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I hate all these biographies that go back and forth over your childhood, drag-

ging out this and that, that has nothing to do with your recent life.

—Margaret Sanger to Mildred Gilman, February 11, 1953

In the fall of 1879, when Anne Purcell Higgins’s time came, she called for 
neither midwife nor nurse. There was no hospital in Corning, New York, 
where the Higgins family lived in a tiny ramshackle cottage on the western 
edge of town. Instead, it was her husband, Michael Hennessy Higgins, who 
eased her labor pains with his inimitable charm and a little whiskey from 
his fl ask. To save money and because he believed himself to be as knowl-
edgeable about medicine as any expert, Michael often doctored his family. 
By this time both parents  were experienced in matters of childbirth and 
took great pride in the size and health of their blemish- free, ten- pound ba-
bies. “They had a eugenic pride of race,” wrote their famous daughter Marga-
ret Sanger, who later held her own views on that subject.1

These Catholic- born parents never considered the number of their off-
spring, for they believed it was the purpose of marriage and the nature of 
sex for women to bear children. According to the injunction from the fam-
ily Bible where the names and birth dates of all the Higgins offspring  were 
conscientiously recorded, “Lo, children are the heritage of the Lord.” This 
new blessing— promptly named (but not baptized) Margaret Elizabeth af-
ter a Purcell relative and a Catholic saint— was the couple’s sixth child in 
eleven years of marriage, and she remained their youn gest for an unusual 
four years of special attention before another daughter replaced her.

Usually, the Higgins babies arrived every two years and sometimes 
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more frequently, in lockstep fashion after their mother stopped nursing, 
and thereby lost a natural means of preventing ovulation. After one of the 
longest hiatuses from childbirth in her married life (though the period in-
cluded one nearly deathly miscarriage), Anne Higgins delivered another 
fi ve children in eleven years. Eventually, the ravages of disease and the de-
liverance of menopause ended her childbearing years, but not before she 
had given birth to eleven children in twenty- two years and suffered seven 
miscarriages. She had been pregnant eigh teen times in thirty years of mar-
riage. Six years after her last child was born in 1892, Anne Higgins suc-
cumbed to the tuberculosis that had made her last years an agony of fi tful 
coughing, bloody expectoration, and per sis tent enervation. “My mother died 
at 48,” wrote Margaret Sanger in sentences that needed no further expla-
nation to make her point. “My father lived to be 80.”2

Born in 1845 in Cork County with an archetypal Irish name, personal-
ity, and, eventually, drinking habits, Sanger’s father had come to Canada as 
a six- year- old with his mother and his younger brother, part of a massive 
exodus that began in the 1840s. Throughout Ireland, a strange fungus had 
shriveled dependable potatoes into inedible roots, and the pressures of En-
glish landlords with their demands for rent had become intolerable. With 
uncertain prospects for a better existence across the seas, but nothing to 
gain from staying, over a million and a half Irish immigrated to the United 
States from 1846 to 1852. Many left from Cork, the seaport on the Irish 
coast in the county where Michael and Anne Higgins  were both born.

The Irish mostly settled in the coastal cities of the United States, but 
some, as much because of the shipping routes as for any other reason, 
came to Canada, where Toronto, with its access to the Atlantic through the 
St. Lawrence River, emerged as the favored port of entry. But the Higgins 
family had another reason to choose Canada: they  were following relatives, 
including Michael’s older brother, who tended sheep, cattle, and  horses on 
a stock ranch, probably in the southern part of Quebec province.  Here 
Michael Higgins grew up.

By 1861 the American Civil War offered exciting prospects for a bored 
and restless teenager. In 1863 Michael Higgins crossed the border and came 
to New York City. There, offering his experience with animals to eager re-
cruiting offi cers who needed to fi ll President Abraham Lincoln’s call for 
300,000 additional  Union troops, he volunteered for ser vice in the elite 
Twelfth Regiment of the New York Cavalry, lying about his age and his name 
(he is listed as Michael Hennessy in the rosters) in order to join as an un-
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derage drummer. As many as 150,000 Irish fought in the American Civil 
War, some drafted, others bought for three hundred dollars as substitutes 
for draftees, and still more, especially in the famous Irish Brigade, served as 
volunteers.

Unlike the soldiers in that brigade, Michael Higgins saw little of either 
the glory or the gore of battle that his daughter later claimed he had. In 
fact, he was sick with tonsillitis for his unit’s fi rst muster, and eventually 
ended up in  Union- controlled North Carolina, where he undertook an ex-
citing reconnaissance mission behind enemy lines at Bachelor Creek. An 
inspiring storyteller, Higgins spun this incident and others into heroic and 
often mythical tales of military adventures that delighted his children: the 
time he captured a Confederate soldier on a mule, his unlikely journey across 
Georgia with Sherman’s  Union army, and the episode when someone tried 
to steal the gold coins that  were his paternal inheritance.3

The Civil War made Michael Hennessy Higgins into an American, 
though a per sis tent ly critical one. He never returned to Canada, a colonial 
possession despised by many Irish for its devotion to the detested En glish 
monarchy. He lost all contact with his mother and brothers. Instead, with 
great expectations, Higgins settled fi rst in New York City, and then on Long 
Island, where he was apprenticed to a stone cutter. Perhaps he hoped for a 
career as a sculptor, for he could craft the most exquisite roses out of obdu-
rate stone with his tools.

What Michael Higgins found in America was a lifetime as a graveyard 
stone and marble cutter, usually of monuments for children’s graves, fash-
ioning lifelike angels and saints and meticulously wrought fl owers. For adults, 
he adorned handsome slabs of marble and granite, with the resurrectionist 
hopes of the survivors (which he considered absurd) chiseled below family 
names into epigraphs such as “May you rest in Heaven” and “Dwell with 
Christ in paradise.” When it came time to decorate the graves of his own 
wife and child in Corning’s St. Mary’s Cemetery, he used no churchly sen-
timents, only their names and dates under the surname Higgins, on pol-
ished granite topped with a rough, unfi nished rock. Perhaps the latter was 
a testament to the challenges of his own life as Corning’s best- known icono-
clast.

In Flemington, New Jersey, where he had gone to stay with friends 
from his regiment, Michael Higgins met and in 1869 married Anne Purcell, 
the Irish- born daughter of an ambitious day laborer. The Purcells, like Mi-
chael Higgins, had emigrated from Cork County during the Great Famine. 
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After working for a time as potters in New Jersey, Anne’s brothers had 
been apprenticed to a lawyer in Flemington and been admitted to the bar; 
they then headed west for successful careers in North Dakota. In time 
both  were wealthy ranchers who remembered their more impecunious Hig-
gins nieces and nephews in their wills. After amassing a fortune, William 
Purcell ran for the state legislature and subsequently fi lled a vacancy in the 
United States Senate, where he lobbied successfully for an increase in his 
brother- in- law Michael Higgins’s veteran’s disability pension, claimed on 
the basis of failing eyesight. The pension, awarded fi rst in 1896 as an an-
nuity of six dollars a month, was raised in 1911 to thirty dollars a month.4

The fi rst four children of the notably fecund Anne and Michael  were 
born in four different towns in New Jersey, Ohio, and New York, before 
the fi fth child, Thomas, arrived in 1877 in Corning, New York. There, in a 
town that had prospects of becoming the largest inland city in the United 
States, Anne and Michael Higgins settled in a community of nearly six thou-
sand, over a thousand of whom  were foreign- born, mostly from Ireland and, 
in fewer numbers, Italy.

The specifi c reasons for their fi nal destination are unclear. But surely 
an itinerant life with four children and a perpetually pregnant wife had be-
come impossible, and there may have been Purcell cousins in the commu-
nity. So many emigrants from Michael Higgins’s native county in Ireland 
had gathered in Corning that one small section of shanties was nicknamed 
“Corktown.” Besides, in a practical test often undertaken by artisans like 
Michael Higgins, the smoke, soot, and noise of this small industrial city 
meant jobs and prosperity. Soon, because there  were twelve other families 
with the surname Higgins, Michael became known as “Marble” Higgins.

Corning took its name from its found er, the merchant capitalist and land 
speculator Erastus Corning. Impressed with the village’s location as a port 
on the Chemung River and anxious to incorporate southeastern New York, 
with its resources of coal and lumber, into a commercial nexus that he con-
trolled, Corning had bought more than a thousand acres in Steuben County 
along the river in the 1830s and 1840s. By the time of America’s market 
revolution and capitalist expansion, the land was profi table investment prop-
erty, eventually returning Erastus Corning’s speculative capital many times 
over. The business blocks on Market Street and the clock tower in Cor-
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ning’s center  were located on his land, as  were the new railroad tracks that 
crisscrossed each other along the river fl ats.

At fi rst, feeder canals to Lake Seneca and then to the Erie Canal trans-
formed the village of Corning into a signifi cant transportation center, as to-
bacco from the farms in Steuben County, marble and granite from nearby 
quarries, and coal from the mines near Blossburg in Pennsylvania’s Tioga 
County  were transshipped east and south. But even before the Civil War, 
faster, more dependable railroads had begun replacing river commerce. 
Again, Erastus Corning, intent on creating a central New York railroad sys-
tem connecting the west (he had already bought land in Michigan) to New 
York City, emerged as a fi nancial leader, consolidating the lines in the Gilded 
Age, a time when, as in Marxist prediction, one capitalist’s mergers often 
killed off many others’ businesses. But in time this centralization— and par-
ticularly Erastus Corning’s giant industrial creation, the New York Central 
Railroad— condemned the town that bore his name to second- rate status.5 
No longer even a large inland city or hub station on any main railroad line, 
as town fathers had hoped, instead Corning would forever be associated 
with another industry— glassmaking. By the 1890s Corning had earned its 
permanent nickname, Crystal City.

In 1868 the Houghton family had accepted a subsidy of fi fty thousand 
dollars from the ambitious town fathers to move their glassworks from 
Brooklyn to Corning, where there  were promises of excellent transporta-
tion, abundant coal and water, appropriate sand, and cheap Irish workers, 
the latter the human detritus left over from canal and railroad building. 
After the fi rm created a means of mass producing the tubes for Thomas 
Edison’s new electric lightbulbs, its factories employed half the workers in 
town. Smoke belched from the local marvel of hundred- foot brick smoke-
stacks.

Children as young as twelve labored in the glassworks, where the eldest 
Higgins sons— Joseph, John, and Thomas— at various times supplemented 
the family income with their wages. In a system widely accepted in the com-
munity, the Higgins boys went to school for a few hours and then spent the 
rest of the day and part of the eve ning in the glassworks. There they worked 
as laborers sweeping up and, more dangerously, carry ing on long poles the 
molten globs, the result of silicates fused with sand, soda, lime, and wood 
ash, from furnaces heated to fi fteen hundred degrees, to be fashioned into 
glassware by the more skilled and higher- paid gaffers.
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As in other communities in the United States, the distribution of wealth 
in Corning’s version of the Gilded Age became more skewed: education, 
wealth, family size, even clothing and leisure activities separated the resi-
dents. The local newspaper the Corning Daily Demo crat under the heading 
“Town Talk” featured news and gossip of the smart set— trips to Florida 
and New Orleans during the cold months by the Houghtons of the glass-
works and the Drakes of the banking family, social events or ga nized by 
“the Club,” weddings, railroad outings to nearby Elmira, and pre sen ta tions 
by the girls studying in the privately funded Corning Academy.

Among the latter was Katharine Houghton, daughter of Amory Hough-
ton, who had founded the Corning Glass Works. A year older than Maggie 
Higgins, these two never knew each other as girls growing up in stratifi ed 
Corning. But later, as a fervent supporter of suffrage, the now married Kath-
arine Houghton Hepburn served as a lieutenant in Sanger’s birth control 
movement, though she was best known as the mother of the movie star 
Katharine Hepburn.

Corning’s striking geo graph i cal feature, its steep southside hill rising 
from the river valley, symbolized these differences. The wealthy few who 
had lived in substantial  houses on First Street now moved up the hill on 
the south side of town, building grand stone and brick homes with turrets, 
music rooms, and libraries. Young Maggie Higgins did not need any in-
struction from her father to recognize the contrasts between an existence 
she later characterized as “strange, hard, and barren, materially speaking” and 
the softer, gentler life of the wealthy.6 As she later described the town that 
along with her father had taught her lessons in America’s class structure:

The people who lived on the hilltops owned their homes, had few 
children, dressed them well, and kept their homes and yard clean 
and tidy. Mothers of the hills played croquet and tennis with their 
husbands in the eve ning. They walked hand in hand with their chil-
dren through the streets to shop for suitable clothing. They  were 
young looking mothers, with pretty, clean dresses and they smelled 
of perfume. I often watched them at play as I looked through the 
gates in passing.7

Meanwhile, the workers lived at the bottom of the hill, in shacks on the 
fringe of the town or squeezed into the congested area between the river 
and the railroads. Corning had its share of the late- nineteenth- century ver-
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sion of today’s homeless in the itinerant tramps who had no permanent 
homes and who occasionally slept in the Higgins home. There seemed to be 
no middle class, though as a skilled worker Michael Higgins might have 
joined the cobblers, clerks, and grocers who resided along First Street.

Despite this stratifi cation, Corning’s opinion makers held to demo-
cratic ideals. The Corning Daily Demo crat’s masthead proclaimed, “We go 
where Demo cratic principles point their way; when they cease may we cease 
to follow.” Its proprietors also asserted that “part of the village may be built 
on the hill, but her citizens do not look down upon those living on fl ats 
at their feet. Corning is a homely looking village and in some parts decid-
edly sloppy but she is attractive to those who know her best and [is] full of 
business.”8

In the early 1880s Michael Higgins endured some devastating bad luck: 
within months a partner ran off with profi ts from his business and his shop 
burned down. Still, there was opportunity. Rural country graveyards in gar-
den settings with substantial plots had created a growth industry for sculp-
tors in the late nineteenth century, and every year nearly one hundred residents 
of Corning died. But Higgins’s commissions became increasingly sporadic, 
and his large family was consigned to the category of poor— never even lace 
curtain— Irish. Consequently, Maggie spent her childhood as an outsider, 
classifi ed as a redheaded southside Irish girl. Of course, looking back, she 
knew why: “Very early in my childhood I associated poverty, toil, unemploy-
ment, drunkenness, cruelty, quarreling, fi ghting, debts, and jails with large 
families.”9

After the Civil War, St. Mary’s Roman Catholic Church— located on Corn-
ing Hill, midway between the rich and the poor— replaced its former wooden 
structure with a stone building, complete with an organ and stained glass 
windows, to accommodate the city’s Catholic population of two thousand, 
most of whom  were Irish. By 1880, the church, with the fi nancial help of 
poor but generous parishioners, had added a brick schoolhouse. In an un-
usual, surely unconstitutional, and soon challenged arrangement, St. Mary’s 
School received public funds from the state of New York and Steuben County, 
serving for a time as both a parochial and a public “free” school.  Here Mag-
gie Higgins and her seven brothers and three sisters attended school for 
varying lengths of time with differing amounts of attention, sitting obedi-
ently in long, crowded rows along a wooden planked bench, careful to avoid 
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the wrath of the Sisters of Mercy and Father Colgan, who was known to 
use the strap on unruly pupils.10

In the shadow of St. Mary’s, in a city where the phrase “the bottom of 
the hill” replaced “the wrong side of the tracks” as a designation of social 
and economic standing, the Higgins family lived at the foot of Corning 
Hill, fi rst in a home that Michael had rented after selling one of his fi nest 
sculptures, then above his business on Main Street. Later, Margaret Sanger 
romanticized the shack into a  house in the pines, with fresh air that might 
improve her mother’s tuberculosis. In fact, the fi rst of many Higgins resi-
dences was dangerously close to the Fall Brook Railway line. In part be-
cause of the growing number of Higgins children, and in part because of 
their father’s uncertain support, the family moved as often as every two years, 
never owning a home but always boarding in various locations on the fl ats 
or along First Street. The Corning directories track the family’s movements, 
and by 1890 they lived in a rented home on Second Street.11

By the mid- 1880s, with her elder sisters gone from home, eight- year- old 
Maggie had taken up the routinized, inside- the- house female chores. She 
tended to her younger sister, Ethel, and then to four younger brothers born 
in quick succession. She stirred the big pot of soup that simmered on the 
wood stove and sustained the Higgins children; she helped her mother 
with the extra laundry taken in to supplement the family income; and she 
even cleaned up the afterbirth when her youn gest brother was born. Mean-
while, her older sister Mary took a permanent position as a live- in, lifetime 
domestic servant in the wealthy Abbott family’s home up the hill, and Nan 
fl ed to New York City and then Buffalo to become a secretary and later a 
translator. With lives familiar to many fi rstborn daughters of immigrant 
Irish families, neither married.

Plying his trade as a stone cutter, “Marble” Higgins alienated his con-
servative neighbors with his views on labor  unions during a time of violent 
antagonism between labor and management. The Higgins family had ar-
rived in 1877, a year in which railroad workers staged a nationwide walkout 
following a reduction in wages. In the United States that year, more than a 
hundred workers died in pitched battles with security forces hired by com-
panies before federal troops moved in to quiet the fears among the proper-
tied classes of a forthcoming revolution. During the years between 1881 
and 1905, 6 million American workers left their jobs for better wages, and 
36,757 strikes erupted in the United States. The prosperous classes in Cor-
ning believed glassworkers, given their higher wages, would remain well be-
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haved and impervious to what many Americans considered the illegal action 
of leaving work in order to protect wages. But in 1891 strikers closed down 
the glassworks, and two years later the nineteenth century’s worst depres-
sion devastated Corning.

Michael Higgins applauded the strikers and joined the Knights of 
Labor, a pop u lar labor or ga ni za tion that supported an end to private own-
ership of the means of production. Yet he never became an offi cer or even 
a member of the mainstream organizations that glued the community to-
gether, such as the Grand Army of the Republic and the In de pen dent Or-
der of Odd Fellows. Still, Michael Higgins was never invisible like his wife. 
(Years later, when Margaret Sanger was famous, a dentist who had lived in 
Corning during her childhood wrote that he remembered her father well, 
but he did not believe that he had ever seen her mother.)12

With his wiry, electric red hair worn longer than customary and his lack 
of the facial hair favored by this generation of bewhiskered and bearded 
gentry, Michael Higgins fashioned himself into an outsider— an Irishman 
who hated the Catholic Church in a religious community of believers, a sup-
porter of the nation’s most prominent social dissidents, a  union man in a 
company town, and an unreliable breadwinner with a large family to sup-
port. Michael saw himself as an intellectual but, in one resident’s memory, 
“many thought him a lazy, drunken, loud- mouth who would sit around and 
drink rather than work.”13

He talked socialism and agnosticism in the town pubs and even invited 
his hero, the pop u lar orator and freethinker Robert Ingersoll, to speak in 
Corning, probably in 1885, when Ingersoll was delivering his blasphemous 
views across the Northeast. Ingersoll was well-known as a critic of both 
capitalists and priests. And sometimes he even delved into matters of sex 
and the importance of physical love. Ingersoll talked about sexual desire—
“the tender fl ame”— at a time when few Americans welcomed any discussion 
of an off- limits topic. Most found it more threatening than even Ingersoll’s 
frequent jokes about the obscenity he found in the Bible.

As retold in Margaret Sanger’s My Fight for Birth Control, the following 
episode illustrated the importance of free speech and commitment to 
principles— even those despised by others— that anticipated events in her 
own life: The pastor of St. Mary’s had interceded to prevent any lecture by 
the infi del Ingersoll. Reluctant to permit such apostasies, Father Colgan 
had persuaded offi cials to padlock the doors of Corning’s only public hall 
in order to prevent such a meeting. As her father so often did in Maggie’s 
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memories, Michael Higgins triumphed in the end. Taking Maggie by the 
hand, he led the audience full of cheering supporters and jeering objectors 
to a clearing in the woods. There, standing on a tree stump, he introduced 
his friend “Col o nel Bob.” In a lecture titled “Why I Am an Agnostic,” In-
gersoll inveighed against the superstitious practices of all churches. He left 
his audience with the heretical question “Does God create us or we God?”14

Similarly intolerable to most of Corning was Michael Higgins’s support 
of Henry George’s radical solution to the inequitable distribution of wealth 
in America. George proposed a single tax for landowners on the unimproved 
value of land. In a home with few books, George’s exposition of this idea 
in Progress and Poverty— published in 1879, the year of Maggie Higgins’s 
birth— held an important place in a small family library that included the 
Bible, Aesop’s Fables, Gulliver’s Travels, Thomas Moore’s Lalla Rookh, and 
Michael’s medical books on physiology. But in a city where the Catholic 
Church held extensive and untaxed property as well as community respect, 
George’s positions  were anathema. Articulated loudly by Michael Higgins, 
such convictions and his invitation to George to speak in Corning ended 
any commissions from the church, though in his early days in the town Mi-
chael had sculpted the church’s altar and many of its gravestones. No lon-
ger would he decorate the graves of St. Mary’s faithful; instead, he would 
have to look to faraway places for his business.
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