
In 1788, Massachusetts be-

came the fifth state to ratify the 

Constitution that gave states 

the right to decide who can 

vote.  New Jersey was the only 

state that allowed women to 

vote, but only for 20 years.  
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Without the vote, the 

only way women ex-

ercised their power 

was through their 

moral authority.  In 

1790, Lucretia Wil-

liams threw herself 

in front of an axe to 

save a towering elm 

tree around which 

Park Square was 

formed.   

 

   

Getting to Yes - Woman Suffrage in the Berkshires and Beyond 

The 19th Amendment granting 

women the right to vote was rati-

fied in 1920, more than 130 years 

after the Constitution was writ-

ten.  The journey to woman suf-

frage was long, arduous and full 

of tales of heroism, dedication 

and sacrifice.  It drew in thou-

sands of activists across three 

generations who never lost sight 

of the goal.  

 

The road was not a straight one, 

full of setbacks and opposition, 

lined with controversy and in-

fighting.  More than 900 cam-

paigns to secure the vote at the 

national, state and local levels 

took place before women earned 

the vote.   

 

Here in the Berkshires, early 

steps included opening the doors 

to education, seeking work out-

side the home and joining other 

reform movements like slavery 

abolition, trade unions, and tem-

perance.  The county was home to 

movement leaders, participated in 

the debates and even filled the 

ranks of the opposition.    

 

Looking at this road through the 

eyes of Berkshire County and its 

surroundings shows how one cor-

ner of the country intersected 

with the larger suffrage effort.   

In 1781, Elizabeth Free-

man, the adopted name of 

an enslaved woman in 

Sheffield, sued and won 

her freedom by citing the  

Massachusetts Constitu-

tion which states “All men 

are born free and equal.”  

She convinced a court 

that the phrase applied to 

African-Americans and to 

women.    

Women exercised leadership roles in 

churches. The Shakers went a step fur-

ther and preached gender equality with 

a man and a woman leading each com-

munity. The Shaker founder, Mother 

Ann Lee, first came to the Berkshires on 

a missionary trip in 1781. Her early con-

verts formed the Hancock community by 

1790, followed by groups in Tyringham 

(1792) and Savoy (1817), each with male 

and female leaders.    

Many of the early settlers in Ad-

ams were Quakers who came to 

be among the strongest and ear-

liest proponents of woman suf-

frage.  One family, the Anthonys, 

worshipped at this meetinghouse  

in Adams built in 1784.  

“If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies, we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any 

laws in which we have no voice or representation.”   Abigail Adams in a letter to her husband John at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia 


