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			For all the textilians

		

	
		
			You must not go into the burial places, and look about only for the tall monuments and the titled names. It is not the starred epitaphs of the Doctors of Divinity, the Generals, the Judges, the Honourables, the Governors, or even of the village notables called Esquires, that mark the springs of our successes and the sources of our distinctions. These are rather effects than causes; the spinning-wheels have done a great deal more than these.

			Horace Bushnell, “The Age of Homespun,” 1851




			Our fathers wrung their bread from stocks and stones And fenced their gardens with the Redman’s bones.

			Robert Lowell, “Children of Light,” 1944




			What did they do, our grandmothers, as they sat spinning all the day? Are we not ourselves the web they wove?

			Anonymous toast, Mary Floyd Talmage Chapter
Daughters of the American Revolution
Litchfield, Connecticut, 1910
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		PROLOGUE
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		If this book were an exhibit, I could arrange it as a room, one of those three-sided rooms you sometimes find in museums, open on one side like a dollhouse, with a little fence or rope across. My room wouldn’t represent a time or place but an idea—New England’s age of homespun.

		On the left wall, above the paneled fireplace, I would hang a fanciful embroidery—eighteenth-century Americans called it a chimneypiece— showing courting couples, winsome lambs, and an apron-clad maiden spinning with a drop spindle. On the opposite side of the room, on the curtained bed, I would arrange a real object of homespun, a blue and white bed rug made in Connecticut during the Revolution. Hannah Barnard’s cupboard would stand against the middle wall, one drawer open to reveal a folded counterpane and a rough wool blanket embellished with a bright pink rose. Between the fireplace and the cupboard, I would stand two spinning wheels, one for flax and one for wool, scattering other emblems of household industry around them, a niddy-noddy partly wound with yarn, a weaver’s shuttle, and a woodsplint basket filled with unspun wool. On the tea table in the center of the room, I would spread a homespun cloth with a netted fringe, arranging an embroidered pocketbook beside a little Indian basket twined from basswood and corn-husk. For poignancy, I would add to the wall near the bed Prudence Punderson’s somber silk embroidery, The First, Second, and Last Scenes of Mortality. On the chair beneath it, I would drop an unfinished stocking still on its ancient needles.

		To a scrupulous eye, my room would seem an improbable assembly of objects from different times, places, and sensibilities, as eclectic as a colonial revival house museum or a New England bed-and-breakfast. There is no arguing with that. But this room isn’t meant to represent a moment in time. It is a memorial to the nineteenth-century Americans who saved all these things. Without them, this book would not exist.

		I could try it another way. Honoring more modern curatorial practice, I could display each object with its kind, hanging the embroideries in the cool splendor of a textile gallery and exhibiting Hannah’s cupboard in a furniture show on a low platform surrounded by other carved and painted chests from the Connecticut River Valley. In such a scheme, the unfinished stocking might have to go into storage, but the baskets could move to an ethnographic museum, joining wampum and a war club from the time of King Philip. The spinning wheels, massed with a hundred others, could introduce visitors to a linear display of textile technology from household to factory, with earplugs required in the mechanized weaving room at the end. In any of these spaces, pull-out drawers, safely encased in Plexiglas, could display flat textiles, like the linen tablecloth, their weave structures easy to see at close range.

		That approach would provide a precise context for each object, but it would make it difficult to explore the mythology that connects them. As a place to begin, the three-sided room is better. It is compact, it is provocative, and it exposes the historiographic tension in my project. This is a book about cloth-making and about the production of history.

		In Good Wives, I questioned the centrality of homespun in popular conceptions of early America. “For centuries the industrious Bathsheba has been pictured sitting at a spinning wheel,” I wrote. “Perhaps it is time to suggest a new icon for women’s history.” Ten years later, I unraveled that argument when I chose homespun check as a metaphor for neighborly relations in eighteenth-century Maine. It was not just that Martha Ballard’s diary allowed me to see things that weren’t visible in earlier records. Things changed between the period of Good Wives, 1650—1750, and the age of A Midwife’s Tale, 1785—1812. In seventeenth-century New England, as in Europe, weaving was a male occupation and only a minority of households owned spinning wheels. By the late eighteenth century, cloth-making was not only ubiquitous, it was the foundation of local patterns of barter and exchange that I called a “female economy.”

		How had this happened? Had the Revolution not only changed the meaning of women’s work, but the work itself? My effort to answer these questions led to The Age of Homespun. As I burrowed deeper into the sources, I discovered that New England’s female-centered production system developed well before the American Revolution and long before the introduction of waterpowered spinning turned women into weavers in other parts of the world. The feminization of weaving was part of a larger transformation in the northern rural economy as families adjusted to new market opportunities. In both Europe and America, this same period witnessed the beginnings of what other scholars have called a “consumer revolution.” Far from being in opposition to one another, “store-bought” and “homemade” fabrics developed together.1

		That discovery took me into the storage collections of museums looking for surviving fabrics. I was astonished by what I found. Packed into drawers and boxes, rolled onto storage tubes, or hanging from moveable frames were hundreds of ordinary household textiles rescued from New England attics. There were sheets, pillowcases, tablecloths, napkins, towels, quilts, blankets, grain bags, handkerchiefs, aprons, coverlets, and more. Rural families saved kitchen rags as well as embroidered bed hangings, Indian baskets as well as old spinning wheels, and Oxfordshire blankets as well as New Hampshire flax. The region’s earliest museums had collected exotica—South Island seashells, cypress from Smyrna, spoons made from the horns of Alaskan mountain goats, and pestles and spear points from the graves of supposedly extinct Indians.2 But in the last decades of the nineteenth century they discovered the detritus of rural households. For a people caught in the march of mechanization, antique tools and scraps of old fabric evoked a world that seemed simpler and more authentic than the one they knew.
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		When this photograph was taken, circa 1900-1910, the garret of the Stephen Robbins Homestead in East Lexington, Massachusetts, was crammed with objects gathered over two centuries. Notice the woodsplint basket in the lower left-hand corner with the rim of a large wool wheel looming over it.
COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.
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		Eliza Philbrick wrote dozens of handwritten labels identifying objects spun and woven on her grandfather’s farm before 1816. Many can be seen here in a storage area of the Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities. Notice the woven coverlets, the checkered blankets, marked towels, and tablecloths, some with netted fringes, and a pair of rose blankets.
COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES. GIFT OF GEORGE O. SWASEY AND CLARA S. WOODBERRY, 1949. PHOTOGRAPH BY DANA SALVO

		Nineteenth-century Americans understood that objects tell stories. They wrote their stories in speeches, memoirs, and poems, and on scraps of paper that they pinned, pasted, or sewed to the things they saved. These were stories about patriotism, family pride, and household industry, about resolute farmers, disappearing Indians, and grandmothers who spun and wove by the kitchen fire. Other stories slipped through their hands, surviving unnoticed in tax lists, vital records, newspapers, censuses, letters, diaries, probate records, merchants’ accounts, and in the objects themselves, waiting to be unpacked by genealogical research, historical reconstruction, and curatorial investigation. This is a book about the objects nineteenth-century Americans saved, the stories they told, and the stories that got away. It begins in Litchfield, Connecticut, in 1851, with a speech in which a Hartford reformer named Horace Bushnell gave “the age of homespun” its name. It then moves backward in time to trace the evolution of a mythology of homespun over two centuries of racial conflict, expanding gentility, and war.

		My purpose is not to debunk the sentimental vision of the late nineteenth century, but to trace its origins, exploit its contributions, and perhaps in the process explain its persistence. Ironically, the nostalgic and seemingly indiscriminate collecting habits of the late nineteenth century can contribute a new unity to New England’s early history. When examined closely, the objects in my imaginary room not only undercut colonial revival ideas about the simplicity and harmony of early American life, they challenge the compartmentalization of contemporary scholarship, forcing us to consider Algonkian baskets and English blankets on the same page, connect the study of household production with the study of expanding commerce, and rewrite the linear narrative of New England’s transition from household to factory.

		In a poem written around 1690, the Westfield, Massachusetts, pastor Edward Taylor found spiritual meaning in the fact that in a horizontal loom, fabric was wound onto the cloth beam as it was woven, leaving only a few inches exposed, until the entire web was complete. To him weaving was a metaphor for the guiding hand of Providence on the human soul. Although one might not be able to see the design while it was in process, at the end of life it would become visible.

		
			Judge not this Web while in the Loom, but stay
   From judging it until the judgment day.
For while it’s foiled up, the best Can see
   But little of it, and that little too
Shews weather beaten: but when it shall bee
Hung open all at once, Oh, beautious shew!
Though thrids run in and out, cross snarled and twin’de,
The Web will even be enwrought you’l finde.3

		

		Taylor’s metaphor could also describe the way hindsight allows us to see patterns in history. Looking back, we can see how an unobserved shift in the gender division of labor in the early 1700s created the female-centered textile economy later generations remembered as “the age of homespun.”

		Yet history gives us more than big patterns. Sometimes the most useful insights come from pondering the harnesses and treadles that move the interlocking threads of daily life. Here the big questions have less to do with overarching change than with the way ordinary people created meaning out of a world cross-snarled and twined. That is why this book focuses on the stories of individual people—makers, collectors, and users of ordinary household goods.

		A book is not an exhibit. Words cannot display the texture of a bed rug, the sheen of old linen, or the curious geometry of a niddy-noddy. Nor can words replace the subtle measurements our bodies make as we look up at or down upon things. But with good fortune and sympathetic readers, a book about objects might move through the cluttered rooms of nineteenth-century memory and the ordered galleries of twentieth-century scholarship into that dimly seen and never fully realized space we call history, giving us blood and greed as well as beauty, exhibiting things that did not get saved.
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		The Age of Homespun

		LITCHFIELD, CONNECTICUT, 1851
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		What we call History, considered as giving a record of notable events, or transactions, under names and dates…I conceive to be commonly very much of a fiction.

		Horace Bushnell, “The Age of Homespun”

		
		The age of homespun wasn’t born in Litchfield, Connecticut, but it was christened there on August 14, 1851, on the second day of the county centennial. Litchfield in that year was not the “colonial” town tourists know today, with its spired church and shuttered houses. The center village was poised somewhere between Greek Revival white and Gothic gray. Progress, not nostalgia, was in the air. The county had been in decline for almost a generation, its population siphoned off to the east by new industrial cities and to the west by more fertile states and territories, but under the watchful eye of the Village Improvement Society, the town of Litchfield was reviving. Residents had been tearing down dilapidated eighteenth-century fences and outbuildings, planting trees, and laying out granite fence posts to create the progressive landscape visible in the centennial engraving. Visitors stood under young elms in a park, not a common.1

		“The Hill of Litchfield never showed so proud a spectacle,” wrote the correspondent for the New Englander. Ceremony might have been a better word than spectacle, unless seeing a town double its population overnight was a spectacle. There were no fireworks, floats, or contests of skill, just a solemn procession and two days of speeches under the big tent rented from Yale College. Yet the crowd came. A reporter for the New York Observer thought there were as many as five thousand people in the pavilion on the opening day.2 They came from all the towns and notches in the county, from Goshen, Canaan, Bantam Falls, Washington, Mudge Pond, and Kent. They came too from the statehouse in Hartford, from pulpits in Philadelphia, Boston, and Brooklyn, from the Supreme Court of Vermont and the Court of Queen’s Bench in Canada. They arrived from industrial Waterbury and Stamford, from the college at New Haven, and from midwestern towns that only looked like Connecticut. Old Ebenezer Landon, age ninety-one, traveled three hundred miles from Lyons New York, retracing the route he had taken when leaving Litchfield forty-six years before. “We have been wanderers from our early homes,” exclaimed Judge Amasa Parker of Albany. George Holley of Niagara Falls broke into dialect remembering the scenes of his youth.3

		
			Preceding page: Julius Busch. View of the Litchfield Centennial, 1851. COURTESY LITCHFIELD HISTORICAL SOCIETY

		

		At 10:00 a.m. on the first day, the procession moved out from the Mansion House in the center of town led by a military band from the Water-vliet Arsenal in New York. Behind the band marched Connecticut’s governor and the general of the state’s militia, the honorary president and vice presidents of the day, the orator and poet, the Central Committee of Arrangements, the town committees, the emigrant sons, the Odd Fellows, the Cadets of Temperance and other voluntary societies, and the male citizens at large.4 There were a few clouds in the sky that day, but no rain. Perhaps a breeze touched the necks of the dignitaries as they marched in top hats and tailcoats along East Street, up North Street, circling back to the big tent, where the ceremonies began at eleven with a hymn to the tune of “Old Hundred.” The correspondent for the Observer thought that “full half” of those in the tent “were the fair daughters of Litchfield County.”5

		The Reverend Mr. Horace Bushnell of Hartford was among the native sons marching in the procession, and he may have been among the dignitaries on the platform, but this was not his day. The speakers on the first day emphasized Litchfield’s progress from a backcountry town to a center of education, enterprise, and trade, acknowledging the women in the audience with a few lyrical asides. Judge Samuel Church praised the hardworking colonial wives “to whom the music of the spinning-wheel and the loom was more necessary than that of the piano and the harpischord,” and he told the story of how, during the Revolution, Litchfield women melted down an equestrian statue of the king brought from New York to provide bullets for the Continental Army, but like centennial speakers all over New England in this period, he focused on the biographies of leading men. In March he had written to the centennial committee asking the representatives from each of the county’s towns to provide the names of the first minister and his immediate successors, the generals and field officers, chaplains and captains in the Revolution, lawyers, divines, physicians, authors, judicial officers, members of Congress, and other distinguished men who were natives of the county. His speech was a kind of parade. Allusions to domestic life were small trills above the drumbeat of his narrative.6

		Church’s discourse consumed two and a half hours, with time out for a recess at noon. The poet and wit John Pierpont followed. According to one newspaper, he did not so much read his commemorative poem as act it, playing upon the filial pieties of his audience by punning on the surnames of leading families. He too gave brief attention to the ladies, assuring them that their housekeeping talents were valued and that they, too, had been beneficiaries of progress. In a particularly enthusiastic passage, he described an exhausted colonial housewife sitting slumped beside her wheel, “a heap of cotton lying by her side,” when suddenly the steam from her boiling teakettle rose, took the form of an angel, and spoke:

		
			Woman, fear not, for thou shalt see the day,
When I, yes I, the vapor that I seem,
Of fire and water born, and baptized Steam,
Will save you all this labor…

		

		There was no hint in Pierpont’s poem that, even as he spoke, forty thousand women labored in New England’s textile mills. In his view, steam, not workers, produced calico.7

		At half past ten on the second day, the centennial procession formed once again, with Horace Bushnell at its head. The crowd in the big tent had grown. Was it Bushnell’s reputation as a speaker that drew them or the notoriety of his recent conflict with the orthodox clergy of Connecticut? His attempt to mesh a new theory of language with Christian theology had outraged the less imaginative among his brethren, who had forced a trial for heresy before the Hartford North Consociation. Though he was acquitted, the controversy was still festering when he arrived at Litchfield in 1851. The reporter for the New Englander thought some in the crowd were merely curious “to see the man that has dared to bear Calvinism in its very den.” He was a handsome man, with a large head and a shock of dark hair, slightly silvered, and he was about to surprise his audience.8

		Bushnell deftly sidestepped theology, charming his listeners and disarming his critics by offering neither a religious discourse nor a conventional history. He began with affected humility. Since Judge Church had given such a complete account of “the principal events and names of honour by which our county has been distinguished, I am the more willing to come after, as a gleaner, in the stubble-ground that is left.”9 He took as his text Proverbs 31, the chapter describing the virtuous woman who “layeth her hands to the spindle.” Cloth-making—a subject that had been mere miscellany in the judge’s discourse and an object of humor and pathos in Pierpont’s poem—would be the organizing theme of his speech.10
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		Jared B. Flagg. The Reverend Horace Bushnell, before 1850.
WADSWORTH ATHENEUM, HARTFORD, CONNECTICUT. ENDOWED BY C. N. FLAGG

		The topic was not new. Since the 1820s, New England writers, particularly female writers, had been celebrating the productive colonial household, but unlike Church and Pierpont, Bushnell used this familiar material to challenge conventional notions of history.11 “What we call History, as a record of notable events, or transactions, under names and dates, and so a really just and true exhibition of the causes that construct a social state, I conceive to be commonly very much of a fiction,” he began. The causes of a nation’s greatness had never been recorded, perhaps never could be, certainly not in the deeds of famous men. He told his audience not to go into burying grounds looking for tall monuments to important people. “It is not the starred epitaphs of the Doctors of Divinity, the Generals, the Judges, the Honourables, the Governors, or even of the village notables called Esquires, that mark the springs of our successes and the sources of our distinctions. These are rather effects than causes; the spinning-wheels have done a great deal more than these.”12

		Bushnell celebrated both the anonymity and the dignity of those he considered the true founders of Litchfield County. “Who they are by name we cannot tell—no matter who they are—we should be none the wiser if we could name them, they themselves none the more honourable. Enough that they are the King Lemuels and Queens of Homespun, out of whom we draw our royal lineage.”13 The image of Litchfield’s pioneers as queens and kings of homespun was both a humorous recasting of the antiroyalism of the early republic and a pastoral corrective to the pomposities of the age of progress. If any old farmer and his wife could be a monarch, what did that do to the judges, the esquires, and the honorables marching in dignity through the streets?

		Bushnell did not invite women into the parade. He eliminated the parade, substituting a verbal contra dance in which each sex played an essential part, sometimes joining hands, sometimes twirling separately in patterned unity. In the age of homespun, he wrote, fathers “climbed among these hills, with their axes, to cut away room for their cabins and for family prayers,” and mothers “made coats, every year, like Hannah, for their children’s bodies, and lined their memory with catechism.” For both sexes, the virtues of neighborliness counterbalanced the failings of parsimony. The woman who haggled with a merchant for half an hour over some small trade was the first to invite the straitened schoolmaster to dinner. The compulsive farmer threshing by lantern light on a winter evening would not hesitate to drive through deep snow the next day to bring a load of wood to his minister. Formal entertainment in such communities “was commonly stiff and quite unsuccessful,” but daily work created more spontaneous pleasure. When young “queens of the spindle… agreed to ‘join works,’ as it was called, for a week or two, in spinning, enlivening their talk by the rival buzz of their wheels, and, when the two skeins were done, spending the rest of the day in such kind of recreation as pleased them, this to them was real society” and far better in Bushnell’s view than people going back and forth “with a card-case in their hand.”14

		Although Bushnell’s vision of the past was as idealized as Pierpont’s and Church’s, his descriptions were more physical and immediate. His audience could hear the “thwack” of the weaver “beating up the woof” and the feel of rough wool on the body. Only a man who had himself been clothed in homespun could write of the “heavy Sunday coats that grew on sheep individually remembered—more comfortably carried, in warm weather, on the arm.” He even managed a kind word for Calvinism. Rocky ground and cold winters nourished strong people. No matter if “the minister speaks in his greatcoat and thick gloves or mittens, if the howling blasts of winter drive in across the assembly fresh streams of ventilation that move the hair upon their heads… great thoughts are brewing, and these keep them warm.”15

		Family life, education, and religion all took their shape from an economy of homespun. “Thus, if clothing is to be manufactured in the house, then flax will be grown in the ploughed land, and sheep will be raised in the pasture, and the measure of the flax ground, and the number of the flock, will correspond with the measure of the house market—the number of the sons and daughters to be clothed—so that the agriculture out of doors will map the family in-doors.” In such a society, there will be few distinctions among neighbors. The only “sign of aristocracy” will be that some are “clean and some a degree less so, some in fine white and striped linen, some in brown tow crash.” The men of early Litchfield, having no excess money to spend in the tavern, found their entertainments at home. Their wives and daughters “spent their nervous impulse on their muscles, and had so much less need of keeping down the excess, or calming the unspent lightning, by doses of anodyne. In the play of the wheel, they spun fibre too within, and in the weaving, wove it close and firm.”16

		Most newspapers printed the speech in detail, though their reporters didn’t know quite what to call it. “His sermon,—for that was the name given to the performance by the presiding officer,—was a masterly piece of pious humor,” wrote the Reporter. The writer for the Republican concluded that it “might be called a Moral Lecture on Economy, rather than a Religious Sermon.” The New Englander admitted that “though it would be pronounced by severer critics ‘not much of a sermon,’” it was based on an ingenious idea, grouping sketches of early life in Litchfield around the theme of homespun. No one called it history. E. D. Mansfield of Cincinnati pronounced it “as strong a eulogy on the ‘age of homespun’ as can be expected from orator or poet.” In his collected essays, Bushnell called it “a secular sermon.”17 Whatever its genre, it is a small masterpiece, a lyrical and cohesive rendering of one of the central myths in American history.

		In the last half of the nineteenth century, the mystique of homespun spead. It attracted social reformers as well as conservatives, the arts and crafts movement as well as the colonial revival, and academic artists like Thomas Eakins as well as popular illustrators. By the 1890s, antique spinning wheels were everywhere, even in the mansion of a Montana mining magnate. In San Francisco, the Sequoia Chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution displayed a New Hampshire flax wheel and a set of Vermont weaving reeds beside a “Paul Revere” lantern and a musket from Bunker Hill. At Hull House in Chicago, Italian, Greek, Dutch, Irish, Syrian, and Russian women offered spinning and weaving demonstrations alongside portrayals of colonial American, Navajo, Hindu, and Japanese textile crafts. In Kentucky, the suffragist Eliza Calvert Hall traveled the hills collecting weaving patterns and stories.18 No construct with that sort of appeal can be interpreted easily.

		In the case of Horace Bushnell, interpretation is further complicated by scholarly disagreement over his larger corpus. In 1978, Ann Douglas dismissed Bushnell as a prime specimen of the loss of intellectual rigor in American Protestantism. From this vantage point, “The Age of Homespun” is just another specimen of “the feminization of American Culture.” Douglas’s formulation has been challenged by Daniel Walker Howe, who argues that in his best work Bushnell compares “with some of the most original minds of modern times”; he anticipated the ideas of the presumed founders of modern social science, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and Sigmund Freud, and foreshadowed the themes of twentieth-century anthropology.19 Although “The Age of Homespun” gives only a hint of this complexity, its argument for the importance of process over event mirrors many of the themes of modern social history. By shifting attention from political narrative to the unseen workings of ordinary life, Bushnell paved the way for later studies of the relationship between economy and culture.

		There is a connection, of course, between his emphasis on social process and his presumed “feminization.” As Nina Baym has shown, most histories in the early republic, even those written by women, concentrated on conventional themes of patriotism and military valor, portraying female actors, if at all, as victims of tyranny or as supporters of male heroism. Even Elizabeth Ellet, often considered the inventor of modern women’s history, gave the impression that women were somehow outside history, that they were “far more effective on the sidelines as witness and testimony than in the fray.”20 By arguing for the primacy of culture over event, Bushnell was able to place women in the center of the story. Ellet and Bushnell were in total agreement over the character-building virtues of rural life and the importance of women’s work in the domestic setting, but where Bushnell made that setting the center of the story, women’s work remained for Ellet, as for most of her contemporaries, an acknowledged but undefined backdrop to the more heroic acts of revolution.

		His contribution becomes obvious when the sermon at Litchfield is compared with other centennial addresses of the 1850s. At Northampton, Massachusetts, the keynote speaker admitted he really didn’t know if it was true, as tradition claimed, that the wife of a colonial retailer used her father-in-law’s sermons to line her patty pans. Though he was happy to report that “no old women in this town have ever been accused or imprisoned for witchcrafts,” he was sure the more benign “witcheries” of the town’s young women had often been felt in courtship. That was as far as he was prepared to go in acknowledging a female past.21 The bicentennial at Natick, Massachusetts, was just as unapologetically male and probably a good deal less entertaining since the orator of the day, Calvin Stowe (Harriet Beecher’s husband), chose to concentrate on theology.22 At Middletown, Connecticut, in 1853, the Reverend Dr. Field, ailing with rheumatism, paraded the names of the town’s clergy, physicians, and founding fathers through 120 pages, digressing only to quote from a 1737 “elegy on the death of a young sister” and to observe that when the “elder President Adams” attended worship in the town in 1771, he observed “a row of women all standing up and playing their parts with perfect skill and judgment.”23

		At Lancaster, Massachusetts, Joseph Willard managed to produce a detailed history, 140 pages in its printed version, that virtually ignored the town’s most famous resident, Mary Rowlandson, author of an Indian captivity narrative.24 At Bedford, New Hampshire, the newspaperman Horace Greeley extolled the brave men who first “let day-light into the woods” of New Hampshire and expressed satisfaction that such men could still be found in “the whaler in the Pacific, the packet-ship at Canton, the mining ‘gulch’ in California, or the lead ‘diggings’ of the Upper Mississippi.”25 A song “Written for the occasion by a young Lady” extended his theme:

		
			Pass on! sons of Bedford, press on in your glory;
  Pass on! deck your brows with the bright wreaths of fame,
Generations, unborn, will rejoice at your story,
  For History just waits now to take down each name.

		

		That the poet shielded her own name reinforced the message: daughters might offer “wreaths of fame,” but only sons could wear them. Little matter. James O. Adams assured the women of Bedford that though their names “may not be recorded on the page of the world’s great achievements,” their reward would be “above the praise of human lips, greater than the honor which time can give, nobler than the recompense of heroes.”26

		Bushnell himself slipped into that kind of rhetoric in one highly suggestive passage near the end of his speech. “Let no woman imagine that she is without consequence, or motive to excellence, because she is not conspicuous. Oh, it is the greatness of woman that she is so much like the great powers of nature, behind the noise and clatter of the world’s affairs, tempering all things with her benign influence only the more certainly because of her silence.”27 In the context of the speech as a whole, this is a minor concession to Victorian sensibility, but it shows one of the pitfalls of social history, which in abandoning the individualistic and institutional biases of conventional narrative sometimes substitutes one form of exclusion for another, freezing people into a collective anonymity that denies either agency or the capacity to change.

		Bushnell’s appropriation of lines from a poem by Lydia Sigourney exposes the problem. Although Sigourney had long since begun publishing under her own name, Bushnell acknowledged her only as “a favourite poetess of our own,” quoting without attribution four short segments from a longer poem called a “Shred of Linen,” in which the narrator uses a scrap swept up from the floor to imagine the history of civilization from antiquity to the present. It may well have been Sigourney’s poem that inspired Bushnell to organize his sermon around the “article of homespun,” though the approach he took was quite different from hers. Sigourney was less interested in women’s work in the past than in the possibility of female authorship in the present.

		The opening section of the poem lightly raised an old charge: literary women neglect domestic duties. The narrator is apparently sweeping the floor when she discovers the subject of her poem:

		
			          Here’s a littering shred
Of linen left behind—a vile reproach
To all good housewifery. Right glad am I
That no neat lady, train’d in ancient times
Of pudding-making, and of sampler-work,
And speckless sanctity of household care,
Hath happen’d here to spy thee. She, no doubt,
Keen looking through her spectacles, would say,
“This comes of reading books.”

		

		The speaker challenges the shred of linen to tell her of times gone by. When, after a hundred lines of earnest entreaty, it fails to inspire anything worthy of her effort, she resolves to throw it into the rag bag, hoping that it might emerge “stainless and smooth” from the jaws of a paper mill as a “fair page” for a better poet to write upon. Turning her scrap of linen into paper, Sigourney metaphorically chose cultural production over household production. Silence was not the crown she sought.28

		Bushnell too understood that the labor of rural life left little opportunity for literary pursuits—for men or for women. He both welcomed and feared the opportunities for literary and artistic expression made possible by the industrial age. Too much work reduced life to drudgery, but too little led to shallowness, a fluttering obsession with surfaces. Significantly he described mechanization primarily in terms of women’s work: “This transition from mother and daughter power to water and steam-power is a great one, greater by far than many have as yet begun to conceive…. If it carries away the old simplicity, it must also open higher possibilities of culture and social ornament. The principal danger is, that, in removing the rough necessities of the homespun age, it may take away also the severe virtues and the homely but deep and true piety by which, in their blessed fruits, as we are all here testifying, that age is so honourably dis-tinguished.”29 That he used the word ornament to describe the advantages of the new economy suggests his ambivalence. In comparison, the piety of the age of homespun seemed “deep and true.”

		Had Bushnell been willing to push his analysis further, he might have arrived at a materialist critique of nineteenth-century gender roles. If women in early Litchfield acquired dignity through an encounter with the “rough necessities” of life, how could one argue against contemporary women’s engagement with the work of the world? Was enlarged “social ornament” enough—for women or for men? Something very like Bushnell’s vision of the age of homespun lay behind Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s complaint that industrialization had created “an enormous class of nonproductive consumers,—a class which is half the world, and mother of the other half,” and it was the observation that in ages past women had done “practically all the spinning, dyeing, weaving, and sewing” that led Jane Addams to ask whether modern women, even with the expansion of factory labor, were yet doing “their full share of the world’s work in the lines of production which have always been theirs.” Bushnell, however, resisted the implications of his own argument, seemingly incapable of imagining a reciprocity in modern industrial society such as that he so fully imagined in the age of homespun. If production had moved out of the home, the responsibility for “Christian Nurture” had not, and since personality was formed in childhood, and largely by unconscious means, the inculcation of piety required a domestic woman.30

		Bushnell’s idealizations of women were based in part on his own female progenitors. He remembered his maternal grandmother, Molly Ensign Bushnell, primarily for her piety and independence of spirit. She converted to Methodism shortly before she migrated to Vermont, where she organized meetings in her home, picking likely men to read the sermons. Although Bushnell saw her very few times in his life, he later attributed his own call to the ministry to her influence. “Whether it is that she made impressions on my childhood by means I do not recall, or whether, by sending me messages and verses of her own composing in the letters to my father, she knit into my feeling the conviction that she had religious expectations for me, felt but not expressed, I do not know.”31

		More important to his construction of early American women as “Queens of Homespun” were his memories of his own mother. Dotha Bishop Bushnell had no more than a common school education, but according to her son she was never self-conscious about her disadvantages. She clothed her six children in linen and woolen of her own making, administered a home dairy, boarded farm laborers, and during part of the year fed the workers in “a homespun cloth-dressing shop” attached to her husband’s mill. She sent her children to the district schools—and Horace to Yale—clothed “in better, cleaner homespun than any others.” All this work she accomplished year after year, working thirteen or fourteen hours a day, without a word of complaint. “What mortal endurance could bear such a stress of burden! And yet she scarcely showed a look of damage under the wear of it, but kept the appearance rather of a woman of some condition.”32

		There was a darker side to the family history that Bushnell was unable to acknowledge. When he wrote of the “young gentleman of homespun” who looked to his wife as “an angel of help,” he was appealing to an ideal that was often betrayed in his own family’s past. In 1789, his mother’s father had abandoned his wife and three children, sailed to Virginia, and, as one historian described it, “cajoled an Anglican cleric into joining him in another marriage with a local woman of uncertain reputation.” In his published descriptions of conjugal partnership, Bushnell bypassed such stories. He also ignored his own dismay over his mother’s broken health when for the third time his father decided to try his fortunes in a new setting, uprooting his family for a last attempt in upstate New York. The manuscript version of Bushnell’s “Age of Homespun” suggests that he struggled over the marriage section of his speech, writing and then crossing out phrases that located the “poetry of marriage” in its “truth to nature,” its “sober constancy,” or in “peace and love.” He finally chose to end this section with humor, telling the story of a New England minister whose mother-in-law provided a wedding suit in the midst of winter by having “some of her sheep sheared and sewed up in blankets to keep them from perishing with cold.”33 His whimsical story silenced questions about the legal disabilities of early American women or the infelicities of colonial marriage.

		Bushnell probably first encountered the “woman question” in the late 1830s when the antislavery activists Angelina and Sarah Grimké toured New England, creating an uproar because they dared to speak in public. In an 1840 sermon, Bushnell asked whether “rough publicity” would eventually turn ladies into “mere women,” observing that “of the two women most conspicuous in the history of our Lord’s trial-scene, Pilate’s wife, who stayed at home, gave him some good advice, which it had been well for him to follow; while the busy maid, who went, actually faced down an apostle, and made him lie and swear as vilely as the worst man could.”34 Although he eventually accepted more public roles for women, he never fully resolved the tension in his own thinking between a Christian egalitarianism that refused to measure men and women by different standards and social conventions that elevated gender difference.

		His 1869 book, Woman Suffrage: A Reform against Nature, epitomized his ambivalence. He acknowledged female oppression, argued for equal access to education, and applauded female advancement in literature and the professions, but simply couldn’t imagine a society in which women took on the “rough-hewing” work of government. They had a “divinely superior ministry,” one that placed them “above equality with men.” He stuck to his position even though his daughter disliked it, his wife probably disdained it, and his friends in the women’s suffrage movement were outraged. But he also admitted to his publisher that some passages in the book probably reflected his own “pains and discomposures more than my thoughts.”35

		The tensions apparent in Bushnell’s thinking about women help explain the attractions of the age of homespun. In a world where economy and household were one, there was no need to choose between equality and domesticity. Locating the sources of American character in the preindustrial household allowed writers to elevate women’s work without challenging the nineteenth-century trope of separate spheres. As a changing economy and a new political order drew men into the contentious worlds of commerce and politics, women could continue to model the domestic virtues of piety, thrift, hard work, and concern for the welfare of neighbors. Bushnell’s celebration of household self-sufficiency challenged the materialism of his own age while leaving its structure intact.

		By removing events from his story, he also avoided the dark underside of New England history. Bushnell was outspoken in his support for the rights of African Americans, including the right of freedmen to vote, but he showed little interest in American Indians. The only allusion to indigenous peoples in “The Age of Homespun” came early in the speech when he suggested that spinning and weaving marked a stage in the evolution of humankind from savagery to civilization. Since rude and primitive societies were characterized by clothing of skins, the creation of fabrics by spinning and weaving marked “a great social transition, or advance,” one “not even yet absolutely perfected.” He displayed neither the overt racism nor the ethnographic interest of his contemporary John W. DeForest, whose History of the Indians of Connecticut from the Earliest Known Period to 1850, completed in the year of the Litchfield centennial, described Connecticut Indians as “a people purely barbarous, whose nature was unsoftened by a single trait of civilization.”36 Like many writers before and since, Bushnell created an American pastoral by leaving Indians out, ignoring both the devastating wars of the colonial period and the persistence of native peoples.

		There were Indians in Connecticut in 1851. They were farmers, housewives, blacksmiths, mariners, laborers, chair caners, basketmakers, cooks, preachers, and household servants, some visible to their neighbors as Indians, some categorized as “Negro” or “mulatto.” A few weeks before the centennial, a young Hartford printer visited the jail overlooking the central green at Litchfield. Perhaps he was looking for news. Just as likely he was engaged in charitable work, bringing a message of salvation to the four men destined to die for a robbery and murder committed a year before. One of those men gave the printer a woodsplint hat that he donated to the Connecticut Historical Society a few weeks later with a note saying it had been made “by Henry Manasseh, an Indian, while in Litchfield Jail, under sentence of death.” The rest of Manasseh’s story is lost, but his hat survives, witnessing his creativity and a lineage of native basketry central to New England history.37
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		Henry Manasseh. Woodsplint hat made in Litchfield County Jail, c. 1850.
COURTESY CONNECTICUT HISTORICAL SOCIETY

		Bushnell excised the troubling elements in Litchfield’s past, but his ideas about the nature of history remain powerful. He said that the silent work of ordinary people in the past is like electricity, which, though unseen, “goes through and masters the world, holding all atoms to their places, and quickening even the life of our bodies.” Electricity becomes historic only in a storm, “though it does nothing more in its thunder, than simply to notify us, by so great a noise, of the breach of its connexions, and the disturbance of its silent work.” Historical events, then, are merely “points where the silence is broken by something apparently not in the regular flow of common life.”38 The obvious task for the historian, then, is to connect electricity and thunder. The objects nineteenth-century Americans collected can help us do that by calling attention to the unseen technologies, interconnections, and contradictions that lie beneath audible events.

		No one knows when New Englanders first began displaying spinning wheels at public celebrations. Perhaps the idea developed out of Whig politicking of the 1840s. A New Hampshire town history notes that “an enthusiastic meeting of the Whigs of Hillsborough County” in 1840 included a “log cabin from Nashua, with the usual appendages.”39 There were probably many impulses behind the new emphasis on domestic life, including a desire to tame traditional holidays. In 1850, Boston reformers organized a parade of schoolchildren in fanciful costumes as a corrective to the rowdiness of typical Independence Day celebrations. Horace Mann, among others, ridiculed the “strange notion that there is any natural connection between wit, eloquence or ethics, on the one hand, and the burning of gunpowder on the other.”40

		Whatever the motive, towns in widely different parts of New England introduced vignettes of cloth-making into their historical celebrations. Three years after the Litchfield centennial, the citizens of Rockport, Massachusetts, included ten young ladies spinning and carding among the “emblematical” tableaux in their Fourth of July parade.41 A YMCA fund-raising fair mounted in Boston in 1858 included costumed spinners in a replica of Benjamin Franklin’s birthplace. The next year the citizens of Amherst, New Hampshire, erected a colonial hearth in their town hall, serving bean porridge and demonstrating flax- and wool-spinning as a part of their centennial celebration. The Hadley, Massachusetts, bicentennial of 1857 featured an ox-drawn wagon filled with spinning wheels and other antique implements. Its banner proclaimed the advance of civilization and the success of the Connecticut River Valley broom-corn industry: “Then the red man scoured the roofless room / Which now we sweep with the Hadley broom.”42

		In 1864, transplanted Yankees living in Brooklyn, New York, organized a fund-raising fair for the U.S. Sanitary Commission that included a “New England kitchen” with demonstrations of carding and spinning. Before the year’s end there were similar exhibits in Philadelphia, New York City, Indianapolis, Poughkeepsie, and St. Louis. The Philadelphia exhibit honored colonial Germans, the one in New York City the Dutch, but those in Brooklyn, Indianapolis, and St. Louis were all billed as “New England” kitchens.43 These were mere rehearsals for the displays of antique furniture and demonstrations of household crafts at Philadelphia in 1876 and Chicago in 1893.

		Until the end of the nineteenth century some New England towns continued to march their leading citizens to the meetinghouse on public holidays for a long-winded and womanless narration of local history. This was especially so if the town had a notable military past. Yet even at Lexington, Massachusetts, in 1875, a fragment of linen appeared among the muskets in an exhibit of Revolutionary relics.44 The triumph of homespun is exemplified in the evolution of public rituals at Dedham, Massachusetts, one of the commonwealth’s oldest towns. In the two hundredth anniversary in 1837, the “ladies” were consigned to a private reception at the courthouse where they presided over tables of exotic fruits and performed at the pianoforte. Fifty years later, local women managed an “old-fashioned New England kitchen” in the church vestry, while in the parade, a mythical log cabin of 1636 draped with “fox, raccoon, skunk, and other skins” featured Miss Dolly Wale at her wheel.45

		Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 1858 poem “The Courtship of Miles Standish” helped to popularize the mystique of household production. Readers loved his story about the ascendancy of youth over age, love over power, and the New World over the Old. The real hero of the poem is not Standish, “the stalwart Captain of Plymouth,” but young John Alden, whom Standish enlisted to court Priscilla Mullins on his behalf. When the reluctant go-between opens the door of the Mullinses’ cottage, he sees a beautiful young woman seated at a spinning wheel with “carded wool like a snow-drift / Piled at her knee.” As he explains his errand, Priscilla, “with eyes overrunning with laughter,” asks why he doesn’t speak for himself.46

		An illustrated guide to the 1876 Philadelphia exposition featured the supposed desk on which John wrote love letters to Priscilla and claimed that a spinning wheel in the “New England Log Cabin” might have been “the very one which Priscilla, the Puritan maiden, whirled so deftly that poor John Alden could find no way out of the web she wove about him.” During the Columbian Tercentenary, Priscilla and her lover appeared in a New York City parade alongside Columbus and Isabella. The organizers of a pageant sponsored by the Massachusetts Woman Suffrage Association featured John and Priscilla alongside Anne Hutchinson and other heroines of early feminism. “Was there a spice of feminine coquetry in her famous speech to John Alden?” one writer asked. “Or was it that she understood the dignity and worth of womanhood, and was the first in this new land to take her stand upon it?” Meanwhile, a Boston furniture manufacturer borrowed lines from the Longfellow poem to advertise parlor chairs made out of the discarded parts of old spinning wheels. By 1884, middle-class families could purchase plaster figurines of the famous couple, designed by John Rogers, a sculptor who was once an employee of New Hampshire’s famous Amoskeag textile mills.47

		Antiquarians, novelists, interior designers, settlement-house workers, museum curators, social theorists, architects, genealogists, entrepreneurs, journalists, political conservatives, and radicals joined in the frantic pursuit of the lost relics of colonial households. In Marion County, Pennsylvania, an inventor and illustrator named Linton Park added “The Flax Scutching Bee” to a panoramic series on rural life. In Deerfield, Massachusetts, two women trained at the New York Academy selected an abstract spinning wheel as the logo for their Society of Blue and White Needlework. In Boston, Dr. Mary Hobart encased the diaries of her great-great-grandmother, the midwife Martha Moore Ballard, in a homemade cover of linen. In Londonderry, New Hampshire, Justice of the Peace Robert Mack witnessed and then had photographed an affidavit signed by his wife attesting to the eighteenth-century origins of a scrap of handwoven towel. (Twenty years before, he had compiled a conventional, male-centered history of his town’s 150th anniversary.) Academic historians too were touched by the craze. When Charles Andrews published the final volume of his magisterial history of colonial America in 1919, he selected as his frontispiece a photograph of “A New England Kitchen of about 1750” from the Essex Institute.48
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		Scenes from the “New England Kitchen,” Harper’s Illustrated Weekly, July 15, 1876.

		The mythology of household production gave something to everyone. For sentimentalists, spinning and weaving represented the centrality of home and family, for evolutionists the triumph of civilization over savagery, for craft revivalists the harmony of labor and art, for feminists women’s untapped productive power, and for antimodernists the virtues of a bygone age. Americans expressed these ideas in local and national celebrations, in family festivals, and in craft demonstrations. When they couldn’t find appropriate objects in their grandparents’ trunks, they invented or embellished them.

		Alongside these celebrations of homespun, others were displaying so-called primitive crafts. Both the Women’s Building and the Anthropological Building at the Chicago World’s Fair featured exhibits of American Indian basketry, pottery, and weaving. Interpreters were divided over their implications. One writer, taking a feminist stance, argued that primitive women “were the originators of most of the industrial arts, and that it was not until these became lucrative that they were appropriated by men.” Other writers emphasized the domestic quality of women’s work over time. One even found evidence of mother love in a display of Peruvian mummies. These were “poor shreds and patches of humanity, yet so eloquent of mother-love, for who but a mother would have swathed those small bodies in softest feather cloth, and placed in the little hands food for that last long spirit journey.”49

		Was primitive woman a rung on the evolutionary ladder or a model for modern housewives? Had women in fact always been more civilized than men? The debate continued into the twentieth century. The author of a 1915 manual on basket-making explained that American Indian women stood “where Egyptian, Roman, Teuton, Frank and Briton women once were before their respective races attained civilization and culture.” She found much to admire in their work. “While primitive man, of all races, waged war and hunted, of necessity, primitive woman was ever the constructive element in society, the homemaker, the conserver of industry and thrift, the manufacturer, through simple, homely processes, of the raw products of nature into useful and sometimes beautiful forms, the inventor of many crafts, the mother of the arts, the nurse of religion.” Since progressive psychologists in this period argued that children recapitulated the history of the race as they grew, basket-making became an appropriate activity for summer camps and schools. By modeling themselves on primitive woman, youthful members of organizations like the Camp Fire Girls discovered the nonmonetary rewards of work and their own domestic destiny.50

		Meanwhile, enterprising basket makers from throughout the northeast were capitalizing on the new interest in indigenous crafts. In 1884, Abenaki families from St. Francis, Quebec, established a summer camp at Intervale in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, where they made and sold baskets to tourists. Adopting some of the strategies of the “wild west” shows that were popular at the time, they dressed in Plains war bonnets and enacted stereotypical ceremonies that assured customers that the wastebaskets, pencil holders, and sewing and knitting baskets they sold were authentic. Similar encampments flourished at Niagara Falls, on Cape Cod, at Lake George, and on Mount Desert Isle. This was much more than an effort to exploit Anglo-American stereotypes for economic gain. By “playing Indian,” northeastern Indians began their own colonial revival, recovering lost languages and restoring ethnic pride.51

		On both sides of the cultural divide, exhibitors, collectors, and craft revivalists wrapped themselves in the past. For Anglo-Americans, class was a more insistent concern than ethnicity. Eliza Philbrick of Salem, Massachusetts, revised her family’s history in the “colonial gown” she created in 1898 for a Daughters of the American Revolution party in Boston. She made the dress of rough brown wool spun and woven on her grandparents’ New Hampshire farm almost a century before and saved uncut in her mother’s trunk, but to the skirt she added a brightly colored panel purchased from an antiques dealer. She believed, no doubt correctly, that this panel had been “hand-wrought” before the Revolution, but it probably began life as a bed valance. She was photographed twice in this marvelous creation. By 1911, when the last picture was taken, she had replaced the antique embroidery with her own reproduction, adding new details to the neck and sleeves (see page 417).
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		Eliza Philbrick, 1898.
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		Eliza Philbrick’s “colonial gown.”
COURTESY PEABODY-ESSEX MUSEUM, SALEM, MASSACHUSETTS

		No colonial dame ever wore a dress like Eliza’s, but that was no matter. Her creation resolved any tension she may have felt between her rural ancestry and her desire for refinement. Eliza was a member of state and local chapters of the DAR, the Rebecca Nourse Association, the Association of the House of Seven Gables, and the Haverhill Whittier Club, as well as the Essex Institute. But she did not belong to the elite circle of ladies on Chestnut Street who presided over balls, pageants, and teas in their ancestors’ silk gowns. In creating a colonial dress that combined homespun with fancy embroidery, she asserted both her independence from the ladies of patrician Salem and her desire to stand among them.52 In an essay published in the Essex Antiquarian in 1897, she quoted a passage from a well-known memoir likening the motions of a woman spinning wool to the “graceful movement of the arms of a harpist and the action of the lawn-tennis player.”53

		A wall pocket made by the Maliseet basket maker Agathe Athanase for the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893 is as exuberant as Eliza Philbrick’s dress and as resoundingly eclectic. Hanging from the shelves, compartments, and lacy edges of this Victorian extravaganza are forty-five miniature baskets, twenty ash splint flowers, and tiny representations of snowshoes, a moccasin, a bow and arrow, and a birch-bark bowl. Athanase simultaneously honored the past and addressed the future. Porcupine quills trace the words FORGET ME NOT into the bar inside the circlet of flowers at the top. Along the bottom more porcupine quills spell WITH FOND LOVE TO THEE, REMEMBER RIV DU LOUP, CANADA, INDIAN WORK. Was this a plea that she as the maker might be remembered, or an acknowledgment of the values of an unknown purchaser? In any case, no one could doubt that this was “Indian Work.” Like Philbrick, Athanase honored her ancestors by making something new. She did not, however, control the disposition of her own creation. After the fair, the head of the Ethnographic Division forwarded it “temporarily” to Harvard University’s Peabody Museum. When the Quebec middleman responsible for the Maliseet, Naskapi, and Montagnais artifacts failed to return letters, the museum quietly accessioned the whole collection. Athanase was apparently never paid for her work though her wall pocket ensures she will not be forgotten.54

		The contradictory impulses of the colonial revival animate the writing of Elizabeth Barney Buel, whose charming little book The Tale of the Spinning-Wheel, published in Litchfield in 1903, offered a vision of the past that was simultaneously more conservative than Bushnell’s and more explicitly “women’s history.” Born in New York City in 1868, Buel was the sole woman in Columbia University’s class of 1891. Like many educated women of her generation, she turned to club work after marriage, founding a chapter of the DAR in Litchfield in 1899, and eventually serving as a national officer. Buel did not claim to be feminist, yet her prose radiated a conviction that women mattered in the past and that they had not been given their due. “The plough and the axe are not more symbolic of the winning of this country from the wilderness, nor the musket of the winning of its freedom, than is the spinning-wheel in woman’s hands the symbol of both,” she began. Then she laid out the evidence: The women of early New England not only made soap, candles, medicines, pies, pickles, jams, jellies, preserves, mead, metheglin, butter, and cheese, “they ran bullets, as we very well know in Litchfield.” Furthermore, they raised flax, spun and carded wool, “knitted every pair of stockings and mittens, wove every inch of linen and woolen cloth, and cut and made every stitch of clothing” worn by their families. “No wonder a man could go to the war for his country’s independence, when he left Independence herself at home in the person of his wife.”55
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		Agathe Athanase. Wall pocket made for the Chicago World’s Fair, 1892.
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		Emily Vanderpoel. Frontispiece for The Tale of the Spinning-Wheel. Litchfield, Connecticut, 1903.

		The New York artist and Litchfield summer resident Emily Noyes Vanderpoel created a frontispiece for Buel’s book that perfectly captures its spirit. A refined young lady dressed in the gauzy garb of the early republic stands poised in a doorway with a great wool wheel, her stance securely domestic yet turned outward toward the world. The hub of the wheel, centered on her body, coyly alludes to her sexuality. She is both productive and reproductive, fitted to her sphere yet visible beyond it.
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		Daughters of the American Revolution, Litchfield, Connecticut, c. 1990. Elizabeth Barney Buel, wearing medals, is in the front row.
COURTESY LITCHFIELD HISTORICAL SOCIETY

		Buel dedicated her book to the “Mary Floyd Tallmadge Chapter, Daughters of the American Revolution,” opening with a radically condensed quotation from Horace Bushnell: “Queens of Homespun, out of whom we draw our royal lineage.” Since Bushnell had said that the citizens of Litchfield County would be “none the wiser” if they could name their ancestors, and “they themselves none the more honourable,” the dedication is unintentionally ironic. By the end of her life, Buel had traced her own lineage to three colonial governors and nine Mayflower passengers and was simultaneously a member of the Colonial Dames, the Society of Mayflower Descendants, the United States Daughters of 1812, the Daughters of the Barons of Runnemede, the Martha Washington Memorial Association, the Daughters of Colonial Wars, and the Daughters of Patriots and Founders of America. She was also affiliated with the American Defense Society and the National Security League, organizations allied with the most conservative elements of the DAR.56

		Buel was not indifferent to the changing industrial cities around her. In 1921 she revised and edited the DAR Manual for Immigrants, a handbook distributed by the thousands to incoming Americans. The hand of welcome and friendship, however, presupposed a willingness on the part of new immigrants to embrace a new culture. “Do not live in the crowded parts of a city, among those who speak a foreign language,” Buel advised. “Associate with those who speak English and make friends with them. Live among them if possible. Learn their customs and the American way of living.” 57 Similar ideas are reflected in the papers of the Litchfield Needle and Bobbin Club. When they contemplated offering lace-making instruction to the children of immigrants, a New York friend advised, “Insist that English alone be spoken—no foreign tongue. You can use these little lace centres as patriotic propaganda centres. You can interest the children in other things than lace.” The same theme turned up, incongruously, in their work with the Sybil Carter Indian Lace Association, a group founded in the 1890s to teach needlework on reservations. “Lace, taught under these auspices, to the original natives of our continent, becomes an American industry,” the secretary reported.58

		In the half century since Bushnell gave his speech on Litchfield Hill, the age of homespun had passed from an alternative vision of history to a new kind of orthodoxy. The town had changed, too. In the late nineteenth century, wealthy urbanites began refurbishing their ancestors’ homes and building new ones in the same style, combining romantic bay windows with Palladian doorways to create the “colonial” town visitors enjoy today. Litchfield’s summer folk disdained the ostentation of nouveau riche Newport, glorying in a simplicity sustained by family pedigree. There were mild concessions to change. When the town celebrated its bicentennial in 1920, a historical pageant performed at the Litchfield Golf Links included, in addition to the requisite “Age of Homespun,” a scene entitled “The New Leaven—Columbia Welcomes the Foreign Born.” Antonio Da Rosa and the Italian Mutual Benefit Society portrayed the immigrants; Emily Vanderpoel played Columbia.59

		Nineteenth-century Americans passed on a vision of New England’s history saturated in sentiment and encrusted with contradiction. But they preserved artifacts and documents, rescued old buildings from demolition, aroused public interest in and support for historical institutions, revived dying arts, and stimulated new forms of scholarship. Their contributions are too important to be forgotten and their questions and assumptions still too much with us to be left unchallenged.

		Horace Bushnell got some things right. In the late eighteenth century, cloth-making really was a cooperative enterprise, a neighborly as well as a household activity, and women were at the center of production. But the system he remembered had not been transplanted from the Old World to the New. The colonists who came from East Anglia to New England in the 1630s left a sophisticated manufacturing economy
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