular 
components of mourning jewelry, often with a lock of hair included. 
68 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Or, Life Among the Lowly, vol. II (Boston: John P. Jewett & 
Company, 1852), 145. 
69 “To a Lock of Hair,” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper (October 21, 1876), 110. 
70 The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies and Gentlemen (New York: Carleton, 1869), 117. 
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acknowledged the social practice of preserving locks of hair with a casual tone that indicated just 
how common it was at the time: to illustrate to her readers why Italians from Lombardy 
cultivated long fingernails, she wrote that in this province, “the nail held the same place as the 
lock of hair with us.”71 Thus it wasn’t the fact that the “ardent hopeless lover” wanted some of 
his beloved’s hair as a keepsake that spurred the author’s derision—it was the way that he took 
it: without her consent. The author argued that the “disagreeable form” of the common practice 
of hair collection occurred when, “in the boldest hour of love,” a lock of hair is “raped from [a 
woman’s] head.”72  
 
Nonconsensual hair collection was not just a fantasy of fiction or prescriptive texts. Letters and 
diaries attest that this kind of aggressive effort to get a woman’s lock of hair actually occurred. In 
a diary entry penned while traveling across the Atlantic Ocean with her friends Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow and Mary Longfellow in 1835, Clara Crowninshield described the 
courtship efforts of one Mr. Lavy, who “tried to get a lock of my hair which Mary Goddard 
[another traveling companion] had offered him in fun.” Crowninshield—who was uninterested in 
having a relationship Lavy—convinced Lavy not to keep the lock of hair “by telling a white lie, 
for instance that the hair was not mine but Mary’s.” Lavy finally stopped hounding 
Crowninshield for the hair, but only “upon condition that I gave him something which really 
belonged to me. So I gave him a pencil.” (Ever determined, one week later Lavy “solicited me 
again for the lock of hair, which I, of course, refused.”)73 Perhaps this kind of aggressive 
persistence explains why the poem included in one handmade valentine—penned alongside an 
intricate coil of brown hair—emphasized consent: “This lock of hair I once did wear / To you I 
freely give […] [From] Clarissa.”74 
 
The sense of ownership that Lavy expressed when he urged Crowninshield to give him 
something “which really belonged to me”—and the transfer of ownership embedded in 
heterosexual marriage custom and law—echoed in an interview with former slave Charles Green 
Dortsch taken one hundred years after Crowninshield’s journey. In the interview, Dortsch 
suggested that his second marriage ended because of an incident involving competing ideas 
about who owned his wife’s hair: Dortsch or his wife herself. Dortsch described to the 
interviewer how, one day in the 1900s or 1910s, a male friend of his wife’s stopped by their 
house and asked her for a lock of her hair, which the man wanted to use to make a watch chain. 
Dortsch was furious when his wife agreed, telling her, “You and your hair both belong to me; 
how are you going to give it away without asking me[?]” This disagreement turned into a “deep 
quarrel,” culminating in Dortsch’s wife leaving him a few weeks later. Significantly, by the time 
                                                        
71 Ibid., 116. 
72 Ibid., 117. The word rape is difficult to parse in this context. The common definition today—also used at this 
time—of forcible sexual intercourse may very well be the intended meaning. However, a nineteenth-century reader 
may have also understood rape to mean “a seizing by violence”—the first definition provided in Noah Webster’s 
nineteenth-century dictionary. Clearly these two meanings are related, but the question remains whether there is a 
sexual component intended in this author’s use of rape in reference to a lock of hair. (The famous Alexander Pope 
poem “The Rape of the Lock,” first published in 1712, plays on the same multiple meanings of the word.) See 
Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language; Exhibiting the Origin, Orthography, Pronunciation, 
and Definitions of Words, 15th ed. (New York: N. & J. White, 1838), s.v. “rape.”  
73 Diary entries for September 2 and 9, 1835, in The Diary of Clara Crowninshield: A European Tour with 
Longfellow, 1835–1836, ed. Andrew Hilen (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1956), 103 and 110; and Carl 
L. Johnson, review of The Diary of Clara Crowninshield, Comparative Literature 10, no. 3 (Summer 1958), 279. 
74 Manuscript Valentine collection. 



 

74 

Dortsch was interviewed in the late 1930s, his ex-wife was married to the man “she wanted to 
give a lock of hair to.”75 For both Clara Crowninshield and Charles Dortsch, the request for a 
lock of hair was unambiguously tied to romantic love. Hair was an intimate object to be taken by 
the pursuer, and given by the pursued.76 This dichotomy may also explain why it was more 
frequently men who requested hair from the women they desired, rather than the other way 
around. 
 
Nineteenth-century notions of patriarchal control also operated between father and daughter, and 
here too locks of hair were understood to be part of a man’s ownership of a woman’s body.77 In 
an iconic scene in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the young Eva St. Clare wants to cut off locks of her hair 
to give to friends before she dies of a terminal illness. When Eva asks her father’s cousin Ophelia 
to do the cutting, St. Clare (Eva’s father) instructs his cousin, “Take care,—don’t spoil the looks 
of it! […] cut underneath, where it won’t show. Eva’s curls are my pride.”78 As Ophelia cuts the 
locks of hair, Eva looks at her father “anxiously,” while St. Clare “stood gloomily eyeing the 
long, beautiful curls.” Eva may have actually anticipated her father’s reaction to her request: 
although she tells her mother outright that she wanted to cut her hair “‘to give some away to my 
friends,’” when her father enters the room, she downplays this desire, telling him, “‘Papa, I just 
want aunt to cut off some of my hair;—there’s too much of it, and it makes my head hot. 
Besides, I want to give some of it away.’”79 In this retelling, giving locks of her hair away is 
almost an afterthought—a side benefit of a simple and meaningless haircut. Finally, at the end of 
the scene, Eva affirms her father’s ownership of her hair. After Eva has given locks to each of 
her family’s slaves, St. Clare protests: 

 
“You didn’t give me a curl, Eva,” said her father, smiling sadly. “They are all 
yours, papa,” said she,  smiling,—“yours and mamma’s.”80 
 

Although Eva added “and mamma’s” at the end of her affirmation, it is her father to whom she 
primarily attributes ownership of her hair.  
Although this scene was, of course, fictional, it nevertheless testified to the way that hair had 
meaning in familial relationships as well as romantic engagements. Locks of hair could forge 
                                                        
75 Interview with Charles Green Dortsch, Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 
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links across generations, and so some Americans created visual representations of their family 
history using locks of hair from various members. For example, one family history book 
recorded relatives from 1725 to 1900, preserving locks of hair (and calling cards) from each 
person.81 Maria Booth also crafted a hair genealogy for her family: two pieces of paper that 
displayed the name, date of birth, and lock of hair for each of her thirteen children, born between 
1808 and 1833 (Figure 3.11).82 Some people also kept hair from family members in hair albums. 
Hair albums were small books, either handmade or mass-produced, composed of blank pages on 
which the owner affixed locks of hair from family or friends with thread, ribbon, or paste. In a 
typical hair album, these locks were accompanied by the name of their owner and perhaps the 
date of acquisition; lines of verse about relationships and memory were also common.83 The hair 
album is in many ways reminiscent of the more familiar autograph book. In addition to their 
aesthetic and functional similarities, autograph books also contained something understood in the 
nineteenth century to manifest an individual’s character and identity: their handwriting. An 1855 
article in National Magazine, for example, declared that “a man’s penmanship is an unfailing 
index of his character, moral and mental, and a criterion by which to judge of his peculiarities of 
taste and sentiments.”84 As a result of this complementary cultural meaning, many personal 
albums included both autographs and severed hair. For example, Bettie Bagwell’s Album of 
Memory contained dozens of poems, dedications, and autographs from friends, as well as seven 
locks of hair.85 Even personal albums without autographs held special meaning for their creators. 
Ellen P. Gilbert’s hair album, which she began in 1863 at age fourteen, preserved locks of hair 
from twenty-five family members (Figure 3.12). The dates Gilbert recorded next to each lock 
(indicating the day the hair was cut) range from 1835 to 1864, even though Gilbert herself was 
born no earlier than 1848—a discrepancy that suggests Gilbert used hair collected by someone 
else in her family. The album, then, allowed Gilbert’s family to preserve in a single place locks 
of hair spanning decades and generations. Objects like Gilbert’s hair album thus became visual 
genealogies for entire families.86 
 
The forms used to preserve hair from family members could also be analogized to other types of 
familial groups, such as religious communities. In 1844, Mormon Apostle Wilford Woodruff 
used hair from more than a dozen Mormon leaders to create a spiritually significant collection. 
Woodruff gathered locks of hair from Joseph Smith and his brothers Hyrum, Samuel, and Don 
Carlos (all four of whom had recently died); and the brothers’ mother Lucy. To this hair he 
added locks cut from the heads of the other men who, with Woodruff, comprised the Quorum of 
the Twelve Apostles—the church’s second-highest governing body—at that time.87 Woodruff 
placed all this hair inside the top of the staff he used when he walked. His goal, he wrote in his 
                                                        
81 Leila Cohoon, “Leila’s Hair Museum,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 17, no. 2 (1996), 122. 
82 Maria Booth, “My Children’s Hair” [n.d.], private collection of Sheryl Jaeger, Eclectibles, viewed February 7, 
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83 Sheumaker 26–28. 
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Latter-Day Saints (last modified 2016), https://www.lds.org/church/leaders/ quorum-of-the-twelve-apostles. 



 

76 

diary, was to create “a relick of these noble men, master spirits of the nineteenth century, to hand 
down to my posterity, to deposit in the most Holy and Sacred place in the Holy temple of 
GOD.”88 Blending hair from both a spiritual family and a biological family, Woodruff applied 
the rituals of genealogical hair collection to the tenets of Mormon theology. Woodruff thus used 
locks of hair to connect the past of his faith with its present and its future. 
 
For friendships—which lacked the solidity that came from legal contract or familial relation—a 
lock of hair also offered a sense of strength and permanence. Hair albums provided an ideal 
venue for preserving locks of hair from friends. The inscription on the first page of Cynthia 
Capron’s 1840s album, for example, illustrated the motivation behind books like hers: “to be 
filled with Locks of hair as tokens of friendship long to be remembered.”89 The poem that 
accompanied one lock in Margaret Smiley’s 1840s album echoed this sentiment: “Though in 
distant lands we roam / Away from friends without a home / This lock of hair preserved by thee / 
When I am gone remember me.”90 Some inscriptions even anticipated how a lock of hair could 
maintain a friendship after death. Another hair album, also from the 1840s, included a poem 
alongside an intricate hair wreath, instructing the album’s owner that “this lock of hair, I once 
did wear / But now I leave it in your care, / Keep it as long as I have breath, / And view it when I 
sleep in death.”91 Hair albums allowed their owners to keep a piece of a loved one’s body, which 
facilitated private recollections of cherished memories with friends. 
 
In addition to their private functions, hair albums could also be public and performative—a way 
to show off how many friendships the owner had. Although American hair albums survive from 
as early as the 1840s, in the late 1880s and early 1890s dozens of newspapers across the country 
began ridiculing what they saw as the faux sincerity of album owners, more concerned with 
acquiring as many friendships as possible than with the quality of their relationships. These 
articles, particularly those published in western newspapers, often attributed the origins of the 
hair album’s popularity to New York City, suggesting that the city was inundated by frivolity 
and an obsession with appearances.92 The fad was usually, though not always, associated with 
women. In this “latest craze among the ladies,” women “place[d] locks of hair from the heads of 
their friends of the other sex” into their albums, and carefully watched other women who were 
doing the same: “the girl with the most locks of hair in her albums is the ‘best fellow,’ and it 
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therefore happens that the rivalry between them is very keen.” Yet some articles pointed out that 
it was men—the subject of this fervent collection—who suffered a more overtly public 
evaluation of their popularity, since “the young man who does not look as if a buzz saw had been 
at work among his tresses is at once recognized as a fellow who is not in favor with the ladies.”93 
By mocking hair albums as a fad “which seems to reach the heights of absurdity,” these articles 
denounced what they saw as a feminine competitiveness and obsession with social status.94 In 
the few fad articles that instead characterized men as the primary creators of hair albums, the 
implicit critique was not about acquisitiveness, but about what these critics deemed the insincere 
emotional foundation of collecting locks of hair for an album.95 For example, one California 
newspaper wrote that “the latest fad in Gotham is ‘the hair album.’ The nice boys wear them 
enclosing the locks pretty actresses have clipped for them from—their wigs.”96 With an em-dash 
for dramatic pause, this snide remark lampooned the men who so foolishly believed they now 
possessed a piece of an actress’s body, when it fact all they had were a fistful of strands long ago 
shorn from a stranger’s head.97 Despite these critiques, hair albums remained a valued way for 
American men and women to preserve friendships. 
 
Courtship, marriage, family, and friendships were all sustained and remembered through 
carefully clipped locks of hair. Many Americans also exchanged hair when the distance between 
two loved ones was instead geographic: just before or after a family member or friend moved 
away. In these situations, a lock of a loved one’s hair functioned as a reminder of that person in 
his or her absence. As Emily Dickinson wrote an 1845 letter to her friend Abiah Strong, she 
considered her Strong’s hair “as precious as gold and a great deal more so. I often look at it when 
I go to my little lot of treasures, and wish the owner of the that glossy lock were here.”98 An 
article in The Ladies’ Repository from 1849 attributed similar meaning to the curls and braids 
contained in the author’s hair album, which “reminded me of many a loved and absent friend, far 
away! Some in merry New England, some in Canada West, some in the land of Prairies.”99 
Severed hair thus allowed Americans to feel physically connected to someone who was far away. 
 
Sometimes the exchange of hair occurred before a departure took place. For example, Mary 
Elizabeth Van Lennep, an American missionary to Turkey, wrote to her aunt in 1844 that 
although they had had “a sad parting in Boston,” Mary was extremely thankful “for your 
                                                        
93 These quotes come from another fad article reprinted many times, including: “Some Current Paragraphs,” Des 
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precious lock of hair, and for the kind words I received from you both, just before our 
departure.”100 Similarly, when the principal of Bellows Falls High School in Vermont was about 
to leave her position in 1859, the students gave her a parting gift: a hair wreath made from locks 
of hair from every student.101 In other cases, locks of hair were sent through the mail, weeks or 
months after the loved one’s departure. Such exchanges occurred frequently during the major 
dislocations of the nineteenth century, including westward migration and the Civil War. In 1857, 
for example, Rachel Biles—a young woman who lived with her husband in the Oregon 
Territory—wrote a letter to her sister back in Illinois announcing the birth of her son Charles. 
Rachel described Charles’s “blue eyes and light hair,” and wrote that “I will put a little of [his 
hair] in this letter so you and the children can see it.”102 In 1863, George Deal—a Union soldier 
serving in Tennessee—wrote a letter to his wife in which he said that he had received her letter, 
and although “I did not git to see that kiss you sent me[,] but I got that lock of hair you sent 
me.”103 Sometimes it was the family member left behind who requested hair from those who had 
gone away. In an 1880 letter, Maggie Brown of Virginia asked her husband Charles to send her 
some of his hair. At the time, their marriage was strained by his western travels (and his wild 
speculations). In her letter, Maggie pleaded with Charles to reply to her three unanswered letters, 
and to “send me a lock your hair and whiskers in the reply to this soon—don’t forget it.”104 This 
was precisely the power of severed hair: it could embody people both known (like Charles 
Brown) and unknown (Rachel’s baby Charles) to their families, no matter the distance. 
 
Unlike the often temporary—and always voluntary—displacement caused by westward 
migration, slavery was a nearly permanent state of dislocation. Enslaved families could not 
prevent or control the frequent sale of spouses and children to distant new owners. Laura Spicer 
was one of the countless many who saw their families split asunder by a sale. When Spicer and 
her children were sold to a new owner, they moved far away from her husband. After the Civil 
War, Spicer was finally able to find her husband, who had since remarried. In an 1869 letter, 
Spicer’s husband lamented that he could not come to see her and their children, and urged Spicer 
to “send me some of the children’s hair in a separate paper with their names on the paper.” “You 
know I love my children,” he wrote; “I treats them good as a Father can treat his children.”105 In 

                                                        
100 Letter from Mary Elizabeth Van Lennep, January 19, 1844, in Memoir of Mrs. Mary E. Van Lennep, Only 
Daughter of the Rev. Joel Hawes, D.D. (Hartford, CT: Belknap and Hammersley, 1847), 249. 
101 Lyman Simpson Hayes, History of the Town of Rockingham Vermont Including the Villages of Bellows Falls, 
Saxtons River, Rockingham, Cambridgeport and Bartonsville, 1753–1907 with Family Genealogies (Bellows Falls, 
VT: privately printed, 1907), 247. 
102 Lillian Schlissel, “The Malick Family in Oregon Territory, 1848–1867,” in Lillian Shclissel, Byrd Gibbens, and 
Elizabeth Hampsten, Far from Home: Families of the Westward Journey (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2002), 28. 
103 George Deal to Sarah Cole Deal, February 17, 1863, in George Deal Papers, Newberry Library (Chicago, IL). 
104 Byrd Gibbens, “Charles and Maggie Brown in Colorado and New Mexico, 1880–1930,” in Schlissel et al., Far 
from Home, 114 and 121–123 (emphasis in the original). 
105 The path this letter took to reach the printed page is a windy one, but it illustrates the lengths enslaved and newly 
freed people had to go to in order to correspond. The text of Spicer’s husband’s letter (his name is not known) was 
transcribed into an undated and unsigned letter likely written by Lucy and Sarah Chase around 1869. The letter was 
preserved in the Chase Family Papers at the American Antiquarian Society. This letter—and dozens of others 
written by the Chase sisters—then became the basis of Dear Ones at Home: Letters from Contraband Camps, ed. 
Henry Lee Swint (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1966), 241–242. See also Gutman, The Black Family in 
Slavery and Freedom, 6–7; and S. Mintz and S. McNeil, “Spousal Separation Under Slavery,” Digital History (last 
modified in 2016), http://www.digitalhistory.uh.edu/disp_textbook.cfm?smtID=3&psid=490. 



 

79 

lieu of an in-person visit, locks of hair would at least allow Spicer’s husband to feel a connection 
to his beloved children.  
 
Hair could do more, however, than simply transmit emotional meaning. Like the hair still 
attached to the head, severed hair also embodied its former owner’s most essential qualities. For 
example, Lucy Powers of western New York may have relied on a small pile of dark brown hair 
to suggest the race and parentage of an abandoned baby. In November 1862, Powers wrote her 
niece Harriet Johnson to tell her about the newborn baby she had recently taken into her home. 
Powers was not interested in raising the baby herself—she told Johnson that “if it were a nice 
little girl I would keep it”—but she nevertheless tucked into the letter some hair clipped from the 
baby’s head. In the text of the letter, Powers described the baby as “very dark,” with “a good 
deal of nearly black hair” and “dark black eyes.” However, at no point in this letter did she 
mention the enclosed hair, or discuss who the baby’s parents might be. She said only that “it 
would be better too for this child to go to a distance”—be adopted by a family far away—“on 
account of the possible future discovery of its parentage.”106 It is impossible to know exactly 
what Powers was thinking when she wrote to Johnson and sent her some of the baby’s hair; none 
of Powers’s surviving correspondence provides additional clues. Yet it seems highly unlikely 
that Powers intended the hair to carry the same kind of emotional meaning as so much of the 
other hair sent through the mail in the nineteenth century. After all, Powers did not care about 
this baby and did not intend to keep him; indeed, she had found a new home for the baby by 
February 1863.107 Instead, it seems possible that—when considered in light of how she described 
the baby’s physical appearance—Powers included the hair to suggest coyly that the baby was not 
white. Racial identity could thus reside in severed hair, even when separated from other visual 
indices of race.108  
 
Hair could speak about the body from which it was severed in other ways, too. Throughout the 
nineteenth century, enterprising physicians, magicians, and psychics advertised their ability to 
craft diagnoses and predictions using only a lock of hair. Severed hair could, for example, 
demonstrate a person’s romantic prospects. In 1876, sixteen consecutive issues of the New York-
based Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper advertised the services of Sa Man Tee, an “Oriental 
magician” from San Francisco. These advertisements boasted that Sa Man Tee could predict a 
person’s future spouse—and produce a photograph of this husband or wife—using only a lock of 
hair or photograph from any person desiring such a prognosis. This “wizard of the orient” was, 
the ads claimed, “invariably correct” in his predictions, which cost just 35 cents.109 These 
advertisements demonstrate how the cultural function of photographs and locks of hair often 
intersected (as discussed later in this chapter). They also testify to the simultaneous fascination 
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and revulsion that Asian immigrants inspired in Californians and their East Coast counterparts, 
as both state and federal governments considered immigration restrictions like the Page Law and 
the Chinese Exclusion Act. Crucially, these ads illustrate just how much information a lock of 
hair was thought to contain in the nineteenth century: Sa Man Tee could glean all he needed to 
know about a person from examining his or her hair. 
 
Hair could also provide intimate details about a person’s physical health. In 1874, New York 
physician Dr. Frederick Willis diagnosed Reverend A.J. Hillard with weak kidneys and leaking 
seminal fluid, entirely on the basis of a lock of Hillard’s hair. Dr. Willis had received the hair 
from Hillard’s sister, specifically for the purpose of “ma[king] a sympathetic examination of 
[Hillard’s] physical condition.” In his examination of this hair, Dr. Willis discovered evidence of 
an “irritation extending down [from the kidneys] through the urinary tubes to the bladder and 
through the spermatic cords to the sexual organs.” This irritation resulted in “an easy escape of 
the semen which oozes out into the passage and is washed away unconsciously with every flow 
of urine.” The consequences were immense, Dr. Willis worried, because Hillard was “losing this 
precious vital fluid,” which “is keeping down your vitality” and “seriously affecting your 
nervous system.”110 Dr. Willis’s letter to Hillard strongly implied that the two men had never 
met, and yet, thanks to the wide-ranging meaning hair could carry, Dr. Willis was able to 
diagnosis his patient from afar.  
 
In his letter to Reverend Hillard, Dr. Willis did not include any prescriptions for medicines 
Hillard could take to improve his health, but other desperate letter writers sometimes requested 
treatments based on an examination of a lock of their hair. In the 1860s and 1870s, a 
Massachusetts woman named Amey Warfield, apparently known for her psychic and healing 
powers, received letters from friends and family members who were desperate for her help.  One 
woman asked Warfield to use a lock of the woman’s hair in order to find out “if I have enny 
[any] friend come to the Spirit world lately.” However, more common were requests for 
Warfield to heal physical ailments. In 1864 she received a lock of hair from a friend with these 
instructions: “you will find enclosed in this letter a lock of hair and I wish you to perscribe 
something for my stomach, and state whether it is caused by my liver or not.”111 Ten years later, 
another friend sent a lock of hair and asked for Warfield’s help for the letter-writer’s uncle. 
Uncle George “is feeling badly, [so] he wants to send you a lock of his hair and have you see 
what the matter is and give him a prescription as soon as is convenient.”112 Even Warfield’s 
husband Daniel sought her services when he was away from home. In his letter he enclosed “a 
lock of hair which I wish you to examing [examine] both phickly [physically?] and mentally.”113 
For people like Dr. Willis and Amey Warfield’s community, locks of hair contained significant 
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clues to the human body—clues that could be read in the absence of the body itself, across 
distances of space and time. 
 
 
Death 
 
Locks of hair commemorated Americans and encapsulated their fundamental qualities as they 
were born, as they loved, and as they died. Using locks of hair to memorialize the dead was a 
ritual at least as old as the cult of saints. Although some mourning jewelry in both England and 
the colonies had included locks of hair since the eighteenth century, it was not until the 
nineteenth century that hair became a common and popular material used in craftings these 
pieces.114 Severed hair was placed under glass; braided or woven; worked into watch, necklace, 
or bracelet chains; or formed into elaborate shapes like flowers, sheaves of wheat, or weeping 
willows (Figure 3.13).115 But mourning jewelry was not the only way that nineteenth-century 
Americans collected hair from loved ones who had passed away. Like locks of hair from babies 
and those exchanged in courtship and friendship, the hair of the dead was preserved in books, 
albums, and artwork, where it facilitated private memorialization. However, the hair of the dead 
was also used in public displays, and it participated in public rituals of meaning- and memory-
making.  
 
Although preserving the hair of the dead was a centuries-old practice, it shared some similarities 
with a new nineteenth-century technology: photography. By the end of the century, many 
middle- and upper-class families turned to photography to create a memento of family members 
who had either recently died or were quickly approaching death; before the spread of personal 
cameras at the turn of the twentieth century, such photographs might be the only visual 
representation of a dead family members.116 The earliest successful photographic technology, the 
daguerreotype, was invented by Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre in 1837. Daguerreotypes arrived 
in the United States in the 1840s, and by the early 1850s, more than 3 million images were taken 
each year. Portraiture was overwhelmingly the most popular subject for daguerreotyping, 
echoing the contemporaneous popularity of miniature portrait paintings.117 Daguerreotype 
portraits mimicked miniatures in their appearance, as well: they shared the same small case, 
protective layer of glass, and gold-trimmed edges. Crucially, the daguerreotype was also like a 
painted portrait in the way that it felt to many people like a unique representation of a loved 
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Vincent Lavoie, “From the Final Sleep to the First Steps: Postmortem Photography and Childhood and Amateur 
Photography,” in Healing the World’s Children: Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Child Health in the Twentieth 
Century, ed. Cynthia Comacchio et al. (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 17–18 and 282–291. 
117 Molly Rogers, Delia’s Tears: Race, Science, and Photography in Nineteenth-Century America (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2010), 10–11; and Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images as History: 
Mathew Brady to Walker Evans (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989), 25. 
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one’s body, since, unlike later photographic technologies that utilized negatives, it could not be 
replicated.118 But despite these similarities in their function, the arrival of photography did not 
spell the end to hair collection in the United States. New technology provided novel ways to 
preserve locks of hair; one 1874 advertisement for a New York hair worker, for example, offered 
consumers multiple designs of intricate hair pictures on which either a miniature or a photograph 
could be mounted (Figure 3.14). Yet hair collecting persisted even in its traditional forms. 
Daguerreotypes were not prohibitively expensive—in the mid-1850s, a daguerreotype from a 
top-of-the-line studio cost about $2.50 ($80 in 2015), but small images were sold for as little as 
25 cents ($8 in 2015)—but cutting a lock of hair was free.119 Moreover, despite photographs’ 
reputation for transmitting simulacra of the real world, consumers also recognized their 
limitations. In 1887, for example, Susan Wallis wrote a letter to her niece Caroline in which 
Susan described how she had recently had photographs taken of each of her children. She wanted 
to mail these images to Caroline, but she did not like the way her daughter Sue’s photograph 
misrepresented her appearance, writing, “her hair is a light brown which appears black in the 
Photograph.”120 The development of photography thus provides an example of how ingrained 
cultural practices can persist, even in the face of technological change.  
 
Both before and after the advent of photographic technology, Americans responded to a loved 
one’s death by sending locks of hair through the mail. Indeed, a hallmark experience of the 
nineteenth century was hearing about important information by mail. Americans dislocated from 
their loved ones by migration or war learned of births, marriages, and deaths from letters sent by 
U.S. mail—letters that sometimes included a lock of hair.121 Announcements of death in 
particular frequently came with a lock from the deceased. When Gro Svendsen died in Iowa in 
1878, the Norwegian immigrant’s husband told her parents—still in Norway—about their 
daughter’s death by mailing them a lock of her hair.122 Similarly, Gold Rush migrant Stephen 
Chapin Davis saw many miners devastated when they received a lock of hair in the mail—a sure 
sign that a loved one had died. In a February 1851 entry to his journal, Chapin, a merchant, 
described how eagerly the miners looked forward to mail delivery days. While some miners 
happily read “epistles of friendships and constancy penned in the fine hand of a female,” others 
were less fortunate: “sometimes the letter bears a black seal, and I have seen the recipient of such 
a missive convulsively grasping a lock of hair it bore, uttering lamentations, and sobbing as only 

                                                        
118 For the analysis of daguerreotypes and locks of hair as unique “bodily relics,” I am indebted to David M. Henkin, 
The Postal Age: The Emergence of Modern Communications in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2006), 58. The popularity of daguerreotypes was but brief. By the end of 1850s, daguerreotyping 
had been largely replaced by the wet-plate process; unlike daguerreotypes, wet plates allowed for unlimited 
reproductions because they utilized negatives. (The only way to reproduce a daguerreotype was by transforming the 
image into an engraving or lithographic print.) Henceforth, photographic technology would become increasingly 
more replicable, less expensive, and thus more accessible. See Trachtenberg 22. 
119 Sheumaker x; and Trachtenberg 294n19. Home photography was not very expensive, either. In 1900, Kodak’s 
famous Brownie Camera cost between 80 cents and $1.00, equivalent to $23–29 in 2015. See advertisements in The 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, April 1, 1900; and The St. Louis Republic, May 4, 1900. 
120 Letter from Susan Jane Benton Wallis to Caroline Burr Grant, August 31, 1887, in Grant–Burr Family Papers, 
Box 4, Folder 7, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
121 For more on the relationship of nineteenth-century Americans to the mail, see Henkin, The Postal Age. 
122 Theodore C. Blegen and Pauline Farseth, eds., introduction to Gro Svendsen, Frontier Mother: The Letters of 
Gro Svendsen (Northfield, MN: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 1950), v and xii. 
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one can when he has lost ‘one’ whose affections and happiness was closely entwined, and almost 
inseparable with his own.”123 
 
The scene Davis described—and the public displays of mourning that often occurred after a 
postal delivery—mirrors a story by feminist and abolitionist Francis Gage, in which a lock of 
hair from a dead soldier functioned as the central object in her critique of the Civil War. In a 
story published in Ladies’ Repository in 1863, Gage described an encounter with a “stalwart 
form of a man” at the post office—a man “broken by some grief that has scathed his manhood as 
the lightening withers the oak” by a letter announcing the death of his son in battle. Gage saw 
that the man held an “open letter in his hand […] out of which protruded a lock of coarse black 
hair—hair as black as his own was once before those manly years had set their flying feet upon 
it, and left here and there a dust of silver gathered from the highways of time.” Even before Gage 
revealed that the dead person was the man’s son, she conveyed this familial link to the reader by 
describing the visual similarity between the lock of hair and the man’s own hair; such a 
technique exposes the profound weight afforded to hair as an encapsulation of identity. Gage 
further conveyed the gravity her contemporaries assigned to hair in multiple ways. She imagined 
a vision of the dying soldier’s final words to the hospital staff: “Cut a lock of my hair for mother 
and Nellie!” (This fictional scene echoed Sarah Emma Edmonds’s real-life experience in the 
Civil War, when a young soldier on his deathbed asked Edmonds to “cut off a lock to send to his 
mother.”) Gage also referred to the letter and the lock of hair as emblems capable of conveying 
true meaning to the father: “more of truth than ever a psychologist read from the same symbols.” 
Finally, Gage placed the lock at the center of the narrative—and the anti-war lesson she hoped it 
would impart—by titling her story “A Lock of Hair.”124 For Gage, the Civil War wrought an 
unforgivable human toll on American families, and no object better embodied that grief than a 
lock of hair from a dead soldier. 
 
In addition to manifesting grief, hair could also symbolically connect the dead to the rest of their 
relatives. In his 1837 narrative of his life as a slave, for example, Charles Ball captured how an 
African-born slave used strands of hair to connect his dead son to his relatives back in Africa. 
Ball’s friend Lydia was forcibly married to a cruel African man who beat her and refused to help 
her in their home. The one moment of tenderness Ball witnessed came when Lydia and her 
husband’s infant son died after a brief illness. The three adults dug a small grave for the baby, 
and alongside the body, the African man placed items such as “a small bow, and several arrows; 
a little bag of parched meal,” and, crucially, a “miniature canoe, about a foot long, and a little 
paddle, (with which he said it could cross the ocean to his own country).” So that his relatives 
“would know the infant to be his son,” and thus “receive it accordingly, on its arrival amongst 
them,” the man also included “a piece of white muslin, with several curious and strange figures 
painted on it in blue and red.” Finally, the African man cemented the familial linkage between 
himself and his son by placing one final object in the grave: a lock of his own hair. Ball 
                                                        
123 Stephen Chapin Davis, California Gold Rush Merchant: The Journal of Stephen Chapin Davis, ed. Benjamin B. 
Richards (San Marino, CA: Huntington Library, 1956), 20. Nineteenth-century mourning customs instructed those 
in mourning to use black-edged paper and black wax in their correspondence. See, for example, “The Dead-Letter 
Office,” The Knickerbocker 58, no. 2 (August 1861), 180–181; and Mrs. Julia M. Bradley, Modern Manners and 
Social Forms (Chicago: James B. Smiley, 1890), 379–380. 
124 Francis D. Gage, “A Lock of Hair,” Ladies’ Repository 23 (November 1863), 691–692; and Sarah Emma 
Edmonds, Nurse and Spy in the Union Army: Comprising the Adventures and Experiences of a Woman in Hospitals, 
Camps, and Battle-Fields (Hartford, Conn.: W.S. Williams & Co., 1865), 47. 
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described how the man “threw [the severed hair] upon the dead infant, and closed the grave with 
this own hands. He then told us the God of his country was looking at him, and was pleased with 
what he had done. Thus ended the funeral service.”125 Lydia’s husband’s hair became the conduit 
between generations.  
 
More common than burying a living person’s hair with the dead, however, was the dispersal of a 
dying person’s hair to beloved family members. For example, when Mary Cole was sentenced to 
death in New Jersey in 1812, she sent her husband a lock of her hair just days before her 
execution. In December 1811, twenty-one-year-old Mary killed her hated mother during a heated 
argument. Mary was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to death for the crime.126 On June 16, 
1812—ten days before her scheduled execution—Mary penned a farewell letter to her husband 
Cornelius from prison. She included with the letter a lock of her hair, and instructed Cornelius to 
use the hair as a reminder of his obligations to their young son, who was just three years old at 
the time.127 

 
I here send you a lock of my hair, which I want you to keep so long as you live; 
and when you are tempted to go from your dear babe, first look on a part of its 
poor unfortunate mother; which will stand as a living monument of my wishes, 
when worms are devouring my skin and flesh; and then turn and love, and do for 
your poor motherless child.128 
 

Mary worried that Cornelius would struggle to “be father and mother both,” and might even 
neglect their son; she beseeched him, “don’t you leave your babe, and go away into some other 
part of the world, but stay with your child.” She hoped the lock of her hair could function as a 
stand-in for her and her wishes. In Mary’s own words, the lock of hair was “a part of” her—it 
embodied her, even long after her death. 
 
The deathbed distribution of hair also figured significantly into Uncle Tom’s Cabin. When Eva 
St. Clare’s death is near, she tells her mother that she wants to have “‘a good deal’” of her hair 
cut off so that she can give pieces of it to loved ones “‘while I am able to give it to them 
myself.’”129 After the haircut, Eva calls her whole family into the room, including her family’s 
slaves, to share a final message of love and Christian devotion.130 Even before Eva begins to 
speak, her appearance causes the slaves to be “struck with a sudden emotion.” In Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s description of this scene, it is not just Eva’s “spiritual face” or her mother’s “sobs” that 
cause the atmosphere in the room to be “like that of a funeral.” Just as meaningful are “the long 
locks of hair cut off and lying by [Eva],” since the locks signified the girl’s imminent death.131 
Eva tells the assembled group that she loves them and that she will die soon, and urges the slaves 
                                                        
125 Ball 263–265. 
126 The Confession of Mary Cole, Who Was Executed on Friday, 26th June, at Newton, Sussex County, N.J., for the 
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128 Letter from Mary Cole to her husband, June 16, 1812, 9 (emphasis added). 
129 Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 100. 
130 Ibid., 101–102. 
131 Ibid., 102. 
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to embrace Christianity so that they can see each other again in the afterlife. She begs them, 
“‘Try all to do the best you can; pray every day; ask Him to help you, and get the Bible read to 
you whenever you can; and I think I shall see you all in heaven.’”132 Then, Eva offers each 
person an important object: a lock of her hair:  

 
There isn’t one of you that hasn’t always been very kind to me; and I want to give 
you something that, when you look at [it], you shall always remember me[.] I’m 
going to give all of you a curl of my hair; and, when you look at it, think that I 
loved you and am gone to heaven, and that I want to see you all there.133 
 

Each slave sadly receives his or her lock of hair, an object Stowe describes as “what seemed to 
them [the slaves] a last mark of her love.” Eva saves “a beautiful one [lock of hair]” for Uncle 
Tom—a fellow devout Christian—and expresses her confidence that “‘I shall see you in 
heaven.’”134 Finally, after everyone else leaves the room, Eva sees Topsy—one of St. Clare’s 
other slaves—who, with tears in her eyes, tells Eva, “‘I’ve been a bad girl; but won’t you give 
me one, too?’” Eva agrees, telling Topsy, “‘There—every time you look at that [lock], think that 
I love you, and wanted you to be a good girl.’”135  
 
Long after Eva’s death, her locks of hair continue to motivate and hold significance for Uncle 
Tom and Topsy. In both Harriet Beecher Stowe’s original text and its stage adaptations—notably 
George Aiken’s popular 1852 version—Eva’s locks of hair reappear in later scenes centered on 
these two slaves. In the novel, Topsy turns her lock of hair—which Stowe describes as “the 
precious curl”—into a kind of portable shrine to the departed Eva. Many weeks after Eva’s 
funeral, St. Clare and his cousin Ophelia discover that Topsy keeps tucked in her bosom “a little 
parcel done up in the foot of one of her own old stockings.” Inside the package, Topsy has 
stashed a miniature book of scripture Eva gave her, a strip of black cloth from the mourning 
clothing worn after Eva’s death, and, tucked in a piece of paper, “the curl of hair that [Eva] had 
given her on that memorable day when [Eva] had taken her last farewell.” The parcel is very 
important to Topsy, and the threat of losing it makes her extremely upset. St. Clare is so affected 
by this scene that he signs ownership of Topsy over to Ophelia, an anti-slavery Northerner who 
vows to convert and eventually emancipate her—effectively fulfilling Eva’s last wish that Topsy 
become a Christian.136 
                                                        
132 Ibid., 103. 
133 Ibid., 104. 
134 In some of the stage adaptations of Stowe’s original text, Eva also gives a lock of her hair to Uncle Tom, but the 
context of this gift differs from text to text. 

A less popular adaptation than George Aiken’s was the version Henry J. Conway wrote for the Boston Museum, 
where it was performed from 1852 through the 1870s. (Conway’s version also played in P.T. Barnum’s American 
Museum in New York City.) In Conway’s adaptation, Eva was not on her deathbed when she gave Tom a lock of 
her hair, and the hair itself was not actually intended for Tom. Instead, the exchange followed a scene when Eva 
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housed the hair in both Stowe’s original text and Aiken’s adaptation. In this version of the scene, Eva intended her 
hair to be a souvenir across a barrier of distance, not death. See Henry J. Conway, Uncle Tom; or, Life Among the 
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135 Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 104 (emphasis in the original). 
136 Ibid., 104–105 and 129–131. 
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In a parallel scene in Stowe’s original text, the reader learns that Uncle Tom also held on to 
Eva’s hair long after her death. After the cruel slave owner Simon Legree beats Tom savagely, 
another slave discovers a parcel, wrapped in paper and tied around Tom’s neck with string, in 
which Tom has placed “a silver dollar, and a long, shining curl of fair hair,—hair which, like a 
living thing, twined itself around Legree’s fingers.”137 On Aiken’s stage, Tom soliloquizes about 
being in “dark places” and “going through de vale of shadows;” the only thing that makes him 
feel better is “dis curl of little Miss Eva’s hair”—the “sight of [which] brings calm to my mind” 
and makes him “feels strong again.”138 
 
In Aiken’s staged version of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Tom’s relationship with the lock of hair is even 
more intimate and tactile. In Stowe’s text, the reader learns about Tom’s lock of Eva’s hair when 
this object is separated from its owner, making it impossible to know how Tom physically 
interacted with the curl. (The fact that he kept the lock in a parcel and hung it around his neck 
demonstrates that the curl was important to him in some way, but nothing more specific than that 
is mentioned.) However, in Aiken’s hands, Tom’s monologue—and the stage directions that 
accompany it—illustrates explicitly what the curl meant to Tom and how it continued to function 
in his life after Eva’s death. After Tom describes the curl’s calming power in his life, the stage 
directions state, “[Kisses the curl and puts it in his breast…]”139 Theatergoers would have seen 
Tom interact with this piece of hair from a dead girl’s head in a far more intimate way than any 
twenty-first century reader could imagine. (Even the idea of touching a cut piece of hair makes 
most modern Americans squeamish.140) A survey of reviews of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” theatrical 
stagings from 1852 to 1865—including scripts composed by many different playwrights, and 
performances located in different cities and regions—uncovers no references to Tom’s 
interaction with Eva’s hair, suggesting that critics (and audiences) were not sufficiently surprised 
or discomfited by this scene to mention it in a review.141 The tenderness and closeness with 
which Tom kisses Eva’s hair illustrates how, in the nineteenth century, locks of hair were 
beloved and meaningful, not grotesque. 
 
In Uncle Tom’s Cabin and in homes across the United States, locks of hair connected the living 
to loved ones who had passed away. But the hair of the dead circulated beyond the confines of 
private homes and domestic settings. With greater frequency than the hair of babies or distant 
loved ones, the hair of the dead was displayed in museums and other public institutions.142 Public 

                                                        
137 Ibid., 216. Although Stowe does not explicitly identify this hair as Eva’s (in contrast to the scene with Topsy), 
clues from the initial scene make this conclusion extremely likely. Earlier in the text, Stowe describes Eva’s hair as 
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the stage directions as “a curl of EVA’s hair” or just “Eva’s,” respectively. See Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 101; 
Aiken, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Act IV, Scene III; and Conway, Uncle Tom, Act 5, Scene 3. 
138 Aiken, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Act IV, Scene III; and Conway, Uncle Tom, Act 5, Scene 3. 
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140 See, for example, “Introduction,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies 17, no. 2 (1996), 1. 
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Culture” (last modified 2012), http://utc.iath.virginia.edu/onstage/revus/rvhp.html. I also conducted searches on 
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public and performative aspects. For example, baby books published after the 1898s were ornate display pieces 
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display was particularly common for hair from dead celebrities. For example, in 1853 a Patent 
Office clerk named John Varden began displaying a collection of his own creation entitled Hair 
of the Presidents of the United States with other Persons of Distinction.143 Since its 
establishment at the turn of the century, the Patent Office had functioned as a kind of national 
museum, displaying the models mandated of all patent applications. The display piece Varden 
added to this collection was exactly what its title suggests: set inside an ornately carved wooden 
frame was a black card on which Varden had mounted short locks of hair, complete with labels, 
in three tidy rows; the overall effect is quite similar to an entomologist’s insect display case 
(Figure 3.15). Two years later, Varden created a new display—borrowing some specimens from 
the first—entitled Hair of the Presidents, which featured strands from each of the presidents, 
from George Washington to Franklin Pierce (who was in office at the time). How Varden 
collected all this hair remains somewhat unknown; modern accounts by the National Museum of 
American History, which now owns the collections, suggest that Varden “personally solicited, 
purchased, or may have repurposed [the hair] from existing collections;” a card mounted with the 
original 1853 display also entreated visitors who owned distinguished people’s hair to consider 
donating it to the collection.144  
 
It is similarly difficult to ascertain how visitors to the Patent Office reacted to the sight of 
Varden’s display pieces. The contemporary popularity of hair collection in private life suggests 
that the objects would likely strike onlookers as awe-inspiring at best, and mundane at worst. An 
1881 guidebook for travelers to “the middle states,” for example, blithely mentions Hair of the 
Presidents in the middle of a long list of items then on view at the Smithsonian Museum, wedged 
between Captain Cook’s razor and “a bolt to which Columbus was chained.”145 However, a 
record of one foreign visitor’s disgusted reaction illustrates the culturally specific nature of 
nineteenth-century hair collection and display. In 1860, a group of Japanese samurai 
ambassadors sailed to the United States to sign the Treaty of Amity and Commerce in 
Washington, D.C. While in town, Vice-Ambassador Norimasa Muragaki visited the 
Smithsonian, which he regarded as the embodiment of the United States, and which he hoped 
would help him better understand American culture and values. After viewing Varden’s Hair of 
the Presidents, Muragaki recorded in his travel journal, “It is easily seen from this single 
example that Americans have no respect or decorum.”146 What Varden (and, presumably, his 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
likely intended for viewing by guests as much as by family members, and hair jewelry was intended to be worn and 
displayed in public. Even the reception and opening of a letter containing a loved one’s hair could be a public act 
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American audience) viewed as a respectful tribute to the nation’s highest leaders struck this 
Japanese ambassador as evidence of American barbarism.  
 
In the same year that Muragaki visited the United States, the nation entered the Civil War, and it 
was this event, above all others, that spurred the largest public commemoration of the dead in the 
nineteenth century. The widespread collection of popular relics that followed the war often 
included relics made from or with severed hair.147 Particularly energetic in the collection of Civil 
War relics were Confederate women of means, who started and managed Confederate memorial 
museums, and created objects that preserved and venerated the cause. For example, the 
Confederate Museum in Richmond, Virginia included in its collection more than a dozen locks 
of hair.148 In display cases, inside lockets, and behind framed photographs, museumgoers could 
view hair from the heads of Robert E. Lee, Jefferson Davis, G.T. Beauregard, Stonewall Jackson, 
and Mary Custis Lee (General Lee’s wife). John Yates Beall, a Confederate spy who was 
executed in 1865, was commemorated with a framed photograph and two locks of hair: one from 
his infancy, and one from his corpse. The museum’s 1905 catalog reinforced the way this object 
suggested Beall was a martyr for the Confederacy: the accession notes recorded Beall’s supposed 
last words as, “I protest against the execution of this sentence! It is murder! I die in the service 
and defence of my country!”149 The museum’s collection even included five locks of hair from 
the manes or tails of beloved Confederate horses: Lee’s horse Traveller; Jackson’s horse Little 
Sorrel, and General Turner Ashby’s horse, who died in an 1862 battle.150 (The rituals of hair 
collection, it seems, could be extended to any beloved creature.) Although many of these people 
(and horses) were still alive at the end of the war, by the time the Confederate Museum opened 
in 1896, every one of them had died.151 Their hair, however, lived on, becoming an embodiment 
of the Confederacy and the men who defended its values.  
 
In addition to organizing public institutions like the Confederate Museum, some American 
women commemorated the Civil War dead was by creating hair artwork using locks of hair from 
Confederate leaders. Missourian Laura Davis spent nine years collecting pieces of hair from 
Confederate officers, which she wove into braids and flowers to construct a hair wreath. At the 
center of the wreath, Davis placed the letter Robert E. Lee sent her in response to her request for 
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a lock of his hair.152 Similarly, the aforementioned Confederate Museum included in its 
collection a bouquet of hair flowers made by Jeanetta E. Conrad, which incorporated locks from 
fourteen Confederates; an annotated drawing next to the bouquet indicated which petal or leaf 
came from which donor. The Museum’s records indicate that Conrad acquired the locks of hair 
by first contacting Mary Custis Lee, whose hair is also included in the bouquet—formed into 
three small flowers just above the two leaves made from her husband’s hair.153 Significantly, 
both Davis’s hair wreath and Conrad’s hair bouquet utilized a style commonly deployed when 
making hairwork for a family: a single hair object composed of interwoven strands from many 
different heads. In this way, the wreath and bouquet analogized the Confederate States of 
America to a kind of national family—a gesture fraught with meaning as the United States 
endeavored to reconstruct the nation in the decades following the war.154 
 
Ultimately, whether it was sent through the mail, dispersed on a deathbed, or displayed in a 
museum, the severed hair of the dead continued to function as a synecdochical embodiment of 
the person from whose body it had once grown. Few objects better illustrate this synecdochical 
function than a mourning brooch now held in a Missouri collection. This dark enameled brooch 
displays at its center an intricate weaving made from light strands of hair, encased under a piece 
of glass. Surrounding the hair is the phrase, “IN MEMORY OF” painted in gothic medieval-style 
script on the enameled surface.155 The design does not name the person in whose memory the 
brooch was crafted, nor does it include (at least in view of the public) a photograph or other 
image of the deceased. Yet the text and hair together signal unambiguously that this brooch was 

                                                        
152 Laura Davis, “Hair Wreath Framed from a Letter from Gen. Robert E. Lee” (1875), Missouri History Museum, 
St. Louis, http://collections.mohistory.org/resource/83079. 
153 An image of this hair bouquet was published in Edward D.C. Campbell and Kym S. Rice, ed., A Woman’s War: 
Southern Women, Civil War, and the Confederate Legacy (Richmond, VA: Museum of the Confederacy, 1997), 116. 
154 Barnett 173–174. Locks of hair also formed bridges between North and South through postbellum southern relief 
fairs. In the Confederate Museum’s 1905 catalog, the accession notes for one lock of Robert E. Lee’s hair—the 
Museum possessed three—indicated that Lee donated the hair to a St. Louis woman “for the benefit of a Southern 
Relief Fair.” Southern relief fairs were held in northern cities in the years following the Civil War; like the 
Confederate Museum itself, the fairs were typically organized by well-to-do ladies, who solicited donated goods to 
be sold to fairgoers. The proceeds from the fair were then donated to residents of the former Confederacy—people 
“rendered destitute by the calamities of the war” (“Southern Relief Fair,” Evening Telegraph (Philadelphia, PA), 
April 7, 1866). The most famous (and perhaps the first) southern relief fair was held in Baltimore in April 1866. 
Dozens of newspapers across the North and the South covered the fair, declaring it “a grand success” and lauding 
the $165,000 it raised for southerners (“The Baltimore Southern Relief Fair,” Nashville Union and American, April 
8, 1866). It is likely that Lee donated his hair for the relief fair held in St. Louis six months later, which raised 
$126,000 for donation (“The Southern Relief Fair in St. Louis,” Daily Phoenix (Columbia, SC), January 27, 1867). 
Unlike the Confederate Museum, which presented the hair of long-dead Confederates, Robert E. Lee was still alive 
when his hair was being sold at these 1866 relief fairs. In this context, Lee’s hair memorialized not a dead man, but a 
dead cause. See Catalogue of the Confederate Museum, 228; J. Thomas Scharf, History of Maryland from the 
Earliest Period to the Present Day, vol. III (Baltimore: John B. Piet, 1879), 688. 
155 Cohoon, “Leila’s Hair Museum,” 126. It is possible that this brooch was mass-produced, which would explain its 
lack of personalization. Sarah Nehama writes that “by the middle of the nineteenth century, the mourning jewelry 
industry was thriving and diverse. […] Exploiting the latest industrial innovations, [jewelry] factories supplied 
jewelry in mass quantities, […] [and] many of the mass-produced items were rather generic, with a simple ‘In 
Memory Of’ in enamel, or even pre-stamped with something that appeared individualized, such as ‘In Memory of 
My Dead Brother’ (or ‘Mother,’ ‘Father,’ ‘Sister,’ and so on).” This provenance would not diminish its 
synecdochical function; it merely illustrates the expansion of the market by the second half of the century, and the 
diverse array of pieces available for different prices. See Nehama 104. 
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worn in memory of the hair’s former owner. The hair, then, did not merely stand in for the 
person—the hair was the person. 

 
 
Performing Intimacy: The Hair of a Stranger 
 
The collection, exchange, and display of preserved locks of hair usually relied on hair whose 
provenance was well-known to the bearer. Whether the hair commemorated a birth, a marriage, a 
move, or a death, the hair in question typically came from a spouse, parent, child, or close friend. 
However, in some cases, Americans dealt with the hair of strangers in extremely intimate ways. 
These interactions typically took two forms: sending a lock of one’s hair to a celebrity, or 
wearing hair jewelry made from purchased hair. Although at first these activities might seem 
counterintuitive and even contradictory to the more common patterns of hair collection, they in 
fact illustrate the very power and prevalence of this practice during the nineteenth century. 
Sending or receiving hair from a stranger allowed Americans to perform the same kinds of 
feelings and social meanings associated with the more canonical versions of these actions: those 
that occurred with loved ones. Mailing hair to a celebrity was a way to show that person you 
loved them like a friend; wearing jewelry made from purchased hair was a way to signal your 
appropriate sentimentality to your community.156 Hair from a loved one and hair from a stranger 
both facilitated the performance of the same kinds of synecdochical meanings.  
 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, the spread of photography changed the relationship 
between celebrities and their fans. The carte de visite—a pocket-sized card with a photographed 
portrait of either a celebrity or a loved one on one side—became extremely popular in the United 
States after first appearing in France in 1854; Abraham Lincoln reportedly joked that one of the 
major reasons he was elected was because Mathew Brady made cartes de visite for him. Leo 
Braudy has argued that cartes de visite “could from the 1860s on be included in the albums of 
[celebrities’] admirers and supporters, as if they were members of the family.” In this way, cartes 
de visite and other celebrity photographs forged an “emotional intimacy” between celebrities and 
audience members that was previously unknown in the United States.157 Some particularly ardent 
fans expressed this sense of intimacy by attempting to exchange locks of hair with their favorite 
celebrities. In 1884, for example, the Hartford Courant published a short news item about “Mlle. 
Alice, the favorite Parisian actress,” who had been the subject of ardent requests for locks of her 
hair. The two men who “begged a lock of her hair in exchange for a lock of his own” were 
Russian noblemen whose affections seem somewhere on the border between fandom and love; 
the article described the men as “suitors for the lady’s smiles.” Mademoiselle Alice played a 
trick on her pursuers: since both men (a Count and a Baron) had hair “of the same golden hue” as 
Alice’s, she managed, “without touching a single tuft of her head […] to effect an exchange of 
parcels, by which each gentleman received a curl of his rival’s capillaries.” The article ended 
with an amusing coda: “the count now wears the baron’s hair next his heart, and the baron sleeps 
with the count’s scalp lock under his pillow.”158 American actress Charlotte Cushman, who 
performed in the theatre and opera from 1835 to 1875, received multiple fan letters with locks of 

                                                        
156 For the use of hair jewelry in performances of middle-class sentimentality, see Sheumaker. 
157 Leo Braudy, The Frenzy of Renown: Fame and Its History, paperback edition (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1986; repr. with new afterward, New York: Vintage Books, 1997), 494. 
158 “Two Locks of Hair,” Hartford Daily Courant, July 4, 1884. 
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hair inside, including a letter from Fanny Seward, the daughter of Secretary of State William 
Seward. Fanny looped her long brown hair twice and tied it with a black ribbon before slipping it 
into the envelope along with a portrait photograph and a letter.159 For these fans, no object better 
expressed their devotion than a lock of their hair. 
 
Unlike hair mailed to a celebrity, the hair used to craft commercial hair jewelry was completely 
anonymous: its owner was deliberately obscured as the hair became a homogenous commodity 
in the market economy, just like wheat or corn. In the late 1850s, the United States entered the 
thriving international hair economy, in which Britain and France purchased human hair from 
Europe and Asia. From 1859 to 1860, the United States imported between 150,000 and 200,000 
pounds of hair.160 Much of this imported hair was used in the production of false hair pieces 
worn by women and men to augment their natural head of hair, including switches, false fronts, 
and wigs. However, in addition to hair pieces, some hair importers also advertised a more 
surprising use for their wares: “not a small amount” of this hair, hair worker Mark Campbell 
stated in 1867, “is used in the manufacture of hair jewelry.”161  
 
Campbell’s book Self-Instructor in the Art of Hair Work includes a dizzying array of more than 
three hundred designs for hair jewelry, ranging from abstract shapes (circles, knots, and hearts) 
to recognizable objects (flowers, anchors, swords, and snakes) to insignia (crosses, alphabetic 
letters, and the Freemasons symbol). Although the book’s title suggested that these designs were 
intended for home production, Campbell also sold finished pieces through the mail. Customers 
interested in this latter option could either mail Campbell a loved one’s braid, which would then 
be manipulated into a design and mounted in gold; or, they could simply select a favorite design, 
and have Campbell produce it out of his vast supply of imported hair. Campbell assured 
customers that this hair had undergone a scientifically-approved cleaning process, culminating in 
a examination “with a microscope” to prove “nothing whatever of a foreign nature” remained on 
the strands.162 Like Campbell, Charles V. Peckham—who gave himself the title “Reliable 
Human Hair Importer”—offered his imported hair for the production of both hair pieces worn on 
the head, and decorative objects worn on the body or displayed in the home. An 1874 
advertisement boasts a catalog of “1,200 different styles” of hair jewelry, “made in all styles, 
devices, and patterns.”163 Peckham’s storefront at 777 Broadway in New York City even 
foregrounded the decorative trade over wigs and switches, its sign reading “CHAS V. 
PECKHAM, IMPORTER OF HUMAN HAIR, HAIR JEWELRY AND HAIR PICTURES” 

                                                        
159 [Unidentified fan letter and letter from Fanny Seward], Charlotte Cushman Papers (1823–1941), Box 20 and 13, 
National Archives, Washington, D.C. For more on Cushman and her popularity among women fans, see Lisa 
Merrill, When Romeo was a Woman: Charlotte Cushman and Her Circle of Female Spectators (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1999).  
160 Campbell 260–263; “Where the Ladies’ False Hair Comes From,” Daily American, June 24, 1877; “Hair 
Manufactures,” Chambers’s Encyclopædia: A Dictionary of Universal Knowledge for the People, Illustrated, Vol. V 
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1870), 192; “The Trade in False Hair,” Scientific American 39, no. 22 
(November 30, 1878): 2415; and “Human Hair and its Substitutes,” Scientific American 26, no. 18 (April 27, 1872): 
276. For a full explanation of the global hair economy, see the introduction. 
161 Campbell 262. 
162 Ibid., 137 and 262. 
163  Charles V. Peckham, Reduced Wholesale Price List of Human Hair and Human Hair Goods . . . . American 
Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
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(Figure 3.16).164 Both Campbell and Peckham thus offered customers the chance to own a piece 
of intimate hair jewelry made from a complete stranger’s hair. 
 
Perhaps these two New York hair workers were particularly entrepreneurial in advertising hair 
jewelry made from imported hair; this jewelry, after all, may have allowed them to utilize shorter 
or thinner pieces of hair that were insufficient for producing hair pieces and thus would have 
otherwise been thrown away. Perhaps few people took either man up on the offer to create 
custom jewelry from strangers’ hair. The notion was certainly not foreign to the American 
public; in 1858, Godey’s Lady’s Book—at the time the country’s biggest hair jewelry vender—
promised readers that “we don’t purchase hair to make hair-ornaments. This answer will do for 
about a dozen inquiries.”165 Yet the very existence of Campbell’s and Peckham’s advertisements 
points to something important about nineteenth-century hair collecting: its social function went 
beyond the sentimental preservation of a loved one’s memory. Locks of hair also had socially 
performative functions. By the 1860s, hair jewelry had a well-accepted social meaning as a 
marker of the wearer’s sentimental attachment to loved ones. For this reason, hair jewelry made 
from the hair of a stranger allowed a man or woman to access that social meaning without having 
to bother with the real object itself. 
 

* * * 
 

In the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, American men and women from across the 
country exchanged pieces of their hair with people they loved and with people they had never 
met. They cut and received hair from the heads of babies, lovers, friends, and fans—some of it 
woven into intricate bouquets, some merely mounded into haphazard piles. Human hair outlasted 
its owners, residing for decades in books, letters, lockets, and trunks. The ability of human hair 
to remain unaltered over long time scales seemed to promise, through a lock or curl, the same 
kind of stasis for relationships and memories. At no moment was hair’s power to speak more 
conspicuous than when severed hair alone facilitated a diagnosis or assessment. Despite the way 
this practice has often been remembered, locks of hair were not just about a baby’s first haircut, 
or courtship rituals, or mourning and memorializing the dead. Locks of hair facilitated all of 
these moments, and many more. In order to accurately understand what hair collecting meant in 
the nineteenth century, this practice cannot be studied in isolation; it must instead be placed 
alongside the broader contemporary meanings of hair.  
 
Human hair—when attached to the body and when severed from it—embodied its owner in 
every strand. To antebellum hair scientist Peter Arrell Browne, the single strand of hair would 
become the most important and powerful unit of analysis, capable of conveying racial truths that 
the rest of the body obscured.  

                                                        
164 Ibid. 
165 “Philadelphia Agency,” Godey’s Book and Magazine 56 (February 1858): 212; and Sheumaker 41. For more on 
the use of imported hair in the production of hairwork, see Sheumaker, 151–156. 
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Figures for Chapter Three 
 

 
 

 
 
Figure 3.1: The hair jewelry Mercy Otis Warren and Abigail Adams exchanged: Warren 
received a ring (top) made from Abigail and John Adams’ hair, while Adams used hair Warren 
had sent her to create a handkerchief pin (botton). 
 
Top: John and Abigail Adams ring, 1812, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, MA. 
 
Bottom: Mercy Otis Warren brooch, 1812, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, MA. 
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Figure 3.2: This “Specimen Page” for The Mother’s Record instructed mothers how they should 
complete entries in this book. 
 
[Marion Vaughn?], The Mother’s Record of the Physical, Mental, and Moral Growth of Her Child for the First 
Fifteen Years (Boston: D. Lothrop & Company, 1882), Baby Books Collection, Louise M. Darling Biomedical 
Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.3: This page of Etta Clapp’s baby book includes multiple locks of hair from different 
ages. The four handwritten notations read (from top-left, moving counterclockwise): “At Two 
months Old. Curls in little rings all over her head when she is washed;” “Five months old. Hair 
much thinner;” “12 Months old. Hair a chestnut brown, a little curly, wears it parted on her 
forehead sometimes. Arrages it herself when given a brush and comb;” and “Lock of Etta’s hair. 
Mch. 11, 1889. 17 months old.”  
 
Annie F. Cox, Baby’s Kingdom (Boston: Lee and Shepard Publishers, 1885), Baby Books Collection, Louise M. 
Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author.  
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Figure 3.4: The following page of Etta Clapp’s baby book included additional hair, likely from 
when Etta was about eight years old. 
 
Annie F. Cox, Baby’s Kingdom (Boston: Lee and Shepard Publishers, 1885), Baby Books Collection, 
Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.5: Howard Blair Henshy’s mother saved a lock of his hair in the manner and location 
specified by his baby book. Unlike some other parents, Howard’s mother did not record the date 
on which they cut this hair, further suggesting that its preservation was not intended to mark a 
milestone. 
 
Baby’s Treasure (Los Angeles: D.G. Toenjes, 1892), Baby Books Collection, Louise M. Darling 
Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.6: On the second-to-last page of Ruth Marian Petrie’s baby book, Ruth’s mother 
affixed an envelope that housed six tissue paper packets of hair; shown above is the smallest lock 
from when Ruth was just one week old. The sixth satchel contained hair from Ruth’s mother and 
father from when they were children. Based on my research, this was an unusual decision on the 
part of Ruth’s mother—I have not seen any other baby books that include parents’ hair—but it 
usefully illustrates that the practice of keeping locks of hair from children did not originate with 
a commerical product (the baby book), but instead predated it.  
 
Bertha Corbett Melcher, Baby Days: A Sunbonnet Record (Chicago: Rand–McNally Press, 1910), Copy 
3, Baby Books Collection, Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. 
Photos by author. 
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Figure 3.7: This handmade baby book for Paul Watson Cutler mimicked many of the 
conventions of the genre, including the preservation of a lock of Paul’s hair. The text on the page 
reads, “A lock of Paul’s hair – June 28th 1888 – 8 weeks old.” 
Manuscript baby record book for Paul Watson Cutler (1888–1895), Baby Books Collection, Louise M. 
Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.8: Raymond Sherrioll Orron, Jr.’s mother used the page labeled “Locks of Hair” to 
instead save hair from Raymond’s first haircut at “6½ mo.” 
 
Our Baby ([Dallas?]: National Advertising Co., [1937?]), Baby Books Collection, Louis M. Darling 
Biomedical Library History and Special Collections for the Sciences, University of California, Los 
Angeles. Photo by author.
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Figure 3.9: In this copy of Our Baby’s Book, Elmer Grebert Meissner’s parents have ignored the 
instruction to include a lock of hair, and instead have used this page to record Elmer’s first 
haircut. The handwritten notation reads, “13 mo. 1st Trip to Barber.” 
 
Our Baby’s Book (Joleit, IL: The Gerlach–Barklow Co., [1926?]), Copy 1, Baby Books Collection, 
Louise M. Darling Biomedical Library, University of California, Los Angeles. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.10: These entries in Cynthia Capron’s hair book illustrate two techniques for linking 
locks of hair from a married couple: concentric or interlocking circles. 
 
Cynthia F. Capron, [Hair book,] entry dated May 13, 1842. Private collection of Sheryl Jaeger, 
Eclectibles, viewed February 7, 2015. Photos by author. 
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Figure 3.11: This genealogy—essentially, a visual family tree—was made from locks of hair. 
 
Maria Booth, “My Children’s Hair” (1808–1833). Private collection of Sheryl Jaeger, Eclectibles, viewed 
February 7, 2015. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.12: A page from Ellen P. Gilbert’s hair album. The three loops of hair on the edges of 
this page are typical of nineteenth-century hair albums: they are either looped or braided, tied to 
the page with thread, decorated with a ribbon bow, and annotated with the name of the person 
from whose head the lock grew and the date on which it was cut. Notable is the lock of hair in 
the center of the page, which is exceptionally tiny relative to the other strands preserved in this 
book. The notation reads, “Elizabeth Gilbert / cut off when 2 months old.”  
 
Ellen P. Gilbert, [Victorian hairwork album of Gilbert and Armitage families of Pennsylvania] [1863?], 
American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. Photo by author. 
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Figure 3.13: Hairwork 
incorporated the imagery 
of nineteenth-century 
mourning culture. These 
pins (above) and hair art 
(left), advertised by two 
hairworkers, include the 
weeping willow and 
monuments commonly 
found in mourning 
pictures. 
 
Top: Mark Campbell, Self-
Instructor in the Art of Hair 
Work, Dressing Hair, Making 
Curls, Switches, Braids, and 
Hair Jewelry of Every 
Description. New York: M. 
Campbell, 1867. 
 
Middle and bottom: Charles V. 
Peckham. Reduced Wholesale 
Price List of Human Hair and 
Human Hair Goods . . . . 
American Antiquarian Society, 
Worcester, MA.  
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Figure 3.14: The descriptions 
that accompany these hair 
picture designs also illustrate 
three of the central reasons why 
a nineteenth-century consumer 
might be preserve a lock of hair 
(as discussed in this chapter): to 
commemorate a death, 
remember a distant friend, or 
cement familial relationships. 
 
Charles V. Peckham. Reduced 
Wholesale Price List of Human Hair 
and Human Hair Goods . . . . American 
Antiquarian Society, Worcester, 
MA.  
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Figure 3.15: John Varden displayed Hair of the Presidents of the United States with other 
Persons of Distinction in the Patent Office in Washington, D.C. 
 
John Varden, Hair of the Presidents of the United States with other Persons of Distinction (1853), The 
National Museum of American History, Washington, D.C.  
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Figure 3.16: This envelope, which advertised Charles V. Peckham’s wig and hairwork business 
in New York City, depicts Peckham’s storefront and its emphasis on hairwork.  
 
Charles V. Peckham, envelope, Reduced Wholesale Price List of Human Hair and Human Hair 
Goods. . . . American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. 
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Chapter Four 
Scientific Hair: Race and Expertise in Peter Browne’s Trichology 

 
 
In 1857, an enslaved fifteen-year-old woman named Alexina Morrison ran away from her 
master, James White.1 Morrison—who had blonde hair and blue eyes—surrendered herself at the 
local jail in Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, claiming that she was actually a white woman from 
Arkansas who had been kidnapped and forced into slavery. She found an unlikely ally in her 
jailer, a white man named William Dennison, who allowed Morrison to live with his family and 
helped her file a suit against White for her freedom. This case, Morrison v. White, was tried three 
different times between 1858 and 1861, twice reaching the Supreme Court of Louisiana on 
appeal; the first trial ended in a hung jury, the second ruled unanimously in favor of Morrison, 
and the third ruled again for Morrison, 10–2.2 At the heart of each of these trials was a single 
question: was Morrison white, and thus free, or was she black, and thus a slave?3 
 
While White’s lawyers presented testimony from five of Morrison’s former owners as well as 
official documentation (such as bills of sale) to demonstrate Morrison’s lifetime of servitude, 
Morrison’s legal team relied almost entirely on testimonies about her physical appearance. In a 
typical testimony, a witness would declare that, in his judgment, Morrison was white, and that he 
knew she was white because of features like the color of her eyes, the prominence of her cheek 
bones, or the shape of her nose. In the first trial, none of Morrison’s witnesses cited her hair as 
evidence for her whiteness. However, in the second and third trials—the trials that Morrison 
won—no body part was cited more frequently than her hair.4  

                                                        
1 Two historians have studied Morrison’s case at length: Ariela Gross and Walter Johnson. Although neither places 
sufficient emphasis on the role of hair, my understanding of this complex case is deeply indebted to their exhaustive 
research. See Gross, “Litigating Whiteness: Trials of Racial Determination in the Nineteenth-Century South,” The 
Yale Law Journal 108, no. 1 (October 1998), 109–188; Johnson, “The Slave Trader, the White Slave, and the 
Politics of Racial Determination in the 1850s,” The Journal of American History 87, no. 1 (June 2000): 13–38; and 
Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell: A History of Race on Trial in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009).  
2 After the third jury ruled in Morrison’s favor in 1861, White appealed the case to the state supreme court for a 
second time. The court agreed to take the case in February 1862, but within two weeks, the Court shut down when 
Union troops occupied New Orleans. The case was again placed on the state supreme court’s docket on April 20, 
1865, but was postponed multiple times. To this day the case remains on the court’s “delay docket,” where cases 
called to trial but not submitted to the court are left in limbo. White died before the Supreme Court of Louisiana 
agreed to take the case for the second time, leaving his heirs to continue the legal fight; Morrison disappeared from 
the historical record, and no one knows what happened to her after 1862. (Gross speculates that “one way or the 
other, she found her freedom in 1862 or 1863”—a claim likely based on her appearance and the ease it would permit 
her passing.) See Motion for a Suspensive Appeal, February 11, 1862, Morrison v. White, Louisiana Supreme Court 
case 442, 16 La. Ann. 100 (1861), Supreme Court of Louisiana Collection (Earl K. Long Library, University of New 
Orleans, New Orleans, La.); Gross, What Blood Won’t Tell, 2; and Johnson 36. 
3 The precedent that allowed racial identity to stand in for slave status—that is, the legal presumption that white 
people were free, and black people were enslaved —was Hudgins v. Wright, which was tried in Virginia in 1806. 
See Hudgins v. Wright, 11 Va. 134 (1806). 
4 I arrived at this claim by analyzing all of the affidavits and witness testimony from the trial transcript, which was 
prepared by the Supreme Court of Louisiana in 1862 as it was preparing to hear the case for the second time. A total 
of thirty-three testimonies across the three trials referred to Morrison’s physical appearance as their evidence of her 
accurate racial identity: four on White’s behalf declared Morrison was black, and the remaining twenty-nine on 
Morrison’s behalf declared she was white. The seven witnesses who used Morrison’s body as racial evidence in the 
first trial cited her eyes, complexion, cheeks, lips, and teeth. In the second and third trials, by contrast, 63% of the 
witnesses to rely on Morrison’s physical appearance (seven out of eleven) cited her hair; other testimony referred to 
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Most witnesses who examined Morrison’s hair in the second and third trials did so at a distance 
and solely with their eyes, relying on the impression left by its light color and straight texture. 
But one expert witness, Dr. John Leonard Riddell—a New Orleans physician with considerable 
scientific authority in the local community—testified to a completely different kind of 
investigation.5 

 
[W]itness made an examination of the Hair of plff [plaintiff], witness himself cut 
off a piece of her hair and compared the same with some of her hair that the 
Counsel said was plaintiff’s, [and] he did not find any trace in this hair that would 
indicate that the girl had negro blood in her. Peter A. Brown[e,] a distinguished 
Savant of Philadelphia[,] says that there is peculiar difference in the hair[—]its 
texture &c[—]of a person of African descent from that of a white person. Witness 
himself has made some observations, which served to verify what Mr Brown has 
asserted[.] In the hair of the caucassian race the cross section of the hair is an 
oval, a moderate oval in which the long diameter would be five [and] the short 
diameter about three, in the negro hair the cross section shows a greater difference 
in diameter and has a more elongated oval, the long diameter being greater than 
the short diameter. Negro hair approaches the character of wool. Witness prepared 
a careful examination of the hair of this girl with a proper apparatus, he prepared 
with the proper apparatus the cross sections of the hair of the Girl and then 
examining it with a microscope he discovered it to be of the moderate oval 
characteristic of the caucassian or white race.6  
 

Dr. Riddell’s testimony built on the scientific research of a man named Peter Arrell Browne, a 
lawyer and scientist from Philadelphia who had become, by the 1860s, the most influential hair 
scientist in the United States, and the scientific community’s foremost expert on the relationship 
between hair and race. At the heart of Browne’s research was a powerful assertion: the most 
reliable information about hair and identity could only be found in individual strands, and this 
information could only be ascertained by experts armed with specialized knowledge and access 
to microscopes. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
her eyes, complexion, cheeks, lips, nose, ears, head or face, breasts, back, legs or feet, arms or hands, or nails. See 
testimony of J.B. Clawson, Fritz Fulner, S.N. Cannon, John D. Kemper, W.J. Martin, Hon. B.A. Breaux, and Mr. R 
Preston, September 22, 1858, Testimony of S.N. Cannon and P.C. Perret, May 18, 1859, Testimony of P.E. 
Laresche, Seaman Hopkins, H.L. Clinch, Dr Brickell, Thos D. Harper, and J.L. Riddell, May 19, 1859, and 
Testimony of G.A. Breaux, Dr. Samuel Choppin, and S. Castera, May 21, 1859, Morrison v. White. 
5 Riddell was born in New York in 1807, and began his scientific career not as a physician but as an itinerant 
scientific lecturer focused primarily on chemistry, physics, botany, and electricity. Riddell began lecturing publicly 
around 1830, later moving to Ohio where he continued lecturing for the Marietta Lyceum; he also taught chemistry 
at Worthington College in Worthington, Ohio. His earned his M.D. from Cincinnati College on March 5, 1836, and 
seven months later moved to New Orleans, where he had been hired as a Professor of Chemistry at the Medical 
College of Louisiana (which would later become Tulane University). He lived and worked in New Orleans until his 
death in 1865. According to one biographical article, Riddell was “a prominent member of the local scientific 
community” in New Orleans for the entire twenty-nine years he spent there (77). See Hubert Skinner and Karlem 
Reiss, “John Leonard Riddell: From Rensselaer to New Orleans (1827–1865),” Earth Sciences History 4, no. 1 
(1985): 75–80; see also Ralph W. Dexter, “The Early Career of John L. Riddell as a Science Lecturer in the 19th 
Century,” The Ohio Journal of Science 88, no. 5 (December 1988): 184–188. 
6 Testimony of J.L. Riddell, May 19, 1859, Morrison v. White. 
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Peter Browne may have been the most prominent and well-known hair scientist in the nineteenth 
century. However, he was just one of the many Americans who had started to apply scientific 
knowledge and technologies to questions about the human body—which included the hair. 
Before the 1830s, hair received little attention as an object of scientific or medical study; one 
author, Dr. Seth Pancoast, complained that “of all the tissues of the human body[,] the hair has 
claimed the least attention among scientific writers”—although by 1875, when Dr. Pancoast 
published his examinations of hair, the subject had drawn enough attention that some “really 
valuable scientific work has appeared.”7 With names like Treatise on the Human Hair, A 
Treatise on the Human Hair, and A Treatise on the Anatomy and Physiology of the Skin and 
Hair, these books and pamphlets varied nearly as little in their content as they did in their titles. 
Each text described the physical structure of hair follicles; explored the functions hair provided 
for the body (such as “preserv[ing] the brain from all extremes of temperature”); outlined 
variations in hair color, texture, and length; discussed hair diseases and disorders; and surveyed 
hair practices across different cultures.8 The backbone of every text, however, was a scientific 
logic that asserted true understanding of hair could only come from a thorough, fact-based 
investigation. 
 
Authors from a range of backgrounds produced scientific writing about hair in the nineteenth 
century, including both hair care professionals and self-professed Doctors and Professors with 
varied medical or scientific credentials. For example, Dr. Pancoast was a professor of anatomy, 
physiology, and medicine at Penn Medical University in Philadelphia, while “Professor 
Alexander C. Barry” was actually just a wig-maker with no discernable academic training.9 
Regardless of their pedigree, these authors shared a common method: they evoked the authority 
and prestige of science in their texts in order to establish their own credibility. Some, like Vair 
Clirehugh, used specialized medical vocabulary to demonstrate their expert knowledge of the 
human body; others, like H.T. Lovet, relied on specialized tools, offering “microscopic 
examinations of the hair (gratis) daily, from 2 to 5 P.M.” at his office in Manhattan.10 Scientific 
credibility could also be motivated by profit: many authors wrote their treatises in order to sell a 
hair product, referred to as a specific in most texts. These specifics, they invariably claimed, 
would solve every malady that could plague a head of hair, including skin diseases, dandruff, 
insects, hair loss, and gray hair. Barry’s 1852 pamphlet A Treatise on the Human Hair—which 
advertised perhaps the most famous nineteenth-century hair specific, Barry’s Tricopherous—
appealed to readers’ scientific interests by describing the process of creating and testing 
                                                        
7 Seth Pancoast, The Ladies’ Medical Guide . . . . (Philadelphia: Hubbard Bros., 1875), 462. Pancoast attributed the 
emergence of scientific attention to hair to Alexander Pope’s famous poem “The Rape of the Lock,” which, he 
claimed, “brought into the field numerous writers among the medical profession,” who “presented elaborate 
scientific essays, and many curious facts on the subject of the human hair.” Pope’s poem, however, was first 
published in 1712, and was referenced in colonial North American newspapers as early as 1737, which does not 
explain the nearly one hundred year gap between its publication and scientific interest in hair. See “To the Author of 
the Whitehall Evening-Post,” Virginia Gazette, July 15, 1737. 
8 Quoted passage is from Pancoast 473. 
9 For Pancoast’s credentials, see the cover of The Ladies’ Medical Guide. For Barry’s biography, see Victoria 
Sherrow, Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2006), 175. 
10 Vair Clirehugh, A Treatise on the Anatomy and Physiology of the Skin and Hair . . . . (New York, [1838–1842?]), 
1–7; Michael Sappol, A Traffic in Dead Bodies: Anatomy and Embodied Social Identity in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 151; and H.T. Lovet, Treatise on the Human Hair (New 
York, 1854), 2. 
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Tricopherous as an “investigation” into the compound’s scientific properties; this investigation 
included running a “course of experiments” with “hundreds” of subjects.11 Even though Dr. 
Sarah A. Chevalier was actually a trained physician, she too sought to promote her specific—Dr. 
S.A. Chevalier’s Life for the Hair—over other options available in the market by emphasizing 
her stellar reputation among reliable scientific peers: “in justice to myself, I may add, that I 
submit for your perusal the testimony of the best scientific skill, the testimony of persons whose 
honor is unimpeachable, whose opinions command universal respect, and who would not, on any 
consideration, compromise their honor by any false recommendations.”12 (An 1878 investigation 
would find, however, that her specific contained 1 gram of lead per fluid ounce.13) Even using 
the word specific was a nod towards a scientific pedigree; the relevant definition in contemporary 
editions of Webster’s dictionary defined the noun as, “in medicine, a remedy that certainly cures 
a particular disease.”14 In this respect, this group of authors can be considered scientific not 
because they collected data or ran controlled experiments—though a few, like Browne, did—but 
because they appealed to their readers’ desire for factual (as opposed to spiritual or supernatural) 
knowledge about the natural world.15 
 
Almost uniformly, these authors’ texts provided a foundation for their scientific conclusions by 
mobilizing a specific type of knowledge: the physical structure of strands of hair. One of the 
earliest known scientific hair treatises published in the United States is A Treatise on the 
Anatomy and Physiology of Skin and Hair, written by a Manhattan hair cutter and wigmaker 
named Vair Clirehugh and first published between 1838 and 1842.16 Clirehugh—who, like many 
                                                        
11 Alexander C. Barry, A Treatise on the Human Hair, and the Formation of the Skin . . . . (New York, 1852), 1; and 
Sherrow 175. A product called Barry’s Tricopherous is still available for purchase today, sold by the New Jersey-
based company Lanman & Kemp, Barclay & Co. As of January 2017, an 8 ounce bottle is available on Amazon for 
$9.99.  
12 Sarah A. Chevalier, Treatise on the Hair (New York: printed by author, 1868), 16. 
13 M. Benjamin, “Dangerous Cosmetics,” New Remedies: An Illustrated Monthly Trade Journal of Materia Medica, 
Pharmacy, and Therapeutics 7, no. 11 (November 1878): 326. By the 1870s, publications like Catharine Beecher’s 
Housekeeper and Healthkeeper warned readers about toxic hair products like Chevalier’s: “never use hair mixtures 
until some chemist has tested them and assures you there is no lead in them. Many persons have had paralysis and 
other evils by using hair mixtures containing lead to restore the color.” See Beecher, Miss Beecher’s Housekeeper  
and Healthkeeper: Containing Five Hundred Recipes for Economical and Healthful Cooking; also, Many Directions 
for Securing Health and Happiness (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1873), 458. 
14 Noah Webster, An American Dictionary of the English Language, stereotype edition (New York: N. & J. White, 
1839), s.v. “specific, n.” (emphasis in the original). 
15 In its first 1820s editions, Webster’s American English dictionary defined science as “knowledge, or certain 
knowledge; the comprehension of understanding of truth or facts by the mind.” Browne himself defined the word 
similarly in an 1834 article on geology: science, he wrote, “in its most comprehensive sense, means ‘knowledge.’ In 
its general acceptation, it is ‘knowledge reduced to a system;’ that is to say, arranged in regular order, so that it can 
be conveniently taught, easily remembered, and readily applied to useful purposes.” See Webster, s.v. “science;” and 
Peter Browne, “Hints to Students of Geology, No. 1,” Southern Literary Messenger 1, no. 4 (December 1834): 162. 
16 Clirehugh; and Longworth’s American Almanac, New-York Register and City Directory of The Sixty-First Year of 
American Independence (New-York: Thomas Longworth, 1836), 161. My claim that Clirehugh wrote one of the 
first scientific hair treatises is based on my research in the American Antiquarian Society’s extensive collection of 
early American ephemera. Clirehugh’s Treatise is the earliest example of this type of publication in this archive. 

Clirehigh called his specific Tricopherous—a name that ultimately became popularly associated with his rival 
Alexander C. Barry, instead. Clirehugh advertised his Tricopherous as early as 1840 (and cataloging information 
from the American Antiquarian Society states that Clirehugh was listed in New York city directories as early as 
1838), while the earliest advertisement for Barry’s Tricopherous I have located—ironically, an advertisement 
warning of imitations of Barry’s Tricopherous—is from 1842. (Although many of Barry’s advertisements claimed 
that he began manufacturing Tricopherous in 1801, I have found no evidence to support this claim.) Barry was 
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of his peers, offered a specific for sale—asserted in the preface that his Treatise was more 
accurate and useful than his competitors’ because “not one of the many who pretend to the 
discovery of a specific for the growth of the human hair, has ever studied, or in fact possesses 
any knowledge either of its organization or structure.” For this reason, he argued, “it may be 
reasonably inferred, that little or no faith is to be placed in the use of any of these Oils, Balms, 
Compositions, &c., which are foisted upon the public by ignorant empirics.”17 Similarly, the first 
two plates in Thomas Bogue’s 1841 Treatise on the Structure, Color, and Preservation of the 
Human Hair were prints of “an exact representation” of human hairs and their roots, as “viewed 
from a solar microscope” (Figures 4.1–4..4).18 A typical passage in these treatises explained the 
structure of each strand of hair in great detail: 

 
Hair consists of a shaft, covered or enveloped by a distinct structure, called the 
corticle substance, and may be compared to the outer bark of a tree. […] The root 
of hair is first developed. It consists of two parts, sheath and bulb. The bulb is two 
or three times the diameter of the hair, and consists of granular cells. The cells 
form at the bottom of this follicle and gradually enlarge as they mount in the soft 
bulb, which owes its enlargement to the increase in the size of the cells. (Fig. 81.) 
[reproduced as Figure 4.5] The color of the hair is also developed in the bulb, 
which is diffused with the hair cells giving it color. […] The shaft is usually 
divided into the corticle, medullary, and fibrous portions. The corticle, as before 
remarked, consists of a layer of cells like the tiles upon the roof of a house. The 
fibrous portion consists of the aggregation of cells as they are formed in the bulb. 
It is colored with pigment, in young and healthy hairs. The medullary canal will 
be found in the centre of the hair, (Fig. 81, e.) as is generally filled with coloring 
matter. In old and grey hairs the canal is nearly empty.19 
 

These descriptions featured both an extensive use of technical language—intended to establish 
the authors’ credentials—and the kinds of metaphors and explanations that would make the 
discussion legible to ordinary readers. In the above description, for example, Dr. Pancoast 
compared layered cells to “the tiles upon the roof of a house.”20 Some authors, like Bogue, were 
explicit about their desire to make this scientific material broadly useful and accessible: “my 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
originally Clirehugh’s employee, serving as Clirehugh’s assistant hair cutter before he was fired; soon thereafter, he 
began selling his own specific. Clirehugh was so enraged by Barry’s betrayal that he took out advertisements 
warning consumers of this counterfeit product, peddled by “a person seemingly void of all honor or shame, and 
unworthy of belief.” (“Daring Attempt.”) Clirehugh even brought a lawsuit against Barry that reached the Supreme 
Court of New York in 1849. (An 1850 business directory reveals that Clirehugh and Barry had offices less than 500 
feet away from each other in Manhattan.) See “Counterfeit of Barry’s Tricopherous” (advertisement), New-York 
Tribune, October 6, 1842; “To Prevent Baldness and Grey Hair, Tricopherous, Or, Medicated Compound” 
(advertisement), Evening Post (New York, NY), January 7, 1840; “Daring Attempt to Imitate Clirehugh’s 
Tricopherous!” (advertisement), Evening Post (New York, NY), December 11, 1841; “Supreme Court of New 
York,” American Law Journal 2 (January 1850): 328; and The New York Mercantile Union Business Directory 
(New York: S. French, L.C. & H.L. Pratt, et al., 1850), 302. 
17 Clirehugh 1. 
18 Bogue 10–13. A solar microscope projected the microscopic image onto the wall of a darkened room, allowing 
multiple people to view the image at the same time. See Julia Schickore, The Microscope and the Eye: A History of 
Reflections, 1740–1870 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 36. 
19 Pancoast 463–464 (emphasis in the original). 
20 Ibid. 
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object also has been to produce a work, in some degree instructive to the scholar and man of 
taste, and also interesting to general readers.”21 Although microscopy was not a new technology, 
during the 1830s and 1840s scientists made enormous advancements in microscopic 
instrumentation and methodology, which conferred a new authority on microscopic images.22 
Publications like Bogue’s Treatise participated in the mass dissemination of these microscopic 
images to the public. 
 
Lengthy descriptions of hair’s physical structure at the microscopic level were not, however, 
included merely for the sake of intellectual or anatomical enrichment. Physical structure became 
the basis for claims about the singular issue that preoccupied virtually all nineteenth-century hair 
scientists: racial difference. As an 1872 encyclopedia wrote in its entry on hair, the differences in 
human hair “depending on situation, age, and sex, are so obvious that we shall pass them over 
without notice;” the entry instead devoted a lengthy paragraph to explaining “the most important 
differences dependent on race.”23 In their books and pamphlets, writers both scientifically trained 
and just scientifically literate used hair to explain and naturalize racial difference. Some authors 
focused on racial differences evident in hair texture. For example, Bogue wrote in 1841 that “the 
hair presents well marked varieties in the different races of men; compare the short woolly knots 
on the head of the Negro, or the coarse, straight and thin hair of a Mongolian, together with their 
beardless faces, to the ample growth of fine and undulated locks, and the full beard which so 
gracefully adorn the head and face of the Caucasian race.”24 Other sources, however, revealed 
that texture was not always so perfectly correlated with race; as the 1872 encyclopedia pointed 
out, “Negroes present every possible gradation, from a completely crisp, or what is termed 
woolly hair, to merely curled, and even to flowing hair.”25 Other authors found racial fault lines 
in hair color instead of texture, such as Dr. Pancoast, who posited that “it would seem that race 
determines the color of the hair.” He attempted to divide the globe along latitudinal lines 
according to hair color—a schema that would resurface decades later in Madison Grant’s The 
Passing of the Great Race, which divided Europe into three hierarchical racial groups: the 
Nordics, Alpines, and Mediterraneans (Figure 4.6). However, like Bogue’s attempt to divide 
racial groups by hair texture, Dr. Pancoast’s system suffered from too many exceptions to be a 
true taxonomy of hair color.26 Moreover, color, like texture, suffered from the problem of human 
intervention: hair could be braided, frizzed, straightened, or colored, thus complicating and 
compromising the scientific reliability of those features.  
 

                                                        
21 Bogue viii. 
22 Schickore 1–5 and 242. For more on the history of microscopes and the development of modern microscopy, see 
Schickore. 
23 Chambers’ Encyclopaedia: A Dictionary of Universal Knowledge for the People, Vol. V (Philadelphia: J.B. 
Lippincott & Co., 1872), s.v. “hair.”  
24 Bogue 28. 
25 Chambers’ Encyclopaedia, s.v. “hair.” 
26 Pancoast 468–469. Pancoast’s system suffered from too many exceptions to be a true taxonomy. Pancoast began 
describing his taxonomy confidently, declaring that “the fair-haired inhabitants of the earth are found north of the 
parallel of 48°” and “between the parallels of 48° and 45° […] are found the genuine dark-haired races.” Yet this 
uniform system quickly ran into exceptions. “The exceptions to this gradation,” he admitted, “are the dark tribes still 
lingering in England, the Celtic majority of the Irish, while even the modern Normans are included among the black-
haired;” furthermore, Venice, “which is in a southern latitude, has always been famed for the golden beauty of the 
hair of the people, beloved so of Titian and his school.” Hair color, he discovered, was too varied to make broad 
geographic generalizations. 



 

 115 

In contrast to hair color or texture, there was a third physical feature that could not be altered: the 
shape and dimensions of a single strand of hair. It was this feature that obsessed Peter Browne, 
who argued that each strand of hair was a microcosm of the whole head of hair, which was, in 
turn, a synecdoche for the whole person. Between 1848 and 1853, Browne collected hundreds of 
hair samples; conducted extensive experiments on human and animal hairs; and wrote seven 
articles, speeches, and books on the science of hair. His writings were read and circulated 
widely, and he was well-respected by the American scientific community 27 When, for example, 
six of the most prominent antebellum American scientists wrote Types of Mankind in 1854—a 
seven-hundred-page examination of human natural history written in defense of polygenism—
the authority to whom these illustrious authors deferred on the subject of hair was Browne 
himself: a footnote in the Appendix reads, “On the question of hair, consult the microscopic 
experiments of Mr. Peter A. Browne.”28 For these reasons, Browne’s hair research provides one 
of the most valuable insights into contemporary perspectives on the scientific meaning of human 
hair, and the racial truths they asserted hair could reveal. 
 
In the second quarter of the nineteenth century, American scientists began to claim for 
themselves a privileged expertise about the meanings embedded in hair. Hair had long been 
entrusted to reveal the truth about the person from whose body it grew, but between the 1840s 
and 1850s, these assessments of hair’s meaning also bore the weight of scientific authority. The 
centerpiece of scientists’ claims of expertise was their particular unit of analysis: the single 
strand of hair. To understand the strand, their articles and books argued, was to understand the 
person from whose body it grew. Moreover, this knowledge formed a kind of synecdochical 
chain: the strand revealed the full head of hair, which revealed the full person, which revealed 
the social, racial, or ethnic group with which that person could be classified. For racial scientists 
like Browne, hair was an attractive object of study because they believed it offered clarity on 
racial identity where other parts of the body—such as skin color—proved unreliable.  
 
Peter Browne’s claims to expert knowledge about hair ultimately rested on a foundation of 
stability: hair strands were a reliable scientific material because their dimensions were constant, 
and because they could be measured using tools like microscopes. Indeed, by the 1830s and 
1840s microscopy had become such a trusted technology that simply using a microscope 
validated the data it produced.29 Scientists like Browne claimed that their particular knowledge 
about hair—the product of experimentation, measurements, and microscopy operating at the 
strand level—gave them more truthful and dependable information about hair than other ways of 
studying it. Because hair science was largely preoccupied with racial classification in the first 
half of the nineteenth century, so too did hair scientists claim for themselves an authority over 
what hair could truly reveal about racial identity. 
 
 
 
                                                        
27 The claim that Browne was widely circulated comes from Rebecca Herzig, who refers to Trichologia Mammalium 
as a “well circulated 1853 treatise,” and “Lecture on Hair, Wool, and Sheep Breeding” as a “widely reprinted 
lecture.” See Herzig, Plucked: A History of Hair Removal (New York: NYU Press, 2015), 31–32. 
28 Josiah C. Nott and George R. Gliddon, Types of Mankind . . . . (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1854), 
717 and 732. Browne is also listed as a Subscriber to Types of Mankind, suggesting that the lines of intellectual 
influence operated in both directions. 
29 Schickore 242. 
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Peter Browne and the Science of Hair 
 
Peter Arrell Browne (1782–1860) was a white lawyer and amateur scientist from Philadelphia. 
Although he is not a well-known figure today, during his lifetime Browne was a well-regarded 
intellectual and one of the most influential American ethnologists.30 He was a member of the 
Franklin Institute, which was founded in 1824 to promote science, technology, invention, and 
engineering. He wrote for distinguished publications like Transactions of the American 
Philosophical Society, the journal of the first learned society in the United States; and his 
research gained him reference and citation in important contemporary periodicals like the United 
States Magazine and Democratic Review, Southern Quarterly Review, and The Plough, The 
Loom, and The Anvil.31 In 1834, for example, the inaugural issue of the Southern Literary 
Messenger—the most important nineteenth-century literary periodical published in the South—
included Browne in its list of the endorsements it had received from six “eminent literary men;” 
other letters of support came from prominent contemporaries like John Quincy Adams, 
Washington Irving, and James Fenimore Cooper.32 Although he was educated as a lawyer—and 
often credited in his numerous publications as “Peter A. Browne, Esq.”—Browne’s professional 
and personal interests gravitated more towards science than the law. The Messenger’s editor 
spoke explicitly of Browne’s scientific legitimacy, referring to him as “an able proficient in the 
science” and boasting that the magazine’s “scientific readers” would enjoy his 
“communications.”33 
 
Browne was also a prolific writer, publishing at least twenty-nine articles, pamphlets, and books 
over the course of his career. (For a full list of Browne’s extant publications, see Appendix 3.) 
His wide range of publications illustrate Browne’s broad interest in many branches of human and 
natural sciences. In addition to formal legal publications, Browne wrote about hydrology, steam 
engines, anti-Catholicism, minerals, corn, veterinarians, meteors, geology, weights and 
measures, the Oregon territory, animal hibernation, and federal citizenship laws. In the late 
1840s, however, he became singularly preoccupied with hair. With few exceptions, every 

                                                        
30 Herzig, Plucked, 31. 
31 “Mission and History,” The Franklin Institute, accessed January 14, 2017, https://www.fi.edu/about-us/mission-
history; Peter A. Browne, “The Hair and Wool of the Different Species of Man,” United States Magazine and 
Democratic Review 27 (November 1850): 451–456; Browne, “On the Unity of the Human Race,” Southern 
Quarterly Review 20 (October 1854): 273–304; and Browne, “A Curious and Useful Investigation,” The Plow, The 
Loom, and The Anvil 2, no. 9 (March 1850), 571–575. The American Philosophical Society was founded in 1743, 
and included among its members George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, 
and physician Benjamin Rush. See “About,” American Philosophical Society, visited August 22, 2016, 
https://amphilsoc.org/about. 
32 Jonathan Daniel Wells, introduction to Benjamin Blake Minor, The Southern Literary Messenger, 1834–1864 
(Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2007), xi. The full list of supporters also included novelists 
James Kirke Paulding and John P. Kenney. See “Publisher’s Notice,” Southern Literary Messenger 1, no. 1 (August 
1834): 1. I am grateful to William Robert Taylor’s Cavalier and Yankee: The Old South and American National 
Character (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), for alerting me to Browne’s inclusion in the inaugural issue 
of the Southern Literary Messenger; Taylor referred to Browne as, unlike the other five names, “a man now 
forgotten” (199). 
33 “Editorial Remarks,” Southern Literary Magazine 1, no. 4 (December 1834): 191; “Editorial Remarks,” Southern 
Literary Messenger 1, no. 2 (October 1834): 63. Over the next year, Browne wrote five articles for the Messenger on 
hydrology and geology: in his endorsement of the Messenger’s first issue, Browne bemoaned that his “numerous 
professional engagements” would “deprive me of the pleasure of dipping into other sciences, or literature.” See 
“Publisher’s Notice,” Southern Literary Messenger 1, no. 1 (August 1834): 1.  
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publication he wrote from 1848 until the end of his life focused on the scientific study of hair 
from humans or non-human animals—a field he and his peers sometimes referred to as 
trichology.34  
 
Browne’s career as a trichologist began with Trichographia Mammalium (1848). Browne co-
authored this short twenty-page book with Philadelphia physician and archeologist Montroville 
W. Dickeson; it was the only one of his hair studies to have a co-author.35 In an advertisement 
printed on the book’s final page, Browne and Dickeson announced that Trichographia 
Mammalium was but the first publication in what would become a major hair study, which 
readers could purchase by subscription for 62½ cents per issue. (Available evidence suggests this 
plan never came to fruition.) Wearing their legal and medical credentials proudly, the authors 
announced their intention to revolutionize this corner of natural history: 

 
The reader may, perhaps, be inclined to imagine that these tegumentary 
appendages [strands of hair] have already undergone severe scrutiny, and that 
their organic structure has been completely displayed; but we assure him that 
much remains yet to be developed. Having discovered that a great deal that has 
been published is incorrect, we have commenced our labours with the firm 
determination to take nothing for granted, but to examine each hair, and to put 
down nothing of which we are not morally certain. […] To the scientific natural 
history we offer no apology for entering upon his arena, determined, if possible, 
to make ourselves welcome guests.36 
 

Though not formerly trained as scientists, Browne and Dickeson believed that their hair research 
would provide both medical and economic benefits to the American people. It would improve 
physicians’ understanding of skin and hair diseases, but it would also be valuable for the trade in 
wool, fur, and animal hair commodities—objects that were “of great utility in manufactures and 
the arts,” and which had the potential to “increase the wealth of the nation” and “add to the 
comfort, or even to the luxury, of the people.”37 Browne’s hair research culminated five years 
later with his magnum opus: the two-hundred-page tome Trichologia Mammalium (1853). This 
book, he wrote, “brought our examinations [of hair] to a tolerably successful termination.”38 
Whereas in 1848 Browne anticipated that his readers might assume a vast preexisting literature 
on hair, by 1853 he had realized that the opposite was true: readers were skeptical that the 

                                                        
34 The exceptions are Browne, A Proposal to Establish and Maintain One Uniform System of Weights, Measures, 
and Coins . . . . (New York, 1851); and A Review of the Trial, Conviction, and Sentence, of George F. Alberti, for 
Kidnapping (Philadelphia, [1851?). 
35 Richard Veit, “Mastodons, Mound Builders, and Montroville Wilson Dickeson—Pioneering American 
Archaeologist,” Expedition Magazine 41, no. 3 (November 1999), http://www.penn.museum/sites/ 
expedition/?p=5853. 
36 Peter A. Browne and Montroville W. Dickeson, Trichographia Mammalium; or, Descriptions and Drawings of 
the Hairs of Mammalia, with the Aid of the Microscope (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1848), back cover. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium; or, A Treatise on the Organization, Properties and Uses of Hair and Wool; 
together with An Essay Upon the Raising and Breeding of Sheep (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1853), iv. William 
Robert Taylor, for example, characterized Trichologia Mammalium as Browne’s “most important work.” See 
Taylor, Cavalier and Yankee, 363n43. 
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subject was worth studying at all.39 Browne nevertheless maintained that his research was 
justified, as he wrote in the preface to Trichologia Mammalium: 

 
If the Deity had not deemed it beneath His dignity to create an object, surely it 
would be presumptive in man to consider it too insignificant for his study. Then 
let no one marvel that we have devoted so much time to ascertain the 
organization, properties and uses of hair and wool. To the unreflecting, this 
department of knowledge may, at first view, appear to be trifling; but, with each 
successive advance, it will acquire more importance.40 
 

Despite this appeal to the reader’s spiritual beliefs, Browne did not primarily rely on religious 
conviction to legitimize the area of research that would define his career. Instead, Browne sought 
scientific legitimacy through his use of technology and data, and his gestures towards 
reproducibility. Indeed, he ended the preface of Trichologia Mammalium with reference not to 
God but to machines: “we have made use of none but superior instruments, and some of these are 
entirely new—either in themselves or their application to this study.”41  
 
 
“But We Have a Machine”: Browne’s Scientific Method 
 
Browne’s trichological writing represented the findings of his own scientific inquiry into hair’s 
physical properties. One way he sought to establish the legitimacy of this research—and, 
implicitly, his own legitimacy as a scientist—was by emphasizing his use of scientific 
instruments. This strategy is evident starting with Browne’s first publication on hair, which 
included a reference to technology in its full title: Trichographia Mammalium; or, Descriptions 
and Drawings of the Hairs of the Mammalia, Made with the Aid of the Microscope.42 The book’s 
title page also included a quote from a book on microscopes by Dr. Louis Mandl, one of the first 
people to utilize the device in anatomical research; translated into English, the quote read, “the 
microscope, this powerful means of investigation without the help of which we can not speak of 
any body, without feeling justified timidity.”43 Browne continued to reference the microscopic 
nature of his research in later publications, and by 1853, he had added two additional instruments 
designed specifically for hair research: the “Discotome, (from discos, a disk, and temuo, to cut),” 
which cut transverse sections of individual hair follicles, and the “Trichometer, designed to 
measure the Ductility, Elasticity and Tenacity of Pile” (Figure 4.7).44 (These three 

                                                        
39 Browne and Dickeson, Trichographia Mammalium, back cover. 
40 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, iv (emphasis in the original). Although Browne used the word we to refer to 
the authorship of this book, he was indeed its sole author. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Browne and Dickeson, Trichographica Mammalium. 
43 The original quote in French (as it appealed on the title page): “le microscope, ce puissant moyen d investigation, 
sans le secours duquel on ne peut plus parler d'un corps quelconque, sans éprouver une juste timidité.” Mandl’s 
quote comes from his book Traité pratique du microscope et de son emploi dans l'étude des corps organisés (Paris: 
Chez J.-B. Bailliére, 1839), 69. See also: “Death of Dr. Louis Mandl,” Medical Times and Gazette (London), July 
16, 1881, 75.. 
44 Although rare today, pile was popularly used in nineteenth-century scientific texts to refer to hair. Webster’s 
dictionary defined the noun pile as: “properly, a hair; the fibre of wool, cotton, and the like; the nap, the fine, hairy 
substance of the surface of cloth.” See Webster, s.v. “pile, n..” 
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measurements, along with flexibility, constituted the “essential properties […] of pile.”)45 
Browne argued that “hairs have been misrepresented in regard to shape” in previous research 
because of “the way they have hitherto been examined. A hair is placed horizontally between 
two pieces of glass and examined under a microscope; but it is exceedingly difficult, if not 
impossible, to determine whether it is cylindrical or oval.” “But,” Browne assured his readers, 
“we have a machine with which we cut transverse sections or disks of pile, thereby completely 
obviating the difficulty.” Browne boasted that he “made use of none but superior instruments,” 
some of which were “entirely new—either in themselves or their application to this study.”46 
Browne believed that his use of technology—the microscope, the trichometer, and especially the 
discotome—made his hair research superior to that which had come before. In a field of study 
that Browne acknowledged many people might disregard, careful use of the most up-to-date 
technology provided a modicum of scientific legitimacy. 
 
In addition to employing specialized tools, Browne also sought to establish his credibility by 
using the scientific method: collecting hundreds of hair samples, conducting experiments on 
those specimens, analyzing the results, and then drawing conclusions from those findings. 
Throughout his career as a trichologist, Browne amassed a vast personal collection of hair 
specimens—a collection that he claimed was, by 1853, “the largest and the most valuable known 
cabinet of pile.”47 Browne’s collection represented both hair samples he had obtained himself 
and those he received as donations from fellow scientifically-inclined citizens. For example, after 
learning about an eight-year-old boy in Washington, D.C. who had premature pubic hair, 
Browne “wrote for a specimen, and the [boy’s] Doctor kindly sent me a lock, accompanied by 
one of the boy’s head.”48 In an advertisement on the last page of Trichographia Mammalium, 
Browne and Dickeson called on the public to send them “specimens of human hair” so that they 
could properly study and understand these objects: 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                   

It seems possible that Browne designed the discotome himself, though he may have merely debuted its use. His 
initial description of the discotome implied the possibility that it was his original design: “the forms or shapes of pile 
are seen best, and are measured with the greatest accuracy in these transverse sections, which we cut with an 
instrument called by us a Discotome, (from discos, a disk, and tenuo, to cut)” (Browne, The Classificaiton of 
Mankind, by the Hair and Wool of their Heads, with the Nomenclature of Human Hybrids (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 
1852), 3). A later publication—which included a lengthy and extremely detailed description of the device’s structure 
and function—used slightly different language, but retained the same implication: “a very convenient instrument for 
cutting transverse sections or disks of hair, which we call a Discotome” (Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, 103). 
See also Rebecca Herzig, “Situated Technology: Meanings,” in Nina E. Lerman, et al., ed., Gender & Technology: A 
Reader (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2003), 75.  

There is less information about the trichometer provided in the text, so it is even more difficult to speculate 
about its origins. However, one review of Browne’s research wrote of the device, “the author having invented a neat 
little trigamter [sic], or ‘hair measurer’…” (A Review of Peter A. Browne’s Treatise on Hair and Wool (n.p., 1850), 
6, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, New York). Browne was not the 
only person to name a scientific instrument the discotome. Both in the nineteenth century and today, multiple 
instruments carry this name, including a device to remove gunpowder embedded in soldiers’ faces, and a device to 
relieve pain and pressure caused by a herniated disc. See B.A. Watson, “Gunpowder Disfigurements,” St. Louis 
Medical and Surgical Journal 35, no. 3 (September 1878): 145–148; and Association of Surgical Technologists, 
Surgical Technology for the Surgical Technologist: A Positive Care Approach, Fourth Edition (Clifton Park, NY: 
Delmar Cengage Learning, 2014), 1179.  
45 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, 53 (emphasis in the original). 
46 Ibid., iv and 52–53. 
47 Ibid., iv. 
48 Ibid., 32. 
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[I]f ancient, from mummies; if recent, from foreigners, or our own Indians, either 
pure, or crossed by whites or negroes; hairs that have been produced in unusual 
places, or have been developed under peculiar circumstances; hairs of Albinos, 
idiots, lunatics, fœtal monsters, or of persons laboring under diseases of the hair 
or diseases of the skin likely to affect the hair.49 
 

The collection that resulted comprised hundreds of hair samples from across the globe, including 
an immense amount of Native Americans hairs, and a lock of hair from each president of the 
United States from George Washington to Zachary Taylor.50 Browne’s presidential hair samples 
differed from the sterile microscopy slide that might be expected of a scientific specimen. 
Aesthetically, they instead shared many common features with the locks of hair preserved in hair 
albums and baby books, as Chapter 3 described.51 In George Washington’s sample, for example, 
the lock is tied with a blue ribbon, mounted below a print of Washington’s portrait (and above 
four lines of poetry about his death), and surrounded by an ornate gold and blue border (Figure 
4.8).52 His sample of John Adams’s hair was mounted in a similar fashion: the lock of hair tied 
with blue ribbon, a print of Adams’s portrait, an ornate border, and a handwritten notation: “His 
Excellency. John Adams. President of the U.S.” (Figure 4.9). The reverent manner in which 
Browne displayed his presidential hair samples illustrates what he saw as the patriotic foundation 
of his trichological research. Indeed, many of Browne’s books included the same epigraph: 
“Ducit amor patriae,” or, led by love of country; this motto also appeared at the bottom of the 
background on which he mounted his lock of James Buchanan’s hair (Figure 4.10).53 Browne 
believed that the scientific knowledge he was producing would provide the United States with 
the necessary knowledge about race and species to becoming a stronger nation.  
 

                                                        
49 Browne and Dickeson, Trichographia Mammalium, back cover. 
50 According to Drexel University’s Academy of Natural Sciences, which now owns Browne’s hair collection, some 
presidential locks of hair were accompanied with letters that indicated their provenance and the method of 
collection; as Robert McCracken Peck has written, “typically, someone in the president’s immediate family had 
saved samples of their hair as a sentimental keepsake […] When Browne asked them for samples to aid him in his 
scientific research, they were happy to oblige.” See Peck, “George Washington’s Brush with Immortality: The Hair 
Relics of a Sainted Hero,” The Magazine Antiques 182, no. 4 (July/August 2015): 129; Gretchen Worden, Mutter 
Museum of the College of Physicians of Philadelphia (New York: Blast Books, 2002), 132–133; “Presidential Hair,” 
The Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, accessed July 19, 2016, http://www.ansp.org/explore/ 
online-exhibits/presidential-hair/; and Browne, Trichologia Mammalium 59. 
51 Although Browne was overwhelmingly focused on the scientific study of hair, he also occasionally wrote about its 
function in different cultures. See, for example, “Of the Fashions of Wearing the Hair and Beard” in Trichologia 
Mammalium, 30–31. 
52 The manner in which Browne mounted Washington’s and Adams’s hair is representative of a feature common to 
his presidential hair samples: the inclusion of a portrait in addition to the lock of hair. This may have been intended 
to convey physiognomic evidence about each president—meaning derived from the shape of his nose or chin, for 
example—that would complement the meaning revealed by the strands of hair. However, physiognomic portraits 
were usually taken in profile, not in the full face or three-quarter view seen in these presidential portraits. See 
Christopher J. Lukasik, Discerning Characters: The Culture of Appearance in Early America (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), especially Chapter 4. 
53 See, for example, Browne, An Inquiry into the Expediency of Altering and Amending the Naturalization Law of 
the United States, Respectfully Addressed to the American People (Philadelphia: Barrett & Jones, 1846); and 
Browne, Trichologia Mammalium. The phrase ducit amor patriae is also the motto of the Illinois State Guard, later 
the 131st Infantry of the U.S. Army National Guard, which was organized in 1874. There is no evidence that 
Browne had any formal relationship to this regiment; it was likely just a coincidence 
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After amassing such a large collection of human hair samples, as well as hair from many 
animals, Browne used these samples as the raw material on which he conducted precise and 
elaborate experiments. His texts are peppered with minute, detailed measurements of data points 
like hair follicles’ size, weight, tensile strength, and elasticity. For example, in Trichologia 
Mammalium, Browne included a table “showing the Ductility, Elasticity and Tenacity” of 
twenty-eight different types of hair, ranging from an “Elephant’s Beard” to “President Jackson’s, 
(cut after death)” (Figure 4.11). In addition to conducting experiments on individual hair 
follicles, Browne also employed more descriptive research methods. Trichologia Mammalium, 
for example, reproduced both the aforementioned numerical data sets and detailed descriptions 
of skulls from Browne’s collection. These descriptions included a specialized and technical 
vocabulary that was intended to signal Browne’s scientific credentials to his readers. For 
example, the “Examination and Description of hair and a portion of scalp from the skull of a 
young American Indian, supposed to be a female of about ten years old” began with “General 
Appearance:” 

 
Of the scalp, that of old tanned sheep-skin. The hair has a dead, dry appearance. 
Length, (natural,) about 2 inches; shape, cylindrical; diameter, 1/364 of an inch; 
color, dark brown; no lustre; direction, straight; inclination, at an acute angle with 
the epidermis; ductility, with 370 grains one inch stretched 3/90 of an inch; 
elasticity, entire; tenacity, broke with 520 grains; fracture, the fibres drawn out of 
the cortex; button [bulb], when free, spindle-shaped, and split at the posterior 
extremity; sheath, none; follicle, none; the posterior termination of the hair in the 
scalp, club-shaped and black; length, 1/212; diameter, 1/364; while the diameter 
of the shaft is 1/500 of an inch; shaft, brown color; no lustre; colored matter, 
apparently in the cortex, in lines; intermediate fibres, white; diameter of one, 
1/1572 of an inch; apex, mostly pointed; some few abrupt; no furcations; disk, of 
one uniform color.54 
 

Browne’s use of the scientific method and his transparency about his data illustrate how 
seriously he took his hair research and the significance he attributed to his findings. Yet they also 
demonstrate how desperately he sought the legitimacy and respectability of scientific research. 
 
Browne did not, however, confine himself to simply describing the strands in his collection and 
their physical properties. The reason for amassing all these measurements—the precise weight in 
grams of a Choctaw Indian’s hair; the ductility of an grizzly bear’s hair to 1/100th of an inch—
was that Browne believed trichology had the power to reveal truths about mammals that were 
otherwise difficult (or impossible) to ascertain. Hair, Browne argued, provided irrefutable 
evidence by which species both human and non-human could be sorted, classified, and named. 
 
 
Classifying Hair and Wool 
 
One classification question that preoccupied Browne was an issue of hair terminology that might, 
at first, seem trivial: whether the word hair or wool was the correct scientific term to classify 
Africans’ and African Americans’ hair. Browne was far from the first person to engage in this 
                                                        
54 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, 60. 
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debate. The word wool was not even new to the mid-nineteenth century; white and black people 
alike had long used wool when describing a hair texture that was common (though not 
ubiquitous) among Africans and African Americans. For example, some runaway slave 
advertisements used wool to describe the runaways’ hair, such as a 1776 ad from Pennsylvania 
for a twenty-year-old woman named Sarah, who “had remarkable long wool on her head for a 
Negro.”55 Wool and blackness were not necessarily synonymous in the eighteenth century; the 
first editions of Webster’s American English dictionary, for example, did not actually include 
reference to African ancestry in its definition for wool, which read simply, “short, thick hair.”56  
 
However, by the middle of the nineteenth century, wool had become—to many white 
Americans—a kind of shorthand for African ancestry or identity. For example, a June 1865 
article on the front page of the Southern Watchman declared that black equality was absurd 
because of the physical differences between the races. “The different races of man,” the 
anonymous author declared, “like different coins at the mint, were stamped with their true value 
by the Almighty in the beginning.” Equality with white people would never occur “until you can 
take the kinks out of his wool, bleach his skin, change the shape of his head and foot and make 
his skull thinner.”57 Wool was accorded a similar level of importance in the way John Campbell 
defined negroes in his 1851 book Negro-Mania, a nearly six-hundred-page refutation of “the 
falsely assumed equality of the various races of men.” “Negroes,” he wrote, were “men with 
woolly heads, flat noses, thick and protruding lips.”58 Later, he sneered at claims of black 
intellectual potential through a series of rhetorical questions that reveled in the historical absence 
of black leaders and thinkers: 

 
What woolly-headed Homers, Virgils, Dantes, Molieres, or Shakspeares ever 
inscribed their names upon the pillar of fame, by the numbers of immortal song? 
[…] What woolly-headed Xenophons, Tacituses, Gibbons, Voltaires, Humes and 
Bancrofts […] What woolly-headed Epaminondases, Cæsars, Alexanders, 
Washingtons, Napoleons and Wellingstons […] What woolly-headed Solons, or 
Numas, or Alfreds, or Jeffersons [….] What woolly-headed Demostheneses, or 
Ciceros, or Mirabeaus, or Sheridans, or Calhouns, or Bentons, or Clays […] What 
woolly-headed Euclids, or Archimedeses, or Laplaces, or Gallileos, or Herschels, 
or Newtons […] What woolly-headed Watses, Arkwrights, or Fultons […] What 
woolly-headed Columbuses, or Hudsons, or Drakes […] In fine, have the woolly-
headed races of men ever produced one, even only one man famous as either a 
lawgiver, statesman, poet, priest, painter, historian, orator, architect, musician, 
soldier, sailor, engineer, navigator, astronomer, linguist, mathematician, 
anatomist, chemist, physician, naturalist, or philosopher[?]59 
 

So definitional was wool to African identity in the nineteenth century that it could even be used 
in metaphor. In 1860, Mormon apostle Wilford Woodruff wrote in his diary that although the 
                                                        
55 Pennsylvania Packet, July 22, 1776, reprinted in Don H. Hagist, Wives, Slaves, and Servant Girls: Advertisements 
for Female Runaways in American Newspapers, 1770–1783 (Yardley, PA: Westholme, 2016), 94–95. 
56 Webster, s.v. “wool,” 2nd def. (The first definition pertains to the covering of sheep and other similar animals.) 
57 “Negro Equality,” Southern Watchman (Athens, GA), June 14, 1865. 
58 John Campbell, Negro-Mania: Being an examination of the falsely assumed equality of the various races of men . 
. . . (Philadelphia: Campbell & Power, 1851), 6. 
59 Ibid., 8–10. 
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Mormon Church had thought about trying to get a charter from the Masons’ Grand Lodge in 
England (in an effort to challenge the perceived power of Masons in the U.S.), such a move 
would require too much “ming[ling] with our enemies to the injury of this people”—or, as 
Woodruff wrote, be like “mix[ing] hair and wool.”60 
 
In these early uses, wool was not a scientific word; it was merely an adjective useful to describe 
the hair of some people of African heritage. In some cases wool was value-neutral, too, devoid of 
judgment about the caliber or meaning of the hair in question. Yet in other settings, wool carried 
a clear pejorative tint; wool was the less beautiful, more bestial, and thus inferior version of 
hair—illustrating the racialized power of beauty that scholars like Nell Irvin Painter have written 
about at length.61 An 1854 article in The Southern Quarterly Review, the most ardently pro-
slavery publication in the antebellum South, described Africans’ hair as wool and wooly in order 
to support its avowed goal of conveying the “wretched condition” of “that peculiar people.”62 
Combining portraits of specific communities with generalizations about the entire continent, the 
article continually reinforced a degraded and uncivilized portrait of African people by claiming, 
for example, that “blood, as wine with us, is their favourite and most honoured drink.”63 In the 
Congo, the article announced, people had “thick lips, flat nose, [and] woolly hair,” a combination 
of features that “deny to them all beauty, and suggest little hope of the exercise of intellectual 
energy or further development.” The author thus conflated assessments of beauty, intellect, and 
civilization; it is no surprise that the preceding passage about physical appearance was 
immediately followed by the claim that the Congolese “have no science or inclination to 
cultivate their minds in any manner.”64 In the middle of a detailed discussion about African 
language and polygamy practices, a single non-sequitur captured the article’s contention that 
Africa was an inherently and irredeemably backward place: “In this country the men have wool 
and the sheep hair.”65 Indeed, other writers also suggested an association between blackness and 
sheep made by way of  wool; for example, an 1877 article about a black man whose hair turned 
white after he experienced a great fright—he was made to believe he was going to be kidnapped 
and sold to a dissector—described the man’s hair as “wool as gray as a young Merino.”66 Even 
some texts written by black authors expressed these kinds of associations between wool and 
bestial ugliness. In Charles Ball’s 1837 narrative of his life as a slave, for example, he described 
                                                        
60 Wilford Woodruff, entry from August 19, 1860, Wilford Woodruff’s Journal, 1833–1898, vol. II, ed. Scott G. 
Kenney (Midvale, UT: Signature Books, 1983–1985). 
61 Nell Irvin Painter, The History of White People (New York: W.W. Norton, 2011). 
62 “Africans at Home,” The Southern Quarterly Review 26, no. 19 (July 1854): 70 and 73; and William M. Moss, 
“Vindicator of Southern Intellect and Institutions: The Southern Quarterly Review,” The Southern Literary Journal 
13, no. 1 (Fall 1980): 72. 
63 “Africans at Home,” 76. 
64 Ibid., 82. 
65 Ibid., 77 (emphasis in the original). In the United States, too, the word hair could refer to animals. Nineteenth-
century publications sometimes referred to horsehair—hair from a horse’s mane or, more often, tail—simply as 
hair. This phrasing appeared in many different contexts. For horsehair used as mattress stuffing (“hair mattresses”), 
see, for example, Thirteenth Annual Report of the Commissioner of Labor: Hand and Machine Labor, Volume II: 
General Table (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1899), 1316. For horsehair used as broom bristles 
(“hair brooms”), see, for example, “The Bedroom and General Cleaning,” The Kitchen Garden 1, no. 3 (February 
1884): 22. See also a reference by Peter Arrell Browne’s son, also named Peter A. Browne, to a convict “compelled 
to work at picking hair and oakum [rope fibers],” in Reports of Cases Adjudged in the Court of Common Pleas, of 
the First Judicial District of Pennsylvania (St. Louis: W.J. Gilbert, Law Book Publisher, 1871), 47–48. 
66 “A Cruel Joke: A Colored Man’s Hair Turned White by Dissection Stories,” Hartford [CT] Daily Courant, 
November 12, 1877. 
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the effects of malnutrition on Virginian slaves by describing their hair: “many young girls who 
would have been beautiful, if they had been allowed enough to eat, had lost all their prettiness 
through mere starvation; their fine glossy hair had become a reddish colour, and stood out round 
their heads like long brown wool.”67 In the first half of the nineteenth century, wool was not 
simply descriptive, but derogatory.  
 
Starting in the 1850s, the linguistic distinction between hair and wool increasingly became the 
subject of scientific inquiry. Here, wool was no longer merely a descriptive term; instead, writers 
with varying professional credentials started to specify and define the differences between hair 
and wool along scientific lines, using scientific terminology, methods, and tools to do so. In 
1850, Browne tackled this question directly when he created a detailed taxonomy to distinguish 
between hair and wool. 

 
 1st. Hair is, in shape, either cylindrical or oval; but wool is eccentrically 
elliptical or flat; and the covering of the negro’s head is eccentrically elliptical or 
flat.  
 2d. The direction of hair is either straight, flowing or curled; but wool is 
crisped or frizzled, and sometimes spirally twisted; and the covering of the 
negro’s head is crisped or frizzled, and sometimes spirally twisted. 
 3d. Hair issues out of the epidermis at an acute angle, but wool emerges at a 
right angle; and the covering of a negro’s head issues out of the epidermis at a 
right angle.  
 4th. The coloring matter of a perfect hair, for example that of the head of a 
white man, is contained in a central canal; but that of wool is disseminated in the 
cortex, or in the cortex and immediate fibres; and the covering of the head of the 
negro has no central canal.  
 5th. The scales of the cortex of hair are less numerous than those of wool, are 
smooth, and less pointed, and they embrace the shaft more intimately; and the 
scales on the filaments of the covering of the negro’s head are numerous, rough, 
pointed, and do not embrace the shaft intimately.68 
 

While it is difficult to assess whether Browne was responsible for the growing interest in the 
science behind hair versus wool, he was not the only person to pursue this question. An 1872 
encyclopedia entry for hair, for example, included a discussion of the scientific inquiry into 
wool, which involved microscopic examinations of hairs from “a negro, of a mulatto, of 
Europeans, and of some Abyssinians,” as well as hairs from “the tiger, rabbit, bear, seal, and 
wolf dog.”69 Even non-scientific publications like the Southern Quarterly Review began referring 
to and citing this trichological research when they described black people’s hair as “a true wool, 
cospidate [cuspidate], [which means] having a multitude of projecting points, so that it can be 
and has been, felted. […] In shape it is eccentrically elliptical, the diameters being respectively 
about 1-312 and 1-970 of an inch, while the hair of the European is oval (about 1-273 by 1-364) 

                                                        
67 Charles Ball, Slavery in the United States . . . . (New York: John S. Taylor, 1837), 44. 
68 Browne, The Classification of Mankind by the Hair and Wool of Their Heads, with an Answer to Dr. Prichard’s 
Assertion, that ‘The covering of the head of the negro is hair, properly so termed, and not wool.’ Read before the 
American Ethnological Society, November 3, 1849 (Philadelphia: A. Hart, 1850), 19–20 (emphasis in the original). 
69 Chambers’ Encyclopaedia, s.v. “hair.” 
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and that of the American Indian cylindrical in shape.” This description came from a lengthy 
article the Review published in 1854—the first article in its October issue—in which the journal 
reviewed five recent publications on the subject, “On the Unity of the Human Race.” Although 
Browne’s work was not among those reviewed, he was nevertheless present: the author attributed 
the aforementioned data on hair follicle shape to Browne in a footnote: “Browne’s classification 
of mankind by the hair and wool of their heads. Philadelphia, 1853.”70 By the middle of the 
1850s, Browne had become the go-to reference for scientific information about human hair. 
 
 
Agriculture and Species Purity 
 
Since he first embarked on his hair research, Browne was concerned with more than the hair that 
grew on humans; his research always included hair from across the animal kingdom. Indeed, 
Browne’s preoccupation with hair most likely grew out his general interest in agriculture. Prior 
to beginning his trichological research in the late 1840s, Browne wrote frequently about farming 
and animal husbandry; these, along with geology, represent the most discussed topics in his 
wide-ranging list of publications. Some of Browne’s hair publications also focused specifically 
on animals. For example, although its subtitle promised an examination of The Hairs of the 
Mammals, his book Trichographia Mammalium analyzed just one: the armadillo. (Presumably, 
other mammals would be the subject of the promised future volumes sold by subscription.) 
Similarly, in 1850 Browne published two articles on Rocky Mountain goats’ wool and swine’s 
bristle, respectively, in The Plough, The Loom, and the Anvil, an agricultural journal with a 
northern Republican bent.71 More common than texts focused on a single species, though, were 
publications in which Browne shifted back and forth between mammals of all types. In fact, he 
frequently combined discussions of humans and non-human animals so completely that it seems 
as though he saw no distinction between them. In Trichologia Mammalium, for example, Browne 
included a table with measurements of “ductility, elasticity, and tenacity” from different types of 
hair; the first eight entries read: 

 
Hair of the head of a lady, which had laid 32 years in a grave […] 
Hair of the Sloth […] 
Mummy hair, from Thebes […] 
Ancient hair, from Pisco, Peru […] 
     “    “ “     Mexico […] 
President Madison’s, (fallen out) […] 
Hair from the stomach of a Ruminant […] 
President Jackson’s, (cut after death).72  
 

                                                        
70 “On the Unity of the Human Race,” 299 (emphasis in the original). 
71 Browne, “The Rocky Mountain Goat Recommended to be Domesticated and Added to our Wool-Bearing 
Animals,” The Plough, The Loom, and the Anvil 3, no. 3 (September 1850), 195–196; Browne; “On Raising and 
Breeding Swine for the Bristle,” The Plough, The Loom, and the Anvil 3, no. 6 (December 1850), 372–374; Sarah T. 
Phillips, “Antebellum Agricultural Reform, Republican Ideology, and Sectional Tension,” Agricultural History 74, 
no. 4 (Autumn 2000), 809–811. 
72 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, 56. This table is also reproduced as Figure 4.11. 
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Unlike the hair collectors described in Chapter 3, who revered each lock or braid as a unique 
synecdoche for a beloved individual, Browne treated his hair samples as interchangeable 
scientific media, flattening the differences between Andrew Jackson and an anonymous sloth.73 
 
What united Browne’s interest in humans and non-human animals was a singular obsession with 
species purity. At its core, the ideological driver of Browne’s hair research was a search for 
evidence that species mixing had uniformly negative outcomes. Browne argued that mixed 
breeding weakened mammals because “hybrids” (as he called them) were, as a rule, weaker than 
pure animals—or, for that matter, pure humans. For example, he argued, “every practicising 
physician has had occasion to remark how much more mulattoes are liable to scrofulous and 
phthisical diseases, and similar wasting complaints, than either the whites or blacks from whom 
they are descended.”74 The conclusions Browne drew from such observations of human racial 
mixing were directly applied to agricultural strength; for example, he followed a discussion of 
the variation present in mixed-race children’s hair by remarking, “this experience ought to serve 
as a warning to the American Sheep breeder, whose object is to produce a race enjoying equally 
the good qualities of both parents.”75 Preserving pure species lines in sheep breeding was thus 
“the most important direction we have to give—it is the golden rule—the primatus 
principatus.”76 Echoing the style in which he mounted his hair samples from American 
presidents, Browne believed that his research on sheep, too, was patriotic at its core. Writing to 
William Bradford Reed around 1850, Browne said of American sheep that “if we are to become 
one of the great wool-growing countries in the world, we must found a permanent race, 
possessing the good qualities of both parents, and not a continuous production of hybrids.”77 
Browne believed that a thriving national agricultural economy depended on strong sheep, and 
strong sheep depended on controlled reproduction among male and female sheep from the same 
strong lineage. Browne thus drew a direct line from species purity to national strength.  
 
Although Browne’s interest in human hair likely originated in the 1840s with his agricultural 
research, by the 1850s the directionality of influence was beginning to shift, and it was the 
human species that started to inform his thinking about animals. For example, between 1849, 
when Browne first publicized his hair and wool taxonomy in an speech he gave to the American 
Ethnological Society; and 1853, which he published the taxonomy in Trichologia Mammalium, 
Browne removed the last clause from each maxim in his five-part taxonomy—specifically, the 
references to “the negro’s head”—to make the taxonomy generalizable across all mammalian 

                                                        
73 The reverence Browne demonstrated when he mounted his presidential hair samples did not carry over into the 
way he treated the hair once he began his experimentation.   
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75 Ibid., 167 (emphasis in the original). Some of Browne’s intellectual interlocutors drew similar conclusions from 
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LL.D.,” The Plough, The Loom, and the Anvil 3, no. IV (October 1850): 252 (emphasis in the original).   
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species.78 Human hair also began to dominate his attention, as Browne honed in on what would 
become the central preoccupation of the rest of his trichological career: “the ethnological 
problem of the unity of the human species.”79  
 
 
“The Ethnological Problem of the Unity of the Human Species” 
 
As his studies of hair expanded from armadillos to ruminants to humans, Browne became more 
and more focused on the potential for his research to “shed new light” on an old—but ongoing—
debate about the origin of mankind.80 To do this, Browne measured the dimensions of each hair 
in his collection to 1/100th of an inch using the microscope and the discotome. He then arranged 
his findings into a taxonomy of hair follicle shape that corresponded to what he deemed “the 
three species of man”: white, black, and Native American.81 In 1852’s The Classification of 
Mankind, Browne explained this taxonomy for the first time: Class I, the cylindrical follicle, had 
the shape of a circle (with both diameters being equal) when cut transversely; Class II, the oval 
follicle, had one diameter that was one-third greater than the other; and Class III, the 
eccentrically elliptical follicle, had one diameter that was two-thirds greater than the other 
(Figure 4.12). These three classes, Browne argued, corresponded precisely to racial difference: 
Class I hairs came from Native Americans, Class II from white people, and Class III from black 
people.82 Browne provided between two and eleven examples for each of his three classes.83 The 
native hair samples came from people like Chief Bigwater from Texas and six South American 
mummies (the later of which demonstrated “the antiquity and uniformity of this species of 
man”); the white hair from nine lawyers, professors, nobles, and heads of state; and the black 
hair from Congo Billy, a manumitted slave from Delaware, and the so-called Bushman Boy from 
                                                        
78 Browne, The Classification of Mankind (1850); Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, 154. The 1850 text is a 
published transcript of Browne’s 1849 speech. 
79 Browne, Trichologia Mammalium, iv. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Browne, The Classification of Mankind (1850), 6. 
82 To posit just three racial groups set Browne apart from the most influential contemporary racial theorists, most of 
whom suggested four, five, or more racial categories. For example, Johann Gottfried von Blumenbach—who 
originated the word Caucasian—posited five races: Caucasian, Mongolian, Malay, Ethiopian, and American. See 
Blumenbach, De Generis Humani Varietate Nativa [On the Natural Variety of Mankind], 3rd ed. (Gottingæ, 
Germany: 1795), reprinted in Thomas Bendyshe, ed. and trans, The Anthropological Treatises of Johann Friedrich 
Blumenbach, Late Professor at Göttingen and Court Physician to the King of Great Britain (London: Longman, 
Green, Longman, Roberts, & Green, 1865), 264–266. 

In addition to his three primary classes, Browne also included a fourth category called “Mixture of Classes,” for 
which he possessed six hair samples from people with mixed black, white, and Indian ancestry. He provided 
measurements for their hair follicles too, referring to these people as “the hybrids derived from [the] mixture” of the 
three major classes. I will not be discussing this fourth category in detail in this chapter. See Browne, The 
Classification of Mankind (1850), 6. 
83 Although ten of the eleven hair samples listed under Class I came from indigenous people born in North or South 
America, the last sample actually came from a Chinese man named Tsou Chaoong (Browne, The Classification of 
Mankind (1852), 5). In a different published version of his taxonomy, Browne also includes a second Chinese 
person—“Asjunk, of Canton”—in his discussion of American Indians’ hair (Browne, The Classification of Mankind 
(1852), 5; Browne, “Examination and Description of the Hair of the Head of the North American Indians . . . . ,” in 
Information Respecting the History, Condition, and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United States . . . ., ed. 
Henry Schoolcraft (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Company, 1853), 376.). Trichologia Mammalium also 
provides a short section “On Chinese Pile” in which Browne asserts his “determination that this numerous 
people”—the Chinese—“belong to the cylindrical-haired species” (63). 
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South Africa.84 Browne argued that this research demonstrated two key points. The first was 
“that the three species of man […] may be identified by the pile.” Indeed, Browne believed that 
the most fundamental and definitional distinction between these three groups could be found in 
the shape of their hair follicles; the frontispiece to Trichologia Mammalium, for example, 
depicted three heads in profile to represent the three species, and yet each head was labeled—and 
thus defined—not with its racial identity but with its hair follicle shape: “The Cylindrical Piled,” 
“The Oval Piled,” and “The Eccentrically-Elliptical Piled” (Figure 4.13). The second point—the 
argument relevant to polygenism—was that this correspondence between three types of hair 
follicles and three groups of people allowed Browne to conclude “that (judging from the pile of 
their heads) they belong to three distinct species of men […] whose ancestors have been [the 
Earth’s] inhabitants for at least from 2,700 to 3,000 years—probably from the first creation of 
man.”85 
 
Browne’s claim placed him squarely in the middle of a live scientific debate in the 1850s, one at 
the very heart of racial science: monogenism versus polygenism. The monogenesis theory argued 
that all humans descended from a single origin: one Adam and one Eve; prominent supporters 
included Johann Gottfried von Blumenbach, Charles Darwin, and James Cowles Prichard. In 
contrast, polygenesists believed that each racial group had descended separately since the very 
beginning; its supporters included Samuel George Morton, George R. Gliddon, and Josiah C. 
Nott.86 The polygenesis theory, then, posited that rather than there being one human species, 
humans were instead divided into two or more separate species.87 Walter Johnson has called 
polygenism “one of the major foundations of much white supremacist and proslavery thought,” 
and it is easy to see why: by denying any shared ancestry between white and black Americans—
between slave owners and their slaves—proslavery rhetoricians and theorists flatly rejected any 
claim for racial equality, or even for empathy between white and black Americans.88 The 
connection between the monogenism/polygenism debate and the slavery debate was not lost on 
its contemporaries. Nott, a physician from South Carolina and one of the most prominent 
proponents of polygenism in the United States, titled his 1850 speech on the subject, An Essay on 
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the Natural History of Mankind, Viewed in Connection with Negro Slavery.89 He opened by 
acknowledging that “these investigations are assuming a peculiar interest in our country, from 
their connection with certain absorbing political questions now deeply agitating the American 
people, and shaking the very existence of our Government to its foundations.”90 Northerners, too, 
saw the political consequences of this scientific debate. In 1850, the New York City-based 
United States Magazine and Democratic Review predicted that “more lances will be broken in 
the war now raging among the learned on this subject [of monogenism versus polygenism], for 
the next quarter of a century, than at any former time” in part because of “the religious and 
political convulsions now agitating the civilized world, especially our own land, on the subject of 
pro and anti-slavery.”91 
 
The debate between monogenism and polygenism captivated American intellectuals, 
theologians, ethnologists, and other cultural authorities; the United States Magazine and 
Democratic Review referred to this debate in 1850 as “the most interesting subject of literature 
and science.”92 In addition to its connections to broader debates about slavery, monogenism and 
polygenism also became so widely discussed in the middle of the nineteenth century because of 
the debate’s potential to contribute to scientific understandings of human history.93 Nott 
acknowledged that, before the nineteenth century, most investigation into the “the Natural 
History of Mankind” had been theological. However, more recently scientists had also begun to 
study this history, particularly since “the more enlightened feel assured that there can be no 
discrepancies between the Scriptures, properly interpreted, and the well-established truths of 
science.” Among scientists, the key evidence for consideration was, as Nott wrote, “the deep-
rooted intellectual and physical differences seen around us, in the White, Red, and Black Races.” 
For this reason, those scientific fields focused on the study of the physical body—including 
physiology, anatomy, and zoology (analogized for humans)—became the centerpiece of 
scientific investigation into human history.94  
 
Polygenesists in particular focused their attention on specific corporeal features that they 
believed to be so distinct and so long-standing that separate origins was the only reasonable 
conclusion. Although historians have typically emphasized the importance of craniology—the 
study of skull size—to polygenic arguments, hair was also central to this research.95 For 
example, in Types of Mankind—that magnum opus of American polygenism—the authors 
highlighted physical features like “form and size of the head,” “traits of the face,” “complexion,” 
and “hair” as especially immutable over centuries, and thus reliable evidence of racial “types.”96 
This is why, when Samuel Morton wrote in an 1837 letter that he was in search of “a few heads 
of Egyptian mummies” for use in his research on “the varieties of the Human Race,” he 
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requested that specimens should have “the hair preserved, if possible.”97 Like Morton, Browne 
was also very interested in acquiring hair samples from mummies—as he advertised on the back 
cover of Trichographia Mammalium—because of their potential to support his claim about the 
deep roots of racial division. Some of his readers realized the potential of Browne’s research to 
“bear directly and importantly on the question of the unity or diversity of the human species,” 
but Browne himself thought bigger.98 Browne believed that hair follicle shape was not simply 
additional evidence in favor of polygenesis—he believed it was the most definitive evidence 
uncovered to date, and provided the necessary proof to declare polygenesis correct. 
 
 
“Of a Perfect Hair” 
 
One of the most revealing sentences in Browne’s extensive bibliography opens the third chapter 
of Trichologia Mammalium:  

 
OF A PERFECT HAIR.—Eble [Dr. Burkard Eble, a German physician] is of 
opinion that the most perfect hair is the whisker of some of the lower animals, 
such as the seal, the lion, the rabbit, &c.; but we (considering these whiskers as 
organs of touch) place the hair of the scalp of the white man, as regards 
perfection, at the head of the list of piles.99 
 

After considering the entirety of the animal kingdom, Browne had nominated white men’s hair 
as the most perfect specimen to ever exist. He provided no explanation for why white men’s hair 
was perfect, or what qualities comprised its perfection; after this opening sentence, the chapter 
turned its attention to outlining the central characteristics of human hair (such as follicle shape, 
ductility, and elasticity) without returning to the subject of perfection. Though seemingly out of 
place, this single sentence betrays precisely the underlying motive of Browne’s years-long 
inquiry into the science of hair. Browne claimed his experiments and investigations were 
objective, and his arguments the natural conclusion to be drawn from the results. But there was, 
in fact, nothing inevitable or evidence-based about his claims. Instead, Browne’s research 
presupposed a racial hierarchy—a hierarchy that had long existed in the United States, but one 
that had gained more urgency as antislavery northerners developed an intellectual infrastructure 
to critique slavery and the slave society.100 Browne had simply leveraged his expertise in the 
science of hair to participate in a larger discussion of racial hierarchy and racial purity.  
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Although he argued that his race-based claims were the obvious conclusion any scientist would 
draw from his data, Browne’s racial biases were embedded throughout his process, starting with 
his data collection. The way he acquired and wrote about that data revealed the racial belief 
system that permeated—and thus compromised—his research. For example, in both The 
Classification of Mankind and Browne’s many later publications that included his strand shape 
taxonomy, every hair sample from a white man’s head referred to its donor by an honorific, such 
as “his excellency,” “Esq.,” “Hon.,” or “Count.” These titles conveyed the superiority of the 
white hair donors relative to their native and black counterparts; notably, Browne did not include 
hair from any ordinary white man (or any women). By contrast, only three of the eleven Native 
American samples were even from named individuals; the rest were listed just as “a Choctaw 
American Indian” or “a mummy found in Mexico,” suggesting that indigenous people were 
homogenous, interchangeable, and lacking in individual identity. Unlike the native examples, the 
two black hair samples did come from named individuals. However, Browne acquired both 
samples via white middlemen whose relationship to the black men in question was rooted in 
either slavery or imperialism: Colonel S.B. Davis of Delaware gave Browne a sample of hair 
from his former slave Congo Billy, and a Philadelphia professor named C. Meigs gave Browne 
“the wool of the Bushman Bay [Boy],” who had been brought to the United States “from the 
Cape of Good Hope by the American Consul, M. Chase.”101  
 
Despite Browne’s evident feelings of racial antipathy, in much of his writing about “the three 
distinct species of men” Browne did not place the three hair types into a racial hierarchy.102 Most 
of his ethnographic peers had no hesitation about drawing such conclusions; Joseph Nott, for 
example, wrote in his 1849 speech that “the same God who had permitted Slavery to exist by His 
Word, had stamped the Negro Race with permanent inferiority.”103 Yet at times Browne betrayed 
his otherwise steely and measured exterior, and revealed that he did indeed believe that oval 
follicles characteristic of white people’s hair were superior to the follicles grown by black and 
Native American people.  
 
There were two main reasons that Browne claimed white people’s hair was the most perfect type 
of hair. The first reason was historic: Browne suggested that in both lauded human history and in 
great works of literature, white texture had been the most celebrated. Browne wrote that white 
people’s oval follicles made their hair “flowing and curling,” in contrast to the “straight and 
lank” hair of the Indian or the “crisp or frizzled” hair of the African.104 Flowing and curling hair 
was not merely descriptive; it was, Browne argued, heavily represented in the artistic and 
scholarly expressions of the United States’ most lauded ancestors. In history, mythology, and 
poetry, flowing and curled hair represented beauty or divinity; in some cases, Browne suggested, 
hair was actually wholly responsible for a person’s historical or artistic significance.105 He wrote 
in Trichologia Mammalium, for example, that “we could not understand Venus without her 
flowing tresses.” Browne focused especially on historical examples from Greek and Roman 
antiquity—the specific history most lauded as predecessors to the American political system. 
However, hair from the “oval-haired species” was not merely historically significant. Even in the 
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present, Browne argued, it continued to signify beauty, perfection, and superiority. “What 
painter, even in the present day,” Browne asked his readers, “would venture to depict the father 
of the gods with straight, lank hair?”106 None but the flowing and curled hair that Browne 
believed to be characteristic of white people was perfect enough for such artistic expression. 
 
More significant than this appeal to the artistic and historic, however, was Browne’s scientific 
explanation for white hair’s perfection. Browne’s microscopic research on hair follicles from 
different owners yielded, he wrote, a significant distinction between the physical structure of 
oval follicles from white people and the eccentrically elliptical follicles from black people. 
(Notably, Browne never mentioned Native American hair in these discussions of perfection, 
despite Native Americans representing one of the three foundational components of his follicle 
classification schema. The black/white binary clearly held greater significance in his research.) 
Browne had a specific definition of perfect human hair, and by this definition white people’s hair 
was superior to black people’s hair, as he first outlined in his 1849 speech “The Classification of 
Mankind”: 

 
The head of the hair of the white man, besides its cortex and intermediate fibres, 
has a central canal, in which this coloring matter, when the hair has any [e.g. 
before greying occurred in old age], flows; when this hair is colorless, the central 
canal is still found, but it is then vacant. But the wool of the negro has no central 
canal; the coloring matter, when present, is disseminated throughout the cortex, or 
is in the cortex and intermediate fibres. […] [T]his variation in the disposition of 
the coloring matter is, as regards classification of pile, a more important feature 
than at first strikes the mind; for, according to the rules of science, one organ is 
considered more perfect than another, if it employs a greater variety of apparatus 
in the performance of its functions. Now, here we find the hair of the head of the 
white man possessing an apparatus, viz. a canal for the conveyance of its coloring 
matter, which, in the wool of the negro, is entirely wanting […] The inference is 
irresistible. The hair of the white man is more perfect than the hair of the 
negro[.]107 
 

It is easy to critique Browne’s definition of scientific perfection, thus undermining the legitimacy 
of this hierarchical claim. But the factual validity of Browne’s research was also in question. An 
undated contemporary review criticized Browne’s research, writing that Browne “would have 
saved himself from the laughter of the scientific world by avoiding the re-assertion of the 
exploded idea that any ‘human hair has a central canal.’ The Quarterly Journal of Microscopical 
Science, Vol. I., p. 136, where M. Morin is immolated for a similar statement, may be profitably 
consulted by our learned LL. D.”108 Despite these shaky observational foundations, Browne 
nevertheless asserted the perfection of white hair, and thus the superiority of white people. 
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Browne’s beliefs in a racial hierarchy that placed white men at its apex were well documented in 
some of the publications he wrote before he started researching hair. His 1843 book in support of 
the United States’ acquisition of the Oregon Territory, for example, blithely denigrated Native 
Americans as “barbarous nations,” claiming that “it appears to be a law of nature, that civilized 
man shall gradually succeed to the uncivilized.”109 The natural fate of the Native American was 
to wither away: “as the buffalo retires before the footsteps of civilization, so will the Comanches; 
leaving behind them, (like Gog and Magog, to whom they have been likened,) nothing but an 
empty name.”110 Browne also criticized what he believed were the hypocrisies and 
inconsistencies of the abolition movement. In an undated (likely 1851) review of the kidnapping 
conviction of George F. Alberti, Browne sneered, “a citizen of Philadelphia is confined in the 
Eastern Penitentiary […] for a term of ten years. Had his skin been black, considerable sympathy 
would have been excited in a certain portion of this community; but he is a white man, and very 
few, comparatively, appear to evince an interest in his fate.”111 Abolitionists frequently evoked 
the specter of the enslaved parent separated from his or her child, and yet, Browne argued, 
Alberti was “convicted of kidnapping, and sentenced to imprisonment at hard labor for ten years, 
because he did not tear a sick child from its [enslaved] mother’s breast!"112 Browne also 
supported federal fugitive slave laws, declaring that “the mistaken notion that colored persons 
are to be protected from [these laws,] […] when we know the country is overrun with runaway 
slaves, has been the cause of much evil.”113 He called extreme abolitionism an “infection,” and, 
foreseeing the political upheaval this issue would cause in the future, wrote that “ultra 
abolitionism, […] if allowed to pass unreduced,” might ultimately “end in a dissolution of our 
glorious Union.”114 
 
Browne’s disdain for black people may have also be amplified by what he believed to be the 
frequency of their intermixing with other racial groups. As he wrote in Trichologia Mammalium, 
“it might be easily supposed that in a city like Philadelphia, abounding in black faces, no 
difficulty would be encountered in procuring pure negro hair. It is quite the contrary.”115 As so 
much of his writing on species purity demonstrated, Browne deeply opposed miscegenation and 
favored pure species lines. He argued that species purity was natural: “among all animals, 
intelligent and instinctive, there exists a natural abhorrence to the amalgamation of species; but 
it is exhibited in different ways. Sometimes the antipathy is so potent as to amount to an entire 
prohibition,” such as, for example, “the Cow and the European Buffalo” or “the Dog and the 
Wolf.” He continued: 

 
The natural disgust planted in the minds of all animals to the mixture of species, 
seems to have been wisely pre-ordained, in order to preserve the purity and 
beauty of creation. […] Without such a feeling [of disgust], the law of the 
harmony of species, throughout the immense varieties of created beings, which 
now people and beautify the earth, the air and the sea, would be utterly destroyed, 
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and the whole animal commonwealth would be converted into a disgusting 
assemblage of unsightly monsters!116 
 

It was not simply “beauty and purity” that intermixing destroyed. Browne argued that 
“amalgamation” negated God’s intelligent design; for example, “organs would be taken away 
from animals to whom they are invaluable, and conferred upon others to whom they would be an 
incumbrance.”117 Browne believed that resistance to intermixing was inherent and instinctive, 
and so he likely looked down with disgust on any group of people with a very mixed ancestry—
such as African Americans.  
 
Browne even drew a distinction between Africans and African Americans based on what Browne 
believed to be their varied response to racial mixing. Browne wrote that the “natural feeling we 
have described […] is not only proverbial among all European nations, but is evinced by 
Africans, in their own country,” such as “the negresses running away in apparent fright and 
disgust by the sight of a white man.”118 Yet once they left “their own country” and became 
Negroes in the United States, such antipathy was sometimes “partially subdued in a few 
instances out of many, by association, as in the rare cases of marriages between a white person 
and a negro.” Moreover, Browne wrote, “every one of us must have been witness of the almost 
universal natural feeling of abhorrence of the community disgraced by such an outrage.”119 Even 
if Browne admitted that African Americans’ mixed heritage was not the result of an unnatural 
lack of disgust for miscegenation—and was, instead, the product of a long history of rape—he 
would still maintain that mixed people were inherently inferior from a physiological standpoint. 
“Every practising physician,” he wrote, “has had occasion to remark how much more mulattoes 
are liable to scrofulous and phthisical diseases, and similar wasting complaints, than either the 
whites or blacks from whom they are descended.” “Mulattoes,” Browne argued, were “doomed” 
to “premature decay and demolition” because they were “natural deformities”—perverse 
variations on the three natural races of mankind.120  
 
Throughout his career as an amateur scientist, Browne believed that his research was patriotic, 
and that analyzing, measuring, and documenting human and animal differences would allow the 
United States to be as strong as possible. This quest for the most reliable data on race and 
identity lead Browne to privilege the single strand of hair as the unit of analysis best able to 
reveal the scientific truth.  

 
* * * 

 
In 1857, when Alexina Morrison surrendered herself to William Dennison at the at Jefferson 
Parish Jail, Dennison did something peculiar: he cut off a piece of Morrison’s hair. In the days 
and months that followed, Dennison, a white man, became Morrison’s primary advocate and 
protector. He immediately perceived Morrison to be white, invited her to live with his family in 
his house while she was awaiting trial (the house was attached to the jail), and brought Morrison 
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to public spaces and gatherings frequented by white locals, such as “public and private balls.”121 
Dennison believed unwaveringly in Morrison’s whiteness, and he believed that her physical 
appearance testified to this fact. Yet even he—Morrison’s greatest champion—admitted that 
when it came to her hair, Morrison’s appearance was not always stable.  
 
At Morrison’s second trial, Dennison testified that when Morrison first arrived at the jail, “her 
hair was much darker than it appears now,” and “appeared to have been colored to make it 
darker.” Furthermore, her hair “seemed to him as if it had been attempted to be curled with the 
tongs,” particularly since “her hair appeared to be growing straighter ever since.”122 Dennison 
was not merely relying on his memory of Morrison’s initial appearance; in his testimony, 
Denison revealed that he still possessed the lock of hair he cut from Morrison’s head “when she 
first came to him.” White’s lawyers prodded Dennison about this lock of hair on cross 
examination; Dennison insisted that he had cut the lock of hair from Morrison’s head himself, 
that he “cut this hair the same day she came there [to the jail],” and that “he did this of his own 
accord and not at the instance [insistence] of any one.”123 Dennison did not explain what had 
compelled him to cut some of this young women’s hair on the first day they met, and no further 
mention of the lock of hair appears in the trial transcripts. To preserve a lock of hair was not, 
itself, an atypical practice, as this and the previous chapter have demonstrated. However, the 
conditions under which Dennison came to possess some of Morrison’s hair are nevertheless 
unusual; it was far more typical for nineteenth-century Americans to obtain locks of hair from 
loved ones (or, in Browne’s case, for use in scientific experimentation) than to request hair from 
new acquaintances. 
 
The extant documents of Morrison’s trial provide no additional clarity on Dennison’s motivation 
on that day in 1857 when he first met the young blonde runaway. Yet the way he viewed the hair 
is easier to suppose: like so many of his nineteenth-century contemporaries, Dennison likely saw 
Morrison embodied synecdochically in the hair shorn from her head. What is significant about 
this exchange, then, is just how unstable it revealed hair to be, and yet how unimportant this 
instability was for Dennison’s assessment of Morrison’s race. Dennison believed Morrison was 
white when he first met her in 1857, and he believed Morrison was white on the date of his 
testimony in 1859—even as the hair that grew from her head became lighter and straighter.124 
Dennison’s testimony thus reveals an uncomfortable truth about hair that coexisted uneasily with 
its reliability: if hair was so trusted to transmit authentic and reliable information about 
immutable qualities like race, character, and identity, then it could also be altered to change the 
very meaning it conveyed. 
                                                        
121 Petition for Change in Venue, September 22, 1858, Judgment on Prayer for Change of Venue, September 22, 
1858, and Testimony of Wm Denison, May 19, 1859, Morrison v. White. 
122 Testimony of Wm Denison, May 19, 1859, Morrison v. White. 
123 Ibid. At the time of the trial, Dennison testified that the piece of hair was in the possession of S.N. Cannon, 
another Jefferson Parish jailer; Cannon lived in Carrolton, located about five miles away from where Morrison’s 
trial was taking place at the Supreme Court of Louisiana in New Orleans. 
124 Dennison’s testimony is an outlier among the witnesses who testified on Morrison’s behalf across her three trials: 
he was the only plaintiff witness not to mention Morrison’s physical features or appearance as evidence for her 
whiteness; instead, Dennison said that he knew she was white because “during the whole time witness had the girl 
near him, she always behaved herself well as a White girl should do.” Thus, though it is impossible to know for sure, 
hair evidence may not have been particularly compelling to Dennison even if it had been more stable. (Though there 
is also the possibility that its very instability is what made Dennison look elsewhere for evidence of Morrison’s 
whiteness.) 
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Figures for Chapter Four 
 

 
Figure 4.1: Seven prints that depict the physical structure of human hair strands. The author of 
the book in which they appeared stated that these prints replicated microscopic images. 
Thomas Bogue, A Treatise on the Structure, Color and Preservation of the Human Hair, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: J.W. 
Moore, 1841). 
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Figure 4.2: This description accompanied the engravings of human hair strands on the preceding 
page. 
Thomas Bogue, A Treatise on the Structure, Color and Preservation of the Human Hair, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: J.W. 
Moore, 1841). 
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Figure 4.3: These six prints depict the physical structure of human hair roots at a microscopic 
level.  
Thomas Bogue, A Treatise on the Structure, Color and Preservation of the Human Hair, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: J.W. 
Moore, 1841). 
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Figure 4.4: This description accompanied the prints of human hair roots on the preceding page. 
Thomas Bogue, A Treatise on the Structure, Color and Preservation of the Human Hair, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: J.W. 
Moore, 1841). 
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Figure 4.5: This print of a magnified strand of hair appeared as Figure 81 in the 1875 medical 
advice book The Ladies’ Medical Guide. 
Seth Pancoast, The Ladies’ Medical Guide: A Complete Instructor and Counsellor, Embracing A Full and 
Exhaustive Account of the Structure and Functions of the Reproductive Organs; the Diseases of Females and 
Children, with their Causes, Symptoms and Treatment; the Toilet considered in reference to Female Health, Beauty 
and Longevity, etc., etc., etc. With an appendix containing Startling Facts in Plain Words for Mothers and the 
Young (Philadelphia: Hubbard Bros., 1875). 
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Figure 4.6: Madison Grant argued that Europe could be divided geographically into three 
hierarchical racial groups: the Nordics, the Alpines, and the Mediterraneans. Dr. Seth Pancoast 
attempted a similar taxonomy for hair color. 
Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1916). 
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Figure 4.7: Peter Browne’s hair experimentation frequently utilized a tool he called a 
Trichometer, which stretched strands of hair in order to measure the hair’s “Ductility, Elasticity, 
and Tenacity.” 
Peter A. Browne, Trichologia Mammalium; or, A Treatise on the Organization, Properties and Uses of Hair and 
Wool; together with An Essay Upon the Raising and Breeding of Sheep (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1853). 
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Figure 4.8: Peter Browne’s sample of President George Washington’s hair. 
“Presidential Hair.” Online exhibit from the Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, Philadelphia, PA. 
http://www.ansp.org/explore/online-exhibits/presidential-hair/. 
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Figure 4.9: Peter Browne’s sample of President John Adams’s hair. 
“Presidential Hair.” Online exhibit from the Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, Philadelphia, PA. 
http://www.ansp.org/explore/online-exhibits/presidential-hair/. 
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Figure 4.10: Peter Browne’s sample of President James Buchanan’s hair. Browne’s favored 
epigraph, “Ducit amor patrie,” appeared at the bottom of this mount. 
“Presidential Hair.” Online exhibit from the Academy of Natural Sciences of Drexel University, Philadelphia, PA. 
http://www.ansp.org/explore/online-exhibits/presidential-hair/. 
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Figure 4.11: Peter Browne conducted extensive experiments on his vast collection of human and 
animal hair samples. This data table is indicative of how frequently Browne flattened the 
difference between his human and animal subjects. 
Peter A. Browne, Trichologia Mammalium; or, A Treatise on the Organization, Properties and Uses of Hair and 
Wool; together with An Essay Upon the Raising and Breeding of Sheep (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1853). 
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Figure 4.12: Peter Browne’s hair taxonomy divided the human population into three groups 
based on the shape of their hair strands: cylindrical strands indicated Native American parentage, 
oval strands indicated white parentage, and eccentrically elliptical strands indicated black 
parentage. He first published this image in The Classification of Mankind (top), and reproduced 
it in his magnum opus, Trichologia Mammalium (bottom). 
Top: Peter A. Browne, The Classification of Mankind, by the Hair and Wool of Their Heads, with the Nomenclature 
of Human Hybrids (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1852). 

Bottom: Peter A. Browne, Trichologia Mammalium; or, A Treatise on the Organization, Properties and Uses of 
Hair and Wool; together with An Essay Upon the Raising and Breeding of Sheep. (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1853). 

 

  



 148 

 
 

Figure 4.13: The frontispiece to Trichologia Mammalium demonstrated the racial foundation of 
Peter Browne’s hair research. 
Peter A. Browne, Trichologia Mammalium; or, A Treatise on the Organization, Properties and Uses of Hair and 
Wool; together with An Essay Upon the Raising and Breeding of Sheep. (Philadelphia: J.H. Jones, 1853). 



 

 149 

Chapter Five 
Fake Hair: Self-Making, Disguise, and the Limits of Hair’s Legibility 

 
 
In the last four decades of the nineteenth century, more than fifty American newspapers and 
magazines published a lengthy taxonomy that outlined the precise connections between character 
traits and specific hair styles, colors, and textures. Periodicals from every corner of the country 
printed translations of this taxonomy—which had first appeared in a French book of beauty 
secrets in 1856—with slight variations. This passage, and its widespread reproduction, made 
clear that hair had tremendous power to convey significant meaning about individual people. 
Yet, many of the periodicals ended their version of the passage with a warning to their readers 
that seemed to turn the taxonomy on its head: “As long as girls will wear as much false hair as 
that naturally belonging to them, it would be puerile to attempt to read character or disposition in 
the fashion and character of the locks displayed.”1  
 
Nineteenth-century American men and women from different regions, racial groups, economic 
backgrounds, and religious traditions trusted hair more than may seem logical or reasonable to a 
twenty-first-century reader. Hair, they believed, had the power to reveal the truth about the 
person from whose body it grew. At the same time, however, hair had one inescapable quality 
that hovered forever in the background: it was malleable. Unlike other parts of the body—such 
as height, cranial shape, or skin color—hair could be changed in various ways: it could be dyed, 
cut, curled, straightened, augmented by a hairpiece, or covered up by a wig or false beard. There 
were limits, of course, to what features could be changed; as Chapter 4 demonstrated, scientists 
like Peter Browne focused on the shape of individual strands of hair precisely because this 
feature was fixed and beyond human control, its salience accessible only to the expert and his 
microscope. Aside from strand shape, however, hair’s color, texture, length, and abundance 
could be altered easily and, often times, using products and techniques an ordinary person had at 
home. If hair allowed the public to glimpse true internal character and identity, it also permitted 
people to change the way they were perceived. What happened, then, when the hair was fake, or 
faked?  
 
The technology and technical or botanical know-how required to alter or fabricate hair had 
existed for centuries both in Europe and in North America. Mojave Indians, for example, used 
the sticky black pitch from mesquite tree trunks to concoct a dark hair dye.2 Nineteenth-century 
American practitioners also routinely cited the ancient origins of their craft; an 1897 issue of the 
Journal of the American Medical Association reported that the “oldest medical recipe” was, in 
fact, “a hair tonic for an Egyptian queen” from 400 B.C., which “direct[ed] that dogs’ paws and 

                                                        
1 This quote—which is actually Andrew Wynter’s commentary about the Secrets of Beauty taxonomy—was printed 
in “The Hair Markets of Europe, and Fashions in Hair-Dressing,” in Peeps Into the Human Hive, vol. II (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1874), 264. Many U.S. publications subsequently quoted (without attribution) both the original 
French text and Wynter’s comments, without indicating which material came from which source. It is likely that 
Wynter published this essay in a newspaper before it was printed in Peeps, but I have not been able to confirm the 
original publication date or source. 
2 “Mojave,” in A Native American Encyclopedia: History, Culture, and Peoples, by Barry M. Pretzker (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 46–49; and Janice Emily Bowers, Flowers and Shrubs of the Mojave Desert 
(Tucson, AZ: Southwest Parks and Monuments Association, 1999), 36. 
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asses’ hoofs be boiled with dates in oil.”3 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, British 
colonists in North America shared recipes and remedies informally with family and loved ones. 
They also consulted medical or household manuals (or cookbooks) written by authors like 
Nicholas Culpeper from London, who advised readers that, for example, dwarf-elder berries or 
blackberry bush leaves could be used to dye the hair black.4 In the nineteenth century, the same 
kinds of recipes and techniques—intended to dye the hair a different color, make the hair curlier, 
or remove what was referred to as superfluous hair—continued to appear in men’s and women’s 
guidebooks and etiquette manuals, such as Sarah Josepha Hale’s popular 1857 book Mrs. Hale’s 
Receipts for the Million.5 Wigs, too, had a long history in North America, as Chapter 1 
discussed. In the seventeenth century and eighteenth centuries, male colonists from varied social 
classes wore periwigs, though the practice was very rare among American women.  
 
In the nineteenth century, however, false hair changed. In the preceding century, fashionable 
wigs were shaped in “unnatural forms,” as Benjamin Franklin wrote in a letter to his brother, and 
were more intent on garnering attention and signaling wealth or gentility than “imitate[ing] a 
good natural head of hair.” By contrast, nineteenth-century wigs strove for verisimilitude.6 As an 
advertisement for men’s wigs confidently explained in 1847, the best wigs were those you did 
not notice at all, for “they immediately adapt themselves to the countenance, and at once become 
part and parcel of the living man.” A Boston wig-maker even boasted that his wigs were “such a 
perfect imitation of Nature as to baffle the nicest investigation.”7 Thanks to the expansion of the 
market economy and the national postal system, a bald man could order a custom wig, scalp (a 
partial wig), or toupee designed to fit his exact specifications; wig-makers in cities like New 
York and New Orleans advertised that “persons at a distance can have Wigs made to order” if 
they mailed in measurements and “a sample of hair and money,” and have their wig “sent by 
Express to any part of the Union” (Figure 5.1).8 Wigs also ranged in cost, making them relatively 
accessible for men of different occupations and social classes. An experienced New York wig-
maker said that “the fastidious man of unlimited means” might buy “a new wig costing twenty-
five dollars or thirty dollars [$664 to $797 in 2017] as often as once a month,” while a poorer 
man would purchase a wig but once a year, “and then takes a wig that some fussy man has 
discarded after once or twice wearing because the color didn’t please him or something in the 

                                                        
3 “A Cosmetic of Course,” The Journal of the American Medical Association 28, no. 16 (April 17, 1897): 760.  
4 Nicholas Culpeper, Culpeper’s Complete Herbal, to which is now added, Upwards of One Hundred Additional 
Herbs . . . .  rev. ed. (1653; London: Richard Evans, 1814), 27 and 68; and Kathy Peiss, Hope in a Jar: The Making 
of America’s Beauty Culture (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1998), 12–14. Before the nineteenth 
century, the care of the physical body combined and conflated areas of knowledge now divided, for example, into 
grooming, cooking, and medicine. 
5 Sarah Josepha Hale, Mrs. Hale’s Receipts for the Million (Philadelphia: T.B. Peterson, 1857), 128–132. For the 
history of hair removal in the United States, see Rebecca Herzig, Plucked: A History of Hair Removal (New York: 
NYU Press, 2015). 
6 Benjamin Franklin to Peter Franklin, [n.d., before 1765], in Benjamin Franklin, Experiments and Observations on 
Electricity (London, 1769), 473–478, http://franklinpapers.org/franklin/framedVolumes.jsp?vol=2&page=136a. 
7 Edward Phalon, Treatise on the Hair (New York, 1847), back cover; and No. 11 (to be continued weekly.) of the 
Emerald. For July 12, 1806 (Boston: Belcher & Armstrong, 1806). 
8 Phalon, back cover; and Times–Picayune (New Orleans, LA), December 5, 1847. In his 1867 book of hairwork, 
Mark Campbell even included instructions for how a buyer could ensure his toupee fit his needs exactly by 
“cut[ting] a piece of paper the exact size and shape of bald spot” to send in the mail with his order form. See Mark 
Campbell, Self-Instructor in the Art of Hair Work, Dressing Hair, Making Curls, Switches, Braids, and Hair Jewelry 
of Every Description (New York: M. Campbell, 1867), 267. 
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style didn’t quite suit.”9 A wig-maker interviewed in the Pittsburg Dispatch in 1889 boasted that 
the art and technology of wig construction had changed immensely over time: 

 
The art of wig making is now so well understood that false hair cannot be 
detected. […] It used to be the case that nobody could wear a wig without the fact 
being patent to all—the clumsy contrivances bore so little resemblance to natural 
hair that it is no wonder that the man who appeared with one on his head was 
laughed at. Now wigs are made that look so natural and fit so perfectly that even a 
barber would think the hair in them grew from the owner’s head.10 
 

Indeed, a brief anecdote published in many local newspapers in 1885 told a story just like this: a 
farmer visited a barber in Pittsburgh who tried repeatedly to sell the man a haircut, shampoo, or 
hair tonic; the farmer, who desired only a shave, politely demurred. However, when the barber 
persisted—telling the farmer that his hair was long and “don’t nobody wear their hair that long 
nowadays”—the farmer finally admitted, with exasperation, the reason for his reluctance: “No; 
and now I’ll tell you suthin’, young man. After this don’t bother a man with a wig about cutting 
his hair and tonics and shampoos. It might embarrass him, see?” The barber was apparently so 
mortified by this experience that he now “blush[ed] every time a customer comes in with a head 
of hair over a week’s growth.”11 The wig’s verisimilitude was so perfect that it fooled even a hair 
care professional. 
 
The paucity of references in the historical record to men wearing wigs as part of their daily attire 
might suggest that the practice was uncommon in the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, 
testimonies like that of the bewigged farmer—combined with the sheer number of 
advertisements for wigs in local newspapers across the country—testifies to the likelihood that 
American men of varying occupations and socioeconomic classes must have worn toupees and 
wigs to cover bald or thinning scalps, even if few customers were willing to openly count 
themselves among this group (Figure 5.2). The Pittsburgh wig-maker, for example, revealed to 
the Dispatch that there were “hundreds” of men wearing wigs “in this city alone,” yet “even their 
nearest friends never know it.”12 A New York wigmaker advertised his wares in 1843 by offering 
testimonials from his celebrity clientele: “Senators, Members of Congress, and Gentlemen from 
                                                        
9 The interview with this wig-maker was republished in many newspapers. See, for example, “Wigs and Wig-
Making,” The Times (Clay Center, KS), January 31, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Witchita [KS] Daily Eagle, 
February 7, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Belvidere [IL] Standard, February 13, 1889; “Wig Making,” Falcon 
(Elizabeth City, NC), February 15, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Reno [NV] Gazette-Journal, March 7, 1889; 
“Wigs and Wig-Making,” Barber County [KS] Index, March 20, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Decatur [IL] 
Herald, March 31, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Chetopa [KS] Advance, May 31, 1889; “Wigs and Wig-
Making,” Alabama Enquirer, May 29, 1890; and “Wigs and Wig-Making,” Perrysburg [OH] Journal, August 9, 
1890. Many of the aforementioned newspapers attributed this article to the New York Sun, but I was unable to 
confirm this. For dollar conversions, see Samuel H. Williamson, “Seven Ways to Compare the Relative Value of a 
U.S. Dollar Amount, 1774 to present,” MeasuringWorth, last modified 2016, www.measuringworth.com/ 
uscompare/uscompare/. 
10 “Men Who Wear Wigs,” Pittsburgh Dispatch, January 6, 1889. 
11 “A Paralyzed Barber,” Chicago Tribune, June 10, 1885; “A Paralyzed Barber,” Daily American (Nashville, TN), 
June 14, 1885; “A Paralyzed Barber,” Iola [KS] Register, July 17, 1885; “A Paralyzed Barber,” Rolla [MO] Herald, 
July 23, 1885; “A Paralyzed Barber,” Semi-Weekly South Kentuckian, October 9, 1885; and “A Paralyzed Barber,” 
The [Shreveport, LA] Times, October 30, 1885. Many of these articles attributed the original story to the Pittsburgh 
Dispatch, but I was not able to locate an article to confirm this claim. 
12 “Men Who Wear Wigs,” Pittsburgh Dispatch. 
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every quarter of the country, who are now wearing C.’s wigs, can be referred to.”13 In 1889, New 
York wig-maker Louis Rauchfuss, who ran the shop his father had opened in 1849, explained 
that wig-wearing was actually increasing in popularity, even if this increase was mostly invisible 
to the untrained eye: “there is now a revival of the custom and a continually increasing demand 
for wigs and toupees,” he said, even though the increase “is not noticeable, because there are so 
many more bald-headed men than formerly that the percentage of wig wearers is small and wigs 
are so cunningly made as to defy detection.”14 In the second half of the nineteenth century, then,  
a well-made wig was completely imperceptible. 
 
For American women, hairpieces that augmented existing hair were far more popular than full 
wigs.15 Advertisements for false hair pieces—which carried a wide variety of names and shapes, 
including fronts, switches, braids, waterfalls, puffs, curls, frizettes, rats, and mice—can be found 
in American newspapers throughout the nineteenth century. However, it was only in the 1850s 
and 1860s that American women—particularly middling white women—began purchasing and 
using large amounts of false hair.16 In 1869, for example, Scientific American wrote that in recent 
years “it has been considered fashionable to replace by false hair, the deficiencies, real or 
supposed, of nature.” That same year, a woman from Massachusetts named Elizabeth Warren 
Allen wrote to her sister Mary about a hairpiece she wore regularly that required repair. 
Elizabeth told Mary that she had learned “there is someone in Keane [New Hampshire]”—where 
Mary lived—“who will fix my hair probably cheaper than at Boston,” so Elizabeth was thinking 
that she “shall cut it off and send [it] to you” to be taken to the repair shop. Ten days later, 
Elizabeth wrote Mary again, asking her “if you receive my hair please get it done as speedily as 
possible;” Elizabeth “want[ed] it simply fixed so as to be able to coil it in as usual with what is 
left” of her natural hair.17 For Elizabeth, false hair was already what Scientific American would 

                                                        
13 Evening Post (New York, NY), August 3, 1843. 
14 “Wigs and Wig-Making.” This article did not actually specify whether the author had interviewed Louis or his 
father Gustavus, both of whom operated a wig shop at 44 East 12th Street; it referred only to a “Mr. Rauchfuss” (or, 
as it was misspelled in some articles, “Mr. Rouchfuss”). Since the article called Rauchfuss “the oldest wig-maker in 
the city,” it seemed at first likely that it was Gustavus to whom it referred. However, I can find no evidence that this 
interview was published any earlier than 1889, and the elder Rauchfuss died between 1881 and 1883, which is why I 
deduced that it was instead Louis who had been interviewed. Perhaps calling Louis the “oldest” New York City wig-
maker was a reference to the age of the shop, not the man himself. See “How Mr. Bingham Got a Wig,” Lancaster 
[PA] Daily Intelligencer, June 18, 1881; Brooklyn Life, October 18, 1890; and Rauchfuss v. Rauchfuss, 2 Dem. 
(N.Y.) 271 (1883). 
15 “Wigs and Wig-Making.” A significant exception to this generalization was the case of Orthodox Jewish women, 
both immigrant and native-born, who wore wigs, or sheitels, to cover their hair after marriage. For an examination 
of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Jewish immigrant women and their decisions to wear (or discard) the 
sheitel, see Barbara A. Scherier, “They Don’t Wear Wigs Here,” in Becoming American Women: Clothing and the 
Jewish Immigrant Experience, 1880-1920 (Chicago: Chicago Historical Society, 1994), 49–83. 
16 Before mid century, some women with thinning hair likely turned to false hair pieces—particularly switches and 
fronts—to conceal those spots. As with balding men, few sources describe this practice; one of the few is Scientific 
American, which wrote in 1872 of women from previous generations who added false “switches” to their natural 
hair—a fact that was desperately kept secret from everyone except “her most intimate lady friends.” See “Human 
Hair and its Substitutes,” Scientific American 26, no. 18 (April 27, 1872), 276 
17 Letter from Elizabeth Waterhouse Allen to Mary Ware Allen Johnson, February 26, 1869, and letter from 
Elizabeth Waterhouse Allen to Mary Ware Allen Johnson, March 7, 1869, Allen–Johnson Family Papers, 1759–
1992, American Antiquarian Society, Worcester, MA. The way Elizabeth described her hairpiece suggests it may 
have been false curls, which, the New York Times explained in 1866, required significant upkeep: to create false 
curls, hair dealers wound long pieces of hair around sticks of wood, which were then “boiled in water for a long 
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later call “a necessity of the modern female existence.”18 Some publications claimed that 
women’s false hairpieces could be found for sale in “every country store,” and asserted that 
“nineteen twentieths of all the women in the country who make any pretense to dress [well] wear 
false hair:” 

 
The lady who, no matter how luxuriant her tresses, should presume to appear in 
society without supplementing their natural growth with “rats,” “mice,” 
“switches,” “bands,” or some other specimen of the wigmaker’s handiwork, 
would find herself to hopelessly in the minority and so laughed at by all, that 
resistance would be impossible, and surrender at discretion imperative.19 
 

For fashionable women in the 1870s, false hair was not a choice but a necessity, and the 
middling or wealthy woman who chose not to wear false hair risked being socially ostracized. 
 
By the first decade of the twentieth century, women wore false or falsified hair so frequently that 
it seemed to be a foregone conclusion. At the 57th annual meeting of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science, held in New York City from December 1906 to January 1907, a 
physician named Charles Edward Woodruff presented a paper entitled, “The Disappearance of 
Blond Types from the American Population.” One newspaper’s summary of Woodruff’s 
arguments extracted a key fact elided by Woodruff’s title: “blondes, according to the major, that 
is, blonde men—are rapidly disappearing from American life. […] The major does not speak for 
the women. So difficult is it to gather actual statistics of the natural blondes among women, his 
figures touch only half of Americans.”20 Woodruff’s findings—though specious—were almost 
certainly a coded commentary on the country’s changing demographics, thanks to the rapidly 
growly tide of (dark haired) immigrants from southern and eastern Europe. Woodruff’s paper 
warned that, “once upon a time, when Americans were chiefly Anglo-Saxons, a large majority 
were fair;” however, “now they are growing darker, even to the extinction of the blonde type.”21 
(In 1850, less 0.5% of foreign-born Americans were from Southern or Eastern Europe, compared 
to 91.8% from Northern and Western Europe; by 1910, Southern and Eastern European 
immigrants had grown to represent 33.3% of the population, while Northern and Western 
Europeans immigrants had shrunk to 54.1%.22) Indeed, in his published works Woodruff was 
unequivocal about his beliefs in the superiority of Anglo-Saxons and the havoc demographic 
changes were already wreaking on the United States, writing, for example, that “the present 
wave of lower races” were “taking on a parasitic existence, such as bacteria do when given the 
chance,” thus causing “a deplorably unnatural condition never existing before in Aryan 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
time, after which they are baked. […] Even then the lady purchaser will find it necessary every little while to have 
them renewed, reboiled and rebaked.” See “Human Hair,” New York Times, August 3, 1866. 
18 “Human Hair,” New York Times; and “The Trade in False Hair,” Scientific American 39, no. 22 (November 30, 
1878), 2415. 
19 “Human Hair and its Substitutes,” Scientific American. 
20 “Blonde Men are Disappearing,” Garland [UT] Globe, January 26, 1907 (emphasis added). 
21 Ibid. A published version of Woodruff’s remarks does not appear to be extant, so I have relied on this article’s 
account of what Woodruff said, using Woodruff’s other published works to provide context.  
22 U.S. Census Bureau, “Region and Country or Area of Birth of the Foreign-Born Population, With Geographic 
Detail Shown in Decennial Census Publications of 1930 or Earlier: 1850 to 1930 and 1960 to 1990,” 1999, 
https://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/ twps0029/tab04.html. 
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democracies.”23 Yet despite the high-stakes race suicide implications of Woodruff’s research on 
blonde hair—and the paramount importance of women to eugenic ideas about population 
improvement—he simply could not count half of the American population because hair dye was 
so overwhelmingly popular.24 
 
The availability of wigs “so completely illusive and natural as to defy detection,” as one ad 
proclaimed in 1903, not only allowed balding Americans to avoid the social embarrassment or 
romantic rejection they feared (Figure 5.3).25 They also offered the possibility of disguise. 
Perhaps the most common context in which nineteenth-century Americans encountered hair used 
to fabricate identity was when they attended the theatre, especially a blackface minstrelsy 
performance.26 For example, in his 1891 manual for directors interested in staging a minstrel 
show, Charles Townshend assured readers that “all dealers in theatrical supplies furnish negro 
minstrel wigs at reasonable prices;” although Townshend advised that “it is more economical to 
buy them than to manufacture them yourself,” he also included instructions for constructing 
minstrel wigs from “curled hair, such as is used for filling mattresses.”27 On the minstrel stage, 
alterations to performers’ hair became part of playful disruptions of the social order. However, 
outside of this privileged theatrical space, putting on a wig or fake facial hair—or even getting a 
well-executed hair cut or dye job—facilitated more dangerous disruptions. Falsified hair aided 
slaves as they fled their masters, women as they liberated themselves from their families, and 
criminals as they passed undetected in public. Reverend Nicholas Noyes had anticipated 
precisely this possibility in his 1700 essay against periwigs. Although his criticism focused 
primarily on the gender trouble that periwigs caused, he also pointed out that periwigs “removeth 
one notable Distinction, or means of distinguishing one man from another.” When a man cut off 
his own hair and had “another[’]s put on,” he effectively “disguiseth himself.” The effect was 
amplified if the man “keepeth diverse Perriwigs different from another in length, Colour, Culres 
[curls], or the like: sometime wearing one, sometimes another,” treating his periwigs like 
clothing; this man was “strangely inconsistent with himself; and unlike to day, to what he was 
yesterday; and so less liable to be known.”28 Furthermore, Noyes claimed, periwigs “are many 
times used for Disguise by the worst of men, as by shaven crownd Popish Priests, Highway 
Robbers, etc.”29   
 

                                                        
23 Charles Edward Woodruff, Expansion of Races (New York: Rebman Company, 1909), 391–392. 
24 For the role of women in twentieth-century eugenic thinking, see Wendy Kline, Building a Better Race: Gender, 
Sexuality, and Eugenics from the Turn of the Century to the Baby Boom (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2005).  
25 Atlanta Constitution, December 13, 1903. 
26 For the history of blackface minstrelsy in the United States, see, for example, Robert C. Toll, Blacking Up: The 
Minstrel Show in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974); Eric Lott, Love and 
Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993);  
Annemarie Bean, James V. Hatch, and Brooks McNamara, eds., Inside the Minstrel Mask: Readings in Nineteenth-
entury Blackface Minstrelsy (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1996); and Stephen Johnson, ed., Burnt 
Cork: Traditions and Legacies of Blackface Minstrelsy (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012).  
27 Charles Townsend, Negro Minstrels with End Men’s Jokes, Gags, Speeches, Etc. (Chicago: T.S. Denison, 1891), 
10. 
28 Worthington Chauncey Ford, “Samuel Sewall and Nicholas Noyes on Wigs,” in Publications of the Colonial 
Society of Massachusetts, vol. XX, Transactions 1917–1919 (Boston: printed by society, 1920), 120. 
29 Ibid., 121. 
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Noyes’s anxiety about disguise was not widely shared by his contemporaries, whose critiques of 
periwigs instead focused on the way false hair violated biblical mandates about gendered 
sartorial appearance. However, in the final decades of the nineteenth century, Americans’ 
interactions with and unease about strangers was becoming ever greater; moreover, the meaning 
of hair had changed since 1700, and was now understood to be a part of the body. For these 
reasons, wearing false hair put men and women at risk of attracting suspicion that they were up 
to no good. In 1901, for example, a New Jersey weaver broke off her engagement to a mill 
worker after she discovered that he wore a wig. The couple had started a savings account 
together with the agreement that “if the engagement was broken the money was to go to the one 
that proved true;” after ending the engagement, the weaver filed a suit in court claiming that her 
fiancé’s “fraud and deceit” entitled her to the money.30 Accusations of deceit similarly dogged 
men and women who faked their hair in an effort to change the way they were perceived in 
public. However, these accusations occurred unevenly: dressing as a man instead of a woman 
temporarily in order to serve in the Civil War was far less of a threat to the social order than 
taking on a new name and hairstyle to evade detection after committing theft. Indeed, alterations 
to perceived group identity were far less likely to provoke scorn or policing than alterations to 
individual identity.31  
 
In the nineteenth century, hair was reliable, legible, and central to understanding character and 
identity. At the same time, its inescapable malleability also made it the ideal medium for that 
most American of ambitions: to remake oneself in a new image. There were, however, limits to 
who had access to self-making, and how (or why) it could proceed. An analysis of falsified hair 
reveals these boundary lines.  
 
 
Passing 
 
One of the more common reasons why American men and women donned wigs or dramatically 
changed their hair was in order to transgress across gender or racial lines. The way these stories 
were reported to the public and described by contemporaries suggest just how significant hair 
was to strangers’ assessments of gender and race—more significant, in many cases, than other 
parts of the body or bodily adornments, such as clothing. 
 
Starting in the late eighteenth century, stories of women who dressed as men frequently lingered 
on a description of their hair, and framed the sacrifice of long hair as central to the act of taking 
on a male identity. Indeed, a trip to the barber for a short haircut is a common trope in these 

                                                        
30 “Wig Deceived Her,” Nashville [TN] American, March 21, 1901. 
31 A general unease about obscuring individual identity did allow for some special exceptions. Starting in 1905, 
newspapers across the country reported that John D. Rockefeller—who had become bald from alopecia in the 
1880s—sometimes donned a wig in order to walk through cities unmolested by “an inquisitive public.” His wig was 
so realistic that “his closest friends have to look twice to be sure it is Mr. Rockefeller.” Newspaper coverage 
sometimes poked gentle fun at Rockefeller, but did not suggest that his disguise was threatening. See, for example, 
“John D.’s Wig,” Evening Star (Washington, D.C.), September 17, 1905; “Rockefeller Wig a Disguise,” Los 
Angeles Times, February 5, 1906; and “Rockefeller Uses His Wig as a Disguise,” San Francisco Call, January 22, 
1906; and “Rockefeller’s New Wig From Feminine Tresses,” Evening Star (Washington, D.C.), February 17, 1907. 
See also Ron Chernow, Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller, Sr. (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), 407–408. 
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cross-dressing narratives.32 This is in contrast to the few existing stories of gender passing from 
before the War of 1812, when many men wore their hair long and thus a short haircut was not 
necessarily required to pass as a man in public. In these stories, hair sometimes featured as a 
meaningful gender signifier. However, consistent with the way hair was understood and 
regulated in the English colonies—as described in Chapter 1—it was often subordinated to, or 
folded in with, the significance of clothing. The salient variable in these eighteenth-century 
narratives, therefore, was not the hair’s length, but whether the hair was worn loose or covered. 
For example, the earliest known instance of gender passing in the colonies is Thomas/ine Hall: a 
servant who was raised as a girl, but who, as an adult living first in England and then in colonial 
Virginia, presented variably as a man and a woman and had sex with both men and women. In 
1625, Hall “cut of[f] his heire [hair] an Changed his apparel into the fashion of man” in order to 
present as a man and join the English army in 1625.33 Extant records do not provide additional 
information about what Hall’s hair looked like after leaving the service and moving to the 
Virginia colony. However, when Hall was called before colonial Virginia’s Quarter Court in 
1629 to answer for Hall’s gender transgressions, the Court’s ruling ordered Hall to 
simultaneously wear clothing gendered for both men and women: Hall was told to wear “mans 
apparel” and cover the head with a “Coyfe and Crosecloth”: a woman’s cap and kerchief.34 The 
Court’s decision to use clothing to enforce a bifurcated gendered appearance—and, moreover, to 
select covered hair as the feminine portion of Hall’s appearance—suggests the significance of 
covered hair to public presentations of womanhood in the English colonies. 
 
More than a century after Hall faced the Virginia Quarter Court, the binary of covered versus 
loose hair also featured prominently in the story of the Public Universal Friend, an evangelist 
prophet who gained a substantial following in New England in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century. Like Hall, the Friend existed in a liminal space. Born Jemima Wilkinson in Rhode 
Island, the Friend emerged in 1776, when, as the Friend told it, Wilkinson died from a major 
illness; miraculously, God reanimated her physical form and placed within it a divine and 
otherworldly spirit named the Public Universal Friend.35 Although the Friend’s itinerant 

                                                        
32 I have encountered fewer examples of men who dressed as women, though I do not believe—or intend to 
suggest—that this was a less common social practice or cultural phenomenon. One example from 1908: when a 
twenty-year-old murderer was arrested in Chicago, the discovery of “a complete feminine outfit” in the man’s trunk, 
including “a woman’s wig,” allowed the reader to draw his own conclusions about the association between 
criminality and false hair, and even gender deviance. See “Camden’s Assassin Owned Complete Female Outfit,” 
Los Angeles Herald, June 5, 1908. 
33 A transcript of this case is published in H.R. McIlwaine, ed., Minutes of the Council and General Court of 
Colonial Virginia, 1622–1623, 1670–1676, with Notes and Excerpts from Original Council and General Court 
Records, into 1683, Now Lost (Richmond: The Colonial Press, 1924), 194–195; the excerpt quoted above is on p. 
195. It is unclear from the testimony if this was the first time Hall presented as a man to the public. The testimony 
said that Hall was “borne at or neere Newcastle upon Tyne” and was “Christned by the name Thomasine and soe 
was called and went Clothed in woemans apparel there until the age of twelve years at wch age [Hall’s] mother sent 
him to his Aunte in London.” Hall lived in London twelve more years until the military service mentioned above. 
The specific reference to Hall wearing “woemans apparel” prior to the move to London leaves open the possibility 
that Hall wore men’s clothing at some point during the twelve year period in London, but the testimony also 
specifies that it was only when Hall began military service that Hall had a haircut and wore men’s clothing. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Paul Benjamin Moyer, The Public Universal Friend: Jemima Wilkinson and Religious Enthusiasm in 
Revolutionary America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2015), 2–3. On the subject of Wilkinson’s gender identity, 
Moyer’s extensive research has not uncovered any evidence that Wilkinson harbored interest in living as a man or 
presenting in a masculine way before 1776; “thus it appears that whatever change Wilkinson experienced upon her 
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preaching led to hundreds of converts and significant public notoriety, for those outside of the 
Society of Universal Friends—the religious group that coalesced around the Friend—the 
spiritual content of the Friend’s preaching was of little interest. As Paul B. Moyer has written, 
“those who commented on the Public Universal Friend were more interested in the messenger 
than his message.”36 Central to the Friend’s self-presentation was gender ambiguity: as The 
Freeman’s Journal wrote in 1787, the Friend was “neither man nor woman.”37 From 1776 until 
the Friend’s death in 1819, the Friend presented both publicly and among members of the 
Society as a “masculine spirit,” and incorporated many sartorial elements that read as masculine 
in the late eighteenth century, such as a cravat, a waistcoat, or a hat with a low crown and broad 
brim; members of the Society honored this presentation by using the pronouns “he” and “him” to 
refer to the Friend.38 Yet outside observers dwelled consistently and repeatedly on what made the 
Friend seem like a woman, especially what they saw as the Friend’s feminine beauty: shining 
black eyes, smooth skin, and an attractive mouth. Crucially, however, when these outside 
observers did acknowledge that the Friend was trying to read as masculine, what they focused on 
most was not the Friend’s clothing or facial features—it was the Friend’s hair. The Friend’s dark 
ringlets were long and loose, not bound up with the close-fitting cap required of contemporary 
normative feminine dress. To onlookers, this hairstyle was unambiguous: as an 1788 account 
described, the Friend’s “hair was dressed like that of a man.”39 The Friend could not change 
Jemima Wilkinson’s eye color or the shape of her mouth, but the Friend could change her hair. 
Loose hair thus became a key way that the Friend attempted to signal masculinity and a 
masculine spirit to the late-eighteenth-century public. 
 
Although the limitations of the historical record make it difficult to know precisely how they 
understood their own gender identities, both Thomas/ine Hall and the Public Universal Friend 
seemed to have acted on profound internal motivations in altering their hair. For other 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Americans, however, the motivation was more external and 
circumstantial. Contemporary accounts of women soldiers, for example, typically framed the 
alteration to gender presentation as temporary and situational: presenting as a man was a means 
to an end, not a reflection of the woman’s internal sense of her own gender identity.40 For 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
rebirth as a heavenly prophet was driven by spiritual factors rather than some long-term struggle over her gender 
identity” (8). 
36 As Moyer acknowledges, pronouns present a linguistic challenge to anyone who writes about the Friend. Moyer 
decided to conform to the way Friend’s disciples themselves referred to the Friend, which was with the masculine 
pronouns “he” and “him,” though he maintains the feminine “she” and “her” when discussing “contemporary 
commentators who denied the legitimacy of the Wilkinson’s claims and continued to view her as a designating or 
deluded woman.” In my own writing, I have attempt to acknowledge the Friend’s agender by refraining from using 
pronouns and instead using “the Friend” to refer to the prophet, repetitive though it may be. See Moyer 9. 
37 The Freeman’s Journal, February 14, 1787; see also Moyer 9. 
38 Moyer 3–9 and 90–93. 
39 Jacob Cox Parsons, Extracts from the Diary of Jacob Hiltzeimer of Philadelphia, 1765–1798 (Philadelphia: Wm. 
F. Fell, 1893), 145; see also Moyer 95. 
40 Such stories are not as unusual as they may seem. As Daniel A. Cohen has pointed out, “in an age when harried 
military and naval officers often struggled to fill their regiments and crews[,] […] hundreds, if not thousands, of 
cross-dressing women (along with underaged boys) served in European and North American armies and navies 
between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries;” moreover, “at least dozens, if not hundreds or even thousands, of 
disguised women served in the Union and Confederate armies during the American Civil War.” See Cohen, 
introduction to The Female Marine and Related Works: Narratives of Cross-Dressing and Urban Vice in America’s 
Early Republic (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 9. 
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example, the “Publisher’s Notice” that preceded Sarah Emma Edmonds’s 1865 narrative of her 
Civil War service anticipated a potential complaint:  

 
Should any of [Edmonds’s] readers object to some of her disguises, it may be 
sufficient to remind them it was from the purest motives and most praiseworthy 
patriotism, that she laid aside, for a time, her own costume, and assumed that of 
the opposite sex, enduring hardships, suffering untold privations, and hazarding 
her life for her adopted country [Edmonds was Canadian], in its trying hour of 
need.41 
 

Across the Mason–Dixon line, Loreta Janeta Velazquez wrote in her 1876 narrative of her time 
fighting for the Confederacy that she decided to take on the identity of a Confederate officer “for 
the purposes of taking an active part in the war.”42 Velazquez’s male editor corroborated this 
account and reinforced the legitimacy of her deception, writing that “Madame Velazquez was 
acting as the agent of the only government to which she acknowledged allegiance, and that she 
considered herself as justified in aiding that government by every means in her power.”43 Indeed, 
Velazquez (and her editor) framed her initial motivation to present as a man in normative 
feminine practices and emotions: it was the grief she felt after the death of both of her children in 
1860 that “had a great influence in reviving my old notions about military glory.” (Her childhood 
hero was Joan of Arc.)44 Thus, although the impetus to transgress gender boundaries may have 
been transitory, for women soldiers a change to their hair was nevertheless important.  
 
Like the stories of Hall and the Friend, in martial cross-dressing narratives published before the 
1810s hair was often given less consideration than clothing. For example, when Deborah 
Sampson took on the identity of Robert Shurtliff in order to fight in the Revolutionary War, one 
of her first steps was to acquire men’s clothing. In his 1797 narrative of Sampson’s life, The 
Female Review, author Herman Mann described how, while still debating whether she would 
join the Army, Sampson “privately dressed herself in a handsome suit of man’s apparel and 
repaired to a prognosticator [fortune-teller].” The prognosticator mistook Sampson for a man, 
“consider[ing] her as a blithe and honest young gentleman.” Editor John Adams Vinton, who 
annotated a later edition of Mann’s narrative, described how Sampson’s new suit “became her so 
well, that even her mother, whom she visited in Plympton [Massachusetts—Sampson’s 
hometown] in this costume, did not know her.” Mann’s original narrative also mentioned 
Sampson’s hair, but did so only once, and did not foreground or linger on the haircut as later 
narratives would do. Sampson’s internal struggle over whether she would go through with her 
                                                        
41 “Publisher’s Notice” in Sarah Emma Edmonds, Nurse and Spy in the Union Army: Comprising the Adventures 
and Experiences of a Woman in Hospitals, Camps, and Battle-Fields (Hartford, CT.: W.S. Williams & Co., 1865), 
6. 
42 Loreta Janeta Velazquez, The Woman in Battle: Narrative of the Exploits, Adventures, and Travels of Madame 
Loreta Janeta Velazquez, Otherwise Known as Lieutenant Harry T. Buford, Confederate States Army (Richmond, 
VA: Dustin, Gilman & Co., 1876), 6. 
43 C.J. Worthington, “Editor’s Note” in Velazquez, 7. 
44 Velazquez 37 and 50–51. Not everything about Velazquez’s story conformed to contemporary notions of 
normative submissive femininity. Most significant is the fact that Velazquez defied her husband’s wishes when she 
became a soldier; he did not want her to go to war and tried to convince her to abandon her plans, so she pretended 
to be persuaded, but then left home after her husband’s own departure for the battlefield. In this way, Velazquez did 
not remain loyal to her husband’s instructions, but she did display unwavering loyalty to her country—her 
fatherland, in a sense—which carries a similar kind of submissive valence (substituting patriotism for patriarchy). 
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plan was a moment when, as Mann put it, her feminine “prudence,” “delicacy,” and “virtue” 
clashed with her “resolution” to enlist. Mann described this struggle with passing reference to 
Sampson’s newly shorn hair: “Prudence, as usual, appeared in her plain, but neat attire, and 
called her resolution in question. Delicacy trimmed her dislocated hair; and virtue brought her 
amaranthine wreath. The thought of travelling without a companion or protector, was deemed by 
prudence a step of presumption.”45 Mann thus framed Sampson’s short hair as far more of an 
afterthought than the careful and deliberate process that accompanied her purchasing and 
donning men’s clothing. Her sartorial appearance helped facilitate Sampson’s transformation 
into Shurtliff, but her hair functioned more like a piece of clothing than a portion of the body. 
 
Nearly twenty years after Mann wrote his account of Deborah Sampson, stories about a woman 
who fought in the War of 1812 similarly privileged clothing over hair. However, it also revealed 
that the meaning of hair was in the process of changing, for it suggested that a truly successful 
disguise required both a change of clothing and men’s hair and facial hair. First published in 
1816, The Female Marine is a collection of narratives about an adventurous cross-dressing 
woman from rural Massachusetts named Lucy Brewer (or Louisa Baker) who fought in the War 
of 1812. It is perhaps the most famous fictional account of a wartime gender transformation in 
the nineteenth century.46 Unlike The Female Review, The Female Marine hid its male authorship, 
purporting to be Brewer’s autobiographical recollections of her seduction, pregnancy, forced 
prostitution, service as a sailor during the War of 1812, and other adventures. In these narratives, 
Brewer disguises herself as a man twice: once to escape from a Boston brothel and enlist in the 
marines; and once after her service had ended, when, after moving back into her parents’ home, 
she decides she wants to travel. Brewer’s first experience in the guise of a man is described but 
briefly in the text, occupying less than a paragraph; Brewer simply puts on a man’s suit, escapes 
the brothel, and walks on board the warship Constitution with a group of other recruits. In this 
all-male space, there was not “the least suspicion of my sex;” indeed, the narrator explains that 
during her three years in the service, she “the whole time succeeded in concealing my sex from 
all on board.”47 Thanks to the urgency and exigencies of war—and, significantly, a community 
composed entirely of strangers—Brewer was able to maintain her disguise with minor alterations 
to her physical body. After returning to her parents’ home and then deciding to travel to the 
South, Brewer “again assumed my male habiliments [clothing]” and took a ride on a 
stagecoach—another avatar of the world of strangers—to New York City.48 Brewer’s disguise 
tactics changed, however, when she traveled to Boston weeks later, “a place where I had been so 
well known to many.” Thus, “to guard myself well against every possibility of a detection, […] I 
now took extra pains to disguise myself in every possible way.”49 
 

                                                        
45 Citizen of Massachusetts [Herman Mann], The Female Review . . . . (Dedham, MA: Nathaniel and Benjamin 
Heaton, 1797; repr., John Adams Vinton, ed., Tarrytown, NY: William Abbatt, 1916), 83–84 (emphasis added). 
Citations refer to 1916 edition. 
46 Daniel Cohen, introduction to The Female Marine and Related Works, 1–6. The publisher, Nathan Coverly Jr., 
published the first component of The Female Marine in late 1815: a pamphlet entitled An Affecting Narrative of 
Louisa Baker. Sequels followed a few months later, and in 1816 Coverly combined all the Baker/Brewer stories into 
a single pamphlet, which he deemed The Female Marine. 
47 Cohen, ed., The Female Marine and Related Works, 84. 
48 Ibid., 85. 
49 Ibid., 90–91 (emphasis added). 
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I repaired to a barber’s shop, where my hair received a fashionable crop, and my 
head and shoulders a plentiful shower of powder. Thus equipped, with a small 
rattan [walking stick] in my hand, I took a walk upon ’Change [a local street], 
where, although surveyed by many from head to foot, no one, I am conscious, had 
the least suspicion of my sex. I several times passed through Cornhill, and many 
of the most public streets, and frequently met persons whom I well knew, but they 
did not appear to recognize me.50 
 

It is significant that this scene occurred more than three years after Brewer first passed as a man 
in public. Her trip to the barber shop was inspired by a newly urgent need to pass successfully, 
since she was no longer among strangers. Putting on men’s clothing was sufficient in a city 
where no one knew her, like Manhattan, but to truly pass as a man around people who did know 
her—including the very same Negro Hill prostitutes she had once lived among—Brewer needed 
to change her hair. It was having a men’s haircut that allowed her to circulate undercover. 
 
By the middle of the nineteenth century, as both men’s hair practices had changed and hair had 
gained new significance as a manifestation of identity, clothing was no long sufficient to disguise 
a woman as a male soldier, even among strangers. In contrast to the cavalier attitude with which 
the fictional Lucy Brewer approached her disguise, the two most famous women to dress as men 
during the Civil War—Loretta Janeta Velazquez for the Confederacy, and Sarah Emma 
Edmonds for the Union—both changed their hair when they initially went undercover.51 The first 
time Velazquez dressed as a man—when her husband tried to dissuade her from going to the 
battlefield by exposing her to the coarse way men acted in homosocial spaces—she changed her 
hair in a temporary way: “braiding my hair very close, I put on a man’s wig, and a false 
mustache.” Velazquez took pride in her male appearance, writing, “as I surveyed myself in the 
mirror I was immensely pleased with the figure I cut, and fancied that I made quite as good 
looking a man as my husband.”52 After this successful outing, Velazquez remained determined to 
enact a more long-term disguise, which required greater measures of physical transformation. To 
play the role of Confederate officer Lieutenant Harry T. Buford, clothing was not enough; 
Velazquez wrote that her new uniform “transformed [her] into a man,” but only “so far as it was 
possible for clothing to transform me.”53 The next key step was to cut her hair (Figures 5.4 and 
5.5). In her exhaustive narrative, which runs more than six-hundred pages, Velazquez expressed 
regret at dressing like a man just once: “The only regret I had in making up my disguise, was the 
necessity for parting with my long and luxuriant hair. This gave me a real pang; but there was no 

                                                        
50 Ibid., 90. 
51 Cohen, introduction to The Female Marine and Related Works, 9. 
52 Velazquez 53. Eroticism and intimate sexuality were not typical features of nineteenth-century personal narratives 
as a genre, so it is unsurprising that these women-soldier narratives did not explicitly indicate whether the women 
held any desire to become intimate with other women while in disguise. The closest Loreta Janeta Velazquez’s 
narrative came to such expressions, for example, was saying that she “had some curiosity to know how love-
making”—which meant courtship, not sexual intercourse, in the nineteenth century—“went from the masculine 
standpoint, […] for it occurred to me that if I was to figure successfully in the rôle of a dashing young Confederate 
officer, it would be necessary for me to learn how to make myself immensly agreeable to the ladies” (75). Yet even 
in this passage, Velazquez’s experimentation with what would now be deemed homosexual flirtation are 
instrumental—part of her masculine disguise—not an expression of an otherwise repressed desire or identity. 
53 Ibid., 63 (emphasis added). 
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help for it, and I submitted with as good a grace as I could muster.”54 With her uniform and 
supplies purchased and a short haircut acquired, there was but one final item Velazquez required 
to complete her transformation: a fake mustache. 
  
 My friend, thinking that my disguise could be somewhat improved, and a more 

manly air given to my countenance, obtained a false mustache […] [M]y friend 
carefully fastened the mustache to my upper lip with glue. This was a great 
improvement, and I scarcely knew myself when I looked in the glass.55 

 
Velazquez’s disguise was so convincing, she wrote, that her fellow soldiers boasted in front of 
her, “with very masculine positiveness, that no woman could deceive them” if she dressed up as 
a male soldier—“little suspecting that one was even then listening to them.”56 Her hair and 
especially her facial hair were crucial to her ability to successfully pass as a man. Indeed, the first 
time Velazquez feared that her true identity would be discovered was when the glass of 
buttermilk she was drinking appeared to loosen the glue on her fake mustache; luckily for 
Velazquez, “my fright, after all, was causeless, for on examination I found that the hair was too 
firmly glued to my lip to be easily removed.” This anecdote received its own section in 
Velazquez’s narrative: “My Mustache in Danger.”57 Moreover, multiple times during the 
narrative Velazquez described how she twisted her mustache during moments of doubt about her 
identity. For example, after being arrested, fined, and jailed in New Orleans on suspicion of 
being a woman, Velazquez quickly left the city; later, she met up with a friend and fellow soldier 
who had recently been to New Orleans, and who had heard about the arrest. “To quiet any 
suspicions that might be lurking in his mind,” Velazquez wrote, “I said, as I twisted my 
mustache, and put on all the swagger I was able, ‘I am a queer-looking female, ain’t I, major?’”58 
For Velazquez, false facial hair became one of the most important—if not the most important—
visual cues of her masculine identity.  
 
Further north, Sarah Emma Edmonds also disguised herself as a man to serve in the Civil War, 
first as a field nurse and later as a Union spy. As a spy, Edmonds crossed “enemy lines, in 
various disguises, no less than eleven times; always with complete success and without 
detection,” wrote her publisher in her 1865 narrative Nurse and Spy in the Union Army. In total, 
Edmonds donned four different disguises during the war—disguises that sometimes required her 
to cross gender as well as racial and ethnic lines. Edmonds first went undercover in the guise of a 
young black boy. After military officials tested and certified that she was trustworthy—a process 
that included a phrenological exam to determine “that my organs of secretiveness, 
                                                        
54 Ibid., 63. Velazquez did express regret elsewhere in her narrative, but it was always about her conduct or actions 
while in disguise, not about the disguise itself. For example, Velazquez regretted allowing a young woman in 
Leesburg to fall in love with her (110–111). 
55 Ibid., 68–69. 
56 Ibid., 60. 
57 Ibid., 77–78. 
58 Ibid., 178–182 and 198. New Orleans had passed a municipal law in 1856 that prohibited the wearing of a mask or 
disguise in public. This law did not explicitly prohibit cross-dressing, unlike the laws against cross-dressing that 
were passed in thirty-four other U.S. cities between 1848 and 1900. However, as Clare Sears has argued, the New 
Orleans law (and others like it) “encompassed cross-dressing when they were enforced.” See Sears, “ ‘A Dress Not 
Belonging to His or Her Sex:’ Cross-dressing Law in San Francisco, 1860–1900” (PhD dissertation, University of 
California, Santa Cruz, 2005), 3–4 and 216; and William N. Eskridge Jr., “Law and the Construction of the Closet: 
American Regulation of Same-Sex Intimacy, 1880–1846,” Iowa Law Review 82 (1997): 1040–1041. 
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combativeness, etc., were largely developed”—Edmonds “commenced at once to remodel, 
transform, and metamorphose for the occasion.” This transformation had four steps: first, Sarah 
purchased “a suit of contraband clothing, real plantation style;” then, she visited a barber to get 
her hair “sheared close to my head;” and then she darkened her skin “as black as any African.” 
Finally, in order “to complete my contraband costume, I required a wig of real negro wool.” Her 
disguise was so successful that she was able to fool the very friend whom accompanied Edmonds 
to her spy examination just three days earlier.59 Edmonds’s second disguise also required a 
change of hair: to appear as though she were an Irish woman peddler, Edmonds changed her 
clothing, lightened her skin, adopted a brogue, and wore a wig styled “in the most approved Irish 
style.”60 For her third trip across enemy lines, Edmonds made herself look like a black woman: a 
contraband like her first disguise. This disguise was but brief, and Edmonds did not specify how 
she altered her appearance beyond mentioning that she took a train to Washington and “procured 
a disguise.”61 Her fourth and final disguise was as a white Kentuckian man. Edmonds wore 
clothing that belonged to a rebel prisoner, but did not provide any additional details about her 
appearance.62 In total, Edmonds’s four disguises required her to pose as a man twice and to cross 
racial or ethnic lines three times, yet only two of her disguises were depicted visually in her 
narrative: when she appeared as black contrabands (Figures 5.6 and 5.7). These prints are titled 
“Disguised as a Contraband” and “Disguised as Female Contraband,” and foreground Edmonds 
with darkened skin and a wig or headscarf, respectively. Although the “Publisher’s Notice” that 
preceded Edmonds’s narrative emphasized those disguises that required Edmonds to cross 
gender lines, the narrative itself anticipated that the reader would instead be most fascinated by 
her impersonations of African Americans. 
 
Like Sarah Emma Edmonds and her “wig of real negro wool,” other Americans changed their 
hair as part of a racial disguise.63 Allyson Hobbs has documented many cases of black 
Americans who passed as white thanks in part to their hair. For example, novelist Charles 
Chesnutt was presumed to be white many times while walking in North Carolina in 1875, Walter 
White (the executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People) passed for white when he went to the South in the 1920s to investigate lunching, and 
Harry S. Murphy inadvertently passed for white when a naval officer incorrectly recorded his 
race when Murphy enlisted in World War II. (With this official designation, Murphy went on to 
attend the University of Mississippi years before James Meredith integrated the campus in 1962.) 
What these three men shared in common were physical features that enabled them to pass: 
Chesnutt had light skin and sandy-colored hair, White had blond hair and blue eyes, and Murphy 
had “a white complexion and wavy brown hair.”64 Their hair combined with other physical 

                                                        
59 Edmonds 18 and 105–107. 
60 Ibid., 145–163. Edmonds wrote that her second visit “to the rebel camp” required a new alter ego because she was 
worried she would be identified as the contraband cook who ran away from camp a few days earlier. 
61 Ibid., 262–264. 
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battlefield. As she lay dying, the soldier confessed her true identity to Edmonds and told her that she “enlisted for 
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63 Ibid., 107. 
64 Allyson Vanessa Hobbs, A Chosen Exile: A History of Racial Passing in American Life (Cambridge, MA: 
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features to signal white racial identity to strangers. Racial passing, in other words, was frequently 
limited by a person’s overall appearance.  
 
The Philadelphia Press highlighted these limitations in an 1882 article intended primarily to 
lampoon the nation’s small but much maligned Chinese population. Just six months after 
President Chester A. Arthur signed the Chinese Exclusion Act into law, this article described a 
Chinese immigrant named Lee Yoo, who attempted to use a wig to transform his identity. Lee 
“bought a wig for $15, and he wore it with the vain hope that his nationality might be disguised.” 
In a quote that betrayed his supposed “indiscriminate use of the letter ‘L’” when speaking 
English, Lee claimed that as soon as he started wearing the wig, white people began to treat him 
better—“just like Melican man.” The author described, with a tongue-in-cheek tone intended to 
poke fun at Lee, that “nothing but his yellow face and unmistakable Mongolian physiognomy”—
as well as his “beardless chin”—gave away his true racial identity.65 Lee’s story suggests the 
limits of hair, on its own, to transform the visual signifiers of race; his new wig did not obscure, 
for example, his skin tone or his facial features. However, to the Press’s readers, this story also 
likely resonated as a racist joke: Lee’s confidence was borne of the contemporary understanding 
that hair disguises usually did work—just not when a Chinese man was trying to pass as white. 
Indeed, at the nation’s southern border, other Chinese immigrants found that altering their hair 
did allow them to successfully cross racial boundaries, and thus national borders. In her study of 
Chinese immigration to the United States during the exclusion era, Erika Lee described a border 
smuggling operation run by a Chinese-Mexican man named Josè Chang, who disguised Chinese 
immigrants as Mexicans to help them enter the United States (via Mexico) without arousing 
suspicion. To effect this disguise, Chang changed the immigrants’ clothing and cut off their 
queues. As Lee writes, one American immigration official “expressed with some amazement that 
it was ‘exceedingly difficult to distinguish these Chinamen from Mexicans.’”66 Their success—
and Lee Yoo’s failure—suggests that white people were less acutely observant of differences 
between non-white racial and ethnic groups than of their fellow white Americans, making a hair 
disguise far more likely to succeed. 
  
 
Running Away 
 
When Loreta Vaneta Velazquez or Lee Yoo changed their hair in effort to pass across gender or 
racial lines in public, it was their social type—their group identity—that they were attempting to 
obscure. Yet for vulnerable people seeking to escape bondage, servitude, or a difficult life at 
home, it was not merely their group identity that they were attempting to transgress—it was also 
their individual identity. In order to have a better chance of disguising their individual identity, 
these runaways—many of whom were in bondage—decided to also pass as a member of a group 
whose mobility was less policed: white men and women. Hair frequently became part of this 
obfuscation. 
 
Since at least the middle of the eighteenth century, some slaves had worn wigs either as part of 
their daily attire or as part of a disguise when they attempted to escape. House slaves, skilled 

                                                        
65 “Why Lee Yoo Bought a Wig,” Hartford [CT] Daily Courant, November 27, 1882. 
66 Erika Lee, At America’s Gates: Chinese Immigration during the Exclusion Era, 1882–1943 (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 161–162.  



 

 164 

slave tradesmen, slave seamen, or slaves owned by the wealthiest Americans sometimes wore 
their masters’ used wigs. As Shane White and Graham White have suggested, even an 
inexpensive or used wig had the power to confer some social status.67 Providing their slaves with 
wigs likely functioned as one more way for wealthy slave owners to signal their social standing, 
or for slaves themselves to assert their status as skilled laborers.68 
 
For some slaves, however, wigs were not merely part of their uniform. Some runaway slaves 
donned wigs in order to falsify their identity and thus attempt to evade capture.69 For example, a 
runaway slave advertisement printed in the Virginia Gazette in 1752 described a young mulatto 
slave named Joe who ran away wearing a jacket, trousers, and “an old Hat and Wig.”70 Fourteen 
years later, the same newspaper advertised a slave named John Jones who also ran away wearing 
an “old wig.”71 Even a slave in prison named Quomony was described in a 1778 advertisement 
as wearing a wig when he escaped his imprisonment.72 A 1796 advertisement for Stephen, who 
was described as “a very bright mulatto, so near white, that he generally passes for a white boy,” 
hinted at an important motivation some runaways may have had for taking or procuring a wig: 
the desire to pass as white. Stephen’s hair was described as “straight and of a light color,” yet he 
had shaved it less than a month earlier, and ran away from his master while wearing a wig. 
Although it does not state so outright, the reader can easily infer that Stephen may have planned 
to use the wig to aid his attempts to pass as white: a wig would hide any hint of hair texture that 
might betray his assumed identity.73  
 
Some runaway slave advertisements revealed explicitly that masters feared the kind of scheme 
Stephen may have been attempting. One 1807 ad described a fifty-year-old slave named Billy 
whose skin was “a little inclined to a yellowish complexion,” and who, his master feared, “no 
doubt will attempt to change his appearance, by altering his name, changing his hair for a wig, 
etc.”74 Similarly, in an advertisement for his runaway mulatto slave David—who was also 
described having “a yellowish Complexion”—slave owner Thomas Gaskins wrote that “though 
his Hair is of the Negro Kind, he keeps it very high and well combed; but, as he wants to be free, 
I imagine he will cut it off, and get a Wig to alter and disguise himself.” David had a particular 
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skill that may have aided him in this endeavor: Gaskins wrote that he “understands something 
[…] of combing and dressing Wigs and Hair.”75 With these descriptions of Billy and David in 
mind, the advertisements for other slaves take on a particular cast. David Gratenread, for 
example, escaped with a “brown cut wig,” boarded a boat, and “pretend[ed] to pass as a free 
man.”76 Similarly, two mulatto slaves named Rochester and Phill, owned by separate masters, 
were each described as frequently wearing “a false queue;” both owners feared that their slave 
“will, no doubt, attempt to pass as a free man.”77 It seems likely that Gratenread, Rochester, and 
Phill were using their false hair as part of their efforts to pass.78  
 
In addition to wearing a wig or false queue, some slaves altered the hair on their heads as they 
escaped from bondage in a similar effort to make themselves look less like the physical 
descriptions that circulated in newspaper advertisements. For example, a 1776 advertisement in a 
Pennsylvania newspaper described a runaway slave named Peter who “has remarkable hairy 
temple locks, unless cut off by shaving.”79 Similarly, an 1810 ad for a slave named Billy 
described that when he ran away, he was “wear[ing] a queue (which however he might cut off) 
and whiskers.” Though Billy had “very black hair” that might have betrayed his African heritage, 
his master specified that his hair was “not more curled than that of white men frequently is.” It 
was no wonder, then, that Billy’s master warned that Billy, who was also light-skinned, “will 
probably attempt to pass himself off as a free man.”80 Enslaved women, too, could project a new 
kind of identity by changing their hair. A 1774 advertisement described a twenty-two-year-old 
enslaved woman named Rachel who had run away from her master, John Jones. Jones listed the 
items of clothing Rachel was wearing when she escaped and mentioned that she was about four-
feet-eight-inches tall, yet the only physical feature the description included was her hair: “she has 
been brought up in the House, [and] combs her Hair long, endeavouring to impose herself on the 
Publick for a free Woman.”81 Jones thus believed that Rachel had manipulated her hair in an 
effort to make her external appearance seem consistent with that of a free woman—an 
impression she could likely bolster, once she began interacting with a stranger, with the social 
mores she learned by working in the big house; these two facts about Rachel were mutually 
reinforcing in this respect. Yet it was her hair, Jones feared, that would allow Rachel to project 
an initial impression of freedom—an impression that would allow her to successfully run away 
and become just one more member of the anonymous American crowd. 
 
The illegibility and disguisability of racial identity that stories like Rachel’s demonstrate became 
part of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s antislavery message in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. In one portion of the 
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novel, an escaped slave named George changes the color of both his skin and hair to evade 
detection. When George escapes from a plantation in Kentucky, his master advertises a reward 
for his capture in a handbill, which describes George as “a very light mulatto” with “brown curly 
hair” who “will probably try to pass for a white man.” (His enslavement could also be read on 
his body, however; George was “deeply scarred on his back and shoulders; has been branded in 
his right hand with the letter H.”82) After his escape, George disguises his appearance: “‘a little 
walnut bark has made my yellow skin a genteel brown, and I’ve dyed my hair black; so you see I 
don’t answer to the advertisement at all.’”83 Stowe describes his new appearance as 
encompassing “fine, expressive black eyes,” a “well-formed aquiline nose,” “straight thin lips,” 
“finely-formed limbs,” and “close-curling hair, also of a glossy blackness.” George’s disguise is 
so convincing that when he drives his buggy up to a group of men—some of whom he knows—
the men perceive him to be a stranger. Although they notice that George, incognito, has dark 
skin, when read alongside his other physical features—as well as his fine clothing, “genteel” 
buggy, and “colored servant”—the group concludes that he is not black, but instead has “a dark, 
Spanish complexion.”84 (Though George’s master successfully guessed that George would 
attempt to pass as white after his escape—Spanish being included in the category of Caucasian 
according to Blumenbach’s influential racial classification system85—he may have been 
surprised to discover that George had actually darkened his hair and skin in order to pass.) 
George had changed his appearance so that he would no longer match the physical description on 
the runaway ad, and in doing so, he transformed the way strangers read his racial identity. When 
George altered his appearance, he targeted specifically the two features most understood as racial 
signifiers in the nineteenth century: his skin color and his hair. In an uncharacteristic aside, 
Stowe commented on the relative flexibility—and malleability—of physical indexes of race: 

 
We remark, en passant, that George was, by his father’ side, of white descent. His 
mother was one of those unfortunates of her race, marked out by personal beauty 
to be the slave of the passions of her possessor, and the mother of children who 
may never know a father. From one of the proudest families in Kentucky he had 
inherited a set of fine European features, and a high, indomitable spirit. From his 
mother he had received only a slight mulatto tinge, amply compensated by its 
accompanying rich, dark eye. A slight change in the tint of the skin and the color 
of the hair had metamorphosed him into the Spanish-looked fellow he then 
appeared.86  
 

George had, of course, had those “fine European features” all along; what had changed—and 
what had thus altered the public’s perception of his racial identity—was his skin and hair color.  
 
While runaways like George altered their hair in order to change the way their race was 
perceived, others used wigs and haircuts to transgress gender boundaries. A 1770 advertisement 
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for two Virginia runaways, John Chambers (“an English convict servant man”) and Margaret 
Grant (“a mulatto”), catalogued the items they brought with them when he fled, including 
“sundry suits of clothes, nine ruffled shirts, a brown bush wig, a pair of single channel boots, 
[and] a blue cloth great coat.” Their master warned readers that Grant had “disguised herself” as 
Chambers’ “waiting boy” by putting on the aforementioned “mens blue cloth clothes.” Although 
it was not specified in the advertisement, the stolen brown wig may have also been part of 
Grant’s disguise in men’s attire.87 More than one hundred years later, Burlington, Vermont’s 
Daily Free Press and Times reported breathlessly on a mysterious disappearance that also 
involved a woman impersonating a man—a mystery “of such all-absorbing interest” that it was 
reported on by newspapers as far away as Kansas and Louisiana.88 On the evening of Sunday, 
June 8, 1879, twenty-four-year-old Emma Sands went missing as she walked from Westford, 
Vermont—where she and her sister had been visiting a friend—back to her home in the nearby 
town of Essex.89 Local authorities initially assumed Sands had been murdered, but their only 
suspect, a Frenchman named James Larocque who had seen Sands shortly before her 
disappearance, was let go soon after his arrest due to lack of evidence. Undeterred, large 
segments of the town scoured the woods for the dead body many were certain must be there. On 
June 13, with Sands’s whereabouts still unknown, the Press reported an additional mystery: “on 
Tuesday morning a girl dressed in male attire was seen in this city, but disappeared before she 
could be arrested.”90 The night watchman for the Central Vermont Railroad who spotted this 
person—whom the Press referred to as a “girl-boy”—identified her as Sands from a 
photograph.91 Evidence continued to mount that Sands was, indeed, the “girl-boy,” yet Sands’s 
local community remained in disbelief: “no one in Westford, it may be added, believes that the 
girl in boy’s clothes is Miss Sands, everybody placing too implicit confidence in her character 
and conduct.” It just seemed so unlikely that “a girl of irreproachable conduct and morals” would 
“start off on such a masquerading trip.”92 At this point, with Sands still at large, the idea that 
Sands’s cross-dressing was evidence of a harmless (if surprising) adventure was still very much 
in play. 
 
The mystery of Sands’s disappearance was finally solved on June 19, when, at three in the 
morning, a police officer and a railroad station agent found and apprehended Sands as she 
traveled on a canal-boat south of Whitehall, New York. Over the span of eleven days, she had 
travelled more than 125 miles by foot.93 When the officers confronted her, Sands initially 
“stoutly maintained that she was not Emma Sands of Westford but ‘Charlie Thompson of 
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Rochester,’” though she eventually cooperated with the officers. What the Press had once 
speculated was an exciting jaunt by an adventurous girl was reframed entirely: “it was at once 
evident that the unfortunate girl was insane, all her words and actions manifesting aberration of 
mind.” Sands was brought back to Burlington and examined by a team of physicians, who 
concluded that “she is plainly insane.” Sands could “g[i]ve a complete and connected account of 
her wanderings since leaving the trestle [where she was last spotted] on that memorable Sunday 
night, but everything in her history previous to that is a complete blank.”94 In August 1879, 
Sands was committed to an insane asylum in Brattleboro, Vermont, but by 1883, she had 
recovered, married a man coincidentally named Mr. Sands, and “gone West.”95 
 
Little else is known of Emma Sands, and so it is impossible to confirm why she decided to run 
away, change her appearance, and take on the identity of Charlie Thompson—whether she 
planned to continue her life as a man, or whether the disguise was merely a temporary 
convenience intended to help her pass unmolested on trains and boats and in other public spaces. 
What is evident, however, is what it took for Emma to pass as Charlie in public view: men’s 
clothing and, crucially, a short haircut. The day after her disappearance, the Press recounted, 
Sands purchased “two shirts, a pair of overalls, and a travelling bag” from a store in 
Burlington.96 Then, while still wearing a dress, she went to a barber shop and “had her hair cut, 
asking [the barber] to cut it like a boy’s.” According to witnesses—presumably including barber 
P.H. McMahon—her reaction to the haircut was emotional: “as he did so she wept, saying she 
did not think she would feel so bad to have [her hair] cut off. The long locks she took with her, 
and went off down Church street, from which direction she came.”97 Although Sands’s disguise 
ultimately failed to help convey her to whatever new life she hoped for, her short haircut did 
afford her eleven brief days of freedom. 
 
 
The Criminal in Disguise: Criminalizing False Beards in San Francisco 
 
Runaways necessarily assumed new individual identities—a process that posed a threat to the 
stability and legibility that nineteenth-century Americans so fervently sought. However, no 
figure more perfectly represented the danger of anonymity in modernizing America than the 
criminal. White middle-class Americans—including laypeople, scientific experts, and police 
professionals—increasingly worried that wigs and fake beards allowed criminals to falsify their 
identities. Detective Allan Pinkerton described in 1884 the example of “Palace Car Thieves”— 
men who stole from passengers on sleeper cars. As part of his standard “mode of proceeding,” 
the palace car thief would wear a large, bushy, fake beard, “which entirely conceals the lower 
part of his face;” if spotted by an awakened victim, he would quickly ditch the beard and hide in 
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plain sight while police searched the train.98 Many books and articles reported stories of other 
criminals who initially escaped arrest by way of a wig, false beard, or false mustache. For 
example, a bank robber named Billy Burke stole more than $10,000 from the Manufacturers’ 
Bank in Cohoes, New York, while wearing a fake mustache, which police later discovered 
tucked in his clothing.99 Further south, State Rangers in Texas ambushed a group of wire cutters 
in 1886, killing one of the men, who “was disguised with false moustaches.”100 Even more 
sensational was the story of Karl Hau, a German immigrant and law professor at George 
Washington University, who ordered a custom-made wig and beard to wear while he murdered 
his mother-in-law back in Germany—a story covered by more than one hundred newspapers 
across the United States in 1906 and 1907. Hau had lied to his wife about why he needed the 
false hairpieces, claiming that “he was going as a spy to Turkey and needed the wig and beard to 
protect him against attempts at assassination,” but in truth these were criminal tools. After 
traveling to Germany with his family and then sending his wife and daughter ahead to London 
without him, Hau donned the false beard, traveled by train from Karlsruhe to his mother-in-law’s 
home town of Baden-Baden, shot his mother-in-law in a post office, and then boarded the train 
again; at his trial, Hau admitted that he had “thrown [the beard] out of the [train] car window 
between Baden-Baden and Karlsruhe.”101 Ironically, Kau’s false beard ultimately drew more 
attention to him, not less, for “many persons at the Karlsruhe station had noticed that he wore a 
false beard and that he evidently was seeking to evade observation.”102 
 
As Karl Hau’s failed use of a false beard suggests, by the second half of the nineteenth century 
wigs had become an incriminating accessory—a tip-off for policemen, detectives, and other 
suspicious observers of urban life that the stranger they observed was doing something nefarious. 
In 1867, for example, police in Cincinnati—one of the ten biggest cities in the country—arrested 
a woman they believed to be a counterfeiter after noticing that she wore a wig.103 One day in 
February, two detectives spotted a “very beautiful and elegantly dressed young lady,” whose 
“clear, blonde face, large expressive and rather plaintive eyes, small, neatly cut mouth, with 
white and even teeth, and shapely nose” provoked, at first, a mere “passing glance of admiration” 
(or so the reporter for the Cincinnati Commercial claimed). Yet the woman had a “queer habit of 
raising her hand to her head, frequently,” a head covered with “light, floss-like hair that hung in 
curls upon her shoulders—extraordinarily perfect curls”—that suggested “the idea of a wig!” 
The detectives quickly realized that but for the color of her hair and eyebrows, this woman 
matched the physical description of a criminal who had recently passed counterfeit money. 
Satisfied that they had caught the suspect, the detectives took the woman to the police station, 
only to discover that she was not, in fact, the counterfeiter, but instead a woman attempting to 
conceal her identity for a much different reason: to hide a illegitimate pregnancy. After 
                                                        
98 Allan Pinkerton, Thirty Years a Detective. A Thorough and Comprehensive Exposé of Criminal Practices of all 
Grades and Classes. Containing Numerous Episodes of Personal Experience in the Detection of Criminals, and 
Covering a Period of Thirty Years’ Active Detective Life (New York: G.W. Carleton & Co., 1884), 152–157. 
99 Thomas Byrnes, Professional Criminals of America (New York: Cassell & Company, 1886), 234–235. 
100 “A Fight with Fence Cutters,” Times–Democrat (New Orleans, LA), November 11, 1886. 
101 “Hau Defies Court,” Washington Post, July 18, 1907. 
102 Hau Defies Court,” Washington Post; and “The Case of Karl Hau,” New York Times, July 17, 1907.  
103 U.S. Census Bureau, “Population of the 100 Largest Urban Places: 1870,” 1998, https://www.census.gov/ 
population/www/documentation/twps0027/tab10.txt. In the 1860 census, Cincinnati was the seventh-largest city 
behind New York, Philadelphia, Brooklyn, Baltimore, Boston, and New Orleans. In the following census, it had 
dropped to eighth-largest; Cincinnati had grown larger than New Orleans, but St. Louis and Chicago had jumped to 
fourth- and fifth-largest, respectively. 
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discovering that she was pregnant, the woman’s mother had helped her leave her small town for 
Cincinnati, where she dyed her eyebrows and donned a wig, enabling her transformation into “a 
lone woman who, in a city many miles away, among strangers, should give birth to a child.” She 
planned to return home—and presumably to grow back the hair she had shorn—as soon as her 
child was born.104 Like so many nineteenth-century hair pieces, the natural appearance of this 
woman’s wig made her adoption of a temporary new identity all the easier. The reporter 
described the woman’s wig as so exquisitely crafted, “not one cut of a thousand—no one in 
fact—would have had the slightest idea of a work of a peruquier [wigmaker] in making up her 
appearance […] so neatly had the work been done.”105 Indeed, were it not for the woman’s 
nervous habit of touching the wig, the detectives may not have noticed it at all. The woman’s 
large package (presumed to hold the counterfeit bills) turned out instead to be concealing “the 
recently sacrificed hair, magnificent in its full four feet in length”—a head of hair that 
“thousands of fair women would be overjoyed to possess.”106 Like Emma Sands, this woman had 
saved her hair and carried it with her, despite the compromising consequences of possessing it—
a further illustration of the synecdochal power of severed hair examined in Chapter 3. Although 
in this example the wig did not, in fact, identify a criminal, its presence nevertheless drew the 
attention of police—and, it enabled its wearer to become part of the urban world of strangers. 
 
Just as the Cincinnati woman’s false hair drew the attention of local police, in cities across the 
country fake hair became increasingly associated with criminal intent.  The way that fake hair 
intersected with Americans’ fears and anxieties about modern urban life can be seen in a single 
unusual story: in the late 1880s and early 1890s, the San Francisco police arrested at least six 
people for the crime of wearing a false beard. According to the Chief of Police’s end-of-the-year 
report, three people were arrested for wearing a false beard during the 1891–92 fiscal year, and a 
fourth person in 1893–94. In addition to these official records, local newspapers reported two 
additional men charged with wearing a false beard: S.S. Curtis in 1886 and David Marnell in 
1887. (Curtis claimed that he was only intending to play a joke on a friend and was later 
released, while Martell testified at his trial that he “was an amateur actor, and wore the beard on 
that account;” he was convicted.)107 Of these six arrests, just two people were dismissed; the 
other four were convicted. Such a high conviction rate (sixty-seven percent) was not the norm for 
other crimes of falsified identity. For example, between 1886 and 1894, just seven of the fifty-
three people arrested for “Personating an officer”—a mere thirteen percent—were convicted of 
their crimes.108 An examination of San Francisco’s ordinance books reveals no laws prohibiting 
false beards or covered faces, and none of the forty-two Chief of Police reports from this period 
include remarks on any recently-enacted municipal laws that might explain the arrests.109 For 
                                                        
104 “The Story of a Wig,” Republican Banner (Nashville, TN), February 20, 1867 (emphasis added). 
105 Ibid. (emphasis added). 
106 Ibid. 
107 “Arrested in Disguise,” San Francisco Chronicle, January 14, 1886; “An Obscene Masker,” San Francisco 
Chronicle, May 26, 1887; and “A Wretch Properly Punished,” Daily Alta California, May 28, 1887. I cannot 
account for why these two arrests were not included in the official city records.  
108 San Francisco Board of Supervisors, San Francisco Municipal Reports, 1884–1900. 
109 San Francisco Board of Supervisors, San Francisco Municipal Reports, 1859–1900; San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors, Ordinances and Joint Resolutions of the City of San Francisco, 1854; and San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors, General Orders of the Board of Supervisors, 1869 and 1884. San Francisco published ordinance code 
books sporadically during its first fifty years. I based my claim on the lack of relevant municipal laws on an 
examination of the code books published in 1854, 1869, and 1884. I checked for laws that used the words false, 
beard, hair, face, or mask, but no such laws appear to have existed. 
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these reasons, it is unclear what, exactly, motivated the San Francisco Board of Supervisors (or 
the police force itself) to arrest people for wearing false beards, or what fear was at the heart of 
these arrests. Yet this surprising story—and its many potential explanations—provides a window 
into three different concerns about identity in the modernizing United States: an anxiety about 
falsifiable identity, a concern about masked faces, and the emergence of a scientific study of 
criminality. 
 
The false beard arrests in San Francisco reflected a fear that plagued many middle-class 
Americans in the nineteenth century: that their increasingly fluid and anonymous world 
facilitated falsifiable identity, and that falsified identity made it easier to successfully commit a 
crime. By the middle of the nineteenth century, American cities felt like they were composed 
entirely of strangers. Few stock characters were more associated with the dangers of strangers 
than the criminal, especially the confidence man.110 The nineteenth-century city offered 
opportunities for anonymity unmatched in the nation’s history. Cities like New York, Chicago, 
and San Francisco offered a playground for disguise and impersonation. As John F. Kasson has 
observed, the confidence man was not the only feared “urban imposter;” others included 
“pickpockets, shoplifters, ‘sneak thieves’ who depended upon stealth for their crimes, 
blackmailers, [and] forgers.”111 Although only six people were arrested in San Francisco between 
1850 and 1900 for wearing a false beard, dozens of people were arrested every year for other 
crimes related to false identity, such as forgery, libel, personating a police officer or firefighter, 
or a crime called “False Pretenses (obtaining money or goods by),” which likely refers to a 
confidence trick. Between four and thirty-six people were also arrested every year after 1868 for 
“Burglars’ Tools, carrying”—a category that likely included crowbars, brass knuckles, or 
skeleton keys, but could also include false hair.112 (For data on all of these crimes, see Appendix 
4.) In the 1870s and 1880s, prominent detectives in other cities described criminals who used 
wigs or false whiskers as one of the tools in their toolkit. Allan Pinkerton, for example, described 
a notorious forger named William Ringgold Cooper who wrote forged checks and took on fake 
identities, including befriending and later forging the handwriting of British gentry in order to 
withdraw money from their accounts. Cooper sometimes donned “false whiskers” when 
conducting his criminal business, and once he was finally arrested in 1878, he was identified by 
two men he had hired to help him pass a forged check, as well as by “the barber who had made 
his false wig and whiskers.”113 Similarly, detective Phillip Farley described how, after New York 
police arrested the notorious robber Dick Moore, “the house in which he had lived was searched, 
and an assortment of coats, wigs, hats, gowns, beards, and other disguises found.”114 There were 
even entries about wigs in the “Rogue’s Lexicon” that George W. Matsell, the former Chief of 
Police for New York City, compiled in 1859; caxon was the word criminals used to refer to a 

                                                        
110 See Karen Halttunen, Confidence Men and Painted Women: A Study of Middle-Class Culture in America, 1830–
1870 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982). 
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wig, and a knob-thatcher was a wig-maker.115 In San Francisco, police officers may have been 
motivated by this fear of falsifiable identity—and the way a false beard could easily serve as a 
criminal’s tool—when they arrested people for wearing a false beard.  
 
Like the confidence man, masked faces also became a threat in the nineteenth-century city, 
particularly when the masks in question were worn to a masquerade ball. As a result, some cities 
tried to outlaw masked faces altogether, though such laws proved difficult to design correctly. 
For example, in 1885 the Albany Law Journal reported “an amusing example” that illustrated 
how hard it was to “write a statute so plain that some body will not misunderstand it:” 

 
Section 453 of the Penal Code enacts that “An assemblage in any public house or 
other place of three or more persons disguised by having their faces painted, 
colored or concealed is unlawful.” A man went to the theatre wearing a false 
beard. He had no companions in in[i]quity. But the police took him in and 
imprisoned him over night, and next morning he was fined $5. There is some 
doubt whether wearing a false beard is “concealing” the face. The phrase was 
probably aimed at masked balls. But at all events there was no “assemblage.” The 
beard was so evidently false that the audience tittered, but that was no more 
“disorderly” in the man than it would be for a woman to wear a “Mother 
Hubbard” gown.116 
 

The editor’s analysis of this incident suggested that the arrest was absurd not because the man in 
question wore a false beard, but because he was so clearly not part of an assemblage. A false 
beard, the editor implied, may in fact legally count as “‘concealing’ the face.” Perhaps the San 
Francisco arrests were also rooted in a similar statute; three people were arrested for “Wearing a 
mask” between 1874 and 1876, and when David Marnell was convicted in 1887, the Daily Alta 
California reported that the charge for which he was found guilty was “wearing a mask.” 
However, as with wearing a false beard, the city’s ordinance code books include no law 
specifically prohibiting the wearing of masks.117 Although the specific item targeted by the Penal 
Code discussed in the aforementioned article was a concealed face, it remains ambiguous 
whether the objectionable behavior in question was public disguise itself, or the immoral 
behavior that could be enabled by wearing a disguise. Of all the issues that troubled San 
Francisco’s long-standing police chief Patrick Crowley—who held the position for twenty-five 

                                                        
115 George W. Matsell, Vocabulum; or, The Rogue’s Lexicon (New-York: George W. Matsell & Co., 1859), iii, 18, 
and 40. 
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 173 

years between the 1860s and 1890s—the masquerade ball became a central preoccupation.118 
Crowley was far from alone in his disdain for masquerades. Masquerade balls were seen as a 
place of sexual promiscuity, and Godey’s Lady’s Book had attacked the deceptiveness and 
frivolity of the Old World’s masquerade balls since the 1830s.119 Crowley made similar claims in 
his Chief of Police reports from 1892 until his retirement, in which he pleaded with the San 
Francisco Board of Supervisors to prohibit “bals masque, or masked balls”—a type of 
entertainment that was, at the time, licensed and regulated by the city. In an identical statement 
repeated in every end-of-year report, Crowley made his objections brief but clear: “They are 
scenes of debauchery, demoralizing to the youth of both sexes, and disgracing to the city.”120 For 
Crowley, then, the masked balls were not a problem because they included disguises per se, but 
because masked balls had become, by the 1890s, notorious sites for immoral behavior. If 
Crowley’s logic can be extrapolated to the case referred to by the Albany Law Journal, the San 
Francisco policy that resulted in arrests for wearing both masks and false beards may have been 
intended not to prohibit the criminal activity enabled by facial disguise, but simply a form of 
entertainment deemed morally reprehensible.121 
 
There is, however, one final way in which false beards may have seemed threatening to local 
police in and of themselves, not as merely another example of fake identity or facial masking. In 
the criminological tracts that began to circulate in the United States in the 1880s and 1890s—just 
as the San Francisco police force was arresting people for wearing a false beard—few physical 
features were more frequently discussed than the hair that grew from the head and the face. If a 
thin or patchy beard revealed criminal intent, then wearing a false beard allowed a criminal to 
obfuscate the portion of his face that might otherwise reveal his nefarious intentions. 
 
 
Hair and the Criminal Man  
 
The new field of criminology—the scientific study of criminals and crime—emerged out of an 
anxiety about the urban criminal. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, middle-class 
white Americans—as well as the state institutions tasked with protected the citizenry, such as the 
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police—argued that public safety required some mechanism to reliably identify criminals.122 This 
was particularly true for the crimes of anonymity that felt newly threatening in a world of 
strangers, such as fraud, forgery, and counterfeiting.123 As Simon Cole has written, “the criminal 
body” offered a solution: “both good and evil, criminality and respectability, might inhabit a 
single body, but the body itself was stable and inescapable.”124  
 
Reading the body for criminal identity can proceed in two ways. The first is familiar to the 
twenty-first century: pinpointing individual criminals by their unique identifiers, such as 
fingerprints and strands of hair. A group of photographers, police clerks, detectives, and amateur 
anthropologists began working to develop techniques like these in the 1870s and 1880s. The 
most promising technologies of unique criminal identification were anthropometry 
(measurements of various portions of the human body) and dactyloscopy (classification of 
fingerprints). Both of these new sciences promised much easier and more effective 
categorization than photography, which police had used to preserve images of criminals since 
photography’s inception; French police took daguerreotypes of criminals as early as 1841, and 
the New York Police Department first displayed photographs of infamous criminals in a rogues’ 
gallery in 1858.125 Some medical and police investigators even tried to analyze strands of 
criminals’ hair, but this technique did not become an accepted forensic science until the middle 
of the twentieth century.126  
                                                        
122 For a summary of the anxiety around criminal identification in the late nineteenth century, see Simon A. Cole, 
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In his book Professional Criminals of America, American detective Thomas Byrnes also explained why hair’s 
malleability ultimately made it an unreliable method for individual identification. Explaining the usefulness of the 
photographed rogues’ galleries in 1886, Byrnes said that a criminal “can grow or shave off a beard or mustache, he 
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witnesses swore that the prisoner had worn a beard during November, and others swore that he wore only a 
mustache,” leaving the jury with extremely unclear information as to whether the man in front of them was indeed 
the wanted criminal (280–282). 
126 To conduct a forensic microscopic hair analysis, an expert discerns characteristics of individual strands of hair: 
such as its color; length; diameter; pigmentation type and patterns; whether it came from a human or animal, and, if 
human, the likely racial identity; and what body part it came from. Then, the expert tries to match strands from a 
crime scene with strands from a suspect. Expert testimony on microscopic hair analysis has been used in hundreds if 
not thousands of cases. Recently, however, the practice has come under intense scrutiny. In 2015, the Justice 
Department and the FBI admitted that there is insufficient scientific basis for the forensic hair analysis used in 
hundreds of trials in which FBI agents provided expert testimony, and that this testimony routinely overstated the 
reliability of hair evidence in a way that benefited the prosecution. For example, Kirk L. Odom’s 1981 conviction 
for sexual assault rested in part on testimony from an FBI expert who said that Odom’s hair was found at the scene 
of the crime. In 2012—after Odom had served twenty years in prison and been released—DNA analysis on the hair 
from the crime scene revealed that it could not be Odom’s. Part of the problem with microscopic hair analysis is that 
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The second way nineteenth-century people attempted to read the criminal body, however, relied 
not on unique identification but on group identification: singling out physical characteristics—
including certain types of hair—that indicated an inherent criminality. This type of corporeal 
analysis was known as criminal anthropology, and it was premised on what criminologist Nicole 
Hahn Rafter has called the “doctrine of the criminal as a physically anomalous human type.”127 
Criminal anthropology began in Europe and first arrived in the United States through translated 
editions of, or references to, this European research. The first book on criminal anthropology to 
be published in the United States was Anatomical Studies upon Brains of Criminals (1881), an 
English translation of a German text written by Moriz Benedikt, a Hungarian neurologist who 
lived and studied medicine in Vienna.128 Inspired by Franz Joseph Gall, the originator of 
phrenology, Benedikt dissected criminals’ brains and determined that “the brains of criminals 
exhibit a deviation from the normal type.”129 However, despite being the first text accessible to 
English speakers in the U.S., Benedikt’s work did not have any significant impact on American 
thinking about criminals and criminology, and none of his other books were translated into 
English. Instead, it was another European physician, Cesare Lombroso from Italy, who became 
known as the father of criminology, and whose work most shaped criminology in the United 
States.130 
 
Lombroso’s key concept was the theory of the “born criminal,” which asserted that specific 
physical or psychological features marked criminals’ bodies and minds. In 1876 and 1893, 
respectively, he published his two most significant and influential books: L’uomo delinquente 
(Criminal Man) and La donna delinquente, la prostitute e la donna normale (Criminal Woman, 
the Prostitute, and the Normal Woman). Criminal Man in particular became the founding text of 
criminology in Europe and the United States, and was translated into French, German, Russian, 
and Spanish by 1899. Although most American physicians, police officers, and social scientists 
learned about Lombroso’s ideas secondhand—Criminal Man was not translated into English 
until 1911—Lombrosian criminal anthropology became extremely influential in the United 
States by the 1890s.131 Lombroso’s signature contribution was cataloguing physical features that, 
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his research suggested, had a higher probability of occurring in criminals than in what he deemed 
“the healthy population.” For example, Lombroso wrote that “the criminal [man] is taller than 
the normal individual and even more so than the insane, with a broader chest [and] darker hair;” 
they also had a distinct physiognomy: “nearly all [male] criminals have jug ears, thick hair, thin 
beards, pronounced sinuses, protruding chins, and broad cheekbones.”132 As these examples 
suggest, hair and facial hair featured prominently in Lombroso’s criminal typology. Both male 
and female criminals were characterized by the thick, dark, and abundant hair on their heads, and 
infrequent occurrence of balding; criminal men also had thin or scanty beards and were rarely 
gray-haired, while criminal women frequently had gray hair.133 Lombroso even enumerated the 
connections between types of criminals and specific types of hair: thieves had “thick and close 
eyebrows;” pederasts (men who practiced sodomy) “are often distinguished by a feminine 
elegance of the hair;” arsonists had “an abundance of thick straight hair that is almost feminine;” 
“habitual murderers” had “crisply textured” hair; and prostitutes had “fair and red hair.”134 One 
method Lombroso used to arrive at these conclusions was conducting statistical surveys: for the 
first edition of Criminal Man, for example, Lombroso counted the incidence of black, brown, 
blonde, and red hair color among 390 criminals and 868 soldiers, controlling for region of origin. 
The resulting data table demonstrated that black hair was more common—and blond hair far less 
common—among the criminal group (Figure 5.8). Ultimately, Lombroso’s research promised 
that, with proper training and careful observation, experts could use features like hair color and 
texture to identify the most dangerous and inveterate criminals. While reading character and 
temperament in hair was something any observant lay person could do, identifying the physical 
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markers of criminality was reserved for experts: physicians, scientists, police officers, and 
criminologists. 
 
Whether they mentioned Lombroso by name or not, many American publications—including 
scholarly, professional, and popular periodicals—invoked his arguments and data as they argued 
for a direct correspondence between the criminal and his body. An 1893 article on Criminal 
Woman published in Popular Science, for example, cited Lombroso’s research on hair color 
among criminal and prostitute women.135 Six years later, the Kansas City Medical Index–Lancet 
published a guide to “Criminals and their Characteristics” in which Dr. J.H. M’Cassy argued that 
“born criminals have invariably physical signs of degeneracy”—using Lombroso’s framework 
though not his name. Dr. M’Cassy declared unequivocally that “in criminals, as a rule, the beard 
is scanty, the hair dark, abundant, long, and often woolly; baldness and gray hair are rare among 
them.” (Dr. M’Cassy did not merely parrot all of Lombroso’s research, however; he also added 
his own assertions to the taxonomy, declaring, for example, that criminal women who committed 
infanticide were likely to have hairy faces.) Like Peter Browne before him, Dr. M’Cassy 
believed that experts’ privileged access to particular types of knowledge about hair could provide 
a patriotic public service, suggesting that a properly-trained physician could protect the public 
from criminal activity, just as “he now protects our shores and municipalities from pestilence and 
infectious disease.”136 The criminal identification system envisioned by Lombroso and repeated 
(and expanded) by Americans like Dr. M’Cassy depended on physical signifiers that were stable 
and predictable—which is why false hair on criminals seemed so threatening. If distinctive dark 
or abundant hair could reliably identify born criminals by sight, something as simple as a blonde 
wig threatened to undermine the very foundation of criminology.  
 
 
“To Imitate Nature, and Deceive the Eye” 
 
For nineteenth-century Americans from all walks of life, hair had power: power to reveal, and 
power to conceal. The two foundational qualities that gave hair these dual powers—its reliability 
and its malleability—coexisted in an uneasy but sometimes acknowledged tension. In 1867, for 
example, hair worker Mark Campbell mused that “the human hair seems to have been given us 
both for an ornament and covering—being susceptible of transformation in almost any desired 
shape.”137 Godey’s Lady’s Book was even more explicit about the pernicious possibilities such 
transformability enabled, suggesting that women had a privilege that men—with their short 
hair—lacked: “She can make her head show, phrenologically, for pretty much what she pleases.” 
Although just a few generations earlier men and women had both worn long hair, as Chapter 1 
demonstrated, by the 1850s long hair for women and short hair for men had become 
naturalized—a physical distinction bequeathed to humans by the natural world. Women, then, 
could arrange their long hair in different ways, enabling them to give “the head (the most 
common observer sees, without knowing why) a very different character.”138 If a simple 
rearrangement of the hair could transform the way a person’s character was perceived, the 
                                                        
135 Helen Zimmern, “Criminal Women,” Popular Science Monthly (December 1893), 220. 
136 J.H. M’Cassy, "Criminals and their Characteristics,” Kansas City Medical Index–Lancet 20, no. 10 (October 
1899): 640–643. 
137 Campbell 263-264. “Susceptible” in this context may mean capable of rather than sensitive to, as in the current 
usage. 
138 “Modes of Wearing the Hair,” Godey’s Lady’s Book 50 (May 1855): 435–437. 
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addition of hairpieces or an entire head of false hair had the potential do far more. Indeed, the 
very purpose of a well-made nineteenth-century wig was, in the words of one 1870 encyclopedia, 
“to imitate nature, and deceive the eye.”139 At the turn of the twentieth century, wigmakers from 
New York to Montana to California even advertised products they called “transformation wigs,” 
and a style of hairpiece called simply a “Transformation” (Figures 5.9 and 5.10).140 False hair 
seemed to permit women to create themselves almost from scratch. As James McCabe wrote in 
his sensational exposé of New York City in 1872, the fashionable woman of wealth “is a 
compound frequently of false hair, false teeth, padding of various kinds, paint, powder and 
enamel. […] So common has the habit of resorting to these things become, that it is hard to say 
whether the average woman of fashion is a work of nature or a work of art.”141 
 
Although scientific, policing, and cultural authorities frequently expressed suspicion about wigs 
and fake facial hair, particularly their association with criminality, there was at the same time a 
certain ambivalence about whether it was okay to falsify one’s hair in public spaces. For 
example, an 1875 etiquette guide for men wrote but briefly about fake hair on men: “I shall say 
nothing here except that they are a practical falsehood which may sometimes be necessary, but is 
rarely successful.”142 A similar ambivalence is evident in Sarah Josepha Hale’s popular 1857 
household guide for women. Hale provided her readers with recipes for dying their hair black or 
brown, but also spoke sternly of why this practice was inadvisable. 

 
Dyeing the Hair.—It may be stated once [and] for all that this practice is 
decidedly injurious. It may fail altogether in producing the desired result; it is 
never unattended by a certain amount of unpleasant circumstances, and frequently 
with evil results. […] Every constituent part of man tends to make the human 
machine one harmonious whole. The figure, the stature, the skin, the hair, the gait, 
&c.143 

 
One unstated implication of this warning was the threat homemade hair dyes posed to 
women’s health; Hale’s own recipe for brown hair dye included silver caustic, which has 
been used since the nineteenth century to cauterize warts and remove them from the skin. 
Other authors also warned of the dangerous ingredients in hair dyes and hair growth 
tonics, including lead or quick lime.144 Yet the medical threat was not Hale’s only—or 
even her primary—concern. Since hair was a integral part of the human body, its 
alteration negatively affected the entire body. 
 
                                                        
139 Chambers’s Encyclopædia: A Dictionary of Universal Knowledge for the People, Illustrated, vol. V 
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1870), s.v. “hair manufactures.” 
140 Advertisement for transformation hairpieces, toupees, pompadours, or wigs appeared in newspapers including: 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, June 9, 1901; Anaconda [MT] Standard, October 24, 1901; Atlanta Constitution, December 
13, 1903; Delaware County [PA] Daily Times, July 1, 1912; Oakland [CA] Tribune, June 24, 1914; and Lead 
[SoSD] Daily Call, August 5, 1914.  
141 James D. McCabe, Lights and Shadows of New York Life (Philadelphia: National Publishing Co., 1872), 154; and 
Peiss 27. 
142 Cecil B. Hartley, The Gentlemen’s Book of Etiquette . . . . (Boston: Locke & Bubier, 1875), 130 (emphasis 
added).  
143 Hale, Mrs. Hale’s Receipts for the Million, 613. 
144 Ibid; R. Abrahams, “Nitrate of Silver in Diseases of the Skin,” The Journal of the American Medical Association 
28, no, 5 (January 30, 1897): 210–212; and McCabe 808. 
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Hair dyes, tools, and false hair pieces allowed Americans to change, with some ease, the 
way they fit into the kind of taxonomies that proliferated in American print media in the 
final decades of the nineteenth century. If “harsh, upright hair” indicated “a reticent and 
sour spirit,” a wig—or even just a new hairstyle—could change entirely the way the 
character was perceived.145 With people from across the United States so reliant on the 
diagnostic powers of hair, the question thus remains: in what situations was fake hair 
acceptable, and in what situations could fake hair provoke anxiety, condemnation, and 
even arrest? The answer depended on whether the hair was intended to disguise group or 
individual identity. While changing your hair to alter the way your character was 
perceived was generally acceptable, using your hair to take on a false identity was not. A 
medical advice guide for mothers published in London in the 1830s captured exactly this 
dynamic: “we may curl our hair, increase its growth, or cut it off; we may, and ought, to 
comb or shave our head, pare our nails, and scour off all that foulness which nature 
throws out upon the surface of our body, and maintain a constant cleanliness. But all this 
does not imply that we may give ourselves a new face.”146 An examination of hair thus 
suggests the limits of the self-made man (or woman) in the fledgling United States: it was 
socially acceptable to use your resources—your money, your personality, your 
entrepreneurial spirit, or your clever innovation—to pursue a higher station in life. It was 
not okay, however, to simply wipe the slate clean and try to completely and literally 
become someone new. 
 

* * * 
 

If hair allowed Americans to read character and identity on a stranger’s body, it also provided the 
raw material necessary for physical transformation. In addition to cutting, curling, dyeing, or 
rearranging the hair, consumers both working class and wealthy could purchase false hair pieces, 
wigs, and toupees to augment or completely obfuscate their natural hair (or lack thereof). These 
hair illusions interfered with observers’ ability to read the hair, and to feel confident in the 
accuracy of that reading. At the end of the eighteenth century, a prescient observer foresaw the 
obfuscatory power of hair and its potential for creating social disorder. In 1796, a young 
Connecticut man named Mr. Livingston—who stridently opposed the elaborate white periwigs 
that were so popular at the time—pointed out that “all the science of phisiognomy would be lost, 
if Wigs were tolerated.”147 False hair, he argued, impeded the burgeoning science of reading 
character through the body, and for that reason it should be forbidden by law. One hundred years 
later, police in San Francisco would arrest people for this very crime. Ultimately, the physical 
properties that made hair different from the rest of the body also meant that it was uniquely 
situated to become the focal point of characteristic anxieties of nineteenth-century urban and 
interconnected life: truthfulness, reliability, disguise, and deceit. In this way, to understand hair 
is to understand the ambitions, hopes, and fears of ordinary nineteenth-century Americans.  

                                                        
145 These quotes come from the oft-cited taxonomy of the relationship between hair and character discussed in the 
introduction at the beginning of this chapter. 
146 The Book of Health, or, The Young Mother’s Guide in the Management of her Children (London: W. Houstoun, 
[ca. 1834–1837]), 32 (emphasis added), Children’s Book Collection, Charles E. Young Research Library Special 
Collections, University of California, Los Angeles. 
147 “Letter to the Editor,” Connecticut Courant, March 21, 1796. 



 180 

Figures for Chapter Five 
 

 
 
Figure 5.1: Advertisement for J.B. Boiron’s Ornamental Hair, Perfumery, and Fancy Goods 
shop in New Orleans, Louisiana, which offered personalized wigs to order. 
 
Times–Picayune (New Orleans, LA), December 5, 1847. 
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Figure 5.2: Advertisement for a wig manufacturer and hair dresser in Buffalo, New York. 
 
Buffalo [NY] Daily Republic. April 19, 1861. 
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Figure 5.3: This cartoon 
illustrates the meaning of 
hair in the nineteenth 
century in three distinct 
ways. First, it 
demonstrates how the 
natural-looking wigs of 
the nineteenth century 
(in contrast with the 
decorative periwigs 
popular in the previous 
two centuries) gave bald-
headed men the 
appearance of wearing 
their natural hair. 
Second, it enumerates 
some of the reasons 
balding men may have 
desired a wig in the first 
place, associating bald 
heads with men who are 
repulsive, elderly, and 
undesirable. Third, and 
most significant to the 
larger arguments of this 
dissertation, this cartoon 
emphasizes the 
tremendous power of 
hair—or a lack thereof—
to indicate (or obfuscate) 
individual identity. 
 
Harper’s Weekly (January 9, 
1859), 32. (Rotated for 
greater detail.) 
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Figure 4: Frontispiece for Loreta Janeta Velazques’s narrative of her Civil War service. 
 
Loreta Janeta Velazquez, The Woman in Battle: Narrative of the Exploits, Adventures, and Travels of Madame 
Loreta Janeta Velazquez, Otherwise Known as Lieutenant Harry T. Buford, Confederate States Army (Richmond, 
VA: Dustin, Gilman & Co., 1876). 
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Figure 5.5: This second image of Velazquez, in disguise as Harry T. Buford, appeared on the 
first page of Chapter 4: “Disguised as a Confederate Officer.”  
 
Loreta Janeta Velazquez, The Woman in Battle: Narrative of the Exploits, Adventures, and Travels of Madame 
Loreta Janeta Velazquez, Otherwise Known as Lieutenant Harry T. Buford, Confederate States Army (Richmond, 
VA: Dustin, Gilman & Co., 1876).  
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Figure 6: This print showed Sarah Emma Edmonds in disguise as a young black boy contraband. 
 
Sarah Emma Edmonds, Nurse and Spy in the Union Army: Comprising the Adventures and Experiences of a Woman 
in Hospitals, Camps, and Battle-Fields (Hartford, CT: W.S. Williams & Co., 1865). 
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Figure 5.7: Another image of Edmonds in disguise, this time as a black woman contraband. 
(This print carried two different titles in Edmonds’s narrative. In the list of prints that precedes 
the table of contents, this print is titled, “Disguised as Female Contraband,” as mentioned in 
Chapter 5. The caption included with the engraving itself, as seen above, is, “At Rebel 
Headquarters.”) 
 
Sarah Emma Edmonds, Nurse and Spy in the Union Army: Comprising the Adventures and Experiences of a Woman 
in Hospitals, Camps, and Battle-Fields (Hartford, CT: W.S. Williams & Co., 1865). 
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Table 2: Hair Color of Soldiers and Criminals 
 

REGION 

BROWN (%) BLACK (%) BLOND (%) RED (%) 

sol. crim. sol. crim. sol. crim. sol. crim. 

Sicily 51 41 25 54 17 0 0 3 

Calabria 39 50 20 33 15 0 0 0 

Naples 50 50 28 40 22 5 0.3 0 

Central Italy 56 66 20 33 21 5 1 5 

Piedmont 47 35 13 35 34 29 0 0 

Lombardy 38 33 16 33 32 33 0 0 

Insane from Pavia 83 - 12 - 4 - 0 - 

Table 2 compares the hair color of these 390 criminals with that of 868 Italian soldiers from the 
same regions and 90 insane from Pavia. These figures show that hair color of criminals replicates 

typical regional characteristics, but only up to a certain point. 
 
 
Figure 5.8: Cesare Lombroso’s statistical survey compared the incidence of hair color among a 
group of criminals and soldiers. 
 
Table reproduced from Cesare Lombroso, Criminal Man, translated by Mary Gibson and Nicole Hahn Rafter 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2006). Originally published as L’uomo delinquente (Milan: Hoepli, 1876). 
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Figure 5.9: This advertisement offered hairpiece to be worn in the front of the hair called a 
“Transformation.” Like many similar advertisements, A. Simonson boasted that his wigs and 
hairpieces were so well-made and so perfectly matched to the customer’s natural hair color that 
“no client of mine need ever fear detection.” 
 
Brooklyn Daily Eagle, June 9, 1901. 
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Figure 5.10: This advertisement also offered “transformations” to customers. It is also notable 
that the purveyor prominently displayed the title “Dr.” at the bottom of the ad. As Chapter 4 
argued, this title lent a scientific legitimacy to his (or, less likely, her) wares.  
 
Atlanta Constitution, December 13, 1903. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
In the first quarter of the twentieth century, the social function of hair changed dramatically. 
American people continued to go to hairdressers and barber shops, advertise and purchase hair 
products, and, in some cases, wear wigs and false hair pieces. Indeed, the global human hair 
market that emerged in the nineteenth century only continued to grow; between 1995 and 2015, 
for example, the total value of international exports per year grew from $197.5 million to $2.43 
billion.1 The expense and labor of maintaining human hair—and the expectation that individuals 
should be tending to their hair each day—continued apace. Yet the ability of hair to reliably 
convey truthful and meaningful information about Americans’ identity and character—and the 
ability of onlookers to read this meaning on strangers’ bodies—had all but disappeared by the 
1920s. 
 
Between 1900 and the 1920s, both facial hair and hair collecting declined sharply in popularity. 
Beards and mustaches lost their rarefied place on the male chin, as younger men increasingly 
embraced their razors once more. Young doctors shaved off their beards as they became 
increasingly aware of germ theory and the role facial hair could play in transmitting infection, 
and popular advertising began to depict the ideal white male body as smooth, clean, and 
youthful—a stark contrast to the idealized older, corpulent, and bearded body of the nineteenth 
century.2 Facial hair would remain enormously uncommon in the United States for decades—a 
pattern not helped by its association in the 1940s with despised European leaders like Joseph 
Stalin and Adolph Hitler. As Christopher Oldstone-Moore has argued, these villainous figures 

                                                             
1 All data on imports and exports comes from Alexander Simoes, “The Economic Complexity Observatory: An 
Analytical Tool for Understanding the Dynamics of Economic Development” (workshops at the Twenty-Fifth AAAI 
Conference on Artificial Intelligence, 2011), http://atlas.media.mit.edu. The values of $197.5 million (for 1995) and 
$2.43 billion (for 2015) are each the sum of three commodity categories: finished hairpieces (including wigs, false 
beards, and eyebrows) made from human hair; worked (or processed) human hair that will be turned into hairpieces 
domestically; and unprocessed human hair. Another significant change to the international hair market in the 
twenty-first century is the supplying countries. In 2015, the most recent year for which data are available, the U.S. 
imported $781.95 million of human hair, 97% of which came from China or India—the world’s largest exporters of 
human hair. Together, China and India were responsible for 84% of all human hair exported in 2015. Although India 
is frequently cited in the popular media as the largest source for American hair imports, it is actually China that 
holds this title: 89% of U.S. hair imports in 2015 came from China. For popular assertions about Indian hair, see, for 
example, Lance Crouther, et. al., “Good Hair,” directed by Jeff Stilson (Santa Monica, CA: Lions Gate Home 
Entertainment, 2010), DVD; Jihan Forbes, “The Big Business of Fake Hair and Why People Steal It,” The Cut 
(March 21, 2014), http://nymag.com/thecut/2014/03/big-business-of-stealing-fake-hair.html; and Jean Lasker 
Gottlieb, “Godly Locks: Inside L.A.’s Bizarre Human Hair Business,” The Atlantic (July 20, 2012): 
http://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2012/07/godly-locks-inside-las-bizarre-human-hair-business/260496/. 
2 Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising in America (New York: Basic Books, 
1994), 163–174; Nancy J. Tomes, The Gospel of Germs: Men, Women and the Microbe in American Life 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 158–159; and Tomes, “American Attitudes toward the Germ 
Theory of Disease: Phyllis Allen Richmond Revisited,” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 52, 
no. 1 (January 1997): 47–48. An ad for Pears Soap produced in the late 1880s made the link between shaving and 
cleanliness quite explicit. The text deemed Pears’ Soap “A LUXURY FOR SHAVING,” for it gave man skin that was 
“smooth, clean, cool, and comfortable.” See “Pears’ Soap advertisement,” [1885–1890?] in The Wonderful World of 
American Advertisements, 1865–1900, by Leonard De Vries and Ilonka Van Amstel (Chicago: Follett Publishing 
Company, 1972), 115. 
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“underscored in the Western mind the danger of men who do not shave.”3 At the same time that 
beards and mustaches disappeared from men’s faces, the preservation of severed hair—a cultural 
practice once pervasive among men and women from across the country—started to seem odd, 
outmoded, or even repulsive. (The sole exception still practiced in many American households is 
the lock of hair from a child’s first haircut, which is often preserved in a commercial baby 
book.)4  
 
During the same period, scientific and medical experts began to rearticulate an understanding of 
hair that would have been familiar to English colonists in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries, explicitly defining hair as beyond the boundaries of the body. In 1914, for example, 
Dr. Edwin F. Bowers wrote in the New York Tribune’s Sunday Magazine that hair was actually 
quite insignificant: 

 
Considering this mop of a material that has absolutely no physical or 
physiological use, which toils not, neither does it spin, which is not sufficiently 
voluminous to keep one warm in winter or cool in summer, which isn’t thick 
enough to overcome the direful effects of a carefully directed brickbat [a piece of 
brick used as a weapon], which is merely a perpetual source of labor and worry, 
the miracle is that folk put so much store by hair as they do; that, instead of 
rejoicing in the loss of it,—as the old man in Plato’s dialogue rejoiced in the 
senile subsidence of the madness called “love”—they bewail its passing.5  
 

To Dr. Bowers, hair could only reveal one thing about its bearer’s internal quality: the state of 
his or her physical health; even this indicator could only be relied upon “sometimes, but not 
always.”6 Like physicians, anthropologists and ethnologists—who took over the search for racial 
difference in bodies from the nineteenth century’s racial scientists like Peter Browne—no longer 
included hair in their racial classification systems. For example, in his famous 1928 book The 
American Negro, Melville J. Herskovits argued that the “American Negro”—a physical type 
distinct from the existing racial categories of African, Caucasian, and Mongoloid peoples—
demonstrated a wide range of hair types. This internal variation ranged from “the tightly curled 
to that of Indian-like straightness.”7 Unlike nostril width, lip thickness, sitting height, or cephalic 
index (the ratio of head height to width), hair was not a contrastive feature. Therefore, Herkovits 
argued, hair was not useful for cataloguing meaningful “differences in physical form” between 
racial groups.8 
 
As hair became less trusted to reveal the truth about a person’s identity, the hair taxonomies that 
had appeared so widely in American newspapers just a decade or two earlier disappeared as well, 

                                                             
3 Christopher Oldstone-Moore, Of Beards and Men: The Revealing History of Facial Hair (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015), 213–234 (quoted passage is from p. 234). 
4 As Helen Sheumaker has written, by the middle of the twentieth century, the United States had become dominated 
by “a culture that frowned upon anything more sentimental than affixing a lock from baby’s first haircut in a mass-
produced baby book.” See Sheumaker, Love Entwined: The Curious History of Hairwork in America (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), xiv. 
5 Edwin F. Bowers, “Hair and Heads,” New York Tribune, Sunday Magazine, October 18, 1914. 
6 Ibid., 3. 
7 Melville J. Herskovits, The American Negro: A Study in Racial Crossing (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1928), 19. 
8 Ibid., 11. 
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or were mentioned only with skepticism or sarcasm. This shift from proliferation to obscurity 
happened over a short time period, culminating around 1910. In 1890, Ballou’s Monthly 
Magazine reported that “some clever individual has drawn up rules by which we may tell a 
person’s character by the hair,” and even in 1902 the San Francisco Call declared that “a woman 
may show her character more by her hair than by her eyes, nose, lips, or expression.”9 Yet by 
1911, columnist Lillian Russell wrote unequivocally in the Washington Post that “temperament 
[is] not affected by hair.” Indeed, “the fiery temper with which [red-haired women] are generally 
credited means nothing, as any person who is at all observant will note that temperaments among 
red haired women vary from the angelic to the opposite extreme, much after the manner of their 
blonde and brunette sisters.”10 The nineteenth-century faith in the power of hair to manifest 
character and temperament faded significantly in the first decades of the twentieth century. Hair 
that was attached to the body and severed from it largely lost its diagnostic and synecdochical 
power, and become once again—as it had for centuries before—excrementitious. 
 
Hair has not ceased to have meaning in the United States. However, the way in which this 
meaning has been constructed in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is different from the 
system of hair legibility that characterized the preceding century. Whereas nineteenth-century 
Americans focused on their ability to read meaning onto strangers’ bodies by interpreting their 
hair—thus privileging hair’s stability—the two centuries that followed have instead emphasized 
the ways in which hair can be used to project a particular political, cultural, or religious identity 
to the public—privileging hair’s malleability instead. In 1955, for example, black nationalist 
leader Carlos Cooks gave a speech in which he urged black men to stop using a lye-based 
chemical relaxer on their hair (a treatment known as conking) in a “cowardly attempt to have his 
hair simulate the white man’s hair.” Cooks encouraged his audience to embrace and cultivate 
their natural texture—to proudly wear “the live, lovely curly hair of Black people” rather than 
“the dead, straight hair of white people.”11 In 1970, a Texas teenager named Chesley Karr grew 
his hair over his ears during the summer, and was forbidden from returning to his high school 
when classes resumed in the fall. When historian Gael Graham asked Karr why he grew his hair 
long, he said that beyond the practicality of not having to worry about getting a haircut—Karr 
had spent his summer working on a wheat farm—his long hair was “‘a cultural statement’” that 
“identified him as a supporter of the ‘peace and hippie movement.’” Karr sued his school and 
won, but after an appeals court reversed the ruling and the Supreme Court refused to take his 
case, Karr finished high school at home.12 In 2016, Captain Simratpal Singh, who is Sikh-
American, received an accommodation from the U.S. Army that allowed him to wear long hair, a 
turban, and a beard permanently, in order to uphold the tenets of his faith. Since the military 
instituted strict hair and facial hair standards in 1981, only three soldiers have successfully 
received a religious accommodation. What made Singh’s case different from the two soldiers 
who preceded him was that those soldiers requested an accommodation when they began their 

                                                             
9 “Reading Character by the Hair,” Ballou’s Monthly Magazine 71, no. 4 (April 1890): 278; and “Beauty Quest,” 
San Francisco Call, February 23, 1902. 
10 Lillian Russell, “‘Titian Was Not The Only Man to Admire Auburn Tresses’ says Lillian Russell,” Washington 
Herald, October 29, 1911. 
11 Carlos Cooks, “Speech on the ‘Buy Black’ Campaign,” in Modern Black Nationalism: From Marcus Garvey 
Louis Farrakhan, ed. William L. Van Deburg (New York: New York University Press, 1997), 86–87. 
12 Gael Graham, “Flaunting the Freak Flag: Karr v. Schmidt and the Great Hair Debate in American High Schools, 
1965–1975,” Journal of American History 91, no. 2 (September 2004): 522–540 (quoted passage is on p. 522). 
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service; Singh, by contrast, served in the Army for ten years—bare faced and with short hair—
before he decided to grow his hair and facial hair and request a religious accommodation.13 
 
Virtually everyone on earth throughout human history has had hair, and that hair has always 
possessed both the stability and malleability that make it a unique part of the body. Yet hair also 
has a history. At different points in that history, one or the other of its two key qualities has 
gained primacy. Nineteenth-century Americans lived in the space between that stability and that 
malleability, as they sought some stasis in an ever-changing world.  

                                                             
13 Frances Kai-Hwa Wang, “Sikh-American Army Officer Wins Ability to Serve With Beard, Turban,” NBC News, 
April 1, 2016, http://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/sikh-american-army-officer-wins-lawsuit-serve-beard-
turban-n549246. 
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Appendix 1: Presidential Facial Hair since 1789 
 
 

 
This data came from official White House portraits for each president, and an extensive evaluation of extant images 
for unsuccessful presidential candidates. Thank you to Christina James for conducting this research for me in 2012. 
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Appendix 2: Scientific Data on Hirsutism since 1922 
 

Year Journal Result Notes Citation 

1922 

American 
Journal of 
Physical 
Anthropology 

35% of 
women had 
some 
abnormal 
hair growth  

Studied 350 “college women,” most 
aged 18–24, using a scale of 0 (“no 
well developed hair on the body”) 
to 1 (terminal hair of any cover, 
anywhere on the body). 
 
Because this study uses such a simplistic 
scoring mechanism, it is not useful for 
determining hirsutism levels; nevertheless, 
it was the first twentieth-century scientific 
study of human body hair. 

Danforth, C.H., and 
Mildred Trotter. “The 
distribution of body 
hair in white subjects.” 
American Journal of 
Physical Anthropology 
5, no. 3 (July / 
September 1922): 
259–265. 

1957 

American 
Journal of 
Physical 
Anthropology 

14% of 
women had 
hirsute lip 
hair;  
10% of 
women had 
hirsute chin 
hair 

Studied 584 white women aged 15–
84, using a scale of 0–4 to evaluate 
hair growth in each specific area of 
the body. A score of 3 (“definite 
but scanty moustache / hair”) or 4 
(“a frank moustache / beard”) 
indicated hirsutism. 
 
This study was conducted before the 
advent of the modern Ferriman–Gallwey 
scale, though it does use a similar 0–4 
scoring rubric. 

Thomas, P. Kynaston, 
and David Ferriman. 
“Variation in Facial 
and Pubic Hair Growth 
in White Women.” 
American Journal of 
Physical Anthropology 
15, no. 2 (June 1957): 
171–180. 

1961 

The Journal of 
Clinical 
Endocrinology 
& Metabolism 

4.3% of 
women 
were 
hirsute 
(by 2010s 
standards) 
 

Studied 161 women aged 18–38, 
using a scale of 0–4 to evaluate hair 
growth in each of nine areas of the 
body: lip, chin, chest, upper back, 
lower back, upper abdomen, lower 
abdomen, arm, and thigh. 
 
The authors did not indicate the total score 
that indicates the threshold between 
hirsutism and non-pathological hair 
growth. Today endocrinologists use 
Ferriman and Gallwey’s scale as the 
standard measurement, and use a score of 
8 as the minimum for a diagnosis of 
hirsutism. I have replicated that standard 
here with Ferriman and Gallwey’s data. 
 
The authors singled out scores of 6, 8, and 
11 as significant without explaining why 
these scores were chosen; the percentage 
of women studied who received at least 
these scores were 9.9%, 4.3%, and 1.2% 
respectively. 

Ferriman, David, and 
J.D. Gallwey. “Clinical 
Assessment of Body 
Hair Growth in 
Women.” The Journal 
of Clinical 
Endocrinology & 
Metabolism 21, no. 11 
(November 1961): 
1440–1447. 
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1964 The Lancet 

9% of 
women 
were 
hirsute 

Studied 400 Welsh and English 
women; of the 9% classified as 
hirsute, approximately 80% showed 
hair growth on their faces. 

McKnight, Edith. “The 
Prevalence of 
‘Hirsutism’ in Young 
Women.” The Lancet 
238, no. 7330 
(February 22, 1964): 
410–413. 

1981 

American 
Journal of 
Obstetrics and 
Gynecology 

5% of 
women 
were 
hirsute 

This assertion is stated in reference 
to premenopausal women only. The 
authors define hirsute as a score of 
8 or higher on the Ferriman–
Gallwey scale. 

Hatch, Richard, Robert 
L. Rosenfield, Moon 
H. Kim, and Donald 
Tredway. “Hirsutism: 
implications, etiology, 
and management.” 
American Journal of 
Obstetrics and 
Gynecology 140, no. 7 
(August 1981): 815–
830. 

1990 

Journal of 
Endocrinology 
and 
Metabolism 

5% of 
women 
were 
hirsute 

This assertion is stated in reference 
to premenopausal Caucasian 
women only. 

Ehrmann, David A., 
and Robert L. 
Rosenfield. “An 
Endocrinologic 
Approach to the 
Patient with 
Hirsutism.” Journal of 
Endocrinology and 
Metabolism 71, no. 1 
(July 1990): 1–4. 

2003 Obstetrics & 
Gynecology 

5–15% of 
women 
were 
hirsute 

The percentage range indicates that 
there are differing definitions of the 
threshold between non-pathological 
and hirsute hair growth. 

Azziz, Ricardo. “The 
Evaluation and 
Management of 
Hirsutism.” Obstetrics 
& Gynecology 101, no. 
5 (May 2003): 995–
1007. 

2006 

The Journal of 
Clinical 
Endocrinology 
& Metabolism 

5.4% of 
white 
women 
were 
hirsute; 
4.3% of 
black 
women 
were 
hirsute 

Studied 633 women (283 white 
women and 350 black women), 
aged 18–66. A score of 8 or higher 
on the Ferriman–Gallwey scale 
indicated hirsutism. 
 
This study questions whether 8 is the 
appropriate cut-off point between non-
pathological and hirsute, but still uses it as 
an initial rubric before testing other 
possibilities. 

DeUgarte, Catherine 
Marin, K.S. Woods, 
Alfred A. Bartolucic, 
and Ricardo Azziz. 
“Degree of Facial and 
Body Terminal Hair 
Growth in Unselected 
Black and White 
Women: Toward a 
Populational 
Definition of 
Hirsutism.” The 
Journal of Clinical 
Endocrinology & 
Metabolism 91, no. 4 
(April 2006): 1345–
1350. 
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Appendix 3: Publications by Peter Arrell Browne, 1811–1853 
 

1810–1820 
 
Reports of Cases Adjudged in the Court of Common Pleas of the First Judicial District of 

Pennsylvania. 2 volumes. Philadelphia: J. Maxwell, 1811–1813. Available online via 
HathiTrust. 

A Summary of the Law of Pennsylvania, Securing to Mechanics, and Others, Payment for their 
Labour and Materials, in Erecting any House, or Other Building, Within the City and County 
of Philadelphia, the Borough of Erie, the Borough of Lancaster, and the Borough of 
Pittsburgh. Philadelphia: J. Maxwell, 1814. Available online via HathiTrust. 

“Description of an Improved Piston for Steam Engines, Without Hemp Packing.” Transactions 
of the American Philosophical Society 1 (1818): 313–316. Available online via JSTOR. 

 
1821–1830 
 
An Address Intended to Promote a Geological and Mineralogical Survey of Pennsylvania, the 

Publication of a Series of Geological Maps, and the Formation of State and County 
Geological and Mineralogical Collections. Philadelphia: P.M. Lafourcade, 1826. Available 
online via Google Books. 

 
1831–1840 
 
“Important Law Case in a Sister State, involving Questions of Science.” Southern Literary 

Messenger [hereafter, SLM] 1, no. 2 (October 1834): 44-46. Available online via Making of 
America database. 

“Mineral Wealth of Virginia.” SLM 1, no. 3 (November 1834): 91–93. Republished in Farmers’ 
Register, [November 1834?]. (See reference to this republication in “Acknowledgements to 
Contributors, Correspondents, &c..” SLM 1, no. 4 (December 1834): 192.) Available online 
via Making of America database. 

“Hints to Students of Geology, No. 1.” SLM 1, no. 4 (December 1834): 162–163. Available 
online via Making of America database. 

“Hints to Students of Geology, No. 2.” SLM 1, no. 6 (February 1835). 300–304. Available online 
via Making of America database. 

An Essay on Indian Corn. Philadelphia: J. Thompson, 1837. Available online via Google Books. 
An Essay upon the Theory and Operation of the Steam Engine. Philadelphia: L. Ashmead & Co., 

1837. At University of Missouri Library. 
An Essay on the Veterinary Art Setting Forth its Great Usefulness, Giving an Account of the 

Veterinary Colleges in France and England, and Exhibiting the Facility and Utility of 
Instituting Similar Schools in the United States. Philadelphia: J. Thompson, 1837. At Santa 
Clara University Library. 

 
1841–1850 
 
A Lecture on the Oregon Territory. Philadelphia: United States Book and Printing Office, 1843. 

Available online via Google Books. 
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An Essay on Solid Meteors, and Aërolites or Meteoric Stones. Philadelphia: U.S. Job Printing 
Office, 1844. (This publication is a transcript of speech Browne gave to the Academy of 
Natural Sciences of Chester County in Winter 1841.) At various libraries, including New 
York Public Library, American Museum of Natural History library, and Yale University 
Library. 

Lecture upon the Naturalization Law of the United States. Philadelphia: J. Richards, 1845. At 
University of California, Davis Library. 

An Inquiry into the Expediency of Altering and Amending the Naturalization Law of the United 
States, Respectfully Addressed to the American People. Philadelphia: Barrett & Jones, 1846. 
Available online via Google Books. 
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