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Introduction

Ella Ewing was a giant, but not just any giant. During 
her lifetime, Ella was the tallest woman in the world.

Born a normal-sized baby to normal-sized 
parents, Ella didn’t start to show she was special 
until she was nearly a teenager. By the time she was 
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fourteen, Ella was six feet, ten inches tall. That’s as 
tall as an NBA basketball player. She quickly grew to 
be too large to sit comfortably at the kitchen table, 
and had to duck to go through the doorways of her 
family’s cabin. Her parents even had to order custom-
made shoes for Ella because she wore a size 24.

Aside from her height, Ella Ewing was a normal 
young woman. Like most people in northeast 
Missouri, her parents were farmers and had never 
traveled far from their homes. And like other girls 
growing up in rural Missouri in the 1880s, Ella learned 
to sew, keep house, can vegetables from the garden, 
and cook for the family. She went to church with 
her family and participated in local social activities. 
People who knew Ella said she was gentle and kind.

When she was young, nobody knew this young 
woman would continue to grow. And nobody knew 
she would one day travel the continent with the 
“Greatest Show on Earth”—the Barnum & Bailey 
Circus—and become famous as the world’s tallest 
woman. Because of her incredible height, Ella saw 
sights and had experiences that most people in her 
tiny Midwest town had never seen.

When Ella died in 1913 at eight feet, four inches, 
she was still the tallest woman ever. d
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Chapter 1

Ella Grows Fast
The world in 1872 was much different than the one 
we live in today. In the 1870s, about half of Americans 
worked in farming, and they worked without modern 
machinery like tractors and harvesters. Cars hadn’t 
been invented yet, but new railroads were starting to 
compete with horses and buggies or wagons as the 
main form of transportation. All thirty-seven states 
had free elementary schools, but most children only 
went to school until they were about fourteen years 
old. Children who lived on farms often skipped school 
during planting and harvesting seasons. Even when 
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The first train tracks were built 
in Missouri in the 1850s. By 1880, 
there were almost 4,000 miles of 
train tracks in Missouri, and many 
small towns had train stations (as 
can be seen in this railroad map). 
Because of trains, farmers could 
plant more acres and send their 

harvest to markets in other 
parts of the country. Trains 

helped farming grow. 
In 1870, there were 
9.1 million acres of 

farmland in Missouri. 
In 1880, there were 
16.7 million acres of 
farmland in Missouri.

they went to school, they still had to help with the 
farm work.

Farm life didn’t change much in the late 1800s, 
but other things were changing. In the 1870s, the 
Jesse James Gang staged the first train robbery. In 
1870, Pinckney Benton Stewart Pinchback became the 
first African American to become a state governor. 
In 1871, Susan B. Anthony and fourteen other 

women were arrested for 
voting, because women were 
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Chapter 2

Ella on Display
Although Ella considered that Fourth of July event to 
be a disaster, it changed her life forever. A man in the 
audience had just moved to Missouri from Chicago, 
Illinois, and this was the first time he had seen Ella. 
He thought people would pay to see a girl as tall as 
Ella, so he contacted a friend named Lewis Epstein 
who owned a museum in Chicago.

Lewis was excited about meeting Ella, so he 
traveled the 278 miles from Chicago to the Ewing 
home in Scotland County to see Ella for himself. He 
was not disappointed, but Ella’s parents were not 
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The first all-steel framed 
skyscraper was built in Chicago 
in 1889. It was ten stories tall.  
Soon more very tall buildings 
were built in Chicago, including 
the twenty-one story tall 
Masonic Temple, built in 1892 
(shown here). Before Elisha Otis 
introduced the elevator in 1857, 

people did not want 
buildings to be 
very tall because 
they didn’t want 
to climb many 
flights of stairs.

happy about it. Lewis offered the Ewings money for 
Ella to be a featured part of his museum. Ella’s father 
became angry. He didn’t want people to stare at his 
daughter and think she wasn’t normal.

Lewis left, but he returned to see the Ewings—
over and over. One of Ben’s friends told him that 
because Ella was so big, people were going to stare 
anyway. He said, “If people are going to gawk, make 
them pay.” Lewis finally offered the Ewings more money 
than they could refuse. He offered them $1,000 if Ella 
would spend thirty days as an exhibit in his museum.
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Chapter 4

The Barnum & 
Bailey Circus

Phineas T. Barnum knew how to make people pay 
attention to him. When he bought a museum in 1841, 
he used advertising and crazy stunts to get people 
in to see his exhibits. He also arranged concert 
and lecture tours and other traveling shows. Soon 
everyone knew Barnum’s name. In 1875, a circus 
approached Barnum and asked him to work with 
them. Barnum’s circus was known by different names, 
but its most famous name was “The Greatest Show on 
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Earth.” Barnum’s circus merged with the Cooper and 
Bailey Circus and became the Barnum & Bailey Circus 
in 1881. After Barnum died in 1891, James A. Bailey 
became the boss. In 1897 he invited Ella Ewing to join 
the Barnum & Bailey Circus.

The circus promised to pay Ella $125 a week for 
the twenty-six weeks it toured. That would give her 
$3,250, which was a lot of money. Today that amount 
would be worth $80,470! The circus knew that Ella 
never toured without her parents or another relative, 
so they said that Ella’s mother could come too, and 

The Barnum & Bailey 
Circus featured Ella 
Ewing in posters 
advertising the show. 
They showed her 
standing with Great 
Peter the Small. Even 
though she was very tall 
and he was very small, 
the circus exaggerated 
their heights in the 
poster. The poster also 
pictured Ella as being 
dressed very elegantly 
and in the latest 
fashions.
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Legacy

Gentle Giantess
Ella Ewing grew up in a small town in rural Missouri, 
but she was anything but small. She grew to stand 
eight feet, four inches tall—the tallest woman who 
ever lived—but her size wasn’t the only thing that 
made her big. Ella’s heart was big, too.

Ella’s height posed problems, but she found a 
way to turn her great height into an advantage. Ella 
traveled the country as a celebrity, appearing in two 
world’s fairs, traveling with circuses, and exhibiting at 
museums throughout the country. 

Ella became famous, but she showed that fame 
doesn’t change who you are. Ella’s family and friends 
remembered her as a kind and thoughtful person who 
had a sense of humor, told wonderful stories of her 
travels, and used her money to help her family. She 
traveled farther than her friends and neighbors, but 
she always returned home. There she was known for 
her kindness, generosity, and cheerfulness. That’s 
why Ella Ewing wasn’t just known as the Missouri 
Giantess, she was also known as the Gentle Giantess. d
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March 9, 1872: Ella Ewing was born in LaGrange, Missouri.

1879: Ella shows the first sign of fast growth.

1883: At eleven years old Ella was five feet, six inches tall.

July 4, 1885: Ella does a reading at a Fourth of July celebration.

1888: At sixteen years old, Ella is seven feet tall.

1890: Ella is eighteen years old, and seven feet, eight inches tall. She 
and her parents travel to Chicago for her first public exhibition.

Fall 1890: Ella travels with her parents and exhibits at county fairs. 

1891: Ella travels with her parents to the eastern United States, where 
she exhibits at museums in major cities.

1893: Ella is an exhibit at the Chicago Columbian Exposition.

1894: Ella stops growing at eight feet, four inches tall.

1897: Barnum & Bailey Circus offers Ella a contract to travel with them 
for 26 weeks.

1898: Ella signs a contract with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. She 
doesn’t like it. After four months, she goes home.

1900: Ella’s mother dies in March. Ella turns down an offer to tour 
Europe with the circus.

1900–1904: Ella travels throughout the United States, exhibiting at 
fairs and museums. 

1904: Ella is featured in the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis.

1905–1906: Ella exhibits in the United States and Canada. 

1907: Ella joins the Ringling Brother’s Circus and travels from April to 
November.

1908–1912: Ella exhibits only a few times a year, mostly in the 
Midwest, so she can be close to home.

1912: Due to poor health, Ella retires from exhibitions.

January 10, 1913: Ella dies at forty years old.

Timeline
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