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F O R E W O R D
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Introductions to scholarly books customarily conclude with thanks by 
their author. Sadly, this preface begins with our thanks to its author, Bar-
bara Frances Wismer McManus, who died on June 19, 2015, only hours 

after putting the finishing touches to the manuscript. The extraordinary care-
giving of Barbara’s sister-in-law, Dorothy McManus, and devoted colleague 
Ann R. Raia, professor emerita of classics at The College of New Rochelle, 
made Barbara’s efforts in the last weeks of her life possible. We would like to 
express our special gratitude to them; to Barbara’s daughter Prentice Clark; 
to Dorothy Helly, professor emerita of history and women’s studies at Hunter 
College and the Graduate School, City University of New York; and to several 
others with whom we have had the privilege of working since Barbara submit-
ted the book to The Ohio State University Press in March 2015, entrusting its 
future to the two of us.

Eugene O’Connor of the press has shepherded Barbara’s manuscript 
through the refereeing process with sensitivity and alacrity. The final version 
has greatly profited from the insightful suggestions of Elizabeth D. Carney, 
professor of history and Carol K. Brown Endowed Scholar in Humanities at 
Clemson University, and Donald G. Lateiner, John R. Wright Professor of 
Humanities–Classics emeritus at Ohio Wesleyan University, the two referees 
for the press. In addition to those named in Barbara’s acknowledgments, we 



would like to thank Barbara’s former student Maria Marsilio, professor of clas-
sics at Saint Joseph’s University, for her invaluable help.

Introductions of this kind, moreover, ordinarily begin by accounting for 
the book’s genesis, outlining its development as an intellectual project over 
time, and defining its contribution to one or more fields of specialist study. 
Sadly, too, we do not know exactly how Barbara first became aware of and 
interested in the life and work of Grace Harriet Macurdy. She did not her-
self attend Vassar College, where Grace Macurdy taught from 1893 until 1937. 
Barbara’s training in classics and comparative literature foregrounded Latin 
texts and German and American literature. She did not publish in the field 
of Greek tragedy, the topic of Macurdy’s 1903 Columbia University doctoral 
dissertation and early publications. Nor did she work in the area of Macurdy’s 
best-known and best-remembered research, Hellenistic and Roman politi-
cal history. According to Dorothy Helly, a fellow member of both the New 
York Women Writing Women’s Lives Biography Seminar and the Family His-
tory Group, Barbara believed that Macurdy deserved greater recognition as 
a woman classicist because the male-dominated field of classics, especially 
in the United States, had overlooked Macurdy’s scholarly contributions. Still, 
how Macurdy initially came to Barbara’s attention remains unclear.

Yet Barbara’s many scholarly presentations and publications about Mac-
urdy, culminating in this full-length biography, also illuminate why this fas-
cinating academic figure caught her attention and captured her interest. To 
be sure, their lives barely overlapped: Macurdy died in 1946, four years after 
Barbara was born. In addition, like other women academics of her generation, 
Barbara enjoyed far more opportunities as a teacher and scholar in the field 
of classics than those afforded Macurdy. Nevertheless, these two pioneering 
feminist classical scholars had a great deal in common.

Macurdy studied at Harvard University as an undergraduate in its all-
female Annex, earning her bachelor of arts with honors in classics; Barbara 
also studied there, receiving both her master of arts in 1965 and her doctorate 
in 1976 in comparative literature, writing her Harvard doctoral dissertation 
on a classical topic, “Inreparabile Tempus: A Study of Time in Vergil’s Aeneid.” 
Like Macurdy, Barbara taught at a women’s college in New York State for her 
entire academic career: The College of New Rochelle, her own undergraduate 
alma mater—the college’s alumnae association recognized her with its Ursula 
Laurus award in 1994, and its Woman of Achievement award in 2014. In addi-
tion, Macurdy taught—as its first female faculty member—in the summer 
session at Columbia University while earning her doctorate there, and shoul-
dering a full teaching load at Vassar; Barbara taught at The College of New 
Rochelle full-time while earning her Harvard doctorate.
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During the years when she studied and taught at Columbia, Macurdy 
occupied a prominent position in the New York City classics community. Bar-
bara, long-time resident in the New York City suburbs, held leadership posi-
tions in two New York City professional and scholarly organizations: the New 
York Classical Club and the aforementioned Women Writing Women’s Lives 
Biography Seminar. Within the mid-Atlantic region where the two women 
worked, both played a major role in its regional professional organization, the 
Classical Association of the Atlantic States. Macurdy presented a paper at its 
first meeting, held at Columbia University in 1907. Barbara, who served the 
organization as president, webmaster, and member of several key committees, 
co-coordinated the organization’s centennial celebration in 2007. Upon her 
retirement from teaching in 2001, CAAS celebrated Barbara’s achievements 
with a Latin ovatio. Ten years later, in 2011, it recognized her rare combination 
of dedication and vision by establishing the Barbara F. McManus Leadership 
Award, which recognizes pedagogical and scholarly advocacy for women and 
minorities, a focus on gender in both teaching and research, and the incorpo-
ration of technology into the study of the classical world.

Both women grappled with formidable physical challenges. Macurdy 
coped heroically with deafness for the last twenty-eight years of her life, Bar-
bara with polio and its aftereffects for most of hers. Both also took immense 
pleasure in family life, investing time and energy in sustaining strong relation-
ships with partners and children, balancing these responsibilities with those 
required of them as teachers and scholars. In addition, Helly points out that 
both women enjoyed not only doing scholarly research but also imparting its 
results to those around them, friends as well as students.

Barbara’s own scholarly research includes two earlier books. Both resemble 
this biography in exploring later engagements with the study of classical antiq-
uity by women, as well as by men who sought to judge the public and intel-
lectual activities of such women. Half Humankind: Contexts and Texts of the 
Controversy about Women in England 1540–1640, coauthored with Katharine 
Usher Henderson, was published by the University of Illinois Press in 1985. 
Choice nominated Classics and Feminism: Gendering the Classics, which was 
published by Twayne in 1997, as an Outstanding Academic Book of that year. 
Barbara also published book chapters and articles on a wide variety of clas-
sical texts and professional issues in learned journals, and gave many invited 
lectures and refereed papers at conferences in the United States and abroad. 
Like this biography, her publications and public presentations are noteworthy 
for their innovative, interdisciplinary, and feminist approaches to a diversely 
constituted body of evidence.
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Perhaps the most memorable of those presentations took place at the 
spring 2000 CAAS meeting in Princeton, when Barbara and two of her under-
graduate honors students reenacted a scene from Grace Harriet Macurdy’s 
own life: her self-defense when threatened with dismissal from her teaching 
post at Vassar by her department chair Abby Leach. McManus performed 
as the college’s male president James Monroe Taylor, “the voice of reason.” 
In 2012, the Women’s Classical Caucus, which Barbara served as co-chair 
and secretary-treasurer, inaugurated the Barbara McManus award—for the 
best article published in gender studies each year—to recognize her scholarly 
achievements. They include monumental efforts in the area of digital humani-
ties, among them major grants from the National Endowment for the Human-
ities: her NEH-funded Teaching with Technology Initiative developed into the 
VRoma project, a virtual city and community for classics students and teach-
ers worldwide, on which she closely collaborated with her College of New 
Rochelle classics colleague Ann Raia. On January 6, 2016, the Women’s Clas-
sical Caucus honored her, posthumously, with its first award in leadership, “in 
recognition of her tireless commitment to professional equity, her longstand-
ing service to [this organization] and the field [of classics], her leadership in 
the study of women and gender in antiquity, her mentorship of those in the 
field, and her ability to inspire those around her.”

On the morning that Barbara died, Adam Blistein, executive director of 
the Society for Classical Studies, formerly the American Philological Asso-
ciation (APA), paid moving tribute to Barbara’s labors for that organization 
from 1983 onwards. Her contributions included service on its Committee on 
the Status of Women and Minority Groups, its ad-hoc Committee on Out-
reach and the Outreach Prize, as well as on its board of directors. Blistein 
singled out, however, her extraordinary work as its Vice-President for Profes-
sional Matters, creating the APA census on classics-department staffing and 
enrollments in North America. In 2009 the APA presented her with its Dis-
tinguished Service award for her extraordinary achievements on behalf of the 
discipline and profession. A century ago, this same organization benefitted 
immensely from Grace Harriet Macurdy’s endeavors and energies; in addition 
to serving on its executive committee, Macurdy presented a series of papers 
at its annual meetings, appearing on its program more than any other female 
scholar at that time.

On multiple occasions, as cofounder of the “Representing Our Ancestors” 
project, Barbara McManus impersonated Grace Harriet Macurdy herself. 
Joining colleagues who performed the roles of other illustrious nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century classicists, she shared Macurdy’s story, illustrating the 
impact of Macurdy’s life and work upon classical studies in the United States 
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and abroad. Her performance endowed the figure of Macurdy with her own 
distinctive traits of personality and character: a powerful and searching intel-
lect; disciplined, meticulous work habits; a principled, ethical, and inclusive 
approach to dealing with professional duties and fellow professionals; caring 
support of colleagues, especially as mentor to younger scholars and teachers; 
and generosity of spirit, unforgettably evinced in her sharing of her knowl-
edge, time, and talents. What Barbara McManus has uncovered and shared 
about Grace Harriet Macurdy in this volume richly explains her decision to 
identify so closely with the object of her research. We hope that what we have 
shared about her will provide readers with a fuller appreciation of both the 
author and her subject.

Judith P. Hallett and Christopher Stray
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I have received help from many people in the eighteen years I have worked 
on researching and writing this biography. Two of Grace Macurdy’s great-
nieces, Caroline Skinner O’Neil and June Macurdy Landin, have gener-

ously shared with me letters, photographs, and family reminiscences; they 
have given me permission to use all of these and to quote freely from Grace’s 
letters. James Griffith Macurdy, Grace’s first cousin twice removed, has sent 
me letters relating to Grace’s genealogical research and the manuscript of 
Grace’s poem. Alexander Murray has given me permission to quote from the 
letters of his grandfather, Gilbert Murray, and has helped in my ultimately 
unsuccessful search for a photograph of J.  A.  K. Thomson. I have received 
advice and research help from librarians and archivists, most notably Nata-
lia Vogeikoff-Brogan, Doreen Canaday Spitzer Archivist at the American 
School of Classical Studies at Athens; Nancy MacKechnie, former Curator of 
Rare Books and Manuscripts at Vassar College, and Dean M. Rogers, Library 
Specialist, Vassar Archives and Special Collections; Jane S. Knowles, former 
Radcliffe College Archivist; Eloise M. Lyman, librarian at the Watertown Free 
Public Library. My daughter, Prentice Clark, has read the narrative and offered 
valuable suggestions from the perspective of a non-classicist. Ann R. Raia and 
Christopher Stray have perused the entire manuscript with the careful eyes of 
classical scholars. I am also grateful to members of my Family History Group, 
who have read and commented on portions of the book: Sarah B. Pomeroy, 



Dorothy O. Helly, Nancy Reagin, Martha W. Driver, Alison Smith, Jo Ann 
Kay McNamara, Miriam Schneir, and Camille Trentacosta. Members of the 
Women Writing Women’s Lives Biography Seminar (www .writingwomenslives 
.org) welcomed me warmly into their association and taught me a great deal 
about the craft of writing biography. Many thanks as well for the love and 
support of my husband, John J. McManus. I am especially grateful to Judith P. 
Hallett and Christopher Stray for volunteering to see this manuscript through 
to publication should my health prevent me from doing so.

xvi Acknowledgments 



• xvii •

A B B R E V I A T I O N S  F O R  F R E Q U E N T L Y 
C I T E D  A R C H I V A L  C O L L E C T I O N S

j

Blegen Library Blegen Library Archives, American School of 
Classical Studies at Athens

Bodleian Bodleian Library, Oxford University

Rockefeller Archive Rockefeller Archive Center

Schlesinger Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Mass.

Vassar Archives Archives and Special Collections Library, Vassar 
College Libraries

Yale Library Humanities and Fine Arts Collection. 
Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University Library





• xix •

P R O L O G U E

j

Women at the Well

“A Black-Figured Attic Vase in the  
Classical Museum of Vassar College”

Archaic, lovely, at the well they stand,
 Girls who were living centuries ago,
Each with her shapely pitcher in her hand,
 Waiting her turn to catch the water’s flow.
Perchance the painter passed them on his way
 Up to the workshop near the Maiden’s Hill,
And on the vase which he must paint that day
 Painted their beauty, quaint, majestic, still.
The golden girls he painted all are dust—
 Dust and a shadow, as their poets say—
And yet they live and neither moth nor rust
 Has spoiled the beauty that was caught that day.
His work shall perish, but the artist’s soul,
 Imaging beauty changing endlessly,
Shapes still new visions of the Eternal Whole
 And finds for beauty immortality.

—Grace H. Macurdy

On that late-October day in 1946, Elizabeth Hazelton Haight (Hazel) set 
about the mournful task of cleaning out the desk of her dear friend 
Grace Harriet Macurdy, who had recently died in Vassar Brothers 

Hospital. Hazel herself had retired from the Department of Latin only four 
years previously, and she was feeling her own mortality as she sorted through 
the papers. One small sheet of stationery caught her eye. It was a poem, copied 
out in a careful hand whose unsteadiness was revealed by the differing shad-
ings in the ink (see figure 1). Since the Classical Museum had been her own 
special preserve, she knew immediately which vase had inspired the poem, the 
lekythos that Grace had brought back from England in 1938, on what would 



prove to be her last trip overseas. Her eyes misted as she read the closing 
lines of the poem, for it seemed a final benediction from Grace to those who 
felt her loss so keenly. Hazel would later publish the poem in her 1949 article 
for the Vassar Alumnae Magazine about “The Macurdy Collection,” Grace’s 
bequest to the Classical Museum of more than two hundred Greek artifacts. 
But long before that article appeared, the final stanza of the poem would be 
quoted in numerous tributes to the late professor of Greek as a fitting epitaph 
for her own life and accomplishments.

These accomplishments were certainly formidable. When little “Hattie” 
came into this world in 1866 in a small rented cottage on the windswept coast 
of northeastern Maine, no one could have predicted that she would become 
an internationally known Greek scholar with a long list of publications and 
close friends as renowned as Gilbert Murray and John Masefield. But Grace 
Macurdy was always defying expectations. A pioneering woman in a man’s 
world, she strove to make the lives of ancient women a respectable topic in 
classical scholarship.

Like the life of its author, the history of the manuscript of Grace’s poem is 
surprising. In her last few years, Grace had been tracing her family’s geneal-
ogy and had become friends with many distant relatives. These relatives care-
fully preserved the manuscript, passing it on from Poughkeepsie to England, 
New Haven, and finally Seattle. Eventually that sheet of paper, now spotted 
with age, was sent to me by a distant cousin too young to have known Grace 
himself. In the packet with the poem was a letter explaining the roundabout 
journey that finally brought it to the hands of Grace’s biographer.1 According 
to the letter, Hazel Haight had said that she found the poem “lying, just fin-
ished, on Grace’s desk and that it was like a message from her.”

Hazel tended toward the sentimental, and the poem could not have been 
“just finished,” since Grace had been in the hospital for two months before 
she died; in fact, Grace might have written the poem any time after 1938. To 
my eyes, this poem was indeed a message from Grace Macurdy, but more 
like a challenge than a benediction: Grace was throwing down the gauntlet, 

 1. The letter had been sent to Horace Winslow McCurdy, grandson of one of Grace’s 
uncles who had immigrated to Washington before Grace was born. It was written by Janet G. B. 
MacCurdy, widow of George Grant MacCurdy, prehistoric archaeologist and anthropologist of 
Yale University: “It is I who should have the copy—you must have the original, just as Grace 
wrote it, and fortunately I have it with me as my husband prized it highly and had put it with his 
family notes to show to some relatives we planned to visit this winter. He had it from Edward 
Alexander MacCurdy of Surrey who received it in a letter from Miss Haight. She said she found 
it lying, just finished, on Grace’s desk and that it was like a message from her. Robert McCurdy 
Marsh was greatly interested in the poem and thought it should be published” (March 9, 1948). 
I received the letter and poem from Horace’s son, James Griffith McCurdy.

xx Prologue 



confronting dismissive attitudes toward women as expressed, in this case, by 
John Keats. Her long life had been a journey toward achieving the status of 
a respected classical scholar who also spoke authoritatively as a woman. The 
fences and ditches she encountered along the way did not deter her progress, 
and she opened a new path by focusing her research on the lives of ancient 
women, disputing the claims of many eminent male scholars in the process. 
Since she was also extremely well read in English literature, there can be no 
doubt that she was deliberately invoking Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” in 
this poem.

Although the stanza form is different, the meter is the same, iambic pen-
tameter, and everything else in the poem offers a direct contrast to Keats’s 
Ode. It is generally agreed that Keats was celebrating the aesthetic ideal advo-
cated by Sir Joshua Reynolds and others that elevated the universal and gen-
eral at the expense of the particular; his Grecian urn is a generic “Attic shape,” 
an idealized composite that describes no specific work of art. In fact, most of 
the description of the carved scenes on the urn is rendered through rhetorical 
questions that emphasize their unknowability (“What men or gods are these? 
What maidens loth?”). Grace’s poem, on the other hand, focuses on a particu-
lar vase in a specific museum, depicting women collecting water at a fountain 
who were seen by the painter in a specific place (near the Acropolis in Athens, 
evocatively called “the Maiden’s Hill”) at a specific time, “that day” when he 
saw and painted them. The first word of her poem, “archaic,” not only focuses 
attention on the past, but also denotes the precise period in Greek history 
when the vase was produced.

Keats’s urn is large and grand, made of carved marble and serving only an 
ornamental function, the sort of vessel that might decorate a garden. Grace’s 
vase is a functional utensil, a small, painted vessel used to contain olive oil or 
perfume. The scenes on Keats’s urn are mythological and pastoral, drawn from 
literature rather than life, and the standpoint is decidedly masculine; women 
appear only as the object of male desire, eternally beautiful because unobtain-
able. Grace’s vase portrays a routine but essential scene from daily life, the 
quintessentially female task of drawing water from a fountain. The women 
first appear as subjects carrying out this task, and the painter is able to see and 
capture the beauty inherent even in such a mundane feminine activity (strik-
ingly emphasized by the juxtaposition of “quaint” and “majestic”). Like Grace’s 
publications, this poem underlines the importance of women and their work, 
which is worthy of the attention of artists and scholars alike.

The most dramatic contrast appears in the concluding stanzas of the two 
poems. However we interpret the punctuation of Keats’s final two lines, his 
conclusion is static, emphasizing the immortality of the artwork (“Thou shalt 
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remain”) and its ability to freeze life and time into an unchanging object of 
beauty. In contrast, Grace notes that even a work of art is not immortal (“His 
work shall perish”); what persists in the face of constant change (“beauty 
changing endlessly”) is human creativity and imagination (“the artist’s soul”). 
Her emphasis is not on a static past but on the future; art finds immortality 
by continually shaping “new visions.”

Thus I see this poem as a prologue rather than an epitaph, one that befits 
Grace Harriet Macurdy’s pioneering life story. The framed manuscript of this 
poem hangs in my kitchen, reminding me every day of the importance of 
women’s work and of Grace’s role in promoting the study of ancient women. 
Like this poem, Grace Macurdy always looked forward, focusing on a future 
that she would help to create; her life and work provide a model for cur-
rent women scholars that have not received sufficient recognition. How did 
the daughter of a struggling carpenter in nineteenth-century New England 
become a distinguished feminist scholar, one who gradually developed an 
authoritative, scholarly voice as a woman? This biography is my effort to 
answer that question, to make visible Grace Macurdy’s footprints on the path 
that feminist classical scholars are walking today. In the process, I hope to 
shine the light of an individual life on a turning point in the history of women. 
Grace’s story illuminates developments in higher education and the role of 
women’s colleges, the struggle for professional careers, emerging feminism, 
and major changes in the discipline and profession of classics. As Virginia 
Nicholson points out, “The historians have documented how in the last cen-
tury the doors for women were slowly but surely creaking open. .  .  . But we 
have to look in the Biography sections to find out what it felt like to live 
through those momentous times.”2

 2. Virginia Nicholson, Singled Out, 245.
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C H A P T E R  1
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The Drunken Duchess

A Woman of Contrasts

• 1 •

Standing at the podium of the lecture theater in King’s College London 
on May 25, 1925, Grace Macurdy looked out over the audience. She was 
satisfied to see the large, diverse crowd that had come to hear her speak, 

although she suspected that the novelty of a woman lecturer was for many the 
primary attraction. When she had asked President MacCracken of Vassar for 
permission to miss the final weeks of teaching to sail to England in time for 
this lecture, she had emphasized the great honor of being the first woman ever 
invited to deliver a public lecture in classics at King’s College, and the trustees 
had gladly granted her leave.1

She was very pleased to see seated in the front row two classicists whom 
she counted among her good friends, the distinguished Gilbert Murray and 
the recently appointed chair of classics at King’s College, J. A. K. Thomson, to 
whom she owed the invitation to speak that evening.2 Thomson had written 

 1. Records in King’s College London’s archives indicate that Grace Macurdy was the first 
and only woman to deliver such a public lecture in classics before 1946; her name appears 
among such distinguished scholars as Gilbert Murray, Arnold Toynbee, H. J. Rose, Cyril Bailey, 
and E. R. Dodds. K/LEC5 Public Lecture Lists, Complete Series from 1924 to 1955 UL, KCL, & 
KCW, King’s College London Archives.
 2. For more information on Gilbert Murray, Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, a well-
known humanistic scholar, translator of Greek plays, man of letters, and active participant in 
the League of Nations, see Christopher Stray, s.v. “Murray, (George) Gilbert Aimé (1866–1957),” 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. James Alexander Kerr Thomson (1879–1959), always 



to Murray that he hoped these lectures would promote his new department 
and classical studies in general:

Classics there are badly in need of some kind of advertisement (not of course 
of a vulgar sort), and I really think there are some signs of a return to clas-
sical studies as being more interesting than people imagined. It is of course 
vital to the scheme that the lecturers themselves should be interesting. . . . I 
rather hope to get public attention gradually drawn to these lectures on Clas-
sical subjects—there is nothing else of the kind in London.3 

She was sure of her topic and her ability to catch and hold the interest of the 
audience; she knew she would not let down her friend or herself. The audience 
may have come to hear “a woman,” but they would leave remembering Grace 
Harriet Macurdy.

Since she had suffered a severe hearing loss several years earlier, she could 
not actually hear Thomson when he introduced her, but he had given her a 
copy of his remarks and she easily read his lips. After explaining her scholarly 
background—a degree from Radcliffe where she studied under notable Har-
vard classics professors, a year at the University of Berlin with well-known 
German professors including the great Greek scholar Wilamowitz, and a doc-
torate from Columbia University—and her current position as professor of 
Greek and head of the Greek Department at Vassar College, Thomson praised 
her new book on Troy and Paeonia as “a work of first-rate importance, full of 
curious and varied learning. There is in my belief hardly anyone at all who has 
contributed more to produce a new orientation of the whole question of pre-
historic Greece.” He noted that her subject for that evening’s lecture, “Great 
Macedonian Women,” marked a new direction in her scholarship, one that 
promised “a really important contribution to history.” As the audience would 
hear, “Her statements of fact are exactly documented; her opinions are neces-
sarily and delightfully her own.”4

known as J.  A.  K., published numerous books and articles on classical topics, but there is 
very little information about his life in print; see Barbara F. McManus, “J. A. K. Thomson and 
Classical Reception Studies: American Influences and ‘Classical Influences,’” in British Classics 
outside England: The Academy and Beyond, ed. Judith P. Hallett and Christopher Stray (Baylor 
University Press, 2008), 129–48 and “‘Macte nova virtute, puer!’: Gilbert Murray as Mentor 
and Friend to J. A. K. Thomson,” in Gilbert Murray Reassessed, ed. Christopher Stray (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 181–99.
 3. J.  A.  K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 30 January 1924, MSS Gilbert Murray 172, fols. 
114–15, Bodleian.
 4. The quoted statements of Thomson are very slightly adapted from a draft of his Decem-
ber 1923 letter to Columbia University Press in support of the publication of Troy and Paeonia 
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In her lecture, spoken with assurance since her deafness had not affected 
her delivery, Grace carefully unraveled the complex history and relationships 
of women in the royal houses of ancient Macedonia. She presented a strong 
and convincing argument that Macedonian queens played an active role in 
politics because of their own characters and personalities, rather than because 
of a Macedonian tradition that conferred power on women. This disputed a 
claim made by Edwyn Bevan,5 who she knew would be in the audience, but she 
was confident that an unbiased consideration of the evidence supported her 
conclusions. She revealed how stereotypes about women could cloud scholars’ 
reading of the ancient evidence; for example, calling Olympias (wife of Philip 
II and mother of Alexander the Great) “the Jezebel of a Queen,” ascribed to 
her a sexual license that was totally unsupported by the ancient sources. Grace 
did not diminish the cruelties and murders perpetrated by Olympias but put 
them into a new context by arguing that she shared many qualities with her 
husband, Philip II, and her son, Alexander. As soldiers and conquerors, how-
ever, they had an outlet for their genius and desire for power, while she, as a 
woman, had a much more confined theater of operations, where her “weapons 
had chiefly to be intrigue, slander, and bursts of passion.” As she spoke, Grace 
was pleased to see that she was leading the thoughts of her audience in a new 
direction, and she included humorous anecdotes to hold their interest, such 
as Olympias’s witty rejoinder to her son’s claim that Zeus was his father: “Will 
Alexander never stop getting me into trouble with Hera!”6

Exhilarated by the applause and compliments she received after the lec-
ture, Grace reflected that this was the defining moment of her fifty-eight years. 
During her study at the Harvard Annex, she had determined to win inter-
national recognition as a classical scholar, and this lecture marked her first 
experience of such recognition. Heady and sweet as this appreciation was, she 
realized that her experience at Vassar had expanded her life’s goal. She wanted 
to make a scholarly contribution as a woman, to be accepted by the scholarly 
fraternity as a classicist who wrote authoritatively in her own voice and from 
her own perspective, not as an honorary man. She realized that the King’s 

(MSS Gilbert Murray 175, fols. 252–53, Bodleian) and his “Tribute to Miss Macurdy” upon her 
retirement, published in Vassar Alumnae Magazine 23 (1937): 9.
 5. Edwyn Robert Bevan (1870–1943) was at this time lecturer in Hellenistic history and 
literature at King’s College London. In volume 2, 279 ff., of his book The House of Seleucus 
(London: Edward Arnold, 1902), Bevan had argued that the political activities of later queens 
such as Cleopatra VII stemmed from old Macedonian tradition whereby queens and princesses 
“mingled in the political game as openly as the men.”
 6. See the chapter on “Queenship in Macedonia” in Grace H. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens: 
A Study of Woman-Power in Macedonia, Seleucid Syria, and Ptolemaic Egypt (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1932), 13–76.
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College lecture was a step toward achieving this goal. She would focus her 
scholarship on ancient women, developing a new approach that would liberate 
these women from the prejudices and stereotypes that had marred the work of 
other scholars, all of them male and all inclined to treat women as a “species” 
rather than as individuals. She had come of age at a time when women in the 
United States were just beginning to find opportunities for professional aca-
demic careers; now she would demonstrate her own individuality as “a woman 
and a scholar” by creating a new approach to the study of women.

The Drunken Duchess

Grace Harriet Macurdy (1866–1946) was a woman of surprising contrasts. 
The audience in the King’s College lecture theater saw a woman of unprepos-
sessing appearance whose gray hair was unfashionably piled on top of her 
head, yet her vitality and compelling presence made them attend to her words 
and respond to the force of her arguments. Her students at Vassar paid trib-
ute to these contrasts by affectionately dubbing her “the Drunken Duchess,” 
although everyone on campus knew that she was a teetotaler. There was some-
thing regal in her bearing and presence, yet she was famous for her infectious 
humor and effervescent joie de vivre. She was fond of large hats, jewelry, and 
dresses made of beautiful fabrics, yet her clothing was never in fashion and 
her appearance was always slightly disheveled, with hat or skirt askew and 
abundant hair forever escaping from the pins that vainly struggled to keep it 
in place (see figures 14 and 15). The nickname was so well-known around Vas-
sar that some alumnae evidently asked Henry Noble MacCracken, president 
of Vassar from 1915 to 1946, why he had not alluded to this in his reminis-
cences about Vassar in The Hickory Limb, as he noted in a letter: “I suppressed 
‘drunken duchess,’ though several have written to ask why. Evidently I wasn’t 
frank enough!”7

Later in her career this nickname morphed into “the Mad Queen,” a sobri-
quet explained by Theodore Erck, one of her successors in the Greek Depart-
ment: “Often outspoken and sometimes a little outrageous, Miss Macurdy 
dearly loved and was loved dearly by most of Vassar. The students called her 
‘the Mad Queen,’ because of her great mass of hair and her fondness for fan-

 7. Henry Noble MacCracken to Bradford S. Skinner, 12 January 1951, private collection of 
Caroline Skinner O’Neil; Henry Noble MacCracken, The Hickory Limb (New York: Scribner, 
1950).
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tastic hats” (see figure 13 for Grace wearing an elaborate hat).8 In 1936 the stu-
dent newspaper Vassar Miscellany News printed a humorous spoof description 
of a faculty meeting called to determine whether there was a raging blizzard 
that would prevent students from making it back to Vassar at the end of a 
weekend. The article gives the faculty mock names such as “Miss Squellery” 
(Eloise Ellery, professor of history), “Miss Washboard” (Margaret Floy Wash-
burn, professor of psychology), and “A Noble” (Henry Noble MacCracken, 
president of Vassar), while Grace Macurdy is called simply “the Queen” and 
“Queenie” and has the most sensible things to say:

A NOBLE: (calls the meeting to order) I have been informed by the Miscel-
lany News, har, har, har, that there has been a blizzard. (This is greeted 
by boos, hisses, and one timid anonymous cheer).

MISS SQUELLERY: I don’t want to interrupt but have you looked up the 
source, would you say it was written under stress? (Enter the Queen. 
Several fall on their knees, but whether from worship, fear, or house-
maid’s knee cannot be determined.)

THE QUEEN: I wish to corroborate the News. It is more or less accurate.9

These affectionate nicknames testify to the many anomalies in Grace Mac-
urdy’s life, one of the most surprising of which was the way she managed 
the delicate balancing act between personal and professional life required of 
women. Like most academic women of her era, she remained single all her 
life, but she nevertheless experienced a kind of motherhood and also a sort 
of marriage. She was a pioneering feminist scholar, yet her career was almost 
destroyed by another feminist pioneer who waged a twelve-year campaign to 
have Grace Macurdy dismissed from Vassar. She experienced a severe hearing 
loss in her early fifties, yet her years of almost total deafness were rich with 
international friendships, adventurous travel, and productive teaching and 
scholarship. Public confrontations made her physically ill, but she led a far-
reaching fight in the managing committee of the American School of Classical 
Studies in Athens against the dictatorial policies of its chair, Edward Capps of 
Princeton University. Though her academic training was in philology and lit-
erary studies, her most enduring contributions to scholarship were in the field 
of history. Finally, despite the poverty of her immediate family and the fact 
that she was the first member of her extended family in several generations to 
earn a college degree, she forged a successful academic career in an era when 

 8. Theodore H. Erck, s.v. “MACURDY, Grace Harriet,” Notable American Women, 
1607–1950.
 9. “Campus Chat: Faculty Meeting,” Vassar Miscellany News, 22 January 1936, 2.
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professors, female as well as male, came from cultured families of the middle 
and upper classes. The woman who inspired such intriguing nicknames as the 
Drunken Duchess and the Mad Queen was, in actuality, neither drunk nor 
mad, but she was fascinating, a woman of contrasts who became one of the 
premier classical scholars of her generation.
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C H A P T E R  2

j

Family and Childhood

I should be in sack-cloth and ashes if I had a drop of German blood 
in me. I thank God that my ancestors were Scotch, Scotch-Irish, and 
(Tory) English! 1 

• 7 •

Grace Macurdy was proud of her ancestry and devoted much of her 
time during the last years of her life to genealogical research.2 The 
emphasis on the word “Tory” in her letter to Murray refers to the fact 

that four of her ancestors were British Loyalists during the American Revo-
lution—Simon Baxter and Neil McCurdy on her father’s side, and Benjamin 
Bradford and Dugald Thomson on her mother’s—and explains why all of her 
great-grandparents were living in the new Canadian province of New Bruns-
wick by 1784. In fact, her grandparents, parents, and older siblings were all 
born in New Brunswick (see appendix 1).

 1. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 13 June 1942, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 185–
86, Bodleian.
 2. At the behest of a distant cousin, Horace W. McCurdy of Seattle, Washington, she had 
prepared a 163-page typescript entitled Pioneer Ancestors of an American Family, 1620–1857, 
which traced the paternal McCurdy ancestry, and she was sending information on her mater-
nal line to her nephew Ernest Macurdy up until her death. This typescript was later donated to 
the Seattle Public Library, where it is available in the reference section of the Central Library 
(R929.2 M139Mg).



Loyalist Background

Simon Baxter (grandfather of Harriet Hayes McCurdy, Grace’s paternal grand-
mother) was the most colorful of her Loyalist ancestors; Grace describes him 
as “a vital, headstrong, tempestuous man, a stubborn Connecticut Yankee, 
who would not be deterred from obeying his conscience and his king by any 
kind of intimidation, though beaten, imprisoned, threatened with hanging, 
subjected to tortures that would have broken the spirit and determination of 
a lesser man.”3 He was captured and imprisoned several times, at one point 
allegedly making a dramatic escape to join Burgoyne’s army with the hang-
ing rope around his neck. Although all his property in New England was 
confiscated,4 his was perhaps the first Loyalist family transported to Canada, 
where he received a Crown grant of five thousand acres in what is now Nor-
ton, New Brunswick.5

Benjamin Bradford (grandfather of Lydia Bradford Thomson, Grace’s 
maternal grandmother) was a lineal descendant of Governor William Bradford 
of Plymouth Colony in the fourth generation. He also had an adventurous life. 
In 1758, during the French and Indian War, natives from the Penobscot tribe 
raided the settlement of Meduncook, Maine, killing and scalping his father, 
Joshua, and his mother, Hannah, before the eyes of the five-year-old Benja-
min. The natives took Benjamin and his brother Joshua to Canada, and he was 
not returned to New England until after the fall of Quebec in 1759.6 Bradford 
later became a pilot in the British navy; he and his family were among the 
Penobscot Loyalists transported across the Bay of Fundy and Passamaquoddy 
Bay to Canada and granted land in St. Andrews, New Brunswick.

 3. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 135. See also John B.  M. Baxter, Simon Baxter: The First 
United Empire Loyalist to Settle in New Brunswick: His Ancestry and Descendants (St. John, New 
Brunswick: The New Brunswick Museum, 1943).
 4. During one of his imprisonments, when his property in Alstead, New Hampshire, was 
under threat of confiscation, his wife, Prudence, petitioned the state assembly on 14 December 
1778 to spare his life, arguing (presumably without her husband’s knowledge) that he wished 
to swear allegiance to the United States: “I Cair not how we Live or how we are fed, if he can 
but have authoritive Liberty to Live in this state, the small [property] that we did possess shall 
with pleasure go only spair him. . . . The arms of america has spread Terrow thro the world—o 
that their mercy might not be Confined or Limeted—I do in my husband name Lay myself and 
him att the foot stool of this state for mercy and if we must perish we must perish there.” Town 
Papers: Documents Relating to Towns in New Hampshire, “A” to “F” Inclusive, ed. Isaac W. Ham-
mond (Concord, N.H.: Parsons B. Cogswell, 1882), 11:24–25. The assembly was not convinced 
by her petition, since their property was confiscated and Baxter was not released for at least a 
year.
 5. W. O. Raymond, “At Portland Point,” New Brunswick Magazine 2 (1899): 314.
 6. John Johnston, A History of the Towns of Bristol and Bremen in the State of Maine, 
including the Pemaquid Settlement (Albany, N.Y.: Joel Munsell, 1873), 2:318–19.
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Dugald Thomson (father of Adam Duncan Thomson, Grace’s maternal 
grandfather) was born in Scotland and immigrated to New England; he also 
was among the Penobscot Loyalists and land grantees of St. Andrews. Neil 
McCurdy (father of William Augustus McCurdy, Grace’s paternal grandfa-
ther) and his brother Laughlin, descendants of Scottish Presbyterians from 
the Isle of Bute, were born on Rathlin Island off the coast of Ireland and made 
the dangerous Atlantic crossing to Maine. Although he was living in Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, as early as 1778, he was among the St. Andrews Crown grantees 
and was included in the “Return of Men, Women and Children of the Penob-
scot Loyalists Settled in the District of Passamaquoddy the 10th of June 1784.”7

Having lost everything, the Loyalist families were forced to start over with 
little besides the lands they were granted. New Brunswick was a wilderness 
of pine forests from which the immigrants had to carve out farms to support 
their families. One of the first industries in St. Andrews was shipbuilding, and 
both Neil McCurdy and John Cook Hayes (who had emigrated from England 
to Canada and married Simon Baxter’s daughter Dorothy) had been trained 
as shipwrights before leaving their native lands. However, the lack of infra-
structure, particularly schools, made farming the most common occupation.8

Grace herself writes that “the McCurdy family in St. Andrews had not an 
extended formal education, such as we their descendants have enjoyed,”9 and 
a glance at Neil McCurdy’s descendants confirms the importance of farming 
and the close association and cooperation among family members in the small 
community of St. Andrews. Alexander “Captain Sandy” McCurdy, eldest son 
of Neil by his first wife, was a master mariner but settled in a farm lot in Bay-
side along the St. Croix River with his wife Charlotte Hayes, second daughter 
of John Cook Hayes and Dorothy Baxter. Neil sold adjacent farm lots to his 
second and third sons, George H. McCurdy and William Augustus McCurdy, 
who had married Charlotte’s older sister Harriet Hayes; George conveyed part 
of his farm lot to his eldest brother, James, and when George died unmarried, 
the rest of his lot went to his brother William. On another adjacent farm lot 

 7. Robert C. Brooks, “Penobscot Loyalists,” Downeast Ancestry 7.4 (December, 1983): 
134–37, accessed 22 January 2011, http:// freepages .genealogy .rootsweb .ancestry .com/ ~aek740/ 
penobscot _loyalists .html.
 8. For an overview of the early history of New Brunswick, see W.  O. Raymond, “New 
Brunswick General History, 1758–1867” in Atlantic Provinces, vol. 13 of Canada and Its Prov-
inces: A History of the Canadian People and Their Institutions by One Hundred Associates, ed. 
Adam Shortt and Arthur G. Doughty (Toronto: Publishers Association of Canada, 1914), 127–
210. One comment is particularly telling: “Certainly, the lack of schools was a serious disad-
vantage to the rising generation, the greater part of which was growing up in ignorance. It was 
clear that the children of the loyalists were destined to be inferior to their parents in knowledge, 
if not in ability and force of character” (182).
 9. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 145.
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lived a cousin of these brothers, John, son of Laughlin McCurdy, who had 
married Prudence Hayes, youngest of the three daughters of John Cook Hayes.

Grandparents

William Augustus McCurdy and Harriet Hayes, Grace’s paternal grand-
parents (see figure 2), had five sons; see appendix 1 for detailed informa-
tion about the descendants of both of Grace’s grandparents. The eldest son, 
Captain James McCurdy, died at the age of twenty-five on his ship, Everton, 
while en route from Honduras to Boston; the youngest, Theodore Harding 
McCurdy, drowned a short distance from his father’s farm at the age of eleven. 
The second and fourth sons, Hayes Warren and William Augustus McCurdy 
Jr., immigrated to the United States soon after James’s death in 1846, settling 
near Boston to gain training in the trades of home building and shipbuilding, 
respectively. Only the third son, Grace’s father, Simon Angus McCurdy (called 
Angus by his family), stayed with his father to work on the farm. By 1854 or 
1855, Angus had married Rebecca Manning Thomson, daughter of the minis-
ter of the Baptist church at Bayside, and had immediately begun a family (the 
young couple is pictured in figure 3). When the 1861 census was taken they 
were still living on the farm, but by 1864 Angus, his parents, and his grow-
ing family had moved into the town of St. Andrews.10 By this time William 
Augustus Sr. had become very lame, making farm work difficult, and Angus 
found work in St. Andrews as a ship’s carpenter, though without benefit of 
the specialized training his brother William Augustus Jr. had received at the 
McKay Shipyard in Boston.

Education played a more significant role in Grace’s maternal ancestry, 
however. Her great-grandfather Dugald Thomson prospered in New Bruns-
wick; he began with three Crown grants (a town lot in St. Andrews, a 100-
acre farm lot in St. David’s, and a 270-acre farm lot in Pleasant Ridge, a rural 
area in the north of Charlotte County). According to his will, he also owned a 
store and wharf in St. Andrews.11 Because of the lack of schools in New Bruns-
wick, he sent his third son, Grace’s grandfather Adam Duncan Thomson, to 
Scotland to be educated. Upon returning to St. Andrews, A. D. Thomson was 
licensed as a schoolmaster by the Charlotte County Court of General Ses-
sions of the Peace on December 5, 1820, “being of good moral character and 

 10. Hutchinson’s New Brunswick Directory for 1865–66 (St. John, New Brunswick: Thomas 
Hutchinson, 1865), 532.
 11. R. Wallace Hale, Early New Brunswick Probate Records, 1785–1835 (Westminster, Md.: 
Heritage Books, 1989), 455.
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in the opinion of the said Court highly qualified to keep a School.” According 
to court records, he single-handedly maintained a school in the third district 
of the parish of St. Andrews for thirteen years,12 until he became a deacon in 
the Baptist Church in 1833. Reportedly a “thrilling” speaker who made a “deep 
and powerful” impression on his congregations,13 Thomson became the min-
ister of St. Stephen’s Baptist Church at the “Ledge” and in 1838 organized and 
built a new church in Bayside in the parish of St. Andrews (see figure 4). His 
handwritten records for this church are still extant and include an unusual 
anecdote that gives us a glimpse into his mind as well as revealing the some-
times harsh conditions under which these people practiced their faith. On 
April 2, 1837, nine people were scheduled for baptism by immersion in the St. 
Croix River:

At this baptism a most remarkable interference of divine providence was 
manifested in behalf of his cause and people. When the congregation with 
the Elders and candidates repaired to the river, an immence [sic] quantity 
of ice that had broken up the night before was seen passing down the river 
with great swiftness and some lodging on the shore as it passed along. We 
however, believing our case was known and seen of God, repaired to a small 
nook in the river where we might attend to the ordnance [sic], but before 
singing and prayer was over we were completely shut from the water by 
ice. At this critical moment God appeared to interfere. Several of the larg-
est cakes of ice stuck fast and remained immovable just above us, which 
formed a wall or breaker from both wind and tide. The ice below passed off 
and left us a most delightful baptistry. The ordnance [sic] was immediately 
attended to, and when the ninth or last candidate came out of the water the 
way immediately closed up with the floating ice which returned in the eddy 
of wall or breaker before mentioned.14 

 12. Adam Duncan Thompson, 1820, Petitions for Teachers Licenses & Payment, 1812–1882, 
RS655 (Provincial Archives of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick). There are peti-
tions for Thomson through 1833. See also the obituary for Adam Duncan Thomson in the 
Christian Visitor, 6 Oct 1870 (Daniel Fred Johnson, Vital Statistics from New Brunswick Newspa-
pers, vol. 30, no. 131), accessed 15 July 2009, http:// archives .gnb .ca/ APPS/ NewspaperVitalStats/ 
Default .aspx ?culture = en -CA.
 13. I. E. Bill, Fifty Years with the Baptist Ministers and Churches in the Maritime Provinces 
of Canada (St. John, New Brunswick: Barnes and Company, 1880), 414, 587.
 14. St. Stephens & First Baptist Church of Bayside Records, 10, St. Croix Library, St. Ste-
phen, New Brunswick (punctuation and capitalization added). The lack of punctuation and 
capitalization in the original contribute to the breathless pace of the narrative.
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Thomson was called to preach in many Baptist churches in the area (one 
man whose spelling was weak refers to Duncan as “Elder Dunking Thomp-
son,” perhaps associating his name with his baptismal duties15) and was noted 
for his support of education. He was instrumental in raising funds for Acadia 
University in Nova Scotia and served for many years on its Board of Gov-
ernors. A history of the early Baptists in the maritime provinces of Canada 
lauds him as one of the “Fathers” of the church, “so extensively and favourably 
known in both Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. .  .  . His sermons, exhorta-
tions, and prayers, are remembered by thousands.”16

Grace’s maternal and paternal grandparents came together when A.  D. 
Thomson converted and baptized Harriet and William Augustus McCurdy, as 
well as their eldest son, James, in 1836; their son Angus was baptized in 1853, 
a year or so before he married Thomson’s daughter Rebecca (who had been 
baptized in 1851).17 Indeed, all the McCurdys, Bradfords, and Thomsons with 
farms in the Bayside area eventually became members of this church. Because 
of his success as a preacher, Baptist missionary, and fundraiser, Thomson was 
frequently away from the family home, and the Thomsons experienced many 
of the same struggles and privations as the McCurdys. Their eldest daughter, 
Nancy, died at the age of twenty-five, and daughter Adelia (twenty-five) and 
youngest son, William, (thirteen) both died of diphtheria in March 1864.18 By 
1868, Thomson was seriously ill, confined to his house with dropsy until his 
death in 1870. His wife, Lydia, married the widower Samuel Kelly (seventy-
five) at the age of sixty-two and moved with her remaining unmarried daugh-
ter, Elizabeth, to Calais, Maine, where Kelly was deacon of the First Baptist 
Church.19 This marriage, only a year after her husband’s death, offers mute 
testimony to the difficulties faced by the family after Thomson died.

Robbinston, Maine

Angus McCurdy, Grace’s father, soon found that there was not enough work 
in St. Andrews to support his extended family. His brothers, Hayes Warren 

 15. St. Stephens & First Baptist Church of Bayside Records, 14, St. Croix Library, St. Ste-
phen, New Brunswick.
 16. Bill, Fifty Years, 496–97.
 17. St. Stephens & First Baptist Church of Bayside Records, 8, 46, St. Croix Library, St. 
Stephen, New Brunswick.
 18. The poignant group of five tombstones is located in Sandy Point Cemetery, on the 
banks of the St. Croix River north of the Bayside Baptist Church.
 19. The marriage announcement appears in the Christian Visitor, 30 November 1871 (John-
son, Vital Statistics, vol. 30, no. 673).
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and William Augustus Jr., had improved their prospects by immigrating to the 
United States many years earlier. By 1860, Warren had established himself as a 
successful homebuilder in Watertown, Massachusetts, while his more adven-
turous brother William had sailed to the Isthmus of Panama in 1857 and then 
traveled overland to the Territory of Washington, where he settled in Port 
Townsend. A letter William wrote to Warren on January 15, 1861, shows that 
the two brothers knew that Angus was struggling financially and thinking of 
moving to Maine: “I think Angus could do much better out here than down 
east. There is plenty of lumber business carried on. I think he could always 
demand $50 or $60 per month. I wish you would write to him, and let me 
know what he thinks about coming out here.”20 By this time, however, Angus 
had two children to support with another on the way, and he did not share his 
brothers’ entrepreneurial spirit. Finally, early in 1865 (as indicated by records 
showing that they were all dismissed from the Bayside Baptist Church by Jan-
uary of that year), Angus and Rebecca packed up their meager belongings and 
crossed the St. Croix River to Maine. The family of four adults and four chil-
dren (their first child, Eliza, had died in 1860 at the age of four) found lodg-
ings in one of the small rented cottages near the tannery in South Robbinston. 
Here, on September 12, 1866, Rebecca gave birth to her sixth child in twelve 
years, lacking the comforting presence of her mother and sisters, with only her 
mother-in-law, Harriet, to help. The child, their first born in the United States, 
was named Grace Harriet, but called “Hattie” in honor of her grandmother.

Robbinston was a rural town stretched along the coast of the St. Croix 
River south of the more urban city of Calais and directly across the river 
from St. Andrews; it was a stop on the Calais–Eastport stagecoach route. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, Robbinston had been a busy river port and ship-
building center, but by 1865 this trade had decreased precipitously, as it had 
in St. Andrews; the town’s population fell from 1,028 in 1850 to 926 in 1870.21 
By 1865, the main industry in Robbinston was the tannery and associated 
machine mills.

For the McCurdys, life in Robbinston proved even more difficult than in 
St. Andrews, where they had had the support of many relatives and friends. 
The air was tainted by the noxious odors of the nearby tanning pits, and the 
climate was cold and rainy. The depressed shipbuilding industry had no work 
for Angus, and home carpentry was little better. Angus soon had to seek 
work in Massachusetts, leaving Rebecca and Harriet to manage alone for long 

 20. Quoted in Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 148.
 21. Maine Register or State Year-Book and Legislative Manual (Portland, Maine: G. M. Don-
ham, 1891), 739–40; Walter Wells, Provisional Report upon the Water-Power of Maine (Augusta, 
Maine: Stevens & Sayward, 1868), 252–53.
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stretches of time. Reading between the lines of a December 1867 letter from 
Rebecca to William Augustus Jr., we can see something of the difficult situa-
tion these two women faced, trying to hold the family together in a tiny cot-
tage with five rambunctious young children; an elderly, lame patriarch; and 
no breadwinner:

Dear Brother William:
As your parents are writing to you, I thought I would put in a few lines. 
We were very glad indeed to hear from you once more. Angus is in Boston. 
He has received your letter and answered it. He was very much rejoiced to 
hear from you. We soon expect him home to spend Christmas, we wish you 
could be with us too, but that cannot be this year, you will say, though I 
hope you may be permitted to return and see your Father and Mother once 
while they live.

You don’t know the joy your letter gave them. Your Mother did not know 
whether to laugh or cry. I think she did both.

You have all the news from the others about the family, which consists 
of Father, Mother, myself and five children. They are beautiful children and 
quite as noisy as I would wish for. While I write, I can scarcely hear my own 
ears. They all send love to Uncle Willy. I must close and wish you a happy 
New Year. Hoping to hear from you often

I remain your affectionate Sister
Rebecca McCurdy22

Another clue that Angus was not with his family for most of their time in 
Maine is the spacing of their children. Rebecca had borne a child every other 
year from 1856 to 1866, but she did not have another until 1873, after the fam-
ily was settled in Massachusetts. When the 1870 federal census23 was taken on 
August 5, 1870, Angus had returned to Maine to move his family to Water-

 22. Quoted in Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 149–50. Also quoted in H. W. McCurdy with 
Gordon Newell, Don’t Leave Any Holidays (Portland, Ore.: Graphic Arts Center, 1981), 2:163–64.
 23. U.S. Census Bureau, 1870 U.S. census, population schedule, Robbinston, Washing-
ton county, Maine, dwelling 157, family 165, Simon A. McCarty household; National Archives 
microfilm publication M593, roll 563; digital image, Ancestry.com, accessed 10 December 2006, 
http:// www .ancestry .com. Despite the surname misspelling, this census reveals much useful 
information, including Grace’s nickname. Angus lists himself as a home carpenter, a trade he 
would follow for the rest of his life. The family has no real estate or personal estate. Only the 
two older children, Theodosia and Maria, have attended school. Angus indicates that he is a 
U.S. citizen, despite the fact that he was never naturalized. Finally, by looking at the families 
residing around the McCurdys and comparing these with a 1881 map of Calais and Robbinston 
that contains the names and locations of residents, it is possible to pinpoint the location of the 
McCurdy lodging.
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town, to join his brother Warren. The trip would not have been easy, especially 
with his infirm father and five children ranging in age from four to twelve. 
There was no direct rail connection to Boston at that time, so they probably 
traveled via some combination of stagecoach, steamship, and rail. The trip was 
also emotionally wrenching for Rebecca, who knew that she would never see 
her own parents again. Her beloved father was already seriously ill, and it is 
likely that the family left before he died on September 10, 1870.

Watertown, Massachusetts

When the McCurdys arrived in Watertown, there was a happy reunion with 
Angus’s older brother Warren, whom they had not seen for decades, and his 
American wife, Maria, whom they had never met. After the hugs and tears, 
Warren immediately warned them that they must now spell their surname 
Macurdy, as he did, or they would be taken for “dirty Irish,” immigrants who 
had poured into Watertown since the 1840s; the new spelling would proclaim 
them as Scotch Protestants rather than Irish Catholics.24 Warren owned his 
own home on Elm Street in East Watertown and had established a successful 
business as a builder and contractor; he helped Angus find a house to rent sev-
eral blocks north on Arlington Street. The house was somewhat isolated, set in 
a rural area some distance from the town center amid the many market farms 
that grew fresh produce for Boston. This undoubtedly eased the transition of 
moving to a town more than five times as large as any they had seen before.25

The newly christened Macurdys found themselves in a town of contradic-
tions, with the tradition and charm of old New England contrasting starkly 
with the rough and raucous bustle of a modern factory town. Located north 
of Boston on the Charles River between Waltham and Cambridge, Watertown 
was founded in 1630 by Sir Richard Saltonstall and had a strong New England 
tradition, including such nineteenth-century artists and intellectuals as the 
sculptors Harriet Hosmer and Anne Whitney, author and abolitionist activist 

 24. In a letter to her nephew Ernest H. Macurdy, Grace explained the spelling change, 
“Uncle Warren, with whom the old people lived opposite us on Elm St. East Watertown, was so 
afraid of being taken for Irish that he changed the spelling of our name. . . . It was very foolish 
of him and he made my poor father follow him in the spelling of the name” (24 September 1943, 
private collection of June Macurdy Landin). State census figures indicate that 25 percent of the 
population of Watertown in 1865 were born in Ireland. Charles T. Burke, Watertown: Town on 
the Charles (Watertown, Mass.: Town of Watertown 350th Anniversary Celebration Committee, 
1980), 11.
 25. According to McCarty’s Annual Statistician, Watertown had a population of 5,426 in 
1870 (San Francisco: L. P. McCarty, 1885), 214.
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Lydia Maria Child, and Convers Francis, minister of the Unitarian Church 
and senior member of the Transcendental Club, who often brought intellec-
tuals such as Ralph Waldo Emerson to meetings at his home in Watertown. 
Throughout the nineteenth century, governance remained as it had in the 
colonial period, with a town meeting that included all males over twenty-one 
as the appropriating and legislative body whose decisions were administered 
by three elected selectmen. The rich fields surrounding the town attracted 
not only commercial farmers, but also wealthy residents of Boston, gentle-
man farmers who established large estates with stately summer homes. Many 
kinds of shops stood along the wide, tree-lined streets, which were coated with 
gravel to mitigate the dust and mud, and the town meetings were held in an 
impressive town hall with a lofty colonnaded porch.

But Watertown was also a commercial manufacturing center whose indus-
tries were mostly located on or near the river, beginning with the massive U.S. 
Arsenal established in 1816 and including Aetna Mills (woolen goods), Pratt 
Foundry, Lewando’s Dyeing and Cleansing, a gasworks, and many different 
types of mills by 1870. A branch of the Fitchburg Railroad ran through the 
town, next to which stood the Union Stockyards, lending a touch of the Wild 
West to Watertown every Tuesday, when huge herds of cattle were penned in 
the yards and later driven through the streets on their way to farms or the 
slaughter-house in nearby Brighton. All this industry brought large numbers 
of workers to Watertown in the second half of the century, many of them poor 
and uneducated Irish immigrants living in disreputable, clustered shacks or 
shanties.26

For the Macurdys, life on Arlington Street must have seemed like para-
dise compared to the hardships of Robbinston, even though their house was 
heated with a stove fired by wood, coal, or oil, lighting was by candlelight or 
kerosene, water had to be fetched from wells or the town pump, and there 
was a cold walk to the outhouse. Best of all, the family was together, and soon 
another child testified to the continuing presence of Angus. On July 25, 1873, 
a second son was born; at first named Charles J. L. Macurdy, his name was 
changed to John Ordway Macurdy sometime after 1880 (the Ordways were 
close friends of Adam Duncan Thomson, the child’s grandfather). A third son, 

 26. For general background on Watertown, see Solon F. Whitney, “Watertown,” in His-
tory of Middlesex County, Massachusetts, with Biographical Sketches of Many of its Pioneers and 
Prominent Men, ed. E. Hamilton Hurd (Philadelphia: J. W. Lewis & Co., 1890), 317–431; G. Fred-
erick Robinson and Ruth Robinson Wheeler, Great Little Watertown: A Tercentenary History 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Riverside Press, 1930); Maude deLeigh Hodges, “The Story of Our Water-
town” (unpublished typescript, 1956), Watertown Free Public Library, HIST 974.443 HOP1956.
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Leigh Theodore Macurdy, followed on July 27, 1876, and both were healthy, 
lively boys (see figure 5 for a photo of all the Macurdy siblings).

These happy events were shadowed by the death of Grace’s grandfather 
William Augustus in October 1878 at the age of eighty-five. Sometime after 
their arrival in Watertown, William and Harriet had moved in with their son 
Warren, who had a larger house and no children (though they took in and 
raised a boy, Arthur, born in 1876 and formally adopted only in Warren’s will). 
Twelve-year-old Grace was very distressed by her grandfather’s death, since 
she had spent a great deal of time in her early childhood with her grandpar-
ents. She described William as “a handsome tall old man, whose hair had been 
reddish and his eyes light blue” and who was happy to sit, “pleasantly silent,” 
while his more voluble wife, Harriet, told Grace stories of her ancestors.27 
The birth of a fourth son, Ronald Thomson Macurdy, on May 30, 1879, raised 
everyone’s spirits, but four months later the family was again plunged into 
grief when cholera carried off Rebecca’s last baby.

Sometime before 1880, the family moved into a rented home opposite 
Warren’s house on Elm Street. Grace fondly remembered this home, espe-
cially her time spent with her grandmother Harriet, “a woman of extraordi-
nary strength of character and intellectual power”:

I am indebted to my grandmother, Harriet Hayes McCurdy, in whose com-
pany much of my childhood was passed. As I sat by her side making gay 
patchwork quilts and learning to knit, she quickened my childish imagina-
tion and instilled in me an interest in the past by her extraordinary gift of 
vivid narration. Born in 1798 in Norton, N.  B. of colonial American and 
English parentage she was a woman of noble gifts and character and pos-
sessed in high degree that quality of endurance which I find in the best of 
our ancestors. I was too young to realise the historical value of what she told 
me in her stories about her ancestors, her childhood and youth, and the 
events of her later life, but I know now that I owe more to the impulse that 
she gave me than to years of formal education.28 

Education

For young Grace, her grandmother and mother were strong influences and 
role models. She mentions her father in only one extant letter (referring to 

 27. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 18, 95.
 28. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 145, i.
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the change in spelling of their surname), but she credits her mother with the 
impetus for her education: “My mother had a large family, nine of us, and high 
ideals of education for her means. . . . My mother felt that her children must 
have college training, if possible.”29 With little money, but a passion to educate 
all her children, Rebecca was fortunate to reside in Watertown in this period. 
Because of its dual nature and town-meeting governance, public education 
was a contentious issue in Watertown, with the upper-class and intellectual 
segments of the population advocating for liberal education and the poor and 
working-class opposed to paying taxes for education beyond practical train-
ing. The former ultimately won the battles, helped by Watertown’s proximity 
to Cambridge and Boston and by the growing prestige of Harvard College. 
The town established a public high school in 1853, which soon offered both a 
three-year course and a four-year college-preparatory course whose curricu-
lum was geared to the Harvard entrance requirements. Annual reports of the 
school committee give a picture of the high school and its ongoing struggle 
to enroll pupils and keep them until graduation. In 1884, for example, the 
school superintendent noted that less than a fourth of the graduates of the 
grammar school entered the high school, and even fewer of these graduated: 
“The school has always been engaged in a battle with hostile influences, as 
the difference between the number in a class at the start and at graduation 
abundantly proves.”30 This was particularly true of boys, and female gradu-
ates of the four-year college-preparatory course greatly outnumbered males 
in the last decades of the nineteenth century. For example, there were only ten 
graduates of the four-year course in 1883, the year that Grace graduated, and 
eight of these were females.

Rebecca’s father, Adam Duncan Thomson, had engendered in his daughter 
a respect for the power of an extended education, though this was not shared 
by Angus, who wanted his children to contribute to the family income as soon 
as possible. Rebecca’s wishes evidently prevailed, however, for her older chil-
dren all completed at least the three-year course at the high school, and Grace 
and her younger brothers completed the college-preparatory course. This is 
truly remarkable for a family who must have lived hand to mouth on Angus’s 
earnings as a freelance carpenter (according to the town assessor’s reports, 

 29. Grace Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 4 February 1911, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 15–18, 
Bodleian.
 30. George R. Dwelley, “Superintendent’s Report,” in Forty-Sixth Annual Report of the 
School Committee of Watertown for 1883–84, Watertown School Committee (Watertown, Mass.: 
Fred G. Barker, 1884), 14, 17.
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Angus never owned real estate or had a taxable personal estate).31 After her 
graduation from the three-year course in 1878, Grace’s sister Maria immedi-
ately began teaching in the Centre Primary School No. 2, a position she held 
with distinction for six years. A look at the conditions under which she taught 
gives some idea of how difficult school teaching was in that period. In 1883, for 
example, for a salary of $425 she had fifty-five enrolled pupils with an average 
daily attendance of forty-six in a crowded classroom with poor ventilation 
heated by a wood or coal stove. When she married in 1886, she was forced 
to give up teaching, since Watertown law up to the 1940s prohibited married 
women from teaching. Furthermore, upper-class women apparently tended 
to look down upon female schoolteachers, since the school superintendent, 
George Dwelley, felt compelled to encourage more “recognition, appreciation, 
and courteous attentions” from these women: “Ladies in happy and beautiful 
homes sometimes forget to extend a welcome to those less fortunate who are 
their sisters by all laws of spiritual affinity, and their rivals in the graces that 
spring from refined associations and the cultivation of intellectual tastes.”32

Grace’s older brother William was already employed as a clerk at the Otis 
Brothers dry-goods store when he graduated from the three-year course. Her 
sister Edith may have graduated from the four-year course, since she was still 
listed as “at school” when the 1880 census was taken in June; she later taught 
mathematics at Wheaton Female Seminary, so she may have been the first 
of the children to continue study beyond high school, possibly at the Boston 
Normal School, though their records from that period no longer exist.

Grace was the first of the Macurdy children to attend college; she was for-
tunate to have older siblings contributing to the family finances and also to 
be the right age to take advantage of the burgeoning interest in higher educa-
tion for women in Massachusetts.33 After extensive lobbying by the Woman’s 
Education Association of Boston, Harvard College began offering the Harvard 
Examinations for Women in 1874, designed at first to provide some certifica-

 31. Watertown Assessors, The Taxable Valuation of the Real and Personal Estates with the 
Amount of Tax in the Town of Watertown (Watertown, Mass.: Fred G. Barker, 1898–1905).
 32. George Dwelley, “Superintendent’s Report,” in Forty-Seventh Annual Report of the 
School Committee, Watertown School Committee (Watertown, Mass.: Fred G. Barker, 1885), 25.
 33. In his school report for 1873, H. G. Edwards noted, “To-day, more than ever, the liberal 
minds of the community throughout the country at large are demanding that the doors of the 
higher universities of learning shall be as open to the girls as to the boys; that the co-education 
which is offered to them in the public schools shall be as free to them in the seminaries and 
the colleges.” Unfortunately, he then asked parents to consider whether Watertown’s system of 
coeducation was a mistake, citing Edward H. Clarke’s stringent objections to higher education 
for women and identical coeducation for girls and boys in Sex in Education (1873). “School 
Report,” in Thirty-Sixth Annual Report of the School Committee, Watertown School Committee 
(Watertown, Mass.: Fred G. Barker, 1874), 15–17.
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tion of educational accomplishments already attained by women. However, in 
1879 the “Harvard Annex,” a private program offering women the equivalent 
of collegiate instruction by Harvard professors, opened, and by 1881 women 
were allowed to take Harvard’s standard entrance examinations in order to 
gain admission to the Annex (which was officially called the Society for the 
Collegiate Instruction of Women after 1882 and was chartered as Radcliffe 
College in 1894). With this goal in mind, Grace enrolled in Watertown High 
School’s college-preparatory course in 1879. Along with English, French, his-
tory, mathematics, and science, the most motivated students were offered four 
years of Latin and special courses in Greek, and Grace distinguished herself in 
the latter subjects, absorbing an abiding love for ancient languages and clas-
sical antiquity. As she wrote much later, “It is to me a daily thanksgiving that 
I have had the privilege of being a student of Greek from my twelfth year and 
a teacher of it for more than forty years. I would not change this lot for any 
other if I were to live my life over.”34

The Watertown Town Hall was the scene of commencement exercises, 
preceded by exhibitions of student accomplishments in the form of poetry 
recitations, declamations, dramatic readings, and musical performances. At 
her commencement on March 30, 1883, Grace recited a poem and read the 
part of Antonio in a selection from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice. The 
ceremony closed rather differently than the usual Watertown commencement, 
however, for after the awarding of diplomas Grace recited an ode of her own 
composition:

’Tis here with willing fingers deft,
The busy threads we ply;

And see with joy the warp and weft
Grow as the moments fly.

Yet these dear scenes we now must leave—
’Round which dwell memories bright—

Shall in the pattern each must weave
Be wrought in flowers of light.

Each year we sing our song and part,
Each year our place is filled;

And each old truth in some young heart
With fresh delight instilled.

Then weave now threads with choicest care,

 34. Grace H. Macurdy, Report of the Greek Department 1935–36, 27 April 1936, Annual 
Reports R.36 S.5, Vassar Archives.
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Which later shall unfold
A texture rare, with symbols fair,

The perfect Cloth of Gold.35

It is interesting to note that Grace’s first poem, though unsophisticated, shares 
some characteristics with her last—most notably the core metaphor of a typi-
cal woman’s task and the emphasis on time, continuity, and the future.

Grace then embarked on an intensive year of additional study, an indis-
pensable benefit offered by the high-school teachers, since her family would 
never have been able to afford private tutoring. Superintendent George 
Dwelley explained why the school offered such an unusual program:

No graduate of this school within the last seven years has entered college, 
university, or the Institute of Technology, without post-graduate help from 
the teachers. . . . Special instruction has been needful—because impossible to 
be crowded into the regular course—in the sight-reading of Latin and Greek, 
in Latin and Greek composition, in advanced problem work in Algebra and 
Geometry, and in experiments in Physics and Chemistry.36 

Her diligent study paid off handsomely, since Grace passed the three-day 
Harvard examinations in 1884 without conditions of any kind, earning honors 
in classics. These examinations included thirteen subjects—Latin (Caesar and 
Vergil), Latin sight translation, Latin composition (Cicero), Greek (Xenophon 
and Homer), Greek sight translation, Greek composition (Herodotus), ancient 
history and geography, arithmetic, algebra, plane geometry, physics, English 
composition, and French sight translation. A classmate, Abby Fitz, also passed 
these examinations, winning honors in mathematics, but she did not enroll 
in the Annex until 1886, making Grace the first student of Watertown High 
School to enter the Annex (see figure 7 for a photo of Annex students in 1885). 
In fact, of the seventeen candidates accepted for admission to the full four-
year program in 1884 based on their examination scores, only four actually 
enrolled in the Annex, perhaps because of inability to pay the $200 tuition.37 
For the Macurdy family, this was a very steep investment to make in their 

 35. “The High School Exhibition,” Watertown Enterprise, 4 April 1883, 4.
 36. George Dwelley, “Superintendent’s Report,” in Fiftieth Annual Report of the School 
Committee, Watertown School Committee (Watertown, Mass.: Fred G. Barker, 1888), 13.
 37. Arthur Gilman, “Secretary’s Annual Report, Sixth Year,” in Annual Reports, Society for 
the Collegiate Instruction of Women (1885), 7, accessed 15 December 2006, http:// iiif .lib .harvard 
.edu/ manifests/ view/ drs: 2573644$17i. As Sally Schwager points out, this tuition was higher than 
that of Harvard at $150, Smith and Vassar at $100, or Wellesley at $60. “‘Harvard Women’: A 
History of the Founding of Radcliffe College” (EdD diss., Harvard University, 1982), 244.
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youngest daughter, and it is difficult to know how they afforded it. At that 
time the Annex had no official scholarship program, but some wealthy Mas-
sachusetts women privately paid some or all of the fees for promising young 
women who would otherwise be unable to attend the Annex, and this may 
have been the case for Grace, though there are no extant records to prove it. 
Even if she did receive some financial aid, her determination to attend college 
and her mother’s support were quite remarkable and can only be explained 
by Grace’s character and the respect for education instilled in Rebecca by her 
minister father.
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From the Annex to Vassar

• 23 •

Grace was consumed with excitement when she climbed aboard the 
Cambridge Railroad horse car (see figure 6) in September of 1884 
for her first day at the Annex.1 On this day the crisp autumn air dis-

sipated the dust and the smell of the piles of manure in the street, and the 
rhythmic clatter of the wheels on the iron rails throughout the nearly hour-
long journey helped her conquer her nervousness. She was embarking on the 
greatest adventure of her young life; soon she would be studying with some 
of the best professors at Harvard. Remembering the poem she had written for 
her high-school commencement, she told herself that the golden cloth she 
wove would shine new light on the ancient world she had come to love. When 
she arrived at Harvard Square, she carefully held up her long skirt so that the 
hem would not trail in the dusty streets as she walked to the Annex rooms on 
Appian Way, thinking to herself that the residents of Cambridge who opposed 
paving the streets (or at least using a coating of gravel as Watertown did) in 
order to preserve their city’s “rural” character were indeed foolish. The board-

 1. Grace Macurdy herself did not leave any descriptions of her time at the Harvard 
Annex. The following account has been created from documents in the Radcliffe Archives at 
the Schlesinger Library, including reminiscences left by other students during this time period, 
Grace’s transcript, and Annex annual reports and catalogues. See also Sally Schwager, “‘Harvard 
Women’: A History of the Founding of Radcliffe College” (EdD diss., Harvard University, 1982).



walks placed in the center of main streets from late fall to spring did little to 
protect shoes and skirts from the mud and snow.

From her high school experience, she was used to small classes with male 
instructors, so she soon settled into the rigorous routine of classes and study-
ing. Each of her five courses, held in rooms used for classes at Carret House 
on 6 Appian Way, met for two hours per week during the year, except for 
her half-course in Latin Composition, which met once a week. Most of her 
classes that first year were taught by younger men, instructors and assistant 
professors, and enrolled five to eight students, except for English Composi-
tion, with twenty-three students. Despite her lack of private-school training, 
Grace achieved excellent marks in all her courses:

• 98% in Greek 1, taught by James Greenleaf Croswell and including Lysias, 
Plato, and Homer;

• 98% in Latin 1, taught by Henry Preble and including Livy, Horace, and 
Cicero;

• 92% in Latin Composition, taught by Henry Preble;
• 91% in English Composition, taught by Le Baron Russell Briggs;
• 97% in Elementary German, taught by Edward Stevens Sheldon.

When she learned that the famous professor of Latin, James Bradstreet Gree-
nough, was offering a voluntary series of readings in Latin from Cicero, Vergil, 
and Plautus, she eagerly signed up for these sessions as well, even though they 
added more hours to her already long days in Cambridge.

Encouraged by her success, Grace took on a more demanding course load 
in her second year, with five full courses and two half courses, Latin and Greek 
Composition; class sizes ranged from five to ten students and some were held 
in the Annex’s new, more spacious quarters, Fay House on Garden Street. 
Again, she did very well in all her language courses, showing only a slight 
weakness in essay writing:

• 91% in Greek 2, taught by Louis Dyer and Harold North Fowler, includ-
ing Aristophanes, Thucydides, Sophocles, Euripides, and Greek history;

• 100% in Greek Composition, taught by James Greenleaf Croswell;
• 95% in Latin 2, taught by James Bradstreet Greenough and including Tac-

itus, Pliny, Terence, and sight reading;
• 97% in Latin Composition, taught by Henry Preble;
• 85% in English Themes, taught by Le Baron Russell Briggs;
• 92% in German 2, taught by George Alonzo Bartlett and including Schil-

ler and German prose;
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• 97% in French 2, taught by Adolphe Cohn and including La Fontaine’s 
Fables, modern prose, grammar, and composition.

On May 15, 1886, Grace lost her beloved grandmother, Harriet Hayes Mac-
urdy. Looking back at that sad time as she was approaching her own eightieth 
year, Grace wrote:

She retained her vigor of mind almost to the end of her eighty-eighth year. In 
that year, in her last days she conversed, as she believed with her dead son, 
Capt. James McCurdy, and he, she said, revealed to her that her son William, 
from whom she had not heard for years, was living and had four sons. This 
I do not explain, but can testify to the fact.2 

Later that year Grace’s family moved away from her uncle Warren to be closer 
to the center of Watertown, renting a home on Riverside in an industrial sec-
tion near the Charles River.

These disruptions in her family life made her third year even more chal-
lenging. Because she was required to take mathematics and science, not her 
strongest subjects, she took four full courses and two half courses, Latin 
Composition and Physics. Except for the latter, with nineteen students, these 
classes were very small; two had only four students, one had five, and one 
had eight. Results were now recorded in letter grades instead of percentages, 
although her highest and lowest grades that year also included percentages:

• A (98%) in Greek 5, taught by William Watson Goodwin and including 
Aeschines, Demosthenes, Sophocles, and Aristophanes;

• A in Latin 4, taught by Clement Lawrence Smith and including Tacitus, 
Juvenal, Martial, sight reading, and Roman history;

• A in Latin Composition, taught by Henry Preble;
• B in English Forensics, taught by Le Baron Russell Briggs;
• B in Analytic Geometry and Differential Calculus, taught by Benjamin 

Osgood Peirce;
• C (67%) in Experimental Physics with lab work, taught by Edwin Her-

bert Hall.

She was at last able to take a class with the much-admired Professor 
Goodwin, who met his Annex students in his own library. Since Greek was 
her favorite subject and she felt immensely privileged to be studying with 

 2. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 145.
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him, Grace did not experience the problem described by another student of 
the time: “Professor W.  W. Goodwin’s course was memorable in retrospect 
because of the difficulty of keeping on the alert in the deep, upholstered chairs 
of his library at the P. M. sessions just after dinner.”3 The evening classes, how-
ever, made her commute home more difficult, especially in the winter months, 
when she stood on the corner waiting for the horse car so paralyzed with cold 
that she had to ask the conductor to wait until her fingers thawed out so she 
could take the nickel from her purse to pay the fare.

Her achievements in Greek and Latin were so outstanding that her pro-
fessors encouraged her to apply for Second-Year Honors in Classics, which 
required excellent performance in at least four classical courses plus passing 
with distinction a special examination near the end of the academic year in 
translating Greek and Latin at sight, writing Greek and Latin prose, and dem-
onstrating knowledge of ancient history, literature, culture, and Greek and 
Latin grammar. At the 1887 commencement exercises, Grace proudly accepted 
a certificate for Highest Second-Year Honors in Classics.

In her final year, as in her first, Grace achieved solid A grades in four full 
courses, plus a half course in Latin Composition:

• A+ in Greek Composition, taught by John Henry Wright, with only three 
students;

• A in Greek 6, taught by William Watson Goodwin and including Plato 
and Aristotle;

• A in Latin 6, taught by James Bradstreet Greenough and including Plau-
tus and Lucretius;

• A in Latin Composition, taught by Henry Preble;
• A in Philosophy: Lectures on Logic, taught by Josiah Royce.

On June 21, 1888, the eight women who were to receive BA certificates 
from the Annex for the full classical course were given the special privilege 
of a “Senior Day,” receiving their friends and family for tea at Fay House. A 
simple commencement was held the following Monday, June 25. Elizabeth 
Agassiz, President of the Society for the Collegiate Instruction of Women, 
gave out the certificates, each with a small bouquet of flowers to be worn by 
the graduate. Grace was the only one of the eight women to be awarded Final 
Honors in Classics, a remarkable achievement for the first person in her fam-

 3. Catharine Bird Runkle ’86 to Annie Ware Winsor Allen, 7 November 1942, Papers 
of Annie Ware Winsor Allen, 1884–1950, SC 35, box 2, folder 10, Radcliffe College Archives, 
Schlesinger.
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ily for generations to earn a college degree (after Radcliffe was chartered in 
1894, Grace was retroactively granted a Radcliffe BA).

Unlike many alumnae of that period, Grace did not write about her years 
at the Annex, except for remarking in 1913, “Much is vague and misty in my 
thought of those early days at the Annex on Appian Way, a time of strenuous 
study and work.”4 It is not surprising that what she did associate with this time 
was effort, determination, and focus. Although the Annex was beginning to 
offer some social events and extracurricular activities, Grace had neither the 
time nor the social background to participate in these. These words of Catha-
rine Bird Runkle, class of 1886, could have been written by Grace:

As, during two of those years, I commuted practically every weekday from 
Brookline, you can see that I had little chance to form lasting friendships, 
or take part in extracurricular activities. Besides this, my attitude of mind 
was then narrowly academic. I was so much interested in the subject mat-
ter of my courses that nothing else mattered. In fact I was a typical “blue 
stocking.”5 

Professional Ambition

Grace had developed a different sort of ambition from that of most of the 
women at the Annex, who were planning to teach or were already teaching in 
the schools. She was determined to win recognition as a classical scholar with 
a professional career like her Harvard mentors. Although she had no female 
role models for this ambition, she was apparently not plagued with the kind 
of self-doubt and lack of self-confidence that afflicted classmates like Annie 
Ware Winsor Allen, who gave up her early ambition to pursue graduate study 
at Bryn Mawr and become an English professor. Instead, Allen taught in sec-
ondary school and “suffered intermittently from deep depressions and con-
flicts about her intellectual and professional ambitions and the role she was 
expected to fulfill as a woman.”6 The attitude of the Harvard professors toward 

 4. Grace H. Macurdy, “A Tribute to Mary Coes,” 10 November 1913, Mary Coes Papers, 
1880–1958 (inclusive), 1880–1913 (bulk), SC 22, box 1, folder 37, Radcliffe College Archives, 
Schlesinger.
 5. Catharine Bird Runkle to Annie Ware Winsor Allen, 7 November 1942.
 6. Schwager, “Harvard Women,” 282. Schwager hypothesizes that the lofty reputation of 
the university and of the Harvard professors, combined with their ambivalent attitudes toward 
the higher education of women, was responsible for the lack of self-confidence and absence 
of driving professional ambition in many of the Annex students (262–91). She quotes a remi-
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their female students was at best paternalistic, and some were disparaging or 
even hostile. Helen A. Stuart, class of 1891, describes the situation:

It was always impressed upon us that we must be inconspicuous, and must 
never cross the Harvard Yard, unless we were attending some special lecture 
or reading (such as Prof. Palmer’s translations of Homer). As to the relations 
between Harvard and the Annex, it was borne in upon us very frequently 
that the University as a whole scorned us, and only the broad-minded pro-
fessors were really interested in our success. The students in general thought 
of us as unattractive blue-stockings and compared us unfavorably with the 
Wellesley girls.7 

Another reminiscence provides a telling example of the attitude of one 
of the “broad-minded professors,” the greatly admired Latin professor James 
Bradstreet Greenough:

But of all the men who taught me, Professor James B. Greenough impressed 
me most. He seemed a reincarnation of some noble Roman whose profound 
grasp of the Latin language had been born with him, not merely acquired 
by study. He turned a speech by Theodore Roosevelt into Ciceronian Latin 
as easily as Professor Francke might have turned it into German, and did 
us the honor of allowing us to read it, but the responsibility of teaching 
girls weighed on his conscience, for once in class he stopped suddenly and 
remarked, with reference to the text, that for the life of him he couldn’t con-
strue it so as to help us to become better wives and mothers.8 

In her analysis of internal conflicts and self-doubt among the first genera-
tion of women faculty at Wellesley, Patricia Palmieri believes that a genteel, 
middle-class social background was also a contributing factor:

Being female weighed heavily upon the Wellesley women scholars; in spite 
of numerous supports from family, class, and new educational and career 
opportunities, many of them complained of depression or devalued their 
own professional contributions.  .  .  . The Wellesley academic women com-
bined a progressive spirit that valued science, rationalism, and public 

niscence of Leslie W. Hopkinson, “As I look back on those times, what strikes me most is the 
bigness of the men who gave their time to that tiny little group of girls.” (264).
 7. Helen A. Stuart, to Annie Ware Winsor Allen, 20 November 1942; Papers of Annie 
Ware Winsor Allen, 1884–1950, SC 35, box 2, folder 10, Radcliffe College Archives, Schlesinger.
 8. Catharine Bird Runkle to Annie Ware Winsor Allen, 7 November 1942.
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achievement with a commitment to the romantic, genteel life. Yet to be a 
professor at Wellesley during this period entailed costs: individuals were 
made to feel guilty if they considered leaving; in a climate that both praised 
and plundered a person’s achievement, many gifted women succumbed to 
self-disparagement, unable to overcome their ambivalence toward success; 
and too often, homes, gardens, and summer trips compensated for stalled 
careers.9 

Ironically, Grace Macurdy’s social background helped her to withstand 
this kind of self-doubt and ambivalence, since she had never experienced 
a “romantic, genteel” life. She grew up in a family waging an unremitting 
struggle for economic survival; through hard work and tremendous determi-
nation, she was able to master the Harvard examinations and persuade her 
parents to allow her to attend college. She could not afford ambivalence; she 
had been given an advantage unavailable to her older siblings, and success was 
her only option. She aimed for the highest success, a professional academic 
career and recognition as a classical scholar. In Grace’s family, there were no 
separate spheres or pedestals for women; everyone pitched in, and the women 
worked as hard as the men. In high school, Grace had discovered her talent 
for languages and research, and she saw her male professors at the Annex 
as representatives of the scholarly life she intended to make her own. Their 
paternalism, benign neglect, or negative attitudes did not undermine her con-
fidence that she could achieve this goal. Many years later, noted Columbia 
professor Carolyn Heilbrun experienced the same sort of aspiration prompted 
by Clifton Fadiman, Lionel Trilling, and Jacques Barzun:

Although one of them never knew of my existence, the second ignored it, 
and the third treated me with formal kindness, without them I would have 
had no concrete model in my youth of what I wanted to become. . . . Theirs 
was the universe in which I wished to have my being. When I first encoun-
tered them, however, the fact that no woman could have her being in the 
world where they prevailed evaded my consciousness; the impossibility of 
that particular dream did not present itself to me as an inexorable fact. Like 
women before me, I hoped against all evidence that I, an exception, might 
join that blessed circle. .  .  . If I wanted a prototype, an example of the sort 

 9. Patricia Ann Palmieri, In Adamless Eden: The Community of Women Faculty at Welles-
ley (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1995), xix.
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of career and accomplishment I sought, where was there to look except at 
men?10 

Cambridge School for Girls

After receiving her degree, Grace was immediately hired by Arthur Gilman 
to teach in the Cambridge School for Girls, which he and his wife Stella had 
founded in 1886 to educate girls and young women from twelve to twenty-five 
years of age, including those preparing for college (especially at the Annex, 
since the school offered special courses related to the Harvard Examinations). 
Grace taught both Greek and Latin at this school for five years, from 1888 
to 1893, continuing her long commute from Watertown on the horse cars 
(electric trolleys did not operate from Watertown until 1894). All classes were 
taught in the mornings, but teachers were expected to remain at the school in 
the afternoons to meet with students and have conferences with parents. The 
school was expensive and highly regarded, classes were small, and the students 
were drawn mostly from wealthy families in Cambridge and the Boston area.11

Although her goal was an academic position on a college faculty, Grace 
had to begin earning money to contribute to the family finances as soon as 
she had completed her four precious years of study, so she accepted the high-
school position. She rationalized this in part by viewing it as a sacrifice she 
would make so that her younger brothers could receive a college education: 
“I educated the two youngest brothers as a sort of sacred task, because my 
mother felt that her children must have college training, if possible. So I gave 
up all sorts of things for them, as we all did.”12 Because of these sacrifices, her 
brother John was able to attend the Lawrence Scientific School at Harvard 
from 1892 to 1895 to prepare for a career as a civil engineer, while the young-
est, Leigh, received a bachelor of arts from Harvard College in 1899 and a 
bachelor of law from Boston University in 1902.

 10. Carolyn G. Heilbrun, When Men Were the Only Models We Had: My Teachers Barzun, 
Fadiman, Trilling (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 1–3.
 11. Manual of the Cambridge School for Girls (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1898). In 1918 the 
school was named the Cambridge-Haskell School after merging with the Haskell School; in 1931 
the school left Cambridge to become a coeducational boarding school named The Cambridge 
School of Weston.
 12. Grace Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 4 February 1911, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 15–18, 
Bodleian.
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Family Cooperation

The Macurdy children had to contribute to the family income as soon as pos-
sible because their father, Angus, never moved beyond work as a freelance 
carpenter. In contrast, his brother Warren established a successful building 
firm, with employees and contracts for constructing some of the finest homes 
in Watertown. Solon Whitney’s 1890 history of Watertown names him as one 
of the foremost builders of the area: “Among the builders whose honorable 
record has been made during the past fifty years should be mentioned H. W. 
Macurday [sic], who has erected in this and the adjoining towns more than a 
hundred buildings of the best class.”13 Warren was even elected as one of the 
three town selectmen, serving from 1872 to 1876. At the least, Angus must 
have envied if not resented his brother’s economic success, which stood in 
such stark contrast with his own constant struggle to earn enough to support 
his large family. Warren never took his younger brother into his firm, and 
there is no evidence of the kind of cooperation and mutual support that would 
later mark the relations of Angus’s children and their spouses, enabling them 
to move up the social and economic scale.

Because they had all completed at least a high school education, the Mac-
urdy children were able to obtain white-collar jobs and ultimately respected 
positions in the Watertown community. As already mentioned, Maria began 
teaching primary school in Watertown in 1878, moving to a higher-paying 
teaching position in Somerville in 1885 but leaving teaching when she married 
George Herbert Tarleton on October 4, 1886. Tarleton began work as a jeweler 
but rose to the position of town auditor in 1890, then justice of the peace and 
postmaster, and finally manager of a boiler company. In 1879, William began 
working as a clerk in Otis Brothers, the major dry-goods/shoe store in Water-
town, even before he had graduated from the three-year high school course. 
He swiftly rose to treasurer then eventual owner of the store; he also became 
a trustee of the Watertown Savings Bank and clerk and deacon of the First 
Baptist Church. On August 31, 1886, he married Anna Louise Richardson of 
Cambridge, and he bought a home on Chester Street in a new development 
begun in 1888 and popularly called “Otisville” after the land company also 
owned by Horace and Ward Otis.

Theodosia, the eldest of Grace’s siblings and the only other who never 
married, began work as an assistant librarian in the Watertown Public Library 
in 1889; the following year she took a position in the Boston Public Library, 

 13. Solon F. Whitney, “Watertown,” in History of Middlesex County, Massachusetts, with 
Biographical Sketches of Many of its Pioneers and Prominent Men, ed. E. Hamilton Hurd (Phila-
delphia: J. W. Lewis & Co., 1890), 393.
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where she remained until her retirement, rising through the ranks to become 
the highly respected head of the ordering department. As mentioned earlier, 
Edith taught mathematics at Wheaton Female Seminary from 1889 to 1892; 
during the school year she lived in the Wheaton dormitories. She also served 
as editor of Rushlight, the school newspaper. Like Maria, she had to relinquish 
her position when she married Henry Reuben Skinner on October 6, 1892. 
Skinner was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Brown University who became a 
successful lawyer with offices in both Boston and Watertown; he was elected 
to the Massachusetts Senate in 1899. Skinner’s youngest sister, Lillian, was 
introduced to her future husband, Truman S. Richardson, by Grace’s brother 
William when the young Richardson was boarding at his house and working 
as a clerk in Macurdy’s dry-goods store, providing an example of the close 
interaction between these families. Truman was the younger brother of Wil-
liam Macurdy’s wife, Anna Louise Richardson.

This diligence and cooperation greatly benefited the two youngest Mac-
urdys, John and Leigh. However, in an action that would foreshadow events 
in his later life, Leigh disappointed his family by stealing money from those 
who were working so hard to give him an education. When the theft was dis-
covered, Grace, William, and Theodosia witnessed a document handwritten 
by William and signed by the fourteen-year-old Leigh on September 24, 1890:

Whereas I, Leigh T. Macurdy of Watertown, have the past year done wrong 
in many ways, among which I have taken money wrongfully from my father, 
sister, and the firm of Otis Brothers, and have deceived these said people 
about said money, and having been detected in said wrong doings by afor-
said [sic] relatives and Otis Brothers and they having been very lenient with 
me, agreeing to drop the matter, which is a State Prison offense, where it 
is providing I refund all money taken, and promise never to lie or steal as 
long as I live: I do repent of my wrong-doing, and do promise to refund 
the money as soon as I can possibly earn it to Otis Bros. $2.50, to my sister 
$1.50, to my father $1.00 and I do solemnly promise before God, and my sis-
ter Docia & Grace & my brother Willie never to steal one cent or any other 
thing as long as I live, neither to deceive anyone by wrong doing—but will 
try to behave my self and make amends for what I have done in the past 
and try to make my mother (whom it would perhaps kill if she knew of my 
wrongs) still be able to love and cherish me as her son.14 

 14. Manuscript in the private collection of June Macurdy Landin.

32 Chapter 3 



It is interesting to note that Angus is not a part of this proceeding and that 
Rebecca’s role as the emotional center of the family is highlighted.

The Macurdy family continued their practice of moving into a differ-
ent rented house every few years: in 1889, they moved to Center Street, near 
the home recently purchased by William, and in 1893, they moved to Fayette 
Street on the corner of Pearl Street. Within a year, Henry Skinner and Edith 
purchased a home on Pearl Street, and some years later George Tarleton and 
Maria settled on this street as well. The new Macurdy homes were also closer 
to the horse-car lines on Mt. Auburn Street, since all the children living at 
home were commuting to Cambridge or Boston. Theodosia and Grace con-
tinued to board with their parents, and the two youngest sons lived at home 
while attending college.

Most of the family worshipped at the First Baptist Church on Mt. Auburn 
Street, though Maria had switched to her husband’s religion and become a 
Congregationalist. William was especially devoted to the Baptist church, serv-
ing first as clerk and later as deacon. The Memorial History of the First Baptist 
Church lists four church members who were “moulders of life in the century,” 
and the first three are part of the family:

Time would fail us to record the extent of such christian [sic] influence as 
that exerted by Grace H. Macurdy, baptized by Pastor Capen in 1881, a Vas-
sar Alumna of culture, identified with the Department of Greek at her Alma 
Mater [sic] for thirty-five years and now its honored head. Deacon W.  T. 
Macurdy, her devoted brother, now laid aside by failing health, has helped to 
keep untarnished the reputation of a century old Watertown firm, while his 
judgment and coöperation have been “above par assets” of the Watertown 
Church. Think of Henry R. Skinner, a Watertown boy, a member of the First 
Baptist Church, High School orator, Brown Alumnus, trustworthy lawyer, 
dependable town official and representation to the General Court.15 

Ironically, Grace, who is listed first, soon ceased to practice any organized 
religion under the influence of the liberal progressive ideas she had absorbed 
through her education.

While she was contributing to the family income by teaching in the Cam-
bridge School, Grace made herself more attractive for a college position by 
taking graduate courses at the Annex. She earned grades of A in all these 
courses, including Greek and Latin Comparative Philology, taught by James 

 15. Rev. James E. Norcross, A Memorial History of the First Baptist Church, Watertown, 
Massachusetts 1830–1930 (Cambridge, Mass.: Hampshire Press, 1930), 152–53.
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B. Greenough (1889–90); Early English 1200–1450, taught by George Lyman 
Kittredge (1891–92); The Seminary of Classical Philology, taught by Clement 
L. Smith and John H. Wright (1892–93); and Catullus and the Elegiac Poets 
(1892–93), a Latin course offered by Clement L. Smith at Harvard that she 
received special permission to attend. This preparation paid off handsomely 
in 1893, when she was hired by Abby Leach as an instructor of Greek in Vas-
sar College.

Grace was finally advancing toward her life’s goal; she had secured a pro-
fessional academic position in a college that claimed to provide women with 
an education equal to that offered by Harvard and Yale.16 It was difficult to 
leave the family with whom she had lived for all of her twenty-seven years, 
but excitement and hopes for the future sustained her through the long train 
journey from Boston to Poughkeepsie. When she alighted from the horse car 
that had taken her from the station to Vassar, she marveled at the beauty of 
the campus, so different from the urban environment of Watertown. As she 
walked up the wide, tree-lined drive, she gazed in wonderment at the mas-
sive red-brick structure where she would live, dine, and teach. Main Building, 
modeled on the Tuileries Palace in Paris, had a five-story central pavilion 
surmounted by a mansard roof with a grand dome in the center (see figure 
8). Two long wings led to pavilions on each side as tall as the central struc-
ture. All around stretched sweeping lawns studded with trees. Although she 
could not know it at the time, Vassar was to be her home for the next fifty-
three years, and she never lost her delight in the beauty of the place. Later she 
would write a song loved by generations of Vassar students, “Vassar in Beauty 
Dwelling”:

Vassar in beauty dwelling
Through all the changing year,

Hail to thee, mighty mother,
Lovely, serene, austere.

Praise we thy blooming springtime,
Rose-red thy June we praise,

 16. When Grace began teaching at Vassar, the college was already well established since its 
founding in 1861, and it is not my intention to review its purpose and nature here. Interested 
readers can find a straightforward description in James Monroe Taylor and Elizabeth Hazelton 
Haight, Vassar, American College and University Series (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1915). For comparison with other women’s colleges in the United States, see Helen Lefkowitz 
Horowitz, Alma Mater: Design and Experimentation in the Women’s Colleges from Their Nine-
teenth Century Beginnings to the 1930s, 2nd ed. (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 
1993).
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Crimson and gold thy autumns,
Crystal thy winter days.

Vassar enthroned in beauty,
Glad at thy gates we throng,

Mother of all our dreaming,
Lift we to thee our song.

Grace’s original lyrics, submitted for a competition in Vassar’s fiftieth anniver-
sary year (1915), were longer; by 1917 she had reduced the number of stanzas 
and slightly changed the lyrics, presumably to facilitate singing. The original 
third and fourth stanzas made clear her belief that Vassar’s chief glory was the 
elevation of women through education:

But not for these we greet thee,
The mother of our dreams,

Thy spirit high and holy
In rarer beauty gleams.

Thou art our vision splendid
Of womanhood to be,

In knowledge pure, from bondage
Of vanity set free.17

 17. Vassar Miscellany News, 4 June 1915, 6; New Alma Mater Songs (New York: G. Schirmer, 
1917) MacCracken Papers 75.43, Vassar Archives. The music was composed by Donald N. 
Tweedy, instructor of music.
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C H A P T E R  4

j

Teacher and Scholar

When Grace Macurdy climbed the stairs to her room at the end of 
one of the long student corridors in the Main Building, the stu-
dents she passed saw a slim young woman in a long-skirted dress 

whose fabric and cut signaled serviceability rather than style. Her thick, dark 
hair was parted at the center and wound into coils on the top of her head; her 
oval face was pleasant, but rather plain, with a broad forehead and long nose. 
The fact that Grace herself had no illusions about her appearance is evident in 
her self-description for a passport application in 1898:

Stature: 5 feet, 5 inches, Eng.
Forehead: low and broad
Eyes: grey
Nose: long, blunt
Mouth: thin-lipped, straight
Chin: straight
Hair: heavy, brown
Complexion: medium
Face: somewhat large1

 1. Passport Application No. 10059, Macurdy, G.  H., 12 July 1899, Registers and Indexes 
for Passport Applications, 1810–1906 (National Archives Microfilm Publication M1371, roll 7), 

• 36 •



What Grace couldn’t see, but the students soon observed, was the way her 
ready smile animated her face and her eyes shone with intelligence, humor, 
and sympathetic interest in the people around her (see figure 9 for a studio 
photograph of Grace taken during her first years at Vassar). As they quickly 
learned, her head was often in the intellectual clouds, and she was anything 
but a strict taskmaster.

Grace was pleasantly surprised by the large size of the single room that 
would serve as her home and office for the coming year. Having grown up 
amid a large family living in straitened circumstances, she was thrilled to have 
a space all her own where she could work undisturbed (so long as she had the 
“engaged” sign on her door, which indicated that knocking was forbidden). 
Given her background, she did not consider it unreasonable that her salary 
of “$800 plus home for the college year” included not only teaching but also 
social responsibilities like corridor supervision and presiding over a student 
table during all meals in the dining room. This arrangement was popular with 
many students, “The teachers are so lovely. One comes into so much closer 
contact with them in living all under the same roof,”2 but was resented by 
some of the instructors.

Abby Leach and Her Greek Department

Before beginning her courses, Grace met with Professor Abby Leach, the head 
of the Greek Department. She saw a beautifully dressed, imposing woman 
with brown hair softly waved around her face; although she was only two 
inches taller than Grace, her upright carriage gave the impression of even 
greater height (see figure 10 for a studio photograph of Abby Leach). Her gra-
cious, welcoming smile did not lessen the awe Grace felt in the presence of this 
distinguished woman, whose history was well known at the Harvard Annex. 
Grace remembered that she had come from a prosperous merchant family in 
Brockton, Massachusetts, and had so excelled in her studies at the Oread Col-
legiate Institute that she had not only taught there after graduation but had 
been named preceptress at the tender age of twenty-one. Two years later she 
had courageously approached Harvard’s Eliot Professor of Greek Literature, 
William Watson Goodwin, and requested that he give her private tuition in 
Greek. Seeing her now, Grace was not surprised that Goodwin had reversed 

General Records of the Department of State, Record Group 59; National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA).
 2. Winifred Kirkland ’97 to Jennie S. Liebmann, 1 October 1893, Vassar College Student 
Materials Collection, Vassar Archives.
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his original refusal after hearing her construe a difficult passage of Greek at 
sight and had subsequently recommended her for private studies in Latin with 
Professor James Bradstreet Greenough and in English literature with Professor 
Francis James Child. All the later students at the Annex had heard repeatedly 
that Abby Leach’s determination and linguistic skill had won over the Har-
vard professors to support the proposal to found the Society for Collegiate 
Instruction of Women in Cambridge, so that Leach was popularly known as 
the “nucleus” of the Annex. Without Abby Leach, Grace realized, she might 
never have received a college education. And now, a college teacher herself, 
she would be privileged to work with this remarkable woman at Vassar.

Professor Leach (Grace soon learned that she preferred this method of 
address over the “Miss” used by most of the female faculty) explained to 
Grace the background of the Greek department. When Leach had been hired 
as a teacher of Latin and Greek in 1883, there was a Department of Ancient 
Languages headed by Charles J. Hinkel, the Matthew Vassar Jr. Professor of 
Greek and Latin Languages and Literature,3 with Abby Moore Goodwin serv-
ing as the other teacher. Applicants for admission to the freshman class were 
required to demonstrate by examination or certificate proficiency in Latin and 
one other language (Greek, German, or French) and then to take prescribed 
courses in those two languages throughout their freshman and sophomore 
years. The Department of Ancient Languages, however, concentrated mostly 
on the Latin courses, and Leach had originally spent most of her time teaching 
Latin (in her first year, for example, only eleven students had taken Greek). 
She had devoted herself to increasing the number of Greek courses and stu-
dents, so that she had taught fifty students in five Greek courses in 1885–86, 
including six students who began studying elementary Greek in their junior 
year. In 1885, Vassar had conferred on her the degrees of bachelor and master 
of arts by examination, based on her work as a special student at the Harvard 
Annex, and in 1886 she was promoted to assistant professor of the Greek lan-
guage, while Abby Goodwin was made assistant professor of the Latin lan-
guage. After a year-long sabbatical in Europe, traveling and studying Greek at 
the University of Leipzig, Leach taught all the Greek courses, and she confided 
to Grace that she never intended to teach Latin again, regarding it as inferior 
to her beloved Greek. In 1888, she and Goodwin were promoted to associate 
professors; since Professor Hinkel was scheduled to retire in 1890, Abby Leach 
pressed her case for dividing the Department of Ancient Languages into sepa-
rate departments of Greek and Latin. Her persistence and determination once 

 3. The 1882 bequest of Matthew Vassar Jr., a nephew of the founder of Vassar who was 
not in sympathy with the more feminist ideals of his uncle, had endowed this chair with the 
condition that it be restricted in perpetuity to men.
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again paid off, as she was promoted to professor of the Greek language and 
made head of the new Greek Department in 1889. Abby Goodwin was at the 
same time promoted to professor of the Latin language, but she died suddenly 
in April of 1890, and in 1891 John Leverett Moore was hired as the new Mat-
thew Vassar Jr. Professor and head of the Latin Department.

Since 1889–90, Professor Leach had been managing the Greek Depart-
ment and teaching the courses almost single-handedly, having only the assis-
tance of Ella Catherine Greene (Vassar BA 1887), whom she shared with the 
Latin Department. She told Grace that she was delighted to have a graduate of 
the Annex as the first Instructor in Greek; Grace’s presence would enable the 
department to offer two new courses this year. By the time Professor Leach 
finished her story of the genesis of the Vassar Greek Department, Grace was 
not at all surprised by the possessive note that crept into her voice as she 
spoke about “my” department.

Learning to Teach

Grace was assigned a fourteen-hour teaching schedule with three course 
preparations, including all the required Greek courses for freshmen and 
sophomores,4 plus one elective, a new one-hour course in the Greek New Tes-
tament. Professor Leach taught the other new course that Grace’s hiring had 
made possible, an elective in Aristophanes. This was a heavy teaching load, 
because all the required courses included weekly assignments in which the 
students rendered English passages into Greek, necessitating careful reading 
and correction of the Greek. In her annual departmental report, Abby Leach 
reflected that this was an appropriate schedule for an instructor, indicating 
that she planned to continue this division of work as a general principle:

I think that fourteen hours is a fair requirement [for a teacher]. This means 
at the most two classes as far as preparation is concerned and the lower 
classes besides, which never make as heavy demands upon a teacher. If not 
considered irrelevant, this suggestion occurs to me just here. If teachers are 

 4. The freshmen read the orator Lysias plus Plato’s Apology in the fall and Homer’s Odys-
sey plus selections from Herodotus in the spring; the sophomores read the orations Demos-
thenes’s On the Crown and Aeschines’ Against Ctesiphon in the fall and Plato’s Protagoras in the 
spring. Besides translation and composition, these courses included lectures on background 
material relevant to the various topics; when teaching the Odyssey, for example, Grace lectured 
on the Homeric Question, Mycenean society and artifacts, and Homeric forms and syntax in 
relation to Attic Greek.
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given elective work of an advanced grade, dissatisfaction is likely to ensue. 
The distinction in title should carry with it distinction in the line of work.5 

Here Leach is looking at the schedule solely from her own perspective as the 
one with “distinction in title.” She is not considering the point of view of her 
new instructor, who would certainly not feel “dissatisfaction” at being allowed 
to teach an advanced elective and might not be so sure of the fairness of a 
fourteen-hour schedule.

In fact, Grace taught fourteen or fifteen credits throughout her first six 
years at Vassar. Instead of the two preparations envisaged by Professor Leach, 
after her first year she taught at least four preparations and five in the fall of 
1894, when she added Course B (second semester of the short course in Greek 
for students beginning the language in college) and Course D (Demosthenes’ 
Orations against Philip and other Attic orators, an elective which also included 
weekly English–Greek compositions and was a prerequisite for all other Greek 
electives). After her first few years, at least most of her courses were repeats, 
with smaller enrollments after 1895, when the requirement of two years for 
a second language was reduced to two semesters freshman year, a reduction 
strongly opposed by Abby Leach, who wrote in 1896, “Protests are useless 
I suppose, but please do not hold me responsible for the decadence of my 
department.”6

Intellectually, Grace was very well prepared to teach these courses, but 
she struggled in the beginning to find a pedagogical approach appropriate 
for her students. At the Harvard Annex she had focused with single-minded 
intensity on classical scholarship, and the Cambridge School for Girls, with 
its small classes, homogeneous student body, and close ties to the Annex, had 
done little to challenge that rarefied atmosphere of high erudition. She wanted 
to impress Abby Leach and quite naturally assumed that she would approve 
of teaching methods modeled on those of the Annex. However, the classes 
at Vassar were larger than any Grace had encountered, and the students had 
much more diverse backgrounds and interests. Excerpts from the letters of 
two of Grace’s first students (Adelaide Claflin and Madeline Traver, both of 
the class of 1897) bear witness to Grace’s initial difficulty in adapting to the 
Vassar student:

 5. Abby Leach, Report of the Greek Department 1893–94, 8 May 1894, box 3, folder 53, 
Vassar Archives.
 6. Abby Leach, Report of the Greek Department 1895–96, 15 May 1896, box 3, folder 53, 
Vassar Archives.
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Our Greek teacher (I think she is Miss McCurdy but I am not sure) is very 
nice too, but she expects us to know an awful lot, and she pronounces some 
vowels differently from what we have been used to so that we can hardly 
understand her.7

I find I have forgotten a great deal of my Greek, and shall have to grind, for 
a time at least. That teacher, Miss McCurdy,  .  .  . doesn’t inspire me with a 
particle of enthusiasm, and yet she expects a great deal of us. Still she is very 
pleasant.8

Miss Macurdy told us to learn the names and subjects of Plato’s thirty-six 
dialogues, for next lesson,—a sample of the crazy things she has us do.9

And of all fearful examinations that I ever had the pleasure of taking, that 
Greek was by far the fearfullest. The exam was on Lysias, and Ed [her sister 
Edith] will appreciate it when I tell her that one of the minor questions was 
to give in Greek Aristotle’s opinion of Theramenes; another to give a brief 
description of Lysias’ style, using Greek words to describe it, and giving illus-
trations from his speeches; another to name the rhetorical figures which 
Lysias uses, citing examples (in Greek) from his speeches. I got about half 
through the exam, but I think I passed. Miss Macurdy expects every body 
to be able, like herself, to have at her tongue’s end every thing she ever heard 
or read. But still she told Ray [her roommate Rachel Schauffler] that most 
of the class did very well, and that Ray handed in one of the best papers that 
she ever saw.10 

One of these students was from the Midwest and found Grace’s Greek pro-
nunciation difficult to understand; both thought she expected more of them 
than they were accustomed to but considered her personally very pleasant. 
The reference to her first examination shows both her high expectations and 
her lavish use of encouragement; indeed, throughout her career Grace never 

 7. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “Bess,” 8 November 1893, Vassar College Student Materials Col-
lection, Vassar Archives.
 8. Madeline “Maidee” Traver ’97 (beginning of letter lost), September 1893, Vassar College 
Student Materials Collection, Vassar Archives.
 9. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “My dear Mother,” 19 May 1895, Vassar College Student Materials 
Collection, Vassar Archives.
 10. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “Mamma,” 4 February 1894, Vassar College Student Materials 
Collection, Vassar Archives.
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graded punitively. Adelaide Claflin, who found this exam so fearful, termed 
Grace’s exam questions “fair and pleasant” the following year.11

As her own interests and experiences broadened, Grace gradually evolved 
a teaching method more in line with her naturally outgoing, warm person-
ality, an approach that linked ancient to modern literature and culture and 
drew on her love of humor and good storytelling. Professor Leach visited only 
one class, in the fall of 1893, and never discussed teaching methods with her, 
choosing to leave her to her own devices. Grace later came to see this as a ben-
efit, since she could not help but notice Leach’s rather top-down, authoritative 
approach to teaching. Indeed, one of Leach’s favorite type of questions was to 
quote the opinion of an authority and ask the students to prove it (rather than 
asking them to evaluate it or work out their own interpretation). Here is an 
example from her 1896 examination on the Greek lyric poet Pindar:

Confirm this by reference to the poems: “He shows the epic heroes in a new 
light, as of a fair sunset, which the lay of the minstrel shed around them in 
the palace of Alcinous, nor yet that searching sunshine of noontide which 
fell upon them in the theatre of Dionysus.”12 

 11. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “My dear Mother,” 3 February 1895; and Scrapbook, Vassar 
College Student Materials Collection, Vassar Archives. Claflin pasted Grace’s examination in 
sophomore Greek into her scrapbook: I. Translate: Dem. XVIII., 208. Comment on the rheto-
ric and give technical names of the figures used. II. Translate: Dem. XVIII., 62 to 66. What is 
the argument and how does Demosthenes use it to defend his policy? III. What services does 
Demosthenes claim to have rendered his country in XVIII., 300 to 303? Compare 230, 240, 241. 
IV. Translate into Greek: Today the Commons of Great Britain prosecute the delinquents of 
India. Tomorrow the delinquents of India may be the Commons of Great Britain. We know, I 
say, and feel the power of money, and we now call upon your lordships for justice in the cause 
of money. We call upon you for our national character. We call upon you for our liberties and 
hope that the freedom of the Commons will be preserved by the justice of the Lords. V. Give 
the argument in Dem. XVIII., 199 to 202 in connection with 96 to 98.
 12. Adelaide Claflin ’97 Scrapbook, Vassar College Student Materials Collection, Vassar 
Archives. Claflin’s scrapbook contains four of Leach’s examinations, and two others include this 
type of question:

Prove this: No purely personal and exclusive passions animate the ancient trag-
edy. (1896 Sophocles examination)

Cite and translate passages that illustrate these words of the French critic: “The 
idea of impending chastisement is incessantly repeated; it mingles with the joy of 
victory; a dark cloud, big with the storm, covers the gloomy scene, till the dream, 
so weary and so terrible, filled with visions so fearful and mysterious, ends with a 
peal of thunder.” (1897 Aeschylus examination)

Christopher Stray has recognized the sources of the two quotations. The quotation in the 1896 
Pindar exam is from Sir. Richard Claverhouse Jebb, The Growth and Influence of Classical Greek 
Poetry: Lectures Delivered in 1892 on the Percy Turnbull Memorial Foundation in the Johns Hop-
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Interaction with Students Outside the Classroom

Because she taught all the required Greek courses, Grace came into close con-
tact with freshmen and sophomore students. She also served as advisor for 
some of her Greek students. Comments in letters show affection coupled with 
a tolerant amusement at her single-minded focus on the world of the mind.

I took Miss Macurdy, our Greek teacher [to a piano concert]. You see, there 
being no gentlemen here, the girls have to act in that capacity, both with 
other girls and with teachers.13

I should have thought that as Miss Macurdy is my adviser and as she is 
spending her vacation here and knew that I was to do the same she might 
have asked me over for tea or something instead of saying with a far away 
Grecian expression “Yes—oh yes are you going to be here Miss Shipp—ah—
well, come and see me.” She’s awfully sweet but I wish she’d come down to 
earth now and then. She doesn’t do half as much for her charges as other 
instructors do.14

To-day I went to see Miss Macurdy [after receiving a flunk-note in algebra] 
and she was a perfect dear! I think she is just about as fond of mathematics 
as I am. She told me not to worry, and since I didn’t like math, merely to try 
to pass the exam so I’d be through with algebra for good and all. She said 
(ahem!) that I did so well in everything else she was sure I wouldn’t flunk. 
Well that’s all she knows about it, but she was mighty nice, and said she 
would go see Miss Smith and tell her how hard I worked over it.15

Yesterday we did an extravagant thing. We went to see “Buffalo Bill,” who is 
in town. We were talking about him at the table at lunch yesterday and some 

kins University (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1893), 156. This type of florid writing appealed to 
Leach, but it is difficult to imagine what the students made of this quotation, especially since 
Leach has omitted its beginning, in which Jebb indicates he is talking about Pindar’s place in 
the history of Greek literature. The “French critic” in the second quotation is Henri Joseph 
Guillaume Patin; Leach is borrowing the translation of Arthur Sidgwick in the introduction to 
his edition of Aeschylus’s Agamemnon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1881), xiii.
 13. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “Mamma,” 21 January 1894, Vassar College Student Materials 
Collection, Vassar Archives.
 14. Margaret M. Shipp ’05 to “Dearest Mamie,” 5 April 1902, Vassar College Student Materi-
als Collection, Vassar Archives.
 15. Margaret M. Shipp ’05 to “Dearest Mamie,” 7 March 1902, Vassar College Student Mate-
rials Collection, Vassar Archives.
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of the girls were describing the glories of his exhibition to Miss Macurdy. 
She listened with a great deal of contempt at first. She has never even been 
to a circus in her life, her taste running chiefly to Latin and Greek plays and 
Boston lectures. But she really became interested in Buffalo Bill’s career, and 
said she really believed she would like to go. I think she was most induced 
by the fact that Buffalo Bill is the brother of Mrs. Irvine, the President of 
Wellesley College. . . . Miss Macurdy amuses us so much sometimes—I used 
to read jokes about Boston people in the newspapers, and thought them 
all very much exaggerated, of course. But Miss Macurdy certainly goes far 
ahead of anything I ever read about Boston intellectuality.16 

The students were certainly jesting about the President of Wellesley College, 
since Julia Irvine17 was not related to William Frederick Cody (“Buffalo Bill”); 
they had cleverly chosen a strategy calculated to appeal to Grace’s interests. 
One wonders, however, whether they ever suspected that this paragon of 
“Boston intellectuality” was the first member of her family to attend college 
and came from a socioeconomic class that would hardly be recognized by the 
Brahmins of that city.

Grace’s head wasn’t completely in the clouds, however, since she showed 
an avid interest in politics: “Though we don’t hear much talk about outside 
things here as a rule, there was a great deal of interest in the [1894] elections. 
Miss Macurdy talked about them with more interest than I ever heard saw her 
show anything not connected with Greek. She talked politics at every meal for 
three weeks beforehand.”18 Although both faculty and students were prohib-
ited from participating in the suffrage movement by Vassar’s president, James 
Monroe Taylor, the students staged a full-fledged political campaign during 
every presidential election year, at the end of which the entire college commu-
nity voted for the candidates. Grace helped the students with their elaborate 
preparations for various campaign events, one of which is described in detail 
by Adelaide Claflin:

 16. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “My dear Mother,” 19 May 1895, Vassar College Student Materials 
Collection, Vassar Archives. Claflin’s scrapbook contains a ticket stub dated 18 May on which 
she has written Miss Macurdy plus the names of eight students.
 17. Julia Josephine Thomas Irvine (Cornell BA 1875 and MA 1876), professor of Greek at 
Wellesley College, served as president of the college from 1894 to 1899.
 18. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “Ed,” 11 November 1894, Vassar College Student Materials Col-
lection, Vassar Archives. Claflin states that Grace was a Republican, like most of the students, 
although many of the faculty were Democrats. Grace apparently changed parties later, since she 
indicated on a 1928 Radcliffe alumnae questionnaire that she was a “Registered but not faithful 
Democrat.” Notable American Women files, MC 230, box 54, Schlesinger.
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Friday evening we had another campaign demonstration. Mr. McKinley 
received four delegations at his home. That is, we had a girl dressed up as 
Mr. McKinley, another as his wife, and a corner of the Lecture Room fixed 
up as the porch of his house. . . . Of course the Lecture Room was crowded, 
so we had to have police to clear a path for the delegations. There were two 
delegations of workingmen, who were dressed up in old coats, overalls, old 
straw hats, etc. and they carried implements such as the hods that bricklay-
ers use for carrying bricks, etc.—where they managed to get them I do not 
know. The head of each delegation made a short speech to Mr. McKinley, 
and then he replied, and afterwards invited them to shake hands with him 
and his wife. Another delegation was composed of dudes,—“Young Men’s 
McKinley Club from Chappieville.” They were splendid—You would not 
believe that intelligent girls could look so much like inane dudes. Of course 
most of them wore eye-glasses, and cork mustaches, and parted their hair in 
the middle, and for canes they carried short window-poles, with brass ends, 
which they held in their mouths a good part of the time. The last delegation 
was the “New Woman’s Gold Standard Brigade,” which they asked me to see 
to. I got Mary MacColl to make the speech, and she was fine—dressed up in 
the most severe and strong minded fashion, with her hair twisted into a tight 
knot, and big spectacles on. She made a fierce and emphatic speech in the 
regular old Woman’s Rights style, jerking her head and continually taking off 
her spectacles and using them in gesturing. After her speech I read an “ode.” 
. . . I was entirely a different type from Mary—the high-faluten [sic] simper-
ing type of the New Woman. . . . Some of our delegation were rigged out in 
swell things and others—the strong-minded species wore bicycle suits. . . .

Last night the Gold Democrats had a mass-meeting. They are few in 
number but they happen to have in their ranks some fine speakers, so they 
had a very entertaining time. Republicans were invited to the meeting, on 
the ground that “there is yet time to reform.” Secretary Whitney, Grover 
Cleveland, Col. Breckinridge and others made speeches—very bright ones. 
The girl who represented Grover Cleveland was made to look pretty much 
like him, and wore a stove pipe hat, which greatly added to the impression. 
A novel feature was the presence of the “shades of the old ‘true’ Democratic 
party”—Jefferson and three or four others. They were entirely covered by 
sheets and [carried placards] which said, “The True Democracy, present in 
spirit.”19 

 19. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “My own dear Father,” 18 October 1896, Vassar College Student 
Materials Collection, Vassar Archives. At this time, the word “dude” was used to describe men 
who were fops or dandies, overly fastidious about their clothes.
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Anita Hemmings

When Grace befriended a student in her Greek B course, she inadvertently 
became involved in a cause célèbre that hit the newspapers in August 1897. 
Anita Hemmings was an attractive, olive-skinned young woman with black 
hair and dark eyes who enrolled as a freshman at Vassar in 1893. Popular with 
her fellow students, she was involved in a number of extra-curricular activi-
ties, including glee club; she was also intelligent and studious, with an excel-
lent academic record. In her junior year she had taken Professor Leach’s Greek 
A, the short course for those students who had not studied Greek in second-
ary school, and she enrolled in Grace’s Greek B course in the fall of her senior 
year. Grace took a special interest in this enthusiastic student from Boston, 
and Anita chose to confide in Grace when her world was about to fall apart.

Anita’s roommate had apparently become suspicious about her origins 
and had asked her father to look into Anita’s family background. The detec-
tive hired by her father easily discovered that Dora Logan and Robert W. 
Hemmings, Anita’s parents, were both of mixed racial heritage, and Anita 
had grown up among the Black community in the Roxbury neighborhood of 
Boston. When her roommate, outraged, moved out of their room, Anita told 
her story to Grace, explaining how her high educational aspirations had been 
recognized by a wealthy Back Bay woman who had become a kind of patron-
ess, paying for Anita to attend Dwight L. Moody’s Northfield Seminary after 
graduating from the Girls’ English School in Boston so that she could prepare 
for college. When Anita applied to Vassar, she had not mentioned her racial 
heritage, recognizing that she would not be admitted if this were known.

Although Grace was far from a bigot, she had not wholly escaped her 
society’s unthinking racial prejudices.20 This girl’s plight, however, cried out 
for justice. Grace saw in Anita her own passionate desire for an education; 
she herself had come from a poor background that had nearly kept her from 
attending college. Most importantly, Anita had earned her degree by dedica-
tion and hard work, and it should not be withheld now because of an acci-
dent of birth. Vassar’s records are silent about what happened next, but the 
outcome is revealed in the flurry of newspaper articles that appeared after the 
story broke in August:

 20. For example, this is the way Grace described one of her summer session classes at 
Columbia in a letter to Gilbert Murray: “I had my usual strange collection of Jews, Catholics, 
a negro, and usual Americans of a pleasant type, in my beginning class.” 30 August 1913, MSS 
Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 185–86, Bodleian.
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The kind-hearted professor, a woman, wiped away the girl’s tears and spoke 
words of encouragement. Then she went to President Taylor with the story 
and pleaded with him not to deprive the girl of commencement honors and 
a diploma. The faculty considered the matter gravely. Never had a colored 
girl been a student at aristocratic Vassar, and professors were at a loss to 
foresee the effect upon the future if this one were allowed to graduate. Yet 
there was nothing in the college rules that prohibited a colored woman from 
entering Vassar. Commencement was but a few days off and the girl would 
soon be gone and forgotten. So it was decided to conceal the facts and to 
allow her to graduate with her classmates. On class day and commencement 
the young woman took a prominent part in the exercises, and of all the hun-
dred or more girls in the class of ’97 none looked more attractive or acted 
more becomingly than this girl of negro birth.21 

After graduation, Anita began working in the Catalog Department of the 
Boston Public Library, where Grace’s sister Theodosia, head of the Ordering 
Department, had perhaps helped her to obtain this position.

Family Matters

Grace went back to the family home on Fayette Avenue in Watertown in 
the summers (see figure 11 for photos of Rebecca and Angus in the 1890s). 
Although a portion of Main Building, where Grace lived, remained open dur-
ing holidays in the school year, the building was closed completely over the 
summer. It was good to spend time with her family, all of whom were still 
living in Watertown, but the summer of 1895 was very draining due to her 
mother’s serious illness. A lifetime of hard work had taken its toll on Rebecca, 
who was dying of chronic kidney disease at the relatively young age of 58. 
Grace did her best to ease her mother’s suffering, but there was little she could 
do as her mother’s legs swelled and twitched, her skin itched fiercely, and she 
grew progressively weaker, seeming to struggle for every breath. Grace did 
not return to Vassar for the opening of school that fall, and on September 22 
Rebecca died, surrounded by the family she had loved and cared for so tire-
lessly. As soon as the funeral was over, Grace returned to Vassar, where Profes-

 21. “Negro Girl at Vassar,” The World, 16 August 1897, 1. This New York newspaper, owned 
by Joseph Pulitzer and known for its liberal leanings, published in its Sunday Magazine section 
a sympathetic full-page spread, complete with numerous drawings, purporting to tell “the true 
story” of Anita Hemmings: “How a Negro Girl Slipped Through Vassar College,” The World, 22 
August 1897, 25.
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sor Leach and new instructor Lida Shaw King were covering her courses. Her 
sense of loss, however, was profound and difficult to alleviate, though she was 
touched by the sympathy and concern shown by her students.

With Rebecca gone, summers at the house in Watertown were less invit-
ing. In 1896, Theodosia Macurdy and her friend Helen G. Cushing, a school 
teacher who was boarding at the Macurdy home, each purchased an undi-
vided half share in a parcel of land in North Falmouth on Cape Cod, where 
Grace’s brother William T. Macurdy had also purchased a cottage for his fami-
ly.22 They engaged a carpenter in 1897 to build a two-story shingled house 
with wrap-around porch (see figure 12) on what is now Garnet Avenue. Since 
Grace planned to spend her summers with Theodosia in North Falmouth, she 
became acquainted with the carpenter. To her surprise, after he had completed 
work on the house he asked her to marry him. Although flattered by the pro-
posal, Grace turned him down gently but firmly; she had resolved never to 
marry, realizing full well that for a woman, marriage would present a nearly 
insurmountable obstacle to fulfilling her life’s ambition to become a Greek 
professor and acknowledged classical scholar. Grace never referred to this pro-
posal in any of her extant letters; for her, this was evidently not as momentous 
a decision as it would have been for many other women of the period. Rather, 
she told the story as a humorous anecdote associated with the house when she 
sold it to her nephew Ernest Macurdy in 1945.23 Theodosia, Grace, and Helen 
enjoyed summers at the “beach house” until 1907, when the sisters decided 
that they wanted to pursue other activities; from 1908 to 1918, Grace would 
spend her summers in New York City, teaching in the Columbia University 
summer session.24

Grace’s family in Watertown suffered more losses over the next ten years. 
Sister Edith’s first child, Rebecca Elizabeth Skinner, a bright, attractive little 
girl named after her grandmother, began to sicken inexplicably in the middle 
of her fourth year, dying on September 15, 1898. An autopsy revealed that 

 22. Helen Cushing later worked as assistant to Theodosia in the Ordering Department of 
the Boston Public Library, and the two women lived in adjacent apartments at 175 Dartmouth 
Street in Boston.
 23. Information about this comes from Grace’s great-niece June Macurdy Landin, daughter 
of William T. Macurdy’s only son Ernest, who purchased the house from Grace and whose fam-
ily summered there for many years. There is thus no documentary evidence for the proposal, 
but this type of family lore is generally reliable.
 24. In 1907, Theodosia sold her half-interest in the house and property to Helen Cushing, 
who subsequently increased the property by small purchases of land around the house. When 
Cushing died in 1929, she left the house to Theodosia, and Grace and Theodosia purchased 
the surrounding land. Grace became sole owner after Theodosia’s death in 1933. Since she did 
not use the house often and was in need of money for an operation, she sold the house to her 
nephew Ernest Macurdy in 1945 (see chapter 11). The house still stands at 49 Garnet Avenue.
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she had died of clear-cell sarcoma of the kidney, a rare disease that primarily 
afflicts children between the ages of one and four. Sister Maria, whose own 
first child, George Herbert Tarleton Jr., had died during childbirth (January 19, 
1889), became increasingly ill at the young age of forty-three, dying of sarcoma 
on September 6, 1903, leaving two young children ages seven and eleven.25 
Meanwhile, Angus Macurdy, Grace’s father, was becoming a difficult trial for 
those still living in the family house in Watertown. As he lapsed into demen-
tia, his irascible temper and unpredictable behavior forced Theodosia and her 
brothers to commit him to the Westborough Insane Hospital in Worcester, 
Massachusetts, where he died on May 12, 1905, at the age of seventy-five.26 
Finally, brother William’s third daughter, Harriet Thomson Macurdy, a prom-
ising girl of sixteen greatly loved by all the family, died of sarcoma of the 
femur on December 16, 1907.27

Becoming a Scholar

In 1893, the Society for the Collegiate Instruction of Women had attempted 
to merge the Annex with Harvard College; when these negotiations failed, 
the Society applied to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for a charter as a 
degree-granting institution to be named Radcliffe College. Grace had main-
tained her ties with the Annex and her fellow alumnae, but in January of 1894 
she was disturbed by an Annex-Alumnae petition requesting that the Society 
stop all efforts to obtain a charter for Radcliffe College. The petition main-
tained that this was a betrayal of the Society’s founding purpose to integrate 
the Annex into Harvard College and to obtain Harvard degrees for women. 
Grace immediately wrote to Elizabeth Briggs, former president of the Annex 
Alumnae Association, that she was “not prepared to sign the petition with-
out deliberation.” Although she admitted that the increasing opposition to 
Radcliffe College had recently changed her opinion on the matter, she still 
hesitated to sign the petition for two reasons: “I fear it will be unavailing and 
again because in my conversation with Mrs Agassiz [president of the Society] 

 25. Maria’s husband married again a few years after her death and moved away from 
Watertown; their children, Russell and Rosamund, did not remain part of the close-knit Mac-
urdy clan.
 26. His death certificate lists senile dementia as the primary cause of death, with lobar 
pneumonia relegated to contributory cause. Death certificates for all the Watertown Macurdys 
are available on microfilm at the Watertown Free Public Library.
 27. Sarcoma is a rare form of cancer, much less common than carcinoma; the fact that 
three Macurdy family members died of this form of cancer within the space of ten years is 
highly unusual.
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I committed myself to the other view, honestly believing then that the change 
was a good one.” Several days later, after carefully considering her position, 
she returned the petition unsigned, explaining her reasons in a second letter 
to Elizabeth Briggs:

Although I agree with the petition in thinking that our certificate is better 
than a Radcliffe degree, there are many considerations which prevent my 
criticising the Society in public. I believe that they are as anxious for the full 
Harvard degree as we are and that they regard Radcliffe as a step only. I think 
a private expression of our views better than the public one which will only 
sharpen the weapons of the numerous enemies of the Annex. Miss Leach is 
in sympathy with the petition and was much disappointed at the result of 
“Radcliffe College.”28 

In the end, forty-eight alumnae signed the petition and nineteen did not. 
Although she was in the minority, Grace’s decision reflected her strong dis-
taste for public confrontation, a characteristic that Abby Leach did not share. 
Leach, however, was not qualified to sign the petition since, though she had 
been a special student at the Annex, she had not taken the full course and 
earned an Annex certificate.

In 1896, the alumnae nominated Grace to serve as an associate of Radcliffe 
College, and she was unanimously elected to a three-year term by the board of 
associates (equivalent to a board of trustees). Other members of the board at 
this time included not only the presidents of Radcliffe and Harvard, but also 
her revered classics professors William Watson Goodwin and James Brad-
street Greenough. This contact rekindled her passion to gain recognition as a 
Greek scholar, a desire that had been temporarily suspended due to her heavy 
schedule of classes and her struggle to become an effective teacher. In Cam-
bridge, she learned that the Woman’s Education Association (WEA) of Boston 
was offering fellowships of $500 for study abroad to women “who give prom-
ise of actual distinction in the subject to which they are devoting themselves 
. . . through original gifts, previous training, energy, power of endurance and 
health.” To apply, she was required to submit her college diploma, testimonials 
of “superior ability and high character” from her professors or other qualified 
judges, evidence of excellent health, a statement of proposed scholarly work 
after the year of study, and examples of papers or articles already completed.29

 28. Grace H. Macurdy to Elizabeth Briggs, 16 January and 21 January 1894; Elizabeth Briggs 
Papers, 1883–1937, SC 3, box 1, folder 3, Radcliffe College Archives, Schlesinger.
 29. Fellowships and Graduate Scholarships Offered to Women by Colleges, Universities, and 
Societies in the United States, Publications of the Association of Collegiate Alumnae, series III, 
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Excited by the prospect of a year of study and scholarship, especially in 
Europe, Grace carefully considered her options. She sought the advice of Abby 
Leach, who explained that if she won the fellowship, she would have to resign 
from her position at Vassar, but she assured Grace that she would be hired 
again after the year abroad. Grace knew if she lived frugally, the $500 plus 
her meager savings would cover her expenses, but she also needed the bless-
ing of her family, since she would not be able to send money home that year 
to contribute to the college fund for her younger brothers. In preparing her 
application, she worked very hard on the essay describing her scholarly ambi-
tions, since as yet she had no papers or articles to submit. She also asked for 
testimonials from her Harvard professors, and probably from Abby Leach as 
well. James Bradstreet Greenough, her Latin professor at the Annex, later sent 
her a letter describing his testimonial:

I have already written to Mrs. Hallowell [Chair of the WEA Committee on 
Fellowships] a recommendation to the effect that ‘you were one of our favor-
ite pupils at Radcliffe and an excellent specimen of the finished product, a 
lady of fine strong character, excellent abilities and superior attainments.’ 
And further that ‘I could hardly imagine a better place for educational 
investment being sure that you would well repay any such outlay.’ I am so 
confident of the truth of all this that I am willing to say it to your face. If 
you prefer to have me send this in any other form pray let me know and I 
will do so.30 

Grace was overjoyed when she was awarded a WEA foreign fellowship for 
1899–1900. Since she had the highest aspirations for scholarly achievement in 
classical philology, she knew that she must go to Germany, specifically to the 
University of Berlin, where the most famous Greek scholar of the time, Ulrich 
von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, taught along with many other distinguished 
classicists. The University of Berlin did not allow women to matriculate, but 
they might attend lectures and occasionally seminars as Hospitantinnen (audi-
tors) after obtaining the written consent of the Prussian Minister of Educa-
tion, the Rector of the University, and the professor of each course. Grace had 

number 2 (July 1899): 20.
 30. J. B. Greenough to Grace H. Macurdy, 19 January 1899, Biographical Files: Macurdy, 
Grace Harriet, folder 2, Vassar Archives. This may strike a modern reader as both unduly vague 
and paternalistic, but it was evidently the kind of “testimonial” the committee was seeking. 
Grace herself may have cherished this letter, since it was found among her papers when she 
died. In any case, Grace’s scholarly career certainly bore out Greenough’s prediction about the 
payoff for the Association’s “educational investment.”
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the benefit of advice from Winifred Warren, who had studied for a semester 
at Berlin before teaching Latin at Vassar, and Susan Braley Franklin, who had 
begun teaching at Vassar at the same time as Grace and was spending 1898–99 
at the University of Berlin. Since the University required a passport, Grace 
applied for one in June 1899. Her application was complicated by the fact that 
she had no birth certificate to prove that she was born in the United States, but 
fortunately the Justice of the Peace receiving her oath was her brother-in-law 
Henry Skinner, and his sister Lillian testified to the truth of her statements on 
the application.31

Grace was nervous about her German, since she had not begun study 
of the language until entering the Annex and had had only two years train-
ing there. Though she had achieved excellent grades and had subsequently 
acquired a good reading knowledge of the language, she was hardly fluent in 
speaking and writing German. Moreover, though she was now thirty-three 
years old, she had never traveled farther from her home than Poughkeepsie. 
So it was with some trepidation that she boarded the ship that would take her 
to Germany, though her courage was bolstered by her determination to suc-
ceed and by the knowledge that this year of study would significantly advance 
her progress toward her life’s goal of achieving recognition as a Greek scholar.

After completing nearly a semester of study at Berlin, at the request of 
the recently founded alumnae journal The Radcliffe Magazine Grace wrote an 
article on “Women at the University of Berlin,” dated February 12, 1900. Char-
acteristically, she says little about her personal situation and includes light, 
humorous touches. For example, after giving a breakdown of the 406 women 
currently attending the university according to national origin (240 from Ger-
many, 110 from Russia, 42 from America, 5 from England, etc.), she comments 
on the listing of one woman from Siam:

My curiosity was so aroused with regard to the so-called Siamese that I asked 
the university-secretary about her and learned the comparatively unexciting 
fact that she was German, had taught in Siam, and was now in Berlin with 
her husband, a German officer. We are quite used to Japanese college girls 

 31. Grace’s second passport application, in 1922, presented more difficulties, since she was 
asked about her father’s naturalization. She first wrote “before the Watertown, Mass. Court,” 
then crossed that out and wrote “(probably Watertown, Mass.),” then crossed that out and 
wrote “(do not know).” Her confusion is understandable, since it is probable that Angus was 
never naturalized. Mary Frances Macurdy, her brother John’s wife, testified to the truth of her 
statements but had to attach a detailed letter explaining her relationship to Grace and how she 
knew that Grace was a native-born citizen.
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now-a-days, but a Siamese in that capacity seemed so unique that I was sorry 
to have the illusion dispelled.32 

Grace notes that the “women students are by no means a unity.” She 
describes a special room for women students where they can, upon pay-
ment of a mark each month (22 cents at 2016 prices), rest between classes and 
obtain tea or a snack, but she notes that no more than forty women use this 
facility (from her description it appears that she was one of the forty). She 
says she has heard of a movement “to promote the common interests of the 
women students” but doubts whether it could succeed because the women are 
so isolated and diverse that they have few interests in common and even less 
leisure to pursue such a cause.33

Grace was admitted to the lectures of three great classical philologists. 
She had high praise for the renowned Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff: 
“All that he says is stamped with individuality and full of vitality.  .  .  . I have 
never heard a more eloquent speaker.” She was also enthusiastic about Her-
mann Diels, noting that his lectures on the development of Greek religion 
“are most suggestive and valuable.” Her comment about Adolf Kirchhoff—
“Professor Kirchhoff ’s work is characteristically German in its thoroughness 
and exhaustiveness”—suggest that his lectures may have been less invigorating 
than the others. She also haunted the great museums of Berlin and attended 
the lectures of three well-known classical archaeologists: Reinhard Kekulé von 
Stradonitz, Hermann Winnefeld, and Erich Pernice: “Professor Kekulé von 
Stradonitz lectures in the Museum every Wednesday morning on Greek sculp-
ture, and Drs. Winnefeldt [sic] and Pernice often hold their lectures on Greek 
Vase-painting and Topography of Athens in the antiquarium and Museum.” 
Grace also received the less-common privilege of attending the Greek section 

 32. Grace H. Macurdy, “Women at the University of Berlin,” The Radcliffe Magazine 2 
(1900): 135–38. It is unlikely that very many Japanese girls attended American colleges by 1900, 
but Grace was doubtless thinking of Yamakawa Sutematsu (later Princess Oyama), who gradu-
ated with honors from Vassar in 1882 and was the first Japanese woman to receive a bachelor-
of-arts degree, and her friend Shigeko Nagai (later Baroness Uriu), who completed a three-year 
course in Vassar’s School of Music in 1881.
 33. Sandra L. Singer has compiled a database of over 1,350 women from the United States 
and Canada who studied at German-speaking universities: Adventures Abroad: North Ameri-
can Women at German-Speaking Universities, 1868–1915 (Westport, Conn.: Praeger Publishers, 
2003). Although Grace Macurdy is included in this database, Singer’s text focuses primarily on 
the women who obtained degrees from these foreign universities. Macurdy shared some of the 
characteristics of the women discussed by Singer, notably their “search for knowledge, prestige, 
and women’s advancement,” but she emphatically did not come from the same socio-economic 
background shown by Singer’s breakdown of the professions of their fathers, which “clearly 
situated these women in the upper and middle classes” (xiv–xvi).
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of the proseminar, conducted by Diels: “There one sees the teacher born, not 
made, in the way in which he deals with the students’ work,—full of sympa-
thy for all good effort, but unsparing in criticism when occasion demands it.” 
Since the proseminar required student recitation, presumably Grace’s work 
was classified as “good effort.”

Never one to complain, Grace mentions only a few disadvantages: “Lack 
of ventilation in the lecture-rooms, short days without the sun in winter, and 
slowness in the matter of getting books from the Königliche Bibliothek. But 
on the whole the pleasure and profit far outweigh the inconveniences.” Indeed, 
the pleasure of uninterrupted study with these giants in her field, even if only 
as a Hospitantinnen, seemed like paradise to Grace, and when the university 
was not in session she visited classical sites and museums in Italy and Greece, 
savoring the special thrill felt by every classicist upon the first personal con-
tact with these ancient lands. She also returned to the United States with a 
new fluency in the German language.

Earning the Credentials

When she returned to Vassar in the fall of 1900, Grace was immediately 
rehired as instructor of Greek with the same salary and teaching schedule. 
However, Abby Leach was taking a sabbatical in the spring of 1901, and Grace 
would be acting head of the department for that semester. Professor Leach was 
taking a well-deserved break after her 1899–1900 term as the first female presi-
dent of the American Philological Association, an honor she had earned after 
two terms as vice president (at the time, all officers were selected by a three-
person committee of officers rather than elected by the general membership). 
Leach was also serving as president of the Association of Collegiate Alumnae 
from 1899 to 1901, so she was at the peak of her career and national recogni-
tion. Grace herself was elected to a second three-year term as an associate of 
Radcliffe College in 1900, but of course this did not compare with the lofty 
offices held by Abby Leach.

In the fall semester Grace taught sixteen hours, including weekly English–
Greek compositions from three classes, but in the spring she was at last able 
to teach some advanced electives with an eleven-hour schedule: Sophocles 
(Antigone and Oedipus the King), Aeschylus (Agamemnon), Advanced Compo-
sition, and a small graduate course on Euripides, as well as directing a master’s 
thesis on “The Diction of Euripides.” Although these were all new prepara-
tions for her, she was delighted to be able to teach at an advanced level sub-
jects which she had studied so thoroughly.
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After her year in Berlin, Grace was determined to secure the credential 
that would enable promotion to a higher rank and status as a fully-fledged 
Greek scholar. On the advice of Abby Leach, she decided to enroll in the 
graduate program at Columbia University, which had authorized the award-
ing of humanities doctorates to women in 1891. She was accepted as a doctoral 
candidate in the Department of Greek Language and Literature and began 
commuting to classes in New York City by train, although she was still teach-
ing a full schedule at Vassar.34

Despite her teaching responsibilities and graduate courses, Grace enthu-
siastically accepted the invitation of John Leverett Moore, head of the Latin 
Department at Vassar, to become a charter member of the Latin Journal 
Club, a new group designed to keep members abreast of the latest articles 
on Latin literature and Roman culture published in classical journals. Each 
member was assigned several journals and asked to present periodic reports 
at the group’s weekly meetings (the first meeting was held on March 6, 1902). 
Although Abby Leach and Ida Carleton Thallon (a new instructor in Greek) 
did not join the group, Grace’s vision of classical studies encompassed both 
Greek and Latin, and she saw the club as a way to hone her scholarship while 
also forging closer ties with other classicists at Vassar. She also correctly sur-
mised that reports and discussion would soon incorporate Greek topics as 
well. In her department report of 1891, Abby Leach had requested subscription 
to more classical journals, noting that these are “of the utmost importance, 
for from them I learn the latest results of classical study, of course, and as I 
rarely see any who are interested in similar lines of work with myself, they are 
almost my only source of knowledge about what others are doing.”35 However, 
Abby’s disparagement of Latin prevented her from perceiving that this new 
club would help to resolve those issues. Grace, on the other hand, became a 
very active member of the club, never missing a meeting and regularly report-
ing on German and British journals.

 34. Unfortunately, Columbia University has not preserved graduate transcripts earlier than 
1910, so it is not possible to document the dates and titles of Grace’s courses. She received her 
degree in June 1903, and Leach mentions that Grace was taking graduate courses at Columbia in 
1901–2 in her department report for that year. She may have begun classes the previous year, but 
it seems unlikely given her exceptionally heavy teaching schedule in 1900–1901. In the “Life” 
published with her dissertation, Grace states that she studied primarily with Edward Delavan 
Perry, James Rignall Wheeler, and Mortimer Lamson Earle, her dissertation director.
 35. Abby Leach, Report of the Greek Department 1890–91, box 3, folder 53, Vassar Archives. 
Handwritten minutes of the Latin Journal Club detail 382 meetings of the group from 1902 to 
1935, when the name was officially changed to the Classical Journal Club, presenting a fasci-
nating picture of the evolution of an unusual and innovative volunteer organization of clas-
sicists within a liberal arts college. Multiple Collections, box 1: VC Latin Journal Club, Vassar 
Archives.
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During her two years at Columbia, Grace took the Greek Seminar, focus-
ing on the dramas of Euripides and taught by Mortimer Lamson Earle (who 
frequently lectured in Latin) in 1901–2 and James Rignall Wheeler in 1902–3. 
She also took at least one other course in her major field (Greek language 
and literature) each semester, possibly Greek Lyric and Bucolic Poets, Dem-
osthenes and Thucydides, Plato, or Aristotle. She was required to take one 
course each semester in two minor fields, probably Greek Archaeology and 
Latin (since one field had to be in a different department). Because of her 
excellent work in Greek at Columbia, Grace was invited to serve in June 1902 
as a reader in Greek, grading examinations for the College Entrance Exami-
nation Board, a service she was to perform for fifteen years, acting also as 
examiner (designing the examinations) for three years.

Grace probably took fewer courses in her second year at Columbia, 
since she was writing her dissertation on The Chronology of the Extant Plays 
of Euripides under the direction of Mortimer Lamson Earle, known to be a 
meticulous and exacting scholar (he himself wrote his 1889 Columbia dis-
sertation entirely in Latin). After her dissertation was approved, Grace had 
to pass oral examinations in her major and minor subjects and defend her 
dissertation before the Classics faculty. Columbia also required publication of 
the dissertation in bound and printed form, but Grace’s dissertation was not 
printed until 1905, although she received her degree in 1903.36 The reason for 
this delay is not clear; it may well have been due to the expense of typesetting 
a lengthy work with a great deal of Greek, German, French, and Latin (at 127 
printed pages, her work was considerably longer than most classics disserta-
tions of the time).37 Since the candidate was wholly responsible for paying for 
this printing, it may have taken Grace some time to save enough from her 
meager salary to defray the cost.

At the age of thirty-six, Grace proudly received her doctorate on June 10, 
1903, at the 149th annual commencement of Columbia University. She was 
one of thirty-nine recipients of the doctoral degree; the only other woman, 
Ida Helen Ogilvie (a graduate of Bryn Mawr), was a geologist. Reporting on 

 36. Grace Harriet Macurdy, The Chronology of the Extant Plays of Euripides (Lancaster, Pa.: 
New Era Printing Company, 1905).
 37. In his survey of 46 American doctoral dissertations in Classics between 1899 and 1906, 
W. A. Heidel notes that the average length is 80 pages and that nearly 25 per cent of the 46 were 
written by women: “In quality their work averages well with that of the men, and their subjects 
cover almost the same range. This is significant for the higher education of women, which is 
having a growth in the United States without precedent.  .  .  . [I]t is comforting to know that 
there is an increasing number of women admirably prepared to assume the office of instruction 
in the classics.” “American Doctoral Dissertations in Classical Philology,” Classical Quarterly 1 
(1907): 242–48.

56 Chapter 4 



this commencement, the New York Sun noted, “The applause for the women 
graduates was very enthusiastic.” Grace was the third woman, and the first 
American woman, to receive a doctorate in classics at Columbia.38 The first, 
Lucia Catherine Graeme Grieve (PhD 1898), was born in Dublin and gradu-
ated from Wellesley in 1883; she did not teach after receiving her degree. The 
second, Gertrude Mary Hirst (PhD 1902), was born in Yorkshire, England, 
and educated at Newnham College in Cambridge; she taught at Barnard Col-
lege from 1900 to 1943. She met Grace in the 1901–2 Greek seminar, and the 
two women became lifelong friends. Hirst published her dissertation in the 
Journal of Hellenic Studies under the name G. M. Hirst, in the British fashion; 
when her work was discussed in the American Journal of Archaeology, the use 
of masculine pronouns indicates that the author immediately assumed she 
was a man.39

The Chronology of the Extant Plays of Euripides

After receiving her doctorate, Grace was immediately promoted to associ-
ate professor of Greek. (Vassar had eliminated the rank of assistant professor 
in 1893; it was not reinstated until 1913.) Her salary was increased to $1,100, 
and she was able to obtain a suite of rooms (349 Main) that would serve as 
her home during the academic year until 1919. She made sure that she would 
not be mistaken for a man by having her full name, Grace Harriet Macurdy, 
and rank printed on the front cover of her dissertation. Nevertheless, a 1907 
review of her book gives most of the credit to her male professor. Although 
the reviewer notes that the author presents her own “discriminating and 
sensible” judgment about the dating of each play, he states, “It was written 
under the direction of the late Professor Earle, and reflects in large measure 
his views upon the subject treated. One would expect a scholarly paper from 
such a source, and so it is.”40 It is hard to see where in this book the reviewer 
found Earle’s views, since Grace writes with a strong and decisive first-per-
son voice which should leave no doubt that she is expressing conclusions that 
she has reached through her own research and reasoning. In fact, when Earle 

 38. “Gov. Odell a Columbia LL. D.: One of a Notable Gathering Honored at Commence-
ment,” The Sun, 11 June 1903, 5. See also Charles Knapp, “Doctoral Dissertations in Classics, 
Columbia University, 1885–1933,” Classical Weekly 27 (1934): 164–68.
 39. G. M. Hirst, “The Cults of Olbia,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 21 (1902): 245–67; 22 (1903): 
24–53; and “Archaeological Discussions: Summaries of Original Articles Chiefly in Current 
Periodicals,” American Journal of Archaeology 7 (1903): 230, 452.
 40. C. F. Castle, review of The Chronology of the Extant Plays of Euripides, Classical Journal 
2 (1907): 185.
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presented his chronology and rationale in the introduction to his edition of 
Medea (published after Grace had completed her dissertation), his dating dif-
fers from Grace’s in four instances, two of them significantly (Andromache 
and Ion). Interestingly, in both of these cases he includes another possibility 
that must have been suggested to him by Grace’s work, though he does not 
acknowledge this.41

Grace’s tone in this book is sober and scholarly. After a general introduc-
tion to the problem of dating the eighteen extant plays of Euripides, Grace 
presents in outline form her proposed chronology. She then discusses each 
play in turn, beginning with an exhaustive review of dates proposed by pre-
vious scholars, many of them French and German. She explains where she 
is in agreement with these scholars and points out what she sees as the flaws 
in their arguments (including many criticisms of the views of the revered 
Wilamowitz). She then thoroughly describes the evidence upon which she 
bases her own dating of the play. Finally, she concludes each section with a 
summary recapitulation of her reasons for rejecting other views and support-
ing her own. Her evidence is both internal (changes in poetic structure, met-
rics, choral odes—primarily technical and textual, not aesthetic) and external 
(later scholia, verbal echoes or parodies in Aristophanes, references to his-
torical events). She is careful to avoid an over mechanical use of changes in 
meter for precise dating, but does acknowledge that these are “valuable, when 
due care is exercised, in indicating the period of composition.”42 Some of her 
strongest arguments, in fact, draw upon historical evidence, as expressed, for 
example, in the summary that concludes her discussion of the Children of 
Heracles:

I hold, therefore, that Euripides wrote his Heraclidae in the first year of the 
Peloponnesian war, after the affair at Plataeae, to which I see undoubted ref-
erence in the play, after the first invasion of the Spartans under Archidamus, 
which is reproduced in the Argive invasion in the Heraclidae, and probably 
after the funeral oration pronounced by Pericles in the winter of 431. The 
play is most truly a “Gelegenheitsstück” [play prompted by a specific event 
or situation].43 

Although scholars are no longer sure that we can (or should try to) estab-
lish an exact chronology for these plays, and although one may disagree with 

 41. Mortimer Lamson Earle, ed., The Medea of Euripides (New York, Cincinnati, Chicago: 
American Book Company, 1904).
 42. Macurdy, Chronology, 106.
 43. Macurdy, Chronology, 36.
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some of the conclusions that Grace draws in this book, it is a remarkable piece 
of scholarship for a woman just establishing herself in the world of academe, 
demonstrating a high degree of maturity in her confident approach and care-
fully argued premises.

Grace immediately began to produce new scholarship based upon her dis-
sertational work. Selecting a topic she had mentioned in passing in the book, 
she constructed an erudite argument against the view advanced by Wilamow-
itz that the extant text of Euripides’ drama The Children of Heracles had been 
significantly revised in the fourth century; she submitted this piece to the 
British Classical Quarterly, which published her first article in the fall of 1907. 
She also published book reviews in the British Educational Review (1905) and 
the new American Classical Weekly (1907).44 Grace wrote a paper on “The 
Two Electras” that she presented at the first meeting of the newly established 
Classical Association of the Middle States and Maryland, held at Columbia 
on April 26, 1907. Proud of her scholarship and anxious to promote her work, 
Grace mailed copies of her book to a number of major scholars with expertise 
on Greek tragedy, among them the British classicist Gilbert Murray, who had 
at that time published two volumes of Euripides’ plays for the Oxford Classical 
Texts and several verse translations of Euripides, some of which had been pro-
duced on the London stage. Murray wrote to thank her for her treatise, “which 
I shall carefully consult before publishing the third volume of my text” (the 
letter eventually reached her, though addressed to Vassar College, “Lancaster, 
Pa,” the location of the book’s printer).45 When Murray came to the United 
States in 1907 to deliver a series of lectures at Harvard University on the rise of 
the Greek epic, he accepted an invitation to visit Vassar in May with his wife, 
the former Lady Mary Howard, and to lecture on “Greece and Progress.” This 
visit, during which Grace hosted in her rooms a meeting of the Journal Club 
in honor of the Murrays, began a lifelong friendship and transatlantic corre-
spondence that was to play a meaningful role in Grace’s life.

Paradoxically, these scholarly achievements precipitated a major crisis that 
nearly destroyed Grace’s academic career before it was fully launched. To her 
amazement, Grace now had to combat a stubborn campaign by her depart-
ment chair to oust her from her position at Vassar. This battle would persist 
for more than a decade and involve not only Abby Leach but also two succes-

 44. Grace H. Macurdy, “The Heraclidae of Euripides. Has Our Text of This Play Been 
Mutilated or Revised?” Classical Quarterly 1 (1907): 299–303; review of An Abridged History of 
Greek Literature, by Alfred and Maurice Croiset. Educational Review 29 (1905): 314–17; review 
of Euripides and the Spirit of His Dramas, by Paul Decharme, Classical Weekly 1 (1907): 5–6.
 45. Gilbert Murray to Grace H. Macurdy, 29 January 1906, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
185–86, Bodleian.
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sive presidents of Vassar College, as well as the many other faculty members 
and students who were witnesses to this extraordinary conflict. Since none of 
the protagonists in this epic struggle knew the whole story, the following nar-
rative will unfold through the perspectives of Abby Leach, Grace Macurdy, 
and Vassar presidents James Monroe Taylor and Henry Noble MacCracken.46

 46. Leach’s ongoing efforts to undermine and fire Macurdy are copiously documented 
through hundreds of letters in a large box in the Taylor Papers entitled “The Leach-Macurdy 
Conflict,” as well as in the early MacCracken Papers. In the next chapter I will sometimes quote 
directly from these documents but often simply describe the individual attitudes as they are 
presented in the letters.
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Abby Leach: “I do not trust Miss Macurdy”1

Abby Leach felt increasing distrust and suspicion as Grace gained scholarly 
credentials and connections. Although she had initially encouraged her to 
pursue a doctorate, Grace’s attainment of the degree now seemed preten-
tious and her promotion to associate professor appeared to challenge Abby’s 
supremacy in the department. Greek was her department; she had built it up 
from nothing and needed only loyal assistants to keep it running smoothly. 
Grace was becoming too independent; her enthusiastic participation in the 
Latin Journal Club, for example, smacked of disloyalty when Abby had refused 
to join, and her younger instructors, Ida Carleton Thallon (1901–3) and Leila 
Clement Spaulding (1903–7), had followed Abby’s lead. She had allowed Grace 
to employ her own teaching methods until she began to suspect that, after her 
doctorate, Grace was seeking to impress students rather than to train them. At 
that point, Abby had begun to investigate Grace’s work and found a 1904 stu-
dent paper in Greek prose composition with flagrant errors that were merely 
underlined rather than corrected. When confronted with the paper, Grace 
had offered the feeble excuse that she felt students learned better by having 

 1. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated [January 1907], Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 33, Vassar Archives.



to correct their own mistakes. Abby had told her that she must make all the 
corrections herself, since students would just fall into worse errors. Feeling 
that she could no longer rely on Grace’s teaching methods, Abby herself took 
over the senior course in advanced prose composition in the spring of 1905, 
even though Grace had taught that course since 1900 and it was listed in the 
catalog under her name.

Abby decided that she had lost all confidence in Grace; for the sake of 
the Greek department, she would have to be dismissed. She first spoke to 
Ida Thallon, Vassar alumna and former instructor of Greek who was teach-
ing in the Latin Department from 1906 to 1907, offering her Grace’s position 
and explaining that she intended to make things so difficult for Grace that 
she would resign. Thallon, however, declined, stating that she had accepted 
an instructorship in the History Department. In January of 1907, Abby noti-
fied Vassar’s president, James Monroe Taylor, that she intended to request the 
dismissal of Grace Macurdy in 1908. Meanwhile, she planned to hire Florence 
Mary Bennett (Vassar BA 1903) as an instructor in Greek in 1907 to replace 
Leila Spaulding, who was leaving to pursue graduate studies at Columbia. 
Abby confided her plans to Spaulding and Elizabeth Hatch Palmer, associate 
professor of Latin, justifying these with strong criticisms of Grace’s teaching 
and scholarship.

Grace Macurdy: Annus Horribilis (1907)

Grace had been totally unprepared when Abby Leach suddenly waved a stu-
dent prose paper in her face in the fall of 1904 and used it to attack her teach-
ing methods in the freshman Greek class, since her department chair had 
previously left her to her own devices during all her years of teaching at Vas-
sar. Because of the fierceness of the attack, Grace did not feel that she could 
protest when Abby subsequently took the course in advanced prose composi-
tion away from her. She was somewhat reassured when things quieted down 
after that, though she could not help but notice Abby’s increasing coolness 
toward her.

Early in 1907, however, she was deeply troubled to learn from Ida Thallon, 
Leila Spaulding, and Elizabeth Palmer that Abby Leach was actively seeking 
Grace’s resignation or dismissal from Vassar. It was lucky for her that Abby 
was so caught up in her own indignant planning that she was apparently com-
pletely unaware that her three confidants were all strong friends and support-
ers of Grace. Although Grace had heard nothing official, she decided that it 
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would be wise to put her own side of the case on record, and she accordingly 
sent President Taylor the following letter:

It is very far from being my wish to burden you in any way now and I do not 
ask you even to read the statement which I send you under another cover if 
you have no desire to do so at present. I have tried in this statement to tell 
you of certain facts which are known to others here and elsewhere as objec-
tively as possible. . . .

Miss Spaulding, who is not to be here next year, has shown great loy-
alty to me under hard conditions and has repeatedly urged me to use her 
testimony even if that should bring her a loss of the Babbott fellowship [for 
graduate study]. This of course I could not think of doing at the time when 
her prospects could have been imperilled and I have the greatest reluctance 
to involve any of my informants in unpleasant relations with Miss Leach. I 
much prefer peace for them and for myself, “sub libertate quietem” as the 
motto of my own state has it, and I do not ask you to take any action, or, as 
I said, even to read the statement now, if you do not wish it.

I shall feel more comfortable, however, with the knowledge that that [sic] 
you have in your possession—even if unread—a statement of facts which, 
unfortunately, are known here and elsewhere to some extent.

Her statement, which referred to “an alumna” and “a faculty member” 
rather than naming individuals, contained nine points, including the job 
offer to Thallon, attacks on Grace’s work and scholarship, the recruitment of 
a freshman student to spy on Grace, pressure on a student to drop an elec-
tive course with Grace in favor of one of Abby Leach’s courses, arrangement 
of courses in ways that kept students away from Grace’s electives, and refusal 
to assign any graduate courses to Grace despite her rank and credentials. She 
concluded by asking “above all to be able to plan and carry on my own courses 
according to my own methods.”2

Besides this serious threat to her academic position and career, Grace was 
also facing major turmoil in her family. Early in the year her youngest brother, 
Leigh Theodore Macurdy, a lawyer with offices in Watertown and Boston, had 
abandoned his fiancée and his profession, running away to another state and 
leaving his sisters, predominantly Grace, to settle his many debts. This is the 
same brother whom his family caught stealing money from Grace and his 

 2. Grace Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 6 June 1907, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, 
Vassar Archives. It is interesting that Grace’s first move in 1907 adopted the technique most 
recommended today for targets of academic bullying and harassment—make and file a record 
of abuses.
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brother’s store when he was a boy (see chapter 3). Grace described the situa-
tion in a later letter to Gilbert Murray:

I would like to tell you something of my really great sorrow—not the bother 
with Miss Leach of which I told you last summer, but things that go back 
to my young womanhood. My mother had a large family, nine of us, and 
high ideals of education for her means. I educated the two youngest broth-
ers as a sort of sacred task, because my mother felt that her children must 
have college training, if possible. So I gave up all sorts of things for them, as 
we all did. But both of them drank. They were splendid physically and the 
youngest brilliant in his studies. The older one has given it up after many 
years of a sort of dissipation, has become a Catholic and married. He is a 
civil engineer and has always been good at his work. That is all very well. 
But the youngest one, who entered the law with brilliant promise, went to 
pieces absolutely from drink and nearly four years ago went to a western 
city, leaving us to settle his obligations as well as we might, and lives there 
under an assumed name and now will not write to or communicate in any 
way with us. I have made many efforts in vain to meet him. This is a very 
sordid story to tell you, but you will understand why I hate men’s vices with 
such bitterness. My younger brothers, whom I remember as such lovely little 
boys of extraordinary beauty, have been a prey to them. My oldest brother, 
I must say, has always been a splendid man in his narrow Christian life, full 
of good works and my sisters are wonderful. But these two and the youngest 
above all have broken my our hearts. I hope that you will pardon my telling 
you all this and do not write anything about it. I do not wish that you should 
take any of your time that is so full to write to me. But I have wanted you 
to hear this about my life which has happened to go deepest, and to stand 
before other things.3 

More tragically, Grace’s niece, sixteen-year-old Harriet Thomson Macurdy, 
daughter of Grace’s older brother William, was stricken with osteosarcoma 
of the femur, which metastasized to her abdomen. She was a lovely, sweet-
natured girl beloved by the whole family, who helplessly watched her suffer-
ing great pain as the disease progressed to its inevitably fatal conclusion on 
December 16, 1907.

As this drama was playing out, Grace was very surprised to receive a note 
from the dean, Ella McCaleb, asking her to bring to the office a list of the stu-

 3. Grace Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 4 February 1911, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 15–18, 
Bodleian.
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dents in her section of freshman Greek so that they could all be transferred 
to Florence Bennett’s section for the spring semester. Abby Leach was, in the 
middle of the year and in a very public way, removing Grace from a course she 
had taught for fourteen years, with no consultation or advance warning. Abby 
later justified this lack of communication by saying that she did not want to 
trouble Grace on account of the illness of her niece, but of course the lack of 
warning gave Grace no chance to prepare a defense and only heightened the 
shock. It is little wonder that Grace later characterized 1907 as “a time which 
for many reasons has been the hardest through which I have been yet called 
to go.”4

James Monroe Taylor: “We want peace and  
we want a fair division of work.”5

President Taylor was deeply disturbed when Abby Leach informed him in 
January 1907 that she intended to petition the Committee on Faculty and 
Studies to dismiss Grace Macurdy from the faculty at the end of the follow-
ing academic year. Although he respected Abby Leach for all that she had 
accomplished and contributed to Vassar, he was well aware of her inability to 
appreciate any perspectives other than her own. He winced when he remem-
bered how she had accused him of persistent lack of support and unfriendli-
ness toward her when he had refused one of her demands, so that he had been 
forced to write a rather severe response:

Your charges of indifference to your work and bias against you are too 
absurd for belief. They grow out of your habit of measuring one’s fidelity to 
duty by one’s agreement with you. I am sorry, indeed, that you have come to 
test friendship by conformity to your own views of policy or theory.6 

Unfortunately, this statement had had no perceptible impact on her attitudes 
or behavior, and he dreaded the battle that would ensue if she persisted in 
her efforts to dismiss Grace Macurdy. As he explained in a long private let-
ter to Abby Leach, it was a matter of simple justice: Grace Macurdy had been 

 4. Grace Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 12 February 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
33, Vassar Archives.
 5. James Monroe Taylor to Abby Leach, 11 February 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, 
Vassar Archives.
 6. James Monroe Taylor, draft of letter to Abby Leach, 28 May 1897, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 33, Vassar Archives.
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appointed by the board of trustees as associate professor of Greek and had 
shown herself worthy of the appointment through her scholarship and teach-
ing, so she should be given a fair share of the work of the department in accor-
dance with her rank, and both professors should endeavor to cooperate for the 
good of the department and the college. He was saddened but not surprised 
by her response: “Nothing that you can do or say would change this position 
of affairs when I lose confidence in a person.”7

When he learned about the transfer of Grace Macurdy’s freshman students 
to Florence Bennett’s class in the middle of the year without consultation, he 
wrote Abby Leach that he deplored “the effect of it on the general mind of 
the college or questions it must raise as to what a Board means by an Associ-
ate Professor” and notified her that he would have to bring the matter before 
the trustees’ Committee on Faculty and Studies. He pointed out that the rift 
had escalated from small beginnings and that he could not discount personal 
motives: “So here, it is not the mere act, but the manner of it. It has never 
seemed to me that arbitrary power can work among college men & women 
to secure any independent teaching & scholarship.”8 In response, Abby Leach 
wrote a series of long letters formally requesting that the Associate Professor 
position in Greek be withdrawn and that Florence Bennett be retained as her 
assistant. She vehemently denied any personal motivation, claiming that she 
was acting from a disinterested wish for the best interests of the department 
and trying to save money for the college by substituting a lower-paid faculty 
member for “an Associate Professor for whom there is no legitimate work.” 
Taylor, however, found it quite telling when Abby maintained that it was a 
mistake for Grace to get a doctorate: “She can not do acceptably the work that 
I need and she would not do willingly the work that I require. In fact the work 
is better suited to a younger teacher for it must be to a large extent supple-
mentary. In a small department the work must have a homogeneity if the best 
results are to be obtained.” He was dismayed that she had even considered tak-
ing her grievances to the students or to professors outside the college: “I might 
have taken Miss M’s thesis and riddled it with my graduate students this year 
or last had I chosen but I did not. Neither did I take up some of the points and 
ask Prof. Perry [of Columbia University] as I might have done, how he could 
let such things pass.” Her repeated attacks on his own motivation were, he felt, 
an insult to his position as president: “In view of the smallness of the depart-
ment, I ask for what will conduce to its best good and you seem to disregard 

 7. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated [January 1907], Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 33, Vassar Archives.
 8. James Monroe Taylor, handwritten notes for letters to Abby Leach, 11 December 1907 
and 30 January 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, Vassar Archives.
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that and fix your thought only on one thing whether Miss M. will be denied 
any thing that she wishes. It is beyond my comprehension.”9

In preparation for the committee meeting, Taylor wrestled mightily with 
the issue, making several lists of claims on both sides, seeking a resolution that 
would promote the best interests of the college and yet be fair to both parties. 
When he asked Grace Macurdy to write a letter stating her side of the case, 
she described her distress at the abrupt mid-year cancellation of her section of 
freshman Greek with no reason given except an accusation of “disloyalty” to 
Abby Leach. She described her graduate work at Radcliffe, Berlin, and Colum-
bia and noted with pride that she was to be the first woman to give courses 
in the academic program at Columbia: “In the coming summer I am to give 
by invitation of Columbia University courses which are counted for the bach-
elor’s degree and the higher degrees in arts in Columbia.” Her published work 
had met with approval by men eminent in the field, such as Edward D. Perry 
and James R. Wheeler of Columbia and Gilbert Murray of Oxford University. 
In support of this, she enclosed two personal letters from Gilbert Murray with 
statements praising her work on Euripides:

Your letter, which happened to come at a time when I was depressed & 
rather disgusted with my work, gave me the greatest pleasure & encourage-
ment. Besides caring for the poetry and the meaning of the plays, you are a 
real scholar and an understander of Euripides, which makes it that much the 
more valuable to me that you should like my work.

It is a great pleasure to me to hear from you, and whenever you send 
me anything you have written, you may be sure of my reading it with keen 
interest. I have read your Heraclidae article before, and thought it made a 
very strong case.10 

That so eminent an international scholar as Gilbert Murray should have such 
praise for one of his faculty strongly impressed Taylor; this was exactly the 
kind of recognition that Vassar needed to bolster its claim to provide women 
with an education equivalent to that offered to men at Harvard and Yale.

After the committee met, the chairman sent a copy of its decision to both 
Abby Leach and Grace Macurdy:

 9. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, 17 and 24 January 1908; 4 and 6 February 1908, 
Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, Vassar Archives.
 10. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 28 January 1908; Gilbert Murray to Grace 
H. Macurdy, 15 August and 7 December 1907, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, Vassar Archives.
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The Committee on Faculty and Studies has taken under full consideration 
the statements of both parties to the controversy unhappily existing in the 
department of Greek.

The committee is in entire accord in the view that Associate Professor 
Macurdy has a definite appointment from the Board of Trustees and has 
the right to her present position in the department and to a fair share in its 
work:

It is the judgment of the committee that Professor Leach, as head of 
the department of Greek, is to be recognized as having the right to the first 
choice of classes and studies; and further that Associate Professor Macurdy 
has the privilege of offering any electives which she may prefer; and it is 
enjoined upon both to consult together and to co-operate in the work of 
the department:

The interest of the committee in the department leads it to feel willing to 
re-appoint Miss Bennett if Professor Leach finds room for the employment 
of both the associate professor and the instructor.

Taylor’s cover letter to Abby acknowledged that she would be displeased 
with this result but tried to mitigate her disappointment by emphasizing the 
retention of Florence Bennett despite economic considerations. He also argued 
that “if talk can be quieted and a good outward appearance, at least, main-
tained, the department will be in a far better position before the college and 
the world than it could be if we were able to carry out your recommendation.”11 
He felt that the contrasting responses that he received from Grace and Abby 
underlined the validity of the committee’s decision:

I wish to express to you and the Committee on Faculty and Studies my 
heartfelt thanks for your action in my case. I cannot tell you what a burden 
the realization that you and they have not thought me unworthy has lifted 
from me. . . . I am desirous of cooperation with Miss Leach for the good of 
the Greek Department. It shall be my endeavor to prove worthy of the action 
which the Committee has taken. (Grace Macurdy)

I have seen Miss Macurdy and as far as I can judge, the matter of courses 
has been pacifically arranged. I think that you will not need to adjudicate the 

 11. Committee on Faculty and Studies to Abby Leach and Grace H. Macurdy, 11 February 
1908; James Monroe Taylor to Abby Leach, 11 February 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, 
Vassar Archives.
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matter and up to my light [heavily underlined] I shall try not to give grounds 
for offence. (Abby Leach)12 

He was quickly to realize, however, that Abby’s rage would drive her to more 
offensive behavior. Less than two weeks after the committee’s decision, he 
received a disturbing letter from two graduate students in the Greek Depart-
ment, Sarah Morris and Ruth Andrus:

An incident has recently occurred of which, it seemed to us, you should 
know. For a long time we have known something of the atmosphere in the 
Greek Department. The general management and changing of the courses 
have given and strengthened this idea in the minds of those students who 
have worked under the department.

Tuesday, February eighteenth, we met in the evening for our Greek 
Seminar in Miss Leach’s room. She then expressed her feeling towards Miss 
Macurdy, to us as a class, giving as her reason the statement that five years 
ago she thought one of Miss Macurdy’s prose papers poorly done, and from 
that time on Miss Macurdy’s work had pulled down the department. This she 
intended to remedy by taking the Freshman work herself next year.

In connection with her criticism of Miss Macurdy’s work, Miss Leach 
warned us against an exaggerated idea of Miss Macurdy’s mental ability, tak-
ing up minor details of her Doctor’s thesis and showing them untenable to 
prove her point.

Then Miss Leach requested that whatever we might hear in regard to the 
matter, we should give her the benefit of the doubt.

Our relations with the Greek Department have made the whole situation 
an extremely difficult one, both as regards our informing you and our work 
for the remainder of the year. For while if necessary we are willing that Miss 
Leach should know of our writing to you, still in view of our work under her, 
we wish that you might consider it confidential.

As graduate students we feel an added responsibility and need of advice 
in a rather difficult position.13 

 12. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 12 February 1908; Abby Leach to James 
Monroe Taylor, undated [February 1908], Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 33, Vassar Archives.
 13. Sarah Morris and Ruth Andrus to James Monroe Taylor, 22 February 1908, Taylor 
Papers, box 8, folder 33, Vassar Archives. Sarah Morris (Vassar BA 1906, MA 1908) had a 
distinguished career as classics teacher and director of studies at the Baldwin School in Bryn 
Mawr, Pennsylvania. Ruth Andrus (Vassar BA 1907; Columbia PhD 1924) became a professor 
of education at Columbia Teachers College and acting director of the Institute of Child Welfare 
Research.
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He assured the students that he would not speak to Professor Leach about 
their letter, but he had no such constraints when Abby herself boasted in a 
letter to him that she had also involved a Columbia professor in the matter. 
She related that she had had lunch with Professor James R. Wheeler of Colum-
bia and had criticized Grace’s thesis (he “thought the theory untenable”), had 
shown him the prose paper from 1904 (“he was shocked”), and had even told 
him about the transfer of the freshman Greek class: “He gave me much cheer 
and comfort by his ready appreciation of the situation.” Taylor remembered 
that she had earlier patted herself on the back for not involving her students or 
professors from another institution but had now done just that. Amazed that 
she was so convinced of her own righteousness that she was totally oblivious 
of her own breach of professional ethics, he had no confidence that his own 
rebuke would have any effect:

I am sorry that you felt it necessary to discuss her standing and her work 
with a professor of another institution.  .  .  . Why, since she is here and is a 
member of this Faculty, should you care to attack her reputation outside? 
I confess to a feeling of sadness as I read what you tell me of this matter 
because, while I have felt all along that you need no defence as to your own 
standing and ability, this looks like a determination to force matters as far as 
possible against the express judgment of the committee which has in charge 
the Faculty and curriculum. The committee’s vote was unanimous, and I am 
sure that its expressions are definite and I cannot think that you wish with 
your eyes open to expressly antagonize the committee of the Trustees.14 

Grace Macurdy: “I am ready to be quoted.”

On Saturday, May 16, 1908, Gertrude Hirst of Barnard College visited Grace; 
the disturbing news she brought prompted Grace to send three separate let-
ters, with increasing shock and anger, to President Taylor that afternoon. 
Abby Leach had written “insulting” and “abusive” letters about her to several 
classics professors at Columbia (Charles Knapp, Edward D. Perry, and James 
Chidester Egbert Jr., director of the summer session) and even to Nicholas 
Murray Butler, president of the university. Up to this point Grace had taken 
a rational and conciliatory tone in regard to her department head, but she 
could not tolerate such an unconscionable attack on her scholarly standing 

 14. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, 16 March 1908; James Monroe Taylor to Abby 
Leach, 16 March 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
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outside of Vassar: “This is regarded in Columbia as an academic scandal and 
I feel that I must protest to you and to the trustees against such conduct. . . . 
I am ready to be quoted.” She obtained the letters and sent them to Taylor 
with the recipients’ permission, though she specified that they “prefer not to 
have her [Leach] cognizant of the fact, as they wish no further controversy 
with her” (not surprising, Grace felt, considering her own experience of the 
results of “controversy” with Abby Leach). Grace was very dispirited by Tay-
lor’s response to these letters, however, since he minimized the attack on her, 
maintaining that Abby was primarily objecting to what she termed the “false” 
claim that Grace Macurdy was to teach a graduate as well as an undergradu-
ate course at Columbia, and closing with the bromide, “She has hurt herself, 
not you.” Grace had, in fact, been engaged to teach a graduate course in Greek 
drama during Columbia’s summer session, and she wanted Abby Leach to be 
called to account for her unprofessional and hurtful behavior, but Taylor was 
clearly unwilling to take the matter any further. Protesting more strongly had 
not helped her case; she was still expected to be patient and accommodating 
in the face of Abby’s rampage. Her response to Taylor’s letter was restrained, 
but she could not suppress a hint of sarcasm in her final words: “I should be 
glad to accept your interpretation of the matter if it were possible. I will let the 
affair rest, regretting to have felt obliged to trouble you with it.”15

Grace was acutely aware that her contract as associate professor was up 
for renewal in the spring of 1910, and she quickly realized that her department 
head was attempting to freeze her out of the department through attrition of 
courses and students. Ignoring the injunction of the Committee on Faculty 
and Studies, Abby refused to allow Grace to teach any new electives, not even 
the one course in Herodotus that she had requested. She would not allow 
Grace to move her Thucydides course to second semester, where it had a bet-
ter chance of election, and she surreptitiously channeled students away from 
the courses Grace was allowed to offer. In contrast, the new instructor, Flor-
ence Bennett, was assigned a full schedule of Greek and archaeology courses, 
including graduate courses, although her highest degree was a BA in Greek. 
Grace, despite her superior training and degrees, had never been allowed to 
teach the graduates except in the spring of 1901, when Abby Leach was on 
sabbatical.

Fortunately, Grace had strong ties of friendship with all the faculty in the 
Latin department, including its head, John Leverett Moore, forged through 
long association in the Latin Journal Club. She remembered that Abby, with 

 15. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 16, 23, and 26 May 1908; James Monroe 
Taylor to Grace H. Macurdy, 26 May 1908, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
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Florence Bennett in tow, had joined the Latin Journal Club in the fall of 1907 
despite her earlier scornful dismissals of its value; Grace suspected that this 
was a belated effort to win over the Latin faculty. If so, it had backfired, and 
Abby had withdrawn from the club by February, with Florence joining her by 
the end of the year. John Moore was shrewd enough to see through the ploy 
and was determined to support Grace in any way he could. Besides offering 
Latin courses to Grace, which she taught very successfully, he also included 
her scholarly activities in his annual department reports, even though they 
were not strictly relevant: “the articles mentioned below belong properly in 
the report of the department of Greek and are given here in case they might 
be omitted from that report; they are all by Associate Professor Macurdy.”16 
Professor Moore always offered her enough Latin courses to fill out her sched-
ule, and the larger classes in that language meant that she was teaching more 
students than Abby Leach or Florence Bennett. Although she found it par-
ticularly pleasant and refreshing to teach in the welcoming atmosphere of the 
Latin department, she worried that this might look odd to the trustees when 
they considered the renewal of her contract; in the fall semester of 1909, for 
example, she had taught only three hours of Greek and nine hours of Latin. 
As she later wrote to President Taylor:

I have been treated as a stranger in the Greek department for five years and 
more and I think you have no conception of the kind and amount of influ-
ence that has been used against my courses. I have heard it directly from 
students and also through friends in and out of the college. . . . I believe that 
with fair conditions I could make my Greek courses here as successful as I 
have my work in Latin here and my Greek work in Columbia. I know that 
you are very weary of all this, but so long as Miss Leach has refused me the 
privileges granted me by you and the trustees, my work has been hampered 
and hurt.17 

Grace realized that her entire professional career was hovering in the bal-
ance; if she lost her position now, she would never achieve her goal of winning 
national and international recognition as a Greek scholar. Academic positions 
for women were still almost exclusively confined to the women’s colleges, and 
none—with the possible exception of Bryn Mawr—was as good as Vassar. She 
was well aware that Bryn Mawr’s president, M. Carey Thomas, favored male 

 16. John L. Moore, Report of the Latin Department 1907–8, box 3, folder 91, Vassar 
Archives.
 17. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 18 October 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 36, Vassar Archives.
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classicists, plus she strongly suspected that her lower-class social background 
would work against her in that quarter. Moreover, any college would look 
askance at a faculty member who had been dismissed from Vassar after six-
teen years of teaching. Leaving Vassar would also be emotionally wrenching. 
She had made her life at this college, putting down strong roots of friendship 
and familiarity; she even loved the beauty of the place, so different from her 
early life in Robbinston and Watertown. As she wrote to President Taylor, 
“Next to the ties of home there is no place in the world so dear to me.”18 Since 
the initial challenge by Abby Leach, she had tried to keep her head down and 
carry out successfully as much teaching as she was permitted to do. She had 
published two reviews and four scholarly articles in three American classical 
journals, Classical Weekly, Classical Philology, and Transactions of the Ameri-
can Philological Association, and two articles in British journals, Classical 
Quarterly and Classical Review (see appendix 2). She had continued to serve 
as a reader for the College Entrance Examination Board and had earned an 
excellent reputation teaching in the summer sessions of Columbia University. 
She felt she had done as much as she could, but would it be enough?

Abby Leach: “It has been bewildering to be charged 
with making attacks and dealing hard treatment.”19

Abby was increasingly convinced that the problems she faced could be traced 
back to Grace Macurdy. Yes, the reduction in the language requirement had 
cut the number of students taking Greek, but she could build up the depart-
ment again by teaching the freshmen herself, keeping Grace away from the 
serious Greek students on the one hand and the popular archaeology courses 
on the other. Grace claimed that she had had good training in these subjects 
in Berlin and Columbia, but Florence Bennett had a more aesthetic side to her 
nature that suited her for these courses. Furthermore, Florence was adaptable 
and happy to serve as her assistant; she would offer no challenge to Abby’s 
methods or plans for the department.

Grace was being lionized for her scholarship and publications, but Abby 
didn’t find them impressive. Abby was going to prepare an article for publi-
cation when she found the time, but she had so many other responsibilities; 
Grace had never given a fraction of the work and thought to the department 

 18. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 18 February 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 34, Vassar Archives.
 19. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated [27 February 1910], Taylor Papers, box 
8, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
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that she had. Why didn’t people remember that she herself had been the first 
woman president of the American Philological Association and also had 
served as president of the Association of Collegiate Alumnae for two years? 
Professor Goodwin had always praised Abby’s work in Greek at Harvard but 
never could remember Grace Macurdy; it was Professor Greenough in Latin 
who had recommended Grace to Abby.

Most hurtful was President Taylor’s favoritism for Grace after all that Abby 
had done for Vassar. He kept emphasizing personal motivations on Abby’s 
part, but all she was doing was trying to protect her department and save 
money for the college. As she explained to him, “I feel that you have built up 
a wall of prejudice against me that is impregnable to any assertions of mine 
and yet I can not discover any foundation in fact.  .  .  . The truth as I know 
it is that more and more Miss Macurdy in view of her supporters assumed 
towards me a rudeness of manner and a chip on the shoulder defiance.”20 Abby 
knew herself to be frank and outspoken by nature, but she was never under-
handed or scheming. However, there was a charmed circle of Grace’s friends 
on the faculty who were spreading rumors about Abby, publicly snubbing her 
at the dinner table, and creating such an atmosphere of hostility in Main Hall 
that Abby had applied to build a house on Faculty Row on Raymond Street, 
though she could ill afford the expenditure.

Despite all she had suffered, Abby was confident that she would prevail 
when Grace’s contract came up for renewal in the spring of 1910. Her letter 
to the Committee on Faculty and Studies strongly emphasized the economic 
argument:

I most earnestly beg that you will re-appoint Miss F. M. Bennett to the posi-
tion she now holds in the Greek Department and that you will not re-appoint 
Miss Macurdy as there is no longer work for the latter to do. This was my 
request 2 years ago but then your answer was that there was a contract and 
the contract must be kept, so though I had not known of the contract before, 
there was nothing else to do but yield. I have lived strictly according to the 
terms you laid down for me 2 years ago and can challenge any one freely to 
produce one concrete case of any violation on my part, though I felt then 
and still feel that you gravely misconceived the situation when you took such 
action. There has not been an adequate amount of work for Miss Macurdy so 
that she has drawn a salary that she has not earned. . . . What I wish and have 
always wished and worked for is the highest efficiency of my department, 

 20. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated [27 February 1910], Taylor Papers, box 
8, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
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and the arrangement that I propose not only would secure this but secure it 
at less cost. With this sole end in view, to make the Greek Department in all 
ways a credit to the college in the outside world as well as here, I respectfully 
present my request.21 

James Monroe Taylor: “We cannot be blind to the 
fact that the issue is largely personal.”22

Anticipating Abby Leach’s renewed request to dismiss Grace Macurdy, Taylor 
wrote a confidential letter to the members of the Committee on Faculty and 
Studies asking for their advice, giving this summary of the dilemma:

The question we shall have to face, therefore, is this: Is the college to lose a 
woman of scholarship and repute and a good teacher because of this per-
sonal conflict in the department, and to retain in her place, since only one 
will be needed, a much younger woman, in every way personally acceptable, 
but without the background of the scholarship or experience of the associate 
professor? What would be the effect on the college, and its reputation with 
other colleges? I may add the very important question, what will be the effect 
on the college and on Professor Leach herself if she be allowed to dictate to 
us in this matter?

Their responses unanimously favored retaining Grace Macurdy, and they 
advised Taylor to notify Professor Leach of their sentiments and encourage 
her to adjust herself to the situation. Florence M. Cushing, however, the only 
female trustee at the time, expressed doubts that such an accommodation 
would be possible: “From the interview held with Miss Leach last year and 
my knowledge of her temperament, I should judge that harmony was hopeless 
under these conditions.” Taylor struggled laboriously over his letter to Abby 
Leach, continually crossing out and revising his words, ending with a heartfelt 
appeal: “I wish you could be persuaded to see how a reversal of your attitude 
proposition would make for the better interests of all. I doubt your knowing 
how strong is the general feeling. Not that that should move you if you are 

 21. Abby Leach to the Members of the Committee on Faculty and Studies, 1 March 1910, 
Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
 22. James Monroe Taylor to Abby Leach (draft), 17 February 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 36, Vassar Archives. Taylor had originally written “chiefly personal” and then substituted 
“largely,” perhaps considering it more tactful.
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right,—but shouldn’t it make one ask earnestly if one is surely right? A general 
opinion of knowing friends should count.”23

When Abby remained inflexible in her purpose, Taylor requested that 
Grace Macurdy send him her reflections on the nature and distribution of 
the courses in the Greek department, and he found himself agreeing with all 
the points in her long and thoughtful response. She argued that the courses 
in Greek life, vases and coins, and sculpture should be subordinate to courses 
in Greek literature and would be better taught by specialists and offered 
to advanced students. Even a course on Greek literature in translation, she 
maintained, “would contribute more to knowledge of the humanities than 
one descriptive of the extrinsic side of Greek life.” Remembering what Abby 
Leach had said about the need for “homogeneity” in her department, he was 
particularly struck by Grace’s statement that “The Greek literature in other 
colleges affords material for courses given by several people and I believe that 
it is for the best good of the student to hear the interpretations of different 
teachers of the subject. A monopoly of any literature is a dangerous thing.”24 
He presented these arguments at the meeting of the committee along with a 
letter from Columbia professor Edward Delavan Perry testifying to the schol-
arly standing of Grace Macurdy:

I have always regarded Miss Macurdy (that is, always since I have had good 
opportunities of observing her work at close range) as one of the best clas-
sical scholars in this country. She was here as a graduate student some years 
ago, while holding an instructorship in Vassar, and took her doctor’s degree 
here in 1903. Her dissertation, on the Chronological Order of the Plays of 
Euripides, was an extremely thorough and creditable piece of work.

For the past three years she has given the Greek instruction in the Sum-
mer Session at Columbia, and is to do so again this year. In this she has 
received achieved most excellent results. She is a very quiet person, and 
never sets off any fireworks or blows her own trumpet, but the thorough 
training and knowledge are there and she knows how to use them. We are 
always glad when a student whom she has trained comes to us.25 

 23. James Monroe Taylor to Members of the Committee on Faculty and Studies, undated 
[February 1910]; Florence M. Cushing to James Monroe Taylor, 10 February 1910; James Monroe 
Taylor to Abby Leach (draft), 17 February 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
 24. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 18 February 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 34, Vassar Archives.
 25. Edward D. Perry to Laura Gill (“sent to Miss Cushing at her request”), 1 March 1910, 
Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
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At its meeting in March, the Committee on Faculty and Studies declined 
to reappoint Florence Bennett but did reappoint Grace Macurdy as associate 
professor of Greek, insisting upon a fair division of the work in the depart-
ment and instructing Abby Leach to submit her schedule of courses for next 
year to President Taylor for approval. At the meeting, Taylor had argued for 
the retention of Grace Macurdy on all grounds—“loyalty, scholarship, devo-
tion to work, industry, respect of colleagues, reputation abroad”—and he was 
greatly relieved that the matter was now settled.26 He was not, however, look-
ing forward to haggling with Abby Leach over the schedule of Greek courses.

 26. James Monroe Taylor, handwritten notes, undated [February 1910], Taylor Papers, box 
8, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
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C H A P T E R  6

j

Soldiering On

Grace Macurdy: “That sort of thing  
I suppose vincendum ferendo est!  

[must be conquered by enduring]”1 

Grace received the news of her reappointment with great joy, although her 
pleasure was somewhat tempered by the fact that the committee had set no 
term for the contract, letting it rest upon “the due consideration of our com-
mon interests.”2 She realized that if Abby kept restricting and undermining 
her courses, she might eventually convince the trustees that it was in their 
“common interest” to dismiss Grace on economic grounds. Thus Grace imme-
diately wrote President Taylor noting that Abby Leach had scheduled seven-
teen hours of Greek for herself during the 1910–11 year but only five hours for 
Grace. Grace suggested a slight rearrangement of the schedule that would give 
her a place in the regular succession of courses in Greek literature: “Under the 
circumstances it appears to me reasonable to ask for one new course open, 
without the present discrimination against my work, to sophomores and 

 1. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 24 April 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
35, Vassar Archives.
 2. James Monroe Taylor to Grace H. Macurdy, 8 March 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
35, Vassar Archives.
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upper class-men and for a slight re-arrangement of my courses to make them 
consecutive and more likely to attract students, a motive which I believe is not 
reprehensible.”3 The new course was the elective in Herodotus that she had 
been unsuccessfully requesting for the last two years.

Grace was well aware that she was not asking for much and that her tone 
was almost excessively deferential. She realized, however, that this approach 
had contributed to her success with the president and trustees, who wel-
comed it in contrast to the dictatorial demands of Abby Leach. Conciliation 
rather than conflict was her natural mode; verbal confrontation affected her 
like physical violence. She felt that her best strategy was to prove her merit 
through her work rather than trying to fight fire with fire. Besides, when she 
had taken a more assertive stance after Abby had written against her to the 
Columbia professors, Taylor had disparaged her protest, and he was always 
advising her to be “as patient as possible and as quiet.”4

Recognizing that she had won a battle but the war was still raging, Grace 
did not change her tactics or insist on more prerogatives. With characteristic 
self-deprecatory wit, she coined a Latin phrase to explain to President Taylor 
that she would ultimately prevail through endurance: “I shall do my best to 
teach whatever courses you and the trustees think it desirable that I should 
undertake. .  .  . Miss Leach, of course, still denounces my scholarship in and 
out of the college. It has its annoying, but also its humorous side. She so often 
makes so poor a selection for her confidences. . . . But that sort of thing I sup-
pose vincendum ferendo est!”5

James Monroe Taylor:  
“The breach shall be closed up”6

Taylor himself soon realized that the committee’s decision did not bring an 
end to his troubles, for Abby Leach flatly refused to allow the Herodotus elec-
tive that Grace had requested. In fact, she wrote Taylor a letter which he later 
described to the Committee on Faculty and Studies as highly offensive: “It 
abounds in charges against my fairness, accusations of defamation of her to 

 3. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 16 March 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
35, Vassar Archives.
 4. James Monroe Taylor to Grace H. Macurdy, 11 April 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
35, Vassar Archives.
 5. Grace H. Macurdy to James Monroe Taylor, 24 April 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
35, Vassar Archives.
 6. James Monroe Taylor to Abby Leach (draft), 18 October 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, 
folder 36, Vassar Archives.
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the trustees, & of ‘my’ purposes, having appointed an incompetent person, to 
adjust the work to her necessities. There is no hint of adjustment or compro-
mise.” Feeling that the situation was out of control, he asked for the commit-
tee’s advice, concluding “Miss Leach’s attitude convinces me that she must be 
made to see that she is dealing with her superiors. On the other hand I am 
counselling patience & moderate demands on the part of Miss Macurdy.”7 The 
committee unanimously judged that this was deliberate insubordination on 
the part of Abby Leach and insisted that she must allow the Herodotus elec-
tive. Taylor was exasperated, but not really surprised, when Abby still man-
aged to thwart the committee’s purpose by insisting upon an old prerequisite 
that prevented students in the Herodotus course from subsequently taking any 
other Greek courses, so Grace had to teach the course with only two students 
in the fall of 1910.

Amid this turmoil, Taylor was pleased to receive a letter from alumna 
Leila Spaulding, former instructor of Greek and currently graduate student at 
Columbia, that strengthened his support of Grace Macurdy. She wrote:

A letter received from Professor Leach yesterday refers to the Associate Pro-
fessor of Greek in such a manner that I wish to make clear my own relation 
to Miss Macurdy. Aside from my personal attachment to her which is of 
some fifteen years’ standing, I have always admired her thorough scholarship 
and breadth of information.

This conviction has been strengthened not only by the outspoken praise 
of her teaching from many undergraduates, but especially by the sincere 
regard for her ability and acquirements expressed by the members of the 
Classical faculty at Columbia. Only today I learned that a woman had been 
appointed Extension Teacher of Latin in Columbia largely because of “the 
scholarly work done by Dr. Macurdy in the Summer sessions which has gone 
far to remove the prejudice against women as teachers in the University.”

It is a source of genuine regret to me that Vassar cannot have the benefit 
of Miss Macurdy’s training in Euripides. One who has been called “the best 
Euripidean scholar in the States” might do much with both graduates and 
undergraduates. However, anything that Miss Macurdy undertakes will be 
well done, whether it be archaeology or literature.8 

 7. James Monroe Taylor to Members of the Committee on Faculty and Studies, 15 April 
1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
 8. Leila Spaulding to James Monroe Taylor, 3 April 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 35, 
Vassar Archives.
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Meanwhile, however, another crisis was brewing, as the master’s thesis of 
Abby Leach’s only graduate student at the time, Vara Whitehead, was rejected 
by two members of the thesis committee that was composed of Grace Mac-
urdy and John Leverett Moore in addition to Abby herself. After Grace and 
Moore, head of the Department of Latin, refused to accept her thesis without 
revision, the Vassar faculty voted not to grant Whitehead the degree unless 
she presented an appropriately revised thesis in September. Taylor knew that 
the grounds for rejection of the thesis were fair and objective, but he was very 
disturbed by letters from Vara’s mother and sister claiming that the thesis was 
not accepted because of “faculty jars & jealousies”:

You are convinced that the thesis was judged by a perfectly just committee, 
but it would be idle now for me to pretend that my sister and I know nothing 
of the friction in the department of the classics, friction which might extend 
to such lengths that it would sacrifice a student to gain its ends.9 

Taylor could see the ripples created by the conflict in the Greek Depart-
ment extending farther and farther afield, and he was at the end of his patience 
when he received a letter from Abby Leach saying that she had written to 
Wayland Spaulding, a distinguished Congregationalist minister and author, 
demanding to see his daughter Leila’s letter “charging me with treating Miss 
Macurdy with indignity.” He felt compelled to write to Reverend Spaulding 
apologizing for Abby’s “extraordinary” demand, concluding with an expres-
sion of his own aggravation: “I am tired, even to the point of extinction, of 
the talk and exaggeration there has been in connection with this whole matter. 
If both sides to it and all their friends would keep still, there would be some 
hope for a comfortable solution of it.”10

Despite his vexation with Abby Leach, he was moved by the tone of des-
peration in a letter she sent asking him to give Grace Macurdy a year’s leave of 
absence with the understanding that she would not return in 1912:

I beg of you to do this. If you have any regard for me, if you put any value on 
my work here, if you wish the dep’t to be strong and efficient, I beg of you to 
do this. If you will, I will set a seal on my lips and let the sole reason be the 
smallness of electives. . . . I never dreamed you would re-appoint her for this 
year. You had emphasized contract and I thought when the 2 yrs. ended as 

 9. Vara G. Whitehead to James Monroe Taylor, 8 June 1910; Helen Whitehead to James 
Monroe Taylor, 3 June 1910, Taylor Papers, box 17, folder 72, Vassar Archives.
 10. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated; James Monroe Taylor to Wayland 
Spaulding, 7 June 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 36, Vassar Archives.
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she had not had her courses elected and Miss Bennett had, that she would 
be the one to go. . . . I have been here 27 years and 24 years in charge of the 
department. Is nothing due me?11 

He realized that she truly did not see that she herself had engineered the 
“smallness of electives” for Grace, though this could be viewed as a deliberate 
blindness on her part, and that despite his best efforts to explain she did not 
understand why it was important for Vassar to retain Grace Macurdy. Her last 
words clearly indicated that she could view the situation only through the lens 
of her sense of righteousness and preoccupation with her own status. His sym-
pathy, however, did not prevent him from finally cracking down the following 
fall, when Abby again took away a course that she had previously assigned to 
Grace. As he drafted a letter to Abby, he struggled to express a threat strong 
enough to bring about at least a surface resolution of the trouble:

The trustees are feeling feel very deeply strongly about this matter because of 
the extent of the talk that the trouble of last year, which reached which was 
discussed in other colleges, and which has hurt the influence of Vassar. They 
were very are strong in their expressions to me resolution that this matter 
must be closed up the breach shall be closed up, that there must shall be no 
further talk that could can injure the college, and that rather than have it 
continue it would be better to remove the whole trouble on both sides and 
start afresh all parties to the trouble. I can give you no better conception 
of the extent to which the feeling has grown in the committee than to say 
just that. That means of course that neither on one side nor the other will the 
trustees countenance hostile work or talk.

His letter to Grace said essentially the same thing, though he also stated that 
she had suffered very unjustly and that he had the utmost respect for her 
scholarship and teaching.12

 11. Abby Leach to James Monroe Taylor, undated [5 June 1910], Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 
36, Vassar Archives.
 12. James Monroe Taylor to Abby Leach (draft), 18 October 1910; James Monroe Taylor to 
Grace H. Macurdy, 19 October 1910, Taylor Papers, box 8, folder 36, Vassar Archives.
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Henry Noble MacCracken: “Certain matters  
will require a careful treatment”

In February 1915, Henry Noble MacCracken was reviewing the reports that 
he had requested from all college departments to give him essential back-
ground information as he began his presidency of Vassar. Although he had 
taught at Harvard, Yale, and Smith and had already published textbooks on 
Chaucer and Shakespeare, he was well aware that his youth (he was thirty-
four) and lack of administrative experience put him at a disadvantage with 
the trustees. Thus, he was dismayed to see a letter from Abby Leach in place 
of a formal report from the Greek Department. The letter began, “I have been 
slow in handing in my report because I dislike to write what I feel I ought to 
write in the interest of the Department. As I told you, the effect of the pres-
ent arrangement is, as it was bound to be, disastrous for the Greek. There 
has been given me a colleague drawing a high salary whose one concern is 
to try to keep enough students to enable her to retain her present position.” 
She went on to criticize Grace Macurdy’s involvement with the Latin Depart-
ment, which she claimed caused “much interference with my courses,” and 
accused her of refusing to recognize the authority of the head of the Greek 
Department. She urged MacCracken to transfer Grace to the Latin Depart-
ment and move Katherine M. Cochran, the new instructor in Latin, to the 
Greek Department. Since he had been informed about Taylor’s problems with 
Abby Leach, he realized that he would have to proceed with caution, as he 
noted in a memo: “Recommendations previously presented to the trustees are 
now again urged with respect to this department. Certain matters will require 
a careful treatment.”13

MacCracken spent some time investigating the situation and concluded 
that he would have to act decisively now in order to prevent himself from 
becoming embroiled in the quagmire that had plagued his predecessor. 
Accordingly, his response to Abby Leach was concise and definitive. Only the 
head of the Latin Department could request such a transfer of faculty. He had 
decided not to revisit any of Taylor’s decisions regarding the Greek Depart-
ment. Her criticisms of Grace Macurdy were “neither specific nor substanti-
ated by appended testimony,” and he would not consider any charges that were 
not confirmed by documentation. He was relieved when Abby did not contest 
his decisions further, though, as usual, she still needed to have the last word:

 13. Abby Leach to Henry Noble MacCracken, 27 February 1915; Henry Noble MacCracken, 
memo, undated [February 1915], MacCracken Papers, box 21, folder 2, Vassar Archives.
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I have given the matter of the Greek Department serious thought and have 
decided it is best for you to do nothing, intolerable as the situation is for 
me. To open up the subject again would be merely to set tongues wagging 
and stir smouldering embers into flame, without accomplishing anything of 
benefit for the department but quite the reverse. . . . The department that I 
built up, unaided and with unsparing effort, I have had to see spoiled in part 
by the Faculty in changing the curriculum, and in part by the action of the 
President in the retention of Miss Macurdy. The case seems to be hopeless 
and without remedy. I do not believe, however, there is another college in 
the country that spends or would spend the amount Vassar spends on such 
a supernumerary. It is left for me to go on enduring what I have endured, 
plainly.14 

As he grew to know and respect Grace Macurdy, MacCracken realized that 
he would have to take the initiative to make her position at Vassar permanent. 
Accordingly, he himself nominated her to the trustees for full professor, sup-
porting the nomination with an enthusiastic letter from the head of Latin, 
John Leverett Moore, instead of her own department chair, whom he kept 
in the dark until the promotion was a fait accompli by vote of the board on 
February 8, 1916 (see figure 15 for a professional photo of Grace that may have 
been taken at the time of her promotion). Many years later, while writing a 
book about his thirty-one years as president of Vassar, MacCracken felt these 
events were significant enough to include, though his wit and love of storytell-
ing prompted an embellished version:

On the second day of my term there entered my office Miss Abbie Leach, 
Professor of Greek, bearing a satchel which she emptied upon my desk. 
“These documents,” she said, “constitute the basis of my charges against Miss 
Macurdy, the other member of my department.” . . .

I stood up, gathered the papers solemnly, replaced them in Miss Leach’s 
bag, and placed it by her side. “Miss Leach, take back these papers, and never 
let me see or hear of them again. My administration began yesterday. It will 
never review what happened yesterday or the day before that. Any attempt 
to the contrary will entail the most serious consequences.”

There was a moment tense with electric frequencies in the academic air. 
Miss Leach looked ready to explode. Then the air cleared, and ozone could 
be sensed.

 14. Henry Noble MacCracken to Abby Leach, 4 March 1915; Abby Leach to Henry Noble 
MacCracken, 6 March 1915, MacCracken Papers, box 21, folder 1, Vassar Archives.
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“At least we know where we stand,” she said, and departed. I never heard 
the subject mentioned again by her.

Not that the matter was ended. When I recommended Grace Macurdy 
for promotion, as I did at the end of the semester, it was without Miss Leach’s 
approval. In its place, I had a dozen letters from scholars of equal eminence 
in the faculty. Miss Macurdy won her way to eminence as a scholar, writer, 
and teacher, and today is remembered as one of the most distinguished pro-
fessors in Vassar’s long list.15 

Grace Macurdy: “I do not know quite what  
Miss Leach’s object is”16

Grace was thrilled by her promotion to full professor and immensely relieved 
that her position at Vassar was now secure, though she was disappointed 
that the trustees had not granted her the full professor’s salary of $3,200 but 
only $2,500, from which $700 would be deducted for room and board. She 
knew that Abby would continue to prevent her from teaching any of the main 
electives or advanced work in Greek, but she was always able to fill out her 
schedule by teaching at least one course per semester in the Latin Depart-
ment. However, the ancient language requirement was changing as of the fall 
1916 term; entering students could now substitute a year of Greek for the for-
merly required year of freshman Latin. Grace was surprised when Abby asked 
whether she would teach the new course of beginning Greek for freshman, 
but she agreed to do so. As she explained in a letter to President MacCracken:

In this case I shall be obliged to give up my work in the department of Latin. 
This I regret, as I greatly prize my work in common with my colleagues of 
that department. I think it the part of prudence, however, to accept Miss 
Leach’s suggestion for several reasons. The most important is that I think it 
would be unfortunate to have a new instructor come in the Greek depart-
ment in consequence of this new arrangement while we have such good 
Greek scholars in the department of Latin who would be happy to teach 
Greek. I have gained so much myself from the opportunity which I have 
alone of the classical people enjoyed of teaching both languages and I am 
convinced that both departments would gain from this interchange.  .  .  . I 
owe much to my Latin colleagues already in their encouragement of Greek 

 15. Henry Noble MacCracken, The Hickory Limb (New York: Scribner, 1950), 64–65.
 16. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 15 May 1917, MacCracken Papers, box 
23, folder 38, Vassar Archives.
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studies here and if there could be a real rapprochement of the departments 
it would be a real renaissance for classics here, I firmly believe.17 

When the fall arrived, however, Grace was chagrined to find that Abby 
took the new freshman Greek herself, leaving Grace with twelve hours in the 
fall but only eight in the spring, since she had given up her usual Latin course, 
while Abby was teaching fourteen hours (five courses) in the spring. She real-
ized that this was a classic bait and switch, and she should have recognized 
that Abby had never intended to give her the class.

When Cynthia Wiley, one of her student advisees, came to Grace and told 
her directly that she had been pressured by Abby Leach to change from a 
Greek elective taught by Grace to one taught by Abby, Grace wrote a letter of 
protest to President MacCracken. Although this had happened many times 
before, she now had concrete evidence of Abby’s tactics, especially since Abby 
had written to Cynthia’s father, who had been a good friend of Grace’s Colum-
bia mentor, Mortimer Lamson Earle, and had sent Cynthia to Vassar expressly 
to study with Grace. As she wrote MacCracken, “I do not know quite what 
Miss Leach’s object is in attempting to detach from me all the girls who would 
be eligible to take my elective courses. It is a procedure which is extremely 
bad in its effect on the students and brings contempt on the department. . . . 
She has apparently been even more active than usual and it has created much 
comment among the faculty and students.” Grace was pleased to learn that 
MacCracken had investigated the situation further, had heard from members 
of the Latin faculty about more cases of this kind of pressuring of students, 
and had sent Abby a strong rebuke for this “highly reprehensible” behavior.18

Emboldened by MacCracken’s support, so much more effective than Tay-
lor’s had been, Grace strongly seconded John Leverett Moore’s proposal that 
the Greek and Latin Departments be consolidated:

With regard to the matter of amalgamating the departments of Greek and 
Latin at some future time I wish to say that I am thoroughly in sympathy 
with and believe that we could arrange a classical course that would be of 
greater service to the College if united than in our present state. I have had 
intimate relations with the department of Latin for many years and have 
taught in it with great pleasure. I feel sure of the harmonious working of 
such arrangement as that of which Professor Moore spoke to you. .  .  . The 

 17. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 28 May 1916, MacCracken Papers, box 
21, folder 5, Vassar Archives.
 18. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 15 May 1917; Henry Noble Mac-
Cracken to Abby Leach, 25 May 1917, MacCracken Papers, box 23, folder 38, Vassar Archives.
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other members of the Latin department would hail enthusiastically the 
opportunity to teach Greek and there would in the end be a financial saving 
for the College.19 

The opportunity for serious consideration of this proposal came sooner than 
anyone had suspected, with a dramatic change that occurred in December, 
1918.

Abby Leach: “Greek has no need of Latin”

Abby was surprised by the rebuke from President MacCracken. In advising 
these students, she had not been “interfering”; she had merely been consider-
ing what was best for them and for her department. Since Grace’s position was 
secure, surely the number of students in her courses did not matter. A much 
more important issue was claiming her attention—all this talk about grouping 
Greek and Latin in students’ programs of study. She immediately wrote a let-
ter to the president deploring such a plan: “If a group plan is adopted, I hope 
fervently that Greek will not be fast bound to Latin. .  .  . Many who will not 
take Latin wish Greek and they should not be hindered from this study from a 
mediaeval notion that the two must stand together. Latin needs Greek but she 
does not recognize the need but Greek has no need of Latin for she borrowed 
nothing from them.”20

Even more disturbing were the rumors she had heard about a proposal 
to consolidate the Greek and Latin Departments. Because of Grace’s years of 
fraternizing with the members of the Latin Department, Abby should have 
suspected that she would betray the Greek Department the minute she was 
promoted to full professor. Abby had sacrificed her own time and energy by 
taking on more than fourteen hours of work during the spring semester to 
extricate Grace from teaching in the Latin Department, but clearly it hadn’t 
been enough. She would have to husband her strength and fight alone to pre-
serve the autonomy of the Greek Department.

She knew this would not be easy, for she had recently been plagued with 
increasing bouts of fatigue even though she was only sixty-three years old. 
More worrisome was the blood she had seen in her urine and the recurring 
pain in her lower back. When she finally consulted a doctor before the fall 

 19. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 30 November 1918, MacCracken 
Papers, box 24, folder 20, Vassar Archives.
 20. Abby Leach to Henry Noble MacCracken, 2 May 1917, MacCracken Papers, box 23, 
folder 38, Vassar Archives.
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term began, she was shocked to learn that she had cancer of the bladder. She 
was determined to hide the seriousness of her illness from her colleagues. For-
tunately, her long skirts hid her swollen legs and ankles, and the house she had 
been forced to build by the hostility of other faculty members enabled her to 
keep her suffering private. She would continue to teach as usual and show no 
sign of weakness that might endanger the future of her department.

Grace Macurdy: “Miss Macurdy should receive  
the dignity of the direction of the  

Department of Greek”21

Abby Leach died in her home on the morning of December 29, 1918; the cause 
was bladder cancer complicated by anuria (failure of the kidneys to produce 
urine). She had completed all but two weeks of the term. The news stunned 
the campus because no one had realized the extent of her illness. Grace wrote 
MacCracken immediately, offering to finish Abby’s courses and to help Abby’s 
sisters collect her possessions; in contrast, the first response of one of the 
members of the Latin Department, Elizabeth Hazelton Haight, was to request 
that she be allowed to teach Greek the following semester.

Grace’s closeness with the Latin Department enabled her to cover all the 
Greek courses in the spring without any disruption or new faculty, and she 
continued this policy for the following year with great success, noting that 
“there has been a steady increase in the numbers of students in the department 
for the past two years. . . . Interest in Greek literature and thought appears to 
have quickened. The department can never be one of the larger departments 
of the college, but it is the hope and intention of those working in it to make 
its contribution to the humanitarian side of education increase.”22

All the classical faculty therefore expected that the two departments would 
be merged, and Grace was surprised but secretly delighted when President 
MacCracken notified her of the action of the board of trustees in February 
1919: “The Trustees acted upon the recommendation of the Committee on 
Faculty and Studies in not approving the plan submitted by yourself and Pro-
fessor Moore for the amalgamation of the Greek and Latin Departments. It 
was felt by the Committee and by the Board that after so many years of service 

 21. Minutes of the Committee on Faculty and Studies, 4 February 1919, box 7, folder 12, 
Vassar Archives.
 22. Grace H. Macurdy, Report of the Greek Department 1919–20, 19 April 1920, Mac-
Cracken Papers, box 24, folder 21, Vassar Archives.
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you should have the honor of administering the teaching of Greek at the col-
lege, as the head of the Greek Department.”23

Although she was gratified that her salary was finally raised to the full-
professor level of $3,200, Grace recognized that chairing the department was 
much more significant for her life and career. She suspected that MacCracken 
had insisted on this as some slight compensation for all the indignities that 
she had suffered over the last twelve years, and she never forgot his kindness. 
Years later, when she wrote MacCracken to notify him that she was about to 
retire, she eloquently expressed her gratitude: “Those years under your presi-
dency have been my happy and fruitful years. I cannot be thankful enough 
that you came to Vassar College when you did. It meant for me liberation of 
my work and of my spirit.”24

Epitaph: “Could I really grow if I had to suppress 
every idea I had that disagreed a little  

with what Abby thought?”25

When choosing faculty to prepare the faculty minute honoring Abby Leach, 
President MacCracken tactfully bypassed the Vassar classicists, instead ask-
ing Ida Thallon, associate professor of history, to write and present the trib-
ute; he also chose Florence Bennett, now married to Louis F. Anderson of 
Whitman College in Washington, to write the obituary published in the Vas-
sar Quarterly.26 He himself struggled to write a tribute that would recognize 
her many accomplishments but avoid any undeserved praise, as testified by 
the numerous cross-outs in his drafts. This statement, later published in the 
local newspaper’s article about the death of Abby Leach, best sums up his atti-
tude: “In the death of Miss Leach education loses one of the leaders among 
women of this generation, and a pioneer in higher study—Miss Leach was of 
heroic mould, and exemplified the Greek ideals of heroism and self-control 
self-development which she taught in her class.”27 In this passage he recognizes 

 23. Henry Noble MacCracken to Grace H. Macurdy, 13 February 1919, MacCracken Papers, 
box 24, folder 20, Vassar Archives.
 24. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 26 October 1936, MacCracken Papers, 
box 43, folder 46, Vassar Archives.
 25. Helen Drusilla Lockwood to family, 17 May 1910, Helen Drusilla Lockwood Papers, box 
1, folder 15B, Vassar Archives.
 26. Florence Mary Bennett Anderson, “In Memory of Professor Leach, May 18, 1855–
December 29, 1918,” Vassar Quarterly 4 (1919): 81–83.
 27. Henry Noble MacCracken, memo, undated [February 1915], MacCracken Papers, box 
50, folder 66, Vassar Archives. Quoted in “Abby Leach Died Sunday at her Home,” Poughkeepsie 

 Soldiering On 89



the courage of her pathbreaking effort to study with the Harvard classics pro-
fessors without exaggerating its significance; he acknowledges that her most 
important contributions were to the education of women (such as her role in 
the Association of Collegiate Alumnae), while omitting any reference to clas-
sical scholarship; and his use of heroic and heroism tacitly alludes to the larger-
than-life persona that she adopted. He could not, however, bring himself to 
attribute to her the quality of self-control.

It is clear from her correspondence and behavior during her campaign 
against Grace Macurdy that Abby Leach did not possess the Greek quality of 
self-knowledge either. Abby’s summation of Grace’s scholarship would much 
more appropriately describe her own: “I always thought Miss Macurdy was 
fond of books and study but she is very dependent upon authorities and lacks 
originality and power of initiative.”28 One of her students, Sarah Morris (Vas-
sar BA 1906, MA 1908), later observed that Abby was always quoting other 
scholars in her classes, especially German ones, often to the detriment of “the 
essentials” of the subject matter: “It was a question of what Wilamowitz-Moel-
lendorff thought, and what some critic had to say about some line.”29 This 
statement is substantiated by the surviving copies of her examinations (see 
chapter 4).

Abby Leach was a talented linguist and had a broad knowledge and com-
mand of Greek literature, but her mind was narrow and rigid, and she had 
little insight into the depth and complexity of literary works, as illustrated by 
the following simplistic misinterpretation of Sophocles in a letter she wrote 
to Gilbert Murray: “I am inclined to agree with you in dating the Electra 
of Sophocles later than that of Euripides but think you hardly do justice to 
Sophocles. God’s in the heaven, all’s right with the world is the doctrine of his 
serene spirit.”30 She published only two classical articles, both of which began 
as speeches. “The Athenian Democracy in the Light of Greek Literature,” her 
presidential address to the American Philological Association, overwhelms 
the reader with quotations from Greek historians and philosophers, which 
constitute nearly three-quarters of the article, making it difficult to discern a 

Eagle-News, 30 December 1918, 5. It is likely that MacCracken had been reading Leach’s article 
“Fatalism of the Greeks” (American Journal of Philology 36 [1915]: 373–401), since the phrase 
“heroic mould” appears twice in that article, including the British spelling, which the newspa-
per changed to “mold.”
 28. Abby Leach to Members of the Committee on Faculty and Studies, 1 March 1910, Taylor 
Papers, box 8, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
 29. Sarah Morris, interview by Elizabeth Daniels, taped 23 October 1980, transcribed by 
Barbara F. McManus, VC Audio Tapes, Vassar Archives.
 30. Abby Leach to Gilbert Murray, 25 February 1907, MSS Gilbert Murray 12, fols. 79–82, 
Bodleian.
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thesis or organized argument. The few parallels that she draws between the 
ancient and modern democracies illuminate neither, but they do reveal some-
thing about her own intolerant attitudes:

While, then, economic conditions were somewhat affected by slavery, in 
general there seems little difference between slaves as we find them at Ath-
ens, mildly treated and with the hope of freedom before them, and a large 
class of our own laborers, who are ignorant foreigners without any interest 
in our country beyond the gaining a mere livelihood.31 

The testimony of students reveals a great deal about Abby’s personality and 
temperament. In an oral interview, Sarah Morris described her as “an entirely 
different character” from Grace Macurdy: “Miss Leach had been the first stu-
dent at the Harvard Annex, which later developed into Radcliffe College, and 
she never let anyone forget it! [in a pretentious voice] ‘I have opened doors, 
and they have not been shut behind me.’ It’s too bad when somebody might 
have developed into a good teacher but was so absorbed in herself and what 
happened to her.”32 A number of letters written home by students at the col-
lege support this estimation. While Adelaide Claflin (Vassar BA 1897) wrote, 
“Miss Leach is such a fine teacher and makes the recitations very interesting,” 
Margaret M.Shipp (Vassar BA 1905) had the opposite experience:

Miss Leach may know a lot and be very famous, but she is absolutely the 
most uninteresting instructor I ever came across. She is all right out of class 
but in class she is the limit! She is about as flexible as a wooden post, [and] 
she says the most squelching things with a “smile that won’t come off.” She 
is invaluable to the college however as a figurehead to introduce lectures 

 31. “The Athenian Democracy in the Light of Greek Literature,” American Journal of Philol-
ogy 21 (1900): 362. Her later article on the “Fatalism of the Greeks” does have a clear thesis, that 
the ancient Greeks were not fatalists as currently claimed by many writers, but she is actually 
arguing against a straw man, since she does not produce a single example of a creditable clas-
sical scholar who makes such a claim, though she cites many scholars who express the oppo-
site opinion. Once again the majority of the article consists of quotations from ancient Greek 
sources, and her florid style and abundance of rhetorical questions suggest a speech before an 
interested but non-specialist audience rather than a scholarly article.
 32. Sarah Morris, interview by Elizabeth Daniels. Morris was one of the graduate students 
who wrote to President Taylor about Leach’s criticism of Grace Macurdy in the graduate stu-
dent seminar. While a graduate student at Columbia, Morris shared an apartment there with 
Grace during the summers, and the two women became lifelong friends. Although her later 
opinion of Leach may have been somewhat biased by this friendship, other student reports say 
substantially the same thing.
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etc, for she is remarkably handsome and fine looking, and her clothes are 
perfect.33 

The most fascinating view of Abby Leach as a teacher, however, comes 
from the letters of Helen Drusilla Lockwood, who attended Vassar from 1908 
to 1912 during the height of Abby Leach’s campaign against Grace Macurdy 
and later became a distinguished member of Vassar’s English Department. 
During her four years at Vassar, she wrote several letters to her family every 
week, constituting a kind of journal of her entire student experience at Vas-
sar and a chronicle of her intellectual maturation. Her mother, Mary E. Lam-
son (Vassar BA 1890) had studied Greek with Abby Leach, and Helen, who 
originally planned to become a Latin teacher, followed in her footsteps. She 
was initially critical of Abby, especially her handling of the freshman Greek 
class, astutely noting that it seemed that she had not taught freshmen recently 
(Grace had taught that class for fourteen years). She stated that Abby did 
most of the translating herself and then asked the class to answer grammar 
questions, and she wryly observed that Abby insisted that students call her 
“Professor Leach” though most of the faculty were known as “Miss.” She com-
plained about Abby’s sarcasm and particularly about her “eternal grin.” After 
her mother wrote to Abby, however, Helen felt that she was becoming a favor-
ite and observed that flattery was the way to Abby’s heart:

I flattered [her] a little and left her in smiles so I guess I will call again soon 
and flatter her a little more. As I have often said before, you have got to work 
every teacher and some you work by your own good work and others you 
work by jollying them up and so on and the sooner you discover how to 
work them and reconcile yourself to it and act accordingly, the sooner you 
are going to get on with them.34 

By the end of the first year Abby Leach had completely won over Helen with 
her “at home” parties (including ice cream, quite an unusual treat at the time), 

 33. Adelaide Claflin ’97 to “My dear Mother,” 10 February 1895; Margaret M. Shipp ’05 to 
“Dearest Mamie,” Sunday morning [25 October 1903], Vassar College Student Materials Col-
lection, Vassar Archives. Two biographers of Abby Leach include only the phrase “remarkably 
handsome and fine looking” from this letter, inadvertently demonstrating how misleading it 
can be to take a quotation out of context: Ann Townsend Zwart, s.v. “Leach, Abby,” in Notable 
American Women, 1607–1950; Ward W. Briggs, “Abby Leach (1855–1918),” Classical World 90 
(1996–97): 101.
 34. Helen Drusilla Lockwood to family, 27–28 October 1908, Helen Drusilla Lockwood 
Papers, box 1, folder 13B, Vassar Archives.
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her “perfectly splendid” rooms, the gold cup awarded to her by the Emperor 
of Japan, and her impressive background and contacts:

Miss Leach called me over to see her this morning about “my future.” She 
said that she had been watching my work with great interest all through the 
year and especially in Greek last semester when she had the class and that I 
had really done remarkably good work in Greek. . . . What she wants me to 
do, is to take it all through and do advanced work in it and then come back 
and do graduate work under her and help in her department and then study 
at some university or in Athens. . . . She gave example after example of Vassar 
graduates who are now holding remarkably good positions purely because 
they took Greek. She is the one to get you a good position too for she knows 
everybody. All her girls do get fine positions and, many of them, [Elizabeth] 
Hazelton Haight for instance, get fellowships through her. . . . Miss Leach is 
culture from head to toes and believes that a college should stand for cul-
ture. What is more she has traveled so much and as I say knows everybody 
so much that she knows of opportunities all over the country and it seems to 
me just as well to make her a friend on my side. . . . And here at the begin-
ning of the year I didn’t like her at all and was scared to death to go into her 
class but I can’t see how I ever could be frightened of her.35 

Although she had not intended to take sophomore Greek, Helen did con-
tinue, clearly enjoying all the attention she was getting from Abby. She wrote 
that all her friends would be dropping Greek for the second semester, though 
she would probably take it because she had “such a great pull with Abby that 
it would be a mistake for me to drop it.” During the second semester, however, 
Helen began to show increasing disillusionment with Abby as her own intel-
lectual horizons expanded through her argumentation course in English and 
especially through participation in Qui Vive, the debate society:

All the girls seem to think that Abby is terribly narrow and doesn’t see things 
very clearly. I have found out that she has absolutely no use for anything 
bordering on science so I guess you have to take what she says with a grain 
of salt.

All the nice people have dropped Greek so the class isn’t very interesting 
and what is more I think we have very nearly gotten to Abby’s limit. Anyway 

 35. Helen Drusilla Lockwood to family, 29 May 1909, Helen Drusilla Lockwood Papers, 
box 1, folder 14B, Vassar Archives.
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she keeps saying the same old things over and over so that aside from read-
ing the Greek we don’t get very much.36 

Abby wanted Helen to do some work for the Hellenic Society and to be 
in the chorus of a play that Abby was performing in Greek. Helen turned 
her down because of her debate preparations, and Abby first badgered her to 
drop debate and then reported her to the lady principal, Georgia Avery Ken-
drick, for overwork. Helen was infuriated at this interference and very anx-
ious about how Abby would react when she told her she was not planning to 
take any more Greek courses: “From the way that woman spoke the other day 
she evidently fully expects me to continue Greek the rest of my natural life. I 
am wondering what will happen to me when she finds out I am dropping it.” 
When Helen finally told Abby, she “raked me over in great style” and was not 
placated when Helen said that she would be continuing in Latin. Helen gave 
the excuse that she wanted to earn some money by tutoring in Latin, but she 
couldn’t tell her the real reason:

You see in Latin I don’t have to devote much energy to translation but can 
give practically all my attention to the thought and the life represented and 
what is more if I have an idea I don’t have to cover it up as I do in Greek. I 
have thought I would like to read Plato and Aristotle but could I really grow 
if I had to suppress every idea I had that disagreed a little with what Abby 
thought?37 

It is important to take into consideration Abby Leach’s personality and 
temperament when attempting to understand why a committed suffragist and 
strong advocate for women’s education, a woman who boasted of opening 
doors for others, would try to slam one of those doors in the face of a younger 
woman scholar.38 The trouble began when Grace received her doctorate from 

 36. Helen Drusilla Lockwood to family, 30 January and 13 February 1910, Helen Drusilla 
Lockwood Papers, box 1, folder 15B, Vassar Archives.
 37. Helen Drusilla Lockwood to family, 6 March, 17 April, and 17 May 1910, Helen Drusilla 
Lockwood Papers, box 1, folder 15B, Vassar Archives. Because of Leach’s monopoly of the Greek 
courses during this period, Helen never took a course with Grace Macurdy, and she mentions 
her only once in her letters, saying that she gave a “dry old Latin lecture on Roman historians” 
(19–20 November 1908, box 1, folder 13B).
 38. Leach’s biographers seriously downplay this part of her life. Briggs calls it “the single, 
if minor, blemish” of Leach’s life and career (Briggs, “Abby Leach,” 105). Halporn relegates the 
whole conflict to a footnote. Although he notes Leach’s “strong personal animus” toward Mac-
urdy, he lists her academic charges against Macurdy as though they were true. J. W. Halporn, 
“Women and Classical Archaeology at the Turn of the Century: Abby Leach of Vassar College,” 
in Assembling the Past: Studies in the Professionalism of Archaeology, ed. A. B. Kehoe and M. B. 
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Columbia University and came to a head when she was hired to teach Greek 
in the Columbia summer session, making Grace the first woman to teach 
in Columbia’s academic program. Grace was also building a solid record of 
publication in classical journals. Instead of taking pride in her younger col-
league’s accomplishments, Abby was clearly threatened by them, though she 
displaced the threat from herself to “her” department, claiming that Grace’s 
presence was weakening the Greek department. There may have been an ele-
ment of class bias as well. Abby cultivated students and alumnae of the higher 
social classes (note her remark about “ignorant immigrants”), and she may 
well have believed that a person with Grace’s background did not belong in 
the top ranks of the professoriate.

From her youth, Abby had always gone her own way and created her own 
rules. Although she could have attended one of the women’s colleges, she did 
not consider these good enough for her; she felt that she must be privately 
tutored by eminent Harvard professors. Even after the Harvard Annex was 
established, she would not take the regular certificate program but continued 
to study as a special student. When she received disproportionate praise and 
fame for her independence and persistence, even being called the “nucleus” 
of Radcliffe, this solidified these traits to the extent that she could not break 
free of them later, when they became liabilities rather than assets. Thus she did 
not pursue a formal program of study leading to a doctorate but rather studied 
informally at the University of Leipzig and also attended some lectures of Basil 
Lanneau Gildersleeve at Johns Hopkins University. When a formal degree and 
publications became increasingly significant in the academic profession, Abby 
found it more difficult to sustain her sense of specialness, which apparently 
needed continual buttressing (hence her insistence on being called “Professor 
Leach” and her boasting about Harvard and all her professional connections). 
Grace’s presence in the department was a constant irritant to Abby simply 
because of what Grace had already achieved. When Abby complained that 
Grace could not give her what she required, she spoke truly, because Abby 
required an acolyte, not an equal.

What seems most remarkable about Abby’s attempt to remove Grace—that 
she went to such lengths and continued for so long despite clear evidence 
that she could not succeed—can be understood in this context. The fame and 
praise she won in Cambridge accentuated her self-absorption and made her 
unable to question her own motivations or the correctness of her opinions. 

Emmerichs (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1999), 130, n. 6. Zwart actually 
read the correspondence, but she chose to minimize the conflict by calling it an “inability 
to get along,” though she acknowledges that Leach “could be distressingly inflexible” (Zwart, 
“Leach, Abby,” 380).
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Having been lauded so highly for her persistence, Abby was convinced that 
she would prevail if she just kept on trying. Every defeat only escalated her 
attempts, so that her behavior became increasingly unprofessional and alien-
ated most of her friends on the faculty. Although she certainly caused Grace 
a great deal of anxiety and distress, Abby ultimately injured herself the most. 
Ann Townsend Zwart, who wrote the biographical sketch of Abby Leach for 
Notable American Women and expressed great admiration for her, neverthe-
less described Abby as “an unhappy & disturbed woman—obsessed with GH 
Macurdy issue” in her notes on the Leach/Macurdy papers.39

Ironically, Abby’s groundbreaking role in the foundation of the Harvard 
Annex, exacerbating tendencies in her own personality, set the stage for her 
attempt to impede the progress of another pioneering woman scholar. With-
out the hindrance of Abby’s enmity, Grace Macurdy’s career, launched through 
the doors of that very Annex, would now begin to soar.

 39. Notes of A.  T. Zwart on Leach-Macurdy-Taylor correspondence, Notable American 
Women files, MC 230, box 52, Schlesinger.
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C H A P T E R  7
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Setting a Course

• 97 •

Soon after joining the Vassar faculty, Grace became a member of the 
American Philological Association (APA), the principal learned society 
for classical scholars in North America.1 Founded in 1869, this associa-

tion was masculine to the core. Although a few women had been members 
since its inception, the APA took little note of their presence. The official his-
tory of the first fifty years of the APA consistently refers to members as “men” 
and “gentlemen” and does not mention women at all.2 Grace attended her first 
APA annual meeting in July 1894 at Williamstown, Massachusetts. She and 
Abby Leach were the only women among the sixty-three attendees, and all the 
papers were presented by men. Abby, however, was beginning her fourth year 
as a member of the APA executive committee (equivalent to a board of direc-
tors), the first woman to serve as an officer of the association. The nominating 
committee would later select her as vice president (1897–99) and president of 
the association (1899–1900).

Grace’s initial awe at the position of honor her department chair had 
attained gradually diminished as she came to realize that this advancement 
had nothing to do with scholarship. Abby Leach was strikingly different from 

 1. In 2014, the association changed its name to the Society for Classical Studies.
 2. Frank Gardner Moore, “A History of the American Philological Association,” Transac-
tions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 50 (1919): 5–32. The first printed 
APA membership list names eight women among the 164 members.



the small number of men who controlled the APA offices—not so much 
because she was a woman, but rather because, unlike these eminent scholars, 
she had never published a single article nor delivered a paper at a classical 
conference until she gave her APA presidential address. She was the “prodigy” 
of William Watson Goodwin, the Harvard Greek professor whom she had 
persuaded to give her private tuition. Goodwin had twice served as APA presi-
dent, had been selected for the executive committee at the same time as Abby 
Leach, and had appointed her to serve on the APA Committee of Twelve, 
which he chaired, tasked with preparing a rationale for requiring three years 
of Greek in secondary schools for admission into the classical course in col-
lege. To Goodwin and others, Abby Leach was a fine figurehead, an imposing 
and attractive woman who was a skilled classical linguist but posed no threat 
to male hegemony in the association.3 Hers was not the path that Grace would 
follow.

In the Footsteps of (Male) Scholars

Like the ambitious male scholars of the period, Grace studied for a year in 
Germany and earned a doctorate from a major university. She then began to 
submit papers to classical conferences and articles to classical journals. Slowed 
at first by the necessity of fighting to keep her position at Vassar, she soon 
became the most indefatigable female presenter at the APA annual meetings. 
From 1910 to 1918, she delivered papers at eight APA conferences (missing 
only 1916), and in four of these years (1910, 1911, 1913, and 1917) she also had 
a paper “read by title” (i.e., listed in the program and printed in the abstracts 
but not delivered orally). During this period few women gave papers at all; 
the only other women who presented more than one paper were Grace’s Vas-
sar colleagues Catharine Saunders (three), Cornelia Coulter (two), Eliza-
beth Hazelton Haight (two), and Mary Bradford Peaks (two), and her friend 
Gertrude Hirst from Barnard (two).4 Grace published ten of her twelve APA 

 3. The report of the Committee of Twelve, of which she was a member, described the 
best classical teachers as “men of taste and cultivation.” “Address of the Committee of Twelve,” 
Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 26 (1895): xxxiv.
 4. Before 1910, almost no women gave papers at the APA annual meeting, and women 
never exceeded 13 percent of conference attendees (with percentages usually much lower) up to 
1917, when the APA stopped printing the names of attendees in Transactions and Proceedings of 
the American Philological Association. With such statistics, it is not surprising that the New York 
Evening Telegram listed Grace Macurdy’s name among “the eminent men of letters” assembled 
in Pittsburgh for the 1911 APA annual meeting (27 December 1911, 1), since there were only four 
women among the ninety-seven attendees that year.
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papers in classical journals. During this time she also gave three papers at 
regional classical conferences, two of which were published (see appendix 2 
for a chronological list of Grace’s scholarly publications). In order to bring 
attention to her work, Grace assiduously mailed offprints of her articles to 
scholars in the United States and especially in England.

Grace was also diligent in professional networking. Her service for the Col-
lege Entrance Examination Board (reader in Greek, 1902–16, as well as exam-
iner, 1913–15) brought her into contact with many other Greek scholars, but 
her eleven years as faculty member in the Columbia summer school were even 
more beneficial in this respect. Not only did these summers provide her with 
the opportunity, long denied her at Vassar, to teach graduate Greek courses in 
major authors such as Euripides, Sophocles, Aristophanes, Plato, Pindar, and 
Theocritus, but her residence on the Columbia campus also enabled a lively 
social interaction with New York City classicists. When Grace’s former student 
Sarah Morris was a Columbia graduate student, Grace included her in these 
activities, which Sarah later described in an oral interview:

This was the way it was when I was with Miss Macurdy there in the sum-
mer. I went to all the classical dinners, and the classical dinners in summer 
were quite interesting because of the visiting professors. We went around 
wherever these people lived, and they would write something [in Greek] and 
then it would be passed around so you would have to answer in kind. . . . We 
knew all these people in this marvelous way. It was this kind of alive thing, 
the people you knew, interesting and alive.5 

Sarah gave an example of how she and Grace had composed a short parody 
of the Odyssey in Greek hexameters when Columbia professor Edward Dela-
van Perry’s cat, Pippin, had gotten lost and was eventually found on Broadway, 
ending with a line meaning “going to destruction on the Great White Way, 
the shameless Pippin,” with a humorous footnote in Latin that this line was 
a recent interpolation. Through her Columbia courses, Grace also impressed 
her predominantly male students. For example, the 1933 printed catalog of 
William H. Allen Bookseller states, “One of my most beloved teachers!” under 
the entry for Grace’s book Hellenistic Queens (Allen received his BA and MA 
from Columbia).6

 5. Sarah Morris, interview by Elizabeth Daniels, taped October 23, 1980, transcribed by 
Barbara F. McManus, VC Audio Tapes, Vassar Archives.
 6. William H. Allen Bookseller catalogue, 1933, Biographical Files: Macurdy, Grace Har-
riet, folder 1, Vassar Archives.
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Grace was proud that she had earned the honor of teaching at Columbia 
solely through her scholarship and teaching ability. One of the many articles 
she wrote during this period, however, reveals hints that she would ultimately 
diverge from the traditional path of male classical scholars.

Her 1911 article “The Andromache and the Trachinians”7 opens conven-
tionally, arguing that Euripides’s Andromache preceded Sophocles’ Trachin-
ians (Women of Trachis) and influenced both the structure and plot motifs of 
the latter play. However, when Grace moves to her second point, “to show to 
what an extent Euripides’ interest in and conception of feminine character has 
affected Sophocles,” her authorial voice changes as she assesses the character-
ization of Andromache as heroine. She finds herself “compelled to differ” with 
Gilbert Murray’s positive evaluation of Andromache’s character:

Andromache in her various long speeches of self-praise in the Andromache 
and the Troades [The Trojan Women] upholds a single virtue that has made 
her great among women, that of absolute obedience to Hector and of self-
effacement for his sake, carried to an extent which is horrifying from the 
point of view of Occidental morality. Her bitterness toward women is not 
surpassed by that of Menelaus, who, one would grant, had some grounds for 
hatred of womenkind. So I fail to perceive the wonderfully studied charac-
ter which Professor Murray finds in the Euripidean Andromache. We have 
rather Euripides’ conventional picture of the Periclean ideal woman as she 
is often described in the dramas of this poet.8 

Although she does not explicitly mention her own sex, it is clear that 
Grace is speaking from her own perspective, as an independent professional 
woman who has challenged the social conventions of her own time and thus 
finds “horrifying” Andromache’s expression of the age-old concept that wom-
en’s natural inferiority requires unquestioning submission to men. The article’s 
conclusion, that the artistry of Sophocles was able “to make from this pattern 
a living character” in his heroine, Deianira, does not diminish the resonance 
of the word “horrifying.” Before this article was published, Grace privately 
wrote Gilbert Murray twice about it, attempting to soften her public disagree-
ment with his analysis:

 7. Grace H. Macurdy, “The Andromache and the Trachinians,” Classical Review 25 (1911): 
97–101.
 8. Macurdy, “The Andromache,” 99–100.
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I send you part of a paper in which I dispute you about the character of 
Andromache. I cannot really like her, in spite of the Troades. I love what you 
say about her, but I think she is not worthy of it.

I think that Andromache is different in the two plays and it may be that 
she is noble about her husband’s nothoi [Hector’s illegitimate children]. She 
need not have put it quite so badly. I think it is her rhetoric that I mind so 
much and I think Euripides saw woman’s faults too plainly. I hope that we 
shall lose most of them some time, but it will take a long time. We are still 
very feminine.9 

Clearly, Grace did not find it easy to differ with Murray in print, but she felt 
that her perceptions as a woman as well as a scholar gave her a meaningful 
insight into the problematic nature of the “femininity” that Andromache was 
espousing.

In December 1915, the APA Nominating Committee named Grace to the 
association’s executive committee, the second woman (after Abby Leach) to 
serve on this committee. Although she had won this position like the male 
officers, through her scholarship, she described the honor to Gilbert Murray 
in broad terms, as an acknowledgment of women in the profession: “They 
made me a member of the Executive Committee, which we women hailed 
as a recognition of us as the Philological Association has been so conserva-
tive about us.”10 However, the APA was not yet ready to treat a female scholar 
as the equal of a man. Grace served only two more years on the committee 
and was not nominated to higher office, as was typical for male committee 
members.

Gilbert Murray and World War I

During the years when her faculty position at Vassar was under attack, Grace 
developed her scholarship with fierce determination, publishing twenty-
one scholarly articles and six reviews from 1907 to 1918 (more articles than 
any other female classical scholar in the United States or Europe during that 
period). The intensity and persistence of the assault, however, left her vulner-
able to bouts of insecurity. Thus the approbation and support of the eminent 
British scholar Gilbert Murray, Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford and cele-

 9. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 4 February and 30 April 1911, MSS Gilbert Mur-
ray 157, fols. 15–22, Bodleian.
 10. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 23 January 1916, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
104–5, Bodleian.
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brated “man of letters,” were extremely important to Grace during this difficult 
time in her life, not only as concrete evidence against Abby Leach’s charges, 
but also as psychological validation for Grace herself.

On her first trip to England, in June 1910, Grace stayed with the Murrays 
at their home on Woodstock Road in Oxford for a few days; their second son, 
eight-year-old Basil, took her around Oxford, and she later sent him small 
gifts and remembered him frequently in her letters to his father. During the 
period from 1907 to 1918, Grace sent Murray thirty-six letters, letters which 
reveal a certain amount of dependency and hero worship, though she dis-
placed this from his person to his work. The strength of these emotions made 
her uneasy, and she wryly acknowledged this with German phrases:

It is so hard to tell you all that your work means to me without seeming 
“übertrieben” [exaggerated, excessive], but it is so much that I must say it 
once in a while!

I feel so inadequate to thank you for a book like this. If I say what I think 
of it, it sounds so like “Schwärmerei” [oversentimental enthusiasm] when 
written down in my poor words. But I get an understanding of things from 
you unlike anything else.11 

Despite her admiration for German scholarship, with the outbreak of 
World War I Grace turned against Germany and vehemently favored Ameri-
can intervention. In her letters she consistently identified Murray with England 
itself, adding a strong emotional component to her anti-German sentiments:

I inundate you with letters, but I hope that you will forgive me. Not a day 
passes that I am not reading or referring my classes to some thing of yours 
and I cannot tell you how absolutely supernatural it seems that you who have 
written these things should be in a state of things more savage than any of 
the times you have interpreted, which seemed brought near by your genius. I 
say it badly as always, but it is dreadfully real to me. You have come to mean 
to me and many others the summing up of what we mean think of when we 
think what English ethics and spiritualness mean for us and it is sorrowful 
to think that all that is in peril and that you and yours are in peril.12 

 11. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 28 April 1912 and 13 April 1913 MSS Gilbert Mur-
ray 157, fols. 34–35, 42–45, Bodleian.
 12. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 24 February [1915], MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fol. 
51, Bodleian. The letter is dated 1914, but this must be an error since war was declared August 
4, 1914, and in the letter Grace says she has received Jane Ellen Harrison’s pamphlet, “Epilogue 
to War: Peace with Patriotism,” which was not published until 1915.
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When Grace wrote Murray to thank him for sending her a copy of his 
book The Four Stages of Greek Religion, she said, “I am ashamed of emphasiz-
ing always what your work is to me in a religious way. I can think of no other 
name for it, but of course I do not mean ‘religious’ but the thing that takes 
the place of it when all religion goes.” In calling her attitude toward Murray’s 
work “religious,” Grace was also acknowledging the development of her own 
position on religion. Although she had been raised as a strict immersionist 
Baptist, her classical studies, plus her admiration for Murray, had led her to 
eschew organized religion in favor of liberal progressivism; as she wrote Mur-
ray, “It seems dreadful that people who have studied and thought can still 
believe in bartering with God.”13 However, during World War I her anxiety 
made her nostalgic for the consolation of a religion in which she could no 
longer believe:

I do not dare to ask how you all are. It would be a comfort to me to be able 
to use the terminology of my childhood and say I pray for you. Whatever is 
the equivalent of that I do. I wish always that you and your family and your 
country may be safe.14 

This emotional investment in Murray as England-under-threat continued 
throughout the war and inspired Grace to various types of war work—knitting 
jackets for babies (an activity for which she had little talent), raising money for 
refugee relief, including contributions from her own meager funds, and col-
lecting clothing to send overseas. In addition, after the United States entered 
the war Grace volunteered her time in the Barnard Canteen serving American 
and Allied soldiers during her seven weeks of teaching in the 1918 Columbia 
summer school.

The war brought Grace into contact with another distinguished English-
man when the poet John Masefield spoke at Vassar in January 1916 as part of 
his three-month lecture tour across the United States, designed partly to assess 
the temper of the American people with regard to the war. Grace impressed 
him with her support for the British cause, and they struck up a warm friend-
ship that led to a frequent correspondence. In fact, Masefield wrote her from 
the ship taking him back to England, “I hope that I may often hear from you 
when you are not too busy, for you will always be one of the most charming 
of the many delightful memories which I carry home.” Grace had given him 

 13. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 13 April 1913 and 25 November 1910, MSS Gilbert 
Murray 157, fols. 42–45, 13–14, Bodleian.
 14. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 5 November 1914, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
87–90, Bodleian.
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an international money order for one of his causes (wounded French soldiers), 
though he had written her, “I do not at all like to think of your selling your 
jewel. That is an act of generosity not really called for by the wounded.” Ironi-
cally, Masefield’s wife, Constance, later confessed to Grace that her husband 
had given her the money order to send to the soldiers, but she had left it on a 
table “one terrifically windy day” and Grace’s “little cheque” must have blown 
out the window or into the fire.15 Despite her distress at this cavalier treat-
ment of a donation that, however small, represented a real sacrifice on her 
part, Grace continued her correspondence with John Masefield and visited the 
Masefields after the war whenever she was in Oxford.

Grace’s more lasting contributions toward the war effort were made with 
her formidable intellect. On December 11, 1914, the New York Times published 
a poem she had written, “To Melos, Pomegranate Isle,” drawing a comparison 
between the German invasion of Belgium and the Athenian destruction of 
Melos in 416 bce because of its stance of neutrality:

O thou Pomegranate of the Sea,
Sweet Melian Isle, across the years

Thy Belgian sister calls to thee
In anguished sweat of blood and tears.

Her fate like thine—a ruthless band
Hath ravaged all her loveliness.

How Athens spoiled thy prosperous land,
Athenian lips with shame confess.

Thou, too, a land of lovely arts,
Of potter’s and of sculptor’s skill—

Thy folk of high undaunted hearts
As those that throb in Belgium still.

Within thy harbor’s circling rim
The warships long, with banners bright,

Sailed bearing Athens’ message grim—
“God hates the weak. Respect our Might.”

The flame within thy fanes grew cold,
Stilled by the foeman’s swarming hordes.

 15. John Masefield to Grace H. Macurdy, 20 March and 12 March 1916; Constance Mase-
field to Grace Macurdy, 18 March 1917, Autograph Files, Vassar Archives.
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Thy sons were slain, thy daughters sold
To serve the lusts of stranger lords.

For Attic might thou didst defy,
Thy folk the foeman slew as sheep.

Across the years hear Belgium’s cry—
“O sister, of the wine-dark deep,

“Whose cliffs gleam seaward roseate,
Not one of all my martyr roll

But keeps his faith inviolate.
Man kills our body, not our soul.”

According to the Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle, this poem received “many 
glowing comments .  .  . by editorial writers all over the country.” It was 
reprinted in the Washington Post and anthologized in a number of collections 
of war poetry.16 Grace published an article in the Radcliffe Quarterly on “Gil-
bert Murray in War Work,” in which she strongly defended Murray against 
accusations of inconsistency because of his support of the war:

Gilbert Murray, pacifist and pro-German in the sense of those words as we 
used them before the Great War, was ready after the invasion of Belgium to 
sacrifice himself and all that was humanly dearest to himself to “prevent this 
religion of Blood and Iron over-running Europe.”

Using many quotations from Murray’s writings, she also refuted American 
charges that Murray was a self-eulogist or chauvinistic eulogist of England: 
“Personally I know of no finer political creed than his.”17 In a talk on “The 
Classical Scholar in War Times” during a 1919 classical conference, she dis-
cussed the wartime activities of scholars from many countries. With a bit of 
distance from the immediacies of war, she was able to include a humorous 
perspective, quoting some irreverent verses composed by Oxford undergradu-
ates about the morning military drills practiced by their professors:

 16. New York Times, 11 December 1914, 12; Poughkeepsie Daily Eagle, 17 December 1914, 6; 
Washington Post, 24 December 1914, 6. Grace later published a poem celebrating the liberation 
of France, “The Doves of Amiens,” though this was not based on a classical comparison (New 
York Tribune, 31 August 1918, 6).
 17. Grace H. Macurdy, “Gilbert Murray in War Work,” Radcliffe Quarterly 3 (1918): 4–9.
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Seen in the foremost rank,
His brow with sudor dank,
His gown unpipeclayed in his loyal hurry,
Private Professor Gilbert Murray.18

The newspapers that she avidly consumed occasionally provoked Grace to 
send letters to the editors, and one of these landed her in hot water with Presi-
dent MacCracken. Her letter to the New York Evening Post had castigated the 
American Sinn Fein for their pro-German position, denouncing “those who 
are afflicted with the provincial egotism which has no thought for the world 
beyond Ireland, and the Germany which deludes them with hope of indepen-
dence as pay for their treachery to civilization.” She had signed the letter “A 
Lover of Ireland,” but the place read “Vassar College.” MacCracken wrote to 
ask whether she had sent an anonymous letter to the editor from Vassar Col-
lege. “If this is true I fear I cannot quite approve the practice.” Grace hastened 
to explain that she had not used her name for fear of disagreeable letters from 
“violent Sinn Feiners” but had included her card as an indication of her bona 
fides; the editor had taken the address from the card and appended it to the 
letter, much to her surprise. “I am very sorry indeed that the name of Vassar 
appeared in an anonymous communication. It shall not happen again so far 
as I am concerned.”19 Grace was chagrined, but this did not deter her from 
continuing to express her opinion in letters to editors and political figures, 
though she was now careful about the way she signed them.

Grace referred to Gilbert Murray and used his translations frequently 
in her classes. She was not above name-dropping even as late as the 1930s, 
as the writer Mary McCarthy (Vassar BA 1933), who studied Latin but said 
in her memoir that she later regretted the omission of Greek, rather wick-
edly observed, “It was afterwards that I grew sorry. Old Miss MacCurdy, with 
her ear trumpet, friend of ‘dear Gilbert’ (Murray), was a saltier personality 
than gracious Miss Haight.” McCarthy goes on to relate an anecdote about 
her friend Frani Blough, who did take Greek. Frani and some friends had 

 18. “Latin Conference Held at Vassar. The War and the Classics was the Subject of Discus-
sion by an Enthusiastic Gathering,” Vassar Miscellany News, 15 November 1919, 1, 3. During the 
war Gilbert Murray carried out military drills with the Oxford Volunteer Training Corps. The 
students’ verses are playing with the incongruity between the academic and the military. The 
Latin word sudor (sweat) would of course not be used by ordinary soldiers, and Murray would 
not be wearing his academic gown during drills (pipe clay was used to whiten the leather parts 
of military uniforms).
 19. “Irish Humor Missing,” New York Evening Post, 27 May 1918, 8; Henry Noble Mac-
Cracken to Grace H. Macurdy, 6 June 1918; Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 8 
June 1918, MacCracken Papers, box 23, folder 38, Vassar Archives.
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removed the plaster casts of the statues of Venus and Minerva from Avery Hall 
and staged some bacchanalian revels on the lawn:

The next day a letter from Elizabeth Hazelton Haight was on the desk of our 
Chief Justice. “I regret to be obliged to report to you the rape of Venus and 
Minerva from the Classics Department.” If she had not gone on to demand 
the immediate return of the statues and the punishment of the culprits, Miss 
Haight might have been felt to be horsing around herself on some old steed 
of parody. But she did not get the benefit of the doubt, and it was noted that 
Miss MacCurdy, dear Gilbert’s friend, had not added her voice to the denun-
ciation—the rape of Roman statues was outside her department.20 

However, Grace found that some students were taking her emphasis on Mur-
ray’s work too much to heart, as she wrote Murray in 1914:

I have had a repetition of an odd experience lately—that of protesting against 
an article in our college magazine, absorbed from you. The same thing hap-
pened four or five years ago when a girl in the same way borrowed the intro-
duction to the Troades. The poor little ostriches did not mean harm and did 
not realize what they were doing. The last one was a most absurd “Misch-
Masch” of many of your fine things, interspersed with shocking original 
errors. But they had both caught the feeling and had a spurious inspiration. 
It made me think and I can see that you say things in your own unforget-
table way, but so reasonably that one thinks that one could have said it so, 
or at least thought it so.21 

She was referring to articles in Vassar’s literary magazine, The Vassar Miscel-
lany, by Louise Seaman, class of 1915, and Ruth Fulton, class of 1909. The latter 
student became the noted anthropologist Ruth Fulton Benedict, and one of 
Benedict’s biographers points to Fulton’s Miscellany essay, “The Trojan Women 
of Euripides,” as an example of “the struggle of individuals touched by insan-
ity to achieve self-control—a topic with resonance in her own life. . . . Bene-
dict concluded that personal salvation lies in suffering, for the experience of 
pain has a ‘splendor and beauty’ that can inspire self-understanding.” How-
ever, as Grace had immediately recognized, this essay is highly derivative in 
both content and language from the introduction and notes to Murray’s 1905 
translation of The Trojan Women, which had described “the inmost theme of 

 20. Mary McCarthy, How I Grew (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1987), 224–25.
 21. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 24 February 1914, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
52–57, Bodleian.

 Setting a Course 107



the whole play, a search for an answer to the injustice of suffering in the very 
splendour and beauty of suffering.”22

Jane Ellen Harrison

Grace was proud of the distinction of being the first woman to teach in 
Columbia’s academic program, but when she wrote Gilbert Murray about this 
honor, she was careful to couch her success in praise for the books of his 
which she used in her classes:

This summer I had a most interesting class in Epic poetry in Columbia. For 
the last two summers I have given the courses in Greek there and this sum-
mer your book on the Greek Epic was daily in my hands and those of my 
students. It was such a delight to introduce them to it. My students in that 
class were mostly men and of a very good sort, graduated from college and 
teaching in New York or thereabout. I was the only “lady-professor,” as the 
janitor called me and had some fears about a new kind of work. But with 
last year, in the drama, and this year, in the Epic and Plato, every thing went 
well and in both years my students thanked me again and again for their 
acquaintance with your work.

Murray responded by drawing a comparison with Jane Ellen Harrison: 
“It is very interesting that you have been lecturing to a class chiefly of men. 
Miss Harrison has sometimes done that over here, but very few other women 
scholars. It is all good for the cause.”23 The situation of these two women clas-
sicists, each a pioneer in her own country, was not really so similar, however, 
though Murray was correct in claiming that both were “good for the cause” of 
women in higher education. A key difference lay in their professional status, 
for Grace Macurdy had earned a doctoral degree from a major university, had 
a recognized professional position carrying the academic rank of associate 
professor and later professor (albeit in a women’s college), and was teaching 
credit-bearing courses to mostly male students at Columbia University (albeit 

 22. Louise Seaman, “The First Romantic Tragedian,” The Vassar Miscellany 43 (1914): 245–
48; Ruth Fulton, “The Trojan Women of Euripides,” The Vassar Miscellany 37 (1907): 53–57; 
Lois W. Banner, Intertwined Lives: Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, and Their Circle (New York: 
Knopf, 2003), 111–12; Gilbert Murray, The Trojan Women of Euripides, Translated into English 
Rhyming Verse with Explanatory Notes (London: George Allen, 1905), 93.
 23. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 25 September 1909, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
7–10, Bodleian; Gilbert Murray to Grace H. Macurdy, 6 October 1909, Autograph Files, Vassar 
Archives.
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in the summer program). Jane Ellen Harrison, in contrast, did not have pro-
fessional academic credentials, was never a full member of the university at 
which she taught, and never lectured to men as part of their regular academic 
program.

Although British classicist Mary Beard has recently said of Harrison, “in 
a way, she was the first female professional ‘career academic’ in the country,” 
the operative phrase is “in a way.”24 Jane Ellen Harrison (1850–1928) devoted 
her life to writing, lecturing, and scholarship on Greek art and archaeology, 
and especially on the origins of Greek ritual and religion, but she lived at a 
time when British higher education for women was determinedly nonprofes-
sional. Her early education was spotty; she had learned Greek mostly through 
self-study, aided by tutors. She won a scholarship to the recently opened 
Newnham College for women at Cambridge University and passed the Tripos 
examinations at the top of the second class, though the degree she earned was 
not recognized by Cambridge University, which did not award formal degrees 
to women until 1948. She applied twice for the Yates Professorship of Classical 
Archaeology at the University of London, but lost both times to males with 
more conventional credentials and scholarship. In 1898, Newnham College 
offered her a research fellowship tailored to her particular needs and talents, 
and she remained on the staff at Newnham until 1922. Her two most influ-
ential books, Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903) and Themis 
(1912), were studies of early Greek religion and ritual—brilliant, innovative, 
creative, and highly controversial. She had close personal ties with a num-
ber of Greek scholars who sometimes collaborated in her work, most notably 
Gilbert Murray of Oxford and Francis M. Cornford of Cambridge (see figure 
16).25

Although Grace viewed Gilbert Murray as the ideal classical scholar, she 
knew that she could never pattern herself after him: he had attained a Regius 
professorship at Oxford; he had married into the English aristocracy; his 
translations of Greek dramas were produced on the London stage. So Murray’s 
influence on Grace’s scholarly development was indirect. Grace did, however, 
initially adopt Jane Ellen Harrison as a role model. She chose to do so partly 
because of Harrison’s close association with Murray, but more significantly 

 24. Mary Beard, “Living with Jane Harrison,” A Don’s Life (blog), Times Literary Supple-
ment, 22 May 2009, accessed September 30, 2014, http:// timesonline .typepad .com/ dons _life/ 
2009/ 05/ living -with -jane -harrison .html.
 25. For more information on Harrison, see Annabel Robinson, The Life and Work of Jane 
Ellen Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002); Mary Beard, The Invention of Jane 
Harrison (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000); Hugh Lloyd-Jones, s.v. 
“Harrison, Jane Ellen,” The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and 
B. Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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because Harrison was a woman, the only female classical scholar who had 
achieved any kind of international recognition by the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. Grace had begun her career following the well-trodden paths 
of male classical scholars, but she had quickly learned that these paths were 
strewn with obstacles for ambitious female scholars. The recognition granted 
to Abby Leach was not for scholarship, since she had never set foot on those 
paths, and her vindictive treatment of a younger colleague certainly disquali-
fied her as any kind of role model. Harrison, on the other hand, was boldly 
creating her own path, one that brought her distinction as a female scholar, if 
only in certain quarters.

Inspired by Harrison’s example and dispirited by her struggles at Vassar, 
Grace increasingly turned her scholarly focus to Harrison’s field of study. Grace 
plunged into this new field with enthusiasm and intense energy. A glance at 
the titles in appendix 2 indicates that her first eight articles (from 1907 to 1911) 
were straightforwardly philological, but nineteen of the twenty-five scholarly 
articles she published between 1912 and 1926 dealt with etymology of names, 
mythic and religious origins, and ethnology. Characteristically, when writing 
to Gilbert Murray she linked her interest in Harrison with praise for his work: 
“I have just been reading Themis. It is a wonderful book. Of course I think 
your chapter the most splendid. Miss Harrison’s work is so stimulating and 
this seems to me to be the best of her books.”26

Grace soon began corresponding with Harrison, sending her drafts of arti-
cles for suggestions and critique. Harrison must have been delighted to have 
such an enthusiastic female scholar following in her footsteps, and she went 
out of her way to introduce Grace’s work to a British audience in The Year’s 
Work in Classical Studies, discussing five of Macurdy’s articles:

We welcome from America a new worker of high originality. Prof. Grace 
Macurdy won her spurs by an article on Paean and Paeonia. The path she 
then cleared has broadened to a veritable highway. . . . Prof. Macurdy is, like 
most good enquirers, so hot on the immediate trail that she scarcely seems 
to see whither the hunt is drifting, but her vivid paper on ‘Rainbow, Sky, and 
Stars’ is, if unconsciously, all alive with the new mythological movement. . . . 
Here, as in the paper on the ‘Water-gods’ illumination is cast on Homer from 
quite a new quarter. Vassar College is much to be congratulated on its pro-
fessor, the new Chorizousa.27 

 26. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 7 July 1912, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 36–39, 
Bodleian.
 27. J.  E. Harrison, “Greek Religion and Mythology,” The Year’s Work in Classical Studies 
10 (1915): 75–76. Harrison has coined a feminine singular form of the Greek word Chorizontes 
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During the planning for Vassar’s celebration of its fiftieth anniversary in 
1915, Grace was on the committee seeking distinguished women speakers to 
“mark the advance in the feminist movement in that time,” and she secured 
an invitation for Harrison to speak, though Harrison was unable to accept 
the invitation.28 When Grace began traveling to England on a regular basis, 
she met with Harrison on a number of occasions, seeking her advice as she 
revised and expanded her articles into a book, published in 1925 as Troy and 
Paeonia, with Glimpses of Ancient Balkan History and Religion.

When Murray began taking a young Scottish classicist named J.  A.  K. 
Thomson under his wing, he encouraged both Harrison and Grace Macurdy 
to befriend him. In 1912, Grace began corresponding with Thomson at Mur-
ray’s behest, and she brought him to speak at Vassar in 1920, during his term 
as a visiting lecturer at Harvard. Murray enlisted Harrison to help Thomson 
complete his first book, Studies in the Odyssey, published through Murray’s 
influence by the Clarendon Press in 1914. When Thomson spent a year teach-
ing at Bryn Mawr College in 1921–22, Grace developed a close friendship with 
him, and she asked Harrison, Murray, and Thomson, all of whom had read 
parts of Troy and Paeonia in manuscript, to write letters to Columbia Univer-
sity Press recommending publication: “I am only a gleaner after you all, but I 
do wish to get the book done and out.”29 However, she chose to dedicate the 
book to Harrison alone, and the dedicatory inscription prefigures Grace’s con-
cept of the woman scholar as an individual who does not have to suppress her 
personal qualities in order to be accepted as an intellectual: “I dedicate this 
work to Jane Ellen Harrison, one of the greatest of living scholars, the splen-
dor of whose intellect is equalled by the candor and generosity of her spirit”30 
Harrison’s response, written less than three years before her death, indicates 
her delight with the book and the tribute:

At last the long looked for book has come! How can I tell you the intense 
pleasure you have given me. I feel it a great great honour to have such a 
book dedicated to me. I sat up late last night to read it right thru & was filled 
with fresh wonder at the vigour and originality of yr mind. . . . I have only 
one serious fault to find & and that is that is [sic] that in yr generous way 

(Separators), a masculine plural term used to characterize ancient Homeric scholars from Alex-
andria who argued for separate authorship of the Iliad and Odyssey.
 28. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 24 February 1914, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
52–57, Bodleian.
 29. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 8 December 1923, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
138–39, Bodleian.
 30. Grace H. Macurdy, Troy and Paeonia, with Glimpses of Ancient Balkan History and 
Religion (New York: Columbia University Press, 1925), v.
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you have made much too ample acknowledgment of my help. It makes me 
ashamed tho it delights me. Dear Miss Macurdy you have given me one of 
the greatest pleasures in my life & I thank you from my heart.31 

Troy and Paeonia

Grace was finally able to begin her first sabbatical, a fifteen-month sojourn in 
Europe, in May of 1922. She had originally planned to devote part of her sab-
batical to travel in the Balkans as part of her research for Troy and Paeonia, 
but she ended up spending the majority of her time “writing furiously” on her 
book in Oxford’s Bodleian Library and the British Museum Reading Room 
(though she managed to visit Scotland, Denmark, and France as well). As she 
explained in a letter to President MacCracken, “My reason for giving up the 
trip to the Near East was that Jane Harrison, Gilbert Murray and the other 
scholars who are most interested in my work said strongly that I must write it 
in England, either in London, Oxford or Cambridge.”32 She did visit Harrison 
while she was in Paris, and conferred with both Murray and Thomson on this 
trip and her trip to Europe the following summer.

Although her three advisors did write letters to Columbia University Press 
urging publication of Grace’s manuscript, the press has not preserved these in 
its archives. The dust jacket of the book quotes from Murray’s letter: “Out of 
some fifty books on Homeric subjects which have been published in the last 
few years, I should put this among the first half dozen,” and he told Grace that 
he had written that the press would be “disgraced forever if they do not jump 
at it.”33 Thomson sent Murray a draft of his recommendation, which began as 
follows:

I feel it a special privilege and pleasure to recommend to you for publication 
the Troy and Paeonia of Professor Grace Harriet Macurdy of Vassar College. 
I know the manuscript have read the work in manuscript and in print and 
have discussed it at length with the author. It seems to me a work of first-rate 
importance. I think I am familiar with everything, or nearly everything, of 
genuine merit that has been written on the ‘Homeric Question’ in the last ten 

 31. Jane Ellen Harrison to Grace H. Macurdy, 30 December 1925, Biographical Files: Mac-
urdy, Grace Harriet, folder 2. Vassar Archives.
 32. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 16 February 1923, MacCracken Papers, 
box 29, folder 15, Vassar Archives.
 33. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 11 January 1924, MacCracken Papers, 
box 29, folder 18, Vassar Archives.
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years or so. Professor Macurdy’s studies in that and kindred studies subjects 
have long seemed to me easily the most original and suggestive, in many 
ways also the most learned, that have appeared come from an American 
scholar during those years.34 

The book contains fifteen discrete chapters connected primarily by their 
focus on the prehistoric culture and religion of tribes from the Balkan and 
Danubian regions of Europe, tribes that lived in and around the city we call 
Troy and left traces of their civilization in the Homeric epics. The first seven 
chapters are fairly closely linked by an emphasis on the Iliad and the Odys-
sey; Grace analyzes passages and allusions in the two epics from which she 
deduces information about the prehistoric background of various tribes that 
constituted the Trojans and their allies. The following eight chapters deal with 
various aspects of the nature worship of the tribes discussed in the earlier sec-
tions. Although many chapters were based on earlier articles, all the material 
was reworked and expanded for inclusion in the book.

Troy and Paeonia was widely reviewed, with nine substantial assessments 
in major academic journals, including not only classical journals but also the 
Journal of Philosophy, the American Journal of Archaeology, and Man (the 
journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute), but none of the reviews were 
uniformly positive. Almost all the reviewers praised the amount of material 
gathered in the book, pointing out “the great number of new and striking 
ideas,” and summarizing the merits of this “brilliant and stimulating work” as 
“originality, abundant learning, sound reasoning, and clarity of statement.”35 
Even one of her detractors acknowledged her “great and accurate learning and 
wide reading,” though another commented that her “book research” should 
have been supplemented with travel and archaeological research in the lands 
she discusses.36

Reviewers recognized the book’s inspiration: “In the school of Greek reli-
gion which is represented by Gilbert Murray, Jane Harrison, J. A. K. Thom-
son, F. M. Cornford, and other British scholars, Professor Macurdy, of Vassar 

 34. J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 15 December 1923, MSS Gilbert Murray 175, fols. 
252–53, Bodleian. See also chapter 1.
 35. Samuel E. Bassett, review of Troy and Paeonia, Classical Weekly 19 (1926): 203; J.  G. 
Winter, review of Troy and Paeonia, Classical Journal 22 (1927): 696, 698.
 36. John A. Scott, “Origins and Etymologies,” The Nation 122 (1926): 614; S.  C. [Stanley 
Casson], review of Troy and Paeonia, Journal of Hellenic Studies 46 (1926): 276–78. Thanks to 
Christopher Stray for the identification of Stanley Casson as the JHS reviewer. Casson was a 
classical archaeologist who had conducted excavations in Macedonia.
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College, is the most distinguished American member.”37 Ironically, however, 
Troy and Paeonia was largely praised for the sections that were most different 
from Harrison’s work, the opening chapters on Homer: “Miss Macurdy finds 
the solution to many hitherto puzzling Homeric questions”; “It will scarcely 
be possible ever again to hold that the peoples of Troy were Asiatics or Athe-
nians or anything but immigrants from Thrace or Macedonia. . . . All who take 
an interest in the civilization and history that lies behind the Homeric story 
will find this book suggestive and altogether delightful.”38 Even when review-
ers were cautious about the book’s heavy reliance on etymology, they were 
impressed by the depth and breadth of Grace’s knowledge and interpretation 
of Homer, as in this judicious summation by J. L. Myres, who noted an uneasy 
feeling that “there must be a catch somewhere”:

But to detect where that catch is, one must know one’s Homer, and a good 
deal besides, as well as Dr. Macurdy does; and be prepared, probably, to go 
a long way with her, on this adventurous quest, before parting company at 
a real impasse. Even where one hesitates to agree, it is worth while to read 
and ponder.39 

However, the book came in for a great deal of criticism in the later chapters 
that were more directly influenced by Jane Harrison’s approach and ideas, with 
comments ranging from moderate to scathing:

In general the reader will find more of profit in the chapters which deal with 
ethnological relations, folk-customs, and place-names than in the interpreta-
tions of myth and religion. In the former field the author has added to our 
knowledge; in the latter her methods are too much like those of her admired 
fellow-worker, Miss Harrison, to gain the assent of cautious readers.40

The remaining chapters are confined to religious topics. They lead us 
into a strange land where nothing is as it seems, where conflation leads to 
inflation, and a single word is the spark that sets vast haystacks aflame, with 
the consequent loss of the needle which lurked there. . . . Research on ety-
mologico-religious lines tends to warp the judgment.41 

 37. Bassett, review of Troy and Paeonia, 203. Oddly, Robert Ackerman’s book The Myth and 
Ritual School: J. G. Frazer and the Cambridge Ritualists (New York: Garland, 1991), which argues 
for Harrison’s central role in this movement, never mentions Grace Macurdy.
 38. H. T. Westbrook, review of Troy and Paeonia, Journal of Philosophy 23 (1926): 362; E. H. 
Sturtevant, review of Troy and Paeonia, American Journal of Archaeology 30 (1926): 95.
 39. J. L. Myres, review of Troy and Paeonia, Man 27 (1927): 36.
 40. Campbell Bonner, review of Troy and Paeonia, Classical Philology 22 (1927): 438.
 41. Casson, review of Troy and Paeonia, 277.
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Finally, many reviewers noted problems with proofreading, particularly 
in the many citations. Samuel Bassett’s long and balanced review devotes 
several pages to what he terms “a most regrettable treatment of the neces-
sary documentation.” Although Bassett maintained that these shortcomings 
were “a matter of book-making rather than scholarship,” in the hands of a 
hostile reviewer like Alexander Shewan, the “many errata, some of them . . . 
real monstrosities,” became the basis of a scornful dismissal of the book as a 
whole.42

Although chagrined by some of the reviews, Grace was not surprised, since 
she was well aware of the antagonism Jane Harrison had encountered: “What 
a most unkind and unfair review of Miss Harrison’s work Professor Farnell 
wrote in the Hibbert Journal! He seems to have no appreciation of her genius. 
I cannot understand how he could write with such curious fury.”43 When she 
found an inaccurate claim in Alexander Shewan’s review she did write a feisty 
letter to the editor of Classical Review noting that she had never identified 
Hector with Hades but had indicated that a number of Trojan princes bore the 
names of chthonian deities, just as people who are named after saints are not 
identified with those saints: “A statement of my position which is absolutely 
incorrect in point of fact should, I think be brought to the attention of the 
same public as that which the review reaches.”44

Grace did, however, learn from these reviews. For all her subsequent 
books she enlisted expert help on proofreading, particularly from her friend 
and former student Sarah Morris, who later explained:

Grace Macurdy became my very close friend, and I took everything she had 
to give. She was a very remarkable woman. . . . I had a habit later of going up 
to do the proof for her and to put the bibliography in shape and also used 
to have some sentence structure, because she was fluent and rambled on.45 

Even before Troy and Paeonia was published, Grace had begun moving 
away from the field of primitive myth and religion, and these reviews con-
firmed her decision to find a different scholarly focus. Although her admi-
ration for Jane Harrison never diminished, Grace realized that she needed 

 42. Bassett, review of Troy and Paeonia, 203; A. Shewan, review of Troy and Paeonia, Clas-
sical Review 41 (1927): 37.
 43. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 13 April 1913, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 42–45, 
Bodleian.
 44. Grace H. Macurdy, “Correspondence,” Classical Review 41 (1927): 157–58.
 45. Sarah Morris interview by Elizabeth Daniels, taped 23 October 1980, transcribed by 
Barbara F. McManus, VC Audio Tapes, Vassar Archives.
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to create a place for herself as a woman on the scholarly path traditionally 
reserved for men (see chapters 1 and 10).

Deafness

Although Grace’s postponement of her much-needed sabbatical from 1920 
to 1922 was primarily due to the need to reorganize and revitalize the Greek 
Department after the death of Abby Leach, a new and serious physical prob-
lem also contributed to the delay. The “liberation of her work and her spirit” 
that she experienced after the death of Abby Leach coincided with a rapid 
and severe loss of hearing in both ears. In the summer of 1919, she had been 
treated by a hearing specialist in New York City with no discernible improve-
ment; although retaining some residual hearing, Grace Macurdy became, for 
all practical purposes, deaf at the age of fifty-three. There is no evidence as to 
the cause of this hearing loss, but it was totally unexpected and very difficult 
to accept. Deafness threatened the core of Grace’s life and livelihood, the abil-
ity to communicate with others. As a scholar, she could of course continue 
to write, but she had no means of support beyond her Vassar salary, and her 
faculty position was essential for her professional standing in the academic 
community. Losing this position was not an idle fear. The mere possibility 
that she would lose her hearing was enough to deny Catharine Saunders, 
Grace’s colleague in the Latin department, promotion to a permanent appoint-
ment as full professor for several years: “Without assurance of the removal 
of what, in the light of their present information, seemed to them likely to 
become a permanent handicap, [the trustees] were unwilling to consider the 
recommendation.”46 Moreover, Vassar was her home; Grace could not imag-
ine leaving the community to which she was bound with so many close ties 
of friendship.

At this time the deaf were stigmatized and shamed; even the manufactur-
ers of mechanical devices claiming to aid residual hearing used these negative 
emotions to sell their products. The 1920 Acousticon manual began with the 
warning, “Good hearing is essential to your happiness and welfare. Without 
it you are at a disadvantage wherever you go and whatever you do. You stand 
on an unequal footing with other men and women, and this fact is empha-
sized a dozen times a day.” The 1895 Hawksley catalog scolded, “A deaf person 
is always more or less a tax upon the kindness and forbearance of friends. It 

 46. Henry Noble MacCracken to Catharine Saunders, 26 February 1923 MacCracken 
Papers, box 29, folder 34, Vassar Archives. When this “permanent handicap” did not material-
ize, Saunders was finally promoted in 1928.
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becomes a duty, therefore, to use any aid which will improve the hearing and 
the enjoyment of the utterances of others without any murmuring about its 
size or appearance.”47 While naturally disturbed and frightened by her disabil-
ity, Grace was able to surmount the depression and isolation that often afflicts 
the newly deaf through her own drive and determination as well as through 
the supportive fellowship of her Vassar colleagues and students. Grace had 
earned the highest academic credentials despite early poverty and social dis-
advantage; she had survived the enmity of Abby Leach and was winning dis-
tinction as a classical scholar. She would not be stopped now because of the 
loss of her hearing. Her outgoing personality, generous nature, and obvious 
care for others had won her many strong friends at Vassar, who now formed a 
protective circle within which she could learn to cope with this new situation.

So Grace, highly motivated and supported by sympathetic friends, made 
use of every possible means to enhance her ability to communicate. Devices 
available to aid hearing at the time all relied on amplification of sound. Grace 
used the ear trumpet for many years, despite its old-fashioned, comical asso-
ciations. This was the most portable device; inadequate as it was, at least it did 
not distort the sound, and it was helpful for one-on-one conversation. With 
her quick mind and linguistic ability, Grace also learned to lip-read, so that 
she became reasonably proficient in conversation. Her ear trumpet became 
a well-known sight on campus, an occasion for good-natured banter. Mary 
McCarthy tells an amusing story involving the ear trumpet when President 
MacCracken played the role of Theseus in Vassar’s 1931 Greek production of 
Hippolytus:

Prexy forgot his lines. But he was a born actor, full of resource: in his head 
he hastily translated “to be or not to be,” which was about the right length, 
into Greek, spoke the resulting lines, and nobody noticed a thing. Except old 
Miss MacCurdy, whose ear trumpet could not be fooled by Hamlet, in Greek 
or English. She did not let on till after the performance was over and Prexy 
was receiving congratulations. Then she added her own.48 

The classroom was a more difficult arena, and here Grace utilized a new 
“electrical” device based on the carbon microphone, the Multi-Acousticon, 
claimed by its manufacturer as “the most powerful hearing device ever con-
structed.” This device consisted of a black box measuring seven by seven by 

 47. Directions and Helpful Suggestions for the Use of the Acousticon, (New York: Dictograph 
Products Corporation, 1920), 5. The Hawksley catalog is quoted in Mara Mills, “When Mobile 
Communication Technologies Were New,” Endeavour 33 (2009): 145.
 48. McCarthy, How I Grew, 225.
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three and a half inches, weighing three pounds with its batteries, connected 
by wires to a large earpiece that could be held with a detachable handle or 
fastened to a headband.49 Despite the manufacturer’s claims, the device was 
noisy and scratchy because of the movement of the tiny carbon balls in the 
microphone. Although it probably helped to some degree, Grace’s success in 
the classroom was due to her own enthusiasm and humorous, lively lectures 
plus a joint effort by the students to mitigate the effects of her deafness. “There 
was just so much good will toward her,” explained Evalyn Clark, who took 
some of Grace’s classes during the first years of her deafness:

She was much better conversing one-on-one than any other way. I mean 
what was always difficult was in class, because it would have been very dif-
ficult to have any sort of adequate question-and-response type of thing. We 
all learned that very soon.  .  .  . But anyhow the students were very care-
ful to try to recognize what her problems were. But I mean sometimes it 
wouldn’t work, despite perfectly good intentions and therefore you would 
sort of have to spell it out or write it out or something of that sort, write it 
on the board or something. But everyone was trying very hard not to have 
it come to that, you know. Because everybody thought she was the most 
wonderful thing in the universe. She was such a character—I mean, not only 
appearance but everything about her. You know she was obviously sort of in 
love with Classics, and the human beings in general, and the students, and 
everybody reciprocated, you know. The whole atmosphere was an entirely 
different atmosphere from anything I’ve ever seen in class before. The stu-
dents usually tried to answer—well to sort of shift the ground—not to ask 
questions that would mean she had to answer. She could ask a question and 
you could answer it, but you didn’t ask questions of her if you could help it. 
She wouldn’t understand what you were saying. It was a pretty interesting 
example of sort of a group nurturing her. And at turns you know she just 
thought we were the most wonderful things in the universe too. It was a very 
interesting example of sort of cooperation on the part of the faculty and the 
students. And everybody had a great time in the process, too.50 

Grace also had an Acousticon that could be carried; it was similar to the 
larger version but the battery and transmitter could be fastened to cloth-
ing with harnesses or clips. This was much more portable than the tabletop 
Acousticon but was obviously more cumbersome than an ear trumpet. How-

 49. Directions and Helpful Suggestions for the Use of the Acousticon, 29.
 50. Interview with Evalyn Clark by Barbara F. McManus, 6 December 1997. Clark was a 
classics major at Vassar from 1920 to 1924 and returned in 1939 to teach history.
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ever, by May 1922 Grace was ready to embark on her sabbatical in Europe, 
fifteen months of study, travel, and writing that took her to Scotland, England, 
France, and Denmark.

Grace had clearly adjusted to her loss of hearing, though for a period of 
time she retained some hope of reversing it. On the advice of Lady Mary Mur-
ray, she repeatedly went for treatments to the fashionable London physician 
Ivo Geikie Cobb, author of A Manual of Neurasthenia (1920), and she wrote 
to Gilbert Murray about her hopes for improvement: “I go every week to Dr. 
Geikie Cobb and though he may not cure my deafness he has made me much 
better on my raw fruit diet. I have always been inclined to vegetarian diet 
and now I have foresworn all meat forever!”51 Unfortunately, all that fruit did 
nothing to restore her hearing. Upon her return to Vassar, Grace gave up the 
search for a cure and instead focused her energy on achieving her personal 
and professional goals.

Colleague and Mentor

Though still struggling with her unexpected loss of hearing, Grace reveled in 
her new position as chair of the Greek Department, vowing to carry out her 
responsibilities very differently than her predecessor had. Close collaboration 
with the Latin Department was the most immediate change—some Latin fac-
ulty members were finally given the long-desired opportunity to teach a Greek 
course; the Hellenic Society was renamed the Classical Society; joint activi-
ties and conferences were planned. Under Grace’s leadership, the number and 
quality of Greek students steadily increased. Explaining some of the reasons 
for this growth in her department report for 1921–22, Grace was unable to 
refrain from some subtle criticism of Abby Leach’s regime:

Much has been gained in the study of Greek in shifting the emphasis from 
the purely grammatical to the cultural side and many girls delight in read-
ing Homer’s poetry who have no vivid interest in his Aeolic infinitives as 
such. I have never had more responsive classes in Greek literature. .  .  . We 
are very glad that with absolutely no propaganda in its favor and absolutely 
no suggestion to any student that she should continue with the subject we 

 51. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 10 December 1922, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
135–36, Bodleian.
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have a department that compares most favorably with Greek Departments 
in other colleges.52 

Although Grace herself had been barred from teaching advanced courses 
for many years, she expressed regret in this report that she had been unable 
to give her new Greek instructor, Cornelia Catlin Coulter, any advanced 
courses because she did not want to put too much of a burden on her during 
her first year in the department. However, Coulter would have nine hours 
of advanced elective work and no elementary courses in the following year: 
“This will give her opportunity to immerse herself in Greek Literature under 
favorable circumstances.” Grace repeatedly wrote to President MacCracken 
praising Coulter’s work and recommending a higher salary and promotion 
to assistant professor. Later she did everything in her power to foster Coul-
ter’s career, even when it meant losing her to Mount Holyoke College. In fact, 
Grace privately asked Mount Holyoke’s president, Mary Woolley, to make sure 
that Coulter did not “burden herself so heavily that she will have no time for 
research and publication.”53

Grace did not confine her mentoring to her colleagues in Greek. In 1922, 
she wrote an unsolicited letter to MacCracken in support of Elizabeth Hazel-
ton Haight’s long-delayed promotion to full professor. Hazel Haight had begun 
teaching in the Latin Department in 1902 and had been promoted to associate 
professor in 1910 after earning her doctorate from Cornell, but the trustees 
had been reluctant to advance her to professor. Grace felt strongly that Haight 
had been treated unjustly after her long and dedicated service to Vassar, but 
she would not seek to remedy that injustice through easy platitudes or inflated 
claims. In her usual forthright manner, she wrote the truth as she saw it:

I have known Miss Haight well, though not intimately, for many years. Her 
good points are so conspicuous that it is hardly necessary to set them down. 
She is a teacher whose enthusiasm and genuine love for her subject infect 
her classes, so that the “gospel” of the classics is spread through her. She is, 
in an entirely good sense of the word, a propagandist for her subject. That, 
in a sense, is her greatest gift and I know that no member of the two depart-
ments would deny her pre-eminence over all the rest of us in that line. . . .

She is distinguished for “executive ability” and you know still better than 
I her achievements in that way during the War. Her administration of the 

 52. Grace H. Macurdy, Report of the Greek Department 1921–1922, 20 May 1922, Mac-
Cracken Papers, box 27, folder 35, Vassar Archives.
 53. Mary Woolley to Grace H. Macurdy, 15 March 1926, Autograph Files, Vassar Archives.
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Department of Latin this year has been tactful and successful. In all our deal-
ings I have found her fair and eager for the best good of both departments.

You know her indefatigable industry and the quality of her writing. I 
shall be untruthful if I said that I believe her to be distinguished in the line 
of pure research:—as for example, Professor Lily Taylor is distinguished. She 
has been too busy with other things for that and probably too the quality of 
her mind is not that, fine as her mental equipment is. I speak perhaps with 
too great frankness here, but it is in no spirit of derogation. I do not hold 
that pure research is, with the brief time allowed for it, a sine qua non for the 
full professorship in most of our American colleges.

Miss Haight would be a very great loss to the Department of Latin if 
she should resign because of a failure to receive promotion. I very sincerely 
second the request of my friends in the Latin Department that she be given 
the rank of full professor for next year.54 

MacCracken no doubt recognized the validity of her assessment; in any 
case, Haight was finally promoted to full professor. Unlike Abby Leach, Grace 
put her feminist convictions into practice, serving as a friend, mentor, and 
strong supporter of all her younger colleagues. She never perceived the suc-
cess of another as a diminishment of her own. Her genuine interest in others 
and delight in their triumphs drew people around her. In the words of Henry 
Noble MacCracken, “She was centric, a center of people always,” and she was 
now to become the center of a new family.55

 54. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 7 January 1922, MacCracken Papers, 
box 27, folder 47, Vassar Archives.
 55. Quoted in Elizabeth Hazelton Haight, “The Macurdy Collection,” Vassar Alumnae Mag-
azine 34 (1949): 12.

 Setting a Course 121





FIGURE 1. Macurdy poem and Greek vase that inspired it. Photograph by Barbara F. McManus.



FIGURE 2. William Augustus McCurdy and Harriet Hayes.  
Genealogical History of James Winslow McCurdy and Neil Barclay McCurdy.

FIGURE 3. Rebecca Manning Thomson and Simon Angus McCurdy.  
Genealogical History of James Winslow McCurdy and Neil Barclay McCurdy.



FIGURE 4. Bayside Baptist church, originally built under  
Adam Duncan Thomson as pastor. Photograph by Barbara F. McManus.

FIGURE 5. Grace Macurdy and her siblings with birth dates, ca. 1883.  
Standing: Grace (1866), William (1864); seated, middle: Edith (1862),  

Theodosia (1858), Maria (1860); seated, front: John (1873), Leigh (1876).  
Private collection of June Macurdy Landin.



FIGURE 6. Watertown horse car on Mt. Auburn Street.  
Watertown Free Public Library, figure 168.

FIGURE 7. Students at the Harvard Annex, 1885 (Grace Macurdy is circled). 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, olvwork347152.



FIGURE 8. 1862 Vassar poster showing Main Hall.  
Library of Congress, LC-USZ62–4194.

FIGURE 9. Grace Macurdy, ca. 1895. 
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, 

PhF 7.28, photo by Marshall Newton.

FIGURE 10. Abby Leach, ca. 1900. 
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, 

PhF 7.23.



FIGURE 11. Rebecca and Angus Macurdy, ca. 1890s.  
Private collection of Barbara F. McManus.

FIGURE 12. Grace and Theodosia’s house on Garnet Avenue in North Falmouth, Massachusetts. 
Private collection of June Macurdy Landin.



FIGURE 13. Grace Macurdy (second from right  
with elaborate hat) on Vassar Field Day, 1898.  

Vassar Archives and Special Collections, PhF 9.1.1.

FIGURE 14. Grace Macurdy with her 
nephew Jack, son of John Ordway  

Macurdy, 1912. Private collection of  
June Macurdy Landin.

FIGURE 15. Grace Macurdy, ca. 1916. 
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, 

PhF 7.28, photo by E. L. Wolven.



FIGURE 16. Jane Ellen Harrison, Hugh Stewart,  
Gilbert Murray, and Francis Cornford in Cambridge Newnham 

College, Cambridge University. The Principal and Fellows,  
Newnham College, Cambridge, PP Harrison/3/2/1.

FIGURE 17. Ernest Macurdy, Theodosia Skinner (Fid),  
Grace Macurdy, Helen Macurdy, with Ernest’s and  

Helen’s children William and June, 1941.  
Private collection of June Macurdy Landin.



FIGURE 18. Richard Skinner 
(Dicky, circled) with the Jitney 
Players, ca. 1920s. Billy Rose 
Theatre Division, The New York 
Public Library for the Performing 
Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden 
Foundations, TH-24192.

FIGURE 19. Bradford Skinner and Grace Macurdy, with Brad’s 
children Barbara (holding Mau) and Caroline, ca. 1945.  

Private collection of Caroline Skinner O’Neil.
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FIGURE 21. Grace with her cat Jason in front of Williams Hall, ca. 1932.  
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, PhF 7.28, photo by Elizabeth Hazelton Haight.



FIGURE 22. Ida Thallon 
Hill and Elizabeth Pierce 
Blegen hiking. Blegen Library 
Archives, American School of 
Classical Studies at Athens, 
Elizabeth Pierce Blegen 
Papers, box 2, folder 5.

FIGURE 23. Grace Macurdy at her 
summer house, ca. 1930. Private 
collection of June Macurdy Landin.



FIGURE 24. Formal portrait of Grace Macurdy, ca. 1930s.  
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, PhF 7.28,  

photo by Margaret De Muth Brown.



FIGURE 25. Grace Macurdy at work in Vassar’s Classical Museum, ca. 1940s.  
Vassar Archives and Special Collections, PhF 7.28.
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Unconventional Families

The years 1918–19 marked a time of prodigious change for Grace Mac-
urdy. Not only did she assume the chairmanship of the Greek Depart-
ment and experience a severe hearing loss, but she also took on new 

and life-changing family responsibilities that greatly enriched her emotional 
life while also making increasing demands on her time and financial resources. 
On June 23, 1918, Grace’s sister Edith Macurdy Skinner died suddenly from 
acute appendicitis at the age of fifty-five. Edith had been raising her three 
children alone since the death of her husband, lawyer Henry Reuben Skin-
ner, from a cerebral hemorrhage in 1912. Her eldest child, Theodosia, was just 
twenty-two when Edith died, and her two sons were still minors: Richard was 
eighteen and Bradford was twelve (the legal age of majority in Massachusetts 
at that time was 21). Grace’s oldest sister, Theodosia Macurdy, was appointed 
administratrix of the estate, most of which was tied up in real estate, some of 
it heavily mortgaged. At her death, Edith had only $500 in personal funds.1

The family first thought that Edith’s children could be cared for by Hen-
ry’s sister, Anna Mabel Skinner, who had a large house on Hawthorne Street 

 1. All legal information about Edith’s probate and the children’s guardianship comes from 
the Massachusetts Trial Court Record Center, Probate File Papers, Edith M. Skinner docket 
number 117570 (AUD-A box 112248) and Bradford S. Skinner docket number 125337 (AUD-A 
box 112302). Thanks to Diane Rapaport of Quill Historical Consulting for her excellent work 
on obtaining and explaining this information.
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a few doors from Edith’s home. Anna was a successful physician who had 
received a medical degree from the Boston University School of Medicine and 
subsequently studied at the Rotunda Maternity Hospital in Ireland, affiliated 
with Trinity College Dublin. In 1896, Anna had married George B. Grocock, 
a widower with a four-year-old daughter, but the marriage ended in divorce 
after less than a year, and Anna legally changed her name back to Skinner. 
Although Anna would later make a name for herself as an adolescent psychia-
trist in Boston at the Judge Baker Foundation for juvenile delinquents, her two 
lively nephews found her remarkably unsympathetic and the family turned to 
Grace for help. As early as November 1918, Grace wrote President MacCracken 
that she would soon be “a person with a family” (an eligibility requirement for 
renting a faculty house):

I have just been appointed guardian of one of the minor children of my 
sister who died five months ago today. My responsibilities for the younger 
members of our family, which have always been considerable, are likely to 
be still great both financially and morally. The home in which these children 
live has been broken up again by sickness. I intrude upon you with these 
personal details reluctantly, but I should like to have my claim considered in 
the future in case one of the houses in the Faculty Row should be vacated.2 

Vassar had purchased the three-story house Abby Leach had built on 
college property on Raymond Avenue after her death;3 in an ironic twist of 
fate, this house was now assigned to Grace and her instant family. Theodosia, 
Richard, and Bradford came to live with Grace in this house in September 
1919, although documents appointing Grace as the legal guardian of Richard 
and Bradford were not filed until January 1920. Suddenly Grace had an entire 
household to run with no previous experience of domestic responsibilities, 
since she had lived in her parents’ home and then in dormitory rooms in Vas-
sar’s Main Hall. The house represented an unexpected drain on her finances 
as well, not only because of the increased rent, but especially because the fur-
nace was defective. Despite the fact that Grace paid excessively high amounts 
for coal and wood, the family shivered through two winters before the college 

 2. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 23 November 1918, MacCracken 
Papers, box 17, folder 39, Vassar Archives.
 3. When Abby Leach decided to leave Main Hall because she felt other faculty there were 
shunning her due to her treatment of Grace Macurdy, she was not eligible for a faculty house 
because she had no family members living with her. She was, however, allowed to build a house 
at her own expense on college property along Raymond Avenue with the proviso that the col-
lege would purchase the house at appraised value after she died.
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agreed to renovate the furnace pipes. These costs were only slightly defrayed 
by the rent paid by German professor Marian P. Whitney, who was Grace’s 
tenant for the first three years. Edith’s estate did pay her children’s major 
expenses, including Richard’s tuition fees at Harvard.4

Grace accepted these new responsibilities with her usual good humor 
and positive attitude. She told President MacCracken that “she had prayed 
for a family when she was a girl, and the Lord had certainly responded!”5 
When discussing her instant family with the students, she jokingly proffered 
the maxim that “every woman, married or not, should be allowed one child, 
no questions asked.”6 A former student had observed that Grace “was always 
rather famous for her attachment to the family, especially all the young things 
coming along, and how she was helping them and how interested she was in 
that,” but this was even more deeply personal; her sister’s children were sud-
denly transformed into her own.7

“My Children”

Grace opened her heart as well as her home and her pocketbook to these 
three orphans, whom she liked to call “my children.” They thrived under her 
loving, easygoing care. The eldest, Theodosia Frances Skinner (born August 1, 
1895), was always called “Fid” by her family, apparently because her younger 
brother could not pronounce her name. When her mother died, Fid had just 
graduated from Simmons College in Boston with a bachelor of science in 
household economics. Her domestic skills were important to the new family, 
since Grace admittedly had none. Abby Leach had managed the large house 
with the help of a live-in Japanese butler, but Grace could not afford more 
than a maid who came in to clean. In April 1919, Fid was hired to manage 
an employee cafeteria established by the Dutchess Manufacturing Company, 
where she met Carl P. Immekus, a Poughkeepsie native working for this firm. 
Fid and Carl soon became a couple. Carl was Catholic, a religion that Grace 

 4. Legal documents indicate that the estate paid out $2,915.51 for the children during the 
years 1918–20.
 5. Henry Noble MacCracken to Bradford S. Skinner, 12 January 1951, private collection of 
Caroline Skinner O’Neil.
 6. In her research notes for her biographical sketch of Abby Leach, A. T. Zwart presents 
this as a serious quote from her 1969 interview with “Mrs. Allardyce.” However, Margaret Mid-
dleditch Allardyce was a student at Vassar from 1920 to 1924, when Bradford was still a boy 
under Grace’s care, and this statement has all the hallmarks of a typical Grace Macurdy witti-
cism. Notable American Women files, MC 230, box 52, Schlesinger.
 7. Evalyn Clark, interview by Barbara F. McManus, 6 December 1997.
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did not quite approve of, but she had already accepted and come to love her 
brother John’s Irish-Catholic wife, so she celebrated Fid and Carl’s marriage 
in Poughkeepsie’s Church of the Nativity on September 17, 1920. The young 
couple, who never had children, lived in Grace’s house. This arrangement was 
invaluable for Grace, since she was able to spend her 1922–23 sabbatical year 
and subsequent summers abroad knowing that Fid and Carl would take good 
care of Bradford. In May 1926, Carl accepted a job in New York, and Fid and 
Carl moved to Jackson Heights, Queens. After their departure, Grace moved 
to a large apartment in the recently opened Williams Hall. Grace remained in 
close contact with Fid for the rest of her life (see figure 17 for a photo of Fid 
with Grace with the Ernest Macurdy family).

Richard Henry Leigh Skinner (born February 27, 1900) entered Harvard in 
the fall after his mother’s death, graduating in 1922. Grace served as his legal 
guardian until his twenty-first birthday. He lived in Cambridge during the 
school year, but spent holidays with Grace. Dicky, as Grace always called him, 
was a talented actor and singer; he had been very active in the Harvard Dra-
matic Club and sang as a tenor in the Glee Club. After graduation he lived in 
Grace’s house and worked for two years as a reporter on the local newspaper, 
the Poughkeepsie Eagle-News, where his “nose for news” involved Grace in an 
embarrassing contretemps. He published an article announcing that Vassar 
was opening a new department devoted to euthenics, which aimed at better-
ment of the human race through “the science of controllable environment.” 
This multidisciplinary field, first promoted by Vassar alumnae Ellen Swallow 
Richards and Julia Lathrop, became a project heavily supported by President 
MacCracken, who was counting on a large donation by Vassar alumna Min-
nie Cumnock Blodgett to fund the construction of a special hall to house the 
Division of Euthenics. When Dicky published the article in 1923, the entire 
Vassar community was under strict orders of secrecy, and Mrs. Blodgett and 
the Vassar trustees were angered by the premature announcement. Grace, 
acutely conscientious about college matters, felt compelled to write to Presi-
dent MacCracken explaining her nephew’s actions:

My nephew, Richard Skinner, tells me that Professor Johnson [Burgess John-
son, head of Vassar’s Bureau of Publication] has just acquainted him with 
the fact that an account which he gave the Eagle based on a pamphlet about 
Euthenics sent to me has been discussed by the trustees. Such a pamphlet 
never reached me. It was considered by my nephew as sent to him by Profes-
sor Johnson with whom he had been talking the matter over and from whom 
he was looking for a statement. The pamphlet which I have never seen came 
just after his request for information was made to Professor Johnson and he 
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not unnaturally thought the pamphlet which was not addressed to me was 
sent to him. I greatly regret the occurrence and assure you and the trustees 
that I never have given and never should think of giving any information to 
my nephew or any one else that came to me through the college or about the 
college without permission from the proper authorities.8 

Despite his occasional impulsive behavior, Dicky was a popular figure on 
campus and often accompanied Grace to college events. He was lively and 
witty, an excellent storyteller, and always very good company. He was also 
flamboyantly gay at a time when this lifestyle was considered reprehensible, 
though never by Grace, who was notably broad minded and tolerant. By 1924, 
Dicky had left the newspaper for a life in the theater, first joining the Jitney 
Players, a repertory drama group that toured the northeast every summer per-
forming on a collapsible stage mounted on a truck (see figure 18 for a photo 
of Dicky with the Jitney Players). He also studied for two years with Richard 
Boleslavsky and Maria Ouspenskaya at the American Laboratory Theater in 
New York. Besides his many summers with the Jitney Players, he won parts 
on Broadway and in other theaters in the metropolitan area, but he found his 
greatest success as a producer and company manager in New York City and 
especially in many summer-stock theaters. The New York Times summed up 
his career with a substantial obituary in 1971.9

Until her death, Grace provided a stable core of family and home in 
Dicky’s peripatetic life, and he visited her often, especially on holidays, when 
he delighted her friends with stories of life in the theater. As a favor to Grace, 
he agreed in 1933 to direct a Vassar Alumnae Association production of Oscar 
Wilde’s play A Woman of No Importance in which faculty played many of the 
major roles. When novelist Mary McCarthy, then a senior at Vassar, gave the 
play an acerbic review, she aimed most of her criticism at the playwright; her 
flippant remarks about the director offer backhanded testimony to Dicky’s 
popularity on campus: “This blurring, this disharmony of interpretation seems 
to lie at the door of the director, Richard Skinner, who has had professional 
experience, and the Lord defend us from criticizing him!”10

 8. “Vassar Starts New Department,” Poughkeepsie Eagle-News, 17 December 1923, 5; Grace 
H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 17 January 1924, MacCracken Papers, box 29, folder 
18, Vassar Archives.
 9. “Richard Skinner, Stage Producer: Broadway Figure, Active in Summer Stock, Dies at 
71,” New York Times, 4 August 1971, 37.
 10. Mary McCarthy, “Woman of No Importance is Condemned as Unimportant,” Vassar 
Miscellany News, 12 April 1933, 5.
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Bradford Swanton Skinner (born October 9, 1905) was most in need of 
“raising” when he came to live with Grace at the age of twelve, and he flour-
ished under her loving, supportive, and lenient care. He quickly became a 
college pet among the students, who promptly nicknamed him “the Duchess’s 
Indiscretion.” A spoof campus map full of inside jokes drawn for the 1924 Vas-
sarion yearbook shows him standing by the main gate of the college with the 
label “The Duchess’ Indiscretion” (figure 20 shows a detail of this map). Brad 
did not learn about his nickname until some years after he had reached adult-
hood and moved to Springfield, as he explained in a letter to Henry Noble 
MacCracken:

One evening we were entertaining among others Miss Grace Stebbins who 
graduated from Vassar in the early twenties. We were talking about mutual 
acquaintances when she remarked “Why you must be th[e] Duchess’s Indis-
cretion.” When I looked puzzled she explained that my aunt, who was fondly 
respected by the girls at that time, did have a certain regal appearance that 
she combined on occasion with a slightly askew hat or a slip that showed so 
that she was secretly known to the girls as “The Drunken Duchess.” When 
a teen age [sic] boy appeared at her home and escorted her to church at 
the college and to other college affairs the girls promptly dubbed me the 
“Duchess’s Indiscretion.” That apparently was my title to that generation of 
Vassar girls.11 

The pages of the Poughkeepsie Eagle-News are full of Brad’s accomplish-
ments in Poughkeepsie High School—he won honors in debating, served as 
editor of the school monthly magazine, was a member of the football team 
for three years, earned praise as star of a high-school play, and was elected 
president of the senior class. The entire school elected him to serve as Pough-
keepsie’s “Boy Mayor for a Day” in April 1924. During his term in office he 
mischievously proposed closing the schools at 2:00 p.m., a proposal swiftly 
vetoed by the school superintendent. A statement in one of his articles as 
high-school correspondent for the Eagle shows that he was not unaffected 
by Grace’s academic interests: “That the advantages of athletics is [sic] recog-
nized freely is shown by the growth of gymnasium work as connected with 

 11. Bradford S. Skinner to Henry Noble MacCracken, 8 January 1951, private collection of 
Caroline Skinner O’Neil. The map was part of a spoof 1923–24 Vassar catalog included in the 
1924 Vassarion.
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the school life, in the fashion of the old Greek civilization, and by the growth 
of athletics for girls.”12

Like any proud mother, Grace attended school events, opened her home 
for Brad’s activities and friends, and worried when he was out late. Her respon-
sibilities did not end when he entered Amherst College in 1924, however. His 
skills in Latin were not strong, and he was in danger of flunking his required 
Latin course. Ever resourceful, he invited Grace to visit him at Amherst and 
arranged for his Latin instructor to meet his distinguished aunt, the classical 
scholar. As a result of that meeting, he was allowed to make up his deficiencies 
with an extra research paper on the aqueducts in Rome, though his instructor 
commented on his paper that he was a better engineer than the Romans, since 
he had constructed a twelfth aqueduct while they had managed only eleven.

After graduation from Amherst, Brad moved to Springfield, Massachu-
setts, and worked for some years as a reporter for the Springfield Republican. 
He married Dorothy Fitzgerald of Ohio, owned and ran the Bradford S. Skin-
ner Insurance Agency, and had two daughters, Grace’s “grandchildren,” Bar-
bara and Caroline (see figure 19).

Cats

When Grace moved to the house on Raymond Avenue, she was finally able 
to indulge her love for cats, adopting a black cat appropriately named Felix. 
The long-lived Felix became something of a legend on campus, inspiring the 
devotion not only of his mistress but also of Margaret Floy Washburn, pro-
fessor of psychology at Vassar, author of The Animal Mind, and the second 
woman inducted into the National Academy of Science. His fame spread 
beyond Vassar, due to his mention in Time magazine: “Professor Washburn’s 
great and good friend at Vassar was Felix, the Greek Department’s old black 
cat. Felix knew all the stunts of the psychological laboratory and he helped 
out in a friendly way. He and she, she would half-seriously say, knew what 
each was thinking.” When he died, hit by an automobile while crossing Ray-
mond Avenue, the playwright Emmet Lavery published an obituary in a New 
York–area newspaper called “Felix, the Companionable, Leaves Vassar and 
Campus Is Shy One Who Mattered,” that concluded, “Whether Felix will have 
an epitaph we do not know now. But visible or invisible, any epitaph that he 
might have would inevitably radiate from the thought that of all people and 

 12. Bradford Skinner, “School Athletics Have Advantages,” Poughkeepsie Eagle-News, 23 
November 1923, 9.
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things Professor Macurdy had prized him extraordinarily well. To that degree 
he mattered.”13

Grace was never without a cat once she moved out of Vassar’s Main Hall. 
After Felix came Jason, then Mau (see figure 21 for a photo of Grace and 
Jason). As much as she loved her cats, however, she never let them interfere 
with her travels or her scholarship, though she always made provision for 
their care while she was away. The summer that Felix died, for example, she 
had offered her apartment in Williams Hall, where she had moved after Fid 
and Carl left her house, to a young instructor in psychology on condition that 
she would look after the cat while Grace was in England. A humorous poem 
that Grace wrote in 1937 thanking her friends for their parting gifts when she 
left for a year abroad after she retired concludes with a reference to her cur-
rent cat:

And all the members of Williams Hall
My heart aches sorely to leave you now.
I thank you and beg still another boon;
I ask you all to be kind to Mau.14

A Sort of Marriage

Although she never married, Grace was a strong supporter of women’s right 
to both a career and marriage. For example, when she was in England on her 
first sabbatical, her ire was aroused by an article in the Pall Mall Gazette by 
Charlotte Cowdroy, antifeminist headmistress of the Crouch End High School 
for Girls, arguing that women should give up paid employment after mar-
rying. In support of this contention, Cowdroy cited the scandalous case of 
Edith Thompson, hanged for inciting her young lover to murder her husband, 
labeling her “an abnormal woman” because she continued to work outside 
the home after her marriage—even earning more than her husband—and did 
not want children.15 Grace’s reply, “Shall the Married Woman Work?” (signed 
“an American Woman”), presented a dramatic contrast to the article that pro-

 13. “Science: Facts, Questions,” Time, 11 May 1931, 42. The newspaper clipping of Felix’s 
obituary, headed “Poughkeepsie, N. Y.,” is located in Biographical Files: Macurdy, Grace Har-
riet, folder 2, Vassar Archives. The clipping does not name the newspaper or date the article.
 14. Edward R. Linner, “As I Remember Them,” Vassar Alumnae Magazine 55 (1969): 17.
 15. Charlotte Cowdroy, “A Study of Mrs. Thompson,” Pall Mall Gazette, 9 January 1923, 9. 
Cowdroy’s article was published on the day of Thompson’s hanging. I am grateful to Patricia 
Auspos for locating this article.
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voked it. Avoiding all sensationalism and not even mentioning the Thompson 
case, Grace composed a judicious rebuttal of Cowdroy’s position that drew on 
arguments ranging from Greek philosophers to modern class prejudices. Her 
conclusion reveals not only her conviction of the importance of employment 
for women, but also her belief in a woman’s right to conduct her private life 
without societal interference:

And if, as is terribly apparent, men degenerate by unemployment, the same 
is true of women, whether married or single.  .  .  . It seems unfair that the 
teacher or gymnastic expert or physician should give up her work, which is 
as dear to her as a man’s is to him. And I contend that the domestic arrange-
ments should be a private and individual affair.16 

Grace was, in the words of a former student, “her own type and she was 
going to go ahead and live that way. . . . She was very much her own person.”17 
And so her unorthodox family life was not limited to her single mother-
hood; she also became part of an unconventional couple. Grace had first met 
the Scottish classicist J. A. K. Thomson when she invited him to lecture on 
“Greeks and Barbarians” at Vassar in the spring of 1920 when he was a visiting 
lecturer at Harvard. Thomson later wrote Murray that Grace had impressed 
him favorably: “I must say the atmosphere of classical study in America is far 
from stimulating. Really I think the most living person I met there was Miss 
Macurdy of Vassar. She may be a little mad about the Paeonian Apollo, but it 
is the right sort of madness.”18 When Thomson returned to America to teach 
as a sabbatical replacement at Bryn Mawr from 1921 to 1922, Grace invited him 
to visit her for a weekend in November at her house on Raymond Avenue. 
From that point, they quickly became very close friends despite the age dif-
ference (Grace was fifty-five, Thomson forty-two).

Their friendship was close enough that Thomson was able to confide to 
Grace his ongoing difficulties with finding academic employment. Grace sug-
gested that he serve as her 1922–23 sabbatical replacement at Vassar. She then 
privately proposed to President MacCracken that she would make an anony-
mous gift of $600, nearly 20 percent of her own salary, so that Vassar could 
offer Thomson a salary of $2,000 instead of the usual $1,400 for an instruc-
tor. Despite the fact that this would put a strain on her own tight finances, 
she was excited about the prospect of secretly helping Thomson in this way, 

 16. “Shall the Married Woman Work?” Pall Mall Gazette, 11 January 1923, 9.
 17. Evalyn Clark, interview by Barbara F. McManus, 6 December 1997.
 18. J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 27 September 1921, MSS Gilbert Murray 172, fols. 
23–24, Bodleian.
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though she did acknowledge the eccentricity of this gesture. As she wrote 
MacCracken, “Mr. Thomson is such a fine young scholar and so fine in char-
acter and spirit that I would very much like to do this. . . . May I ask that no 
one except yourself and me should hear of this? My friends would think it 
quixotic and perhaps wrong in principle.” The generosity and impractical-
ity of Grace’s offer emerges in a later letter when she has to petition Vassar 
to guarantee her salary for her sabbatical year so she can receive a letter of 
credit from her bank: “I had not contemplated this emergency and as I have 
no means of going abroad except the salary of next year I am in trouble about 
it. Owing to family service on my part extending over all the years of my 
working life I have no other resources.”19 Fortunately for her finances, Grace 
had to withdraw her proposal when she discovered that members of the Latin 
department did not want Thomson to come to Vassar because that would 
deprive them of the advanced electives in Greek they had been teaching. After 
his visiting appointment at Bryn Mawr, therefore, Thomson returned to his 
family in Scotland in June 1922 with no prospects of a faculty position.

Grace then threw herself into efforts to find another position for Thom-
son, recommending him unsuccessfully for faculty posts at New York Univer-
sity and Swarthmore College. When she departed for her sabbatical, instead 
of sailing from New York she traveled to Montreal so she could sail on the SS 
Tunisia directly to Glasgow and visit with Thomson before going to England. 
Thomson arranged for the two of them to meet with Gilbert Murray: “Since 
Miss Macurdy is in this country, it would be a great pity, I think, if she and 
you and I did not have a consultation together about Homer. I could come 
to Oxford for the purpose or to any other place more convenient for you.”20 
While in England, Grace worked behind the scenes to help Murray secure a 
position for Thomson; as she wrote Murray, “I am very anxious indeed that 
our friend should have a position worthy of his talents. His sensitiveness is 
against his pushing, but he would fill any such post with honor and his great 
gifts would gradually be recognized.” She collected testimonials from Ameri-
can scholars and provided valuable advice about whom not to ask, particu-
larly M. Carey Thomas, president of Bryn Mawr, who was prejudiced against 
Thomson by one of her faculty and who was known to “hate men.”21 Grace’s 
efforts on Thomson’s behalf did not have much effect in Britain since she was 

 19. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry Noble MacCracken, 2 and 6 February 1922; 25 March 1922, 
MacCracken Papers, box 27, folder 34, Vassar Archives.
 20. J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 28 June 1922, MSS Gilbert Murray 172, fols. 36–37, 
Bodleian.
 21. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 17 and 20 December 1922, MSS Gilbert Murray 
157, fols. 53–58, Bodleian.
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not only an American but also a woman in a male-dominated profession. 
However, she did have a great deal of influence in her own institution, so 
she was able to secure a fallback offer for Thomson—a two-year faculty posi-
tion at Vassar—which he did not have to accept or decline until after he had 
exhausted all possible opportunities in England. In the end, Gilbert Murray 
was able to procure for Thomson the position of professor of classical litera-
ture and chair of the Classics Department at King’s College London, which he 
assumed in the fall of 1923 and held until his retirement in 1945.22

Once Thomson was settled in London, Grace spent every summer from 
1924 to 1936 there, plus her half-year sabbatical in 1930 and her postretirement 
year from spring 1937 to fall 1938. She always rented a flat right next to his, 
moving from Queensberry Place in South Kensington to Lexham Gardens in 
Kensington when he did. Grace and Thomson frequently traveled together 
to Italy, Greece, other parts of Europe, Scotland, and Wales. Over the years, 
they jointly collected a large number of Greek vases and other artifacts, which 
Thomson proudly displayed in his flat. Grace wrote with easy familiarity about 
Thomson, including issuing invitations on his behalf, as in a letter to Bert H. 
Hill:

I have written J. A. K. Thomson that you and Carl [Blegen] are coming to 
London about Feb. 9. I do hope that you will give him the pleasure of seeing 
you. . . . J. A. K. T. would love to have you for dinner etc. and then you might 
like to look at our treasures of vases, of which his apartment is full. . . . And 
he will probably give you a detective story or two!”23 

Besides their passion for all things Greek, Thomson and Grace shared 
a fascination with detective stories of the more intellectual sort. As Grace 
wrote her friend Ida, “I like my victims and my murderers to be gentlemen 
and scholars. These Crime Kate and Lefty Louie Crime Club stories I cannot 
read.  .  .  . Well, I must buzz off, as Lord Peter Wimsey, the detective, would 
say.”24 Even when World War II prevented Grace from sailing to England, 
their relationship continued through letters. Grace fretted about Thomson’s 
safety during the blitzes and sent him razor blades and other supplies still 

 22. All the efforts on Thomson’s behalf, including the King’s College London search stage-
managed by Murray, are documented in a series of letters in MSS Gilbert Murray 172, fols. 
51–98, Bodleian.
 23. Grace H. Macurdy to Bert H. Hill, 19 January 1937, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 4 folder 
2, Blegen Library.
 24. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida Thallon Hill, 13 April 1929, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, 
folder 5, Blegen Library.
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available in America. In the beginning of 1946, Grace and Thomson arranged 
to loan their collection of Greek vases to Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, and 
after Grace died later that year, Thomson offered them to the museum as a 
permanent gift, with any that the Ashmolean did not want to go to Vassar. 
Their joint collection was a symbol of their close relationship, and now that 
she was gone he did not want to keep it. As he wrote to the museum’s keeper 
of the Department of Antiquities, “The only thing I really care about is that 
her name should attach to the gift.”25

Although both Grace and Thomson carefully saved their letters from Gil-
bert Murray, they (or their executors) did not preserve their many letters to 
each other, perhaps because they seemed too personal. However, there are 
many other forms of evidence that they considered themselves “a couple,” 
and that their friends accepted them as such. When Grace was in London, she 
and Thomson always entertained friends together, and if one was invited to 
any event, the other would always be included in the invitation. As Grace and 
Thomson were departing on a trip to Greece together, Grace’s former student, 
friend, and colleague Ida Thallon closely linked the two in a letter to the direc-
tor of the American School of Classical Studies in Athens: “Miss Macurdy and 
JAK Thomson are leaving for Athens in less than a week. Be good to them. 
They are rare spirits.”26 Vassar psychology professor Margaret Floy Washburn 
thought of Grace’s summers in England when she wrote from the deck of a 
Cunard ship, “The ship’s food is vile beyond words . . . This is because the food 
is English. Your affection for J. A. K. T. must indeed be great. I understand 
now why you always come back so sylph-like in form.”27 This joke between 
friends testifies to the easy acceptance of Macurdy’s rather unorthodox rela-
tionship with Thomson. Gilbert Murray and his wife sent Thomson a photo of 
Grace as a Christmas present, so they were aware that this was something he 
would value. An odd illustration of the close association of Grace and Thom-
son in the minds of their friends appears in a letter of Peter Giles, master of 
Emmanuel College in Cambridge, to Grace: “Your young relative Norman 
Meldrum has settled down satisfactorily, I think. He was here on Sunday to 
lunch; he was, as you told my wife, he would be, rather shy; but he will no 

 25. J. A. K. Thomson to D. B. Harden, 30 May 1947, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford University.
 26. Ida Thallon to Bert H. Hill, 22 July 1924, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 7, folder 1, Blegen 
Library.
 27. Margaret Floy Washburn to Grace H. Macurdy, 10 April 1928, Autograph Files, Vassar 
Archives.



 Unconventional Families 135

doubt get over that.”28 But Meldrum was Thomson’s nephew, no relation to 
Grace.

With Thomson, Grace forged an egalitarian, intellectual partnership that 
promoted the confidence and independence of both individuals, something 
neither could achieve with the Olympian Gilbert Murray, however support-
ive he undoubtedly was. In 1926 they even began writing a book together, “A 
Chapter in the History of Pity,” a subject that Grace eventually incorporated in 
her book The Quality of Mercy (1940). At first glance their relationship appears 
similar to that of Jane Ellen Harrison and Francis M. Cornford because of the 
age disparity and the fact that the attraction was based on both parties’ intense 
commitment to their shared subject and deep respect for each other’s intellect 
and scholarship. The differences, however, are more significant than the simi-
larities. Cornford and Harrison became friends when he was a fourth-year 
student at Trinity College in Cambridge; he was twenty-four, while she was 
forty-eight, literally twice his age (see figure 16). For the next ten years they 
were often together—bicycling, sharing long intellectual discussions, spending 
vacations together; Cornford proofread the text of Prolegomena and contrib-
uted a chapter to Themis. But Cornford fell in love with and married Frances 
Darwin in 1909, sending Harrison into a tailspin of jealousy, depression, and 
ill health and effectively ending their close relationship.29 In contrast, Thom-
son saw Grace as a fellow scholar, never a mentor or teacher. Unlike Harri-
son, Grace showed no evidence of flirtatiousness, jealousy, or possessiveness 
toward Thomson. Their relationship was mutually satisfying and continued 
so until Grace’s death.

There is, however, one major similarity—the likelihood that neither rela-
tionship was sexual. Grace and Thomson certainly loved each other, but there 
is no hard evidence to substantiate or disprove physical intimacy. Grace’s 
nephew Brad Skinner, who as an adult took her to the ship on her annual 
sailings to England and met her when she returned, told his daughters that 

 28. Peter Giles to Grace H. Macurdy, 31 March 1929, Biographical Files: Macurdy, Grace 
Harriet, folder 2, Vassar Archives. Unfortunately, Meldrum did not ultimately settle down; 
while a chemistry student at Cambridge in 1933, he committed suicide by swallowing chemi-
cals from the lab. There must have been a strain of psychosis inherited from his father, the 
noted Scottish chemist Andrew Meldrum, whose own suicide in 1934 was disguised as an acci-
dent, since his sister, Elizabeth Meldrum, was committed to a mental health institution in 1950 
because of repeated suicide attempts, and his other sister, Margaret Meldrum, committed sui-
cide in 1952 by taking sleeping pills and lying across train tracks at night.
 29. For more information on Harrison’s relationship with Cornford, see Annabel Robin-
son, The Life and Work of Jane Ellen Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 199–217; 
and Jessie Stuart, Jane Ellen Harrison: A Portrait from Letters (London: Merlin Press, 1959), 
101–13.
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the relationship “may or may not have been platonic.”30 Former student and 
colleague Evalyn Clark, however, said that it was widely known at Vassar that 
Grace was very attached to Thomson but this was not considered scandalous: 
“I don’t think anybody was thinking of scandals looking at her.  .  .  . Well in 
the first place because she had sort of a disarming approach—nobody would 
ever think that this was being sort of illicit or anything. They were perfectly 
frank and open. She had a kind of a charm about her and an innocence, an 
air of innocence.”31 Both Grace and Thomson were first and foremost schol-
ars whose highest life was that of the mind, not the body; they both found in 
the relationship what they needed: the love and support of a kindred spirit, 
the steady companionship of an equal, the pleasure of challenging intellectual 
discussions.

Both were progressive and broad minded but not social radicals. Grace’s 
approach to life was always straightforward and unsentimental, but Thomson 
had a streak of Victorian romanticism that appeared in the poetry and fiction 
he occasionally tried to write. For example, after his retirement in 1945 he 
submitted to Allen & Unwin, his long-time publisher, a volume of short sto-
ries, ultimately rejected by the press’s readers as “completely out of touch with 
present day writing.” Most of the stories are set in the distant past and full of 
fantasy, but one stands out for its quiet sentiment. “Miss Cristina,” set in nine-
teenth-century Scotland, brings a young divinity student to aid a country vicar 
who has injured his leg. The vicar’s middle-aged daughter, Cristina, serves as 
his housekeeper, and the student is drawn to her. One night they walk over 
the countryside together to see a brilliant display of the aurora borealis. As the 
student is departing upon the vicar’s recovery, he suppresses a strong impulse 
to kiss Cristina, but he cannot resist looking back at her standing in the door-
way. In the words of one of the readers, “The meaning of the story is implicit; 
Cristina was born fifteen years too soon.”32 This story may or may not have any 
bearing on his relationship with Grace, but it does shed light on Thomson’s 
strong sense of propriety and restraint.

“The Four”

From her own experiences, Grace was used to nontraditional families, and 
friendship associated her with a four-person family that was unconventional 

 30. Caroline Skinner O’Neil, interview by Barbara F. McManus, 13 May 2005.
 31. Evalyn Clark, interview by Barbara F. McManus, 6 December 1997.
 32. AUC 325/7, Allen & Unwin Collection, Department of Special Collections, Reading 
University Library. The reader’s reports are dated 1947.
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indeed, a family that would have a profound effect on her life for the next sev-
eral years.33 Although Grace was certainly familiar with crushes and smashes 
among the students and with more long-lasting relationships sometimes 
forged between a female faculty member and former student, there is no evi-
dence whatsoever that her own many close friendships with other women ever 
had a romantic component. However, her dear friend Ida Thallon, a former 
student and later colleague who had been the first to notify Grace that Abby 
Leach was planning to fire her, did form such a relationship with one of her 
students, Elizabeth Denny Pierce, usually called Lib or Libbie.34 Lib enrolled 
in Vassar in 1906 and fell in love with her teacher Ida; she carefully preserved 
in her college scrapbook a card with a poem most likely written by Ida, who 
had a fondness for referring to people by three initials:

O E. D. P.
Come here to me.
I like thy violets and like thee!
Dost thou like me?
Then, don’t you see?
No one must longer “bashful” be,
O E. D. P.35

Lib remained at Vassar to earn a master of arts in 1912 and returned to 
Vassar in 1915 to serve as an assistant in art history; she and Ida now lived in 
adjacent rooms in a Vassar residence hall. Grace was well aware of their close 
relationship and warmly accepted Lib into her circle of friends; Ida and Lib 
are the only people who called her “Gracie.” Ida had been a student at the 

 33. I am grateful to Robert L. Pounder of Vassar College for encouraging me to consult the 
archives of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens for information about the Hills, 
Blegens, and their relationship to Grace Macurdy. Pounder has recently published an article 
on “The Blegens and the Hills: A Family Affair,” in Carl W. Blegen: Personal and Archaeological 
Narratives, ed. Natalia Vogeikoff-Brogan, Jack L. Davis, Vasiliki Florou (Atlanta, Ga.: Lockwood 
Press, 2015), 85–98. Natalia Vogeikoff-Brogan, Doreen Canaday Spitzer archivist at ASCSA, 
gave me invaluable help accessing the archival material, without which this and the following 
chapter could not have been written.
 34. Brief biographical sketches of both women can be found on the Breaking Ground: 
Women in Old World Archaeology website: Natalia Vogeikoff, “Ida Thallon Hill (1875–1954),” 
http:// www .brown .edu/ Research/ Breaking _Ground/ results .php ?d = 1 & first = Ida %20Thallon & last 
= Hill; and Elizabeth Langridge-Noti, “Elizabeth Pierce Blegen (1888–1966),” accessed 22 Janu-
ary 2015, http:// www .brown .edu/ Research/ Breaking _Ground/ results .php ?d = 1 & first = Elizabeth 
%20Pierce & last = Blegen.
 35. Elizabeth Pierce Blegen Scrapbook, Vassar College Student Materials Collection, Vassar 
Archives. In a letter dated 8 May 1924, Lib told Bert Hodge Hill that she had loved Ida since 
her freshman year. Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 8, folder 3, Blegen Library.
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American School of Classical Studies in Athens (ASCSA) in 1899–1901 and 
earned a Columbia doctorate in 1905; following in Ida’s footsteps, Lib earned 
a doctorate at Columbia and was an ASCSA student in 1922–23. During her 
year abroad, she wrote many letters to Ida that reveal the depth and passionate 
nature of their relationship:

September 23, 1922:
You do not know how much you have done for me, my own dearest one, 
for if these things had happened before I had your love, I should have been 
as blue as indigo but now they seem mere “flea bites” . . . beside the biggest 
thing in my life.

November 29, 1922:
I like that any how for you make everything so interesting, my own beloved-
est. I wish I could kiss you 29 times right this minute!

December 11, 1922:
I love you so much and I know you didn’t mean to hurt me but I want your 
arms around me tight and then I’d be so happy. But 5,000 miles is an awful 
long way for anyone’s arms to reach!36

A later letter to Ida, however, mentioned a complicating factor: “My ‘per-
sonality’ which I have been so assiduously cultivating may be having too pow-
erful an effect on a certain person (C. W. B.) and I wish to avoid all ‘entangling 
alliances.’”37 At this time Bert Hodge Hill was director of the American School 
and Carl William Blegen was assistant director.38 Lib was downplaying the 
seriousness of this issue, since Blegen had fallen deeply in love with her. In 
fact, he proposed marriage on January 27, just a few weeks after this letter, 
and Lib agreed to marry him. Ida was very distressed when she received a 
cable notifying her of this news, but she proceeded with her sabbatical plans 
to study in Greece and Italy, traveling with Lib and returning to New York 

 36. Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folders 6–7; box 3, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 37. Elizabeth Pierce to Ida Thallon, 10 January 1923, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, folder 
1, Blegen Library.
 38. Bert Hodge Hill (1874–1958) and Carl William Blegen (1887–1971) were both classical 
archaeologists and excavators; Blegen, later a professor at the University of Cincinnati, became 
one of the foremost American archaeologists, most famous for his work on the Palace of Nestor 
in Pylos and the site of Troy. Neither has a full-length biography, but Vogeikoff-Brogan et al., 
Carl W. Blegen, gives an excellent portrayal of Blegen, and Hill to a lesser extent, in the context 
of the development of classical archaeology in Greece.
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together. The reunion of the two women swayed Lib’s affections, and she broke 
off her engagement with Carl in June 1923.

Ida was overjoyed, but Lib remained very conflicted, wavering back and 
forth between Ida and Carl, who continued to write urging his suit and came 
to New York in person at the beginning of the summer. When Lib finally 
decided that she would accept Carl’s marriage proposal, she wrote poignantly 
to Bert Hill:

I have already decided to marry Carl. The difficulty with making Ida under-
stand the situation is that she will not recognize that there are two kinds 
of love and as she knows I love her she cannot realize that I also love Carl. 
After she hears I have married him she will be very much hurt and think 
that I have put him in her place, not realizing that I shall still love her just 
as much as before.39 

Lib and Carl were married on June 11, 1924, keeping this a secret from 
Ida until after the fact. Carl wrote a triumphant letter to Bert predicting a 
“wonderful year coming for the triumvirate”: “I couldn’t possibly tell you in 
words how wonderful it is, and what a tremendous relief it is to both of us to 
have the problem finally definitely settled and settled right.”40 However, the 
triumvirate was soon to become a quartet, as Bert and Lib conspired to bring 
about what they jokingly called “the Pro Par,” or professional partnership. Bert 
kept pressing Ida, who was staying at her family’s summer home in England, 
to marry him. Feeling hurt and betrayed, Ida at first resisted but finally wrote 
Bert a long letter explaining that she was seriously considering such a partner-
ship but only if all her conditions would be met, including her own freedom 
to come and go as she pleased and visit with family for part of the year. The 
most crucial condition, however, was that all four of them would have to live 
together always:

With the various permutations and combinations there are several ways in 
which we should often be inclined to pair off, and I do not see how this 
would in any way interfere with your intimacy with Carl. . . . Of course, she 
[Lib] would always have first choice, for fond as I am of you I love her more 
than anything in the world. Carl has married her knowing she feels the same 
way about me.

 39. Elizabeth Pierce to Bert H. Hill, 3 June 1924, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 8, folder 3, 
Blegen Library.
 40. Carl W Blegen to Bert H. Hill, 15 July 1924, Carl William Blegen Papers, box 16, folder 
3, Blegen Library.



140 Chapter 8 

Bert’s reply, preserved in a carefully composed draft, accepted all her con-
ditions in his characteristically humorous way. This letter seems to have won 
the day, for he and Ida married later that summer:

While I could not conscientiously make quite so sweeping a statement I can 
say I d. n. l. you more than is reasonable.  .  .  . All the possible pairings out 
of the quartet the four of us they are not many seem to me most quite satis-
factory: (1) I + B, E + C; (2) I + E, B + C; (3) I + C, E + B. I am should not, 
however, be prepared to take oath always to prefer (2) to (1).41

They did fulfill these conditions to a remarkable extent, living together 
in the same residences for the rest of their lives, their only lengthy separa-
tion caused by World War II, during which Bert remained in Greece and the 
other three in America. Among close friends, they referred to themselves as 
“the Four” or “the family.” They were all fiercely devoted to each other and to 
their union, and Ida and Lib continued their passionate relationship appar-
ently without arousing jealousy in any quarter (see figure 22 for a photo of 
Ida Hill and Elizabeth Blegen). Their famous house at 9 Ploutarchou Street 
in Athens became a social and intellectual center for scholars and archaeolo-
gists from all over the world and contained a shared bedroom for Ida and Lib, 
while Carl and Bert each had a separate room. When the men’s positions at 
the American School were under siege a year after their marriages, Lib and 
Carl went to Boston to attempt to ameliorate the situation. Comments from 
two letters Lib wrote Ida show that the intensity of their feelings for each other 
had not diminished:

Belovedest my own. This is just another page added to tell you that nothing 
else in the world matters as long as I have you. And I’m going to keep you 
for ever and ever—nothing can part us now. . . . There is a lovely little sickle 
moon out now—how I want you! [last two words underlined three times]

My sweet Bunny, if I could just have you all the time I’d never ask for 
anything else! I want to bury my face in your neck and kiss you and kiss you 
and put your eyelids to sleep and oh so many other loving-nesses.42 

 41. Ida Thallon to Bert H. Hill, 22 July 1924; Bert H. Hill to Ida Thallon, 30 July 1924, Bert 
Hodge Hill Papers, box 7, folder 1, Blegen Library. These letters are hole-punched and tied 
together with string. Robert Pounder’s “The Blegens and the Hills” maintains that Carl’s devo-
tion to Bert was based only on close friendship and gratitude for his tutelage but that Bert may 
have harbored a stronger emotion, albeit one that was only hinted at in extant letters.
 42. Elizabeth Pierce Blegen to Ida Thallon Hill, 21 August 1925 and 28 August 1925, Ida 
Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, folder 2, Blegen Library.
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Grace had no difficulty accepting the unconventional domestic arrange-
ments of “the Four,” but she did occasionally struggle with terminology. In 
an early letter after their marriage, she referred in the traditional fashion to 
“Mr. Hill,” but then added wryly “(very formal way of speaking of your hus-
band!).” She sometimes opened letters with the salutation “Dearest Ida-and-
Lib,” but had more trouble with closings: “Give my love to Lib and, if proper, 
to B. H. H. and Carl”; “Give my love to Lib and whatever affectionate greeting 
is appropriate to B. H. H. and C. B.” She finally settled on “Love to Lib and 
regards to the rest of the family.”43

 43. Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 5, Blegen Library.
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Fighting for Justice

Grace’s affection and admiration for “the Four” embroiled her in two 
major controversies involving the American School of Classical 
Studies in Athens during 1925–29. Once more, as with Abby Leach, 

she was plunged into conflict with an individual in a position of authority 
who used every resource to wrest away the job and diminish the dignity of a 
younger scholar. This time, however, her participation in the battle was vol-
untary, motivated not only by friendship, but especially by a strong sense of 
justice honed to a fine point by her past experiences. Her foe shared some 
similarities of temperament with Abby Leach but was much more powerful, a 
man with institutional prestige and notable administrative accomplishments 
in an academic world heavily dominated by men.

Princeton classicist Edward Capps served as chairman of the ASCSA man-
aging committee from 1918 to 1939 and focused a great deal of his formidable 
energy on expanding the American School and on promoting American inter-
ests in Greece.1 Grace was appointed to take the place of Abby Leach on the 
ASCSA managing committee in 1919, and this committee became the battle-
ground for a fierce controversy over the actions and procedures of Capps. 
Despite her visceral aversion to public confrontation and the difficulties pre-

 1. For a brief biographical sketch of Edward Capps (1866–1950), see William M. Calder 
III, s.v. “CAPPS, Edward,” Biographical Dictionary of North American Classicists, ed. Ward W. 
Briggs (Westport, Conn., and London: Greenwood Press, 1994), 84–85.
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sented by her deafness, Grace drew upon all her courage to combat what she 
perceived as an unjust abuse of power. As Ida later wrote to Grace:

I do not know how to say what a perfect brick you have been about all 
this, and how I know what a terrible strain it must have been for you to go 
through it all. You are a darling and I love you for it. You also are accustomed 
to the ways of the unrighteous, having had much experience in that line, and 
you can neither be put upon nor fooled, nor intimidated by all the blustrings 
[sic] and fury of that great coward and bully and sneak [Edward Capps].2

The Capps-Hill Controversy3

The American School of Classical Studies at Athens, which opened in 1882, 
had no ties to the U.S. government but was an independent entity supported 
by subscriptions from cooperating colleges and cultural institutions. It was 
governed in the United States by a managing committee composed of repre-
sentatives from the cooperating institutions and elected officers. In the inter-
val between annual meetings of the managing committee, a much smaller 

 2. Ida T. Hill to Grace H. Macurdy, 29 January 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 
5, Blegen Library.
 3. Published accounts of this major controversy in ASCSA history are incomplete and 
sometimes even misleading. A History of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 
1882–1942: An Intercollegiate Project (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1947) was 
written by Louis E. Lord, who followed Capps as chairman of the Managing Committee from 
1939 to 1950 and dedicated the book to Capps, whom he calls ASCSA’s “second founder.” Lord’s 
information is presented without documentation, and his discussion of the controversy takes 
Capps’s perspective, glossing over much of the hostility. David W. Rupp (“Mutually Antagonis-
tic Philhellenes: Edward Capps and Bert Hodge Hill at the American School of Classical Studies 
and Athens College,” Hesperia 82 [2013]: 67–99) analyzes the controversy as background for a 
study of the two men’s roles in the foundation and development of Athens College. Rupp con-
sulted extensive archival documents and presents a more balanced narrative, but his account 
is necessarily brief and contains some inaccuracies. Jack L. Davis also mined the archives for 
his discussions, presented as contextual background for other theses, including “The Birth of 
Hesperia: A View from the Archives,” Hesperia 76 (2007): 21–35; and Jack L. Davis and Evi 
Gorogianni, “Embedding Aegean Prehistory in Institutional Practice: A View from One of Its 
North American Centers,” in Prehistorians Round the Pond: Reflections on Aegean Prehistory as 
a Discipline, ed. J. F. Cherry, D. Margomenou, and L. E. Talalay (Ann Arbor: Kelsey Museum 
Publication 2, 2005), 93–113. A number of articles in Carl W. Blegen: Personal and Archaeological 
Narratives, ed. Natalia Vogeikoff-Brogan, Jack L. Davis, Vasiliki Florou (Atlanta, Ga.: Lockwood 
Press, 2015), refer to the controversy (“the most dramatic episode” in ASCSA history, 5) but do 
not discuss it in detail. My account, drawing particularly on letters from deeply engaged insid-
ers supplemented by other archival documents, seeks to emphasize the human dimension of 
the controversy, particularly its impact on Grace Macurdy.
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executive committee was empowered to act on issues requiring immediate 
action, subject to later ratification by the managing committee. The chair of 
the managing committee effectively controlled both committees, since the few 
members of the executive committee who were not ASCSA officers were nom-
inated by the executive committee itself. The managing committee appointed 
the staff who actually ran the school in Athens, including a director, assistant 
director, and annual professors. However, communication between the officers 
in the United States and the staff in Athens was greatly complicated by the 
need to rely on letters that often took weeks to arrive and expensive, cryptic 
cablegrams that could be easily misunderstood. It would be many years before 
the telephone simplified transatlantic communication.

In 1906, Bert Hodge Hill was appointed to a five-year term as ASCSA 
director; he was reelected to another five-year term in 1910, and in 1916 the 
ASCSA managing committee voted that he be reelected as director and “that 
no term be fixed for the tenure of Mr. Hill.” A letter dated May 14, 1916, by the 
chair of the managing committee at that time, James R. Wheeler, explained, 
“The Committee this time elects you without fixing any term, so you see you 
are on the ‘good behavior’ basis of a University professorial appointment.”4 
Carl W. Blegen supported Hill in Athens as ASCSA secretary from 1913 to 
1920, when he was promoted to assistant director. Because of World War I, 
the school accepted no students from 1916 to 1920, during which time both 
Hill and Blegen worked for American relief organizations in Greece. In 1921, a 
distinguished member of the managing committee, Edward Robinson, direc-
tor of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, was sent to Athens to investigate the 
affairs of the school, and his positive report particularly praised the work of 
Hill: “The School has steadily maintained a high standard of scholarship. . . . 
So far as men are concerned, it was never better equipped for this work than 
it is at present. Mr. B. H. Hill is an exceptionally able Director on both the 
scholarly and the economic side.”5 Until 1916, Hill had continued the school’s 
large-scale program of excavations at ancient Corinth, in the Peloponnese.

After assuming the chairmanship of the managing committee in 1918, 
Edward Capps had ambitious fundraising plans for the school, and he felt 
strongly that rapid publication of the results of ASCSA excavations was essen-
tial to further his plans. This put him at cross-purposes with Hill, who was 
a meticulous and exacting excavator but believed that publication should be 
delayed until field work was complete; in the words of Carl Blegen, Hill was 
“reluctant to have anything published until he could be sure that he had been 

 4. Quoted in B. H. Hill, “For the Further Information of the Managing Committee” (pam-
phlet), 8 April 1927, 2, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 3, Blegen Library.
 5. Quoted in Hill, “For the Further Information,” 4.
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able to find and interpret even the smallest wanting bit of evidence.”6 Hill’s dif-
ficulty with writing went beyond philosophy, however; it was ingrained in his 
temperament, as Lib noted in her letters to Ida as an ASCSA student, pointing 
out that he had not received a PhD because “he hates to write” and would not 
produce a dissertation. She also wrote that Hill was an excellent teacher and 
superb diplomat and negotiator with Greek officials and was expected to do 
the work of three men.7 Hill’s negotiating skills were crucial to bring to frui-
tion a major coup for ASCSA, what Capps termed “the most remarkable piece 
of good fortune that has fallen to the lot of the School since its foundation—
the gift it has received of the Gennadius Library, of the building to house it, 
and of the land in Athens on which to build it.” Capps secured the funding to 
build the library from the Carnegie Corporation, but he acknowledged Hill’s 
essential contribution in his 1921–22 annual report:

The School is under the greatest obligations to Director Hill for his inex-
haustible patience and resourcefulness in the conduct of this business, which 
he followed through changes of government, political and social distur-
bances, and legal complications until the land was wholly ours to build the 
Gennadeion upon. Probably no other person, Greek or foreigner, could have 
succeeded in the circumstances, in spite of the utmost good will on the part 
of all the Greek authorities concerned.8

Despite his praise for Hill’s work on the Gennadius Library, which con-
sumed large amounts of Hill’s time and energy from 1922 to the gala dedica-
tion on April 23, 1926, Capps kept pressing Hill for publications to support 
the campaign to raise endowment funds from the Carnegie Corporation and 
from John D. Rockefeller Jr. The internal strains flared up more visibly at the 
managing committee meeting of May 10, 1924, when the committee refused to 
grant Hill an increase in salary and appointed Harold North Fowler of West-
ern Reserve University as editor in chief of the Corinth publications. In his 
letter reporting these actions to Hill, Capps used the occasion to raise more 
general charges against Hill:

 6. Carl W. Blegen, “Necrology: Bert Hodge Hill,” American Journal of Archaeology 63 
(1959): 193.
 7. Elizabeth Pierce to Ida Thallon, 27 October and 14 November 1922, 14 January 1923, Ida 
Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 8. Edward Capps. “Forty-First Annual Report of the American School of Classical Studies 
at Athens, 1921–1922,” Extract from the Bulletin of the Archaeological Institute of America, 31, 37, 
accessed 22 January 2015, http:// www .ascsa .edu .gr/ pdf/ uploads/ AR _41 _1921 -22 .pdf
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The greatest defect is an almost complete failure to cooperate with your 
Chairman in matters of administration. . . . I had to state this plainly to the 
Committee with respect to a number of matters, and to state that if there 
were not a radical reform on the part of our Athens staff the Committee 
could seek a new Chairman or else adopt effective measures of another kind. 
Our present condition is intolerable, as I suppose you and Blegen realize 
quite as well as I do.9

Although Grace Macurdy attended the May 1924 meeting, her vote on 
these resolutions is not recorded; Capps states that the resolutions were passed 
unanimously, but he used this term even if there were abstaining votes. Hill 
and Blegen may not have paid sufficient attention to the warning shot fired 
by Capps, since this was the summer when they negotiated their complex 
marital arrangements with Ida and Lib. They were certainly not prepared for 
Capps’s rapid escalation of events, culminating in a resolution at the meet-
ing of the managing committee on May 9, 1925 that suddenly reduced Hill’s 
directorship without fixed term to a one-year appointment, from July 1, 1925, 
to June 30, 1926. Grace was unaware of the importance of this meeting for 
her friends’ future since Capps did not send out agendas before managing 
committee meetings. Absorbed in preparations for her “Great Macedonian 
Women” lecture at King’s College London, Grace did not attend this meeting. 
Nor did Capps notify Hill in advance about this dramatic change in his status. 
The resolution contained an important qualification, however:

That the Chairman be requested, in notifying the Director of this action, to 
state to him the Committee’s intention of renewing the appointment for one 
year from July 1, 1926, if the administration of the School shall prove satisfac-
tory during the coming year, and to express its earnest hope that such action 
may appear justified; but at the same time to make very clear, reiterating the 
views of the Committee as stated in the Chairman’s letter of May 14, 1924, to 
the Director, its dissatisfaction with the Director’s conduct of the School in 
recent years, including the current year, and its determination to correct the 
evils to which the Director’s attention has repeatedly been called.10

 9. Edward Capps to Bert H. Hill, 14 May 1924, quoted in Edward Capps and E. D. Perry, 
“For the Information of the Managing Committee” (pamphlet), 11 December 1926, 7, Mac-
Cracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
 10. Quoted in Capps and Perry, “For the Information of the Managing Committee,” 9. 
Rupp confuses the managing committee actions of 1924 and 1925 and completely omits the 
resolution changing Hill’s term (“Mutually Antagonistic Philhellenes,” 82).
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In keeping with its call for reform, the managing committee also appointed 
a Greek archaeologist, George Mylonas, as ASCSA bursar in order to relieve 
Hill of many of the burdensome bookkeeping and accounting demands on his 
time. When Hill’s friends on the managing committee who had not attended 
this meeting received the minutes, they were not so sanguine about the possi-
bility of renewal. For example, Lacey D. Caskey, curator of classical antiquities 
in Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts, wrote to Samuel E. Bassett of the University 
of Vermont, “as I see it, a noose was slipped around Hill’s neck and he was 
warned that the trap might be sprung as part of the Gennadeion celebration 
next year.”11

Meanwhile, the Four in Athens were working on the assumption that they 
could rectify the situation by making changes. The women gave a great deal 
of unpaid labor to school affairs, especially the superefficient Ida. In August, 
after the 1925 excavation season at Corinth had been completed, Ida wrote Hill 
a forceful letter urging him to join her in England so that she could help him 
write up a preliminary excavation report:

Simply to ignore the thing seems extraordinary for anyone who is as 
thoughtful and considerate of other people as you are—as a general thing. I 
am not in the habit of having no attention paid to suggestions that I make. 
. . . Now if I don’t stop, you’ll soon begin to call me Mrs. Capps or Edwardina 
or some other such term, but you know perfectly well why I am trying to 
help get this old job safely done. I am more than willing to do a job of the 
sort popularly known as “dog work.” . . . I don’t think I ask you to do very 
many things, but please please hurry along with your suitcase full of docu-
ments—and let’s get it written.12

The report did get written and was published promptly in the American 
Journal of Archaeology, as was the report for 1926.13 Meanwhile, Lib and Carl 
Blegen met personally with Capps and another ASCSA officer in Massachu-
setts on August 20, 1925 to try to ascertain the reasons for the change in Hill’s 
status. In a long and contentious meeting, they were assured that this was not 
an effort to make “a clean sweep out at the School.” When pressed for reasons 

 11. Lacey Caskey to Samuel Bassett, 26 June 1925, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, folder 
12, MS 590, Yale Library.
 12. Ida T. Hill to Bert H. Hill, 15 August [1925], Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 7, folder 1, 
Blegen Library.
 13. B.  H. Hill, “Excavations at Corinth 1925: Preliminary Report,” American Journal of 
Archaeology 30 (1926): 44–49; “Excavations at Corinth 1926,” American Journal of Archaeology 
31 (1927): 70–79.
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for his dissatisfaction with the management of ASCSA, however, Capps did 
not raise the issue of delay in publication but rather complained about book-
keeping problems, failure to answer letters immediately, not enough individ-
ual attention to students, scheduling of two excavations simultaneously, and 
“impudence” in Hill’s letters to him. Lib described Capps as in “a most tow-
ering rage” and concluded her report of this meeting to Ida pessimistically:

Altogether it was a most disgraceful session—I feel that I never can quite 
consider myself a lady again after that performance. I never heard such 
things said to each other by grownups except the Irish wicks. I would have 
walked out in the middle of it if I hadn’t been fighting for you and Bert. 
There is no one else in the world I would have done it for! However, you’d 
love me still even if I am smeared with slime!14

In fact, Capps had raised many of these same charges against Hill in a long 
letter to Samuel Bassett soon after the managing committee meeting in May. 
The letter concludes with a broad indictment of Hill that suggests Capps was 
already determined to remove him from the directorship and that the promise 
of renewal if changes were made was a ploy. In a subsequent letter, Capps’s 
claim, “my attitude I try to keep as impersonal as possible,” is belied by the 
derogatory comments he then makes about both Blegen and Hill:

The “danger” to the School .  .  . is Hill unreformed, and that he should be 
supported in our Committee in his recalcitrancy and inefficiency.  .  .  . The 
choice is his, to remain Director or to go. And we can help him if he will put 
himself in harmony with our purposes. If he refuses, I see no outcome except 
his retirement, and nothing more desirable for the future of the School.

Blegen is a valuable man, but very inferior to let us say [Theodore W.] 
Heermance. .  .  . If he should choose to resign because of what happens to 
Hill, that is his choice, and itself would argue that he cannot take the large 
view. But it would not, in reality, be difficult to replace him. . . . As a scholar 
or even as an excavator [Hill] ranks low in Athens. This may surprise you, 
but it is true. And it is also justified. He has by no means, in his own field, 
made good as a scholar among scholars. .  .  . Hill is not a classical scholar 

 14. Elizabeth P. Blegen, “Report of Interview between Edward Capps, George Chase, Carl 
and Elizabeth Blegen,” 20–21 August 1925, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, folder 2, Blegen 
Library.



 Fighting for Justice 149

either. He does not read books, ancient or modern, except for reference, and 
could exist happily for years to come without opening a new book.15

Although Capps claimed that he had no personal animosity toward Hill, 
his subsequent actions reveal a tenacious determination to undermine Hill, 
which goes far beyond his stated position simply to improve the operations of 
the school. Like Abby Leach, Capps apparently chose not to examine his own 
motivations. It is abundantly clear that he wished to micromanage affairs at 
ASCSA and wanted a director who would always defer to his authority and 
respond to his every command with alacrity. Hill did not owe his appointment 
to Capps and did not meet these requirements, managing the school on the 
basis of his own assessment of the situation in Athens and being known for 
deliberation rather than for speed. Furthermore, once the extent of Capps’s 
scheming against Hill became public, he felt he had to denigrate Hill in order 
to justify his own actions. Capps’s hostility toward Hill escalated after the two 
marriages, and his dismissive attitude toward “the ladies,” particularly Ida, 
makes it clear that he was not happy with the women’s involvement in the 
school. However, there is no direct evidence that conveys his opinion of the 
unconventional lifestyle of the Four.

Capps inadvertently revealed both his intentions and his methods in a 
letter he sent to Grace Macurdy on November 6, 1925, in an effort to turn her 
against Hill. He maintained that he had large files of complaints from Vassar 
about conditions at ASCSA which were still the same or worse: “The opposi-
tion to Mr. Hill was led, as I recall, from Vassar and I still stand most solemnly 
pledged to some of the most influential people to bring about reforms as the 
condition of Vassar’s continued support of the School. You will remember 
that. And Mrs. Hill should not forget it, as I fear she does.” Grace ascertained 
that Vassar had made no such complaints about the school or about Hill; 
Capps had invented the whole story. As Grace later wrote Hill, quoting this 
letter, “I do not know who the influential people are and no one else here 
knows. .  .  . It seems clear that your ‘year of probation’ was over in the mind 
of Professor Capps before the college year was more than six weeks along.”16

Grace’s conclusion was confirmed when Capps called a special meeting 
of the ASCSA executive committee on December 21, 1925, at which Hill’s 
appointment as director was summarily terminated on June 30, 1926, with a 
grant of $3,500 for the following year as former director. The stated rationale 

 15. Edward Capps to Samuel Bassett, 24 June and 13 September 1925, Samuel E. Bassett 
Papers, box 2, folder 10, MS 590, Yale Library.
 16. Grace H. Macurdy to Bert H. Hill, 16 December 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 4, 
folder 2, Blegen Library.
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for this action was that “the conditions laid down by the Managing Committee 
in Resolution 15, of May 9, 1925, for the reappointment of Mr. Hill as Director 
of the School have not been complied with, and it is clear to the members of 
the Executive Committee that they will not be complied with.” This rationale 
was based solely on information provided by Capps; the committee was not 
made aware of the changes already occurring in Athens with the help of Ida, 
Lib, and bursar Mylonas. The termination of Hill’s appointment was made 
without any consultation with the managing committee, which had indicated 
its intention to renew the appointment for another year “if the administration 
of the School shall prove satisfactory during the coming year.” Significantly, 
Hill was not told about the termination of his appointment until May 11, 1926, 
nor were members of the managing committee notified until they assembled 
at a special meeting on June 5, 1926. Capps justified this silence with the argu-
ment that he did not want rumors of dissension to disrupt the April dedica-
tion of the Gennadius Library in Athens, after which he planned to speak with 
Hill personally.17

Letters from Hill to his friend and supporter William K. Prentice of Princ-
eton, a member of the managing committee, clarify the piecemeal and mis-
leading way that Capps communicated the executive committee’s resolution 
to Hill and disprove the account Capps later gave to the managing committee. 
On May 8, 1925, after meeting with Capps on April 27 and May 1, Hill wrote to 
Prentice that “the Executive Committee had met last December and decided 
that I be given a leave of absence for next year, that [Benjamin Dean] Mer-
itt be added to the staff with title and duties yet to be defined, and that the 
long period of my directorship of the School terminate June 30, 1927. Capps 
and [Edward Delavan] Perry both expressed much concern for my future and 
suggested that my services might be retained as director of excavations if the 
School undertakes the projected work in the Athenian Agora.” However, after 
meeting with Capps on May 11, Hill wrote Prentice the following day, “I gather 
that it had been the intention of the Ex. Com. Chairman that my directorship 
should end June 30 of the present year, not of 1927 as I had at first under-
stood. He seems to agree, however, that 1927 is the righter time. Certainly 
it is incredible that the M. C. should vote on June 5 that my term shall end 
with that same June—on twenty-five days’ notice.” He indicated that Capps 
had suggested that he resign as of June 1927, but told Prentice that he thought 

 17. Capps and Perry, “For the Information of the Managing Committee,” 13–14; Samuel 
E. Bassett et al., “To the Managing Committee of the American School of Classical Studies at 
Athens,” (minority report), April 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 3, Blegen Library; 
Edward Capps to Samuel Bassett, 10 June 1926, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, folder 10, MS 
590, Yale Library.
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it best simply to take a year’s leave of absence with title, with Blegen serving 
as acting director for the 1926–27 year. After a final meeting on May 15, Hill 
wrote the following to Prentice:

Capps agreed to invite a modification of the recommendation of the Execu-
tive Committee so that I should remain Director of the School through next 
year but be absent on leave the whole year.  .  .  . Nothing more was said of 
the suggestion that I offer my resignation; and I certainly should not think 
of doing so unless Vote XV of last May had first been rescinded. Capps and 
Perry believed that the leave of absence could be managed more simply if 
I would make application for it, and this I have done in the following brief 
terms:

Dear Mr. Chairman: Having had no sabbatical year in the course of my 
twenty years’ service as Director of the School I should very much like a 
leave of absence for the whole of next season. Will you please consider this 
an application for action in this sense by the Managing Committee?18

Grace Macurdy was distressed to receive letters from Athens near the end 
of May informing her about the December executive-committee resolution, 
which had never been communicated to members of the managing commit-
tee. She immediately wrote other committee members suggesting that some-
thing should be done at the upcoming meeting on June 5. As she wrote Lacey 
Caskey, she faced the prospect of taking an active role in the proceedings 
with considerable trepidation: “I am so hampered by my deafness in so large 
a meeting, but I shall endeavor to say something June 5 for Mr. Hill’s desire to 
have more time to prepare himself and get ready for a defence of his work.” 
She was relieved that a later letter from Ida, describing the plan for a leave of 
absence, intimated that a battle would not be necessary.19

Meanwhile, Capps sent Hill another letter from Naples on May 19, again 
suggesting that Hill resign but agreeing to present the plain request for a leave:

 18. Bert H. Hill to William K.Prentice, 8, 12 and 16 May 1926 (typed carbons), Bert Hodge 
Hill Papers, box 11, folder 1, Blegen Library. Since these letters were written and received at the 
time, they disprove the sequence of events later reported in Capps and Perry, “For the Informa-
tion of the Managing Committee,” 14–17.
 19. Grace H. Macurdy to Lacey Caskey, 30 and 31 May 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 
12, folder 1, Blegen Library. See also Grace H. Macurdy to Samuel Bassett, 28 and 31 May 1926, 
Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, folder 30, MS 590, Yale Library.
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Perry and I talked over procedure, with your [May 15] letter before us. We 
had hoped, you know, that this letter would be so phrased that there would 
be no particular occasion for the discussion again of the main issue—this 
in your interest—but only of the manner of carrying out our plan. But your 
letter gives us no point d’appui, in that regard. So it may prove advisable not 
to present it to the Ex. Com. at all. If you do want it presented, you can cable 
me “present” and I will understand. On the voyage I shall draft our proposals 
in the form of a modification of the action of last December, as far as con-
cerns your status from July 1, 1926, to June 30, 1927. Both the original action 
and this modification will have to come before the M. C., so far as we can 
see. If there had been, as suggested, a resignation as of June 30, 1927, attached 
to your request for a year’s leave, we could have simply rescinded the action 
of December and brought in a substitute. Would not that have been better?20

The Hills had been writing to their American friends urging them to sup-
port the plan for a year’s leave with title at the June 5 meeting of the managing 
committee, but Ida became suspicious when Hill received the May 19 letter 
from Capps, as she wrote Hazel Haight at Vassar:

I find I was mistaken when I suggested last week that with the departure of 
EC there would be nothing more to be done but to sit back peacefully and 
twirl one’s thumbs until after the meeting of the MC. But he sure is a Shifty 
Lad if there ever was one and always thinks of something else and of how to 
sidestep. The agreement had been that B was to ask for leave of absence next 
year, and that recommendation was to be made by the Ex Com to the MC. 
He did just what EC suggested and wrote such a request. Now a letter has 
come from Naples saying he and Mr P .  .  . were disappointed because the 
request for leave did not say that B would resign in July 1927! . . . Of course 
what EC was after was for B to put himself on record as offering a resigna-
tion and then he could say it was a voluntary act. But he must have thought 
B was a goose not to see through him. He now says it would make it much 
easier for himself (you bet it would) if B would withdraw the request for 
leave, but the only safe thing is to send that official communication to the 
Ex Com, otherwise you cannot tell in what garbled form the Ch[airman] 
would present it.21

 20. Quoted in Capps and Perry, “For the Information of the Managing Committee,” 18.
 21. Ida T. Hill to Elizabeth H. Haight, [undated, but included with letter dated 16 May 1926, 
so probably ca. 23 May], Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 1, folder 8, Blegen Library.
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Following the instructions in Capps’s letter, Hill sent a cable with the sin-
gle word “Present” on May 29, 1926, having posted a letter to Capps two days 
earlier in response to Capps’s May 19 letter. This letter, which was not received 
until June 10, stated definitively that Hill was not resigning but simply request-
ing the leave of absence. On June 5, however, Hill’s supporters were blindsided 
when Capps, holding Hill’s cable, declared that Hill had resigned. As Prentice 
wrote Hill the day after the meeting, “Capps presented your resignation, to 
take effect in June 1927, and what he said was your request and the recommen-
dation of the Ex. Com. that your resignation be accepted without discussion. 
Capps also said that you had admitted to him that all the charges against you 
were justified, and wished no defense.” Grace, who had hoped to avoid con-
frontation, had to challenge Capps publicly, since letters from Ida had indi-
cated that Hill was not resigning, and she insisted that her name be recorded 
among the six votes against accepting Hill’s resignation. When Grace met Ida 
in England later in June, before the resignation issue had been clarified, Ida 
described Grace’s distress in a letter to Hill: “She was fearfully upset over it all, 
as any form of violence nearly makes her ill and apparently both EC and CHY 
[Clarence H. Young of Columbia University] became most truculent. . . . She 
was so upset about the way that you were treated that she did not half take in 
what they offered Carl.”22

Immediately after the June 5 meeting, Capps wrote Bassett deploring what 
he characterized as interference from the outside and revealing his dismis-
sive attitude toward Ida Hill: “There were several members who come [sic] to 
the meeting with a view of the situation based, not upon the facts which are 
of record, but upon an excited lady’s impressions and hopes. .  .  . There were 
those present who were there in response to the appeal from Mrs. Hill and 
armed with what they were mistakenly led by her to believe to be the facts.”23 
However, events soon forced Capps to admit that Ida’s facts were more accu-
rate than his own.

When Hill received the minutes of the managing-committee meeting at 
the beginning of July, he immediately cabled Capps that he had not resigned, 
reminding him of the code that Capps had himself defined on May 19. Capps 
had to write to all the committee members present at the meeting explaining 
his “mistake.” He claimed that when he saw the word “present,” he had “with-
out question assumed the not unnatural interpretation” that this referred to a 

 22. William K. Prentice to Bert H. Hill, 6 June 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, folder 
1; Ida T. Hill to Bert H. Hill, 29 June 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 7, folder 1, Blegen 
Library.
 23. Edward Capps to Samuel Bassett, 6 June 1926, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, folder 
10, MS 590, Yale Library.
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resignation, completely forgetting the instructions he had given Hill just ten 
days previously. He wrote that he and Perry were convinced that Hill preferred 
to resign, although Mrs. Hill and Mrs. Blegen were opposing the resignation. 
He closed his letter to Julia H. Caverno of Smith College with a telling word, 
referring to “those of us who believe that the School can be saved only by the 
amputation.”24

Grace and others found it difficult to believe that there was no deliberate 
deception involved in Capps’s “mistake.” Prentice attributed it to self-absorp-
tion: “It seems to me that Capps is so intensely absorbed in his own opinions 
and plans that sometimes he is unable to distinguish in his mind between 
what was actually said or done & what he has persuaded himself to believe.” 
Julia Caverno, however, suspected a more calculated design. Right after the 
meeting she had confided her misgivings to Bassett: “I am going to say to you 
what I don’t in general intend to say. Up to this time I have always thought the 
difficulty an irrepressible conflict between two men so temperamentally differ-
ent that they couldn’t understand each other. But I came out of this with a sick 
feeling that there was underhand work all through.” After receiving Capps’s 
July letter, she concluded that deception was definitely involved:

I wish I had the comfort of feeling as I did before that meeting that Mr. 
Capps however dominating and domineering, was incapable of “downright 
trickery.” But when a man reads me from a telegraph blank a long dispatch, 
containing expressions of contrition and an explicit resignation and then 
writes me personally afterward that the dispatch contained “only the one 
word Present”—well I can’t see an[y] possible “moral alibi.” It makes me sick 
all through because I was really fond of Mr. Capps.25

Hill himself astutely observed later that if Capps had really expected him 
to change his mind and submit a resignation, he would have specified a cable-
gram code for that in his May 19 letter along with the code for the simple leave 
of absence.26 Capps continued to press Hill for a resignation, and when none 
was forthcoming convened the executive committee in August, reinstating the 
termination of Hill’s directorship as of June 30, 1926 after the fact, subject to 

 24. Edward Capps to Grace H. Macurdy, 17 July 1926, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, folder 
4; Edward Capps to Samuel Bassett and Julia H. Caverno (copies), 17 July 1926, Bert Hodge Hill 
Papers, box 11, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 25. William K. Prentice to Samuel Bassett, 5 October 1926, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, 
folder 33; Julia H. Caverno to Samuel Bassett, 7 June and 11 November 1926, Samuel E. Bassett 
Papers, box 2, folder 12, MS 590, Yale Library.
 26. Hill, “For the Further Information,” 24.
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ratification at a special meeting of the managing committee on December 27, 
1926. The punitive nature of this decision is clear, since the committee could 
have given Hill a leave of absence with title for 1926–27 without a resignation, 
as Hill had actually requested. Had they done this, it is likely that further con-
troversy could have been avoided. As Hill wrote Bassett after giving Capps 
his request for leave with title, “If Capps carries out the program indicated in 
his last conversations with me, I shall be content.”27 But Capps was apparently 
determined to humiliate Hill and vindicate all his own actions.28

The Four in Athens, now deeply angered by the treatment Hill had received 
over the last several months, prepared for the managing committee meeting in 
December, with Ida and Lib organizing documents, typing and retyping cop-
ies of letters and other communications, and writing long, detailed letters of 
instructions to their supporters in America. Since Grace was the only person 
on the managing committee whom Ida trusted absolutely, she sent most of her 
instructions to Grace, tasking her with sharing materials, ideas, and strategies 
with Julia Caverno of Smith, William Prentice of Princeton, Samuel Bassett of 
Vermont, and Lacey Caskey of the Boston Fine Arts Museum:

This is going to be a terrible struggle. EC is bound to fight for all he is worth, 
and he will not fight fair but will do anything and everything to make his 
points. .  .  . We have the facts, and they are convincing ones, but they will 
have to be driven in so that the dullest and sleepiest person on the MC will 
get their real significance. I depend on such people as yourself and Miss 
Caverno, both of whom have such unferocious exteriors, to hammer and 
hammer for all you are worth and to keep asking question after question to 
pin him down to definite concrete statements instead of the utterly worthless 
generalizations of which he is so fond. .  .  . At this meeting he will have to 
prove every statement he makes. For heaven’s sake do not let him get away 
with a single point without proof strong enough to serve in a law court. That 
is sur[e] to be an unpleasant process, he will lose his temper and be a sorry 
spectacle. .  .  . And if he begins to fling mud, have an umbrella and a mop 
handy an[d] never mind him.29

 27. Bert H. Hill to Samuel Bassett, 16 May 1926, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 1, folder 22, 
MS 590, Yale Library.
 28. Rupp incorrectly claims that Hill and the Managing Committee were maneuvered into 
accepting a leave of absence and resignation (“Mutually Antagonistic Philhellenes,” 82).
 29. Ida T. Hill to Grace H. Macurdy, 1 December 1926, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 
5, Blegen Library.
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Fueled by Capps’s admission of his “mistake” about the resignation, Ida 
and others believed that Hill’s directorship might still be saved. They planned 
to emphasize Hill’s election with no fixed term as equivalent to academic ten-
ure, to request the resignation of Capps from the chairmanship of the manag-
ing committee because of his actions concerning the alleged resignation, and 
failing that, to have a committee appointed on which Capps did not serve to 
study the claims of both sides in the controversy. The pressure on “unfero-
cious” Grace was intense. Besides conferring with Hill supporters, she wrote 
to President MacCracken explaining the course of events and was delighted to 
receive from him an official letter directing her to cast her vote “for the main-
tenance of the highest principles and dignity and security in the tenure of an 
academic office such as that of the Director of the School.”30 As one of only 
nine women among eighty-two committee members at the time, Grace was 
aware that her voice would not have the clout of men from more prestigious 
institutions. Still, she was prepared to go into battle, armed with her Acousti-
con and her strong sense of justice.

Hill’s supporters did not foresee the tremendous advantages conferred by 
Capps’s administrative position. On December 11, he mailed a twenty-four 
page printed pamphlet, “For the Information of the Managing Committee,” 
to all committee members, with a request that they submit a straw vote in 
advance of the meeting on the executive committee’s August resolution declar-
ing that Hill’s directorship had terminated on June 30, 1926. The tenor of the 
pamphlet is clear from the sweeping generalization on the first page: “For 
many years the Managing Committee has recognized that its most difficult 
and serious problem was Mr. Hill’s administration of the School.” The pam-
phlet devotes four pages to delays in publication, quoting from a number 
of personal letters Hill had written to Capps in which Hill’s rather excessive 
expressions of regret reveal his self-reproach over his difficulties with writ-
ing: “The assumption on which this letter is written—that I am incapable 
of writing for publication anything whatever with a practicable expenditure 
of time—is unfortunately the truth; but I do not face it, even now, without 
extreme chagrin and humiliation; it is so thoroughly unintelligent, unreason-
able, and almost immoral.”31 The next eight pages of the pamphlet, however, 
are devoted to wide-ranging and often unsupported complaints of every sort, 
indicating the more personal nature of Capps’s animus against Hill.

 30. Henry Noble MacCracken to Grace H. Macurdy, 13 December 1926, MacCracken 
Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
 31. Bert H. Hill to Edward Capps, 18 December 1923, quoted in Capps and Perry, “For the 
Information of the Managing Committee,” 5.
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Hill was already in New York when the pamphlet was received; Ida, Lib, 
and Blegen were in Athens. Hill wrote a letter to all members of the managing 
committee on December 14 requesting that they refrain from voting; Grace 
and Hazel Haight had these duplicated and mailed out from Poughkeepsie on 
December 19:

I earnestly hope that you will postpone committing yourself upon the 
approval or disapproval of the resolutions of the Executive Committee of 
August 25th, until you are more fully informed as to the merits of the situa-
tion. It is my intention to send you shortly a statement by way of supplement 
and amendment to the pamphlet issued “For the Information of the Manag-
ing Committee.” Meanwhile, I ask that all excerpts from letters from me to 
Dr. Capps be read as parts of a correspondence between particularly good 
friends—written with smiles at the right points (perhaps at some wrong 
ones), with complete freedom, with no thought that they might one day be 
“used in evidence” against me.

Hill’s hastily prepared memorandum, “Documents Bearing on the Termina-
tion of Mr. Hill’s Directorship,” was not completed until December 23 and 
reached few, if any, of the committee members before the meeting.32

Grace and many others wrote letters to the ASCSA secretary objecting to 
this procedure and refusing to vote, with the result that the straw vote was not 
presented at the meeting. The response of Eugene P. Andrews of Cornell pre-
sented a particularly apposite and eloquent summary of the situation:

I do not wish to vote either Aye or No on the resolution adopted by the 
Executive Committee last August. It has been known generally, of course, 
for a number of years that Mr. Hill was not satisfying several important and 
influential members of the Managing Committee. There may well have been 
ample ground for this dissatisfaction, but in all these years there has been 
abundant opportunity to let him get out gracefully, with no damage done, 
either to the School or to his career. I have wondered many times why it was 
not done. I cannot understand why an adjustment cannot yet be made that 
will avoid carrying this deplorable situation to a conclusion which must be 
disastrous. However far Mr. Hill may have fallen behind what some mem-
bers of the Executive Committee felt was necessary, the Committee has, in 

 32. Bert H. Hill to members of the Managing Committee (copy), 14 December 1926, Mac-
Cracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives; Bert H. Hill, “Documents Bearing on the 
Termination of Mr. Hill’s Directorship,” 23 December 1926, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 1, 
folder 22, MS 590, Yale Library.
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my opinion, put itself in a far worse position, first by keeping from him for 
four months notice of its action in ousting him from the Directorship a 
year ago, allowing the information, vital to him in every way, to reach him 
first in “certain rumors,” secondly in Mr. Capps’ misinterpretation of Hill’s 
“Present,” with Hill using a cable code that Mr. Capps had himself devised. 
This is really not the sort of thing, is it, that can be undone by excusing. It 
seems to me that, in these two things alone, the Executive Committee has 
put itself so far in the wrong that it better not attempt to force things through 
as proposed. Mr. Hill ought to be given opportunity to present his side, for 
the pamphlet you have sent out is manifestly ex parte. Or, better still by far, 
it seems to me an amicable adjustment should be arranged with Mr. Hill 
that will allow him to retire from a position which he must surely not wish 
to retain in the face of so much dissatisfaction. We can hardly afford to have 
this thing end as an apparent personal quarrel, and this is, I am sorry to say, 
the impression I got of it from the pamphlet I have mentioned. The selection 
of certain of the passages from Mr. Hill’s letters suggest that this is the case. 
This thing must not come to a counting of votes, for and against. I think it 
is not too late to avoid splitting the School into two camps. It would hurt 
the school terribly. It would much more than offset the good that has been 
done recently. Mistakes have been made, but on both sides. Cannot we forget 
ourselves for the sake of the School and recognize that we have no right to 
let it become a matter of “sides” or of personal prestige?33

Andrews, however, did not attend the managing committee meeting in 
December, nor did he lend his name to any further protests against Capps. 
When Grace wrote later to question him about this, he told her he had “taken 
advice and does not feel justified in bringing himself and the University 
into ‘the quarrel,’” which Grace attributed to “the far-reaching influence of 
the Chairman.”34 Moreover, she discovered that Capps had cabled Andrews’s 
colleague at Cornell, Horace L. Jones, to attend the meeting, promising him 
an ASCSA annual professorship (which he received in 1929–30). As Grace 
observed, “It is not right that one man should hand out annual professorships 
etc. and get apotheosized for it. I have heard of others who have expressed 
their fear that Capps would use his influence against their getting grants etc. 
if they opposed them [sic] and I heard that Capps said that no one who signed 

 33. Eugene P. Andrews to Edward D. Perry (copy), 17 December 1926, Bert Hodge Hill 
Papers, box 11, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 34. Grace H. Macurdy to Lacey Caskey, 4 May 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 
1, Blegen Library.
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any of the those petitions would henceforth be a friend of his.”35 These were 
not idle threats. In 1927 Capps accused his Princeton colleague Allan C. John-
son, not a member of the managing committee but a former ASCSA fellow 
who had protested the treatment of Hill, of improper publication and tamper-
ing regarding his book Municipal Administration in the Roman Empire. Princ-
eton University Press, which had published the book, completely vindicated 
Johnson.36 In the minds of many committee members, however, Capps did not 
need to offer incentives or threaten sanctions; what they cared about was his 
success at fundraising for the school. He had already raised endowment funds 
and was in the process of negotiating a much larger endowment grant from 
the Rockefeller Foundation.

Grace’s two letters to Ida reporting on the meeting37 reveal how heavily the 
cards were stacked against Hill, who was not allowed to address the managing 
committee at all. As chair, Capps arranged the order of business, and he first 
had every member of the executive committee make an individual speech in 
support of their resolution firing Hill as of June 30:

It now seems impossible that the Chairman could have put it all over as he 
did, but it was like nothing but a steam roller. It was a life and death game 
with him and he played it for all he was worth, with the able assistance of 
his body guard the X Com. They were prepared, to the last man, with their 
ammunition and so used up the time and patience that only an absolute 
onslaught and almost hand-to-hand fight could have got our facts before the 
audience. . . . And the bully sat there, intent, outwardly smiling, but swift to 
down every decent man who put his head up.

When William Prentice began a speech claiming that Capps had praised Hill’s 
work at a time when the pamphlet complained that Hill was not effectively 
administering the school, Capps’s interruption, “Oh Prentice, you have a per-
fectly rotten memory, You never get anything straight,” broke him and spoiled 
his speech. Grace immediately stood up and read from Capps’s own letters 
proving the truth of Prentice’s claims. She also showed that Capps had already 
determined to remove Hill as early as November 1925 and spoke about Hill’s 

 35. Grace H. Macurdy to Lacey Caskey, 20 March 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, 
folder 1, Blegen Library.
 36. Frank Frost Abbott and Allan Chester Johnson, Municipal Administration in the Roman 
Empire (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1926). Documents relating to this case can 
be found in the Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 37. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 1 January and 16 February 1927, Ida Thallon Hill 
Papers, box 2, folder 5, Blegen Library.
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appointment as equivalent to academic tenure. When the resolution ousting 
Hill came to a vote, the tally was thirty-one in favor and fifteen against (three 
of these were women—Grace Macurdy of Vassar, Julia Caverno of Smith, and 
Alice Walton of Wellesley; Caroline Galt of Mount Holyoke was unable to 
attend the meeting). The next resolution, on which all the Hill supporters 
abstained, named Rhys Carpenter of Bryn Mawr as the new ASCSA director 
with Carl Blegen to serve as assistant director. Blegen, who was acting director 
of the school until July 1927, later declined this demotion when it was officially 
offered to him, and Benjamin Dean Meritt was appointed assistant director.

As Grace summarized the result, “There was no show of justice in that 
meeting. We were lucky to get 15 votes. Some of our voters were not there. . . . 
I told David Robinson [of Johns Hopkins University] that I was so thankful 
that he had come over to our side. He said that he had to, for there was for the 
first time a ring, a machine, in American Classical scholarship. It was a ter-
rible thing to see those old men sitting [rig]ht there and ruining the career of 
younger men.” Twenty-six former ASCSA students had sent in petitions sup-
porting Hill, but Capps did not introduce these until the end of the meeting. 
He made a point of stating that five professors from the University of Pennsyl-
vania had requested to have their names removed from the petition before the 
meeting, though Capps neglected to mention that he had written to them all 
saying that Hill was opposed to such movements on his behalf and regarded 
them as injurious to his situation.

No one reading Edward Capps’s annual report for 1926–27 would have any 
idea of the actual events: “Dr. Bert Hodge Hill, who had served the School as 
Director since 1906, retired from this position at the end of the academic year 
1925–1926. The best wishes of the Managing Committee, of the many students 
who have enjoyed his instruction, and of those who have been associated with 
him on the staff, go with him.”38

Grace was deeply distressed at the outcome of the meeting, returning to 
Vassar with influenza and a relapse that left her “all in” for weeks afterward. 
As she wrote Ida, “I am bitterly ashamed to write to you after such a defeat 
and feel as if it ought to have been prevented. . . . All that I can say, dear Ida, 
is that I did what I could and it was not sufficient. But we shall not stop.” Good 
historical scholar that she was, Grace realized that they had to do something 
to correct the record, even if they had lost the war. Capps’s version of events 
could not be allowed to stand unchallenged.

 38. Edward Capps, “Forty-Sixth Annual Report of the American School of Classical Stud-
ies at Athens, 1926–1927,” extract from the Bulletin of the Archaeological Institute of America, 19, 
accessed 22 January 2015, http:// www .ascsa .edu .gr/ pdf/ uploads/ AR _46 _1926 -27 .pdf.
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“It would be unendurable for our side to be  
utterly silenced.”39

Disheartened and ill as she was after the meeting, Grace immediately began 
plans with other Hill supporters to redress the injustice—first by expressing 
personal support for Hill, and second, by distributing information that would 
present Hill’s side of the case. Grace herself spearheaded the initial effort, a 
banquet in Hill’s honor held at the Town Hall Club in Manhattan on March 
4, 1927, immediately before Hill sailed back to Athens. Grace plunged into 
preparations for this event, writing letter after letter asking for contributions 
to an excavation fund for Hill and inviting appropriate guests. As she wrote 
Ida, “At this dinner only extreme partisans are invited, so we can talk freely 
and use our watchword Capsicum est delendum [Capps must be destroyed] as 
much as we like!”40 A report of this dinner, later sent to Athens, gives some-
thing of its flavor:

The next speaker was Professor Macurdy whose toast was the Managing 
Committee. As a member of the minority of that Committee in re the Ath-
ens School, she spoke plainly about the way in which the majority had voted 
on the matter of the Directorship and of how they had failed to listen to or 
to weigh evidence. All this was presented with gentle irony and topped with 
a good story. The members of the Managing Committee, she said, reminded 
her of the demented African convert of whom an Anglican Bishop remarked 
“our poor brother has unfortunately lost his reason, but has kept his faith.” 
That, she said, was the pitiable state of her colleagues, but they had kept their 
faith in their chairman. Miss Macurdy paid a glowing tribute to Mrs. Hill 
saying that all those who had known her brilliant scholarship at Vassar had 
rejoiced in her presence in the School and the devoted and unselfish work 
she had given to it. She spoke of the unwearying and loyal work contributed 

 39. Grace H. Macurdy to Samuel Bassett, 30 January 1927, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, 
folder 30, MS 590, Yale Library. The official ASCSA history comes close to utterly silencing Hill’s 
side: “The close of the year 1926 witnessed the retirement from the directorate of Bert Hodge 
Hill, after twenty years of service. .  .  . The action of the Managing Committee was unavoid-
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himself, in his letter to Julia Caverno, had called it an “amputation.”
 40. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 16 February 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 
5, Blegen Library. The Latin watchword is a humorous reference to a phrase that the Roman 
statesman Cato the Elder allegedly used to shout at the end of his speeches, Carthago delenda 
est, calling for the destruction of the city of Carthage, Rome’s enemy in the Punic Wars.
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by both Mrs. Hill and Mrs. Blegen to making the opening of the Genna-
deion a success, and after expressing great admiration of Mr. Blegen’s work 
for the School and his excavations and publications she voiced the regret of 
all present that the School was losing four such devoted supporters as Mr. 
and Mrs. Hill, Mr. and Mrs. Blegen. Miss Macurdy then told Mr. Hill that 
devoted friends and admirers had wished to express in some objective form 
their appreciation of his great work for the School and they have therefore 
created the Hill Fund for Research and Publication. She had the honor of 
presenting to him at that time $3,105 which he was to use for his own future 
work and the hope was expressed that the fund would be a growing one. . . . 
[After Hill thanked them for the fund,] he also assured them ironically that 
he would never give them any report of how it was used. The charm, humour 
and direct personal appeal of Mr. Hill’s speech can hardly be reproduced. He 
was speaking as a friend to friends and was at his best.”41

This banquet also produced the first salvo in the struggle to disseminate 
information. The toastmaster at the dinner, Leicester B. Holland of the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, who had been an ASCSA architectural fellow from 1920 
to 1923, prepared a printed statement signed by twenty-one of the twenty-four 
people at the dinner; this was mailed from Poughkeepsie to all members of 
the managing committee and to the heads of all supporting institutions. This 
“banquet letter” presented a strong protest against the unjust treatment of Hill 
and Blegen and called for further investigation:

It is with deep regret that we see Archaeology for a time deprived of the 
services of the two most expert and experienced American excavators, Dr. 
Hill and Dr. Blegen, by the severance of their connection with the School; 
we regret that the School is to lose the benefits of their wide scholarship and 
stimulating criticism; and we regret most profoundly that this severance has 
been forced upon them in a manner that may be considered unworthy of 
American institutions of learning. . . .

We do not believe that a wrong can ever be righted by ignoring it, or that 
any healthy growth can spring from smothered wrongs, but that fairness and 
openmindedness are essential to all scholarly developments. We therefore 
urge insistently that the members of the Managing Committee and the heads 
of the institutions they represent do not yield to inertia, nor prejudiced pro-
nouncements, nor one sided evidence, but individually and collectively 

 41. “The Dinner for Dr. Bert Hodge Hill March 4, 1927,” Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 3, 
folder 4, Blegen Library. The style of the piece and handwriting in the comments suggest that 
the author was Elizabeth Hazelton Haight.
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employ their utmost efforts, without fear or favor, to probe to the bottom of 
this whole affair, for the sake of America’s position in the world of archaeol-
ogy and classical studies, and for the fundamental ideal of fair-play.42

Unfortunately, although most of the signers had connections with the 
school as former students, only four were actually on the managing commit-
tee, and three of these were women (Macurdy of Vassar, Caverno of Smith, 
and Galt of Mount Holyoke). In fact, fifteen of the twenty-one signers were 
women. Grace recognized that something else was needed, a lucid and rea-
soned argument with evidence from members of the managing committee, 
and so she lobbied men such as Prentice, Bassett, and Caskey to produce a 
minority report:

I think that we ought to be sending around for signatures some sort of 
minority report to be presented on the fourteenth of May [the next manag-
ing-committee meeting]. . . . I think that we ought to register our protest as 
we did not on December 27. . . . We want to get the strong points in a simple 
form before the Managing Committee, but I do not think that an enormous 
amount of matter is necessary and it tends to confuse my mind at least. . . . 
It is really disgraceful to give up at this moment and let Capps think that he 
can put it over without a dissenting voice from any one in future.43

Grace did not write the minority report but participated actively in the dis-
cussion and editing of its content; she also sent many letters urging the fif-
teen Hill supporters to sign the document. In the end, there were only ten 
signatures, three of which were of women: Samuel E. Bassett, P. V. C. Baur, 
L. D. Caskey, Julia H. Caverno, Sherwood O. Dickerman, Arthur Fairbanks, 
Caroline M. Galt, Grace H. Macurdy, Clarence W. Mendell, and William K. 
Prentice (Galt had been unable to attend the December meeting, but she did 
sign the report). Grace was surprised that David Robinson of Johns Hopkins 
did not sign; as she wrote Caskey, “He can really not hope to be on good terms 
with Capps now. He might just as well throw in his lot with us for good and 
all.”44 Robinson, however, wanted to excavate at Olynthus; though he was will-

 42. Leicester B. Holland et al., “To the Managing Committee of the American School of 
Classical Studies in Athens and Others Concerned,” undated [signed 4 March and mailed from 
Poughkeepsie before 20 March 1927], MacCracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
 43. Grace H. Macurdy to Lacey Caskey, 20 March and 2 and 11 April 1927, Bert Hodge Hill 
Papers, box 12, folder 1, Blegen Library.
 44. Grace H. Macurdy to Lacey Caskey, 11 April 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 
1, Blegen Library. The other minority voters who did not sign the report were Harold N. Fowler, 
George E. Howes, Austin M. Harmon, George D. Lord, and Alice Walton.
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ing to vote against Capps in December, his signature on a document such as 
the minority report would be perceived as a more indelible offense.

As Grace recognized, the minority report was an admirable document. In 
only seven printed pages, it summarizes the background of the controversy, 
highlights the procedural problems involved in Hill’s removal, and concludes 
with a constructive proposal. The language is strong but not exaggerated, and 
the statements are supported by brief but telling evidence. The introduction 
and conclusion give a good sense of the whole:

While a minority may not re-open a question settled by a majority vote, they 
have always the privilege of a minority report, and when, in their judgment, 
the action of the majority is not only unjust to an individual, but has fol-
lowed a line of procedure irregular and doubtful, at a time when the inter-
ests of the School required scrupulous care to avoid even an appearance of 
unfairness, a minority report becomes not a privilege, but a duty. . . .

In conclusion we desire to reiterate our opinion that most of the difficul-
ties in the School’s management have been due to the attempt to carry out 
too many and too varied activities with inadequate resources. These activi-
ties are apparently soon to be increased by the excavation of the Athenian 
Agora. The obvious remedy is a division of duties—the association with the 
Director of the School of a Director of Excavations. And Mr. Hill is the logi-
cal candidate for such a post by reason of his long experience and proved 
ability as well as by reason of the confidence reposed in him by the archae-
ological world and the Greek authorities. We believe that Mr. Carpenter’s 
position as Director of the School would not be injured by such an associa-
tion. We believe also that such action would restore harmony in the Man-
aging Committee, in the staff, and the student body, as well as among the 
classical scholars and friends of the School in America.45

One of the ASCSA trustees, Frederick P. Fish, wrote to Judge William 
Caleb Loring, the president of the trustees, that the minority report was com-
ing; he asked whether Hill could not be involved in the Agora excavations in 
the interests of peace. Capps sent a copy of this letter to the executive com-
mittee along with the following note, which indicates that he was in no mood 
for compromise:

 45. Samuel E. Bassett et al., “To the Managing Committee of the American School of Clas-
sical Studies at Athens” (minority report), undated but mailed at the beginning of May 1927], 
Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 12, folder 3, Blegen Library.
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From the above it appears that there will be an agitation at the May 14th 
meeting again. It is important that all the Executive Committee who can 
should be present. Those who cannot be there should, after receiving the 
Minority Report, sent [sic] Prof. Perry a letter expressing their views.  .  .  . 
Excavations can be conducted in Greece by nationals of any country that 
maintains a School in Athens only through that School, according to a Law. 
Mr. Courouniotis [sic], head of the Archaeological Service of the Ministry 
of Education, assures me that he enforces this law. Hill has been assiduous, 
since his return to Athens, in trying to secure a standing with Courouniotis 
in the Agora matter, but without success.46

Meanwhile, the Four were considering their options after the defeat at the 
December meeting. Ida immediately wrote Hill, who was still in the United 
States, not to consider taking an academic job where he would be teaching 
verbs to freshmen “in the American wilds.” They should all stay in Athens, 
where they could certainly manage since “Lib and I have a combined income 
of more than $10,000.” Blegen’s letter to Hill, however, was less sanguine:

Ida and Elizabeth have been taking the whole thing very well and pretty 
calmly, though there have been some slight explosions now and then.  .  .  . 
The ladies both insist that they want to live permanently in Athens, and they 
think that you and I should stay here, too. . . . I don’t like the plan much at 
all and have not agreed to it—of living in Athens, I mean. I am not going 
to have it said that I am living on my wife’s money; I have got to get a job.47

He suggested that a faculty position where he could spend half the year 
in America and half in Greece with money for excavation would be the best 
solution. Ultimately, Blegen was able to negotiate just such an unprecedented 
arrangement with the University of Cincinnati, where he assumed the posi-
tion of professor of classical archaeology and fellow of the graduate school in 
the fall of 1927.48

 46. Edward Capps, “Copy for the Executive Committee,” 28 April 1927, Bert Hodge Hill 
Papers, box 11, folder 2, Blegen Library.
 47. Ida T. Hill to Bert H. Hill, 22 January 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 7, folder 2; 
Carl W. Blegen to Bert H. Hill, 23 January 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, folder 2, Ble-
gen Library. At this time, $10,000 was a substantial sum; Blegen’s salary as acting director for 
1926–27 was only $3,500.
 48. For more information on the negotiations with Cincinnati, see “‘On His Feet and Ready 
to Dig’: Carl William Blegen,” Jack L. Davis and Natalia Vogeikoff-Brogan, in Vogeikoff-Brogan 
et al., Carl W. Blegen, 6–7.
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While the negotiations with Cincinnati were proceeding and Blegen was 
still ASCSA acting director, he had to exercise caution in his dealings with 
Capps, but Ida and Lib were under no such obligation. They decided that it 
was imperative to print a pamphlet for the managing committee that would 
refute the charges against Hill put forward in Capps’s pamphlet. They had 
been going through files and gathering materials since 1925, and they decided 
that their pamphlet should follow the structure of the first pamphlet, counter-
ing each charge with evidence in a step-by-step fashion. It was intended to be 
“all facts and very restrained in tone.” Their materials were mailed on April 
8, and they depended on Grace and other Vassar women to get everything 
printed and mailed as soon as possible before the meeting on May 14: “You are 
angels to do this deadly job.”49 Grace and Hazel Haight typed and formatted 
the pamphlet, several Latin faculty proofread it and addressed the envelopes 
after it was printed, and Grace mailed it to all members of the managing com-
mittee and ASCSA trustees on May 2, 1927.

The Hill pamphlet is lengthy, thirty-seven printed pages, including ten 
pages of appended documents. To be comprehended fully, it must be read in 
conjunction with the Capps pamphlet, to which it constantly refers. Unlike the 
latter, it documents its claims, presenting evidence that disproves or at least 
discredits the sweeping generalizations that mar the Capps pamphlet. How-
ever, it is doubtful that many committee members actually took the time and 
effort to read it carefully. As Grace had pointed out in connection with the 
minority report, “an enormous amount of matter” tends to confuse the mind.

Some of the information, in fact, had little to do with the controversy, 
instead spotlighting less savory aspects of Capps’s management style. For 
example, the Hill pamphlet devotes over two pages, supported by six pages 
of quotations from letters, to the timing of the 1925 excavation of the Argive 
Heraeum, financed by a generous gift from Joseph Clark Hoppin, who had 
been prevented by serious illness from conducting the excavation himself. 
Capps had wanted to delay the excavation but had instructed Hill to withdraw 
the funds from Hoppin’s bank at the end of 1924. When Hill expressed reluc-
tance to collect the money before the excavation was definitely scheduled, 
Capps wrote “As to drawing the money, you had no right to feel reluctance or 
to imagine an obligation that was not thought by us to exist.” When Hoppin 
died on January 20, 1925, Capps wrote that the excavation could now be post-
poned, since “the matter was simplified . . . by Hoppin’s death.” Hill, however, 
acting on the 1924 resolution authorizing the dig according to a time of his 

 49. Ida T. Hill to Grace H. Macurdy, 7 April [1927], Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 
5, Blegen Library.
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choosing, did have Blegen conduct the excavation in March 1925.50 Although 
Capps had not referred to this incident in his pamphlet, the temptation to 
include these letters must have been irresistible to the Four, especially after the 
way Capps had used quotations from Hill’s personal letters in his pamphlet. 
As Grace commented in a letter to Hill, “It is such an open revelation of cal-
lousness and arbitrariness. His telling you that you should have no scruple 
that is not rubber-stamped by Me and My Committee is one of the funni-
est things I have read. One thinks of Dickens. Such excerpts from letters as 
these show your rightness and sensitiveness and the Chairman’s wrongness 
so plainly that I should think few could be hardened in their cult so firmly as 
not to be shaken.”51

This pamphlet did present a comprehensive account of Hill’s side of the 
story, an account that Capps had previously prevented from reaching the 
managing committee. But its length, detail, and complexity diluted its impact.

Grace, meanwhile, was preparing for the managing-committee meeting on 
May 14. Her objectives were to use the minority report and Hill pamphlet as 
catalysts for appointing an impartial committee to evaluate the evidence on 
both sides and to present a resolution to have Hill named ASCSA director of 
excavations. In pursuit of the second objective, she wrote Hill and asked him 
to sound out Rhys Carpenter’s attitude about the Corinth excavations. Hill 
replied, “He gave me the impression that he does not care greatly for Corinth 
for its own sake and that he would not mind having the excavation there 
finished by me, providing his own standing as Director of the School is con-
served.” Carpenter said that he would prefer, however, that Hill have no titu-
lar connection with the school.52 Grace also wrote to Blegen inquiring about 
the reasons for his decision not to accept the managing committee’s offer that 
he remain at the school as assistant director under Carpenter. His response, 
which he authorized her to share with others, indicated that the offer itself 
was a kind of insult, “a subordinate position for one year under a new man 
who is my junior in age, and has had no experience in the kind of work which 
mainly occupies us here, who has never taken part in an excavation.” His main 
objection, however, was Capps:

I declined the appointment because the experience of these past many years 
has convinced me of the futility and impossibility of continuing to work 

 50. Hill, “For the Further Information,” 10–12, 28–33.
 51. Grace H. Macurdy to Bert H. Hill, 27 January 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 4, 
folder 2, Blegen Library.
 52. Bert H. Hill to Grace H. Macurdy (carbon), 1 May 1927, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 
11, folder 2, Blegen Library.
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under the present Chairman of the Managing Committee, Mr. Capps. . . . He 
is certainly a man of unusual ability and power and has many outstanding 
qualities of the highest excellence. But he has also some serious faults which, 
in my opinion, make him absolutely unfitted for the position of Chairman 
of the Managing Committee of the School. He is habitually inaccurate, dic-
tatorial and arbitrary, and is quite without the judicial temperament or fair-
mindedness necessary to a man in high administrative office.53

Although Grace had many copies of this letter made, she decided in the 
end to send it only to Hill supporters rather than to all the committee mem-
bers, since she did not know the status of Blegen’s negotiations with Cincin-
nati and was worried that Capps “will take vengeance by trying to stop the 
Cincinnati plan.” As she wrote Ida before the meeting, “I am feeling rather 
downhearted tonight after writing many letters and trying to round up voters 
on our side. . . . Caskey thinks we should resign en masse and detach the col-
leges from the School if we fail in this attempt. But Capps would only chuckle 
to get rid of us.” She concluded her “dark and depressing” letter, “Well, we 
fight on: even though a little band, it is a determined one.”54

Grace wrote four letters to Ida reporting on the May 14 managing-com-
mittee meeting.55 She drew Capps’s fire at the very beginning, when she asked 
why there would be no representative from the women’s colleges on the execu-
tive committee. Both the new nominees were men, and Katharine M. Edwards 
of Wellesley, known to be personally hostile to Hill, had been given a second 
consecutive term but was now leaving the committee. Capps replied that they 
had considered the matter very carefully and all the women had served on 
the executive committee in the last fifteen years except Grace. He added that 
it was permitted for someone to nominate her from the floor. “It was a fright-
fully insulting thing to say. . . . The fact was that every woman present, except 
the retiring Edwards and Mrs. [Wilmer Cave] Wright, had voted against 
Capps at Christmas or signed the documents.” Next, a letter from executive-
committee member Augustus T. Murray was read calling for a vote of censure 
of those who had signed the banquet letter, and Clarence H. Young proposed 
censure for those who had signed the minority report, saying that they knew 
they were signing lies. Grace immediately rose to defend the documents, fol-

 53. Carl W. Blegen to Grace H. Macurdy, 17 April 1927, MacCracken Papers, box 82, folder 
31, Vassar Archives.
 54. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 7 May 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 5, 
Blegen Library.
 55. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 14, 15, 21 May and 1 June 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, 
box 2, folder 5, Blegen Library. All the quotations in the paragraphs describing this meeting are 
taken from these letters.
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lowed by Clarence W. Mendell. Much to Grace’s disappointment, the commit-
tee did not vote for censure: “It would have been a splendid thing for our side 
if he and the followers of him had censured the Dean of Yale and a number 
of respectable professors of Greek. I was eager to go home with a censure, but 
it was denied me.”

Grace then read her prepared speech proposing that Hill be named 
ASCSA director of excavations; as she wrote Ida, “This time I was no sheep!” 
Her motion, however, was not seconded. Later George Dana Lord of Dart-
mouth moved that Hill be put in charge of the projected Agora excavation, but 
after lunch he withdrew his motion. Capps produced a “trump card,” a cable 
from Rhys Carpenter saying that he “would resign if given a director of exca-
vations.” At this point Capps demanded a vote of confidence, saying he would 
resign if he did not get it: “Capps had said that our pamphlet called him a liar 
and slandered him. He said he could not go to Greece with out [sic] that wiped 
out by a vote. I reminded him that we of the Minority had been called liars by 
Young in the morning!” Louis E. Lord of Oberlin moved that the managing 
committee express its confidence in the executive committee and deplore the 
sending of unsubstantiated information to those outside the committee. This 
motion was not seconded, and several of Capps’s supporters dissuaded him 
from continuing to demand it.

Finally, Austin M. Harmon of Yale, who had voted for Hill in Decem-
ber but had not signed the minority report, presented a motion that Capps 
accepted in lieu of the vote of confidence. Grace did not report this motion 
accurately to Ida until she received the minutes of the meeting: “I am shocked 
at Harmon. My acousticon got entangled and I never really heard the exact 
wording of the final motion—that the Managing Committee see no reason 
for taking up again the matter of Mr. Hill’s connection with the School.” The 
motion passed with twenty-nine in favor and seven, including Grace, record-
ing their names as refusing to vote. Grace had pushed herself beyond her 
limits, fighting in the front lines at this meeting, but this motion definitively 
ended Hill’s association with the school: “I came away feeling horribly beaten 
and discouraged until Caskey in the eve[n]ing pointed out that it was very 
important that EC did not succeed in forcing the vote of confidence. It is his 
first rebuff.” As Grace pointed out to Ida in her letter of June 1, the official min-
utes of this meeting were “cooked.” Grace’s unseconded motion was included, 
but not Lord’s unseconded motion for a vote of confidence. There was no 
reference to Carpenter’s cable, nor to Capps’s claim that he would resign if he 
did not get a vote of confidence.56

 56. Copied excerpts from the clerk’s transcription of the May 14 meeting (Bert Hodge Hill 
Papers, box 11, folder 3) support Grace’s account of the meeting.
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Although Capps had succeeded in his objective, he was not yet finished 
with Hill. When Grace attended the next meeting of the managing committee 
on May 12, 1928, Capps singled her out by calling attention to her deafness: “I 
took a seat three seats away from Capps but at the table but [sic] he insisted on 
my coming up next to him in order to hear and we were cheek by jowl when 
the list of my misdemeanors against him were read out in the minutes [of the 
meeting May 14, 1927]. I did not mind in the least and was quite pleased at my 
bad eminence.” However, most of the Hill supporters were not at this meeting, 
and Grace was worried about a new resolution proposed by Capps that she 
found “suspicious.” Although in the past American archaeologists wishing to 
excavate in Greece had to do so under permits issued to ASCSA, in 1928 the 
Greek government passed a decree altering this procedure, so that a permit 
could be issued to a Greek archaeologist who could then excavate in coopera-
tion with a foreign archaeologist outside the jurisdiction of his national school 
of archaeology in Athens. Capps was asking the managing committee to pro-
test this decree and to restore the old law, “in accordance with which all exca-
vations made by Americans must be conducted under the concessions granted 
to the School and subject to the School’s control.” Since no one else spoke up, 
Grace questioned Capps closely about it, though “he somewhat turned his 
back on me and was not cordial in his answers.  .  .  . Neither Miss Galt nor 
[George E.] Howes foll[o]wed up my lead and I felt very inexpert and useless.” 
In a postscript, Grace expressed her delight that J. P. Morgan had given Hill 
funds for excavation. “Capps did not refer to B. H. H. in any way and I think 
that he does not know about the Morgan gift for the Eleusis excavation, unless 
that was the secret spring of his anger about the new law.” Capps’s resolution 
passed easily, though Grace did not vote for it, since she still “felt very uneasy 
about this.”57

Hill had received a permit for excavation and restoration at Eleusis in col-
laboration with Konstantinos Kourouniotis, director of the Greek Archaeolog-
ical Service; J. P. Morgan had contributed $3,000 toward this excavation, thus 
doubling the amount Hill had been given through the fund raised by Grace 
and others. Capps’s intervention, however, had now made the project impos-
sible. As Hill explained the situation to Morgan, “In the course of his second 
session of negotiation concerning the proposed excavations in the Athenian 
Agora, Professor Capps urged modification of existing archaeological laws 
and decrees so that excavation in Greece shall be possible to Americans only 

 57. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 13 May 1928, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 5, 
Blegen Library; Edward Capps to Grace H. Macurdy, 5 January 1929; MacCracken Papers, box 
82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
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under the auspices of the American School, and indicated that to permit me 
to work at Eleusis as planned would be particularly obnoxious—would in fact 
be construed as an act of hostility—to the School.” He noted that the Greeks 
did not change their laws but were worried about withdrawal of the promised 
funds for the Agora excavation. On August 23, 1928, Kourouniotis notified 
Hill that he must yield to the pressure from Capps and withdraw from their 
planned collaboration at Eleusis. Hill did not wish to embarrass the Greeks or 
harm Kourouniotis, so he did not insist on the permit for Eleusis.58

Grace’s suspicions were confirmed at the next managing-committee meet-
ing on December 26, 1928, when Capps announced a decree by the executive 
committee that no American archaeologist should be allowed to excavate in 
Greece in partnership with Greek archaeologists but only under ASCSA con-
trol. Grace described to Ida her exchange with Capps:

When he lulled for a moment, as no one else did anything, I got up and asked 
him plainly whether this new law would prevent Mr. Hill from excavating in 
Greece, not under the School. He snapped “It will.” I said “Is not that unfor-
tunate to prevent the work of such an archaeologist as Mr. Hill?” He said 
“Unfortunate for Mr. Hill, if he has any such plan!” I said “I think Mr. Hill 
expects intends to excavate some time.” He said “there had been such a plan 
for Mr. Hill, but it is no longer.” “It is no longer?” repeated I, “No longer” said 
he with a glare and snapping of his wolf jaws. No one else commented,—
though David Robinson and [Clarence] Mendell both said after that it was 
an outrage and that I did well to draw him into the open about it.”59

Ida wrote to thank Grace for interrogating Capps about Hill, stating that 
she believed Capps’s real objective was to prevent Hill and Blegen from exca-
vating at all, and all other Americans from excavating in Greece except under 
the jurisdiction of the school.60 Capps’s insistence on ASCSA control over 
American excavators certainly arose from broader considerations, such as 
the fear of losing American sources of funding, but his obsessive need to 
demean Hill and justify his own actions did play a part. As before, he also 
found it convenient to shift the blame to Ida and Lib. In a 1929 letter to Rhys 
Carpenter about Blegen’s refusal to excavate again under ASCSA, he stated, 

 58. Bert H. Hill to J. P. Morgan, 18 March 1929, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, folder 2, 
Blegen Library.
 59. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 27 December 1928, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, 
folder 5, Blegen Library.
 60. Ida T. Hill to Grace H. Macurdy, 24–25 January 1929, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, 
folder 5, Blegen Library.
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“Blegen is simply being sacrificed to the vindictiveness of women.”61 In the 
long run, Capps’s own vindictiveness did no lasting damage to the archaeo-
logical careers of Blegen and Hill, particularly because of Blegen’s associa-
tion with the powerful and wealthy University of Cincinnati. Hill conducted 
excavations on Cyprus, then a British Crown colony, for the University of 
Pennsylvania.

Grace, however, had one last task to perform for her friends. When Har-
vard University Press mailed a brochure advertising ASCSA publications in 
1929, Grace noticed immediately that Ida’s name, and that of her collaborator, 
Lida Shaw King, had been omitted from the description of her book Decorated 
Architectural Terracottas, the first volume to appear in the series of publica-
tions planned for Corinth. Only the name of the general editor of the series, 
Harold North Fowler, was listed. She asked MacCracken to complain to the 
press, which apologized and corrected the error in their next brochure. When 
Grace wrote to thank MacCracken, she noted that she did not wish to suspect 
conspiracy everywhere, but she added, “I think it probable that the Chair-
man furnished [the press] the information in this form. He has succeeded 
in preventing Mr. Hill from taking any part in any excavation in Greece.”62 
Significantly, Grace, whose entire term on the managing committee (1919–37) 
was served under the chairmanship of Capps, was never put on the executive 
committee, leaving Vassar as the only women’s college without representation 
on that committee during this period.

The Women’s Hostel Controversy63

When Grace was appointed to serve on a committee to erect a women’s hostel 
in Athens in 1924, she did not expect that this would involve her in another 

 61. Quoted in Jack L. Davis, “Blegen and the Palace of Nestor: What Took So Long?” in 
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the American School) says almost nothing about the role played by women in his very brief 
account, and the 1927–28 annual report presents only Edward Capps’s version of events: “Forty-
Seventh Annual Report of the American School of Classical Studies at Athens, 1927–1928,” 
Extract from the Bulletin of the Archaeological Institute of America, 14–19, accessed 2 February 
2015, http:// www .ascsa .edu .gr/ pdf/ uploads/ AR _47 _1927 -28 .pdf. A brief article by the ASCSA 
archivist, Natalia Vogeikoff-Brogan, “Loring Hall: Could It Have Been ‘Thomas Hall’?,” is the 
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ASCSA controversy, though one where she was content to play a subordinate 
role to the presidents of several women’s colleges. During the chairmanship 
of Edward Capps, seven women’s colleges were among the ASCSA cooperat-
ing institutions—five had joined within fifteen years of the school’s founding 
(Bryn Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Smith, Vassar, and Wellesley) and two joined 
in the 1930s (Hunter and Radcliffe). From the early years, women had been 
enthusiastic ASCSA students, despite the difficult living conditions for them 
in Athens and the fact that female students were initially not allowed to par-
ticipate in the ASCSA excavations at Corinth. While an ASCSA student from 
1899 to 1901, Ida Thallon chafed under this restriction, and she was one of the 
first female students allowed to participate in an excavation, at the Vari Caves 
in Attica under Charles Weller.64 The restriction on excavation was gradually 
relaxed, and after World War I the percentage of women students at the school 
rose steadily, from 29 percent of regular students in 1923–24 to 59 percent in 
1928–29.65 Women were also winning a significant number of ASCSA fellow-
ships. During this same period, at least one school fellow was female every 
year except 1925–26, and both ASCSA fellows in 1928–29 were women. Capps 
was not pleased with this development and at one time contemplated propos-
ing a ratio of fellowships based on sex, as he wrote to Samuel Bassett:

I am seriously wondering if we should not modify the terms of our Fel-
lowship competition so as to make the School adapted better to the aca-
demic situation in the country. There is a dearth of men archaeologists and 
a superfluity of women. The latter can’t get jobs; we can supply the institu-
tions that are on the watch for able men. The Roman School has in the past 
set limitations on male and [f]emale; does it still do so? We are wasting, to 
some extent, the resources of the School. At least one could argue that way. 
I should be inclined to divide the Fellowships in some ratio.66

only published account that gives any sense of the underlying tensions: Akoue: Newsletter of the 
American School of Classical Studies at Athens 62 (2010): 17, 25–26, accessed 3 February 2015, 
http:// www .ascsa .edu .gr/ pdf/ uploads/ akoue -spr2010 -web .pdf.
 64. Natalia Vogeikoff, “Ida Thallon Hill (1875–1954),” accessed 22 January 2015, 
http:// www .brown .edu/ Research/ Breaking _Ground/ results .php ?d = 1 & first = Ida %20Thallon & 
last = Hill.
 65. These statistics are based on information in the annual reports. The percentages of 
women students in the intervening years are 37 percent (1924–25), 47 percent (1925–26), 50 
percent (1926–27), and 53 percent (1927–28).
 66. Edward Capps to Samuel Bassett, 11 April 1931, Samuel E. Bassett Papers, box 2, folder 
10, MS 590, Yale Library. In an earlier letter to Bassett (3 June 1926), Capps made a disparaging 
remark about Barbara Philippa McCarthy, ASCSA Institute Fellow 1926–27, that indicates his 
lack of respect for female scholars: “Those who have taught Miss McCarthy speak well of her 
intelligence. But she is queer looking.”
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Since a high proportion of ASCSA female students were graduates of wom-
en’s colleges, these colleges were naturally concerned about the accommoda-
tions for women in Athens. The small number of student rooms provided by 
the school were not open to women until 1922 as an emergency measure when 
Athens was crowded with refugees, after which the school leased a nearby 
building as an annex where women students could be lodged temporarily. 
In 1916, ASCSA had sent an appeal to presidents of women’s colleges asking 
for subscriptions to purchase a lot near the school that could in the future 
be used to house women students, and eight colleges (the five cooperating 
colleges plus Barnard, Radcliffe, and Women’s College in Brown University) 
contributed $450 each. The total was raised to $6,800 by ten individuals who 
contributed solely for this purpose. On November 21, 1916, Allen Curtis wrote, 
“I will agree as Treasurer of the School, to accept this money to be used only 
for the purchase of land on which a Women’s Hostel shall be erected.  .  .  . I 
will also agree that the land, if bought, shall be held solely for the purpose of 
erecting a Women’s Hostel.”67 With the cooperation of the Greek government, 
a lot across from the school was purchased on April 11, 1919, with one-third of 
the area purchased by the British School at Athens to build accommodations 
for their women students. Because of the disruptions of war, nothing further 
was done for the next five years.

M. Carey Thomas, who had retired from the presidency of Bryn Mawr in 
1922, became the driving force in a campaign to erect this hostel for women 
in Athens.68 Thomas organized a Women’s Hostel Committee, with herself as 
chair, comprising eight distinguished women educators from the colleges who 
had contributed to the purchase of the lot in Athens—four presidents (Ada 
L. Comstock of Radcliffe, Marion E. Park of Bryn Mawr, Ellen F. Pendleton 
of Wellesley, and Mary E. Woolley of Mount Holyoke), two deans (Virginia 
C. Gildersleeve of Barnard and Margaret S. Morriss of Women’s College in 
Brown University), and two Greek professors (Julia H. Caverno of Smith and 
Grace H. Macurdy of Vassar). At the committee’s first meeting, held on May 
8, 1924, it adopted a plan for an elaborate hostel which Thomas had obviously 
drawn up in advance of the meeting. Instead of the small, boarding-house 
unit originally conceived for about eight women, Thomas proposed buying 

 67. Quoted in M. Carey Thomas, “Historical Account,” submitted with other documents 
to Abraham Flexner, secretary of the Rockefeller Foundation’s General Education Board, on 4 
March 1927 to supplement Capps’s 17 December 1926 application for ASCSA endowment funds. 
International Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 493, Rockefeller Archive.
 68. For more information about Thomas, see Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz, The Power and 
Passion of M. Carey Thomas (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1999; New 
York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1994). As Horowitz notes, “It was the Athens hostel that captured Carey 
Thomas’ imagination during her early retirement” (445).



 Fighting for Justice 175

the British portion of the lot and erecting a large building for approximately 
twenty women students, with a restaurant that would serve the whole school. 
The entire building would be managed by the Women’s Hostel Committee, 
which would guarantee ASCSA against loss of revenue. This plan was on the 
same day approved in general by the executive committee and ratified by the 
managing committee on May 10, 1924. By May 14, the committee submitted an 
appeal for $150,000 to the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial fund to erect 
the hostel. In the fall of 1924, Thomas traveled to Athens and participated in 
a number of meetings with Hill and W. Stuart Thompson, supervising archi-
tect for the Gennadius Library, then being constructed on a lot adjacent to 
the hostel lot. Although Hill had previously favored the erection of a smaller 
building, the managing committee had approved plans for a larger building, 
so the three hammered out a plan for a large hostel whose architecture would 
harmonize with the Gennadeion.

On November 26, 1924, the director of the memorial fund informed the 
committee that the appeal had been transferred to John D. Rockefeller Jr.’s 
personal interest; Raymond B. Fosdick, attorney and advisor to John D. Rock-
efeller Jr., asked Rockefeller’s architect, William Welles Bosworth, to look at 
the plans for the hostel while he was in Athens. Meanwhile, behind the scenes, 
Capps instructed Hill to try to influence Bosworth against Thomas’s current 
plan, apparently hoping that the ASCSA could get funding for a different plan 
should this appeal fail. He was particularly opposed to the provision of rooms 
exclusively for women and to the fact that the building would be managed by 
the Women’s Hostel Committee, as is clear from two official letters sent to Hill:

December 23, 1924:
If the Rockefeller people give the money for such a building, there is no 
reason why the women should have more than the proper share in planning 
our building or in determining its uses, is there? And here you may do a 
good stroke for the School without impropriety (unless by your agreement 
with Miss T. you are tied up)—for I should think the Rockefellers would 
more gladly give us a building that would provide for the School’s growth 
in students (of either sex) than one which, while more than providing for 
the female element, leaves the growth in men students quite unprovided for.

February 22, 1925:
If Mr. Bosworth has not yet visited Athens, please make clear to him that the 
women’s lot can receive only a women’s building, but that we shall be free if 
we acquire the British lot, to build on it for the general uses of the School. 
That distinction would naturally lead us to a separation of the buildings, 
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and the reversion to the old scheme of separate units. If such a scheme, 
providing for such needs as we can today clearly foresee, should appeal to 
the Rockefeller people as sensible, and they will provide us with the build-
ing, we can ourselves assume the responsibility for running the building as 
a dormitory-boarding house, and will not need the Women’s Committee 
guarantee to meet the losses in management for a period of years. . . . If the 
Rockefellers decline to do anything, I doubt if Miss Thomas’ undertaking 
will go further.69

This occurred during the period when Capps was working to remove Hill 
as ASCSA director, and he did not scruple to use the hostel issue to deni-
grate and betray Hill. Immediately after the May 9, 1925, managing-committee 
meeting that put Hill on a one-year term, Capps wrote Fosdick a letter stating 
that “the management of the School at Athens is in entire accord with Miss 
Thomas and her Committee as regards their plans for dormitory accommoda-
tions for women in Athens.” He claimed that he had just learned at the man-
aging-committee meeting that Hill had been speaking against those plans to 
Bosworth and that his opposition represented “a reactionary tendency” con-
trary to the actual mission of the school. Thus Capps deceptively presented 
himself as reasonable and accommodating, when in fact he had dictated to 
Hill the very opposition he now denounced. Hill, he said, wanted a “school of 
research in Archaeology” with only a small number of fellows in attendance, 
while the real purpose of the ASCSA was to provide an opportunity for as 
many qualified students as possible to pursue many aspects of classical study 
in Athens. Thomas’s proposal was “heartily welcomed” by the executive com-
mittee, the managing committee, and the trustees. “The only opposition has 
come from Athens, and on grounds that are wholly untenable.” Hill, he added, 
“does no research. He has never written an article or a book in the twenty 
years he has been in Athens.”70

On July 13, 1925, Fosdick wrote Ellen Pendleton that Rockefeller had 
declined the appeal of the Women’s Hostel Committee, on the grounds that 
“he always hesitates to assume entire responsibility for a particular project 
that is subsidiary to a larger program.”71 By the time the hostel committee met 
on October 9, 1925, Thomas was convinced that Hill was actively opposing 

 69. Quoted in Hill, “For the Further Information,” 9.
 70. Edward Capps to Raymond B. Fosdick (copy), 11 May 1925, in Thomas, “Historical 
Account.”
 71. Raymond B. Fosdick to Ellen F. Pendleton (copy), 13 July 1925, in Thomas, “Historical 
Account.”
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plans for the hostel and was thus responsible for the failure of their appeal for 
funding. Despite Grace’s objections, Thomas spoke forcefully against Hill and 
persuaded the committee to pass a resolution “that it would be unwise at the 
present time to beg for money for a Women’s Hostel to be operated in con-
junction with the American School at Athens; and that nothing could be done 
until such time as the Trustees and Managing Committee of the School in the 
United States and the Director of the School in Athens should be in accord 
on the plan of a Hostel for women students. It was felt by the Committee that 
even if the Hostel were built, it could not be successfully operated under pres-
ent conditions.”72 Capps embellished this resolution in a postscript to his let-
ter to Julia Caverno explaining his “mistake” about Hill’s alleged resignation, 
apparently still hoping to alienate her from Hill:

I suppose you know that the Hostel Committee of which you are a member 
notified Judge Loring and our Trustees last fall that they would not go ahead 
with their plans while the management of the School remained as it was, 
citing chapter and verse to prove that your Committee had been “double-
crossed”? Possibly Miss Thomas and Miss Pendleton did not consult the 
whole Committee before taking this step. I have the impression that both 
they and Dean Gildersleeve are strongly of this opinion.73

Meanwhile, the hostel committee agreed to a modification of their origi-
nal plan that would allow men to fill any vacancies in the hostel after all the 
women students had been assigned rooms. The ASCSA trustees, at a special 
meeting held on February 9, 1926, passed a resolution making the Women’s 
Hostel Committee a special committee of the trustees to raise funds to buy 
the British lot, to build and furnish a women’s hostel on one or both lots, to 
establish a $5,000–$10,000 guarantee fund to insure the school against loss in 
the early years of hostel operations, and to pay back, if necessary, the subscrip-
tions of the two individuals who had contributed to the fund on the under-
standing that the hostel would be confined to women only. A joint building 

 72. Julia H. Caverno to Bert H. Hill, 30 November 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, 
folder 1, Blegen Library. In Thomas’s report of this resolution, she alters the last sentence: “It was 
felt that the Hostel even if built could not be operated harmoniously under Mr. Hill as Director 
of the School” (Thomas, “Historical Account,” 8). On 3 November 1925, Mary Woolley wrote 
Grace, “You were quite right that there was no vote that ‘we would have nothing to do with the 
Hostel while Mr. Hill was Director of the School.’ It may be that some member of the Com-
mittee said that it ‘looked as if Hill must go,’ but that should not be interpreted as a committee 
expression of opinion.” Autograph Files, Vassar Archives.
 73. Edward Capps to Julia H. Caverno (copy), 17 July 1926, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, 
folder 1, Blegen Library.
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committee was appointed, consisting of Edward Capps, William B. Dinsmoor, 
M. Carey Thomas, Virginia C. Gildersleeve, Ellen F. Pendleton, and treasurer 
Allen Curtis. The trustees also agreed in substance to adopt a new bylaw after 
the money had been raised that would make the Women’s Hostel Committee 
an official ASCSA committee to manage the hostel under the general control 
of the trustees, with the committee chair an ex officio member of the manag-
ing committee.74

In September, Thomas and Gildersleeve secured a three-year option to 
purchase the British portion of the lot, since the British School had decided 
not to build lodgings for their women students. In November, Thomas, Gild-
ersleeve, and Pendleton were constituted as a subcommittee to raise funds 
for the hostel (known as “The Women’s Hostel Begging Committee”). While 
they were planning to ask the Rockefeller Foundation’s General Education 
Board for funds, they learned that Capps was in negotiations to ask the same 
organization for a large endowment fund for the school. Thomas traveled to 
Princeton to meet with Capps, who agreed to include $200,000 for the hostel 
in his statement of the needs of the school, which he sent to Abraham Flexner, 
secretary of the General Education Board, on December 17, 1926. On Decem-
ber 24, he sent a letter to Flexner including a statement prepared by Thomas: 
“President Thomas has prepared the enclosed statement at my request about 
the proposed Students’ Hostel for the American School at Athens, which may 
supplement my own brief paragraph on the subject.” After describing the plan 
for the Women’s Hostel, Thomas’s statement concluded:

The above plan has been approved unanimously by the Trustees, Board of 
Managers, and the Executive Committee of the American School. The for-
mer Director, Mr Hill, is believed to be the only person officially connected 
with the management of the school who is not in sympathy with the Wom-
en’s Hostel, his objection seeming to be chiefly that it would increase the 
number of students as more men as well as more women might be expected 
to study in Athens as a consequence of the opening of the Hostel.

Thomas was here parroting Capps’s version of Hill, whom she refers to 
as “the former Director” even though the managing committee had not yet 

 74. A. Winsor Weld, secretary of the ASCSA trustees, “Vote of the Trustees of the Ameri-
can School of Classical Studies at Athens,” 9 February 1926, submitted with other documents 
to Abraham Flexner on 4 March 1927 to supplement Capps’s 17 December 1926 application for 
ASCSA endowment funds. International Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 493, 
Rockefeller Archive.
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ratified Hill’s termination as director at its December 27 meeting. Flexner 
included a mild protest in his reply to Capps: “I wonder if Miss Thomas is 
quite fair to Mr. Hill. In discussing the project with me, Mr. Hill made no 
objection to women students. He did object, however, to having so large a 
Hostel exclusively for women.”75

Thomas was a personal friend of Flexner, whose brother Simon had mar-
ried her sister Helen, and she met with him in January to discuss the hos-
tel appeal. At his request she traveled to Princeton in February and again in 
March to meet with Capps “in order that any remaining difficulty may be 
completely cleared up.” Capps assured her that there were no differences, that 
they were “in complete accord. . . . He repeated that he knew of nothing and 
said that he could only suppose that Mr. Hill, or Miss Richter [Gisela Richter, 
curator of Greek and Roman art at the Metropolitan Museum], were again at 
work fomenting trouble.” On March 4, 1927, Thomas, Gildersleeve, and Pend-
leton sent Flexner a formal appeal supported by a large number of documents 
relating to the women’s hostel. This was presented as an adjunct to the appli-
cation for ASCSA endowment funds submitted in December by Capps and 
Flexner accepted it as part of that application, though Capps had not indicated 
in his application that the Women’s Hostel Committee would be sending these 
additional documents. Flexner explained to Thomas that he was not aware of 
any differences between her and Capps: “I simply wanted to make sure that 
you are in entire agreement. Since writing you I have seen Professor Capps, 
and I have put the same question to him, and he tells me, as you do, that you 
are in complete accord.”76

What Thomas did not know, since Capps had never sent her a copy of 
his application, was that Capps had omitted the paragraph they had agreed 
upon referring to the formal appeal that would be sent by the Women’s Hostel 
Committee presenting further details of the hostel. More significantly, he had 
not mentioned this committee at all, ignoring their role in purchasing the 
lot and securing the option for the British portion. The application asked for 
$200,000 for “a Hostel or dormitory for students, building and equipment” 
with the following note:

 75. Edward Capps, “Memorandum for Mr. Flexner on the Present Needs of the School at 
Athens,” 17 December 1926; Edward Capps to Abraham Flexner, 24 December 1926; M. Carey 
Thomas, “Statement concerning the Women’s Hostel to be inserted in the general statement of 
the needs of the American School”; Abraham Flexner to Edward Capps, 27 December 1926, 
International Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 492, Rockefeller Archive.
 76. M. Carey Thomas to Abraham Flexner, 4 and 25 March 1927; Abraham Flexner to M. 
Carey Thomas, 28 February and 28 March 1927, International Education Board records, series 
1.2, box 35, folder 493, Rockefeller Archive.
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The Women’s Colleges began to agitate twelve years ago for proper provision 
for our women students, and money was raised for the purchase of a plot 
of land for a small building to house about eight women, but the money for 
the building was not raised. Meantime the number of students and visiting 
teachers has increased, so that the present need is for a building to house at 
least twenty students (men and women); and an option has been obtained 
on a lot adjoining our own now owned by the British School. The represen-
tatives of the Women’s Colleges are willing to make common cause and see 
such a building erected on the two lots, and this is urgently needed. Din-
ing accomodations [sic] will be provided for the entire clientelle [sic] of the 
School in this building.77

On May 27, 1927, the International Education Board, to which the appeal 
had been transferred because the General Education Board could not make 
grants abroad, agreed to appropriate to the American School of Classical Stud-
ies at Athens a sum of $500,000 for endowment, construction and equip-
ment, and a revolving publication fund, with the understanding that ASCSA 
would raise the additional $250,000 needed to execute the program outlined 
in Capps’s appeal within a reasonable amount of time. Thomas had left the 
United States in June 1927 to spend two years abroad writing her autobiogra-
phy. On July 16, Capps wrote her from Athens about the grant, congratulat-
ing her on “the outcome of our application” and suggesting that they work 
together to raise the $67,000 needed to complete the school’s portion of the 
$200,000 for the hostel: “It ought not to be very difficult, in spite of the handi-
cap of the recent dissension over Mr Hill. As I look over the situation here I 
am more and more satisfied, not only that Mr. Hill’s removal was absolutely 
indispensable for the good of the School, but also that in Carpenter and Meritt 
we have a staff very decidedly superior to Hill and Blegen.”78

Thomas’s joy soon turned to wrath, however, for Capps had already secured 
his endowment funds and ousted Hill and Blegen; he no longer needed to 
court the good opinion of representatives of the women’s colleges. In October 
and November, he sent letters to Gildersleeve and Thomas indicating that the 
grant had changed both the status of the hostel and of the Women’s Hostel 
Committee. Capps claimed that the committee’s appeal on March 4, 1927, had 

 77. Capps, “Memorandum for Mr. Flexner.” See also M. Carey Thomas to William C. Lor-
ing, 29 January 1928, International Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 495, Rock-
efeller Archive.
 78. Edward Capps to M. Carey Thomas, 16 July 1927, International Education Board 
records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 494, Rockefeller Archive.
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constituted a different application for funding separate from his application 
submitted on December 17, 1926. His application had been funded; theirs had 
not. This was blatantly untrue, since Capps had sent Flexner Thomas’s state-
ment about the Women’s Hostel on December 24, 1926, and asked him to 
insert it in his application. In his meetings with Thomas, they had written a 
paragraph stating that her committee would be sending further documents in 
support of the women’s hostel, though Capps did not include this paragraph 
in his application. Thomas finally saw the exact wording Capps had used in his 
application, “a building to house at least twenty students (men and women).” 
Next to this he had written in the margin, “This was also understood to be 
acceptable to Miss Thomas and the Hostel Com.,” which was manifestly false 
since this wording had never been presented to the committee.79 In response 
to these developments, a meeting of the Women’s Hostel Committee was held 
on November 22. Grace reported to Ida that Thomas had sent several cables, 
“one quite incoherent with rage,” instructing the committee not to approve 
Capps’s plans but to wait for a letter from Thomas that would follow. As Grace 
reported to Ida, “I quite chuckled when I heard of her and Capps falling out 
and Miss Gildersleeve seemed to see the point of my mirth. I remarked that 
I thought every statement of his ought to be checked up and examined and 
Miss G. said she agreed perfectly.”80

The committee met again on January 31, 1928, to discuss Thomas’s letter, 
which maintained that they should insist on their prerogatives:

I am quite sure that there is not—and cannot be—any misunderstanding 
about our Women’s Hostel. The action of the Trustees stands unreversed and 
certainly held good when we made the application to the General Board. Mr. 
Capps used the same wording we used in our petition which accompanied 
the request sent by Mr. Capps. . . . If he plays us false now it will justify all 
that has been said about his double-faced methods but this seems to me 
inconceivable. .  .  . I am convinced that we have only to be firm. Professor 
Capps could not have given his solemn word to me to pass on to Mr. Flexner 
before the gift was made that he and I were “in entire agreement” in regard 
to the Hostel and not stand by it. Such a thing is unthinkable. .  .  . I know 
how busy you all are. But this Hostel under our management will mean so 

 79. Copy of letter from Edward Capps to Virginia Gildersleeve, 20 October 1927, Interna-
tional Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 495, Rockefeller Archive.
 80. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 25 December 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, 
folder 5, Blegen Library.
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much for women’s culture and scholarship we cannot let it be taken away 
from our Committee.81

Thomas also had personal reasons for wanting to keep the hostel under 
the management of the committee, for she expressed an interest in “running” 
the hostel herself after her autobiography was finished. She also offered to 
advance the money to purchase the British lot herself. In her reports to Presi-
dent MacCracken on these meetings, Grace noted that Thomas’s passionate 
interest in building a women’s hostel was not shared by the rest of the com-
mittee: “Personally I do not object to having the Hostel used for both men 
and women and I should be glad to see foreign women of high scholarship 
admitted to it as well as Americans. This was also the feeling of the rest of the 
Committee in our last meeting.” She also sent MacCracken a letter from Julia 
Caverno that concluded, “I really have no doubt that Mr. Capps will get that 
Hostel in any form he wants. But I honestly don’t feel bound to fight as I did in 
Mr. Hill’s case.”82 Knowing Ida’s interest in anything to do with Capps, Grace 
sent her a more colorful account of the meeting:

Now be discreet about the following information, for it will not do for me to 
hand out in general the information gleaned at these private meetings. So 
tell only the Four about it. Capps wants to chuck and annihilate our Hostel 
Committee altogether. Miss Thomas will not be chucked. So though I do not 
care a farthing about the whole business I am with Miss T in wishing to hold 
the Trustees to the agreement that we are the hostel committee forever 
and amen! We have a long document to that effect and Misses Pendleton, 
Gildersleeve, and Morris[s] are going to meet Judge Loring and get his opin-
ion of the legality of this former agreement with us. Capps’ view is that he 
having got the money for the Hostel our committee has no more excuse for 
being. But 1) the Land does not belong to him and 2) the money is not all 
raised yet and the Hostel Committee has tentatively agreed to raise $30,000. 
.  .  . Many choice things that pleased me were said at the Meeting. I must 
not quote individuals too much, but one distinguished lady, president of a 
college [Ellen Pendleton], said Capps did not know when he was telling the 

 81. Copy of letter of M. Carey Thomas to Virginia Gildersleeve, Ellen Pendleton, and Ada 
Comstock, 10 November 1927, MacCracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
 82. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 28 November 1927, Julia H. Caverno to 
Grace H. Macurdy, 27 November 1927, MacCracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
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truth and when not and that he got every thing he touched into a muddle. 
Do not repeat that in general for obvious reasons.83

On January 29, 1928, Thomas sent a long letter to Judge Loring with many 
supporting documents laying out her case in preparation for the meeting 
he and Frederick Fish, representing the ASCSA trustees, were to have with 
Ellen Pendleton, Virginia Gildersleeve, and Margaret Morriss, representing 
the Women’s Hostel Committee, on February 11. She also sent him a copy of 
a letter she had written to Abraham Flexner on February 5 “about the serious 
misunderstandings that have suddenly developed between Professor Capps 
and our Women’s Hostel Committee in regard to the gift that you obtained 
for the building equipment of the Hostel.” She wished to explain why she had 
not paid sufficient attention to his warnings to make sure that she and Capps 
were in agreement about the hostel:

I felt that it was impossible to insist further with Professor Capps because 
of the very pleasant relations between him and our Women’s Hostel Com-
mittee. . . . I could not doubt his word formally given that we were in per-
fect agreement. There was another reason why I was not as much alarmed 
by your warning as I should have been. I recognized as everyone who 
works with Professor Capps must, a certain instability in his character and 
I thought that perhaps your warnings referred to this. He has the defects of 
his qualities. He is fertile in ideas and is always thinking of new plans. In 
the fascination of new ideas he sometimes forgets old ones—I had admired 
him for his initiative and vision. I have always defended him when people 
emphasized this side of his character. This whole matter has been a great 
shock and a very great surprise to me.84

Flexner wrote to both Thomas and Loring stating that the International 
Education Board had given the money to the ASCSA trustees and it was up 
to them to decide how it would be used. Although Thomas thought that her 
evidence, particularly the trustees’ own resolutions of February 9, 1926, would 
win the day, she seriously underestimated the power of the money Capps 
had raised and his control over the trustees. Grace described the outcome 

 83. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 4 February 1928, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 
5, Blegen Library.
 84. M. Carey Thomas to Abraham Flexner, 5 February 1928, Copy of letter of M. Carey 
Thomas to William C.Loring, 29 January 1928, International Education Board records, series 
1.2, box 35, folder 495, Rockefeller Archive.
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in her report to MacCracken of the March 21 meeting of the Women’s Hostel 
Committee:

The subject discussed was the letter of Judge Loring to Miss Pendleton after 
the conference of Feb. 11. . . . The letter states that a dormitory for both men 
and women, not a hostel for women, will be erected by the Trustees and that 
it shall also have a restaurant and dining hall; shall be administered by the 
Director of the School and not by the Women’s Hostel Committee, and shall 
be entirely under the control of the Managing Committee of the Ameri-
can School. .  .  . Miss Thomas and Professor Capps have been at variance 
about the proposed Hostel and she is not included on any [of] the suggested 
committees in Judge Loring’s letter. She will doubtless be disappointed that 
the Hostel for which she has worked so long is not to be built, but there 
appeared no other course open to the Committee under the circumstances 
but to acquiesce and dissolve, leaving our colleges unpledged to do anything 
further. I think that Miss Thomas’s efforts have not been wasted as otherwise 
the dormitory to be built would probably not have included women at all. 
. . . It was the sense of the committee present yesterday that the dormitory 
for men and women is better than the proposed Women’s Hostel, but that 
there is no longer any reason for our continuing to function as a committee. 
. . . I am sorry for Miss Thomas, but think the result inevitable and one that 
might have been foreseen by her.85

Although Capps wrote in his annual report that the hostel committee 
“expressed themselves as entirely satisfied with the dispositions which had 
been made by Judge Loring and his Committee in consultation with their 
Committee,” Ellen Pendleton’s letter to Loring on behalf of the committee did 
nothing of the sort. She enclosed a copy of the minutes stating the details of 
the agreement in a very cold and noncommittal fashion, including the com-
mittee’s withdrawal of its offer to raise any money for the building, conclud-
ing, “I believe I do not need to add anything to the minutes of the meeting 
beyond the assurance that the action was taken after careful consideration.”86 
In Athens, the Four were not surprised at Capps’s victory, and Hill wrote 
about it to Prentice, Bassett, and Caskey with an apt analogy:

 85. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 22 March 1928; William C. Loring to 
Ellen F. Pendleton, 20 February 1928, MacCracken Papers, box 82, folder 31, Vassar Archives.
 86. Copy of letter of Ellen F. Pendleton to William C. Loring, 23 March 1928, International 
Education Board records, series 1.2, box 35, folder 495, Rockefeller Archive. Edward Capps, 
“Forty-Seventh Annual Report,” 19.
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I have been interested to learn the EC has decided to try staging a tragedy 
with the cast: Jehu, EC; Jezebel, MCT; Eunuchs of Jezebel, friendly to Jehu, 
ASC Trustees. Miss Thomas will doubtless learn,—what we have known 
these four years, actually or prophetically—that all doublecrossing of her 
Hostel Committee is the work of the MC Chairman.87

Grace sent Ida the final word on the hostel in her report on the “very dull” 
managing committee held on May 11, 1929:

The Trustees have named the Hostel “The William Caleb Loring Hall” 
because of the astuteness which Judge L. showed in dealing with the women! 
As Capps was the principal in that I do not see why it is not called the 
Edward Capps Hall. I wish it were just to see what Miss Thomas would do. 
Lily [Ross Taylor, at this time professor at Bryn Mawr] says that Miss Don-
nelly [Lucy Martin Donnelly, Bryn Mawr professor of English] says that Miss 
T. cannot hear Capps’s name mentioned in her presence without turning 
pale with rage or something of that sort. He certainly queered her plans.88

In the end, the coeducational dormitory was much more useful to ASCSA 
than a hostel for women would have been, but it was a painful personal defeat 
for Thomas. Capps had manipulated her for his own purposes and then 
discarded her when he no longer needed her. Thomas’s biographer, Helen 
Lefkowitz Horowitz, inaccurately cites this incident as a triumph for Thomas:

Launching the women’s hostel at Athens proved to be exceedingly diffi-
cult. . . . In the process she had to best the director of the American School 
and a Princeton classicist in their efforts to turn the women’s project into 
a coeducational residence hall. Throughout the successful effort Thomas 
managed to stay informed and in control. Letters and minutes demonstrate 
that she had not lost her touch. In the mid-1920s—when she summoned 
it—Carey Thomas could have the command over detail and the negotiating 
skills of 1905.89

 87. Bert H. Hill to William Prentice, Samuel Bassett, and Lacey Caskey, 17 April 1928, Bert 
Hodge Hill Papers, box 11, folder 2, Blegen Library. In this story from the Old Testament 2 
Kings, the pagan queen Jezebel is thrown out of her tower window by her own eunuchs at the 
behest of the Israelite commander Jehu, who then drives his chariot over her.
 88. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 19 May 1929, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, folder 5, 
Blegen Library.
 89. Horowitz, The Power and Passion, 446.



186 Chapter 9 

As the documents clearly reveal, this was not a successful effort. The women’s 
hostel was never built, and Thomas herself was excluded from any further 
participation in the affairs of the American School in Athens.

Grace Macurdy’s active participation in these two controversies, which 
absorbed much of her time and energy during the period from 1925 to 1929, 
taught her two important lessons. She realized that she could overcome her 
aversion to public confrontation and speak out for her beliefs, despite the 
emotional strain she felt and the difficulties caused by her deafness. More 
significantly, she now recognized more clearly than ever before the marginal-
ized position of women in the academic world. Most of the women associated 
with ASCSA thought Hill had been treated unjustly and were willing to go 
on record in his support. Situated outside the customary academic network 
of rewards and sanctions, they were less susceptible to the influence of a man 
like Capps. However, there were simply too few of them to make a real differ-
ence, especially on the managing committee, and many men found it easy to 
dismiss their voices as the protests of “excited ladies.” Grace was correct when 
she observed that Capps and others would not have been unduly disturbed if 
several of the women’s colleges had left ASCSA, particularly since they already 
thought that there were too many women students at the school. There was 
scarcely a ripple when the first female ASCSA trustee, Sarah Choate Sears, 
wife of J. Montgomery Sears, resigned in 1927 in protest at the treatment of 
Hill. Grace would profit from both of these lessons as she sought a new direc-
tion in her scholarship.
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Redefining the Classical Scholar 
as a Woman

Grace made a dramatic change in her scholarly focus even before Troy 
and Paeonia was published, turning away from Greek literature and 
prehistoric influences on Greek civilization and culture to concentrate 

on Hellenistic history. Striking as this shift was, its most startling aspect was 
her decision to spotlight the lives of queens within the dynasties from Philip 
II of Macedon to Cleopatra VII of Egypt (359–30 bce). No classical scholar, 
male or female, had ever attempted to recover and document the lives of indi-
vidual Greek women whose names are part of recorded history. The small 
number of publications that had dealt with ancient women up to this time 
had all been written by men, in articles and monographs that treated women 
(or “Woman”) as a special problem, a category to be considered in isolation 
from history. Many of these studies were intended for nonspecialist audiences 
and employed a light, popularizing tone quite foreign to professional classical 
scholarship.1 Grace’s serious scholarly focus on individual Greek women was 
completely unprecedented. Although she never explicitly wrote about what 
prompted this new turn in her scholarship, it is likely that several intercon-
nected factors contributed to her motivation.

 1. For more information on early writing about ancient women, see Barbara F. McManus, 
Classics and Feminism: Gendering the Classics, The Impact of Feminism on the Arts and Sci-
ences (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1997), 5–14.
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In his tribute upon her retirement. President MacCracken attributed her 
new scholarly focus to Grace’s feminism:

Her deep interest in the achievements of women and in their opportunities 
both for political and for social equality has led her studies of late into the 
history of Greek women. She has made known to us the story of the famous 
women of the Macedonian line and of other great women of the classical 
period, which helps us to understand the paradox of Greek literature with its 
long series of famous heroines existing side by side with the historical record 
from which women are conspicuous by their absence.2 

Grace had marched and campaigned for women’s suffrage, particularly in 
advance of the 1917 bill that gave women the right to vote in New York State. 
She declared in an interview that the passage of the suffrage amendment was 
the greatest political change to affect Vassar students, who were now much 
more interested in economics and politics, a development which was “all to 
the good and unavoidable.”3 Her years at Vassar had led to a fervent belief in 
education’s capacity to empower women. For example, she once gave a former 
student from a very wealthy family, Henriette Blanding, a card of introduction 
to Gilbert Murray, hoping that he might influence her to continue her stud-
ies: “I have always wished for her that she might come to Oxford to study and 
to avoid the society life in San Francisco, which her mother desires for her.”4 
Grace’s new scholarly project would create an important educational resource 
for modern women, one that demonstrated through reliable and unbiased 
research that some ancient women did play a significant role in government 
and politics despite the tremendous odds against them. By highlighting the 
achievements of some ancient women, Grace hoped that she could encourage 
a sense of independent agency in young women faced with what seemed to 
be socially preordained limits.

Although Grace had embarked on her study of ancient queens before she 
became involved in the two controversies at the American School of Classi-

 2. Henry Noble MacCracken, “Annual Report 1937,” 14, Vassariana, 378.7V C, Vassar 
Archives.
 3. “Vassar Girls Unchanged, Declares Miss Macurdy,” Vassar Miscellany News, 14 April 
1937, 1. According to family tradition, Grace was once jailed overnight for her participation in a 
suffrage parade (interview with Caroline Skinner O’Neil by Barbara F. McManus, 13 May 2005), 
but I have been unable to document this.
 4. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 24 February 1914, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
52–57, Bodleian. Henriette de Saussure Blanding had published a volume of poems in 1911, 
which Grace sent Murray as proof of her potential, but apparently Grace’s scheme did not work, 
since Blanding married a scion of San Francisco society later in 1914.
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cal Studies at Athens, this experience strengthened her determination to give 
credit to the ancient women who had carved out some influence within a 
system that gave all collective and institutional power to males. From first-
hand experience, Grace had seen that women could draw only on their own 
personal, individual power in such a situation, an insight as illuminating for 
the queens of Hellenistic times as it was for academic women in the early 
twentieth century.

Another motivation stemmed from Grace’s compulsion to speak out 
against injustice. Whenever she perceived unfair treatment, Grace immedi-
ately felt the need to protest even if personally uninvolved, and she sprang 
to the defense of men as well as women. In one instance, for example, she 
wrote MacCracken on behalf of an assistant professor of history at Vassar, 
John Perry Pritchett, who was being forced out of the department because 
his method of teaching did not conform to long-established patterns in the 
department:

I should like to express to you my very strong feeling of the injustice that 
may be done to an individual when his or her academic career is brought to 
a close either by the arbitrary decision of a chairman of a department or by 
a majority vote of the voting members of a department. I know from very 
bitter experience the suffering and danger that may come from a prejudice 
against a member of a department on the part of the chairman. . . . As almost 
the oldest member of the present faculty I base my own dislike of tyrannical 
action by individuals on a long experience and observation of departmental 
procedures. I think it peculiarly unfortunate if young men who come here 
(or young women either) are checked in their teaching aims and aspirations 
by those of an older generation.5 

Her compulsion to challenge biased and discriminatory assertions was evi-
dent in her 1923 reply to Charlotte Cowdroy’s article in the Pall Mall Gazette 
arguing that women should give up paid employment when they marry. 
Though single herself, Grace’s indignation was galvanized by Cowdroy’s call 
for “a return to a healthy state of public opinion which will cry shame on a 
man and wife alike when an able-bodied man is not the sole breadwinner,” 
as shown by the rapidity of her response, only two days after the original 
article.6 The core of her argument in her reply to Cowdroy foreshadows an 
essential feature of the new approach Grace would pioneer in the study of 

 5. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 5 February 1937, MacCracken Papers, box 
43, folder 46, Vassar Archives.
 6. Charlotte Cowdroy, “A Study of Mrs. Thompson,” Pall Mall Gazette, 9 January 1923, 9.
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ancient women: “This is all very primitive, treating women as a species and 
not as individuals. It is very notable in the, as a whole anti-feminist, Greek 
literature that the expression ‘race’ or ‘tribe’ of women begins to be used very 
early. I have yet to see the same expression applied to men in that literature.”7 
Ancient Greece was never far from Grace’s thoughts, even when dealing with 
contemporary issues, and she pointed out the injustice—and absurdity—of 
setting principles or passing laws that lumped together all women into a single 
category. In an article a few years later, “Blame of Women,” she demonstrated 
how generalizing women as a race apart played out in the history of bitter 
invective against women in literary works from Hesiod to Strindberg.8

It was a small step from defending contemporary women to defending 
ancient ones. Modern studies of ancient women had been marred by the same 
bias as that found in the writings of the ancient Greeks, in which women were 
treated as a species rather than as individuals affected by differences of socio-
economic class, culture, and time. Grace chose to counter this bias by studying 
the lives of individual women in a context where there was enough evidence 
to permit meticulous research—ancient monarchies. When she sent Gilbert 
Murray a copy of her book Hellenistic Queens, she mentioned her intention to 
liberate these queens from the negative evaluations of earlier scholars: “[John 
Pentland] Mahaffy is still quoted in his insane judgments of them by many 
scholars and I have always felt that [Edwyn Robert] Bevan also, though so 
much more sensible than Mahaffy, is too generalizing and hard on them.”9

Grace’s motivations were not all altruistic, however. Chief among them 
was her desire to win distinction as a classical scholar. Grace had never hid-
den her ambition; indeed, frankness and knowledge of her own motivations 
were among Grace’s most notable characteristics, as explained by Polyxenie 
Kambouropoulou, a Greek refugee who had graduated from Vassar in 1922 
and later returned to teach in the psychology department:

[Grace Macurdy] was very interested in learning from Miss K. about the 
ideas of Freud, and wanted to know why so many people strongly disagreed 
with him. . . . Once Miss K. was telling Miss Macurdy about Freud’s theories 
on motives, that men often attribute to themselves motives which they don’t 

 7. “Shall the Married Woman Work?,” Pall Mall Gazette, 11 January 1923, 9.
 8. Grace H. Macurdy, “Blame of Women,” Vassar Quarterly 2 (1926): 190–98.
 9. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 26 March 1932, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fol. 151, 
Bodleian. Mahaffy was Professor of Ancient History at Trinity College Dublin; his extensive 
works on the Hellenistic era include many condemnations of various queens—e.g., Empire of 
the Ptolemies (1895) and History of Egypt under the Ptolemaic Dynasty (1899). Bevan was a Hel-
lenistic historian at King’s College London; his works include The House of Seleucus (1902) and 
The House of Ptolemy: A History of Hellenistic Egypt under the Ptolemaic Dynasty (1927).
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really have. To that Miss Macurdy answered, “I know my own motives.” And 
she did. She was a good natural psychologist, because she was so frank. She 
was intellectually alive until her death.10 

Grace’s desire for scholarly recognition had been altered by her years at 
Vassar and her constantly strengthening feminism. Her ambition now was to 
win distinction as a scholar who spoke with authority as a woman. She had 
first thought she could achieve this by following in the footsteps of Jane Ellen 
Harrison, but after Troy and Paeonia Grace had come to realize that Harrison’s 
model was not sufficient for the kind of recognition she sought. Harrison’s 
field of study as well as her authorial voice did not conform to the established 
parameters of classical scholarship. Harrison wrote “as a woman” to the extent 
that she used a more enthusiastic, affective voice than was typical of scholarly 
writing, but she did not write about women, and that affective voice tended to 
alienate many traditional scholars. Harrison had won a place on the periph-
ery of the scholarly community, but Grace was seeking a place at the center. 
At Harvard and Berlin, Grace had been trained as a careful and exacting phi-
lologist, and she was determined to demonstrate that she could effectively use 
these skills without suppressing or downplaying her gender. She concluded 
that she could best accomplish this by turning to the study of ancient women.

Hellenistic Queens

J. A. K. Thomson supported Grace in this ambition; in fact, he offered her the 
first opportunity to present her new area of research to an audience by inviting 
her to speak on “Great Macedonian Women” in May 1925 as part of his public 
lecture series at King’s College London (see chapter 1). The positive reception 
to her lecture encouraged her to continue work on this topic, which required 
a great deal of painstaking research. Her primary training had been in phi-
lology, the study of language and literature, not in history, and her previous 
concentration on myth and ritual, prehistoric tribes, and ethnography had no 
relation to the complexities of Hellenistic monarchies or to teasing out the 
scanty and scattered references to women within them. Grace was an indefati-
gable researcher, however, and she welcomed the challenge. In contrast to the 
emotionally draining struggles within the ASCSA managing committee, the 

 10. Polyxenie Kambouropoulou, inteview by Catherine Germann, 1969. Notable American 
Women files, MC 230, box 54, Schlesinger.



192 Chapter 10 

reading rooms at the British Library and the Cambridge University Library 
must have appeared quiet havens where she could focus on what she did best.

As she researched and wrote, Grace recognized the need to move beyond 
the confines of traditional, text-based scholarship. It was clear that women’s 
lives could not be reconstructed from historical and literary texts alone, par-
ticularly since these were all written by males and skewed by various types 
of bias and stereotypical thinking. Grace had to supplement texts with mate-
rial evidence, especially coins and inscriptions, but also sculpture, vases, and 
papyri. Her summer travels now included visits to museum collections in 
a number of European countries and consultations with numismatists and 
archaeologists.

Grace published her first article on the subject of Hellenistic queens in 1927, 
“Queen Eurydice and the Evidence for Woman Power in Early Macedonia.”11 
The initial response to this article encouraged Grace to continue with this line 
of research. As she wrote Ida, “I am working on my Women. I must send you a 
reprint of Macedonian Women from AJP. I got very nice letters about it from 
Myers [sic], Casson (!) and Tarn.”12 John Linton Myres, the Wykeham Profes-
sor in Ancient History at Oxford University, wrote Grace, “It is a difficult but 
very interesting subject, and your collection of materials will be most useful.”13 
William Woodthorpe Tarn was a Scottish barrister who became a noted inde-
pendent scholar specializing in Hellenistic history after ill health forced him 
to retire from the practice of law. Stanley Casson was a classical archaeologist 
associated with the British School in Athens and New College, Oxford Uni-
versity. Grace’s exclamation point underlines his change of opinion toward her 
work, since he had criticized Troy and Paeonia rather harshly (see chapter 7).

Besides seeking to bring together and analyze “the chief facts that have 
been preserved” about each of the Hellenistic queens, Grace had two spe-
cific goals in this book, both of which were responses to approaches to these 
women by earlier and contemporary scholars. Her preface contains a straight-
forward declaration of these goals:

 11. Grace H. Macurdy, “Queen Eurydice and the Evidence for Woman Power in Early 
Macedonia,” American Journal of Philology 48 (1927): 201–14.
 12. Grace H. Macurdy to Ida T. Hill, 25 December 1927, Ida Thallon Hill Papers, box 2, 
folder 5, Blegen Library.
 13. J.  L. Myres to Grace H. Macurdy, 13 December 1927, Biographical Files: Macurdy, 
Grace Harriet, folder 2, Vassar Archives. One wonders how much Myres really appreciated 
the uniqueness of what Grace was doing, since he goes on to say “You have made the essential 
point when you quote and amplify [Johann Gustav] Droysen’s observation about Macedonian 
society as a prosaic version of Homeric,” and then expounds his own theory that there was no 
historical connection between the Homeric Achaeans and the Macedonians. Grace’s reference 
to Droysen is actually a very minor point in her article, not at all “essential” to her main argu-
ment about women’s participation in politics.
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In the following investigation of woman-power in the Hellenistic centuries 
I have confined my study to the three chief dynasties, Macedonia, Seleucid 
Syria, and Ptolemaic Egypt. Since the statement is so generally made with 
regard to the queens of these royal houses that in them a woman is the equal 
of a man, it has seemed to me desirable to attempt to arrive at a clear idea 
of what is meant by this equality and to discover whether it prevailed alike 
in all three dynasties. . . . I have also discussed the question of the character 
of these queens, who are generally reputed to have been wicked. This repu-
tation rests, as does the statement that they possessed power equal to that 
of the men, on the acts of a few of the many who were queens in the Hel-
lenistic centuries. Of these few it may be said that if they were in nature and 
character the counterparts of the men, they should be judged by the same 
standard.14

In her book Grace conclusively demonstrates that queens never achieved 
independent power equal to that of the kings in Macedonia and very rarely 
did so in Seleucid Syria. In Egypt, it was not until Cleopatra II (ca. 183–116 
bce) that Ptolemaic queens attained coregency with kings, and only Cleopatra 
VII, with the help of Rome, achieved sole political power in her own right. 
At first glance this may seem like a negative view of “woman power,” but in 
Grace’s hands it is actually strongly feminist. By showing that women, unlike 
men, never attained the throne purely by right of birth, she focuses atten-
tion on the individual qualities and strength of character that enabled some 
of these queens to wrest political influence and actual power from an over-
whelmingly patriarchal dynastic system.15 Women, Grace contends, must be 

 14. Grace H. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens: A Study of Woman-Power in Macedonia, Seleucid 
Syria, and Ptolemaic Egypt, Johns Hopkins University Studies in Archaeology 14 (Baltimore: 
John Hopkins Press, 1932), ix–x.
 15. In his website on “The Genealogy of the Seleucids,” Alex McAuley criticizes Grace’s 
“minimalist view of female power”: “Macurdy considers female power almost exclusively in the 
same terms as male influence, considering them less influential if their power does not match 
that of male royals. I find such consideration of feminine influence vis-à-vis male influence to 
be ultimately misleading because it undermines the vastly different expectations and spheres 
of influence of both genders, making for a paradigm whose equality was neither present nor 
possible” (“Appendix I: Seleucid Royal Women,” 5, accessed on 20 February 2015, http:// www 
.seleucid -genealogy .com/ Extras _files/ Appendix %20I .pdf). McAuley then praises Elizabeth Car-
ney for advancing the notion that “power did not automatically come with a woman’s status: 
‘being a basilissa did not in itself convey any specific power, but it did offer a potential which 
might be realized by royal women bold enough to try.’ Power is thus not institutional but highly 
personal, determined more by the gumption and charisma of a particular royal woman than 
by her status” (6; quoting Elizabeth Carney, “‘What’s in a Name?’: The Emergence of a Title for 
Royal Women in the Hellenistic Period,” in Women’s History and Ancient History, ed. Sarah B. 
Pomeroy [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991], 164). However, this is exactly 



194 Chapter 10 

viewed as individuals, not as a “species”; hence her book relates the individ-
ual stories of each queen sequentially throughout each of the three dynas-
ties. Although this structure entails some repetition, it effectively counteracts 
such sweeping generalizations as the following statement by J.  P. Mahaffy: 
“[Cleopatra VII] was of a race in which almost every reigning princess for the 
last two hundred years had been swayed by like storms of passion, or had been 
guilty of like violations of common humanity.”16

In case after case, Grace shows how some women achieved political power 
“through the doorway of marriage, which often afforded them opportunity to 
act as regent for an absent husband, or for a minor child, or as co-regent with 
a husband whose weakness of character allowed a queen of strong nature to 
come forward as co-ruler.”17 For example, Cleopatra II, daughter of Ptolemy 
V and the Seleucid princess Cleopatra I, was “the first of the Macedonian 
queens in Egypt to achieve a political equality with her husband.”18 Follow-
ing the Pharaonic custom of brother-sister marriage, she married her brother 
Ptolemy VI. When he was defeated in battle and fled, she ruled in Alexan-
dria with her younger brother Ptolemy VIII, who styled himself Euergetes 
II (meaning “benefactor”). Through her efforts, the brothers were reconciled 
and her husband returned, after which for five years she ruled jointly with her 
husband and his brother until Ptolemy VIII was sent to rule Cyrenaica. She 
then was coruler with Ptolemy VI until he died in 145 bce, after which she was 
sole regent for their young son for about a year until she married her younger 
brother Ptolemy VIII, who then killed her son. Despite this, they ruled jointly 
until Ptolemy VIII married Cleopatra II’s daughter Cleopatra III, after which 
the rulers were known as “king Ptolemy and queen Cleopatra the Sister and 
queen Cleopatra the Wife.” Cleopatra II drove Ptolemy VIII and Cleopatra III 
out of Alexandria and claimed sole rule of Egypt from 130 to 127 bce, though 
civil war soon broke out between her supporters and those of Ptolemy VIII. 
After a brief exile in Syria, Cleopatra II returned to Egypt in 124 bce and rec-
onciled with her second husband and her daughter, ruling again with them 

the point that Grace’s entire book is designed to convey, that some individual queens acquired 
power equal or nearly equal to that of kings, but only through their own personal qualities.
 16. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 3, quoting J. P. Mahaffy, The Empire of the Ptolemies (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1895), 445.
 17. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 1.
 18. See Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 147–61 for a full discussion of the life and accomplish-
ments of Cleopatra II. Grace calls her younger brother Ptolemy VII Euergetes II, though I have 
followed modern scholars in numbering him Ptolemy VIII. Grace gives no number to Cleopa-
tra’s son Ptolemy Neos Philopator since it is doubtful whether he ever reigned, but contempo-
rary scholars term him Ptolemy VII and adjust the numbers of all later Ptolemies accordingly.
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until his death in 116 bce, after which she ruled with her daughter and her 
young grandson until her own death a few months later.

Grace presents a cogent explanation for Cleopatra’s remarkable accession 
and retention of power, based on a combination of circumstances which she 
was able to turn to her own advantage repeatedly through her “good sense and 
brains,” plus “a tough unyielding nature which did not know how to acknowl-
edge defeat.”19 As the only daughter of Ptolemy V and Cleopatra I, she had an 
assured position in the dynasty, in contrast with her two brothers who were 
rivals for power and needed her to consolidate their position. Her “strong 
will and political sense” enabled her to negotiate the sharing of power when 
this was necessary, even when this meant accepting her own daughter as the 
second wife of her husband, although Grace laments that we have no way 
of knowing what this meant “actually and psychologically in the daily life of 
the Palace and of the government.” Commenting on the amnesty decrees of 
118 bce, issued in the names of king Ptolemy and queen Cleopatra the Sister 
and queen Cleopatra the Wife, Grace sees evidence of the sound judgment 
and political shrewdness of Cleopatra II rather than any qualities of her cruel 
and self-indulgent husband: “If the arrangements were composed by the rul-
ers themselves and not by their advisers, I strongly incline to the view that 
Cleopatra II, the first of the line to be co-regent with her husband, a woman 
of extraordinary ability, character, and nerve, had more to do with framing 
the decrees than Euergetes II.”

In keeping with her goal of presenting a more judicious and balanced 
account of the characters of individual Hellenistic queens and counteracting 
the condemnation of them as a group, Grace frequently employs a moralizing 
tone that was very common in her time but is not typical of modern scholar-
ship. She does, however, insist that queens and kings be evaluated by the same 
norms:

As for the character of the queens, I have repeatedly said that they must be 
judged by the standards of the men of their times, for the striking phenom-
enon with these women is the fact that so many of them approached more 
nearly than women in any other period to the character and achievements of 
the men of their race. It has been said of them that “It is only in the intensity 
and recklessness with which they pursue their ends that we see any trace 
of womanhood left in them.” It would be truer to say that some of them 
approach masculine intensity and recklessness in pursuing their ends, for it 

 19. All the quotations in this paragraph are taken from Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 151–61.
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is, in general, in the ranks of men rather than among women that reckless 
adventurers on the grand scale are to be found.20

For example, while deploring the cruelty of the Seleucid queen Cleopa-
tra Thea, daughter of Cleopatra II of Egypt, Grace notes that she had herself 
endured cruelty and was following an established pattern of dynastic murders: 
“Her life had trained her to be exactly what she appears to have become—an 
egotist, made for power and stopping at nothing to get it.” She adds that the 
worst stories about her may have been invented by her son Antiochus Grypus, 
who had poisoned her to prevent her from poisoning him. Grace empha-
sizes the importance of discussing these ancient women in the context of the 
specific social conventions of their culture and time, remarking that mod-
ern concepts of humility and altruism “would have seemed imbecility” to the 
Hellenistic rulers and that a “Macedonian queen would never have thought 
of demanding fidelity in the modern sense of the word from her husband.” 
Arsinoe II, full sister and wife of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (meaning “sister-
loving”), was not troubled by her husband’s many mistresses: “She had won 
an impregnable position in the government of Egypt and had a mind and 
political sense far above that of the usual woman. She infinitely preferred her 
part as her husband’s directing power to that of his mistress Bilistiche.” Grace 
is critical of the reasoning behind W.  W. Tarn’s dismissal of the claim that 
Arsinoe had attempted to seduce her stepson Agathocles; according to Tarn, 
“The flaw in Arsinoe was not perhaps immorality but ambition .  .  . and it is 
not necessary to suppose her a bad woman merely because she became a great 
ruler.” She points out that “this judgment implies that a woman can have but 
one vice and that breaking the moral law for her means breaking her marriage 
vows,” observing that Arsinoe was certainly the instigator of dynastic murders, 
which were “regarded as only a safe, natural, and essential precaution for any 
king.”21

Although Grace’s primary aim in this book is comprehensiveness rather 
than originality, she does not hesitate to present her own reasoning and con-
clusions on controversial details. In a number of cases she draws upon her 
philological expertise to verify her position. For example, she argues against 
the consensus of modern scholars that Phila I, the first wife of king Demetrius 
I Poliorcetes (meaning “besieger”) of Macedon, was on the island of Salamis 
when it was captured by Ptolemy I, who then safely returned her and her 

 20. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 233–34; the quotation is from Edwyn Bevan, The House of 
Seleucus (London: Edward Arnold, 1902), 2:280.
 21. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 100, 234, 63, 124, 129–30; the quotation is from W.  W. 
Tarn, Antigonos Gonatas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), 123.
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children to Macedonia. After pointing out that Phila’s two children by Deme-
trius were both grown at that time and living elsewhere, Grace demonstrates 
that the Greek of the ancient historian Diodorus Siculus must mean “his chil-
dren and his mother,” not “his children and their mother,” indicating that 
the woman on Salamis was Demetrius’s mother Stratonice, who was probably 
looking after his small children by another of his wives, rather than Phila.22 In 
supporting her conclusions about matters of detail, Grace also calls upon vari-
ous other forms of evidence, including one unusual example based on female 
experience. Cleopatra V Selene, daughter of Cleopatra III and Ptolemy VIII, 
was briefly the sister-wife of Ptolemy IX and later married to three kings of 
Syria. Cicero states that two sons of Selene and King Antiochus of Syria came 
to Rome to seek help in claiming the Egyptian throne, and Grace argues that 
their mother was Cleopatra V Selene:

A doubt has been expressed of the likelihood of Selene’s being young enough 
in 90 bc when she would be about forty, to bear the two sons of whom we 
hear from Cicero, and it has been suggested that a younger Selene was their 
mother. Bevan says, “One must remember that women age more quickly in 
the south. It is not impossible that Selene might have borne children when 
over forty, but highly improbable.” I do not know what the statistics are for 
southern nations, but the bearing of children by women over forty is such a 
common phenomenon in England and America that it appears not improb-
able in a woman of such vigor and vitality as Selene’s life shows her to have 
been.

A footnote shows that Grace pursued the matter further: “Dr. Constantine 
Kalamara of Athens has kindly sent me statistics of a considerable number of 
births in his obstetric clinic, in which the women bearing the children have 
been forty years old or over.”23

In passages like these and many others, it is clear that Grace is speak-
ing as a woman scholar discrediting prejudices about women, although she 
never explicitly mentions her own sex. In general, Grace uses a traditionally 

 22. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 64–65. A more detailed and complex example of Grace’s 
philological argumentation can be found in her article “Roxane and Alexander IV in Epi-
rus,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 52 (1932): 256–61. Here she convincingly demonstrates that the 
modern conviction that Alexander the Great’s widow and son spent time in Epirus under the 
protection of his mother Olympias is based on a misreading of the Greek sources: “I submit, 
therefore, that historians in repeating the story until it has become part of the current account 
of the life of Roxane and her child have not sufficiently examined the evidence for it” (261).
 23. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 172 and n. 204. The quotation is from Edwyn Bevan, The 
House of Ptolemy, 334, n. 4.
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objective, scholarly tone based on voluminous research and citation, but she 
occasionally speaks in a more personal voice, as for example when discuss-
ing the dynastic murders perpetrated by Laodice I, wife of the Seleucid king 
Antiochus II: “Without wishing to condone the crimes of Laodice, I find it a 
refreshing change from the sentiments of other historians that Beloch actually 
mentions the fact that ‘Alexander at the time when he became king commit-
ted much worse deeds, or let them occur.’”24 Grace’s perspective as a scholar 
whose authoritative reading of the evidence is enhanced by her experience 
and understanding as a woman is particularly evident in her discussion of 
Cleopatra VII, the last of the Ptolemaic queens of Egypt. She is equally con-
temptuous of negative and positive feminine stereotypes that interfere with a 
judicious interpretation of the facts:

[John P. Mahaffy’s] views about the psychology of female love, in which he 
thinks nothing is more frequent than “a strong passion co-existing with self-
ish ambition, so that a woman embraces with keener transports the lover 
whom she has betrayed than one whom she has not thought of betraying,” 
must surely have been gathered from an extensive reading of melodrama 
rather than from an experience of the facts of life. It is as foolish to condemn 
her and all the women of her line, as Mahaffy in an unguarded moment does 
. . . for crimes condoned in the case of the men, as to present her as a “sym-
pathetic” heroine, “a dainty little queen with her fat baby at her breast,” “a 
lonely and sorely-tried woman who fought all her life for the fulfillment of a 
patriotic and splendid ambition.”25

Grace’s own summation, while acknowledging Cleopatra’s fascination for later 
ages, sets the Egyptian queen firmly in her own time and circumstances:

The accusation of lust is not justified by the facts of her life. She was faith-
ful in her relation to the two Romans, Julius Caesar and Antony; she hoped 
to be the wife of the first and was actually the wife of the second.  .  .  . She 
cheated Octavian of his triumph over her, and her splendid immortality of 
fame he could not take from her, though he got her emeralds and pearls and 

 24. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 85, quoting K. J. Beloch, Griechische Geschichte, 2nd ed. 
(Berlin and Leipzig: Walter de Gruyter, 1925–27), 4.1:676.
 25. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 221, quoting Mahaffy, Empire of the Ptolemies, 477. The 
second set of quotations is from Arthur E. P. B. Weigall, The Life and Times of Cleopatra, Queen 
of Egypt: A Study in the Origin of the Roman Empire (Edinburgh and London: Blackwood, 1914), 
11, 410. The first Weigall quotation is actually a paraphrase; the exact wording is even more 
sentimental: “Can this dainty little woman, we ask, who soothes at her breast the cries of her 
fat baby, while three sturdy youngsters play around her, be the sensuous Queen of the East?”
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frankincense to pay his soldiers and his debts in Italy. More than any other 
Macedonian except Alexander the Great, to whom she is akin in her bril-
liance, her intellectual power, and her ambition, she has exercised the spell 
of her magic over those of her time and every generation since. She was not 
a pattern of virtue, nor a monster of wickedness, nor a good bourgeois wife, 
nor a great and splendid patriot, but a Ptolemy with the virtues and vices 
of her race.26

Grace was very pleased with the reviews for Hellenistic Queens and particu-
larly delighted that the book had been reviewed in the Times Literary Supple-
ment. Reviewers almost universally praised the quality and thoroughness of 
Grace’s scholarship and the book’s comprehensiveness:

Professor Macurdy has avoided every form of sensationalism and instead 
has presented a scholarly and decidedly welcome study of Hellenistic queens 
in which she evaluates without prejudice their personality, influence, and 
importance.27

This is an attractive and well-illustrated book and a work of sound scholar-
ship and historical research at the same time.28

In her book, Hellenistic Queens, Professor Macurdy has assembled all the 
available material pertaining to the lives and the careers of the queens of 
Macedonia, Seleucid Syria, and Ptolemaic Egypt. The result is a highly satis-
factory and illuminating study of woman-power during the Hellenistic Age. 
. . . Every source of information is carefully tapped. In addition to the liter-
ary texts there are generous citations from inscriptions, papyri, and coins.29

This book is a very solid and painstaking compilation, and should be a use-
ful work of reference for students of the Hellenistic period; it is well docu-
mented and contains a number of attractive plates.30

 26. Macurdy, Hellenistic Queens, 220–22.
 27. Jakob A. O. Larsen, review of Hellenistic Queens, Classical Philology 27 (1932): 315.
 28. M. C. [Max Cary], review of Hellenistic Queens, Journal of Hellenic Studies 52 (1932): 
315. I am grateful to Christopher Stray for the identification of this reviewer.
 29. Sterling Tracy, review of Hellenistic Queens, Classical Weekly 26 (1933): 207.
 30. R.  W. Moore, review of Hellenistic Queens, Times Literary Supplement, 9 June 1932, 
430. I am grateful to Christopher Stray for finding the name of this reviewer. Ralph Westwood 
Moore, future headmaster of Harrow, was a young man of twenty-six at the time of this review.
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A few reviewers, however, turned the praise of comprehensiveness into 
a somewhat dismissive relegation of the book to that of “encyclopedic refer-
ence” with little that is new. In one of only two generally negative reviews, 
Casper Kraemer states, “Miss Macurdy is a diligent collector rather than a 
historian. . . . [The book] is frankly encyclopaedic. . . . As a work of reference, 
therefore, her book has real value.”31 However, all the reviewers, especially 
those who maintained that the book did not make an original contribution 
to scholarship, were oblivious to the groundbreaking nature of Grace’s whole 
project. She was not just collecting information about women in the Hellenis-
tic monarchies; she was making the women the subjects of her investigation. 
By studying Hellenistic monarchies from the perspective of the queens, by 
focusing on the women as agents and discussing the men in relation to them, 
she was turning historical scholarship on its head. It makes a great deal of 
difference, for example, to present Olympias as the subject of discourse and 
to bring Alexander the Great into the discussion as her son, rather than to 
focus on Alexander and then mention Olympias as his mother, which was the 
heretofore universal practice of scholars. None of the reviewers recognized the 
revolutionary nature of the book from this perspective, and only two com-
mented on Grace’s own sex: William Woodthorpe Tarn (“It is interesting to 
have a woman’s judgment on this remarkable series of women.”) and Herbert 
William Parke (“Professor Macurdy has done a great service to the memory 
of many of her sex.”).32

Most of the reviewers lamented the absence of genealogical or even 
chronological tables. Noting that Grace “moved with ease” among the many 
Hellenistic kings and queens with the same names and with multiple and 
complicated marital arrangements, they observed that such tables would have 
helped the average reader follow the narrative more comfortably. In the text, 

 31. Casper J. Kraemer Jr., review of Hellenistic Queens, American Journal of Archaeology 39 
(1935): 157. Kraemer, a papyrologist at New York University, employs a noticeably patronizing 
tone in his review, objecting to Grace’s “unpleasantly bookish” style and “continuous moral 
judgment.” His inaccurate and misleading summary of Grace’s conclusion does not inspire 
confidence in the review: “The resultant conclusion is that, by and large, these ‘masterful’ 
women were merely good wives and mothers to masterful men” (157). The other negative 
review was by Fritz Geyer, review of Hellenistic Queens, Historische Zeitschrift 150 (1934): 121–
22. Geyer’s main objection was that Grace had not cited his book on early Macedonia or his 
articles in Realencyclopädie der classischen Altertumswissenschaft. Since his book was not pub-
lished until 1930 and at least one of his articles not until 1931, they were rather late for Grace to 
include, since she refers in her book to the fact that she did not receive a 1931 article by W. W. 
Tarn until her book was in page proofs.
 32. W. W. Tarn, review of Hellenistic Queens, Classical Review 46 (1932): 167; H. W. P. [Her-
bert William Parke], review of Hellenistic Queens, Hermathena 22 (1932): 292. I am grateful to 
Christopher Stray for identifying this reviewer.



 Redefining the Classical Scholar as a Woman 201

Grace often refers to various rulers by their nicknames rather than their num-
bers, apparently for stylistic purposes. This can be confusing, although her 
index does list the numbers and nicknames of all the rulers mentioned in the 
text.

Grace sent Gilbert Murray a copy of Hellenistic Queens soon after it was 
published, but the excessive name-dropping in her accompanying letter sug-
gests that she was nervous about his response to this new direction in her 
scholarship:

I have sent you a copy of my book on Hellenistic Queens with some mis-
givings, as I do not know that you will interested [sic] in my study of these 
ladies. I have been working on them for a good many years now and yet I 
feel that I should like to write the book over again. I have had some pleasant 
letters about it from [Michael Ivanovich] Rostovtzeff and other scholars in 
America and England. They seem to think that, as [William Scott] Ferguson 
wrote me, it was high time that some one should present such a dossier. 
.  .  . [William W.] Tarn agrees with me about Cleopatra VII, on whom and 
Antony he has been working for two years for the CAH [Cambridge Ancient 
History] in its next volume. That is, he agrees with me that she not [sic] licen-
tious and in some other particulars.33

Murray politely reassured her of his interest, but subsequent statements in 
her letters indicate that Grace was never confident that he fully understood or 
appreciated this turn in her scholarship. By this time, however, she no longer 
needed his approbation, and she forged ahead with her pioneering studies of 
women.

Vassal-Queens

Grace was gratified by the generally positive reviews of Hellenistic Queens and 
immediately began work on a sequel, as she noted in her department report of 
1933: “My book on Hellenistic Queens has received favorable notice in reviews 
by American, English, German, French and Italian scholars. . . . I am engaged 
on a companion study on the Vassal Queens of the Roman Empire.”34 Vassal-
queens and vassal-kings were pro-Roman monarchs who ruled semi-autono-

 33. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 26 March 1932, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fol. 151, 
Bodleian.
 34. Grace H. Macurdy, Report of the Greek Department 1932–33, 11 May 1933, Annual 
Reports R.36 S.5, Vassar Archives.
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mous client kingdoms that Rome controlled but had not annexed as provinces 
directly governed by Roman magistrates; these monarchs had considerable 
power over economic, cultural, and religious internal affairs in their kingdoms 
as long as they did not conflict with Roman interests. However, they ruled at 
the behest of Rome, were expected to supply troops to fight on Rome’s behalf 
whenever called upon, and could be removed from power at any time by the 
emperor. Writing this book proved a more complicated and occasionally frus-
trating project for Grace, since she had to comb through obscure publications 
and museum collections because many of these women were known only 
through coins or inscriptions. In order to present a substantial account, she 
expanded her criteria to include the women of the Herodian court in Judaea 
(only two of whom, Julia Berenice and Salome, daughter of Herodias, were 
actually vassal-queens) and two queens who challenged the authority of Rome 
through war (Boudicca of Britain and Zenobia of Palmyra).

Grace’s purpose in this book is not the same as the goals of her earlier 
book, despite the claim of W.  W. Tarn that “this book is a continuation of 
Dr. Macurdy’s Hellenistic Queens, which appeared in 1932, and presumably 
has the same object, to define as far as possible ‘the kind and extent of power 
possessed by the women’; she is really vindicating woman’s place in the then 
world.”35 Grace is quite clear that the power of client monarchs, male as well 
as female, was severely circumscribed by the control of Rome and had little 
or nothing to do with their gender. Since male rulers who could lead armies 
on Rome’s behalf were perceived as more valuable than females, however, the 
fact that any of the client rulers were women was due to the earlier tradition 
that had allowed some women to achieve positions of power in Hellenistic 
kingdoms of the east. Instead of trying to “vindicate” women’s place in the 
ancient world, Grace is seeking in this book to recover the names and lives of 
women in these client kingdoms, to reveal their agency, and to demonstrate 
once again the difference it makes to view history from the perspective of 
women. As she states in her conclusion:

The names of most of the vassal-queens are familiar only to the numismatist, 
the epigraphist, and to those who have made a special study of their little 
principalities. .  .  . The phenomenon of their appearance as rulers and the 
fact that Rome entrusted to some of them the privileges of the client-kings 
testify to the survival in them, in spite of their restricted power, of the com-
petence, energy, and intelligence which queens of the Hellenistic dynasties 
possessed in so high a degree. . . . The power of the vassal-queens in the first 

 35. W. W. Tarn, review of Vassal-Queens, Journal of Roman Studies 28 (1938): 77.
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century a. d. .  .  . was a survival of the tradition of the Hellenistic queens, 
who had ruled from time to time in Macedonia, Syria, and Egypt. . . . Since 
their names have reached us in such meagre and accidental transmissions, 
it seems altogether likely that in the strong and turbulent houses to which 
these queens belonged, there were other notable women, of whom history 
has kept no trace, and of whom no “médaille austère” has been upturned, to 
make its revelation.36

Grace notes that the well-known Russian ancient historian Michael Iva-
novitch Rostovtzeff had devoted a lengthy article to one of the vassal-queens, 
Dynamis of Bosporus, declaring that he had made her “live again, an adven-
turous, fierce, and bold south-Russian queen.”37 However, Rostovtzeff ’s article, 
originally written for a publication in honor of a woman, Countess P. S. Uva-
roff, has as its avowed purpose the identification of the queen whose portrait 
is preserved in a small bronze bust found in the ruins of an ancient building 
in a Russian city on the Black Sea; Grace’s book includes this bust as its fron-
tispiece. Far from evoking the personality of Dynamis, Rostovtzeff ’s recon-
struction of her life, based on a thorough study of all available sources and 
including much information about the men with whom she was associated, 
is presented rather as a “suggested reconstruction of the history of the king-
dom of Bosporus in the period of transition.”38 Though he relates Dynamis 
to the Hellenistic queens who preceded her, he does so in the generalizing 
way deplored by Grace in her earlier book: “Her history reminds us to a great 
extent of the history of the clever, energetic, enduring, and ambitious women, 
wicked wives of many husbands, who appeared at the Hellenistic courts 
after Alexander.”39 He is also rather dismissive in discussing the connections 
between some of the vassal-queens and women in the imperial families at 
Rome:

In the historical struggle for the throne of Bosporus, no less than in the gen-
eral history of the East at that time, a striking part was played by a number 
of eminent women with powerful connexions at the court of Rome, where 
such personal influences worked often in conjunction with political consid-

 36. Grace H. Macurdy, Vassal-Queens and Some Contemporary Women in the Roman 
Empire, Johns Hopkins University Studies in Archaeology 22 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1937), 129–33.
 37. Macurdy, Vassal-Queens, 2.
 38. M. Rostovtzeff, “Queen Dynamis of Bosporus,” Journal of Hellenic Studies 39 (1919): 
109.
 39. Rostovtzeff, “Queen Dynamis,” 98.
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erations, creating at times some rather odd combinations. . . . The cunning 
Levantines were especially successful in influencing the women who often 
accompanied the political rulers of Rome, especially on their journeys to 
the charming East.40

In contrast, Grace takes seriously the ties of friendship and support 
between Roman women and vassal-queens. She points out that Livia’s cor-
respondence with Herod the Great’s sister Salome was so well known that 
one of his sons, Antipater, tried to blacken Salome’s name through a forged 
letter to Livia. Grace speculates that Dynamis, who erected a statue to Livia 
in the Temple of Aphrodite, might also have corresponded with the empress, 
and she uses these two women to draw an astute contrast between the public 
powers that could be granted to women in the eastern kingdoms and the lack 
of such powers in Rome: “Dynamis, queen of Bosporus, ruled in a condo-
minium [coregency] with her various husbands, or independently, and issued 
gold coins with her own head and title, while her “benefactress,” Livia, a much 
greater personage and the wife of Augustus, had no such acknowledged power 
and privilege.”41

Using primarily coins and inscriptions, Grace makes a strong case for 
the importance of the little-known Antonia Tryphaena, great-granddaughter 
of Mark Antony, a vassal-queen herself, ruling in the kingdom of Pontus as 
regent for her young son Polemo after the murder of her husband King Cotys 
of Thrace, and mother of three vassal-kings and two vassal-queens. The only 
ancient historians who refer to her, Tacitus and Strabo, do not even give her 
name, but Grace points out her courage in going to Rome to accuse the mur-
derer of her husband. She further demonstrates the political recognition a 
woman could achieve for herself and her children through holding a public 
priesthood (she was priestess of Livia) and through major civic benefactions 
(Tryphaena cleared choked-up channels in the harbor and rebuilt the market 
place of Cyzicus).42

In her discussion of Cleopatra Selene, daughter of Mark Antony and 
Cleopatra VII and coruler with Juba, client-king of Mauretania, Grace adds a 
section composed at her request by her colleague Maud Worcester Makemson, 
professor of astronomy at Vassar.43 An epigram of the Greek poet Crinagoras 
had connected the death of Selene with a lunar eclipse, and Makemson fur-
nishes astronomical data that identify this eclipse as occurring on March 23, 

 40. Rostovtzeff, “Queen Dynamis,” 97.
 41. Macurdy, Vassal-Queens, 131.
 42. Macurdy, Vassal-Queens, 41–48.
 43. Maud Worcester Makemson, “A Note on Eclipses,” in Macurdy, Vassal-Queens, 60–62.
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5 bce. Although Grace could have written this section herself and simply cited 
Makemson’s research, she gives full credit to her colleague by having Makem-
son present this section in her own words.

Despite the sparseness and ambiguous or biased nature of the evidence, 
Grace maintains a woman-centered focus throughout the book. Even when 
fuller sources are available, they permit only fleeting and sometimes mislead-
ing glimpses of the women’s personalities. In the case of Julia Berenice, daugh-
ter of Herod Agrippa I who became the mistress of the future Roman emperor 
Titus, Grace argues that Berenice, titled basilissa in Greek and regina in Latin, 
was coruler of the kingdom of Chalcis with her brother Herod Agrippa II. 
While modern historians almost universally claim that she had an incestu-
ous relationship with Agrippa II, Grace points out the bias in the two ancient 
sources for this conclusion, a passage in Juvenal’s highly exaggerated sixth 
satire against women (VI. 156–60) and a section of the Antiquities of Josephus 
(XX. 145–46) which reflects his anger at Berenice’s and Agrippa’s support for 
Josephus’s enemy Justus of Tiberias. Thus Grace does not accept this evidence 
as conclusive:

The fact that Agrippa never married gave color to the report that his sister, 
who presided over his court and shared his power, also lived with him as 
a wife. The case against her rests on such prejudiced evidence, that of the 
disgruntled Josephus and that of Juvenal, hater of all things Jewish, that I 
cannot regard it as proved.  .  .  . Like Cleopatra [Berenice] is always vital 
and in action, subduing the hearts of men by her charm and cherishing the 
ambition to be the greatest in the great world. We do not know anything 
of her life after the final frustration of her hopes of marrying Titus.  .  .  . I 
attach the greatest importance to the fact that Tacitus mentions her among 
the vassal allies of Vespasian and Titus and to her title regina in the Latin 
inscription from Beyrout, as well as to the recurring phrase “Their Majes-
ties” in Josephus.44

The reviews of Vassal-Queens were again positive, with most praise given to 
the collection of difficult-to-find information:

No one has ever before brought together the available evidence for all the 
vassal queens of Rome.45

 44. Macurdy, Vassal-Queens, 89–91.
 45. Lily Ross Taylor, review of Vassal-Queens, American Journal of Archaeology 43 (1939): 
173.
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Professor Macurdy has done a real service in collecting the evidence about 
these women, many of whom are probably more or less unknown to the 
average classicist.46

To sum up: the book is thorough and detailed, comprehensive and careful, 
with a useful appendix upon the eclipse that helps to fix the date of Cleopa-
tra Selene’s death.47

As before, reviewers did not perceive the revolutionary nature of pre-
senting women as the focus of historical narrative. In fact, one reviewer 
completely misconstrued the purpose of Grace’s emphasis on women as indi-
viduals, lamenting the scantier sources that made this volume less of a con-
tribution “to the study of the eternal feminine” than Hellenistic Queens had 
been.48 The German ancient historian Thomas Lenschau came closest to an 
appreciation of the uniqueness of Grace’s contribution: “Both works, the Hel-
lenistic Queens as well as the Vassal-Queens, have the indisputable merit of 
treating with scholarly thoroughness a side of history that in most other pre-
sentations gets short shrift. For this reason, it is welcome.”49

One review, however, caused considerable consternation at Vassar—that 
of M.  I. Finkelstein in the American Historical Review. Finkelstein’s tone in 
this brief review is highly condescending; clearly he considers the entire topic 
trivial and unworthy of serious consideration:

Since we know next to nothing about these women, and since that little 
comes either from coins, from dedicatory inscriptions, or from odd sen-
tences by various sycophantic writers of the Roman Empire, Professor Mac-
urdy achieves a work of 148 pages by the simple technique of introducing 
details about the lives of fathers, sons, and brothers. All of which makes a 
long list of births, deaths, wars, and adulteries but nothing more.50

Scholars must be prepared to encounter such negative reviews of their 
work, but Finkelstein’s concluding comment deeply distressed Grace and out-
raged her colleagues: “Professor Macurdy’s racialism—these vassal-queens 

 46. John V. A. Fine, review of Vassal-Queens, Classical Weekly 31 (1938): 77.
 47. M. P. Charlesworth, review of Vassal-Queens, Classical Review 52 (1938): 189.
 48. C. Bradford Welles, review of Vassal-Queens, American Journal of Philology 59 (1938): 
379.
 49. Thomas Lenschau, review of Vassal-Queens, Philologische Wochenschrift 58 (1938): 533; 
my translation.
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lacked ‘the potent drop that ran in the conquering blood of the Macedo-
nians and produced a Cleopatra’—is particularly unfortunate at the present 
moment.” President MacCracken asked Grace’s successor as chair of the Greek 
Department, Philip Haldane Davis, to compose a letter of protest that Mac-
Cracken sent to the journal’s editor under his own name. This letter, subse-
quently published along with Finkelstein’s reply, concludes:

I am writing to you not simply to point out that the reviewer is ill-natured—
that is his own business—but that he makes a serious charge when he 
accuses the author of “racialism .  .  . particularly unfortunate at the pres-
ent time.” Anyone who knows Professor Macurdy even slightly can tell the 
reviewer how free she is of any prejudice of that sort, and Mr. Finkelstein 
is going very far indeed when he bases such a charge on a casual reference 
which she makes to Cleopatra’s Macedonian blood. “Racialism” is indeed 
unfortunate at any time. So is the kind of irresponsible accusation here made 
by Mr. Finkelstein. In the interests of truth and the author’s good name, I ask 
you to print this letter in your journal.51

Finkelstein’s reply begins with the same dismissive tone he had employed 
in the review: “Frankly, I do not think that Professor Macurdy’s book mer-
its further discussion in the American Historical Review, but President Mac-
Cracken has raised one issue which does. When I commented on Professor 
Macurdy’s racism, I was not interested in her personal views or prejudices 
(and I am quite willing to believe that she is free from ‘racial’ prejudice) but in 
a tendency among historians of which her book is symptomatic.” He states that 
ancient historians tend to “offer ‘racial’ explanations of historical phenomena,” 
which ignore modern scientific conceptions of race that indicate only physi-
cal, not psychological or cultural, inheritance, and which therefore could dan-
gerously enhance Nazi propaganda. His letter concludes, “It is regrettable that 
the issue has become personalized in this case. I should like to repeat that I 
intended no reflection on Professor Macurdy’s good name. My one concern 
is in the elimination of an unscientific view which has such frightful impli-
cations in our contemporary world.” At the time of this review, Moses Isaac 
Finkelstein was instructor in history at City College of New York and involved 
in a number of left-wing political organizations.52 In 1946 he changed his sur-
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 52. For more information about this period in M. I. Finley’s life, see Daniel P. Tompkins, 
“The World of Moses Finkelstein: The Year 1939 in M. I. Finley’s Development as a Historian,” 
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name to Finley, and he was fired by Rutgers University in 1952 because he 
refused to answer questions posed by the Senate Internal Security Subcom-
mittee about possible communist affiliations; he subsequently emigrated to 
England, where he had a distinguished career as a historian of ancient society 
and economics at Cambridge University and was knighted in 1979.

In this case, however, Finkelstein/Finley was indeed writing “irresponsi-
bly.” Although Grace was using a rather naive, poetic/romantic terminology, 
she was not proffering a racial explanation for historical phenomena. The full 
passage at issue states, “Very few of these vassal-queens could lay claim to 
any Macedonian or Greek blood. They were mostly Asiatic, Bithynian, Pontic, 
Cappadocian, Jewish, Iranian, Syrian. They lacked, on the whole, both oppor-
tunity to emulate the greatness of past queens and also the potent drop that 
ran in the conquering blood of the Macedonians and produced a Cleopatra 
even in the last degenerate days of the Ptolemaic dynasty.”53 Her point is that 
the vassal-queens differed from the Hellenistic queens because the power they 
could exercise was severely curtailed by Roman control of their kingdoms and 
because they could not claim ancestral connections with Alexander the Great 
or the successor generals. When discussing Zenobia of Palmyra, for whom 
some ancient writers alleged distant descent from Cleopatra VII, Grace makes 
her position on inheritance very clear:

It is not absolutely impossible that a drop of Seleucid or Ptolemaic blood 
might have run in the veins of Zenobia, but it is not probable. But there 
is no need of bringing in the theory of such an inheritance to account for 
the energy and ability of the Palmyrene Zenobia. She was of the dominant 
type of woman which occasionally appears in any energetic, successful, and 
ambitious community, and her chance to show what her quality was came to 
her, as to every Hellenistic queen or client-queen, when the kingdom fell to 
her charge on the death of her husband, when she was left as regent for her 
young son. It is probable that she was as courageous, as intellectual, and as 
competent as she is represented to be in the Historia Augusta.54

Despite his protestations to the contrary, in his review Finkelstein/Finley 
did charge Grace with “racialism,” a charge exacerbated by his reference to 
“the present moment.” If he really wished to challenge historians’ tendency 
to offer racial explanations of historical phenomena, he should have precisely 
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defined this objective. The last sentence of his review is far more “casual” and 
“unscientific” than anything in Grace’s book.

“The constantly expanding horizon of Greek studies”

As Grace entered her seventh decade she continued to expand her own hori-
zons, not only with a new scholarly focus on ancient women, but also with 
interdisciplinary courses and team-teaching, active mentoring, energetic 
travel, and even a new religious affiliation (see figures 23–24 for photos of 
Grace in the 1930s). When she was asked to write about the Greek department 
for Vassar Quarterly in 1934, she began with an anecdote that exemplified her 
forward-looking attitude:

Some years ago a young instructor from the college, who was playing cards 
in my house with my nephew, asked him what his aunt was doing in her 
study upstairs. My nephew, accustomed to studying aunts, replied, “I sup-
pose she is studying.” The young lady cried out in horrified commiseration—
“How perfectly terrible! To have to study at her time of life!” She thought 
that I must long ago have learned all that there is to know about Greek. But 
she was quite wrong. It would indeed be terrible ever to reach a time of life 
when the impulse to study or the desire to learn more should be gone. . . . 
I may say that the Greek Department has an endless source of delight and 
satisfaction in the constantly expanding horizon of Greek studies. Whether 
abroad or at home, in the library or in the class room, we are dealing with 
very precious stuff—the stuff on which the spirit of man is nurtured.55

As soon as Grace became head of the Greek department, she completely 
reorganized Abby Leach’s course Ancient Greek Life, renaming it Ancient 
Greek Life and Civilization and eventually Ancient Greek Civilization. In her 
hands it became a study of the development of Greek art, thought, and social 
and political institutions from the Homeric to Hellenistic periods and the 
largest and most popular course in the department. Grace encouraged stu-
dents to pursue special research topics in this class with notable success and 
proudly informed President MacCracken that two of these student articles 
were accepted for publication in the Archaeological Institute of America’s 

 55. Grace H. Macurdy, “Some Remarks from the Greek Department,” Vassar Quarterly 19 
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popular journal Art and Archaeology.56 In 1935 Grace sent him a letter from “a 
good average girl” as an indication of this course’s ongoing value to students. 
As Grace explained in an accompanying letter, “I hope that you will not think 
that I have labored in vain. At least I have labored with great joy in bringing 
the fruit of my Greek studies to a larger audience than our small classes in the 
Greek language.” The student, Mary Ann Littick, had written:

I’m sorry that I did not have the opportunity of speaking to you after class 
to tell you how much I have enjoyed “Greek Civilization.” I must admit to 
having taken the course merely as a fill-in and because Miss Greenfield and 
other friends spoke so much of you. I came into it with practically no back-
ground and feeling that it was a poor choice because it would correlate with 
nothing except “Blake to Keats.” But now, it seems to correlate with every-
thing, and in the most unexpected places. I do feel that it has been one of the 
real experiences of my three years here. You have not only opened up a new 
field to me, but you’ve made that field vital and living by your own splendid 
enthusiasm for it. I did appreciate your comparisons with familiar things, 
and, especially, your nice sense of humor.57

The strongest accolade for this course, however, came in a spontaneous 
tribute to Grace Macurdy included in a 1959 letter to Dorothy Plum of the 
Vassar library by Barbara Neville Parker, who had majored in English and 
French, graduated from Vassar in 1927, and gone on to become a museum 
curator at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts and author of a book on the 
painter John Singleton Copley. Parker wrote that her most vivid memory of 
Vassar was Grace’s civilization course, which she and her roommate had taken 
in their senior year because they needed a “snap course” and they had heard 
that Grace was an easy grader:

So Ellen and I took the course. I shall never forget the first day. .  .  . Miss 
MacCurdy stood up and we saw her for the first time as a lecturer. Her white 
hair was flying all around; she had a kind of loose attractive dress on, and a 
beautiful blue chain of stones around her neck which exactly matched her 
eyes (not that she had planned this, for she never thought about herself as 
far as we could see). Then she started to talk to us about Greek Art. Well, 
all I can say is that I spent more time on my long paper for Miss MacCurdy 
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than all my other papers put together! I well remember the subject, it was 
Fibulae, which means safety-pin in Greek I believe. You know, origins of, and 
so forth. I spent hours and hours in the Vassar Library over this paper, and 
whatever scholarship I have done since, I believe stems from the enthusiasm 
which I got direct from Miss MacCurdy.58

Grace kept Vassar in step with the constantly expanding horizons of Greek 
studies by broadening her department’s offerings in cultural courses, including 
the courses Greek Religion (added in 1927), Late Greek Civilization (added 
in 1929) covering the Hellenistic period, Hellenistic Sculpture (added in 1931 
and renamed Hellenistic Art in 1932), and a major in Classical Archaeology 
offered in conjunction with the Latin department. As she noted in her 1934 
department report:

A department of Greek must not confine itself to literature, but must 
endeavor to spread knowledge of the whole of the civilization and art. This 
breadth of interest is a vital necessity for the teacher. What we hope that we 
are doing is to make some students so deeply interested in the Greek lan-
guage and literature that they will become specially expert and carry on the 
torch of Greek learning. We also desire to bring the meaning and knowledge 
of Greek achievement to a greater number who have little or no knowledge 
of Greek and in the best sense to “popularize” and diffuse the most valuable 
things inherent in the Greek civilization.59

In her last years as chair of the department, Grace initiated more dramatic 
changes, including interdisciplinary collaboration with other departments and 
team teaching. In 1935 she introduced two literature courses for which knowl-
edge of the Greek language was not required—Greek Literature in Transla-
tion and Greek Theater and Drama. Both of these were taught by Grace and 
Philip Davis, with some additional lectures by Irene Ringwood Arnold. In 
1936, Grace and Oliver Tonks of the art department created a course in Greek 
and Roman art, team taught by Grace, Philip Davis, and several members of 
the art department. The most innovative new course was created by Winifred 
Smith of the English Department in conjunction with Grace, a comparative 
literature course, Tragedy: Greek, Renaissance, and Modern, taught by Grace, 
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Davis, and Smith. Grace wrote enthusiastically about this course in her final 
department report:

This course has been an extraordinarily interesting experience for me. Miss 
Smith is a brilliant and incisive teacher and the teaching of the class by a 
“committee” of three has been such a successful experiment that it should, in 
my opinion, be extended to other subjects. It has been good for the students 
to realize that no one teacher is infallible and they have gained from hearing 
discussion among their instructors. I have never seen a class more alive and 
keen. It has been a great intellectual pleasure for me to have had a share in it. 
. . . In our present curriculum there is so little elasticity and so little recogni-
tion for a “major” in any one department of the work in another field that, 
as it seems to me, we have fallen prey to false syntheses and have erected 
unnatural barriers between fields of knowledge that should lie open.60

This interdisciplinary work led Grace to participate in a project of the 
National Council of Teachers of English to gather and summarize informa-
tion on proposals for the correlation of English with other disciplines at the 
secondary and college levels, resulting in an article on “The Living Legacy of 
Greece and Rome” in A Correlated Curriculum.61

Grace also inspired students in her Greek language courses during this 
period, particularly Elizabeth Bishop, an English major at Vassar who studied 
Greek for four years and decided to write an English translation of Aristo-
phanes’ comedy The Birds as her senior project under Grace’s supervision in 
1933–34. Bishop became Poet Laureate of the United States from 1949 to 1950 
and won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry in 1956. Bishop’s notebook from Grace’s 
1932 course in Euripides reveals Grace’s repeated efforts to connect the ancient 
texts with modern poetry, careful analysis of meter, attention to literary inter-
pretation of the plays, and continued devotion to Gilbert Murray. On the first 
day of class, Grace recommended that the class read T. S. Eliot’s essay “Eurip-
ides and Gilbert Murray,” but Bishop commented, “She thinks Eliot’s unfair—
‘Murry [sic] has brought E. back to the modern world.’” (Bishop always refers 
to Grace in her notebook as “She.”)62
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Near the end of her career, hearing-aid technology finally improved to the 
point that it could somewhat ease Grace’s disability, with the smaller bone-
conduction hearing aid that could be attached to a headband and wired to a 
battery carried in the pocket. As Grace wrote to Gilbert Murray during her 
last year of full-time teaching, “I am well and strong for my work after all 
these years. I have had a wonderful new lease of hearing from the Sonotone, 
which enables me to forget my deafness in the classroom and in ordinary con-
versation. I often feel that I have had more than I deserve of the really good 
things of life and the kindness and friendship of my colleagues and pupils.”63

Although Vassar, like everywhere else in the United States, was struggling 
with financial problems in the 1930s, the trustees voted in 1931 to raise the 
maximum salary for full professors from $5,000 to $6,000, and Grace was one 
of the few professors whose salary was raised immediately. As MacCracken 
informed her, “In recognition of your special value to the college as a scholar 
and teacher and representative of classical learning, your salary has been voted 
to be $6,000 hereafter. I take this occasion to express my own pleasure in 
this vote, and my increasing senes [sic] of the importance of what you have 
contributed to the college in so many ways.”64 In this time of budgetary con-
straints, Grace found that she needed to fight for the salaries and even the 
retention of her younger colleagues. Philip Haldane Davis, with a bachelor of 
arts and a master of arts from Princeton, had been hired in 1924 as instructor 
in Latin and Greek on the Matthew Vassar Jr. endowment, which specified 
a male in the position. Since attracting male scholars to Vassar was difficult 
because of its low salary scale, his position was relatively secure, although 
Grace and Hazel Haight had to make a strong case for promoting him to full 
professor after he received his doctorate from Princeton in 1930 to prevent 
him from accepting an offer from Brown University at a much higher salary. 
In 1921, Grace hired a former student, Irene C. Ringwood (Vassar BA 1915, 
Columbia MA 1916) as acting instructor, securing Ringwood as her sabbatical 
replacement for the following year when her plan to hire J. A. K. Thomson 
failed. Grace subsequently took on the role of mentor and champion of Ring-
wood’s career, helping her to gain the Drisler Fellowship for graduate study at 
Columbia, where she earned her doctorate in 1927, supporting her scholarship 
in Greek inscriptions in connection with festivals, and fighting hard for her 
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retention and promotion at Vassar. When Ringwood became engaged to Her-
bert Arnold, teacher of Latin and Greek at the Choate School in Connecticut, 
Grace informed her colleagues through a warm and witty announcement she 
made at a 1931 meeting of the Journal Club:

The departments of Greek and Latin in this college are held together by 
many bonds of friendship and common interest. Yet there is an honorable 
rivalry between them . . . that leads the one department to keep its eye warily 
on the other in order to see that it is itself not left behind in the race. In the 
presentation of the Hippolytus we may say that honors were even, as we can 
match Miss Tappan and Miss Ringwood against each other, and Mr. Davis 
happily belongs to both departments. In the realm of literature the rivalry 
has, we hope, good results. Miss Saunders writes a book on Vergil’s Primitive 
Italy. The Greek Department responds with Hellenistic Queens. The sport-
ing blood of Miss Haight is raised, so that she hastens to get Romance in the 
Latin Poets out close on the heels of the Queens. For some time, however, the 
Head of the Greek Department has been uneasy, since the Latin Department 
distinctly seems to have scored by securing a fine young bio-chemist as a 
son-in-law and having a hyphenated name [Inez Scott-Ryberg] in their list in 
the catalogue. Feeling that this could not continue unrivalled, and with full 
approbation of the chairman, Assistant Professor Ringwood has secured a 
son-in-law for the Greek Department—we will never say a better son-in-law 
than the one attained by the Latin Department, but one more deeply imbued 
with Greek. I wish he were here to reply as he well could and would in the 
Greek language to my congratulatory announcement of the plighting of H. P. 
Arnold and Irene C. Ringwood. Homer in a very beautiful passage known to 
you all has named esthlen homophrosunen [splendid like-mindedness] as the 
thing that makes the life together of man and wife the most beautiful thing 
in the world—a joy for their friends, a bitterness to their enemies, but what 
it is they [know] the best themselves malista de t’ ekluon autoi. That oneness 
of spirit we know our new son-in-law and our beloved Irene have, and I ask 
you to join with me in congratulating them both and wishing them long 
years of Greek together.65

Another romance was brewing in the department between Philip Davis, a 
widower with three young children who had played the role of Hippolytus in 

 65. Minutes of the Journal Club, 15 December 1931, Multiple Collections, box 1, Vassar 
Archives. Grace here paraphrases a famous passage in the Odyssey (6.181–85) in which Odys-
seus wishes that Nausicaa may have a marriage and home founded on “like-mindedness,” the 
greatest boon in marriage.



 Redefining the Classical Scholar as a Woman 215

the Greek production of Euripides’s play, and Hallie Flanagan, director of the 
Vassar Experimental Theatre. Grace announced this in a clever postscript to 
her 1934 Vassar Quarterly article on the Greek Department:

Mr. T. S. Eliot in his most recent book of essays tells us to make no sharp 
distinction between “romantic” and “classic.” Professor Haight has written 
on “Romance in the Latin Elegiac Poets” and we now announce a romance 
in the classical departments in the marriage in Athens of Professor Philip 
Davis, member of the Departments of Greek and Latin, to Professor Hallie 
Flanagan, Head of the Experimental Theatre.66

Despite many strongly worded letters recommending the promotion of 
Irene Ringwood Arnold to associate professor in the 1930s, arguing that “she 
has a field in which no other woman in this country is working and one that 
is increasingly important for the study of history,” Grace could not persuade 
MacCracken, who had reservations about “her possession of personality suf-
ficiently commanding to warrant promotion to the associate professorship 
in a department with numbers no larger than those in Greek.” Grace was 
deeply distressed when MacCracken told her in February 1935 that Arnold’s 
contract would not be renewed, and she entreated that she be retained even 
if it meant a salary reduction. Arnold accepted a half-time position for 1935–
36, but the following year, when Davis was made a full-time member of the 
Greek Department in preparation for Grace’s retirement in 1937, Arnold was 
dismissed. Grace did everything in her power to find another position for 
Arnold, though the Depression complicated the search. In May 1936, Grace 
paid tribute to Arnold, announcing her appointment as head of the classics 
department of the Bennett School and Junior College in Millbrook, New 
York.67

During her annual summer in England in 1929, Grace was delighted to 
attend many of the events celebrating the centenary of King’s College London 
as a guest of J. A. K. Thomson. However, when MacCracken asked her to serve 
as Vassar’s delegate to Radcliffe’s fiftieth anniversary celebration in May of the 
same year, she demurred:

I hope that you will not disapprove of my decision not to attend. If Rad-
cliffe had indicated in its invitation of me that the presence of one of their 
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ancient, and I hope honorable, graduates was in any way especially desired, 
or would add in any way to their celebration, I should have felt it my duty to 
attend. But I received only the ordinary invitation and no suggestion of any 
thing else. . . . I write thus at length to try to explain to you that it is not, I 
trust, pettiness that makes me feel that Radcliffe might have made an effort 
to secure the presence of a graduate of early date whose name is known to 
some extent in her specialty. . . . I hope that you will not think that I harbor 
any real resentment against my Alma Mater for not urging me officially to 
come.68

Grace was undoubtedly thinking of the honor paid to Abby Leach at Rad-
cliffe’s twenty-fifth anniversary, when Leach had been lauded as “the Com-
mencement of Radcliffe” and had been selected to deliver the commencement 
address. Grace was the first Harvard Annex graduate to earn a doctorate and 
the first to make a career as a college professor (Leach was a special student 
at the Annex and did not earn a degree); moreover, she had the most dis-
tinguished record of scholarly publications of all the early graduates. Grace 
was clearly offended, though she couched her annoyance in polite phrases. 
MacCracken, however, pressed her to attend, though Dean Mildred Thomp-
son would be Vassar’s official delegate, and she did agree to go to the May 31 
celebration. Her feathers were smoothed somewhat when Radcliffe president 
Ada Comstock wrote her, “It would have been a great disappointment to me 
if you had been absent. The significance of the occasion really depends upon 
its bringing together the alumnae and friends of the College to review its past 
and to consider its future; and we need very much the participation which 
you can give.”69

During this period Grace was also expanding the horizons of her travel 
abroad, partly in search of information and artifacts relating to her research on 
queens, but also as a benefit of her ever increasing contacts with international 
scholars. Grace took full advantage of her second sabbatical in the spring of 
1930, as she later wrote in an article for the Miscellany News: “My own prov-
ince, study of ancient civilization, art, and literature brought me to Greece, 
England, Germany and France, in which countries I renewed my acquaintance 
with the sites of old cultures and with foreign museums and libraries, and met 
scholars and investigators whose discoveries and interpretations of history are 
doing much to illuminate the past achievement of humanity and to explain 
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the present.”70 Although Ida Thallon Hill and Lib Pierce Blegen had urged her 
to come to Athens earlier, she delayed her trip until J. A. K. Thomson had his 
spring vacation and could travel with her. During their visit they attended the 
celebration of the Greek Republic’s hundredth anniversary of independence, 
socialized with distinguished archaeologists such as Sir Arthur Evans, Georg 
Karo, and Wilhelm Dörpfeld, enjoyed a private visit to the National Archaeo-
logical Museum in Athens guided by Carl Blegen, and traveled through the 
Peloponnese and northern Greece viewing archaeological sites. In Berlin, 
Grace relished a private tour of the Pergamon Museum, which had not yet 
opened to the public. Back in London, Gilbert Murray took her to a League 
of Nations luncheon, where she sat at the table of the speaker, the British 
politician and diplomat Philip Kerr, and she also attended the Royal Literary 
Society’s dinner in honor of Sir James Barrie’s seventieth birthday, where she 
dined with the novelist John Galsworthy and the poet John Masefield.

In contrast to her attitude toward Radcliffe’s anniversary, Grace was 
delighted to serve as Vassar’s representative at the centenary of the University 
of London in 1936, as she wrote MacCracken:

I have greatly enjoyed being delegate of Vassar College to the Centenary of 
the University of London. Invitations have showered on me. I have chiefly 
attended those cap-and-gown functions at which Vassar was publicly repre-
sented by me, such as the great Reception to Delegates in the Imperial Insti-
tute, where the names of the Universities and Colleges were proclaimed as 
we were presented to the Earl of Athlone and the other dignitaries, and the 
Service at St. Paul’s. I felt very solemn and in the spirit of a great tradition 
while walking in the splendid procession up Ludgate Hill to the Cathedral. 
The Luncheon in the Guildhall was also very delightful and impressive and 
every one was most kind and interesting. There were very few women dele-
gates—Bryn Mawr, Wellesley, and Smith besides Vassar were almost the only 
women’s colleges represented. I omitted such festivities as the Draper’s Ball.71

Though reveling in her participation in these time-honored academic tra-
ditions, Grace could not help but notice how few other women had the same 
privilege. As she looked at the program, she realized that the British academic 
establishment did not really understand the American system of women’s col-
leges. London had invited colleges, universities, and learned societies from 
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around the world to send delegates to the centenary celebrations; these were 
listed on the official program by country. Under the heading United States, she 
saw a list of institutions whose order was presumably determined by prestige: 
first universities, then liberal arts colleges, then several institutes of technol-
ogy. Instead of including Bryn Mawr, Smith, Vassar, and Wellesley among the 
liberal arts colleges, where they belonged, the program listed them under a 
separate, italicized heading, Women’s Colleges, making the United States the 
only country to have two separate headings for institutions of higher educa-
tion. Grace was not the only American to wonder why other women’s colleges 
were not included. After the festivities were over, Bertha Putnam, a delegate 
for a learned society who happened to be a professor at Mount Holyoke Col-
lege, wrote Sir Edwin Deller, Principal of the University of London, to ask why 
Mount Holyoke had not been invited to send a delegate to the centenary. Was 
this, she wondered, an aspersion on the quality of Mount Holyoke degrees? 
A memo from Deller to his assistant asked, “I take it that the omission (& it 
was omitted) of Holyoke from the Centenary Celebration was ‘pure inadver-
tence’?” The assistant’s reply was, “Yes—coupled with the grossest ignorance.”72

On these trips Grace frequently purchased Greek artifacts for the classical 
museum at Vassar and for her private collection with Thomson. Grace was 
particularly proud of her ability to find bargains and to save shipping costs 
by transporting the vases and bronzes herself on her return voyages. When 
she attended an auction sale of duplicate objects at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York, she engaged in some modest boasting in her report to 
MacCracken:

Mr. Ringling must have spent one hundred thousand dollars in the three ses-
sions. . . . The prices of the vases were astounding to me and it made me real-
ize the value of our collection small as it is. We have for instance a Roman 
winejar propped up against the wall in room 56. Mr. Ringling gave three 
hundred and ninety dollars for two similar jars. I have purchased in England 
for the college several Cyprian vases for from a pound to two pounds ten, 
such as were sold for prices varying from forty to sixty dollars in this sale 
and in particular three false necked vases belong to us, purchased by me in 
Oxford Street, London, and two similar ones together with a piriform vase 

 72. Bertha Putnam to Edwin Deller, 3 July 1936; memo of Edwin Deller to McNaughton 
with response, 6 July 1936, CF 1/36/718, Senate House Library, University of London, The Uni-
versity Archives.
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fetched one hundred and fifty dollars at this sale. Ours cost about fifteen 
dollars for our three.73

Grace was not above a spot of intimidation when bringing these objects 
into the United States. Her nephew, Bradford Skinner, who always met and 
brought her home from the ship, related an amusing anecdote: “One day a cus-
toms agent questioned her about the artifacts. She drew herself up and said, 
‘Young man, nobody knows the value of these better than I do. You have no 
idea. Now let me pass,’ and she marched away, leaving the agent nonplussed.”74 
Grace’s expert eye enabled her to discover a Proto-Corinthian pitcher dating 
from the seventh century bce in an antique shop in Poughkeepsie.75

As she grew older, Grace began to feel the need of a religious affiliation, 
and she found the non-doctrinaire, intellectual approach of the Quakers con-
genial, as she wrote Lady Mary Murray in 1929: “I have been thinking of join-
ing the Quakers, as I have had for many years no definite church connections 
and a statement sent me by Roscoe Pound of Harvard and some others about 
their aims and lack of theological creed seemed to me to suit my ideas of 
religion.” Accordingly she joined the Haverford Meeting of Friends in Penn-
sylvania, though she rarely took part in their activities. After her death their 
newsletter included a brief obituary: “She joined Haverford Meeting about 
sixteen years ago and though unable to attend meeting she greatly prized her 
membership with Friends. She was a distinguished scholar, and beautiful in 
life and character.”76

This time of expanding horizons for Grace was also touched by personal 
sorrows. In November of 1932, her brother William died of Parkinson’s dis-
ease, and in April 1933 her sister Theodosia died after a long illness. Grace had 
always been very close to Theodosia; they shared the summer house on Cape 
Cod built by the carpenter who had proposed to Grace so many years ago, 
and they had both dedicated their lives to intellectual careers. After Theodosia 
retired from her position as head of the ordering department at the Boston 
Public Library, Grace invited her to share her apartment at Williams Hall, and 
the two sisters lived together from 1929 to 1931, when Theodosia’s deteriorat-
ing health forced her to move to a sanatorium in Framingham, Massachusetts. 

 73. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, April 1928. MacCracken Papers, box 32, 
folder 9, Vassar Archives.
 74. Caroline Skinner O’Neil, interview by Barbara F. McManus, 13 May 2005.
 75. Ida T. Hill to Bert H. Hill, 22 June 1941, Bert Hodge Hill Papers, box 8, folder 1, Blegen 
Library.
 76. Grace H. Macurdy to Mary Murray, 24 December 1929, MSS Gilbert Murray 542, fols. 
238–39, Bodleian; “Death Notices,” The Meeting 93 (1946): 3, Biographical Files: Macurdy, Grace 
Harriet, folder 3. Vassar Archives.
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Grace was able to be with her when she died and mourned her loss deeply. As 
she wrote MacCracken, “My dear sister was happy that I could be with her. 
She died on Wednesday night, the end of a singularly noble and beautiful life. 
It has been a great gift to have lived near to her.”77

Grace herself experienced two memorable mishaps at Vassar during this 
period. As she started to cross Raymond Avenue on the afternoon of January 
18, 1935, she was struck by a slow-moving laundry truck. She sustained a three-
inch scalp wound and numerous contusions and sprains, requiring several 
weeks in the college infirmary to recover. She declined to press charges against 
the driver, explaining that she had been preoccupied and was unable to hear 
the driver’s warning blast on his horn because of her deafness.78 Less serious 
but more bizarre was an accident in January of the following year. Alice Howe, 
a student living in Raymond Hall, was melting wax to coat her skis. She care-
lessly tossed the hot wax in her metal wastebasket, igniting the papers in the 
basket. Panicking, she threw the flaming wastebasket out her window, hitting 
Grace on the head as she walked by the building. Grace was saved by her large 
hat, which was burned beyond recognition, and abundant gray hair, some of 
which was scorched and had to be cut off; she suffered only dizziness and a 
large bruise on her forehead.79 The story of this incident became notorious on 
the Vassar campus, and Grace’s reaction was later recounted by two observ-
ers with some embellishment and inaccuracy, though reflecting the essential 
personality of the woman they remembered:

When I asked our classicist what she thought at the time, she said: “I just 
said to myself, the revolution has come. Be calm. Sophrosunë!” Classical 
training has its merits. (Henry Noble MacCracken)80

Her tremendous sense of humor never deserted her. In one week, she was 
knocked down by a slow-moving milk truck and hit on the head by a waste 
basket filled with flaming paper. . . . She dismissed these two accidents with: 
“What can the gods have against me? It was bad enough for them to hit me 
with a milk truck . . . but now they are flinging flaming pots from the heav-

 77. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 10 April 1933, MacCracken Papers, box 
38, folder 16, Vassar Archives.
 78. “Professor Macurdy Struck by Truck in Raymond Avenue,” Poughkeepsie Eagle-News, 
19 January 1935, 1; and “Professor Macurdy Making Steady Gain,” 6 February, 1935, 3.
 79. Jane N. Baldwin, MD, to Henry N. MacCracken, 28 January 1936, MacCracken Papers, 
box 38, folder 16, Vassar Archives.
 80. Henry Noble MacCracken, The Hickory Limb (New York: Scribner, 1950), 101. The 
Greek word sophrosune is untranslatable; it refers to a self-restraint and inner harmony based 
on wisdom and self-knowledge.
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ens.” Her humor, her gaiety and her eloquence made her seem always young 
to me. (Edward Linner)81

“Surprising to Be Seventy”82

When he learned that Grace was planning to retire in June of 1937, Philip 
Davis, her designated successor as department chair, sent an urgent plea to 
MacCracken to prevent this “disaster,” noting particularly the two collabora-
tive courses in art and comparative literature that she had just begun:

Miss Macurdy is the soul of these two courses, and I feel that the chances of 
building them up into what they should be, depend to a large measure, on 
her remaining. The retirement of a distinguished Hellenist like Miss Mac-
urdy will in itself be a heavy loss to the college. I know that you feel this 
yourself. The college and the department will be much poorer without her 
rich personality, and I cannot express to you too strongly my personal desire 
to have her with us just as long as possible.83

Grace, however, had determined to retire. She had completed her books 
on ancient queens and launched several new initiatives in the Greek Depart-
ment. Her “children” were established with their own families or careers, and 
she was ready for new opportunities and challenges. Her financial situation 
was a concern, since she had never been able to save very much, but she was 
eligible for a pension from the Carnegie Foundation for the advancement of 
teaching, endowed by Andrew Carnegie in 1905. Although the program of 
“free pensions” had been discontinued in 1915 because of lack of resources 
to meet the huge liability the foundation had assumed, a reduced pension 
was still granted to faculty who had begun teaching at associated institutions 
before 1915. Grace was notified that her pension would be $1,600 annually.84 
More crucially, friends and former students established a Grace Harriet Mac-
urdy Fund in 1937, donating $33,450, augmented by a grant of $10,500 from the 

 81. Edward R. Linner, “As I Remember Them,” Vassar Alumnae Magazine 55 (1969): 17.
 82. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 26 October 1936, MacCracken Papers, 
box 43, folder 46, Vassar Archives. Grace is echoing Gilbert Murray in this sentiment about her 
retirement.
 83. Philip H. Davis to Henry N. MacCracken, 29 October 1936, MacCracken Papers, box 
43, folder 46, Vassar Archives.
 84. Reduction of Carnegie Foundation Pensions for Vassar College Teachers, 1915, box 7, 
folder 12; Henry N. MacCracken to Grace H. Macurdy, 14 May 1937, MacCracken Papers, box 
43, folder 46, Vassar Archives.
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Rockefeller Foundation, “the income to be for her own use during her lifetime 
and after her death to revert to the Department of Greek to further the pursuit 
of classical studies.” A second Macurdy fund was established by Mabel Stan-
wood Duncan (Vassar BA 1904, MA 1907) in 1940.85

Grace planned to move into a smaller apartment at Williams with a lower 
rent after spending her first year of retirement abroad, so she pared down 
her possessions, donating to Vassar 547 volumes from her personal library, 
“including many fine old Greek books in vellum bindings.”86 Although sys-
tematic in her scholarship, Grace was not particularly organized in regard to 
personal items, but she sorted through her papers and correspondence and 
gave to the library letters from scholars and eminent individuals, including 
early letters from Gilbert Murray and John Masefield as well as the highly 
prized letter she had received from Theodore Roosevelt complimenting her 
on an article she had written: “I must give myself the pleasure of saying how 
much I have enjoyed your article on ‘The Passing of the Classics.’ Perhaps I 
especially appreciated your criticism of ex-President Elliott’s [sic] position! If 
you come to New York at any time, I do wish you would give me the chance to 
see you.”87 Significantly, she did not donate any letters from J. A. K. Thomson.

The alumnae amply expressed their appreciation of Grace through their 
generous donations to the Grace Harriet Macurdy Fund; the current Vassar 
students did so in an editorial praising Grace and Aaron L. Treadwell, a pro-
fessor of zoology who was retiring in the same year, “two of our best known 
and most loved professors”:

We do not need to be “A” students in advanced science nor Greek majors 
reading Aeschylus to regret the retirement of Dr. Treadwell and Professor 
Macurdy. While such groups may miss them keenly, far greater numbers of 
us whose freshman notebooks are filled with Zoology 101 drawings or whose 
small Latin and less Greek were enriched by rare and memorable lectures 
on Hellenism, are glad that we once came into contact with a distinguished 
scientist and a distinguished classicist. There are many teachers of note who 
have devoted their lives to a college. Yet people who possess brilliance with 
wide humanism and youth of spirit are few. It is this happy combination of 
qualities which makes the slightest acquaintance with Dr. Treadwell or Miss 

 85. “Rush to Colleges Upheld at Vassar,” New York Times, 8 June 1937, 26; “Grace Macurdy, 
Professor Emeritus of Greek, Dies; Funds Left to V. C.,” Vassar Chronicle, 26 October 1946, 2.
 86. Biographical Files: Macurdy, Grace Harriet, folder 3, Vassar Archives.
 87. Theodore Roosevelt to Grace H. Macurdy, 19 December 1917, Autograph Files, Vas-
sar Archives. Grace H. Macurdy, “The Passing of the Classics,” Educational Review 54 (1917): 
439–50.
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Macurdy something to remember at once as a delightful experience and as 
a basis for judging what fine teaching should be. Their contribution to us 
needs no editorial watering to keep it green. Instead, we express our thanks 
to them and our hopes that unofficially we may continue to enjoy it.88

Desiring a more professional retirement tribute for Grace, Philip Davis 
wrote Ida Hill, Gilbert Murray, and J. A. K. Thomson asking them to submit 
brief testimonials honoring Grace on her retirement. Murray wrote Thom-
son asking to see a copy of his testimonial, but Thomson replied that he had 
already mailed his piece and did not have a copy, though he summarized its 
content, describing it as a “more or less impartial appreciation of her work 
in scholarship.”89 The three international tributes, along with one by Davis 
himself, were published in the fall 1937 issue of the Vassar Alumnae Magazine 
along with Hazel Haight’s photograph of Grace with her cat Jason (see figure 
21).90

The tribute by Davis is relatively informal, stressing the void Grace’s 
departure leaves at Vassar and her role as an ambassador of Greek studies: 
“She has been all her life a Hellene, without being any less an American, at 
the busy center of a large family. She carries her hellenism about this world 
with her, having fun with it, doing good with it, and teaching others to do the 
same.” Ida characterizes Grace as “both a great teacher and a creative power”: 
“Seldom does one find a more satisfying combination of profound scholarship 
and versatility. In the broad field of Greek literature—in prose or in verse—
Miss Macurdy has always been as much at home as in her mother tongue. . . . 
But it is not only in the classics that her knowledge is so wide. She is indeed 
docta multarum linguarum [learned in many languages], for in addition to a 
remarkable facility with German, her knowledge of English literature is truly 
astonishing.”

Murray’s tribute begins with an odd statement: “Soon after my own retire-
ment from the Chair of Greek in Oxford I hear that a much younger scholar, 
Miss Grace Macurdy, is about to retire from the Chair at Vassar.” Since Grace 
was born in September 1866, only eight months after Murray, the “much 
younger scholar” is clearly a slip on his part, one that perhaps suggests that 
he is still thinking of her as a protégée rather than as an equal. However, the 
substance of his encomium greatly pleased Grace. Terming her “in the fullest 

 88. “In Parting,” Vassar Miscellany News, 14 April 1937, 2
 89. Gilbert Murray to J. A. K. Thomson, 27 March 1937; J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Mur-
ray, 29 March 1937, MSS Gilbert Murray 173, fols. 188–91, Bodleian.
 90. Davis, Philip H., and Ida Thallon Hill, Gilbert Murray, J. A. K. Thomson, “Tribute to 
Miss Macurdy,” Vassar Alumnae Magazine 23 (1937): 8–9.
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sense of the word a true ‘scholar,’ of a kind which is rare in America and by no 
means common in Europe,” he specifies exactly what he means by this term:

There have been in my time two main tendencies in Greek study: the dogged 
pursuit of erudition and research by which Germany has produced so many 
works of monumental learning, and the sensitive appreciation of language 
and the habitual familiarity with the great masterpieces of Greek literature 
which made Greek poetry and philosophy an integral part of our traditional 
culture in England. Miss Macurdy seemed to me, like the great scholars of 
both countries, most happily to unite the two methods, while she added to 
them her own special gifts of sympathy and imagination and her readiness 
to face new facts and understand new ideas.

Murray’s tribute, however, reveals no sense that he has understood Grace’s 
effort to redefine the classical scholar as a woman. He places her in the top 
ranks of the long procession of male scholars with no acknowledgment that 
she was tailoring the academic cap and gown to the female form. Thomson’s 
tribute, the only one of the four that even mentions Grace’s sex, begins with a 
strong statement of the international recognition that Grace has achieved as 
a woman scholar, one who has not suppressed her gender to earn acceptance 
as a scholar:

I think that on this side of the ocean it is the general impression that Miss 
Macurdy was the first American woman to meet the Greek scholars of 
Europe and America on something like equal terms. She has reached that 
position by a combination, too rarely found, of exact linguistic knowledge 
with learning and historical imagination. The ancient world is alive for her, 
and whatever she writes is full of her personality.

In contrast to Murray’s description of Hellenistic Queens as “a valuable 
collection of material,” Thomson maintains, “Her work on the queens of 
Hellenistic and Roman times—most of them, with the startling exception 
of Cleopatra, quite forgotten—is a really important contribution to history.” 
Thomson concludes by noting the lack of popular recognition for scholar-
ship: “Anyone who chooses to spend a life-time in the study of ancient Greek 
must be content to do without fame. If Miss Macurdy had reached the same 
eminence in some popular subject as she has done in her own, she would be 
a famous woman.”
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But Grace had never sought acclaim outside the scholarly community. 
Thomson understood her highest aspirations; Murray praised her for scholar-
ship like his own; Grace was content.
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Retirement

“Now Begin the Folio”

Grace viewed retirement from teaching as an opportunity to engage in 
more scholarship and writing on new subjects. As late as 1945, when 
she answered an alumnae questionnaire from Radcliffe, she was look-

ing forward and making plans for additional projects, despite seriously com-
promised vision due to cataracts: “My life has been very full of various duties 
since I gave up my chairmanship of the Department of Greek, and I have plans 
for future writing if my vision permits. Was it R. L. Stevenson who said ‘Now 
begin the folio’?”1 Grace here refers to a line from Robert Louis Stevenson’s 
1878 essay “Aes Triplex”: “By all means begin your folio; even if the doctor 
does not give you a year, even if he hesitates about a month, make one brave 
push and see what can be accomplished in a week.”2

After enjoying her retirement celebrations, Grace immediately sailed for 
England with plans to stay abroad for fifteen months. Her home base was a 
flat in Lexham Gardens next to that of Thomson, but she intended to travel in 
Europe despite the threatening political situation in 1937. As she wrote Gilbert 
Murray, “I shall spend some time in Europe if the explosives of the Infamous 

 1. “News from the Classes,” Radcliffe Quarterly 29 (1945): 28.
 2. Robert Louis Stevenson, Aes Triplex and Other Essays, 2nd ed. (Portland, Maine: 
Thomas B. Mosher, 1903), 22.
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Pair of Dictators leave any Europe.”3 On August 8, Grace traveled by train to 
Switzerland, where she joined Murray and J. A. K. Thomson on their annual 
summer vacation hiking in the Alps. Thomson’s niece Margaret was also 
part of the group, and when Murray returned to England the three traveled 
together in Italy for several weeks. Thomson later wrote Murray that when he 
and Grace were on the train to Genoa, they were joined in their compartment 
by a man from Liberia and his daughter. The man was in some distress, since 
he had discovered that all his cash had been packed in his forwarded luggage; 
Thomson lent him the equivalent of a pound in French and Italian currency 
and was surprised later to receive a letter from the man containing an English 
pound: “This experience has put up my opinion of human nature, and espe-
cially of Liberia, which I take to be the worst-governed country in the world. 
Lots of white people, knowing they would never see me again, would not have 
bothered to repay me.”4

Back in England, Grace and Thomson socialized with friends, including 
Ida Hill and Gilbert Murray, and added to their collection of Greek artifacts. 
Grace started research for a new book on the concept of pity in Greek litera-
ture. She and Thomson had originally planned to write this book together, 
but he was now busy with other projects. They spent long hours discussing 
the nature of this book and decided that it would be a timely response to the 
current political situation and should be written for a less scholarly audience 
than Grace’s other works. In the spring of 1938, Grace spent some time in 
France, informing Murray: “I am on the point of going to France for a time, 
as the six months allowed for an alien’s stay in England are up. I never feel like 
an alien!”5 The final months of her period abroad were complicated by illness, 
caused by a painful bout of shingles and some bad dentistry that landed her 
in a nursing home in England for several days. She had a stormy crossing in 
September, arriving in New York only four days after the great hurricane of 
1938, but she recovered her health and spirits soon after settling back in Vas-
sar, which she called “my spiritual and intellectual home.”6

 3. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 23 June 1937, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 165–
66, Bodleian.
 4. J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 21 September 1937, MSS Gilbert Murray 173, fols. 
201–2, Bodleian.
 5. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 19 February 1938, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
169–70, Bodleian.
 6. Grace H. Macurdy to Henry N. MacCracken, 12 February 1937, MacCracken Papers, 
box 43, folder 46, Vassar Archives.
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War Work

Unlike many of her classical colleagues in the United States, Grace was not 
enamored of Benito Mussolini nor beguiled by his propaganda about reviving 
the grandeur of ancient Rome. In 1935, when Hazel Haight was on sabbati-
cal leave in Italy, she prevailed upon Vassar’s president to request for her an 
audience with Mussolini so she could present several volumes from Vassar in 
honor of the bimillenaries of Horace and Augustus. All the books were related 
to Italy except Hellenistic Queens, which Grace reluctantly agreed to include 
in the donation. Hazel wrote an effusive account of her June 4 audience to 
MacCracken:

His Excellency read your letter, partly aloud, in my presence. He expressed 
great pleasure in the interest shown in Italy by the gift of the books. . . . The 
books, he said, would eventually be placed in the Library of the Royal Acad-
emy of Italy. All this sounds very formal, but the interview soon changed 
from rather stiff English to a most informal conversation in Italian about 
the new archaeological zones in Rome, plans for others, the latest discovery 
of a great frescoed tomb at Ostia. I was there for about twenty minutes and 
was deeply impressed by the honor of having the Capo del Governo in these 
troubled days lay aside all affairs of state and journey with me back to the 
ancient Italy which he knows well.7

In the same month, Grace wrote Murray, “The world is so full of horrors 
now—fascists and despots and other terrible things. Miss [Gertrude] Hirst 
often says to me that she and I will never visit Germany again, for Hitler 
will probably outlast our time and we cannot bring ourselves to go while he 
remains. And Mussolini is cleverer, but just as bad, worse perhaps for not 
being such an unmitigated fool as Hitler.”8 As with other types of injustice, 
Grace saw the “horrors” that were happening in Europe as a personal chal-
lenge. She believed that she must do anything in her power to alleviate the 
sufferings caused by “such monsters of stupidity and ignorance as Hitler, 
Goehring [sic], and Mussolini,” whether it was something small and personal 
like sending Gillette razor blades to Thomson and needles to his sister Mary, 

 7. Elizabeth H. Haight to Henry N. MacCracken, 7 June 1935, MacCracken Papers, box 
39, folder 80, Vassar Archives.
 8. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 13 June 1935, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fol. 152, 
Bodleian.
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or co-sponsoring a full-page advertisement in behalf of Greek war relief in the 
Poughkeepsie Eagle-News.9

Soon after Britain declared war on Germany, Grace founded and chaired 
a faculty branch of the British War Relief Society (BWRS), and she was the 
driving force behind Vassar’s participation in collecting clothing and raising 
funds for this cause throughout the war. Along with more than fifty other Vas-
sar faculty, she signed a petition sent to President Roosevelt in 1940 urging 
“all possible aid to the Allies, short of war.” Grace even contributed a revolver 
plus at least twenty rounds of ammunition to the first shipment of donated 
weapons made by the “American committee for defense of British homes.” 
This shipment was delivered to a home guard unit in Bournemouth in 1940, 
and the participation of a female college professor was considered noteworthy 
enough to be included in a newspaper announcement of the event.10

After the war, the BWRS conferred on Grace a pin “for meritorious ser-
vice.” The pin is gold-plated silver with blue and white enamel; it depicts the 
British royal family’s coat of arms and motto. More significantly, the BWRS 
formally nominated Grace for a special British award initiated to recognize 
civilians of Allied countries who gave outstanding aid of various kinds to 
the British Commonwealth during World War II. Although ill at the time, 
Grace was thrilled when she received a letter from the British ambassador to 
the United States, Archibald Clark Kerr, Lord Inverchapel, that she had been 
selected to receive the King’s Medal for Service in the Cause of Freedom. This 
medal, a heavy silver disk suspended from a white ribbon (a bow in the case of 
women) with a central red stripe flanked by two blue stripes, bore a portrait of 
King George VI on the obverse and a knight receiving a drink from a woman 
on the reverse. It was awarded to only 1,277 Americans and 2,539 individu-
als worldwide. Unfortunately, Grace did not live to attend the ceremony in 
Manhattan on December 10, 1946 when the actual medals were distributed.11

 9. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 30 October 1936 and 29 May 1941, MSS Gilbert 
Murray 157, fols. 155 and 183–84, Bodleian; “That Greece . . . and Freedom . . . May Live!” Pough-
keepsie Eagle-News, 8 February 1941, 10.
 10. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 1 March 1941, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 180–
81, Bodleian; “Fifty at Vassar Urge All Aid to Allies Short of War,” Poughkeepsie Eagle-News, 5 
June 1940, 1, 9; “Americans Privately Assist the British,” The Times Recorder (Zanesville, Ohio), 
14 November 1940, 4.
 11. Treasury: Ceremonial Branch: King’s Medal for Service (KMS Series) Records T339, 
The National Archives of the UK; “Professor Macurdy, Mrs. Becker Decorated By the British for 
Their War Relief Activities,” Poughkeepsie New Yorker, 15 July 1946, Biographical Files: Macurdy, 
Grace Harriet, folder 3, Vassar Archives; “Britain Honors 187 in City Area,” New York Times, 11 
December 1946, 34.
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The Quality of Mercy

Repelled by the horrors of the Holocaust and the carnage of the war, Grace 
was not satisfied with her many efforts in behalf of war relief; she wanted to 
create a more lasting intellectual counterweight to the forces of inhumanity 
that were sweeping the world. As always, she turned to the Greeks, reviving 
and expanding her older idea of writing a history of pity in Greek literature. 
This book, The Quality of Mercy: The Gentler Virtues in Greek Literature, was 
published in 1940.12 It is very different from her other books, clearly intended 
for a broader, less scholarly audience. There is no bibliography, and her many 
footnotes draw heavily on English-language sources, though German works 
are still in evidence. She transliterates Greek words in the text and includes 
much background information that classical scholars would not need. She 
chose to dedicate the book to Gilbert Murray and J. A. K. Thomson, whose 
work (particularly Thomson’s) this book resembles more than anything else 
she wrote. She clearly recognized this when she wrote Murray about the book’s 
dedication: “I wish very much to dedicate the book to you and to J.  A.  K. 
Thomson. I hope that it has something of the spirit of you both and all your 
books have been my constant companions for so many years and I have used 
them so constantly in class and out that I cannot conceive of my intellectual 
life without them.”13

Her stated aim in the preface is to disprove the view “that the Greeks were 
‘not humane by instinct’ and that their feeling for mercy and pity was greatly 
inferior to that of modern man.”14 Although she does not mention the current 
world situation in connection with this aim, she explicitly invokes contempo-
rary issues in several passages in the book:

Western ideals of mercy, right, and justice: These ideals are now darkened 
by the influence of ignorance and cruelty, but we may still say of them 
what Antigone in face of death said of her Unwritten Laws: “Their life is 
not of today alone, nor yet of yesterday, but it goes on forever.”

Refugees: In the early play, the Suppliants [of Aeschylus], the violence of 
the Egyptian suitors is for the moment checked, and the question of the 
expediency for Argos of receiving the refugees—a question that often 

 12. Grace H. Macurdy, The Quality of Mercy: The Gentler Virtues in Greek Literature (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1940).
 13. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 16 December 1939, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 
173–74, Bodleian.
 14. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, vii.
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faced Athens as it faces every civilized country in the world today—is 
settled in favor of the suppliant girls.

Persecution of dissenters: Persecution for opinions about questions of 
morality and religion has been a frequent phenomenon in history, and 
now that thought and mercy are forbidden in countries which have been 
centres of light and learning, it is easier to understand why, even in the 
time of Enlightenment in Athens, the poet [Euripides] who hated cruelty 
and said that pity could not live among the ignorant was finally obliged 
to leave a city which, after long years of war, was forgetting what pity 
and what wisdom meant.

Cruelty toward children (re death of Astyanax in Euripides’s Trojan 
Women): A countless number of little Astyanaxes have been killed but 
lately and are still being slaughtered for the glory of the war lords and 
their undying shame.15

The scope of this book is very wide, beginning with Homer and Hes-
iod and ranging through the elegiac and lyric poets, the three great trage-
dians Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, the historians Herodotus and 
Thucydides, the Attic Orators, the comic poet Menander, and the philosophers 
Socrates and Plato. It covers a time span of approximately a millennium and 
encompasses diverse genres, all connected through Grace’s focus on the Greek 
writers’ treatment of “the gentler virtues,” justice, pity, mercy, wisdom, and 
self-control. She frequently refers to later writers such as Shakespeare, Shel-
ley, Matthew Arnold, Hegel, and Nietzsche, even pointing out some startling 
contemporary correspondences between Menander and P. G. Wodehouse and 
between Herodotus and the modern art of filmmaking (“Herodotus from his 
first page sets before our eyes a motion-picture of interesting men, women, 
and children.”16).

Grace’s focus occasionally slips as she allows herself to be drawn into 
scholarly controversies that temporarily distract from her main theme and 
are not likely to interest the general audience she hopes to reach. She also can-
not resist discussing various authors’ treatment of women, particularly Eurip-
ides, whom she defends against the charge of misogyny by emphasizing that 
he presented women as individuals with the same potential as men: “Women 
were one of the poet’s ‘causes’; he was interested in their psychology, not from 
malice, but because he realized that they, as well as men, had minds, and were 
potent for good or evil.” Her indignation is especially roused by Gilbert Nor-

 15. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, xiii, 93, 121, 132.
 16. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, 142.
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wood’s use of a contemporary feminine stereotype to criticize the character 
of Alcestis, a characterization which Grace terms “extraordinary to the point 
of being ludicrous”: “[Norwood] personally finds her frigid, unimaginative, 
ungenerous, and basely narrow, . . . ‘that frightful figure, the thoroughly good 
woman.’“17

In regard to the treatment of women, Grace praises Herodotus, unlike 
Thucydides, for viewing women’s actions as worthy of commemoration:

His pages are sprinkled with the names of women, some of whose stories 
he tells at length, while merely mentioning the tragic deeds of others. He is 
aware of the part that women have often played in making history, and his 
sympathetic picture of Artemisia, the fighting queen of his native Halicar-
nassus, indicates his appreciation of women who do not conform to the ideal 
of his friend Pericles [i.e., “to be talked about as little as possible, for good 
or evil, among men”].18 

Grace also discusses two orations that deal with women, Lysias’s On 
the Murder of Eratosthenes, a tale of seduction and exposed adultery which 
“hardly differs from stories that are told today in modern courtrooms or in 
the newspapers,” and Pseudo-Demosthenes’ Against Neaera, “important for 
the light which it throws on marriage and concubinage in Athens, and on the 
position of the class of women called hetaerae [companions, high-class pros-
titutes].” She justifies the inclusion of these orations by their links with New 
Comedy, but it is their connection with women that chiefly interests her.19

An advertising letter addressed “to those interested in the Ancient World” 
sent with the brochure of new publications by Yale University Press singled 
out Grace’s book for special comment: “While we believe that all of the vol-
umes described in the enclosed circular will be of interest to you, we wish to 
call your particular attention to the quality of mercy, by Grace Macurdy.”20 
Despite such attention, the book was not as widely reviewed as Grace’s previ-
ous works, perhaps because of its more popular approach, or possibly because 
of the exigencies of wartime. Reviewers universally complimented the book 
on its theme and relationship to the contemporary situation, as for exam-
ple William Greene in Classical Philology: “This is one of the comparatively 

 17. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, 137, 133, quoting Gilbert Norwood, Greek Tragedy (London: 
Methuen, 1920), 190.
 18. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, 145.
 19. Macurdy, Quality of Mercy, 158, 162.
 20. Janet L. Marshall, Education Department, Yale University Press, 20 January 1941, Bio-
graphical Files: Macurdy, Grace Harriet, folder 1, Vassar Archives.
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few books, important in substance and eloquent in expression, that are the 
best justification of classical scholarship; and in a world that at the moment 
seems so lacking in the gentler virtues Professor Macurdy’s study is doubly 
welcome.”21 All but one of the five reviews in classical journals were very posi-
tive, praising the book’s wide-ranging scope yet meticulous detail:

Like all her work, this study is characterized by Professor Macurdy’s care-
ful and thorough scholarship and her wide familiarity both with Greek and 
other literature, and with the discussions of scholars and commentators. Its 
great interest lies in the following of the subject through the masterpieces 
of Greek literature and in the bringing together of the illustrations found in 
the various authors.22 

Although David Robinson opens his review by calling the book an “elo-
quent and substantial volume on a timely and appropriate subject,” he is more 
critical than the other reviewers. Oddly, even though he notes that the book 
“is meant to be popular,” the core of Robinson’s objections is concerned with 
scholarly citation. He complains that Grace has cited mostly Anglophone sec-
ondary sources and more British than American scholars, and almost half of 
his review is devoted to a list of works he thinks Grace should have cited.23

Grace was very pleased with Gilbert Murray’s response to the book, which 
the chair of Vassar’s seventy-fifth anniversary committee passed on to Yale 
University Press to use in their publicity:

I was delighted to find your book waiting for me. It is a subject that urgently 
needed treating. People have missed the importance of “The Quality of 
Mercy” in Greek Civilization. I have just been studying, for instance, the 
way the Romans tried to push gladiatorial games and how the Greeks alone 
kicked against them. . . . I need hardly add that you seem to me to treat the 
subject with your usual delicacy of observation and scrupulous accuracy.24 

In their private correspondence, both Thomson and Murray reiterated 
their praise of the book. Thomson wrote, “I was afraid it might be sentimental, 
but it is not that. It has real beauty of spirit and unassuming scholarship,” and 

 21. William C. Greene, review of The Quality of Mercy, Classical Philology 37 (1942): 227.
 22. Emily H. Dutton, review of The Quality of Mercy, Classical Journal 38 (1943): 233.
 23. David M. Robinson, review of The Quality of Mercy, American Journal of Philology 64 
(1943): 371–73.
 24. Gilbert Murray to Grace H. Macurdy, 24 June 1940, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fol. 177, 
Bodleian.
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Murray responded, “Yes, I thought Miss Macurdy’s book very good indeed. 
She has imagination and is, at the same time, very exact in her scholarship.” 
Later he wrote, “The Vassar people asked leave to quote some sentences of a 
letter I wrote to Miss Macurdy about her book ‘The Quality of Mercy,’ which 
I gladly gave. I think she has a fair amount of honour in her own country, but 
certainly deserves it.”25

Although Grace was elated by the reception of this book, she received the 
most satisfaction from a letter sent to her by an American army officer just 
returned from the war, since he represented the audience that she was hop-
ing to reach:

Of all the work done by American scholars in the field of Classics I had 
rather been the author of The Quality of Mercy than of any other book I 
know. What impressed me most was the fact that pursuit of the gentler vir-
tues in Classical literature had breathed into your pages their spirit.26

Soon after Grace had completed this book, Vassar’s Greek Department was 
stunned by the sudden death of Philip Davis due to a cerebral hemorrhage on 
February 20, 1940. Theodore Erck, who had been hired as assistant professor 
of Greek when Grace retired, was appointed acting chair of the department, 
and Grace immediately offered to teach Davis’s courses, earning an “especial 
debt of gratitude” in Erck’s department report:

Professor Grace Macurdy .  .  . came to the rescue at once with her great 
knowledge and experience and took over a large share of Mr. Davis’s work. 
She has conducted two of his important classes with her customary bril-
liance and success, as I learn from reports of students on every hand. Her 
advice and encouragement in a difficult situation were invaluable.27 

Along with all her activities for war relief, this additional teaching drained 
Grace’s energy, and the Vassar physician Dr. Jane North Baldwin was con-
cerned that Grace’s health was deteriorating. This concern was justified in the 
summer of 1941 when Dr. Baldwin found a lump in Grace’s breast that proved 
to be cancerous. Although she was seventy-five and some doctors advised her 

 25. J. A. K. Thomson to Gilbert Murray, 2 July 1940; Gilbert Murray to J. A. K. Thomson, 
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 26. Quoted in Evalyn A. Clark et al., “A Minute of the Faculty in Memory of Grace Harriet 
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to let the disease take its course, Grace was a fighter, so she entered Vassar 
Brothers Hospital in September for a radical mastectomy. Despite the punish-
ing nature of this surgery, Grace recovered well, as she exulted in a 1942 letter 
to Murray: “I had a serious operation last September, from which I rebounded 
so quickly that my doctors regard me as a miracle for a woman of my years.”28

In September 1939, Ida Hill came to the United States for an indefinite 
stay because of the war while Bert Hill remained in Greece. Vassar’s Alumnae 
House, next to Williams Hall where Grace lived, became her residence. Lib 
and Carl Blegen also spent the war years in America, with Lib living some of 
the time at Alumnae House and some with Carl. Ida’s proximity was a great 
boon for Grace, for the two women dined together frequently and spent many 
hours in conversation. Ida read Grace’s articles, and Grace helped Ida as she 
attempted to revive a manuscript on The Ancient City of Athens: Its Topography 
and Monuments that she had begun some years earlier.

Grace did not abate her scholarly efforts after finishing The Quality of 
Mercy (see figure 25 for a photo of Grace in the 1940s). In the spring of 1943, 
she wrote a former student and good friend, the psychologist Luella Cole 
Lowie (Vassar BA 1916), “I am writing various articles—Classical Philology 
has just accepted one and one was printed in the last Journal of Biblical Litera-
ture. I have had six published or accepted in the last year and a half and have 
written several ‘duds’ besides. I wish mine paid in a pecuniary way, but that 
is a sordid thought.”29

Grace’s last comment was prompted by her increasing financial worries. 
Her mastectomy and hospital stay had strained her limited resources, and her 
eyesight was worsening due to the growth of cataracts in both eyes. Neverthe-
less, she continued her research and writing, which for her were as necessary 
as breathing and eating. Two of her last published articles dealt with the topic 
of women in Greek tragedy. Authors who had published an article or review 
in the very first issue of Classical Weekly were asked to submit a brief note for 
that journal’s thousandth issue in 1944. Grace chose to comment on one of the 
earliest known authors of Greek tragedies, Phrynichus, traditionally named 
as the first to bring female characters on the stage. Grace discussed how this 
innovation added pathos, a deeper emotional component, to tragedy:

I suggest that the great discovery which Phrynicus [sic] made for the devel-
opment of tragedy was the emotional value of women under the impact 

 28. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 13 June 1942, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 185–
86, Bodleian.
 29. Grace H. Macurdy to Luella C. Lowie, 21 April 1943, Robert Harry Lowie Papers, BANC 
MSS C-B 927, box 15, folder 15, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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of terror, massed in a chorus. .  .  . From the group of collective heroines of 
such a chorus a single heroine is projected, as Hypermnestra is projected in 
the Danaid trilogy from the original group of Danaids.  .  .  . Nietzsche said 
that when God created women he put an end to boredom. When Phrynicus 
formed choruses of women and introduced heroines, he created a new genre, 
which finally replaced in favor the old dithyramb, with which audiences were 
beginning to be bored.30 

In a lengthier article, “Had the Danaid Trilogy a Social Problem?,” Grace 
challenges a number of male scholars on their reading of female psychol-
ogy in Aeschylus’s play Supplices (The Suppliant Women). Grace’s thesis is that 
George Thomson’s sociological analysis of the theme of the Supplices in his 
book Aeschylus and Athens is “evasive and mistaken.”31 Thomson argues that 
the play’s theme is the status of women in contemporary Athenian society 
and that Aeschylus advocates the subjugation of women in the interests of 
private property. In his view, the chorus of Danaid girls represent Athenian 
heiresses (epikleroi) seeking to avoid their legal obligation to marry their next 
of kin when they reject the suit of their Egyptian cousins. After conclusively 
demonstrating that Thomson’s interpretation of Athenian law is faulty because 
Danaos, the girls’ father, is still alive and therefore has the legal right to marry 
his daughters to any men he chooses, Grace argues insightfully that the theme 
of the play is essentially dramatic, not social:

In this drama Aeschylus is doing something far greater than expounding 
the theme of the social status of women. He is putting on the stage, for the 
first time in our knowledge of drama, women throbbing with life, with their 
wild outbursts of emotion, their passionate determination, desperate cun-
ning, and power over men in their helplessness.  .  .  . I maintain, then, that 
the problem of the Danaid trilogy is dramatic and not a social problem, and 
that the question is “What happened to the Danaids?” not that of the con-
temporary (with Aeschylus) social status of Athenian women. In the Greek 
drama women played a great part, and the titles of many of Aeschylus’ dra-
mas show how often they were his theme. The men in the audiences must 
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have reflected on the women in their own homes when they saw the stage 
heroines and heard the comments on women’s character that were uttered.32 

In discussing the character of the Danaid girls, Grace disputes the Ger-
man scholar Wilhelm Schmid and even Gilbert Murray, both of whom claim 
that the Danaids were “actuated by a natural frigidity and hatred of men.” In 
contrast, Grace draws upon her own perceptions as a woman to interpret the 
Danaids’ behavior, calling them Aristotelian heroines ‘like ourselves,’ which 
may be the first time that this phrase of Aristotle, characterizing the tragic 
hero as neither excessively perfect nor extremely base, was applied to a female 
character by a woman scholar:

Aeschylus . . . is writing a drama, not about heiresses, but about tragic girls, 
caught in the net of circumstance and brought by dreadful suffering to com-
mit dreadful deeds. In the second play of the trilogy they are murderesses; 
in the one which we have they are girls driven to desperation by the bru-
tality of their would-be lovers. They have the sympathy of everyone in the 
drama (except the Egyptian herald), and they must have had the sympathy 
of the audiences before whom the play was performed. They do not secure 
the sympathy of W. Schmid, who believes that Aeschylus could not have 
known such women from his experience and that he has made them still 
more unwomanly and abnormal than they were in the legend, in order to 
give psychological motivation for their deeds. . . . But the women of Greece 
were not all of the “feminine” type commended by Pericles, and Aeschylus 
may well have known, even in Athens, women of bolder impulses. . . . The 
Danaids, too, in the Supplices express the single terrified state of mind of 
girls who have undergone the horrid experience of being attacked by men 
whom they hate. This state of mind is neither unwomanly nor abnormal—
rather, indeed, both womanly and normal.33 

Pioneer Ancestors and Encyclopaedia Britannica

Despite the progression of her cataracts, when Grace’s Seattle relative Hor-
ace Winslow McCurdy asked her to conduct research on the history of the 
McCurdy branch of their family, she agreed to take on the project, throwing 

 32. Macurdy, “Had the Danaid Trilogy,” 98, 99–100.
 33. Macurdy, “Had the Danaid Trilogy,” 98–99.
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herself into the work with her usual thoroughness and attention to detail. As 
she wrote Gilbert Murray:

For some months now I have left Greek research to write a history of the 
pioneer ancestors of my family for a rich young shipbuilder cousin of mine 
in Seattle, who wishes to preserve our records for his children. Just now I am 
deep in the Sophists and anti-Sophists of New England and the closely allied 
Nova Scotia, almost part of New England, in the time of the American Revo-
lution. It is an extraordinarily interesting period of conflicting loyalties.34 

Horace McCurdy was Grace’s first cousin once removed, the grandson of 
her uncle William Augustus McCurdy Jr., who had emigrated from Canada 
to the frontier Territory of Washington. Grace had visited with young Horace 
many times when she was teaching at Columbia during the summers and he 
was warrant officer on the transport ship Henry R. Mallory during World War 
I. Back in Seattle, Horace had risen to become president and general man-
ager of the Puget Sound Bridge and Dredging Company, which did a boom-
ing business in shipbuilding and related construction during World War II.35 
Grace’s far-ranging research about the family brought her into contact with 
many prominent distant relatives, including George Grant MacCurdy, prehis-
toric archaeologist and anthropologist of Yale University; Edward MacCurdy 
of Surrey, author of The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci; Fleming Blanchard 
McCurdy, member of the Canadian Parliament for Nova Scotia; and Judge 
John B.  M. Baxter, Chief Justice of the province of New Brunswick. Given 
her own humble origins, Grace was proud that this research connected her 
and her family with distinguished ancestors and contemporary individuals. 
She wrote that Edward MacCurdy had “told me that I had the Mc Curdy [sic] 
aspect, in shape of face etc. resembling his father. I wish I could lay claim to 
all their good qualities! One, that of persistence, I am sure I have had.”36 In 
discussing her family’s descent from Mayflower passenger Richard Warren, 
she noted, “It is an interesting coincidence that the two most powerful men in 
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the world at this moment, Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
are descendants in the eighth generation of Richard and Elizabeth Warren.”37

Although Grace collected as much information as she could find to docu-
ment genealogical details, she became absorbed in the historical events in 
which her ancestors played a part, as the above letter to Murray indicates. She 
eventually composed a lengthy manuscript (163 typed pages plus appended 
copies of documents) that she entitled Pioneer Ancestors of an American Fam-
ily, 1620–1857, and mailed this to Horace in June 1944. She included in her 
manuscript a passage sent to her by Horace indicating that he would dedicate 
the book to his father and acknowledge her as its author: “It is with pleasure 
and pride that I dedicate to my father’s memory the publication of the gene-
alogy of Clan McCurdy compiled by his cousin Grace.”38 She continued to 
pursue some genealogical research even after mailing the manuscript, because 
Horace wanted to prove that their ancestor Neil McCurdy “was a Scot.” How-
ever, despite her best efforts, she was unable to find documentary confirma-
tion of the parents of Neil McCurdy or of his birth on Rathlin Island, off the 
northernmost coast of Ireland. As she confided to her nephew Ernest Mac-
urdy of Watertown (see figure 17), son of her older brother William, she was 
not sure that Horace shared her interest in the broader history:

I hope Horace will have our genealogy etc. printed, as it is full of interesting 
& valuable history for your children. It deals with the McCurdys, but my 
mother’s side is equally interesting & I wish I might be spared to write that 
out. We have all been brought up in great ignorance of our ancestors & the 
part they played in the early history & making of America. Horace is inter-
ested chiefly in the McCurdy Scotch line, but Everett McCurdy [his cousin] 
appreciates the historical value of the research.39 

Grace did not live to see the printed book, which was very different from 
what she had envisaged, though she never regretted devoting so much of her 
time and energy to research on her family. Horace did not publish the book 
until 1963, in a privately printed limited edition of two hundred copies, as the 

 37. Grace H. Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors of an American Family, 1620–1857, Unpublished 
manuscript, 1944, Seattle Public Library, R929.2 M139Mg, 99. As Grace wrote her nephew 
Ernest, however, the connection was very distant: “Through Richard Warren we are 8th, 9th 
or 10th (according to generation) cousins of F. D. R. & Churchill and of Roosevelt in several 
other lines.” Grace H. Macurdy to Ernest Macurdy, 15 September 1943, private collection of June 
Macurdy Landin.
 38. Quoted in Macurdy, Pioneer Ancestors, 157.
 39. Grace H. Macurdy to Ernest Macurdy, 14 March and 10 September 1945, private collec-
tion of June Macurdy Landin.



240 Chapter 11 

Genealogical History of James Winslow McCurdy and Neil Barclay McCurdy, 
with himself as author, Gordon Newell as editor, and Brian Llewellyn Young 
as genealogical researcher. Grace is mentioned only in the foreword, where 
she is thanked as one of five people who provided “invaluable assistance” in 
his research.40 However, large sections of text in the book are taken verbatim 
from Grace’s manuscript, and almost all the documents quoted or referenced 
are ones that she found for him. Horace admits in a footnote the lack of doc-
umentary proof regarding the parentage of Neil McCurdy but nevertheless 
claims that “a diligent search has turned up strong circumstantial evidence” 
that his parents were Daniel McCurdy and Mary Butler of Rathlin Island.41 
As Grace had feared, Horace eliminates much of the historical background 
that she believed was so valuable. To give one small example, Horace devotes 
a little over two pages to the family background of Ruth Avery, wife of Neil 
McCurdy. Much of this consists of lists of people with births and marriages; all 
the descriptive text is taken directly from Grace’s manuscript. Grace’s section 
on the Averys, on the other hand, comprises sixty-nine pages and begins by 
setting the marriage of Ruth and Neil in historical context:

The marriage of Neil McCurdy, my great-grandfather, with my great-grand-
mother, Ruth Avery, was a result of the meeting of two racial movements; 
one the great Scotch-Irish immigration of the eighteenth century into Can-
ada and the New England states, Maine above all, and the movement north-
west from New England of traders and settlers seeking lands in the Province 
of Maine and beyond.42 

As she was completing Pioneer Ancestors, Grace received a request from 
Mary Ritter Beard, a suffragist and historian particularly interested in the role 
of women, to write eleven short biographies of women for the new edition of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica. In 1941, Beard had been asked by Walter Yust, 
editor-in-chief of the encyclopedia, to conduct an in-depth study of Britan-
nica’s coverage of women and women’s issues. Beard, assisted by Dora Edinger, 
Janet Selig, and Marjorie White, spent eighteen months examining the ency-
clopedia and submitted “A Study of the Encylopaedia Britannica in Relation 
to Its Treatment of Women” to Yust in November 1942.43 Yust asked Beard to 
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solicit women to write new pieces and to rewrite existing articles in response 
to her critique. Believing strongly that women’s presence in the encyclopedia 
should be enlarged, Grace agreed to prepare the eleven biographical sketches 
she had been asked to write, although she struggled to complete the library 
research that this entailed because of her failing eyesight. It was with great 
relief that she announced to Gilbert Murray in 1945 that she had submitted 
the biographies:

My task of writing eleven biographies of women for the new edition of the 
Encyclopoedia Britannica [sic] has happily been completed now. I have sent 
these Lives off and feel greatly relieved that my sight has lasted out for this 
interesting task. I am told by the Editor that it is intended to lay emphasis 
on the part that woman [sic] have played in history and civilization (in 
the new edition). I was assigned several empresses (two of them saints!), 
some literary women, and one or two Roman ladies of some intellectual 
distinction.44 

Grace noted in several letters and in her 1945 alumna report to Radcliffe Quar-
terly that she had completed these biographies, but Britannica never published 
any of them, and Grace was never listed among its contributors. An inquiry to 
Britannica produced the following response:

Prof. Macurdy appears to have submitted material as part of a project to 
compile a list of biographies of women for inclusion in the encyclopaedia 
as needed. We have no record, however, of any of those biographies having 
been received or subsequently added to the encyclopaedia. Our records on 
this project are, unfortunately, not complete. A list dated 22 May 1945 iden-
tifies a “Macurdy” as a “prospective author” for entries on Julia Mamaea, 
Moero (Myro), Nossis, Olympias, and Pamphila. . . . The project was appar-
ently headed by Ms. Marjorie White. What few records we have, however, do 
not indicate whether she was a member of the Britannica staff or was hired 
specifically for that project.45 

In the end, Yust and Britannica did not follow through on the project; the 
report and critiques of Beard and her staff, plus the contributions she solic-
ited, were never incorporated in the encyclopedia. From the message quoted 
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above, it appears that all the contributions were simply discarded. In 1947 
Mary Beard wrote to a friend, “Mr. Yust has never kept me in touch with one 
of the numerous sketches or anything else which he authorized me to collect 
for this compendium. . . . I am asking no more women to write.”46 Fortunately, 
Grace was spared the knowledge of the failure of this project and the disposal 
of the biographies she had fought so hard to complete.

Illness and Death

By the time Grace finished the Britannica biographies her vision was so poor 
that she could no longer read, and her handwriting in the few letters she wrote 
in the summer of 1945 is nearly illegible. The cataract in one of her eyes was 
opaque and the other was steadily worsening. Nevertheless, she was planning 
further research projects, as she wrote Murray, “My own reading is limited, 
but I hope I may be helped by an operation on one eye this summer. I have 
various themes that I desire to follow up in that happy contingency.”47 Grace 
was disappointed in her hope of an imminent operation on her sightless eye, 
since she had to wait until the cataract was fully “ripe”; she did not have the 
surgery until the end of the year. At that time cataract surgery was expen-
sive and dangerous. The lens had to be hard and opaque so that it could be 
removed without breaking. The surgeon made a large incision halfway around 
the cornea; because fine sutures were not available, sandbags were placed 
around the patient’s head to keep it immobile until the incision healed. The 
patient risked loss of the eye or even death if there were problems during the 
operation or recovery period.

Without the ability to read and write, Grace found the waiting both tedious 
and distressing, though she downplayed her misery in a letter to Murray:

Your gift of the “Arbitration” [Murray’s translation of the Epitrepontes of 
Menander] brought very great pleasure to me and to Ida Thallon Hill, who 
read it aloud to me in three sessions. . . . Mrs. Hill was my pupil long ago and 
her familiarity with modern Greek from her years of residence in Athens is 
added to her love of ancient Greek literature. She has kept me from brooding 
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over my diminished sight by reading to me for hours in her beautiful voice 
every evening. We have had a wide range from Shakespeare to Santayana.48 

Ida’s devoted care certainly helped Grace through this period, but the 
combination of impaired vision and hearing weighed heavily on Grace, 
increasingly closing her off from contact with the world outside herself. Her 
Sonotone hearing aid had improved her hearing to the point that she could 
enjoy Ida’s reading aloud in her quiet room, but it was frightening to ven-
ture outside with her double disability. In the words of another friend, Hazel 
Haight, “Between fear of the operation and many months of lack of eyesight 
she became a very nervous invalid.”49 Hazel was probably unaware that Grace 
was worried about more than the outcome of the operation, since she did 
not have the funds to cover the $1,000 it would cost. She could not sched-
ule the operation without the money in the bank, but without the operation 
she would never be able to read and write again. After weighing all possible 
options, she reluctantly concluded that she would have to sell her summer 
house, so she wrote her nephew Ernest with a proposal:

Would you consider buying my cottage at North Falmouth for one thousand 
dollars? When you wrote me last summer I felt that it would be unfair to 
Fid and Carl who had looked after the place so long if I should sell it. Now I 
am compelled to raise money for a very expensive operation on my eye for 
cataract.  .  .  . I have been working on the McCurdy genealogy for Horace, 
who pays for the investigation only (not me) that is for the fees for copying 
records etc. I shall have to stop that.50 

Grace had bequeathed the summer house to her niece Fid in her will and was 
loath to renege on her promise, but she could see no other way to finance the 
operation; Fid and Carl did not want to buy the cottage themselves because 
they lived too far away to make regular use of it. The house was appraised at 
$3,800 for tax purposes, but Grace was willing to sell it plus all the furniture 
to Ernest for only as much as she needed for the surgery. She was delighted 
when Ernest agreed to these terms:

 48. Grace H. Macurdy to Gilbert Murray, 18 June 1945, MSS Gilbert Murray 157, fols. 192–
93, Bodleian.
 49. Elizabeth H. Haight to Lady Mary Murray, 17 March 1946, MSS Gilbert Murray 544, 
fols. 136–37, Bodleian.
 50. Grace H. Macurdy to Ernest Macurdy, 14 March 1945, private collection of June Mac-
urdy Landin.
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It is a great relief to me to have the money in the bank for my operation and 
I hope that you are liking the place. . . . I hear from Horace McCurdy now 
& then. He finally offered to help with expenses of my operation and I was 
glad to be able to tell him that I did not need his help. He emphasized that 
he had an enormous number of requests (he did not get one from me!) for 
aid. He is evidently a very successful man and doubtless, as he says, is the 
victim of “spongers.”51 

While awaiting her operation, Grace received the news that her younger 
brother John Ordway Macurdy, whom the family called Dick, had died of 
cancer of the bladder on July 27, 1945, and she remembered him fondly in a 
letter to Ernest: “Dick was so witty and realy [sic] had many gifts that were 
not developed. When he was little, I used to read to him by the hour Scott’s 
Marmion and Macaulay’s Lays of Ancient Rome, and he could repeat long pas-
sages of them.”52 With the possible exception of her youngest brother, Leigh, 
who had disappeared nearly forty years earlier, Grace was the only one of the 
Macurdy siblings still alive.

After the long ordeal of her cataract surgery and recuperation, Grace was 
still unable to read by the end of January 1946, as she wrote her friend Luella: 
“I have had a long, expensive & tiresome convalescence and have not yet got 
proper reading & writing glasses—the distance ones serve me very well, but 
I am to get others in due time.”53 By March she was wearing the thick, heavy 
glasses used at that time after cataract surgery. Never troubled by personal 
vanity, Grace cared nothing about the appearance of the glasses; she was sim-
ply overjoyed to be able to read and write again, as Hazel Haight reported to 
Lady Mary Murray, “You will be glad to know that Miss Macurdy’s operation 
was a success and, now that she is able to read again, she seems like her old 
self.”54

Sadly, Grace was not able to pursue any of the “various themes” that she 
desired to research when her eyesight was restored, for her breast cancer had 
metastasized and spread. On July 24, 1946, a short time after receiving the 
letter announcing that she would be awarded the King’s Medal for Service in 
the Cause of Freedom, Grace entered Vassar Brothers Hospital, and she drew 

 51. Grace H. Macurdy to Ernest Macurdy, 31 May 1945, private collection of June Macurdy 
Landin.
 52. Grace H. Macurdy to Ernest Macurdy, 10 September 1945, private collection of June 
Macurdy Landin.
 53. Grace H. Macurdy to Luella C. Lowie, 31 January 1946, Robert Harry Lowie Papers, 
BANC MSS C-B 927, box 15, folder 15, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
 54. Elizabeth H. Haight to Lady Mary Murray, 17 March 1946, MSS Gilbert Murray 544, 
fols. 136–37, Bodleian.
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her last breath at 4:20 p.m. on October 23.55 After a funeral service in Pough-
keepsie, she was buried in the Macurdy family plot in Watertown’s Common 
Street Cemetery. Grace’s niece Fid was executrix and sole legatee of her will. 
Since Grace’s summer house had already been sold, Fid inherited only $579.34 
in cash and savings bonds, plus personal effects valued at $300, the total legal 
residue of a life that had been rich in everything but money.56

J. A. K. Thomson immediately informed Gilbert Murray of Grace’s death, 
though his letter is not extant. It is clear from Murray’s reply, however, that 
Grace had confided to Thomson all the difficulties of her last year, though she 
had kept these from most people: “I a[m] very sorry about Miss Macurdy, 
not so much for her death as for the long troubled time that came before it. 
I had heard a little about her loss of sight, but I did not know of the financial 
trouble. She was a very attractive and able woman.”57

Epilogue

On April 6, 1949, the Vassar Classical Museum held a celebration in honor 
of Grace and the two hundred Greek artifacts from their joint collection that 
J. A. K. Thomson had sent to Vassar after Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum had 
selected the pieces they wanted. After various solemn tributes, Grace’s dear 
friend Henry Noble MacCracken closed the evening in a manner befitting the 
scholarly, humane, and humorous woman he knew so well:

In a mood of happy reminiscence [he] seemed to restore her to us all. It is 
impossible to quote the lively, entertaining anecdotes which he recounted, 
but some of his phrases are memorable. “She was centric, a center of people 
always.” “It is fitting that half this collection should be at Oxford for she was 
as much British, or rather Scotch, as American.” “Her books about Greek 
Queens were the scholar’s answer to the oft repeated statement that women 
held an inferior position in the ancient world.” . . .”She wore her scholarship 
like a beautiful garment and it fitted her.”58 

 55. Certified copy of death certificate for Grace H. Macurdy, certificate no. 57133, district 
no. 1302, registered no. 458, signed by Dr. Jane North Baldwin, 23 October 1946, Notable Ameri-
can Women files, MC 230, box 54, Schlesinger.
 56. Probate documents of Grace Harriet Macurdy, box 42189, Surrogate’s Court, Dutchess 
County, New York.
 57. Gilbert Murray to J. A. K. Thomson, 25 October 1946, MSS Gilbert Murray 174, fol. 226, 
Bodleian.
 58. Elizabeth Hazelton Haight, “The Macurdy Collection,” Vassar Alumnae Magazine 34 
(1949): 12.
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Grace Harriet Macurdy’s scholarly achievements were truly formidable, 
both in quality and quantity: five scholarly books, including four with univer-
sity presses; fifty-seven scholarly articles in all the major American and British 
classical journals of her time; sixteen reviews of scholarly books; and several 
poems and articles in more popular venues (see appendix 2 for a chronologi-
cal list of her publications). In her own lifetime, she successfully broadened 
the definition of a classical scholar. Despite her working-class background and 
her deafness, despite all the contrasts and anomalies of her life, she achieved 
international recognition as a scholar of Greek. Most significantly, she earned 
this distinction as “a woman and a scholar” in such a way that neither side 
of the equation diminished the other, as happened with two other outstand-
ing female classicists of the era. In the case of her early role model, Jane Ellen 
Harrison, gender was accentuated at the expense of recognition as a “sound 
scholar,” while the womanhood of Macurdy’s younger colleague Lily Ross Tay-
lor was ignored in her achievement of scholarly status as an “honorary male.”59

When Grace graduated from high school, she had composed a poem in 
which she imagined herself continually weaving “the busy threads” of learning, 
working toward “the perfect Cloth of Gold.” By the time of her death, she had 
fulfilled the promise of that early poem; after donning the garment of schol-
arship, she tailored her research and writing and the manner of her life until 
that garment fit her, a woman, perfectly. But her life also provides a model for 
the future, for other women scholars who do not wish to repress their gender. 
Grace’s last poem, on the Attic black-figured vase depicting women at a well, 
was not the retrospective epitaph perceived by her colleagues but rather was as 
forward-looking as Grace herself. Like the artist in that poem, Grace’s model 
“shapes still new visions” of how to study and honor the role women have 
played in history and culture and of what it means to achieve recognition as a 
distinguished scholar while living fully as a woman. Though her name and the 
pattern of her life were eclipsed in the decades after her death, she prefigures 
the dramatic changes for the study of women in history and for the lives of 
academic women that began in the 1970s and are still evolving today.

 59. For more information about Lily Ross Taylor, see Barbara F. McManus, Classics and 
Feminism: Gendering the Classics, The Impact of Feminism on the Arts and Sciences (New York: 
Twayne Publishers, 1997), 32–35.
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Since Barbara McManus’s death, amid the celebrations and commemora-
tions of her life and work, I have offered further reflections comparing 
her impact upon the field of classics with that of Grace Harriet Mac-

urdy. At a meeting of the New York Classical Club in November 2015, I also 
contrasted the impact of these two pioneering feminist scholars with the influ-
ence of Macurdy’s contemporary Edith Hamilton (1867–1963), who also wrote 
about classical antiquity. My presentation, entitled “Redefining the Woman 
Classicist: Edith Hamilton, Grace Harriet Macurdy and Barbara McManus in 
New York (1901–2015),” focused on the scholarly and professional contribu-
tions as well as the teaching careers of all three.

Barbara concludes chapter 10 of this book with remarks about Macurdy 
made by Macurdy’s longtime companion J. A. K. Thomson, at the time of her 
retirement from Vassar in 1937. These remarks proved particularly relevant to 
the contrast between Hamilton on the one hand, and Macurdy and Barbara 
on the other. Thomson first comments on the international recognition that 
Macurdy achieved as a woman scholar who did not suppress her gender in 
order to earn acceptance by her academic peers, and declares her studies on 
the queens of Hellenistic and Roman times “a really important contribution 
to history.” But Thomson then notes the lack of popular recognition accorded 
to scholarship. In this context, he observes, “Anyone who chooses to spend a 
lifetime in the study of ancient Greek must be content to do without fame. If 



Miss Macurdy had reached the same eminence in some popular subject as she 
has done in her own, she would be a famous woman.” Here Barbara adds, “But 
Grace had never sought acclaim outside the scholarly community. Thomson 
understood her higher aspirations.”

Edith Hamilton enjoyed fame and acclaim outside the scholarly commu-
nity. Her best-selling books and essays on classical, and particularly Greek, 
antiquity—among them The Greek Way (1930), The Roman Way (1932), Three 
Greek Plays (1937) and Mythology (1942)—made her virtually and justifiably 
a household name throughout the United States for several decades. By rei-
magining the classical world and its legacy for a wide reading public, Ham-
ilton helped reauthorize Greco-Roman antiquity as a source of cultural and 
intellectual prestige among mid-twentieth-century middlebrow Americans. 
Although her academic attainments fell far short of Macurdy’s, she drew on 
a solid educational background. After earning bachelor-of-arts and master-
of-arts degrees in Latin and Greek from Bryn Mawr College, Hamilton spent 
the 1895–96 academic year studying classics in Germany at the Universities 
of Leipzig and Munich before assuming the position of headmistress at the 
Bryn Mawr School in Baltimore. As soon as she retired from that post twenty-
six years later, she began reacquainting herself with several Greek and Latin 
authors, primarily the Attic tragedians and the poet Catullus. Shortly thereaf-
ter, in 1927, she launched her remarkably successful career as a popular writer.1

Hamilton first made her literary mark by penning relatively specialized 
articles about the Greek theater that two well-positioned friends in New York 
literary circles—the critics John Mason Brown and Rosamund Gilder—helped 
place in Theatre Arts Monthly, a venue for drama enthusiasts. Yet as soon as 
Elling Aannestad, an editor at the publishing house of Norton, “discovered” 
the sixty-two-year-old Hamilton as an emerging talent, commissioning The 
Greek Way and indeed nearly all of her books, Hamilton abandoned serious 
scholarly investigations in favor of pursuing popular, and lucrative, success. 
At the age of seventy-five, she and Doris Fielding Reid, her lover and life 
partner, moved to Washington, DC, where she attracted many public figures 
as disciples. Most notable among them was Robert F. Kennedy (Democratic 
senator from New York), who included two quotes from Hamilton’s writings 
in an impromptu speech he delivered on April 4, 1968, upon learning that 
the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated. Hamilton con-

 1. For these and other details of Hamilton’s life, see Doris Fielding Reid, Edith Hamilton: 
An Intimate Portrait (New York: W. W. Norton, 1967) and Judith P. Hallett, “Greek (and Roman) 
Ways and Thoroughfares: The Routing of Edith Hamilton’s Classical Antiquity,” in Unsealing the 
Fountain: Pioneering Female Classical Scholars from the Renaissance to the Twentieth Century, 
ed. Rosie Wyles and Edith Hall (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) 216–42.

248 Postscript 



tinued to achieve renown up until her death at age ninety-five, and for years 
thereafter. In 1957 her translation of Aeschylus’s Prometheus was performed 
in Athens at the ancient theater of Herodes Atticus, where she was named 
an honorary citizen of Athens on the occasion of her ninetieth birthday. The 
Greek director Michael Cacoyannis used her translation of Euripides’ Trojan 
Women when he staged the play on Broadway in 1963, a few months after she 
died, and filmed it in 1973.

Scholars often point out Hamilton’s shortcomings as a responsible 
researcher on classical antiquity, and a translator of classical texts. But from 
the early 1930s—when Norton issued The Greek Way and The Roman Way for 
popular consumption, at the same time that Johns Hopkins University Press 
published Macurdy’s magisterial, erudite study of Hellenistic Queens—Hamil-
ton’s writing was rarely held accountable to scholarly standards or even factual 
accuracy. In addition, Hamilton rarely acknowledged the existence of scholars 
who had published learned studies on the topics she treated. She did not seek 
to be, or be regarded as, a classical scholar or university-level classics teacher 
like Grace Harriet Macurdy or Barbara McManus.

Indeed, Hamilton single-handedly redefined the term classicist as one 
who represents classical antiquity to the world at large without necessarily 
acquiring such standard credentials as a doctoral degree or secondary-school 
teaching certificate; without holding a full-time academic position that entails 
participating in planning and assessing student performances at multiple lev-
els of learning; and without undertaking, presenting, or publishing original 
research in a documented scholarly format. Hers was authority on Greco-
Roman antiquity largely assumed and achieved without the ordinary pro-
cesses of authorization—authority translated into celebrity.

In an affectionate and reverential memoir that appeared in 1967, four years 
after Hamilton’s death, Doris Fielding Reid attempts to explain Hamilton’s 
lack of interest in serious classical scholarship and academic professionalism, 
so different from the fierce commitment to both displayed by Grace Harriet 
Macurdy and Barbara McManus. Reid does so when describing Hamilton’s 
disappointing experience studying classics in Germany. Whereas Macurdy 
immensely enjoyed and profited from the year she spent in Berlin, Hamilton 
claimed, “The lectures were very thorough linguistically but most uninspir-
ing. Instead of the grandeur and beauty of Aeschylus and Sophocles, it seemed 
that the important thing was their use of the second aorist.” Reid concludes, 
“It seems that by that time Edith had realized what was and was not impor-
tant to her in her exhaustive study of the Greek language and the Greeks. The 
reasons for her lifetime convictions of the importance of ancient Greece were 
by then formulated. They had nothing to do with the use of the second aorist 
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or the subjunctive, and the glamor and authority of the famous classicists at 
the University of Leipzig affected her not at all.”2

Reid, therefore, claims that by the time Hamilton had completed some 
graduate work at Bryn Mawr College—work that Reid, who had not for-
mally studied classics, or even graduated from high school, characterizes 
as “exhaustive study of the Greek language and the Greeks”—Hamilton did 
not need further academic training thereafter, or to strive for accountability 
in her assertions about classical antiquity. She thereby characterizes Hamil-
ton’s “exhaustive study” as a privileged endeavor for rare beings instinctively 
aware of what mattered about ancient Greece, and therefore superior to the 
professionally licensed mode of classical learning pursued and influentially 
imparted by scholars such as Grace Harriet Macurdy and Barbara McMa-
nus. Their academic way of earning and confirming credentials in the study 
of classical philology, literature, and history was, in the opinion of Reid and 
presumably Hamilton herself, a grammatically obsessed endeavor overseen by 
self-regarding control freaks.

Which brings us back to Thomson’s statement that if Grace Harriet Mac-
urdy “reached the same eminence in some popular subject as she has in her 
own, she would be a famous woman.” At the time he made this observation, 
and for decades thereafter, Edith Hamilton pursued and achieved such exter-
nal acclaim by reinventing ancient Greece as a popular subject. Her redefini-
tion of the classicist, and in her case specifically the female classicist, as an 
authority self-ordained, able to command veneration for classical antiquity 
through detachment from the demands and constraints of serious scholar-
ship and professionalism, brought classics to wide attention and appreciation 
in our country.

Yet the less heralded efforts of Grace Harriet Macurdy and Barbara McMa-
nus, consummate scholars and professionals both, to redefine the professional 
classical scholar as well as the classicist have given study of the classical world 
its staying power. In evaluating Macurdy’s career, Barbara rightly emphasizes 
that she availed herself of opportunities provided by the American classical 
community while drawing inspiration and support from British classicists, 
thereby expanding the definition of classical scholar to include a woman of 
working-class background who spoke authoritatively in her own voice and 
focused her most enduring work on the lives of ancient women. Barbara 
McManus herself expanded the definition of classical scholar even further. 
For this category now embraces a woman who taught for her entire career 
at a small, all-female, Catholic, undergraduate liberal-arts institution, made 

 2. Reid, Edith Hamilton, 36.
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groundbreaking contributions to classical studies through her efforts at inte-
grating technology into teaching and research as well as through her interdis-
ciplinary, cutting-edge feminist scholarship, and who immensely enriched the 
classics profession itself by gathering, interpreting, and sharing information 
about its current and past practitioners, such as Grace Harriet Macurdy.

These efforts to situate the achievements of Grace Harriet Macurdy in the 
realm of classics, by comparing Macurdy not only with her contemporary 
Edith Hamilton, but also with her biographer Barbara McManus, respond 
to recommendations made by the two Ohio State University Press review-
ers, Donald Lateiner and Elizabeth Carney, for improving this manuscript. 
Donald Lateiner’s report, for example, stated “greater contextualization of 
women in American Classics” would be welcome, “so readers know at once 
why her long story is worth reading,” adding, “The picture is so focused on 
[Abby Leach, Macurdy] and Vassar that one does not detect the growing role 
of women in teaching and research in American academe, the women’s col-
leges, and Classics.” While Carney recommended the inclusion of “a bit more 
about Vassar’s history and .  .  . its students at the time,” she, too, would have 
appreciated more on “other women’s colleges.” I hope that my cursory com-
parison between Macurdy and Hamilton furnishes some sense of how one of 
Macurdy’s contemporaries, who held two academic degrees in classics from 
another American women’s college, took advantage of professional opportuni-
ties available to her at that time, although Hamilton pursued secondary school 
administration and a career in writing rather than college teaching and spe-
cialized scholarship.

Lateiner, who has published several articles on Macurdy’s Vassar colleague 
Elizabeth Hazelton Haight, also remarked on the absence of an “introduc-
tion to [Haight], this nearly lifelong Latinist colleague who lived somewhat 
in [Macurdy’s] shadow.”3 So, too, he was eager “to hear more of Abby Leach’s 
complaints about Macurdy”; “the personalities of [the two Vassar presidents] 
involved in the conflict between Leach and Macurdy”, and “whether their 
interference in this departmental dispute was typical or unique”; and “the 
significance of Macurdy’s publications” other than two books (especially her 
work on Euripides). I hope that the questions posed by Lateiner, and the evi-
dence required to address these questions, will attract careful attention by 
future researchers on classics at Vassar.

 3. Lateiner, whose publications on Haight include a 1993 article about her correspondence 
with renowned Columbia classicist Gilbert Highet, also asked “Did Macurdy have any note-
worthy relationship with this Columbia eminence” and “significant participant” in World War 
II intelligence?
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In a letter written a few days before her death, Barbara voiced her belief 
that greater contextualization “is not a necessary or appropriate part of this 
biography,” as it “devolves into contextual areas that .  .  . are too specific and 
would not be essential to my book.” I honor her belief. I would submit, too, 
that this book itself, in its entirety, clearly states the significance of Grace Har-
riet Macurdy to the study of classical antiquity in America, and to the history 
of women’s contributions to our field. As befits the complexity of Macurdy’s 
long life, it makes a complex statement, with powerful narrative clarity, gradu-
ally and at some length. It is a statement that the impressive research and 
insightful writing of Barbara McManus have made eminently worth reading.

Judith P. Hallett
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Descendants of  
Adam Duncan Thomson and 
William Augustus McCurdy
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Note: Second and third generations are detailed only for individuals in contact with 
Grace Macurdy.

Adam Duncan Thomson and Lydia Russell Bradford

FIRST GENERATION

1. Adam Duncan Thomson, son of Dugald Thomson and Experience Wescott, was 
born on 7 Aug 1800 in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, died on 10 Sep 1870 in Bayside, 
New Brunswick, at age 70, and was buried in Sep 1870 in Sandy Point Cemetery in 
New Brunswick. The cause of his death was dropsy.

Adam married Lydia Russell Bradford, daughter of Benjamin Bradford and Lucy 
Russell, in 1828 in New Brunswick. Lydia was born in Dec 1808 in New Brunswick, 
died on 2 Aug 1889 in Calais, Maine, at age 80, and was buried in Aug 1889 in Sandy 
Point Cemetery. On 22 Sep 1871 she next married Samuel Kelly in St. Stephen, New 
Brunswick, and went to live in Calais until her death.

Children from this marriage were:



2 M i. Dugald S. Thomson was born about 1828 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, and died on 24 Mar 1874 in St Stephen, New Bruns-
wick, about age 46.

   Dugald married Sarah Augusta Hill (d. 1892).

3 F ii. Ann (Nancy) Thomson was born about 1831 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, died there on 14 Jan 1858 about age 27, and was buried 
in 1858 in Sandy Point Cemetery.

   Ann married Joshua Hanson (d. 1907).

4 F iii. Eliza Thomson was born about 1833 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick.

+ 5 F iv. Rebecca Manning Thomson (see below).

6 F v. Adelia Ann Thomson was born about 1839 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, died there on 27 Mar 1864 about age 25, and was bur-
ied in 1864 in Sandy Point Cemetery. The cause of her death was 
diphtheria.

7 F vi. Elizabeth Thomson was born about 1848 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick.

8 M vii. William Carey Thomson was born about 1851 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, died there on 9 Mar 1864 about age 13, and was bur-
ied in 1864 in Sandy Point Cemetery. The cause of his death was 
diphtheria.

SECOND GENERATION (CHILDREN)

5. Rebecca Manning Thomson was born in Mar 1837 in St. Andrews, New Bruns-
wick, died on 22 Sep 1895 in Watertown, Massachusetts, at age 58, and was buried in 
1895 in Common Street Cemetery in Watertown. The cause of her death was chronic 
disease of the kidney.

Rebecca married Simon Angus McCurdy/Macurdy (see below Person 44) between 
1854 and 1855 in Bayside, New Brunswick.
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Children from this marriage were:

9 F i. Eliza McCurdy was born in 1856 in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, 
and died there in at age 4.

10 F ii. Theodosia E. Macurdy was born in 1858 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, and died on 5 Apr 1933 in Framingham, Massachusetts, 
at age 75. She never married and had no children. [According to 
Grace, her middle name was Ernest, but Theodosia herself used 
the middle name Endicott.]

11 F iii. Maria Hayes Macurdy was born Jan 1860 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, died on 6 Sep 1903 in Watertown, Massachusetts, at age 
43, and was buried in Common Street Cemetery. The cause of her 
death was sarcoma.

   Maria married George Herbert Tarleton (d. 1936) on 4 Oct 1886 
in Watertown. The couple had two surviving children.

+ 12 F iv. Edith St. Clair Macurdy (see below).

+ 13 M v. William Thomson Macurdy (see below).

14 F vi. Grace Harriet Macurdy was born on 12 Sep 1866 in Robbinston, 
Maine, and died on 23 Oct 1946 in Poughkeepsie, New York, at age 
80. The cause of her death was breast cancer and dropsy. She never 
married and had no children.

+ 15 M vii. John Ordway Macurdy (see below).

16 M viii. Leigh Theodore Macurdy was born on 27 Jul 1876 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts.

   Leigh married Eva McVey sometime before 1911, apparently in 
West Virginia, and changed his name, possibly to Hugh McVey.

17 M ix. Ronald Thomson Macurdy was born on 30 May 1879 in Water-
town, Massachusetts, died there on 7 Oct 1879, and was buried in 
Common Street Cemetery. The cause of his death was cholera.
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THIRD GENERATION (GRANDCHILDREN)

12. Edith St. Clair Macurdy was born on 5 Mar 1862 in St. Andrews, New Bruns-
wick, died on 23 Jun 1918 in Boston, Massachusetts, at age 56, and was buried in 
Common Street Cemetery. The cause of her death was acute appendicitis.

Edith married Henry Reuben Skinner, son of Hiram D. Skinner and Eliza Ann 
Swanton, on 6 Oct 1892 in Watertown, Massachusetts. Henry was born on 8 May 
1860 in Foxboro, Massachusetts, died on 11 Aug 1912 in Watertown at age 52, and was 
buried in Common Street Cemetery. The cause of his death was cerebral hemorrhage 
and arteriosclerosis.

Children from this marriage were:

21 F i. Rebecca Elizabeth Skinner was born on 4 Nov 1893 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died there on 15 Sep 1898 at age 4. The cause of 
her death was sarcoma of the left kidney.

22 F ii. Theodosia Frances Skinner was born on 1 Aug 1895 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died in Dec 1982 in Chula Vista, Mexico, at age 
87.

   Theodosia married Carl Peter Immekus (d. 13 May 1967) on 16 Sep 
1920 in Poughkeepsie, New York. The couple had no children

   Theodosia next married William Reading Webb Jr. (d. 7 Dec 1993) 
after 1967 in Flushing, New York. The couple had no children.

23 M iii. Richard Henry Leigh Skinner was born on 27 Feb 1900 in Water-
town, Massachusetts, and died on 3 Aug 1971 in New York, New 
York, at age 71. He never married and had no children.

24 M iv. Bradford Swanton Skinner was born on 9 Oct 1905 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died on 9 Feb 1973 in Springfield, Massachu-
setts, at age 67.

   Bradford married Dorothy Fitzgerald (d. 19 Mar 1999) on 3 Sep 
1929 in Dayton, Ohio. The couple had two children.
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13. William Thomson Macurdy was born Jul 1864 in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, 
died on 25 Nov 1932 in Watertown, Massachusetts, at age 68, and was buried on 27 
Nov 1932 in Common Street Cemetery. The cause of his death was arteriosclerosis 
and Parkinson’s disease.

William married Anna Louise Richardson, daughter of Henry Richardson and 
Eleanor Safford, on 31 Aug 1886 in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Anna was born in 
Sep 1865 in Belmont, Massachusetts, died on 29 Oct 1929 in Watertown, Massachu-
setts, at age 64, and was buried on 1 Nov 1929 in Common Street Cemetery. The 
cause of her death was arteriosclerosis with cerebral hemorrhage.

Children from this marriage were:

25 F i. Edith Richardson Macurdy was born on 9 Mar 1887 in Water-
town, Massachusetts, and died in Mar 1968 in Belmont, Massachu-
setts, at age 81.

   Edith married George Miller Hosmer on 27 Jun 1917 in Water-
town, Massachusetts. The couple had no children.

26 F ii. Louise Bradford Macurdy was born on 12 Apr 1889 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died in Mar 1969 in Belmont, Massachusetts, 
at age 79.

   Louise married James Grant (d. 1955). The couple had no children.

27 F iii. Harriet Thomson Macurdy was born in Aug 1891 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died there on 16 Dec 1907 at age 16.

28 F iv. Eleanor Fuller Macurdy was born on 6 Sep 1893 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, and died in Jun 1975 in Tucson, Arizona, at age 81.

   Eleanor married Phillips Brooks Quinsler (d. Jul 1964) on 11 Jun 
1919 in Watertown, Massachusetts. The couple had four children.

29 M v. Ernest Hayes Macurdy was born on 1 Jan 1899 in Watertown, Mas-
sachusetts, died on 22 Dec 1981 in Bedford, Massachusetts, at age 
82, and was buried on 26 Dec 1981 in Common Street Cemetery. 
The cause of his death was gastritis, complicated by stress and 
chronic psychotic depression.
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   Ernest married Helen Sarah Ramsdell (d. 3 Nov 1995) on 24 Sep 
1932 in Haverhill, Massachusetts. The couple had three children.

15. John Ordway Macurdy was born on 25 Jul 1873 in Watertown, Massachusetts, 
died on 27 Jul 1945 in Wheeling, West Virginia, at age 72, and was buried on 30 Jul 
1945 in Cadiz Union Cemetery in Cadiz, Ohio. The cause of his death was carcinoma 
of the bladder.

John married Mary Frances Monahan, daughter of James F. Monahan and Bridget 
McConnell, on 7 Jun 1910 in Everett, Massachusetts. Mary was born on 2 Nov 1875 
in Everett.

The child from this marriage was:

30 M i. John Ordway Macurdy was born on 17 Nov 1911 and died on 28 
Oct 1983 in New York, New York, at age 71.

   John married Carolyne Anders (d. 21 Mar 1995) in 1935 in New 
York, New York. The marriage had ended in divorce by 1942.

William Augustus McCurdy and Harriet Hayes

FIRST GENERATION

40. William Augustus McCurdy, son of Neil McCurdy and Ruth Avery, was born 
in Mar 1793 in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, and died on 14 Oct 1878 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, at age 85. The cause of his death was old age.

William married Harriet Hayes, daughter of John Cook Hayes and Dorothy Bax-
ter, on 12 Sep 1820 in All Saints Church, St. Andrews, New Brunswick. Harriet was 
born in Jul 1798 in Norton, New Brunswick, and died on 15 May 1886 in Watertown, 
Massachusetts, at age 87. The cause of her death was old age.

Children from this marriage were:

41 M i. James McCurdy was born in 1821 in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, 
and died on 4 Oct 1846 on his ship Everton, sailing from Honduras 
to Boston, at age 25.
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   James married Mary Poor on 18 Jul 1846 in Eastport, Maine. The 
couple had no children.

42 F ii. Mary Ann McCurdy was born on 6 Aug 1823 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, and died on 23 Mar 1914 in Bayside, New Brunswick, 
at age 90.

   Mary married Henry Rigby (d. 1 Jan 1894) on 16 Dec 1841 in St. 
Andrews, New Brunswick. The couple had eleven children, not all 
of whom survived.

+ 43 M iii. Hayes Warren McCurdy/Macurdy (see below).

44 M iv. Simon Angus McCurdy/Macurdy was born in Jan 1830 in St. 
Andrews, New Brunswick, died on 12 May 1905 at the Westbor-
ough Insane Hospital in Westborough, Massachusetts, at age 75, 
and was buried on 26 May 1905 in Common Street Cemetery. The 
cause of his death was lobar pneumonia and senile dementia.

   Simon Angus married Rebecca Manning Thomson (d. 22 Sep 
1895) between 1854 and 1855 in Bayside, Charlotte, New Brunswick 
(for information on this couple’s descendants, see above, Person 5).

45 F v. Harriet Augusta McCurdy was born on 14 Mar 1833 in St. 
Andrews, New Brunswick.

   Harriet married James Turner on 13 Apr 1865. The couple had one 
biological and one adopted son. They moved to Malden, Massa-
chusetts, sometime before 1910.

+ 46 M vi. William Augustus McCurdy (see below).

47 F vii. Susan McCurdy was born about 1827 in St. Andrews, New Bruns-
wick, and died after 1911 in McAdam, New Brunswick.

   Susan married Asa Mitchell (d. 24 Apr 1893) on 9 Dec 1847 in St. 
Andrews, New Brunswick. The couple had seven children.

48 M viii. Theodore Harding McCurdy was born in 1838 in St. Andrews, 
New Brunswick, died there on 6 Jul 1849 at age 11, and was buried 
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in Bayside Baptist Cemetery, New Brunswick. The cause of death 
was drowning.

SECOND GENERATION (CHILDREN)

43. Hayes Warren McCurdy/Macurdy was born on 13 May 1826 in St. Andrews, 
New Brunswick, died on 9 Feb 1905 in Watertown, Massachusetts, at age 78, and was 
buried on 12 Feb 1905 in Common Street Cemetery. The cause of his death was senile 
debility and general decay.

Hayes Warren married Maria Foy Kent about 1859. Maria was born on 4 Jul 1834 in 
Vassalboro, Maine, and died on 23 Jan 1912 in Watertown, Massachusetts, at age 77.

Their adopted child was:

49 M i. Arthur James Macurdy was born on 7 Nov 1876 in Massachusetts 
and died in 1954 at age 78.

   Arthur married Sarah Maybelle Kenrick on 20 May 1903 in 
Brookline, Massachusetts. The couple had one child.

46. William Augustus McCurdy was born on 14 Mar 1833 in St. Andrews, New 
Brunswick, and died on 20 Jan 1890 in Port Townsend, Washington, at age 56.

William married Johanna Caroline Ebinger on 3 Mar 1867 in Portland, Oregon. 
Johanna was born on 21 Feb 1850 in Wisconsin and died on 31 Aug 1880 in Portland, 
Oregon, at age 30.

Children from this marriage were:

51 M i. William Horace McCurdy was born on 21 Dec 1868 in Victo-
ria, British Columbia, and died on 16 Apr 1911 in Port Townsend, 
Washington, at age 42.

52 M ii. Francis Pettygrove McCurdy was born on 21 Feb 1870 in Vallejo, 
California, and died on 1 Apr 1947 in Roseburg, Oregon, at age 77.

+ 53 M iii. James Griffith McCurdy (see below).
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54 M iv. Winslow Morgan McCurdy was born on 10 Oct 1877 in Port 
Townsend, Washington, and died there on 14 Jul 1928 at age 50.

THIRD GENERATION (GRANDCHILDREN)

53. James Griffith McCurdy was born on 15 Mar 1872 in Port Townsend, Washing-
ton, and died there on 24 Nov 1942 at age 70.

James married Anna Tobina Laursen on 10 Jun 1893 in Port Townsend, Washington. 
Anna was born on 6 Jan 1875 in Vejle, Denmark, and died on 25 Feb 1962 in Port 
Townsend, Washington, at age 87.

The child from this marriage was:

56 M i. Horace Winslow McCurdy was born on 30 Jul 1899 in Port 
Townsend, Washington, and died on 13 Nov 1989 in Seattle, Wash-
ington, at age 90.

   Horace married Sarah Catharine McManus on 3 Jun 1922 in Mar-
blehead, Massachusetts. The couple had two children.
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1905. The Chronology of the Extant Plays of Euripides. Lancaster, Pennsylvania: New 
Era Printing Company.

1905. Review of An Abridged History of Greek Literature, by Alfred and Maurice 
Croiset. Educational Review 29: 314–17.
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Revised?” Classical Quarterly 1: 299–303.

1907. Review of Euripides and the Spirit of His Dramas, by Paul Decharme. Classical 
Weekly 1: 5–6.

1909. “Alcibiades: a Study of a Greek Statesman from the Pages of His Contempo-
raries.” Classical Weekly 2: 138–40, 145–48.

1909. “The Simple Past Condition with Potential Indicative in Apodosis.” Classical 
Philology 4: 313–15.

1910. “The Classical Element in Gray’s Poetry.” Classical Weekly 4: 58–62.

1910. “The Fifth Book of Thucydides and Three Plays of Euripides.” Classical Review 
24: 205–7.

1910. Review of Plato’s Doctrine of Ideas, by J. A. Stewart. Classical Weekly 4: 21–22.
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tive Literature by Former and Present Students at Radcliffe College, Presented 
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1915. “The Odunephata Pharmaka of Iliad V. 900, and Their Bearing on the Prehis-
toric Culture of Old Servia.” Classical Quarterly 9: 67–71.

1915. “The Water Gods and Aeneas in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Books of the 
Iliad.” Classical Review 29: 70–75.

1915. “The Wanderings of Dardanus and the Dardani.” Transactions of the American 
Philological Association 46: 119–28.

1916. “The Hyperboreans.” Classical Review 30: 180–83.

1917. “The Significance of the Myrmidons and Other Close Fighters in the Iliad.” 
Classical Journal 12: 589–92.

1917. “The Passing of the Classics.” Educational Review 54: 439–50.

1917. “Sun Myths and Resurrection Myths.” Journal of Hellenic Studies 37: 160–67.

1918. “The Derivation and Significance of the Greek Word for ‘Cock.’” Classical Phi-
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1919. “The Blackbird in Early Literature.” The Nation 108: 689–90.
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1919. “The Diaphragm and the Greek Ideal or the Treachery of Translations.” Classi-
cal Philology 14: 389–93.
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Hellenic Studies 39: 62–68.
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1921. “Hermes Chthonios as Eponym of the Skopadae.” Journal of Hellenic Studies 41: 
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1922. Review of Greeks and Barbarians, by J. A. K. Thomson. The Freeman 6: 259–60.
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York: Columbia University Press.

1925. “Atreus and Agamemnon.” American Journal of Archaeology 29: 32–33.
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American Journal of Philology 48: 201–14.
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1930. “The Refusal of Callisthenes to Drink the Health of Alexander.” Journal of Hel-
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1931. Review of Greek Life and Thought, by LaRue Van Hook. American Journal of 
Archaeology 35: 494–95.

1932. Hellenistic Queens: A Study of Woman-Power in Macedonia, Seleucid Syria, and 
Ptolemaic Egypt. Johns Hopkins University Studies in Archaeology 14. Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press.

264 Appendix 2 
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Press.
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1936. “The Living Legacy of Greece and Rome,” with Ruth Mary Weeks. In A Cor-
related Curriculum, National Council of Teachers of English Monograph 5, 
comp. Ruth Mary Weeks, 138–47. New York: Appleton-Century.

1937. Vassal-Queens and Some Contemporary Women in the Roman Empire. Johns 
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