
Kate F. O’Connor 
Suffragist «» Businesswoman «» Activist 



Highlight Timeline: 

May 31, 1860—Kate F. O’Connor born in Rockford, IL to Irish immigrants Cornelius and Mary 
O’Malley O’Connor. She was the youngest of 8 children.  

1878—Graduated from Rockford High School 

1882– Appointed deputy to the County Clerk.  

1886-Made notary public. 

1887-Starts a new horseback riding society. 

1888– Comments on women’s suffrage, saying “Great reforms will always work out in time, and 
woman suffrage is inevitable.” (Daily Gazette, 1/26/1888) 

 As the flag on the newly built Courthouse was raised, Kate tied a yellow ribbon, 
representing the equal suffrage, to the flag rope. 

1893-Joins the board of the Hospital Association.  

1898-Resigns her office of deputy clerk and opens her own office; this includes general business 
services, probate law, government claims and real estate. 

1914-Moves her business to Chicago. 

1921-Backing Rockford teachers in dispute over equal pay. 

 Appointed to the board of education for 1 year. 

1926-Returns her business to Rockford. 

1929-Honored by national suffrage organization for her work, along with Jane Addams & 
Catherine Waugh McCulloch. 

1930-Member of the first jury in Winnebago County to have women and men serving.  

1932-Vice chairman of the 12th Congressional District for the Illinois Democratic Women’s 
Congressional Committee 

1933-Appointed by Gov. Horner as supervisor of the new minimum wage law for women and 
children in Illinois.  

1935-Puts in new wage scales for women & minors working in laundries, as well as pushing for 
wage regulations in beauty shops.  

1937-Makes her second trip to Washington to see Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt inaugurated. 

1938– Named a member of the advisory committee of the Illinois Democratic women’s division. 

1942-Made assistant to Thomas F. O’Malley, regional director of the federal wage and hour 
division of the U.S. Department of Labor.  

May 25, 1945 –Kate F. O’Connor dies in Chicago of a heart attack.  

 



Who was Kate? 
Kate was an active Rockfordian who worked as Deputy 
Clerk, started her own business and was an active 
proponent of women’s voting rights. Here are some of 
the highlights of this fascinating woman’s life.  
 
By 1894 Kate had studied drawing, was a student at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Chicago, and had been working 
as Deputy Clerk for 12 years.  

She was active in the different groups at St. James 
Church, made notary public by Governor Oglesby, and 
started an equestrienne society.  

In an 1887 article she is described as “small and slight”, 
wearing her hair in a braid down her back and dresses 
that are to her ankles. (Daily Register, 12/29/1887) 

An outspoken supporter of equal rights for women, in an article from the Daily Gazette she 
comments that “There is certainly no good reason why woman should not vote if she wants to, 
and every argument advanced against it so far, is without foundation, and cannot be 
substantiated by rational proof.” (1/26/1888) 

1894 also brought some controversy. Reports in the paper said that the new County Clerk want 
Kate to resign her post, citing that she was spending too much time with other commitments. 
(Morning Star, 11/15/1894) 

5 days later, following much discontent, it was reported that Kate will stay on as deputy clerk. 
(Morning Star, 11/20/1894) 

 
In 1898, Kate does resign her office, 
and stated her desire to open her 
own office.   

The 1900 Federal Census lists Kate 
living with her sisters Anne & 
Elizabeth. Kate is listed working as a 
Real Estate Agent and Elizabeth as a 
Corsetmaker.  

Her brother Charlie came to work 
with her in 1901, and Kate remained 
active in her many club affiliations.  

In 1911, she added Jeanette Bates, 
a Chicago lawyer, to her offices.  

Advertisement from The Morning Star, 9/3/1898 

Kate, pictured here at age 30 in 1894.  



Advertisement from The Morning Star, 
2/11/1900 

Kate’s Hobbies 
Kate was involved in just about everything in 
Rockford. She kept herself busy with her many 
commitments and advocated fiercely for any group 
she was involved in. On the left is a list of some of 
the groups Kate was a part of. On many occasions 
she was elected as a delegate to various national 
meetings for these groups, representing the 
Rockford area group and their interests. She was 
the only woman among the 1st subscribers to the 
Morning Star in 1888. 

She was also an advocate for many people, raising 
petitions and directing inquiries if she felt that 
anyone was receiving unfair treatment. 

Campaigned for Ruth Hanna McCormick & many 
Democrats, including Judge Henry Horner (later 
elected Governor), and President Roosevelt.  
 
 

How Kate Spent Her Time: 

-State Equal Suffrage society 
-St. James’ Catholic Church 
-Young Ladies’ Sodality (from St. James) 
-Rockford Woman’s Catholic League 
-Young Women’s Christian Association 
-Woman’s Monday Event Club (connected to 
Y.W.C.A) 
-Charter member of the Illinois League of Women 
Voters; active in the national group as well 
-Active in Illinois Federation of Women’s Clubs, 
including the Rockford branch 
-Member of the Business & Professional Woman’s 
Club 
-Girl Scout counsellor & hostess of many picnics 
-Rockford Riding Club 
-Blackhawk Club 
-Hospital Association board 
-Rockford High School Alumni Association 
-Board of Education 
-Winnebago County Home for the Aged 
-Library Board 
-Vice Chairman of the Illinois Democratic 
Woman’s Congressional Committee 
-Cordon Club of Chicago 
-In charge of campaign to re-elect Gov. Henry 
Horner 
-Illinois Women’s Press Association 
-Member of the 1st Chamber of Commerce 

Morning Star, 

4/29/1921 



Morning Star, 4/29/1921 

Rockford Republic, 4/29/1921 

Morning Star, 51/1921 
Kate leads the riding club in the Loyalty Parade.  

Kate the Advocate 

Ever the advocate, in 1921 Kate, along with the Business & Professional Woman’s Club, backed 
local teachers in a dispute over equal pay for female teachers, acting in conjunction with the 
Rockford Teacher’s Club. It was this year that Kate was also appointed to serve on the Board of 
Education. She continued in her time serving to push for equal pay and general teacher welfare. 
She spoke out against the superintendent of schools, saying that the teachers had to be heard no 
matter what, and “...spoke of the deplorable conditions in the schools caused by crowded buildings 
and the need of new buildings. She compared the high school to “pens and jails I have visited to 
see my friends” on account of the poor light and ventilation.” (Morning Star, 5/4/1921) 

She ended up declining to be re-appointed to the board the next year, citing too many other 
commitments.  



After making Chicago her home in 1914, Kate returned to Rockford in 1926. She continues to sup-
port democratic candidates, and reminding women of the difficult struggle that was the winning of 
suffrage, and that they have an important duty to vote. Kate urges women to vote, reminding them 
that the law which formerly required women to prove their exact age before voting had been re-
vised, and reminded women to be “...independent in thought and action…” (Daily Register-Gazette, 
12/13/1927). 

 

In 1929 she was honored by the national suffrage organization for her work in the movement, along 
with Jane Addams and Catherine Waugh McCulloch.  

 

As a good summary of her time in real estate, in a 1930 article Kate gave some advice to other 
women wishing to work in the same field:  
“Drop your excess baggage. 
Put on your shock absorbers. 
Forget the lipstick. 
Get a broker’s license. 
Take a through street. 
Take a man’s chance. 
And step on the gas.”  
(Morning Star, 10/26/1930) 

Rockford Republic, 
3/9/1929  

Kate, far left, shown at Girl Scout Play Day.  
Rockford Sunday Star Register-Gazette, 6/8/1930  



Rockford Sunday Republic, 8/17/1930  

Corner of an envelope, c. 1920s-1930s 
(Midway Village Museum’s Collection).  



Starting in around 1907, Kate remarked on her preference 
to wear suits, and is shown many times wearing suit jackets 
and pants.  

(From Midway Village Museum’s collection.) 

Her work in the new position reflected her lifelong advocacy, pushing for new wage scales for 
women and minors working in laundries, and also pushing for wage regulations in beauty shops in 
1935. She ran the re-election campaign for Governor Henry Horner and for the second time 
attended Roosevelt’s inauguration.  

In 1942, she was made assistant to Thomas F. O’Malley, the regional director of the federal wage 
and hour division of the U.S. Department of Labor.  

May 25,1945 Kate died in St. Luke’s Hospital in Chicago of a heart attack.  

Kate Gets Promoted 

In 1932 she began working as the representative for 
the 12th Congressional District for the Illinois Demo-
cratic Women’s Congressional Committee, and at the 
end of the next year she was appointed by Governor 
Henry Horner as the supervisor to the new minimum 
wage law for women and children in Illinois.  

Kate’s signature, from a letter she wrote to Chief A. E. Bargren congratulating him on his 47th anniversary 
as a Rockford policeman in 1937. (Midway Village Museum’s Collection) 



The Register, 12/29/1887 



The Morning Star, 

11/20/1894 



The Morning Star, 

1/22/1905 



Rockford Republic, 11/16/1922 



Rockford Daily Register-Gazette, 

11/20/1922 



Rockford Register-Gazette, 

3/21/1926 



Morning Star,  

4/10/1926 



Rockford Register-Gazette, 

11/10/1926 



Rockford Register-Gazette, 

11/10/1926 



Morning Star, 

11/5/1927 



Rockford Register-Gazette 

12/3/1927 



Rockford Register-Gazette, 

3/8/1930 



Morning Star, 

10/26/1930 



Morning Star, 

12/24/1930 



Morning Star, 

2/28/1932 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

4/9/1932 



Morning Star, 

7/31/1932 



Morning Star, 

10/1/1933 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

1/1/1934 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

2/9/1934 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

8/13/1935 



Morning Star, 

4/12/1936 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

4/14/1936 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

11/4/1936 



Morning Star, 

3/30/1937 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

7/24/1937 



Rockford Register-Republic, 

10/15/1937 



Morning Star, 

2/11/1942 



Morning Star, 

5/25/1945 


