Serious Sentiments 

by

Eyes Right

Seneca Falls, NY   -  I probably would have never heard of “The Sentiments” if we had not decided to drive across the middle of New York State using 2-lane blacktop instead of the New York Thruway.  Our journey, on a warm sunny summer day, began at Dunkirk, on the eastern shores of Lake Erie, and ended in Pulaski, on the Salmon River near Selkirk Shores State Park on the southeastern corner of Lake Ontario.

We started east on State Highway 39 in the midst of wine country.  On both sides of the road there were lush fields of grapes enjoying the breezes off Lake Erie.  The manicured vineyards gave the impression that one had just been transported 3000 miles west to the same scene in the Napa valley of coastal California.  

We had driven approximately 30 miles inland from the lake when the primary agriculture focus suddenly shifted to corn and soybeans.  It was a dramatic change; once we saw the first cornfield, there were no more vineyards.  It had obviously been a sufficiently wet summer, because, as opposed to many of the withering cornfields we had seen in the Midwest, these were in fine growth.  The corn was not yet as high as the irrigated fields in Illinois and Indiana, because the growing season this far north is much shorter.  We also saw several Amish and Mennonite farms with families having picnics and ballgames as it was their day of rest. 

The wonderful scent of newly mown hay came into our truck as we drove further east into the dairy country in middle New York.  The rolling hills still had the occasional cornfield, but the dominant crops were now hay and alfalfa.  There seemed to be no pattern of baling techniques; some farmers used large rolls, others used huge rectangular bales which had to weigh at least 1000 lbs, and others preferred the round bales which had been shrink-wrapped.  The end-users of all of this hay were large herds of cows (not cattle) in milking barns in many locations as highway 39 turned to the northeast to intersect U.S 20 in Avon on the western end of the Finger Lakes region.
Once we turned east onto U.S. 20, there were less farms and more businesses oriented to the tourist trade.  This part of the state was settled about 50 years earlier than western New York.  Route 20 travels east-west across the top of the Finger Lakes region, a favorite summer haunt of New Yorkers due to the elongated, north-south lakes and associated waterfalls in this section of the state.  Had I opted to travel the Thruway, I may never have found Seneca Falls, the home of the Women’s Movement in the United States.
In the mid-nineteenth century, many American women had been chafing for years about their second-class citizenship, with particular anger directed at laws which prohibited voting, but mandated taxation; divorce laws which consistently gave custody to the husband; and lack of access to most professions and to higher education.   Lucretia Mott of Philadelphia and Elizabeth Cady Stanton of Seneca Falls had met in London at a World Anti-Slavery Convention in 1840 (where they were forced to sit in the balcony).  Here they compared grievances and remained in contact for the next several years.  Together they organized the first American convention “to discuss the social, civil and religious condition and rights of women.”  The meeting was held on July 19-20 in 1848 and was attended by 68 women and 32 men. They produced a document modeled closely on The Declaration of Independence, with intentionally similar wording (“When in the course of human events…”).
Following the opening paragraphs of the Declaration, the signatories then listed 16 specific “Sentiments,” which detailed grievances.  For example, the second Sentiment read, “He has compelled her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she had no voice.”   At the conclusion, the signatories demanded that “they have immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to them as citizens of these United States.”  

Although suffrage for women was not granted in the U.S. until 72 years later in 1920, it gained its initial momentum here in Seneca Falls on a building on U.S. 20, one of the great 2-lane blacktops awaiting your travels, if only you leave the Interstates.
I thought you might like to know.

E-R

