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    To the women whose names were forgotten,and to the daughters who still carry their fire.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They tell us, Sir, that we are weak; unable to cope with so formidable an adversary. But when shall we be stronger? … We are not weak if we make proper use of those means which the God of nature hath placed in our power."— Patrick Henry, March 23, 1775
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​Chapter 1 – Forgotten Voices in the Founding Narrative
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The American Revolution is remembered as a story of defiant men. Patrick Henry thundering about liberty or death, Paul Revere riding through the midnight countryside, Thomas Jefferson penning words that reshaped the world, and George Washington standing tall at Valley Forge—all have become familiar icons. Their names anchor textbooks, monuments, and patriotic holidays. But for every man whose legacy was chiseled into marble, there were women who lived the Revolution just as urgently, and whose choices shaped the course of independence in ways both subtle and profound.

Yet, when most Americans summon images of 1776, women remain absent—at best relegated to shadowy supporting roles, at worst erased completely. The Declaration of Independence begins with “all men are created equal,” and in the centuries since, that exclusion has echoed through both law and memory. But the Revolution was never the sole property of men. It was borne on the backs of women, too—mothers, daughters, poets, spies, enslaved workers, Native leaders, tavern keepers, and even soldiers in disguise.

History, however, is not an impartial record. It is shaped by who holds the pen, who preserves the documents, and who decides which voices matter. For more than two hundred years, women’s stories of the Revolution have been treated as marginal—“colorful anecdotes” rather than central threads in the national fabric. The tale of Deborah Sampson disguising herself as a man to fight in the Continental Army is told almost as a curiosity, not as evidence of women’s courage or desperation. The boycotts and spinning circles led by the Daughters of Liberty are portrayed as quaint domestic responses rather than full-throated acts of resistance.

But when we step closer, the distortion becomes clear. These women were not background figures. They were the Revolution’s engine—mobilizing households, keeping economies alive, holding communities together, and even stepping directly into the chaos of battle. The “forgotten voices” of the Revolution were not silent; they were silenced by the way history was written and retold.

One of the tragedies of this erasure is that it distorts the Revolution itself. We learn of it as a clean struggle for liberty—men throwing off the chains of monarchy. But if we examine women’s roles, we see something more layered, more honest, and more human. The Revolution fractured families. Women had to choose between loyalty to the Crown or loyalty to a husband gone to war. Enslaved women gambled with betrayal and freedom. Native women faced the collapse of treaties and the destruction of traditions. For them, liberty was not a grand ideal—it was a daily negotiation for survival.

This book sets out to reclaim those voices, to place them back in the narrative where they belong. Not as curiosities or ornaments, but as central players in the struggle for independence. Through their letters, poetry, petitions, and, in some cases, silence, women of the Revolution tell us not just what happened in 1776—but what freedom meant, and didn’t mean, for half the population of the emerging United States.

Their lives complicate the neat story of founding fathers and noble ideals. And perhaps that is the truest history of all: that the Revolution was never a tidy myth, but a messy human struggle carried out in kitchens, camps, and fields as much as in congress halls. To remember the women of the Revolution is to remember America more honestly.

The silence around women in Revolutionary history is not accidental. It is the result of what historians often call the “archival silence”—the absence or dismissal of women’s words, actions, and artifacts in the official record. In the 18th century, women’s writings were rarely preserved with the same care as men’s political speeches, legal contracts, or military orders. A general’s letter to Congress might be saved in a family chest, later published in collected volumes; meanwhile, a woman’s diary that chronicled feeding soldiers or hiding contraband could be discarded when her descendants cleaned out a trunk.

Even when women’s words survived, they were often filtered through male interpreters. A husband might copy and summarize his wife’s correspondence in his own letters, framing her as supportive or submissive while ignoring her sharper political insights. When Abigail Adams told her husband to “remember the ladies” as he helped shape America’s laws, it was preserved not because her words were seen as profound, but because John Adams found them amusing enough to share. In his response, he dismissed her plea as little more than playful rebellion. Only later did Abigail’s words emerge as one of the most striking early calls for women’s rights.

This kind of selective preservation is why many women of the Revolution appear today as myths rather than individuals. Mary Ludwig Hays, remembered as “Molly Pitcher,” has been cast in patriotic lore as the brave woman who manned her husband’s cannon at the Battle of Monmouth. The story is repeated in schoolbooks and children’s plays, but the details blur across multiple women. Was it Hays, or Margaret Corbin, or an anonymous camp follower whose actions were merged into a single legend? The very uncertainty reveals how little effort was made at the time to properly record women’s contributions. Their heroism was remembered vaguely, often folded into myth, while men’s names were engraved in precise detail.

But silence is not only about what was left out—it is also about what was deliberately rewritten. The Revolution became a national origin story, and like all origin stories, it was streamlined. America wanted noble heroes, men of reason and principle, not messy accounts of families torn apart, women scavenging for food, or enslaved mothers sold away as their owners debated liberty. A clean narrative required women to remain supporting characters, there to cheer, nurse, or sacrifice without complaint.

That distortion has had consequences. Generations of Americans grew up with a Revolution that appeared to belong solely to men, shaping the way women understood their place in civic life. The myth that women were passive during the nation’s birth helped justify their exclusion from politics for more than a century after. If women hadn’t “fought” in the Revolution, the reasoning went, why should they vote, legislate, or govern? It was only in the late 19th and 20th centuries that suffragists, reformers, and scholars began to dig back into the archives, piecing together the fragments of women’s Revolutionary lives and using them as ammunition for equality.

The task of remembering is ongoing. Historians today still face gaps, contradictions, and myths, but each recovered letter, each forgotten name, each oral tradition passed down through families, pushes the Revolution closer to truth. The work of listening to women’s voices is not just about fairness to the past—it is about reshaping how we understand America itself.

Recovering the stories of Revolutionary women is not just an act of historical correction. It forces us to rethink the Revolution itself—not as a flawless triumph of ideals, but as a struggle full of contradictions. The same men who wrote passionately about liberty often owned slaves. The same leaders who demanded self-government insisted that women remain voiceless in public life. To place women at the center of the Revolution is to expose these tensions, but it is also to recognize how the pursuit of liberty resonated far beyond the walls of Congress and the battlefield camps.

Consider what freedom meant for different women. For an elite Boston intellectual like Mercy Otis Warren, it was the chance to publish political satire and influence debate, though always under the shadow of gendered scrutiny. For an enslaved woman like Phillis Wheatley, it was the act of turning poetry into protest—using the very tools of the colonists’ language to demand recognition of her humanity. For a farmwife on the frontier, freedom might have meant protecting her children while her husband fought, keeping the homestead alive against hunger, weather, and raids. The Revolution looked different from each of these vantage points, and when combined, they form a far more complete picture of America’s birth.

The question, then, is not whether women “contributed” to the Revolution—they unquestionably did. The question is why their contributions were minimized for so long, and what we gain when we bring them back into the light. To acknowledge women’s roles is to admit that the Revolution was not a story of perfect equality achieved, but a beginning—one where half the population was left to fight for recognition in the centuries that followed.

That struggle continues. When we remember that the call to “remember the ladies” was ignored, we also recognize the unfinished nature of America’s promise. When we learn that women acted as spies, soldiers, and writers, we see that the boundaries of gender were always being tested, even in 1776. And when we hear Native women’s accounts of dispossession or enslaved women’s voices longing for freedom, we are reminded that America’s founding ideals were always shadowed by exclusions that demand reckoning.

The Revolution, then, is not a static event frozen in 18th-century ink. It is a living argument about what liberty means, who deserves it, and how it is achieved. Women’s stories prove that this argument did not begin and end with men in powdered wigs. It lived in kitchens, fields, and prayer circles; in whispers across taverns; in poems and petitions; and in the quiet defiance of survival.

This book begins with that conviction: that to understand America’s founding, we must recover the voices of its women—not as an afterthought, but as central to the narrative. Their stories do not weaken the Revolution’s legacy. They strengthen it, revealing that liberty has always been more complicated, more contested, and more deeply human than the simplified myths suggest.

The Revolution was not only a fight for independence. It was, for women, the beginning of a longer fight—a revolution unfinished.
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​Chapter 2 – Mercy Otis Warren: The Pen of the Revolution
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Before the first shots rang out at Lexington and Concord, before the Declaration of Independence was inked in Philadelphia, a revolution was already stirring in print. Pamphlets, broadsides, and essays circulated from Boston to Charleston, carrying ideas that fanned rebellion into open flame. At the center of this literary battlefield stood an unlikely figure: a woman, a mother, and a writer whose words cut sharper than bayonets—Mercy Otis Warren.

Mercy was born in 1728 in Barnstable, Massachusetts, into the Otis family—a family of ambition, intellect, and restless defiance. Her brother, James Otis Jr., would become a fiery patriot, famous for declaring, “Taxation without representation is tyranny.” But Mercy’s own intellectual fire was no less bright. Though women in colonial New England were rarely given more than rudimentary schooling, her father encouraged her curiosity. She read deeply—Shakespeare, Milton, history, philosophy—and absorbed the Enlightenment ideals that pulsed through the Atlantic world. Books became her education; conversation, her proving ground.

Marriage did not dim her ambitions. In 1754 she wed James Warren, a merchant and future political leader who, unlike many men of his time, valued her intellect as an asset rather than a threat. Their home in Plymouth soon became a gathering place for patriots. John and Abigail Adams, Samuel Adams, and other leaders visited frequently. Around the table, debates about liberty and loyalty unfolded, and Mercy was not content to remain silent. She joined in, her sharp wit and political insight commanding respect even in a society that expected women to remain deferential.

But it was with her pen that she truly entered the Revolution. Anonymously at first, she wrote plays, poems, and political commentary that attacked British officials and celebrated resistance. Her satires skewered royal governors and loyalists, mocking them with biting humor that resonated with colonists hungry for rebellion. Unlike speeches shouted in taverns or sermons thundered from pulpits, her words could travel—copied, circulated, and read by people she would never meet. In an era when public dissent carried risks of arrest or ruin, her anonymity protected her. But those who knew her understood the force behind the words.

For Mercy, writing was not a pastime; it was participation in the Revolution. She could not march with muskets or take a seat in Congress, but she could do something equally dangerous: shape public opinion. In a colony where ideas were as vital as armies, this made her one of the Revolution’s hidden generals—commanding ink instead of troops.

Yet, the fact that she wrote at all was radical. Women were expected to confine their pens to personal letters, family records, or religious musings. Politics was the domain of men. But Mercy’s work broke through that barrier, proving that women’s minds could grapple with questions of liberty, power, and justice. She challenged not only Britain’s authority, but also the unspoken limits placed on women’s voices.

Her early writings remind us of a truth often lost: the Revolution was not only fought on battlefields—it was also fought in words. And in that fight, Mercy Otis Warren was one of the fiercest warriors.

Mercy Otis Warren’s political writings were not timid commentaries on the events of her day—they were full-fledged acts of resistance, sharpened by wit and moral clarity. Her most famous early contributions came in the form of satirical plays, published anonymously between 1772 and 1775, that mocked royal officials and exposed the corruption of British authority.

In The Adulateur, she caricatured Thomas Hutchinson, the unpopular royal governor of Massachusetts, as “Rapatio,” a tyrannical villain whose lust for power threatened the colony’s freedom. The play was more than entertainment; it was political theater in print, meant to inflame colonial resentment. Readers who recognized the thinly veiled figures laughed at the absurdities, but also felt a growing conviction that their rulers were unfit to govern.

She followed it with The Defeat (1773), a continuation of Hutchinson’s downfall, and later The Group (1775), which lampooned Loyalists as self-serving cowards groveling before the Crown. These works did more than ridicule—they stripped the aura of authority from British officials and reminded colonists that resistance was not only justified, but honorable. In a society where newspapers were censored and public criticism could spark reprisal, her plays became weapons, wielded with humor as sharp as a blade.

What made her voice particularly powerful was its foundation in friendship and correspondence. Mercy was not a solitary writer scratching away in obscurity. She was deeply enmeshed in the patriot network. She exchanged letters with John Adams, Samuel Adams, and other revolutionary leaders, sometimes offering encouragement, sometimes challenging their positions. Her friendship with Abigail Adams was especially enduring. In their letters, the two women shared frustrations, anxieties, and hopes, creating a record of female political thought that remains rare for the time.

Abigail, who famously urged her husband to “remember the ladies,” found in Mercy a kindred spirit—a woman unwilling to accept silence as her role. Together, they formed what might be called a “female political salon,” connected not by parlors and tea, but by pen and ink. Their words traveled along the same currents as pamphlets and speeches, though often with more nuance and reflection than their male counterparts.

Mercy’s influence was not always comfortable for her friends. John Adams admired her mind, but he also bristled at her sharp critiques. In one letter, he half-jokingly referred to her as a “trumpet of sedition.” But the nickname revealed both respect and unease. Here was a woman shaping public discourse in ways that unsettled the boundaries of gender and politics.

Beyond satire, Mercy also wrote poetry infused with revolutionary zeal. She praised patriot heroes, mourned fallen soldiers, and appealed to the moral conscience of the colonies. Her poems circulated widely, reminding readers that the Revolution was not only about strategy and survival—it was also about ideals worth celebrating.

In her own mind, Mercy saw writing as a duty to her country. She was not chasing fame; she was answering a call. As she once wrote, “America stands armed with resolution and virtue.” For her, words were weapons of virtue, as necessary as muskets in the field.

But her decision to write carried risks. The more her work circulated, the greater the chance that her authorship would be exposed. As a woman, she risked ridicule; as a patriot, she risked the wrath of Britain. Yet she continued, undeterred, believing that truth was worth the gamble.

In doing so, Mercy Otis Warren carved out a place for herself in the Revolution—not on the battlefield, but in the arena of ideas. She became, in many ways, the conscience of the Revolution: reminding colonists of the stakes, calling out corruption, and framing the struggle as one not merely of politics, but of morality.

If Mercy Otis Warren’s Revolutionary plays and poems made her a patriot, it was her later work as a historian that cemented her as a pioneer. In 1805, more than two decades after independence, she published History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution. It was a monumental achievement—not only because it chronicled the events of the Revolution with firsthand insight, but because it made Mercy the first woman to publish a comprehensive history of America’s founding.

The project had consumed her for years. She had witnessed the Revolution intimately, corresponding with leading figures, following battles through her husband’s political career, and recording her impressions in letters and drafts. She was not simply recounting events from afar—she was a participant, translating her lived experience into a narrative of the nation’s birth.

But her History was not a straightforward celebration of the Founding Fathers. Mercy brought a sharp, moralistic lens to her writing. She praised the courage of patriots, yes, but she also criticized corruption, ambition, and betrayal. She admired George Washington’s integrity but was less forgiving of others, such as Alexander Hamilton, whose hunger for centralized power alarmed her. Unlike most early histories, which tended to canonize Revolutionary leaders, Mercy’s work insisted on honesty, even when it meant bruising reputations.

This independence of thought caused tension. John Adams, once her friend and correspondent, grew furious at her critical portrayal of his presidency. Their relationship, once built on mutual respect, fractured under the weight of her unflinching words. But Mercy refused to retract her views. Her loyalty was to truth, not to friendship.

The very act of publishing the History was revolutionary in itself. Women in the early republic were expected to remain confined to the domestic sphere, writing perhaps for private circles but rarely stepping into public debate. To write a multi-volume history of the Revolution was to declare that a woman’s perspective could stand alongside men’s in shaping national memory. It was an act of authorship, but also an act of defiance.

The book did not make her wealthy, nor did it grant her the kind of lasting fame enjoyed by her male contemporaries. For decades, her name faded from popular accounts, her work cited less often than the speeches of the men she once advised and critiqued. Yet, her legacy endures in subtler ways. She demonstrated that women could not only observe history, but write it—that their pens could carve truth into the national record.

Today, historians look back on Mercy Otis Warren as both a patriot and a trailblazer for women’s intellectual authority. She stands at the crossroads of literature, politics, and history: a woman who defied the silence of her era by writing herself into the Revolution. Through satire, poetry, and history, she transformed the limitations of her gender into a platform of influence, one that reached far beyond her own lifetime.

Her story reminds us of a larger truth: revolutions are not only fought with weapons and armies. They are fought with ideas, and those who shape ideas shape the future. Mercy Otis Warren may not have carried a musket, but her pen fired shots that reverberated across the colonies. She proved that women were not merely observers of liberty, but its architects.

And though many of her contemporaries sought to downplay her influence, her voice has outlasted their dismissals. Today, she is remembered not as a curiosity, but as a woman who dared to write the Revolution—and in doing so, ensured that women would always have a claim in the telling of America’s story.
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​Chapter 3 – Abigail Adams: “Remember the Ladies”
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In March of 1776, as delegates in Philadelphia debated independence, a woman in Massachusetts sat down to write a letter. Her husband was John Adams, one of the most vocal advocates for breaking away from Britain. She had written him countless times before, their correspondence serving as a lifeline during his long absences. But this letter was different. With quill in hand, Abigail Adams pressed an idea that cut deeper than politics—it was about the very shape of freedom itself.

“In the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make,” she wrote, “I desire you would remember the ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors.”

It was a startling demand in a time when women had no legal voice, no vote, and few rights outside the shadow of their husbands. Abigail was not simply asking for kindness; she was asking for recognition—that liberty, if it meant anything, must include women. She warned that if men ignored this, women were “determined to foment a Rebellion” and would not hold themselves bound by laws in which they had no voice.

To modern readers, the passage burns with early feminist fire. To John Adams, it was almost laughable. He responded with playful dismissal, teasing that the men could not give up their “masculine systems” and that the “despotism of the petticoat” was the last thing America needed. Yet behind his humor was discomfort, perhaps even fear. Abigail’s words revealed the cracks in the Revolution’s rhetoric. How could men argue for liberty while refusing to extend it to half the population?

Abigail’s insistence that women be remembered did not spring from abstract theory. It grew out of lived experience. Born in 1744 in Weymouth, Massachusetts, she had been raised in a minister’s household, educated at home with an unusually broad range of reading for a girl of her time. She married John Adams at twenty, and together they forged a partnership of mutual respect, one that endured through war, politics, and the birth of a nation.

But respect did not erase absence. John’s duties carried him away for months and even years at a time, leaving Abigail to manage the household, farm, finances, and the raising of their children. She became, in practice, both mother and father—planting crops, negotiating purchases, hiring help, and teaching her children while navigating shortages and the constant threat of British attack. When the war pressed close, she melted pewter to make bullets. When disease spread, she nursed the sick.

Abigail’s letters capture the texture of Revolutionary life from a woman’s perspective. While John wrote of Congress and diplomacy, she wrote of smallpox inoculations, of women’s courage in crisis, of the strain of loneliness, and the endless labor of survival. Her words reveal a Revolution not just in halls of power, but in kitchens, barns, and sickrooms.

It was this dual existence—deeply domestic yet politically aware—that gave Abigail her unique perspective. She saw clearly that women bore the burdens of freedom as heavily as men, though their sacrifices were rarely acknowledged. Her plea to “remember the ladies” was not a passing remark; it was a demand rooted in years of carrying the Revolution on her shoulders while her husband and his peers debated liberty in theory.

Abigail Adams was not content to simply endure. She questioned, she challenged, and she expected her voice to be heard. Her story reminds us that the Revolution was not fought by men alone. It was lived, daily and intimately, by women whose struggles and insights made the dream of liberty possible.

While Abigail Adams is often remembered for her famous plea to “remember the ladies,” her letters reveal a mind that engaged deeply with politics, strategy, and philosophy. She was not merely a wife reporting the weather and family news—she was John Adams’s most trusted confidante, offering him a steady stream of insight and counsel as the Revolution unfolded.

Her correspondence shows a woman with keen political instincts. In June 1776, while Congress debated independence, Abigail urged John to “promote virtue and fear God” in their deliberations, warning that without moral leadership, liberty could quickly descend into chaos. She was suspicious of unchecked power and wary of the corrosive effects of greed on the new nation. Her letters repeatedly stressed the need for justice, moderation, and education—principles that echoed throughout the early republic.

During John’s long absences, their exchange of letters became a substitute for conversation, a paper dialogue that bridged miles and months. She wrote with remarkable frankness, offering opinions on military campaigns, British strategy, and the volatile mood in the colonies. She urged John not to underestimate the endurance of the people, even as shortages of salt, sugar, and cloth wore down their patience. At times, her advice bordered on the tactical: she described local militia activity, relayed rumors of British ships, and noted the morale of ordinary people.

Abigail’s role as a political partner is perhaps most striking in the way John respected her counsel, even when he teased her. He often replied with updates on Congressional debates, foreign alliances, and his own fears, knowing that she would understand. Few women of her time were entrusted with such political intimacy, but John recognized in Abigail an intellect equal to the weight of the times.

Their partnership was tested most dramatically when John traveled overseas. In 1778 he sailed to France on a diplomatic mission, leaving Abigail to manage their farm, raise their children, and face the loneliness of separation. Their letters from this period reveal both longing and strain. She shouldered the hardships of war—food shortages, disease, inflation—while worrying constantly for his safety at sea. When their son John Quincy Adams traveled with his father, Abigail wrote with a mother’s grief at separation, yet she never let sorrow weaken her resolve. She managed the family’s affairs with a level of independence rare for women of her era, negotiating with merchants and tenants, keeping the family solvent despite wartime upheaval.

Her letters also show how profoundly the Revolution shaped her thinking about women’s place in society. She saw clearly that women were essential to the cause—not only as caretakers, but as thinkers, workers, and educators. She believed that if the republic was to survive, women must be educated to raise virtuous citizens. This idea, later known as “Republican Motherhood,” was not a call for equality in the modern sense, but it was a radical assertion that women’s intellect and role in shaping the nation’s future could not be ignored.

Perhaps most striking is Abigail’s moral clarity on the issue of slavery. In 1774, she wrote with outrage after hearing of enslaved men sold away from their families, calling it a “most shocking practice.” She questioned how Americans could demand freedom from Britain while tolerating bondage at home. Though she and John did not become abolitionists in the modern sense, her words reflect the unease of a woman unwilling to ignore the Revolution’s hypocrisies.

Through these letters, Abigail emerges not only as a supportive wife, but as a political thinker in her own right. She understood the Revolution as both a war for independence and a test of principles, and she believed that women, no less than men, had a stake in its outcome.

In her voice, we hear the Revolution stripped of its marble heroics. We hear the practical, urgent concerns of survival, the moral questions that haunted patriots, and the quiet insistence that women’s voices mattered.

As the Revolution ended and the United States staggered into its first decades, Abigail Adams’s life entered a new phase—one that would test her resilience and further shape her legacy. No longer merely a patriot’s wife, she became the spouse of a president, a mother of a future president, and one of the earliest women to wield soft political power in America.

When John Adams was elected the nation’s second president in 1796, Abigail reluctantly stepped into the role of First Lady. The title itself did not yet exist, but the expectations were already heavy. She was not content to play a ceremonial part. In Philadelphia and later in the unfinished White House in Washington, she became a trusted adviser to John, offering candid opinions on legislation, appointments, and the dangerous rise of partisan politics. Her letters from this period reveal a woman both pragmatic and principled, unafraid to speak against corruption or hypocrisy.

She approached the position with the same independence that had defined her wartime years. To Abigail, the role of First Lady was not about fashion or entertainment—it was about moral example. She cultivated an image of republican simplicity, rejecting ostentation in favor of restraint, signaling to the new nation that leadership was about character, not luxury. Yet she also endured ridicule, with political opponents mocking her influence and critics labeling her “Mrs. President.” The slur was meant to diminish her, but in truth it revealed what made her remarkable: she was a woman whose opinions carried weight in a republic that insisted women had none.

Abigail’s later letters also capture her ongoing frustration with the unfinished work of the Revolution. She never let go of the conviction that women deserved greater recognition. Though she did not imagine modern equality, she consistently argued that a just nation must treat women with respect, educate them properly, and value their contributions. Her plea to “remember the ladies,” once brushed off by her husband, took on new resonance as she raised her daughters and granddaughters to believe in their own worth.

Her legacy was not confined to her marriage or her role as First Lady. She was also the mother of John Quincy Adams, who became the sixth president of the United States. In her son’s career, one can see her influence—her emphasis on education, moral responsibility, and independence of thought. She once told him, “Great necessities call out great virtues.” It was advice born of a life lived in the crucible of war and nation-building, and it became a guiding principle for him.

Abigail Adams died in 1818 at the age of seventy-three, having lived long enough to see the fragile republic endure its first transitions of power. She never saw women gain the rights she had hinted at in her famous letter, but her words echoed long after her death. By the 19th century, suffragists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony cited her as an early voice in the struggle for women’s rights. “Remember the ladies” became a rallying cry, a reminder that the Revolution’s promise of liberty had always been incomplete.

Her story complicates the tidy picture of the Founding Fathers. It reminds us that behind the ink-stained desks and battlefield victories stood women who not only endured sacrifice but demanded recognition. Abigail Adams was not content to let liberty belong to men alone. She insisted that women, too, must be counted among the architects of freedom.

Her voice—sharp, thoughtful, and unyielding—ensures that the Revolution cannot be told honestly without her. In every way that mattered, Abigail Adams was not just the wife of a patriot. She was a patriot herself.
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​Chapter 4 – Phillis Wheatley: Freedom in Verse
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In 1773, as tensions between Britain and the colonies simmered toward open conflict, a slender book of poetry was published in London. Its author was not a Harvard scholar, a gentleman of leisure, or a fiery patriot. She was a young African girl, kidnapped from her homeland, enslaved in Boston, and renamed Phillis Wheatley. With her Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral, Wheatley became the first published African American poet and the second woman in America to publish a book. Her voice, steeped in faith, intellect, and piercing moral clarity, became a challenge to the Revolution’s hypocrisy.

Phillis was born around 1753 in West Africa, most likely in modern-day Senegal or Gambia. At seven or eight years old, she was torn from her family, shackled aboard a slave ship, and transported across the Atlantic. In Boston, she was purchased by John Wheatley, a wealthy tailor, and given to his wife, Susanna, as a domestic servant. She was renamed after the ship that carried her into bondage—the Phillis. Her body was enslaved, but her mind soon astonished her captors.

The Wheatleys, recognizing her precocious intelligence, allowed her an unusual degree of education. Within sixteen months of arriving in America, Phillis had mastered English. Soon she was reading the Bible, John Milton, Alexander Pope, and the classics in Latin and Greek. By her teenage years, she was composing poetry that revealed not only remarkable skill but also a profound engagement with religion, morality, and the political tensions of the day.

Her poems gained attention in Boston, where a number of influential figures—clergy, merchants, and even Governor Thomas Hutchinson—were struck by her talent. Yet her work also provoked disbelief. Could a young African girl, enslaved and marginalized, truly be the author of such refined verse? The very premise threatened colonial assumptions about race and intellect.

To validate her authorship, Phillis was subjected to an extraordinary ordeal. In 1772, she was examined by a panel of prominent Boston men—including John Hancock—who interrogated her on her knowledge and her writings. Their signed attestation that she had indeed written the poems was published in the preface to her book. It was a humiliating testament to the racism of her time, but it also marked a watershed: a young enslaved woman had forced Boston’s elite to acknowledge her genius.

Her poetry spoke with the voice of faith but carried undercurrents of resistance. In her famous poem “On Being Brought from Africa to America,” she acknowledges her enslavement but challenges her readers to confront their prejudice:


“Remember, Christians, Negroes, black as Cain,
May be refin’d, and join th’ angelic train.”

With such lines, she quietly rebuked the colonists’ claim to Christian virtue while enslaving human beings.

Phillis Wheatley’s verse was not merely art—it was political. In 1775, she penned a poem to George Washington, hailing him as “first in peace and honors.” Washington invited her to meet him at his headquarters in Cambridge, a rare acknowledgment of an enslaved woman’s voice by the commander of the Continental Army. In her poems, Wheatley blended religious devotion, classical imagery, and subtle calls for justice, creating a body of work that transcended her own bondage while forcing America to confront its contradictions.

Her life reminds us that the Revolution was not only about independence from Britain. For many, like Phillis, the true revolution was the struggle for freedom from slavery itself.

Phillis Wheatley’s rise to prominence in the early 1770s was nothing short of extraordinary, yet it was also deeply paradoxical. On one hand, she became a celebrated literary figure in both the colonies and Britain, admired for her mastery of classical style and her moral voice. On the other, she remained enslaved, her very existence a living contradiction to the liberty so loudly proclaimed by the patriots around her.

After the publication of her Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral in London in 1773, Phillis became something of a celebrity. Her youth, gender, and enslaved status made her a curiosity in elite circles. London’s abolitionists welcomed her as proof of Black intellect and humanity, using her book as a weapon against defenders of slavery. In the colonies, her poems were praised by prominent ministers and politicians. George Washington’s invitation for her to meet him in 1776 was symbolic, not only of his respect but of the growing awareness that Wheatley’s pen carried moral weight.

But this admiration was laced with contradiction. Many who praised her poems still owned enslaved
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