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In this paper, I propose to show how the American humorist Mary Lasswell subverted major stereotypes about aging and old women in her popular series of books written in the 1940s and early 1950s. These books include such titles as Suds in Your Eye and High Time. Her comic heroines, Mrs. Feeley, Mrs. Rasmussen, and Miss Tinkham (as they always called each other), came together during the early days of World War II, after each has fallen on hard times, and defied all conventional notions of how old people, especially old women, are supposed to behave. Their sense of collaboration, their collective ingenuity, spirit of adventure, and disregard for the dictates of polite society, allows them to overcome the financial woes that befall them in a wartime economy. Mrs. Feeley, proud owner of a junkyard, takes the other two women into her one-room house when their finances, or families, fail them. Miss Tinkham, spinster music teacher, adds a touch of class to the trio, while Mrs. Rasmussen cooks them all delicious but frugal meals, which they wash down with quantities of cold beer.  

I will explore Lasswell’s depiction of the adventures of these three old ladies in the context of a tradition of American women’s humor, contrasting, for instance, her representation of aging female protagonists with those by late nineteenth-century writers such as Sarah Orne Jewett or Mary Wilkinson Freeman, whose old women are the objects of pity, if not the objects of the humor.  These protagonists lived in isolation and fulfilled stereotypes of old, usually poor but genteel, single women.  I will also view her work in terms of her near contemporaries, such as Betty McDonald (The Egg and I) and Irma Bombeck (The Grass is Always Greener Over the Septic Tank), who forged their humor out of the triviality of married women’s domestic life.  Instead, in the course of eight books, Mary Lasswell develops a unique form of women’s domestic humor in which her old women create an off-beat domestic world for themselves in which they do only what necessity dictates, or they themselves wish to do—take a Spanish class, travel to Tijuana, work in a tuna-canning factory, travel to New York, and drink beer to their hearts’ content.  

Unlike characters from other women humorists of her era, Lasswell’s heroines cross class lines. Mrs. Feeley, who is the most outspoken and unconventional of the three, is always dressed in overalls and frequently barefoot.  Her colloquial speech is racy, often verging on the vulgar, and she has a fine, if irreverent, sense of humor.  Her friend Mrs. Rasmussen, a German immigrant, comes from the lower middle-class, while Miss Tinkham, whom Mrs. Feeley declares to be a “lady,” is a music teacher who has fallen on hard times. Together they are beholden to no man (but include in their “society” a handyman named Old Timer, who never speaks); they make their own way into and out of various adventures.  Two widows and a spinster, they could be expected to partake of stereotypical roles, but instead they subvert them.  They refuse to see themselves as helpless, or pathetic, or ridiculous, but most of all, they laugh at the challenges of old age.

Lasswell’s characters are at once independent, mutually dependent, uninhibited, and earthy.  If anything, old age seems to bring them freedom, not constraint.  The humor in the novels works to subvert the more powerful forces in society, and to privilege egalitarianism.  

In the presentation, I will include slides of the illustrations for the books by the distinguished New Yorker cartoonist George Price.  

