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The Unnatural Mother
CHARLOTTE PERKINS GILMAN

“D ON’T TELL me!” said old Mis’ Briggs, with a forbidding
shake of the head; “no mother that was a mother would
desert her own child for anything on earth!”

“And leaving it a care on the town, too!” put in Susannah
Jacobs, “as if we hadn’t enough to do to take care of our own!”

Miss Jacobs was a well-to-do old maid, owning a comfortable
farm and homestead, and living alone with an impoverished
cousin acting as general servant, companion and protegée.
Mis’ Briggs, on the contrary, had had thirteen children, five of
whom remained to bless her, so that what maternal feeling Miss
Jacobs might lack, Mis’ Briggs could certainly supply.

“I should think,” piped little Martha Ann Simmons, the
village dressmaker, “that she might a saved her young one first
and then tried what she could do for the town.”

Martha had been married, had lost her husband, and had
one sickly boy to care for.

The youngest Briggs girl, still unmarried at thirty-six, and
in her mother’s eyes a most tender infant, now ventured to
make a remark.

“You don’t any of you seem to think what she did for all of
us—if she hadn’t left hers we should all have lost ours, sure.”

“You ain’t no call to judge, Maria Meliia,” her mother has-
tened to reply; “you’ve no children of your own, and you can’t
judge of a mother’s duty. No mother ought to leave her child,
whatever happens. The Lord gave it to her to take care of—he
never gave her other people’s. You nedn’t tell me!”

“She was an unnatural mother!” repeated Miss Jacobs
harshly, “as I said to begin with.”

“What is the story?” asked the City Boarder. The City
Boarder was interested in stories from a business point of view,
but they did not know that. “What did this woman do?” she
asked.

There was no difficulty in eliciting particulars. The difficulty
was rather in discriminating amidst their profusion and contra-
dictoriness. But when the City Boarder got it clear in her mind
it was somewhat as follows:
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The name of the much condemned heroine was Esther
Greenwood, and she lived and died here in Toddsville.

Toddsville was a mill village. The Todds lived on a beautiful
eminence overlooking the little town, as the castles of robber
barons on the Rhine used to overlook their little towns. The
mills and the mill hands’ houses were built close along the bed
of the river. They had to be pretty close, because the valley
was a narrow one, and the bordering hills were too steep for
travel, but the water power was fine. Above the village was the
reservoir, filling the entire valley save for a narrow road beside
it, a fair blue smiling lake, edged with lilies and blue flag, rich
in pickerel and perch. This lake gave them fish, it gave them
ice, it gave the power that ran the mills that gave the town its
bread. Blue Lake was both useful and ornamental.

In this pretty and industrious village Esther had grown up,
the somewhat neglected child of a heart-broken widower. He
had lost a young wife, and three fair babies before her—this
one was left him, and he said he meant that she should have all
the chance there was.

“That was what ailed her in the first place!” they all eagerly
explained to the City Boarder. “She never knew what *twas to
have a mother, and she grew up a regular tomboy! Why she
used to roam the country for miles around, in all weather like
an Injun! And her father wouldn’t take no advice!”

This topic lent itself to eager discussion. The recreant father,
it appeared, was a doctor, not their accepted standby, the resi-
dent physician of the neighborhood, but an alien doctor, pos-
sessed of “views.”

“You never heard such things as he advocated,” Miss Jacobs
explained. “He wouldn’t give no medicines, hardly; said
‘nature’ did the curing—he couldn’t.”

“And he couldn’t either—that was clear,” Mrs. Briggs
agreed. “Look at his wife and children dying on his hands, as
it were! ‘Physician heal thyself, I say.”

“But, mother,” Maria Amelia put in, “she was an invalid
when he married her, they say; and those children died of
polly—polly—what’s that thing that nobody can help?”

“That may all be so,” Miss Jacobs admitted, “but all the
same it’s a doctor’s business to give medicine. If ‘nature’ was
all that was wanted, we needn’t have any doctor at all!”
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“I believe in medicine and plenty of'it. I always gave my chil-
dren a good clearance, spring and fall, whether anything ailed
’em or not, just to be on the safe side. And if there was anything
the matter with ’em they had plenty more. I never had any-
thing to reproach myself with on that score,” stated Mrs. Briggs,
firmly. Then as a sort of concession to the family graveyard, she
added piously, “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.”

“You should have seen the way he dressed that child!” pur-
sued Miss Jacobs. “It was a reproach to the town. Why, you
couldn’t tell at a distance whether it was a boy or a girl. And
barefoot! He let that child go barefoot till she was so big we
was actually mortified to see her.”

It appeared that a wild, healthy childhood had made Esther
very different in her early womanhood from the meek, well-
behaved damsels of the little place. She was well enough liked
by those who knew her at all, and the children of the place
adored her, but the worthy matrons shook their heads and
prophesied no good of a girl who was “queer.”

She was described with rich detail in reminiscence, how she
wore her hair short till she was fifteen—“just shingled like a
boy’s—it did seem a shame that girl had no mother to look
after her—and her clo’se was almost a scandal, even when she
did put on shoes and stockings.” “Just gingham—brown ging-
ham—and short!”

“I think she was a real nice girl,” said Maria Amelia. “I can
remember her just as well! She was so nice to us children. She
was five or six years older than I was, and most girls that age
won’t have anything to do with little ones. But she was as kind
and pleasant. She’d take us berrying and on all sorts of walks,
and teach us new games and tell us things. I don’t remember
any one that ever did us the good she did!”

Maria Amelia’s thin chest heaved with emotion; and there
were tears in her eyes; but her mother took her up somewhat
sharply.

“That sounds well I must say—right before your own
mother that’s toiled and slaved for you! It’s all very well for a
young thing that’s got nothing on earth to do to make her-
self agreeable to young ones. That poor blinded father of hers
never taught her to do the work a girl should—naturally he
couldn’t.”
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“At least he might have married again and given her another
mother,” said Susannah Jacobs, with decision, with so much
decision in fact that the City Boarder studied her expression
for a moment and concluded that if this recreant father had not
married again it was not for lack of opportunity.

Mrs. Simmons cast an understanding glance upon Miss
Jacobs, and nodded wisely.

“Yes, he ought to have done that, of course. A man’s not fit
to bring up children, anyhow—How can they? Mothers have
the instinct—that is, all natural mothers have. But, dear me!
There’s some as don’t seem to &e mothers—even when they
have a child!”

“You’re quite right, Mis” Simmons,” agreed the mother of
thirteen. “It’s a divine instinct, I say. I’'m sorry for the child
that lacks it. Now this Esther. We always knew she wan’t like
other girls—she never seemed to care for dress and company
and things girls naturally do, but was always philandering over
the hills with a parcel of young ones. There wan’t a child in
town but would run after her. She made more trouble ’n a little
in families, the young ones quotin’ what Aunt Esther said, and
tellin® what Aunt Esther did to their own mothers, and she
only a young girl. Why she actually seemed to care more for
them children than she did for beaux or anything—it wasn’t
natural!”

“But she did marry?” pursued the City Boarder.

“Marry! Yes, she married finally. We all thought she never
would, but she did. After the things her father taught her it did
seem as if he’d ruined a// her chances. It’s simply terrible the
way that girl was trained.”

“Him being a doctor,” put in Mrs. Simmons, “made it dif-
ferent, I suppose.”

“Doctor or no doctor,” Miss Jacobs rigidly interposed, “it
was a crying shame to have a young girl so instructed.”

“Maria Melia,” said her mother, “I want you should get me
my smelling salts. They’re up in the spare chamber, I believe—
When your Aunt Marcia was here she had one of her spells—
don’t you remember?—and she asked for salts. Look in the top
bureau drawer—they must be there.”

Maria Amelia, thirty-six, but unmarried, withdrew dutifully,
and the other ladies drew closer to the City Boarder.
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“It’s the most shocking thing I ever heard of,” murmured
Mrs. Briggs. “Do you know he—a father—actually taught his
daughter how babies come!”

There was a breathless hush.

“He did,” eagerly chimed in the little dressmaker, “all the
particulars. It was perfectly awful!”

“He said,” continued Mrs. Briggs, “that he expected her
to be a mother and that she ought to understand what was
before her!”

“He was waited on by a committee of ladies from the church,
married ladies, all older than he was,” explained Miss Jacobs
severely. “They told him it was creating a scandal in the town—
and what do you think he said?”

There was another breathless silence.

Above, the steps of Maria Amelia were heard, approaching
the stairs.

“It ain’t there, Ma!”

“Well, you look in the high boy and in the top drawer;
they’re somewhere up there,” her mother replied.

Then, in a sepulchral whisper:

“He told us—yes, ma’am, I was on that committee—he told
us that until young women knew what was before them as
mothers they would not do their duty in choosing a father for
their children! That was his expression—°‘choosing a father’! A
nice thing for a young girl to be thinking of—a father for her
children!”

“Yes, and more than that,” inserted Miss Jacobs, who,
though not on the committee, seemed familiar with its work-
ings. “He told them—— But Mrs. Briggs waved her aside and
continued swiftly——

“He taught that innocent girl about—the Bad Disease!
Actually!”

“He did!” said the dressmaker. “It got out, too, all over
town. There wasn’t a man here would have married her after
that.”

Miss Jacobs insisted on taking up the tale. “I understand
that he said it was ‘to protect her’! Protect her, indeed! Against
matrimony! As if any man alive would want to marry a young
girl who knew all the evil of life! I was brought up differently,
I assure you!”
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“Young girls should be kept innocent!” Mrs. Briggs sol-
emnly proclaimed. “Why, when I was married I knew no more
what was before me than a babe unborn and my girls were all
brought up so, too!”

Then, as Maria Amelia returned with the salts, she contin-
ued more loudly, “but she did marry after all. And a mighty
queer husband she got, too. He was an artist or something,
made pictures for the magazines and such as that, and they
do say she met him first out in the hills. That’s the first *twas
known of it here, anyhow—them two trapesing about all over;
him with his painting things! They married and just settled
down to live with her father, for she vowed she wouldn’t leave
him, and he said it didn’t make no difference where he lived,
he took his business with him.”

“They seemed very happy together,” said Maria Amelia.

“Happy! Well, they might have been, I suppose. It was a
pretty queer family, I think.” And her mother shook her head
in retrospection. “They got on all right for a while; but the
old man died, and those two—well, I don’t call it housekeep-
ing—the way they lived!”

“No,” said Miss Jacobs. “They spent more time out of doors
than they did in the house. She followed him around every-
where. And for open love making——"

They all showed deep disapproval at this memory. All but
the City Boarder and Maria Amelia.

“She had one child, a girl,” continued Mrs. Briggs, “and it
was just shocking to see how she neglected that child from the
beginnin’. She never seemed to have no maternal feelin’ at all!”

“But I thought you said she was very fond of children,”
remonstrated the City Boarder.

“Oh, children, yes. She’d take up with any dirty faced brat
in town, even to them Kanucks. I’ve seen her again and again
with a whole swarm of the mill hands’ young ones round her,
goin’ on some picnic or other—‘open air school,” she used to
call it—Such notions as she had. But when it come to her own
child! Why—— Here the speaker’s voice sank to a horrified
hush. “She never had no baby clo’se for it! Not a single sock!”

The City Boarder was interested. “Why, what did she do
with the little thing?”

“The Lord knows!” answered old Mis’ Briggs. “She never
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would let us hardly see it when ’twas little. ’Shamed too, I
don’t doubt. But that’s strange feelin’s for a mother. Why, I
was so proud of my babies! And I kept ’em lookin’ so pretty!
I’d a-sat up all night and sewed and washed, but I’d a had my
children look well!” And the poor old eyes filled with tears as
she thought of the eight little graves in the churchyard, which
she never failed to keep looking pretty, even now. “She just let
that young one roll round in the grass like a puppy with hardly
nothin’ on! Why, a squaw does better. She does keep ’em done
up for a spell! That child was treated worse’n an Injun! We all
done what we could, of course. We felt it no more’n right. But
she was real hateful about it, and we had to let her be.”

“The child died?” asked the City Boarder.

“Died! Dear no! That’s it you saw going by; a great strappin’
girl she is, too, and promisin’ to grow up well, thanks to Mrs.
Stone’s taking her. Mrs. Stone always thought a heap of Esther.
It’s a mercy to the child that she lost her mother, I do believe!
How she ever survived that kind of treatment beats all! Why
that woman never seemed to have the first spark of maternal
feeling to the end! She seemed just as fond of the other young
ones after she had her own as she was before, and that’s against
nature. The way it happened was this. You see they lived up
the valley nearer to the lake than the village. He was away, and
was coming home that night, it seems, driving from Drayton
along the lake road. And she set out to meet him. She must a
walked up to the dam to look for him; and we think maybe
she saw the team clear across the lake. Maybe she thought he
could get to the house and save little Esther in time—that’s
the only explanation we ever could put on it. But this is what
she did; and you can judge for yourselves if any mother in her
senses conld ha’ done such a thing! You see ’twas the time of
that awful disaster, you’ve read of it, likely, that destroyed three
villages. Well, she got to the dam and see that ’twas givin’
way—she was always great for knowin” all such things. And she
just turned and ran. Jake Elder was up on the hill after a stray
cow, and he seen her go. He was too far off to imagine what
ailed her, but he said he never saw a woman run so in his life.

“And, if you’ll believe it, she run right by her own house—
never stopped—never looked at it. Just run for the village. Of
course, she may have lost her head with the fright, but that
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wasn’t like her. No, I think she had made up her mind to leave
that innocent baby to die! She just ran down here and give
warnin’, and, of course, we sent word down valley on horse-
back, and there was no lives lost in all three villages. She started
to run back as soon as we was ’roused, but ’twas too late then.

“Jake saw it all, though he was too far off to do a thing. He
said he couldn’t stir a foot, it was so awful. He seen the wagon
drivin’ along as nice as you please till it got close to the dam,
and then Greenwood seemed to see the danger and whipped
up like mad. He was the father, you know. But he wasn’t quite
in time—the dam give way and the water went over him like a
tidal wave. She was almost to the gate when it struck the house
and her.—and we never found her body nor his for days and
days. They was washed clear down river.

“Their house was strong and it stood a little high, and had
some big trees between it and the lake too. It was moved off the
place and brought up against the side of the stone church down
yonder, but *twant wholly in pieces. And that child was found
swimmin’ round in its bed, most drowned, but not quite. The
wonder is, it didn’t die of a cold, but it’s here yet—must have
a strong constitution. Their folks never did nothing for it—so
we had to keep it here.

“Well, now, mother,” said Maria Amelia Briggs. “It does
seem to me that she did her duty. You know yourself that
if she hadn’t give warnin’ all three of the villages would @’
been cleaned out—a matter of fifteen hundred people. And if
she’d stopped to lug that child, she couldn’t have got here in
time. Don’t you believe she was thinkin’ of those mill-hands’
children?”

“Maria ’Melia, I’'m ashamed of you!” said old Mis’ Briggs.
“But you ain’t married and ain’t a mother. A mother’s duty is
to her own child! She neglected her own to look after other
folks—the Lord never gave her them other children to care
tor!”

“Yes,” said Miss Jacobs, “and here’s her child, a burden on
the town! She was an unnatural mother!”





