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A Bright Beginning

n February 3, 1821, a baby girl was born in the village of

Counterslip, near the prosperous city of Bristol in the west of
England. Her parents, Samuel and Hannah Blackwell, named her Elizabeth.
They watched over her carefully. She had two older sisters, Anna and

Marian, but an older brother had died as a baby. Elizabeth Blackwell 1s

remembered today for all her hard-won victories, but her first stru

gole
was to grow strong enough to live. Stubborn and determined to succeed
even as a newborn baby, Elizabeth joined the Blackwell family in her
own true style.

Elizabeth Blackwell became the first woman to graduate from med-
ical school in the United States. She was a fierce and dedicated social

reformer, believing strongly in the rights of human beings to be the best
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doctors, lawyers, professors, or top politicians. They also couldn’t attend
most schools or any universities. This meant that the Blackwell children
were taught by tutors in their home and learned together instead of
going to school.

Samuel and Hannah were also unusual in the way they regarded

women. They thought women and men were equals. At home this meant
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tough economic times during which jobs and money became scarce.
Riots led by angry workers erupted. Many people were afraid for their
health, doubted their ability to earn money to support their families, and
were unsure of the future, During the 1800s, hundreds of thousands of
people left Britain for the United States, hoping for a better life. Samuel
had suffered some large business losses and hoped that the United States
would be a place where his business would flourish. He also thought
that Americans were more tolerant of unusual beliefs and would wel-
come his family.

Three unmarried aunts, the governess, and the babies’ nurse sailed
along with Samuel and Hannah and their eight children on the Cosmo.
The trip to New York took seven weeks and three days, described by
Anna Blackwell as “a floating hell.” The ship offered fairly good accomo-
dations for people like the Blackwells, who could pay for them. Poorer
families traveled in terrible conditions. Cholera broke out on the ship, as

it had in Bristol before they left. Cholera is a disease transmitted through

dirty water and sewage that thrives in crowded, filthy places, such as
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