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Female Ancestor Number: 230

Name: Ramage, Frances (Blake) Swallow

Dates: ((__) - wp 23 Dec1754)
Colonial Society: SC Date added to ROA: June 15, 2025

Service: Woman of Substance: Merchant, Entrepreneur and Educator

Authority: The South-Carolina Gazette, 22 June to 29 June 1765, p. 1; 3 May 1773, p. 2; The South-Carolina and
American General Gazette, 31 July to 7 August 1769, p. 1; 29 April to 6 May 1774, p. 1; The South-Carolina Gazette
and Country Journal, 15 December 1767, p. 3; 30 October 1770, p. 5; Kierner, Cynthia A., Beyond the Household:
Women’s Place in the Early South, 1700-1835, Cornell Univ. Press, 1998, pp. 24-25.

Biography:

Frances Ramage was an enterprising woman who operated several different business ventures during her
lengthy career.

Nothing is known about her family of origin or her childhood. The date of her first marriage (in 1761) suggests
that she may have been born around 1740. The fact that she operated a school implies that she was reasonably
well-educated.

She married Newman Swallow, a merchant, on March 31, 1761. Newman imported dry goods and foodstuffs,
selling them at stores in Charleston and at Bacon’s Bridge (now in Summerville, S.C.). He suffered financial

reverses in the mid-1760s, prompting Frances to go into business herself. She carried on a millinery business

and imported and sold a variety of goods at her store in Charleston.

Frances traveled to London in 1766 and 1767, presumably for commercial reasons. In 1767, she acquired sole
trader status, presumably to protect her individual property from her husband’s creditors. It was a wise move:
Newman was imprisoned for debt in 1768. He eventually resumed trading, but Frances continued to operate her
own millinery and retail businesses.

In November 1770, Frances opened a boarding school “where young Ladies are instructed in the English
Language, Writing and Arithmetick, all Kinds of fashionable Needlework, Dancing, Musick and Drawing.” She
continued to carry on her millinery business with the help of an assistant.

Newman Swallow died in October 1772, leaving Frances with six small children. A few months later, she
rented a tavern on Broad Street. It was apparently a popular gathering place: newspaper articles recount that she
hosted meetings of the Board of Justices and of several fraternal societies and prepared “elegant” dinners for
public officials. Several public meetings protesting the tea tax were held at “Mrs. Swallow’s Tavern,” including
one on December 9, 1773 that led to the formation of the Charleston Chamber of Commerce.

Frances married Charles Ramage in June 1774. The tavern continued under his name and was described later
that year as “the most frequented Place in Town.” The revolutionary South Carolina “General Committee” met
regularly in the Ramages’ tavern in 1774 and 1775.

Frances advertised new boarding schools in 1778 and 1790. She opened a coffee house in 1783, where she also
took in boarders. In the late 1780s, she reportedly established a mule-powered cotton mill on James Island — one
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of the first mechanized mills in the United States. She was selected to serve as housekeeper for George
Washington during his visit to Charleston in 1791.

She continued to keep a boarding house and to sell small quantities of food and other goods into the 1800s. She
died before October 17, 1820, when her will was probated.



