
Amelia Jenks Bloomer 
(1818-1894) 

Amelia Jenks Bloomer was a petite woman of about five feet four inches tall and weighed 
less than one hundred pounds, but in spite of her diminutive 
stature, she was a large, though largely overlooked, figure in 
the early women’s rights movement.  She is chiefly 
remembered for “Bloomers,” a radical women’s fashion fad, 
but her life entailed so much more.  In addition to women’s 
rights, she was active in the temperance movement. 

The youngest of six children, she was born in Homer, NY on 
May 27, 1818 to Ananais Jenks and Lucy Webb.  Her family 
moved from Homer when she was about six years old, though 
she would return to visit family and friends, lecture on 
women’s rights, and take the water cure at Glen Haven.  
Because she was a female, Amelia only received a basic 
education.  In spite of that, she became a teacher at 
seventeen.  Her husband Dexter owned a small paper and 
gave more and more of the control of it to Amelia as he 
became too busy with law studies.  Thus, she became the first 
woman to own, edit, and publish a newspaper.  Raised as a 
Quaker, Dexter had very liberal views on women and their 
place in society.  The word “obey” was omitted from Amelia’s 

wedding vows.  Amelia and Dexter had no children of their own, but they adopted a brother 
and sister in Iowa.   

Amelia was an ardent temperance advocate and the Lily started out as a temperance 
publication.  Gradually she included more on women’s rights and toured the country giving 
speeches.  She introduced Susan B. Anthony to Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a duo who led the 
women’s suffrage movement for over 50 years.  Amelia adopted the short skirt and pants 
worn by Elizabeth Smith Miller, and “Bloomers” became named for her despite her 
attempts to give credit to Miller.  When she told her readers that she had adopted the new 
costume, subscriptions skyrocketed from 500 to 4,000 per month.  She wore Bloomers for 
many years but gave it up because she felt it detracted from their goals. 

Amelia moved to Iowa when it was the edge of civilization.  The train stopped several 
hundred miles east of Council Bluffs, so she made the sad decision to sell the Lily, but still 
contributed articles.  She carried on a heavy correspondence with other reformers and 
never missed an opportunity to speak publicly about women’s rights, temperance, and 
dress reform.  In fact, she gave a lecture just hours before her stage coach departed for 
Council Bluffs because no other woman “agitator” had come so far west and she was not 
going to miss the chance to educate people.  She often opened her home to reformers so 
that they might bring their messages into territories where women had a fighting chance 



of getting the right to vote.  Bloomer joined the Good Templars and the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union, founded a woman’s suffrage society and was elected as its first 
president.  She served as a vice president in the Woman-Suffrage Association and remained 
in that position for life.  Her geographical separation ultimately resulted in her being 
pushed outside of the nucleus of activity and her eventual loss of stature within the history 
of the women’s rights movement.  Amelia died on December 30, 1894 at the age of 76.  
She is remembered for Bloomers, but her life included ever so much more. 
 


