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GREAT NEATNESS AND CONVENIENCE

THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE INTERSECTION BETWEEN REALITY AND REMINISCENCE in the broad scope and minute details of everyday life in New England during the years 1760–1860. Its goal is to define the appearance and confirm the daily activity within the early New England home, which was to become enshrined as a result of nineteenth-century literary, historical, antiquarian, and artistic movements. By using sources ranging back to the middle of the eighteenth century, it includes the experience of the parents and grandparents of the nineteenth-century antiquarians—those who knew the olden times firsthand and were able to enrich the story as it was told and retold in later generations.

The years 1760–1860 encompassed the transformation of New England households from a time of mutual production to an idealized domesticity and were characterized by increasing gentility, materialism, and personal privacy. The high point of this change coincided with the childhood of those who wrote the books, staged the photographs, established the museums, wrote the pageants, gave the Lady Washington tea parties, labeled their grandmothers’ tea cups, and suffered through the disruptions of the Civil War—an experience that undoubtedly stimulated their activities as well as shaped their understanding. Because they viewed the preindustrial New England society as a unit, they disregarded the political consequences of the events of 1776 and the reality of mill towns and burgeoning cities, often referring to the entire period as “colonial” and regarding the region as “rural.”

Although this book presents the material aspects of New England’s domestic life, it is neither a decorating guide nor a history of the decorative arts, household furnishings, or changing domestic technology. There are many excellent books and articles that explain the appearance and placement of objects within the home.1 This volume explores the idea that the domestic objects of an earlier time were selected for their utility as well as for ornament. It therefore considers objects and their arrangement from the point of view of function and makes understanding the routines of everyday life itself the basis for understanding the New England home.

This book characterizes the personal experience of selected individuals as it is revealed in their own writings: their diaries, letters, travel accounts, and reminiscences. It is amplified by carefully chosen illustrations, all of which are of American scenes and most of which are of New England origin. The result is admittedly selective and subjective, focusing on households in the middle and upper end of the economic spectrum—those prosperous families who shared mutually acceptable attitudes and values, as well as a comfortable standard of living. Their New England was centered in Boston, and they lived mostly in small villages or on settled farms in Massachusetts, the Connecticut Valley, Rhode Island, southern New Hampshire, and southern Maine.

The ideal New England home was perceived in the late nineteenth century as warm, welcoming, comfortable, and unchanging—a stable center—which formed a counterpoint to the surging forces of change in contemporary society. This book explores the evidence of those qualities. Traditional patterns of everyday life and household furnishing are compared to the changes in domestic spaces that occurred in response to factors as diverse as prosperity and poverty, summertime and wintertime, advancing age, or a houseful of children. The sense of internal order that characterized everyday life in early New England encompassed many kinds of change. When Sarah Orne Jewett wrote about the ideal home with its “chairs all in their places,” she knew that those chairs were frequently moved and used by diverse people for diverse tasks; yet the proper places were as important in the overall scheme of things as the person who used them and put them back.

The ideal New England home was also characterized by hard work, frugality, and a degree of self-sufficiency. The thump of the churn and the whir of the spinning wheel were seen by the antiquarians as the dominant rhythm of daily life. Recent historical studies have rightly challenged these concepts of self-sufficiency,2 defined the barter economy,3 and recognized the spinning wheel as the ultimate icon of the New England homestead.4 Yet there was once a solid basis for these assumptions, and perhaps we can place them in context: identify the degree to which they are justified, acknowledge gender roles, define the complex nature of household and neighborhood economy, and preserve the essence of the image through definition.

The sources are selective, chosen from wills and inventories, early newspapers, published and manuscript diaries, letters and account books, the published accounts of European travelers, and the beginnings of New England’s prescriptive literature in the advice books of Robert Roberts, William A. Alcott, Lydia Maria Child, and Catharine Beecher. These are amplified by the superb descriptive writing in the homesick letters of the first New England missionary women in Honolulu, the richly detailed reminiscences of Sarah Anna Emery and Caroline King, the semiautobiographical novels of Harriet Beecher Stowe, and the vivid description in the short stories of Sarah Orne Jewett and Alice Brown, as well as by paintings, engravings, and pictures of all kinds, documented cups and saucers, chairs and tables, bedsheets, and baby clothes.

Because this book is centered in the home and its primary characters are women, the earliest sources are the most limited. The writings of eighteenth-century New England women are scarce indeed, reflecting a time of limited female literacy, demanding schedules of daily work in a highly productive household economy, and the stress of supervising and caring for large and complex extended families. Eighteenth-century diaries that describe daily routine throughout a lifetime are even more rare; many of the journals of that period were kept by unmarried girls who abandoned them under the pressures of housekeeping; others focus almost exclusively on spiritual concerns. For these reasons, Sarah Snell Bryant, Elizabeth Porter Phelps, and Ruth Henshaw Bascom are important characters in this book, and its rhythms reflect their lives. As diarists, they have become historical heroines, sharing with us the intimate details of their household work and management, their contributions to the household economy, and their care and concern for their families and for the common community.

Almost every day from 1794 until her family departed for Illinois in 1835, Sarah Snell Bryant (1768–1847) picked up her pen and made an entry in her diary.5 After noting the state of the weather, she wrote brief comments about her daily work, the health and activities of other members of the household, the names of those who came to call or to whom she paid visits, and other details of her life in Cummington, Massachusetts. Because the diary was kept for so long a time, it reveals the influence of changing circumstance—the arrival of children, the supervision of restless adolescents, the pain and diminished circumstances of widowhood, and the temptation to seek a new life in the West. Above all, it defines the never-ending nature of daily work and permits a kind of analysis that is revealing. Not at all introspective, Sarah Bryant’s diary is most useful for the picture it provides of the patterns of everyday life, with its complex and changing cast of characters and the daily round of housework, food preparation, dairying, textile making, sewing, and laundry.

At Forty Acres, the “convenient mansion” built by her father, Moses Porter, in Hadley, Massachusetts, in 1752, Elizabeth Porter Phelps (1747–1817) kept a similar diary, from the time she was a young girl. While the early and later entries of the fifty-four years of this diary are primarily spiritual in nature, the entries made during the middle years of Elizabeth Phelps’s life are expanded with rich detail about the management of the family’s large farm and the complexities of providing for a household that eventually included her son Charles, daughter Betsy, and adopted daughter Thankful; her widowed mother; a highly mobile husband; two slaves, Caesar and Phyllis; a shifting number of farmhands, hired girls, orphan children, cousins, in-laws, and travelers; impoverished, injured, or insane neighbors; hired dressmakers, weavers, tailors, and milliners; and almost daily visitors. In the diary, Elizabeth Phelps made notations about births, sicknesses, and deaths among her neighbors and recorded her own participation in these events as assistant, watcher, or mourner. The brief diary entries offer an outline of domestic activity and community interaction that are greatly amplified by the regular correspondence that Elizabeth exchanged with her husband and children whenever they were separated. Perhaps the most revealing of these letters are those of domestic advice sent to her daughters and daughter-in-law when they were newly married, and those to her husband when she was away from home for weeks at a time waiting to assist at the births of her grandchildren.6
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1. SARAH SNELL BRYANT (1768–1847), OIL ON CANVAS, BY “MR. CLARK,” 1829. COURTESY OF THE TRUSTEES OF RESERVATIONS, BRYANT HOMESTEAD, CUMMINGTON, MASSACHUSETTS.

On October 29, 1829, Mrs. Bryant’s diary records: “Mr. Clark came from New York to take my portrait.” William Cullen Bryant may have been thinking of his own mother when he wrote to his brother John on November 21, 1831: “Marry a person who has a good mother, who is of a good family that does not meddle with the concerns of their neighbors, and who, along with a proper degree of industry and economy, possesses a love of reading and a desire of knowledge. A mere pot-wrestler will not do for you.” (William Cullen Bryant II and Thomas G. Voss, The Letters of William Cullen Bryant, vol. 1, 1809–1836 [New York Fordham University Press, 1975], p. 308.)

In central Massachusetts and southern New Hampshire, Ruth Henshaw Bascom (1772–1847) also kept a daily journal throughout most of her life, beginning in 1789 at the age of seventeen and continuing for fifty-seven years. During the years when she was responsible for management of a parsonage for her second husband, the Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom, she also recorded household expenditures and kept careful records of the letters she sent and received. Some of her diaries include charts noting the size of the family and counting the numbers of people present for each meal, callers, and overnight visitors.7 Ruth Bascom’s descriptions of everyday household routine began at an earlier age than those of Sarah Snell Bryant, and she was more concerned with concrete details than the young Elizabeth Porter. Through her eyes, we see the degree of textile production expected of the teenaged daughter of a prosperous Leicester, Massachusetts, family; her problems as a young schoolteacher; the joys of marriage and establishing an independent household turn to the ashes of widowhood, the breakup of a home, a second marriage with stepchildren and parishioners to care for, an unstable husband, and the satisfaction of a financially rewarding and independent career as a profile artist. Through it all there were beds to make, floors to wash, laundry to hang out, and sick neighbors to care for. To obtain cash income, Ruth turned first to her needle, making gowns and bonnets for her neighbors, sometimes interpreting a new fashion in a rural community, and often being called to the home of a recently deceased person to spend all night sewing mourning garments and bonnets in order to have them ready in time for a funeral or for the bereaved family to wear to meeting on the following Sabbath. Beginning in 1819, she made fewer mourning bonnets and began instead to make the profile portraits for which she is now well known, completing thirty in that year alone. Though childless, her role as a minister’s wife required her to care for hundreds in her time, and the life revealed in Ruth Bascom’s journal defines yet another kind of New England home.8 Despite life’s many uncertainties, it was home that formed the stable center of this woman’s life. On New Year’s Day 1825, Ruth Bascom described its importance in her diary: “This year opens upon us, surrounded by every external necessity and convenience, a warm and convenient House and outhouse. food, fuel, & fire & ten thousand blessings more than we deserve bestowed by a kind Providence.”
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2. FORTY ACRES, HADLEY, MASSACHUSETTS, ONE-HALF OF A STEREOGRAPH, C. 1865. PORTER-PHELPS-HUNTINGTON FOUNDATION, AMHERST COLLEGE LIBRARY.
Elizabeth Porter Phelps was born at Forty Acres and lived there until her death in 1817. The hose was enlarged and extensively remodeled at the time of her marriage to Charles Phelps in 1770 and again in 1799, when they hoped that their son, Charles, and his bride, Sally Parsons, might live with them in the old homestead Timothy Dwight described the property in 1801: “This estate lies on the eastern bank of the Connecticut River, and contains about six hundred acres …, on one border are excellent mills; on another a river furnishing cheap transportation to market. It is intersected by two great roads leading to Boston and to Hartford … and within very convenient distance all the pleasures of refined and intelligent society may be easily enjoyed.” (Travels, I, 259–60.)

While traveling through northern Massachusetts in 1793, that practiced observer the Reverend William Bentley noted, “There are a number of fine houses in the great road which have a fine effect upon the Traveller, astonish him noticeably with the idea of ease by affluence. The Farms have great neatness, & convenience.”9 Sarah Snell Bryant, Elizabeth Porter Phelps, Ruth Henshaw Bascom, and Sarah Anna Emery lived in such places. They, and many others, can open the doors of those fine houses and share the complex reality that was everyday life in old New England.
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3. RUTH HENSHAW BASCOM (1772–1848), SELF-PORTRAIT, PASTEL, C. 1835–40. HISTORIC DEERFIELD, INC., DEERFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS.


I
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Introduction: Glimpses of the New England Home

AMERICAN LITERATURE IS RICH IN IMAGES OF THE NEW ENGLAND HOME and of women’s central role within it. From Longfellow’s depiction of Priscilla Mullins at her spinning wheel in “The Courtship of Miles Standish” to the vivid word-pictures of Harriet Beecher Stowe in Oldtown Folks, or those of Francis Underwood in Quabbin, we are given glimpses of another world that seems somehow to have been frugal, hardworking, and guided by stern moral principles yet at the same time warm, satisfying, and firmly centered on the home and family. Such an ideal home was located in the rural countryside or a small village, and it was envisioned as a haven from the impact of modern technology and the rapid pace of change. In these writings, the old-fashioned country ways were idealized and seen as a reflection of an earlier, more desirable time.

The domestic images that have enchanted New England writers and artists since at least the mid-nineteenth century offer a window to a complex reality. Both the romantic visions of regional poets such as Longfellow and Whittier and the more careful descriptions of the local colorists bring life and greater understanding of the furnishing and functioning of New England homes as they are described today by academic historians and re-created in the period rooms of museums. Although Sarah Orne Jewett sought to convey only “the tone of things” in her fiction, and her observations are sometimes castigated as the romanticism of a summer visitor, her descriptions of rural homes are vivid with myriad concrete details that she had observed while making visits to old people when accompanying her father on his rounds as a physician. A different point of view was offered by authors of family reminiscences and town histories, yet their descriptions of households and domestic events were rooted in an effort to portray a complex everyday reality. Selected images from these homes provide the background for the narrative illustrations in nineteenth-century juvenile fiction and temperance literature. They became fully developed in the paintings of Frank Shapleigh and the lithographs of Currier and Ives, and the carefully staged photographs of Emma Coleman, Frances and Mary Allen, Chansonetta Stanley Emmons, and Wallace Nutting.
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4. EAST CHAMBER IN THE PETER CUSHING HOUSE, HINGHAM, MASSACHUSETTS, WATERCOLOR, BY ELLA EMORY, 1878. PRIVATE COLLECTION.

A room furnished in the late eighteenth century, and still in use nearly one hundred years later, reflects the unchanging qualities of the domestic environment known by many nineteenth-century New England antiquarians.

Almost all of these people—authors, artists, and antiquarians—were New England natives who were born in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century to people who had been born in the eighteenth century. Many of them knew the rhythms of rural life from personal experience. The rigid moral canon and patterns of work and activity they had learned as children and the stories they had heard by firelight informed their understanding and gave structure to their daily lives. They had heard firsthand the stories of hard work and hard decisions, Indian attack and revolution. To them there was an immediacy about the past, as well as an awareness that the way of life they cherished was gravely threatened by factors beyond their control. Their work was devoted to documenting and memorializing a past that they felt was rapidly disappearing in the face of immigration, urbanization, and industrialization. These authors and historians also feared that as the oldest people in each town lost control of their faculties and died, there would be no reliable evidence of the earlier times. Hence, the labors of the antiquarians were at once inspired and shaped by the experience of their elders. They began to write down the stories, to describe the settings, and to draw the scene as it then appeared or as it was described to them by someone who had seen it a generation or two before. Their motivation was well expressed by J. H. Temple in his 1872 history of Whately, Massachusetts: “Part of the design of this book is to preserve a record of the manners and customs of our fathers; and as the generation that saw these early homes is now so nearly gone—with whom will perish the first-hand knowledge—it will not be out of place here to draw a rough sketch of one of those houses, and the family life within. Perhaps our grand-children may be interested in looking at it.”1

It should not surprise us that these writings often centered upon the home or that some of the best of them were created by women. Their vivid literary and artistic images arose from actual daily experience in household management, and they were certainly influenced by the point of view encouraged by the authors of nineteenth-century domestic advice literature. They were also victims of the Civil War, which had left a large number of unmarried women in modest circumstances in village homes or on family farms throughout New England—a world of widows and spinsters at once unwilling and unable to reap the benefits of the industrial age.

These authors are now often criticized for their subjective and romantic points of view, yet their work should be considered in light of their own goals and circumstances. They understood that the details of everyday life might be considered trivial, yet they also understood that the intimate world of the home is at the core of human experience. By preserving the details of New England life as they had known it, these authors hoped to strengthen the foundation of a society confronted by dramatic social and economic change. Caroline King of Salem warned us that her writing of reminiscences did “not pretend to any historical or statistical accuracy” and acknowledged that she was “not sure” of her dates. Her impulse for writing When I Lived in Salem came from a mind “full of detached pictures” of the Salem of her childhood, and the work was undertaken in the hope of giving “the young people of the present day some details of the lives of their grand-mothers and great-grandmothers.”2 In the same vein, Eliza Orne Sturgis, also of Salem, penned her wonderful “Recollections of the ‘Old Tucker House,’ ” which, “without pretending to be accurate in detail, gives a faithful picture of life in the home of those who are now all departed.”3

The home the New England authors described and many people yearned for was envisioned as large, commodious, welcoming, and sheltering—a place where the fire never went out. It was a center of personal and community values: a physical reflection of strength, frugality, hard work, rugged individualism, neighborly trust, and community concern. It should not be surprising that these authors also imagined such a home as always warm and clean, self-sufficient and unchanging, immune to the influences of the outside world and the pressures of the marketplace. The well-thumbed Bible and worn threshold, the carefully stitched sampler and the chest of snowy linen redolent with the scent of crumbling lavender were important in the definition of place; the vacant chair personified an influential patriarch or nurturing mother. Most important, the spinning wheel, the kitchen fireplace, the tall case clock, the cradle, and the butter churn became domestic icons, celebrated in poetry and paint for generations yet unborn. A home that contained such objects provided identity, for it had been lived in by one’s ancestors and contained relics of their daily life: locks of their hair, trunks of their clothing, and bundles of their letters. Such a home also provided a sense of continuity—a firm ground from which one could set forth to face whatever life had to offer in the city, the Far West, or abroad.4 With home as an anchor, one could be secure in the knowledge that there was a firm, unchanging center to which one could return in prosperity or adversity, whenever one was in need of moral replenishing or a fresh start.
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5. The Old Arm Chair, SHEET-MUSIC COVER, THAYER & COMPANY, LITHOGRAPH, BOSTON, 1840. PRIVATE COLLECTION.

In this sentimental ballad, a piece of furniture is honored for its associations with a beloved family member who was central to an idealized home.

Such a home was usually envisioned as a commodious farmhouse or a comfortable village dwelling, with overarching trees, a tidy dooryard, bountiful fields, and a large barn that was somehow both mysterious and productive. The house itself was described as either a two-story mansion or a quaint saltbox; both had multiple rooms clustered around a central chimney. In reality, the majority of eighteenth- or early-nineteenth-century New England houses was much smaller, especially in rural areas. The most common house type was what is today known as a “cape”—a one- or one-and-a-half-story house with three or four rooms around a central chimney, the upper floor containing either unfinished space or a few plastered chambers. These houses ranged in size from 10 by 14 feet to up to 15 or 16 feet square.5 A much smaller number of houses were a full two stories in height and measured as much as 25 by 45 feet square; a few were even larger. Many of these early buildings were so unsubstantial that they have not survived; others have been added on to and remodeled into the larger houses that later served as the ideal.6
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6. JONATHAN SAYWARD HOUSE, YORK, MAINE, PHOTOGRAPH, C. 1890. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.

This venerable pile was the home of two sisters, Mary and Elizabeth Barrell, who lived their entire lives in their great-grandparents’ house, making very few changes. As early as 1868, the sisters welcomed summer visitors to their home, where they delighted in showing the ancient furnishings and historical relics in the parlor.

As early as 1826, circumstances combined to help make one tiny rural house a symbol of the hardworking New Englander’s confrontation with an unsympathetic environment. Deep in New Hampshire’s Crawford Notch, where the sun sets in the early afternoon in wintertime, the home of the ill-fated Willey family stood unscathed while the family and their hired man were killed outdoors seeking safety from an avalanche in 1826. The house remained standing until 1890, with many of the family furnishings left in place—a monument to hard work, determination, and bad luck that was frequented by travelers, celebrated in fiction, and whose image spread round the world on stereographic cards. Usually the ideal home was set in a more sympathetic place and circumstance, yet its concrete details seem to float through both. A country village, an upland farm, or even a quiet city street could serve as a setting for the ideal. The authors agreed that New England was a special place where life was indeed different—a factor that was recognized and cherished by New Englanders, who have always had a strong sense of place. The residents of early New England were strongly influenced by the traditions of Calvinism and the routine of the established Congregational church, honoring a certain stoicism, hard work, and stern independence, which were interpreted as self-sufficiency. They were proud of observing Thanksgiving as the most important day of the year and self-righteous in refusing to observe Christmas day, which they considered an emblem of popery. Respect for the established social order characterized their relationships and were symbolized in the use of the honorifics “sir,” “ma’m,” “grandsir,” and “grandma’m.” Most women referred to their husbands as “Mister” or “Doctor,” even within the privacy of their own diaries.
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7. THE WILLEY HOUSE, PENCIL AND WATERCOLOR, BY JAMES ELLIOTT CABOT, 1845. NEW HAMPSHIRE HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

As early as the 1850s, Samuel Goodrich defined the particular New England point of view as a “moral sense, in every man’s bosom, impelling him to seek improvement in all things, cooperating with this liberty, giving him the right and the ability to seek happiness in his own way—which forms this universal spirit of improvement—the distinguishing feature of the New England people.”7
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8. FURNITURE BELONGING TO THE WILLEY FAMILY, STEREOGRAPH BY CLOUGH & KIMBALL, C. 1870. NEW HAMPSHIRE HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

A summer traveler who visited the White Mountains in 1831 recalled in 1880: “Our next stop was at the Willey House in the Notch, which had remained closed, just as it was left by the frightened inhabitants, when the awful avalanche occurred—where, amid the war of the elements, and the descending rocks and trees, the whole household perished—No one had then been found willing to occupy the house—we could see through the windows, the table with the crockery left as by an unfinished meal, a tea kettle, an iron pot, and some other cooking utensils on the hearth and the brands that had fallen apart and died out—It still stands there I believe or as much of it as relic hunters, with yankee blades have allowed.” (“Reminiscences of the White Mountains by Mary Jane Thomas,” Historical New Hampshire 28 [Spring 1973]:1, 48.)

New Englanders perceived themselves as deeply religious people, and they observed the hand of God in everyday occurrences. The minister was both an honored member of the community and a role model, the head of both his own household and his congregation. Although he was supported by taxes, he often managed a farm as well as his clerical duties. Early in his ministerial career the Reverend William Bentley affirmed that “New England has been remarkable in my day for the most careful observance of Sunday,”8 although fewer than half of the total population were actually church members, and many women’s diaries testify to the ease with which they stayed at home on Sundays when the weather was poor or they felt ill. An English visitor in 1827 observed that “at sunset the Sabbath began, finishing at the same hour upon Sunday evening. This is very common in many parts of New England. After sunset on Saturday no one walks or drives out, and they would not even drink tea in a quiet way with a neighbor.”9 For those who did attend the day-long weekly meetings, with their sociable nooning, church-going served as both an affirmation of community and a tangible expression of rank and privilege. Seats were assigned or purchased according to social and economic standing, and the clothing of the congregation underscored the differences. As a young bride, Eliza Susan Morton Quincy attended the Brattle Street Church in Boston and observed “many peculiarities in dress, character and manners, differing from those of New York and Philadelphia,” which the New York native found “very Striking.”10 As urban American society became less homogeneous, these New England differences were even more marked in country villages.

Both literate and literary, New England townspeople placed great value on education and early on supported common school education. A certain intellectual rigor characterized the thinking of both men and women, many of whom prided themselves on their high-mindedness and regarded Pilgrim’s Progress as a road map for life.

Because Colonial New Englanders had their roots in England and were confined to trade with the mother country through the restrictions of British mercantile law, their tastes were profoundly influenced by London fashion and the products of British manufacturers. By placing standing orders for fashionable goods with London agents, wealthy New Englanders could be assured of delivery in just a few weeks. A restrictive and unfashionable country taste was defined by British exporters who chose to send outdated merchandise or items of inferior quality to be sold by storekeepers in rural areas, where consumers had little choice. Still, even in New England’s cultural center and largest city, Boston, there seems to have been a kind of conservative norm that expressed itself in disdain for those who were overly concerned with conspicuous consumption and a simmering envy of those who were.

New England singularity went far beyond hard work, high-mindedness, and a peculiar or conservative style in dress or furnishings, however. Most highly valued was a strong sense of family and community, which expressed itself in frequent visiting, sociable exchanges of work, and tangible evidence of neighborly concern. People expected to assist each other on occasions of birth, illness, serious accident, fire, or death. They took over farm chores, provided meals, gave medical advice, brought remedies, coached laboring mothers, watched through the night, cared for each other’s children and livestock, laid out the dead, sewed mourning garments, attended funerals, and prayed for each other. Small acts of personal charity were expanded and institutionalized in the early nineteenth century in maternal associations, social libraries, charitable organizations, and a variety of movements advocating temperance, prison reform, vegetarianism, and abolition. Seeking to define the special quality of New Englanders within the brotherhood of mankind, Mrs. Susanna Rowson, the proprietress of a young ladies’ academy in Boston, summed up the chief characteristic of New Englanders as “that humanity and spirit of brotherly love, which cannot behold a fellow creature in distress, without extending the hand of comfort and assistance. They are friendly, hospitable, and well inclined toward strangers; so much so, that few who have resided in New England any considerable time, but quit it with regret, and remember its inhabitants with sentiments of respect and esteem.”11

The period of intense interest to the nineteenth-century New England antiquarians was usually referred to as the “olden time.” An imprecise term, it seems to have encompassed two or three full generations—the time within the actual memory of the oldest people. Anything beyond living memory was considered “ancient.” For someone like Sarah Anna Smith Emery, born in 1787 in West Newbury, Massachusetts, this time ranged back to the girlhood of her grandmother in the early eighteenth century. Sarah Emery’s Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian contains descriptions of many aspects of life in the family homestead, built in 1707. She acknowledged that the book was “chiefly derived from the recollections of my mother; but recitals by my father, grandparents and other deceased relatives and friends have aided the work,” and she added that she had obtained “many anecdotes and facts from several aged persons still living.”12 Her book includes physical descriptions of the homes of friends and relatives on nearby farms as well as in Newburyport and Boston. Within its pages the author has wrought a rich web of detailed description of everyday experience and social interaction that recognizes the impact of the changing seasons, the demands of daily work, the expectations of gender roles, and a changing cast of characters as family members moved in and out of the house, married and gave birth, prospered and grew old, sickened and died. Sarah Emery knew from firsthand account that her mother had been in the garret “giving it a spring cleaning” and that “candles were lighted for the dinner table” on the memorable “dark day” of May 19, 1780.13 Even though Sarah herself was not born until seven years later, there is no reason to doubt the veracity of this or many of her other accounts, even though few of them are as precisely dated. In the same way that modern Americans remember where they were and what they were doing on the day Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon or John F. Kennedy was assassinated, remarkable public occurrences, such as the “dark day” or receipt of the news of the battle of April 19, 1775, or of George Washington’s death in December 1799, and particular personal events, such as births, marriages, and deaths, are the milestones that have always defined historical time. Although the selection of the topics covered by Sarah Emery’s reminiscences was undoubtedly influenced by her own later experience and focused by the times in which she was writing, her book contains a great deal of information that can be confirmed by research in more traditional academic sources. For this very reason, Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian, and many other books like it, should be valued for the rich detail with which they illustrate everyday life in a specific place and time. Although not quite primary sources, they are certainly not fiction. Like any fine work of art, they add depth to the record and help to fill in the outlines of a picture with a wealth of vivid, carefully selected details that richly illustrate the subject at hand.
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9. THE SMITH PLACE, CRANE HILL, WEST NEWBURY, MASSACHUSETTS, ANONYMOUS LITHOGRAPH, IN SARAH ANNA EMERY, Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian (NEWBURYPORT, 1879), FRONTISPIECE.

This was the childhood home of Sarah Anna (Smith) Emery and is the setting of many of the scenes and activities described in her Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian. The original part of the house (shown here as a rear lean-to) was built in 1707, and additional rooms were soon built; the whole was remodeled by Sarah Smith’s grandfather at the time of his marriage in 1748. Successive generations of the family set up housekeeping here, adding their own new furnishings to the accumulations of their forebears.

During the last half of the nineteenth century, a number of talented artists and photographers also turned their attention to documenting the pastoral New England scene and the idealized activities of the home. Ignoring the hubbub of the city marketplace and the noisy confusion of the factory, these artists sifted through the complex visual stimuli of the modern world around them and produced tranquil images that personified the unchanging ideals they admired. The dutiful spinster was idealized by Thomas Eakins in a work like The Courtship, while Frank Shapleigh and E. L. Henry depicted domestic interiors in which modern technology was unknown and everyday life was governed by the weather and the rhythms of agriculture and ancient processes, their occupants apparently unaware of any alternative. In Deerfield, Massachusetts, and York, Maine, Frances and Mary Allen and Emma Coleman set up their heavy and bulky photographic equipment, unpacked their trunks of old-fashioned clothing, and made narrative photographs that documented household processes, such as flax processing and candle dipping, that seemed somehow endangered, or re-enacted social occasions, such as quilting parties and preparing Thanksgiving dinner, that seemed central to the New England domestic experience. Neither the painters nor the photographers seemed to notice that they created visual anachronisms by juxtaposing in their “old-fashioned” costumes the bonnets of 1830 with the gowns of 1860 and by ignoring the influence of the late-nineteenth-century aesthetic in their own work or their neighbors’ interiors. For these artists, capturing a mood of old-fashioned simplicity was the goal, and there was satisfaction in knowing that each completed picture helped to preserve an image of a precious part of New England life.
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10. OLD KITCHEN, BARTLETT, NEW HAMPSHIRE, 1883, OIL ON CANVAS, BY FRANK H. SHAPLEIGH. COLLECTION OF GERTRUDE AND DAVID TUCKER. PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE NEW HAMPSHIRE HISTORICAL SOCIETY.

Shapleigh’s popular interior views focused on a capacious hearth and recognizable antique furnishings.

A more detailed antiquarian sensibility arose early within some nineteenth-century New England households, where family relics were identified, labeled, and set aside, either as curiosities or as icons. For some, it was enough to save a few things that were associated with the most revered ancestors: the signers of the Declaration of Independence, the royal governor, the honored pastor, the Pilgrim father, or the Indian captive. Coats of arms, painted or embroidered family records, and portraits were honored and carefully preserved by those interested in genealogy. For others, there was interest in objects associated with family rituals, and they saved the wedding gowns, the samplers, and the infant garments.
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11. GARRET OF THE STEPHEN ROBBINS HOMESTEAD, EAST LEXINGTON, MASSACHUSETTS, PHOTOGRAPH, C. 1900–10. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.

“What a museum of curiosities is the garret of a well-regulated New England house. Here meet together, as if by some preconcerted arrangement, all the broken down chairs of the household, all the spavined tables, all the seedy hats, all the intoxicated-looking books, all the split walking sticks that have retired from business (weary with the march of life). The pots, the pans, the trunks, the bottles—who may hope to make inventory of the numberless odds and ends collected in this bewildering lumber-room? But what a place it is to sit of an afternoon with the rain pattering on the roof! What a place in which to read Gulliver’s Travels!” ​(​Tho​mas Bai​ley Ald​rich, The Sto​ry of a B​ad B​oy ​[​Bo​st​on, 1870​].​) The antiquarian treasures that survived here were carefully labeled by Miss Ellen Stone, the last occupant of the family homestead.

In some unusual households the antiquarian interest extended to almost every little thing. In such places, labels naming former owners and identifying specific functions or singular circumstances were placed on each object, box, or trunk as it was carefully packed away in the attic or in a bureau drawer. As much as it was hoped that these objects would find future usefulness within the family, it was recognized that they could evoke an image of an earlier time through association with an individual personality or by documenting information that might otherwise be lost. This kind of informative labeling was done by people with a particular historical awareness who were often members of the generation that had actually used the items themselves or had grown up with those who had. In East Lexington, Massachusetts, Ellen Stone labeled her family’s possessions in this way, using information given to her by her aunt, Caira Robbins, who was born in 1796. Ellen labeled samples of bed ticking as well as homespun sheets, tablecloths, and bed coverings; she saved examples of simple window curtains and highly fashionable bed valances; and she did not overlook the towels, toothbrushes, bars of soap, and papers of pins at the same time that she saved and labeled the tea cups, looking glasses, and trunks of clothing that caught the interest of many of her contemporaries. From this rich contextual hoard have come some of the best documented artifacts of the New England home—another dimension added by someone who preserved information as well as objects, which is the best kind of antiquarian activity.14
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12. “WHY DON’T YOU SPEAK FOR YOURSELF, JOHN?,” CAST PLASTER SCULPTURE, BY JOHN ROGERS, C. 1860. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES. PHOTOGRAPH BY J. DAVID BOHL.

Roger’s popular sculpture brought the figure of Priscilla Mullins at her spinning wheel into many American parlors, where Longfellow’s 1858 poem “The Courtship of Miles Standish” was already well known.

Even without antiquarian labels, the practical tools of daily life—especially the brass kettle, the warming pan, and the spinning wheel—were elevated to special status as they became the quintessential symbols of the New England home. These things were highly sought after by early antique collectors and found a new usefulness when they were enshrined as relics in the parlor. Indeed, as old houses were remodeled and expanded, the old kitchen itself was sometimes used as a parlor or sitting room, and the broad hearth became an important symbol of family unity, even as iron stoves or central heating greatly improved upon its original function.

A formal memorializing movement established itself in New England as early as the first centennial anniversaries of settlement, battle victory, or Indian massacre. Usually these occasions were observed by religious ceremonies, and those sermons that were published are important records of both historical fact and later interpretation and commemoration. By the end of the eighteenth century, a minister in Deerfield, Massachusetts, called for the preservation of historical relics associated with earlier times. By the first round of bicentennial observances in the 1820s, some of these objects began to be presented to the public in formal exhibitions, the first permanent repository being at Plymouth, Massachusetts, where Pilgrim Hall opened on Forefathers’ Day, December 22, 1824, and exhibited furniture and a spinning wheel that were thought to have come over on the Mayflower.

Sometimes household relics were gathered together and exhibited in settings that suggested domestic interiors—tangible visions of the ideal. One of the earliest historical re-creations of a New England home was the “scenic representation of the old Franklin House in Milk street, Boston,” with two rooms arranged as they were thought to have looked on that momentous occasion on “which the illustrious Philosopher was born January 17, 1706.” This “novel exhibition” was set up from December 21 to 30, 1858, in the new Boston Music Hall as part of a benefit fair to raise money for the building fund of the Boston Young Men’s Christian Association.
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13. “THINGS OLD AND NEW,” ILLUSTRATION IN CLARENCE COOK, The House Beautiful (NEW YORK, 1877), P. 190.

“A ‘restoration’ effected in an old house at Newport, by Mr. McKim, one of the foremost of our young architects,” in which the large old kitchen fireplace has been made the center of a modern living room and given “a new lease on life, and whatever new was added kept true to the spirit of the old time, without any antiquarian slavishness.”

The re-creation of the Benjamin Franklin birthplace was constructed from plans and drawings furnished by D. W. N. B. Shurtleff15; and the rooms were “furnished, as nearly as can be, in the Manner of the olden time, many persons having kindly lent articles of furniture for the purpose.” Not only did the fair committee attempt to re-create the furnishings of the chamber in which Franklin was born, but they set up the parlor as well. At regular intervals throughout the fair, costumed volunteers performed tableaux and led visitors in Psalm singing, “after the manner of our forefathers.”16 In this exhibition, the cradle, tall case clock, blazing hearth, and spinning wheels were firmly established as essential components of New England period rooms, and living history may have been born.
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14. “OAKEN CHAIR BROUGHT OVER BY GOVR CARVER IN THE MAYFLOWER IN 1620, & NOW IN PILGRIM HALL, PLYMOUTH,” LITHOGRAPH, BY WILLIAM S. PENDLETON, BOSTON, 1826–34. PRIVATE COLLECTION.

An important relic of the first settlement at Plymouth, the Carver chair had already entered a New England museum collection by the time this print was published. Although modern wood analysis now disproves the idea that this chair was brought over on the Mayflower, this may be the earliest published image of apiece of American furniture.

Interest in the domestic settings of earlier times spread rapidly in the next quarter century, and generic exhibitions were arranged at the Brooklyn Sanitary Fair in 1859, at the Essex Institute in 1875, in the New England Kitchen at the Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition in 1876, and at countless church fairs and historical commemorations at the local level. Usually these featured military relics, household objects, or clothing associated with prominent citizens; lavish displays of flags and bunting; and an assortment of household goods featuring at least one large spinning wheel. There were seldom attempts to re-create room settings, but these events were important in developing a regional historical awareness and in identifying particular objects.
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15. “BIRTH PLACE OF [BENJAMIN] FRANKLIN, IN MILK ST. JAN. 6, 1705–6 O.S. AS REPRODUCED AT THE FAIR OF THE BOSTON YOUNG MEN’S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION, DECR 25, 1858,” LITHOGRAPH, BY J. H. BUFFORD. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.
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16. INTERIOR OF THE FRANKLIN BIRTHPLACE, AS REVEALED IN A PEN AND INK SKETCH, MOUNTED BELOW THE HINGED LEAF OF BUFFORD’S LITHOGRAPH.

In this print, the front wall of the house is a hinged sheet of paper that may be lifted up to reveal the interior of the Franklin house. At the YMCA fair, people dressed in period costume re-enacted everyday life at the family fireside, and the spinning wheel, roaring fire, and tall case clock were displayed as established icons of the past.

Although the local-history movement became widespread throughout New England, several centers were extremely influential, especially Plymouth, Salem, and Deerfield, Massachusetts; Hopkinton and Warner, New Hampshire; York, Maine; Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts; and Hartford and Litchfield, Connecticut. Some of the earliest historical museums were established in these towns, and there literary and artistic impulses often converged with the antiquarian interest.

At Deerfield, George Sheldon, the president of the Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association, wrote throughout the 1870s of the organization’s desire to have a permanent home in which to preserve and display its collections of domestic artifacts: “We have the spinning wheel, the household utensils, and the door once hung and attacked by assaulting foes, and we need with these to set up housekeeping again.”17 When the PVMA opened Memorial Hall in 1880, its members had arranged a Colonial parlor, bedroom, and kitchen—the first New England displays of household objects in period settings shown to the public on a basis that was intended to be permanent.
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17. A WOMAN, PROBABLY THE ANTIQUARIAN C. ALICE BAKER, ARRANGING PEWTER IN MEMORIAL HALL, DEERFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS, SHORTLY AFTER THE BUILDING WAS COMPLETED AND OPENED TO THE PUBLIC IN 1880. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES. PHOTOGRAPH BY EMMA COLEMAN.

Today the people who established these collections, conducted the first local research, set up the first exhibitions, and wrote town histories, historical novels, and personal reminiscences are often castigated as “antiquarians.” Although it may be easy, and even politically correct, to dismiss their work as romanticized and inaccurate, it is important to recognize that these nineteenth-century historians knew what they were doing. Most of them had talked with many people who were born before the American Revolution. Their work was informed by experience and etched in memory. Statistical models did not interest them.

The authors of local history and personal reminiscence were content to draw upon the evidence of the past as they found it in trunks of letters, public archives, historical libraries, or desk drawers. They used the resources of their own lives, writing of life as they lived it within the well-ordered and traditional ways of specific homes and communities. Their writings were intended to preserve the evidence of everyday life and to memorialize those who had gone before. In Deerfield, Massachusetts, “the eighteenth century was still alive” when local historian George Sheldon “was a boy—and the seventeenth century a close memory.”18 Sheldon learned not only from those who could tell him of the past but from the evidence they had left behind in private manuscripts and public records. For him and for others like him, the objects of the past told stories as vivid as the written or spoken word.
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18. “THE STREET,” DEERFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS, STEREOGRAPH, BY P. BRADFORD, GREENFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS, C. 1868. POCUMTUCK VALLEY MEMORIAL ASSOCIATION, DEERFIELD, MASSACHUSETTS.

The quintessential village scene.


II
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Our Great Family

WHEN DAVID EMERY CAME TO TELL TWENTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD SARAH Smith that he had rented the old Pillsbury place and they could soon be married, her “preparations for marriage were nearly complete, but nothing definite had been decided upon.” On hearing what David had to say, Sarah “was completely dumbfounded. The Pillsbury domain consisted of a farm of sixty acres, on which was a large, old-fashioned house, which for many years had been a noted tavern for drovers and country traders. With the most perfect sang froid Mr. Emery stated his intention of immediately putting up a large slaughtering house, and that he had already hired Mr. James Carey to assist in the butchering business. Mr. Carey, his wife and two children were to occupy a part of the house.” Sarah soon recovered her composure. She inspected the premises; made plans for alterations, fresh paint, wallpaper, and whitewashing; and began to assemble her furnishings. When Sarah and David were married, only six weeks later, on April 22, 1812, Mr. and Mrs. Carey “with their two oldest children were already settled in rooms at the upper end of the house.” Upon arrival at her new home, Sarah found herself “not only the landlady of a public house, but the mistress of a family numbering seven persons, besides Betsy Downing, the maid servant, there were three hired men, Daniel Smith, Aaron Palmer, John Webster and a boy of fourteen named Guy Carlton Mackie.”1

Sarah Emery’s responsibility for “a family numbering seven persons” and the psychological pressures of sharing even a large house and dooryard with another family of four people may seem like a lot for a new bride, but her experience was not unusual. Sarah had grown up in a house shared by two families, and she clearly understood her obligation to care for hired men and girls as well as her new husband. Many early New England families extended far beyond the nuclear family that is the late-twentieth-century norm. Indeed, the very concept of family differed widely from that held today, embracing everyone who lived within the same household. People were expected to live in functioning families, and few people of any age lived alone. Those who did were apt to be regarded as strange or even dangerous, and “old maids” were often the targets of cruel jokes. People who were unmarried usually lived with their aging parents or with unmarried relatives.
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19. THE PILLSBURY PLACE, ANONYMOUS LITHOGRAPH, IN SARAH ANNA EMERY, Reminiscences of a Nonagenarian (NEWBURYPORT, 1879), FACING this page.

The home in which David and Sarah Anna Emery first set up housekeeping after their marriage in 1812.

Sarah Emery described a family of four old maids and their two brothers, “pleasant, estimable men” and “precise genteel bodies” who were noted for the “harmless idiosyncrasies” of their housekeeping: “Though the food was bought in common, each brother and sister provided their own tea and coffee, and each had a separate pot. Uncle Joe drank chocolate, Uncle Josh, coffee, Miss Nabby, strong old hyson, Miss Lizzie liked hers weaker, Miss Nannie preferred young hyson, while Miss Hannah never drank anything but Souchong. It was exceedingly diverting to see the six small pots … sizzling on six little mounds of embers before the capacious fire.”2 Such idiosyncrasy was acceptable within the family structure that these siblings had developed. Had these people chosen to live separately, they would have been considered queer.

This was clearly an unusual situation. More commonly, for a variety of reasons, old or young widows; children and step-children; elderly grandma’ms and grandsirs; maiden aunts and uncles; nieces and nephews; young men preparing for college; unsettled single people in their twenties; students of law, medicine, or divinity; hired men and hired girls; apprentices, servants, and slaves; orphans; and cousins of all ages might be grafted onto the basic family structure. Those with fragile health, chronic or terminal illness, or physical handicaps, the mentally retarded, the senile, and the insane, were not excluded. Young widows and widowers with children often remarried, introducing the complications of step-parent relationships at the same time that they enriched their personal lives and found help with the routine of household management and child care.3 Whether they were related to each other or not, by living, working, sleeping, and eating together in a single household, people were considered to be members of that family. When census takers visited New England’s houses at the end of the eighteenth century, they usually found eight or ten people in each family. Because of the impermanency of relationships with household help, this number was subject to change at any moment, but the concept of family remained stable. Those who lived together, for however long or short a time, were bound together in their dependence on one another for the necessities and comforts of everyday life, by the structures of work, and by the bonds of caring.
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20. GOOD COMPANIONS, OIL ON CANVAS, BY J. WELLS CHAMPNEY. COLLECTION OF EDITH N. MILBURY. PHOTO COURTESY OF VOSE GALLERIES, BOSTON.
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21. THE SARGENT FAMILY, OIL ON CANVAS, ARTIST UNKNOWN, CHARLESTOWN, MASSACHUSETTS, C. 1800. NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART, GIFT OF EDGAR WILLIAM AND BERNICE CHRYSLER GARBISCH.

The earliest New England genre scenes are family portraits that tend to illustrate the nuclear family, which was the innermost circle of a complex domestic unit.

Sarah Emery grew up in a house (figure 9) in West Newbury, Massachusetts, in which her parents occupied one side and her widowed grandmother, an aunt, and a married uncle and his family lived on the other. Sarah’s mother and grandmother each had her own “front” room and chambers furnished from her bridal portion, but all of these people ate together and shared the kitchen, garret, barns, and “back chamber—the large one under the long, sloping back roof—[which] was set apart for household manufacture.”4 When her uncle and his family were able to purchase an adjacent farm and moved out of the old homestead, Sarah noted that “though we were glad of the additional room, the house seemed strangely still and lonely, with only grandm’am and Aunt Sarah.”5

Similarly, Stephen and Olive Walkley occupied a newly built one-and-a-half-story house in Southington, Connecticut, after their marriage in 1811, sharing living space with his father, Jonathan, and his two unmarried sisters from the beginning. One nephew lived with them until 1822, and the young Walkleys themselves had nine children between 1812 and 1832. Once the first three children were born, the family never seems to have included fewer than nine people.

Complex living situations did not always result in domestic harmony. Sarah Emery described what happened when Daniel Colman married Nancy Pike, and “the young couple commenced housekeeping in half of Col. Jeremiah Colman’s house.… A large L was soon added to the house, giving accommodation to the two families; but for some months the sisters-in-law shared the kitchen, one having a fire in one corner of the capacious fireplace and the other in the opposite, the brick oven being used alternately.”6 Flexibility and a spirit of compromise were necessary in order to achieve any level of domestic order within shared living spaces.
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22. COFFIN HOUSE, NEWBURY, MASSACHUSETTS, C. 1870, ONE-HALF OF A STEREOGRAPH. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.

This house grew through time to accommodate expanding and changing families. The earliest portion, about 1654, has a single room with a fireplace on each of the two stories; this became the ell when the larger portions of the house were added in the eighteenth century. According to Peter Benes, the house was in the late eighteenth century “lived in simultaneously by as many as four related families and an estimated eighty occupants,” an estimate based on inheritance patterns and demographic studies. (Old Town and the Waterside [Newburyport, 1986].)

During the early years of their marriage, Sarah and Peter Bryant moved frequently, sharing space with other families, living in rented rooms or small houses in both Cummington and nearby Plainfield, Massachusetts. In 1801 they settled in Cummington, building a four-room addition to the Snell farmhouse, which provided an office for the doctor and some privacy for their growing family.

When Ruth Bascom married Dr. Asa Miles on St. Valentine’s Day in 1804, she and her husband did not leave at once to set up housekeeping, nor did they move eventually into a cottage for two. At first the couple stayed with her parents in Leicester, Massachusetts; after a few weeks, Dr. Miles departed alone for Westminster, and Ruth remained behind, purchasing furniture and housekeeping equipment in Worcester and organizing her “things.” On May 16, a messenger came to tell Ruth that her husband was unwell, and she departed at once for their new home.7

Although childless herself, Ruth cared for one child or another throughout most of the first twenty years of her married life. Dr. Miles had been married before and had a son, Clough Rice Miles, who stayed with Ruth for a short while after Dr. Miles’s untimely death in the spring of 1805. Later, Clough went to live with one of his father’s brothers, but he kept in touch with Ruth and she continued to express concern for him and saw him occasionally. Widowed less than a year, Ruth was married to the Reverend Ezekiel Lysander Bascom, on February 26, 1806. The following year, on March 10, she brought home four-year-old Priscilla Elvira Estabrook to care for; within a week, the child’s mother had died, and Ruth referred to the child in her diary as “now our own.”8 Before New Year’s Day 1812, her husband’s motherless nephew, Lysander, was also living with them at the parsonage in Gerry (now Phillipston), Massachusetts, in northern Worcester County near the New Hampshire border.9 Ruth and her husband began to take in young people as boarding students; on March 12, 1813, nine were in residence. These boys and girls attended school in the afternoons and evenings and were considered members of the family, with responsibility for performing certain chores, observing house rules, and attending meeting on Sundays. Even while she was taking in young students as members of her own family, Ruth Bascom sent Elvira to her close friend, Miss Catherine Fiske, who had opened a new boarding school in Keene, first leaving her there on June 6, 1813.10 Never having had the pleasure of caring for an infant of her own, Ruth brought dozens of young people through the trials of adolescence. Throughout her long diary, the entries reveal the complexity of running a large household and the anxiety of having a large family.
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23. DR. BRYANT’S OFFICE, PHOTOGRAPH, C. 1888. COURTESY OF THE SOCIETY FOR THE PRESERVATION OF NEW ENGLAND ANTIQUITIES.

This is the “new house” described in Sarah Snell Bryant’s 1801 diary. It was actually an addition to her father’s house that Dr. Peter Bryant built to accommodate their growing family and provide himself with a medical office. The new construction effectively doubled the amount of living space that was shared by the Snell and Bryant families until Sarah’s parents died in 1813. In his will, Ebenezer Snell left almost all of his household furnishings and half of the buildings on the farm to Sarah herself and the other half of the farm to her son Austin. Austin Bryant sold the family farm in 1835; in 1842, this part, Peter Bryant’s 1801 addition, was moved to a new location and used thereafter as an independent house. After William Cullen Bryant bought back the homestead as a summer retreat in 1865, he remodeled it drastically and reconstructed a slightly smaller version of this section as an office for himself.

Elizabeth Phelps’s adopted daughter, Thankful, lived with her husband, Mr. Hitchcock, in Northampton after their marriage in 1796, but she returned to Forty Acres in 1798 in time to be attended by her mother and her sister Betsy during a “severe travel.” Betsy wrote to their brother Charles, telling of the new baby’s impact on the household: “Our sister Hitchcock has given us a nephew … what with sickness and this little urchin to engage my attention, I have found no time to scribble—Mary is cleverly—has left her room—her infant has the appearance of being perfectly healthy—it is three weeks since she became a mother.” Elizabeth then added a postscript to her letter that must have been of great interest to Charles: “Mr. Hitchcock talks of calling his boy Charles—have you any objection? not Charles Phelps.”11 Charles must not have raised any serious objection, for his mother noted in her diary on a Sunday in April that “Mr. Hitchcock’s son this day [was] christened by the name of Charles Phelps—Lord he is thine & I rejoice in it. Dearly do I love him—but Monday morning early he and his mother & father left us to go to live at Brimfield.… Betsy went with ’em. The last waggon of goods went this day.”12 Mr. and Mrs. Hitchcock finally set up housekeeping in Brimfield a year and a half after their marriage; their family already included this infant son.

Two years later, Charles’s wife, Sally, wrote to her mother-in-law, saying, “Betsy no doubt informed you, that a time was coming when I should greatly want a Mother’s company, that time if nothing particular happens will be about the last of August.” After some negotiation, Elizabeth Phelps agreed to leave her “great family” in Hadley and went up to Boston to encourage and assist her daughter-in-law, who was expecting the birth of her first child. Sally’s own mother had died, and although she had engaged a good nurse, it would have been unthinkable for her to have experienced her first delivery without a close female relative at hand. The baby was not born as soon as expected, and Elizabeth’s long absence complicated the family situation in Hadley. Her husband wrote to her plaintively on September 10, “We shall get along—whether the Cheese will be as good as yours, I will not take upon me to say, but be assured we will do as well as we can,” and again on the twenty-second, “I was [in] hopes you would have been home before the Peaches were gone, but that cannot be, they will not last more than a day or two more.… I cannot say I am free of anxiety for Sally, I hope she will do well, although the Time is long—am very glad you are with her, for I am sure it would be distressing to her to be alone.” Less guardedly, he wrote to their daughter Betsy after Sally’s son was born, “Your mother has been gone from home five weeks this morning.… [I] am almost worn out, I have had more than is common for me to do, since your mother left us, although Polly is as good a Girl as I ever saw of her age.” Although he recognized the importance of his wife’s mission, Charles Phelps sorely missed Elizabeth’s superb management skills and significant personal contribution to the work of their large farm and family.13

Like many women of her time, Sarah Bryant had seven children: five boys and two girls, who were born at roughly two-year intervals between 1793 and 1807.14 Sarah Bryant nursed each of her children for a year or more. Like many of her contemporaries, she was either pregnant or nursing almost continuously for fourteen years. When we think of the women of those days as skilled managers who made important personal contributions to the household economy, it should be remembered that they were usually pregnant or nursing an infant; sometimes they were both.

Throughout Sarah Bryant’s diary, there is very little direct reference to either the discomforts or the concerns of pregnancy. Mrs. Bryant maintained a regular schedule of work right up until the very last days before each child was born, sometimes cutting down on strenuous physical labor like weaving and increasing the amount of time spent cutting out clothing or working on other projects that were less taxing.

Usually, Sarah Bryant’s diary entries were suspended for a few days when a child was born, but the record was soon filled in. “Unwell. Seven at night a son born. Mamma and Mrs. Shaw were here” indicated William Cullen’s birth on November 3, 1794; the following July, “unwell at night … a son born a little before sunset” [the next day] announced the arrival of Cyrus. Two women came to assist during Cyrus Bryant’s birth, but his mother did not linger long in bed. Two days after delivering she “got up,” and she soon resumed care of her family. When her first daughter, Sarah, was born, on July 24, 1802, the new mother “sat up” the next day, “walked in the kitchen” on the twenty-sixth, “went outdoors” on the twenty-seventh, and soon resumed her sewing.

Most young mothers delivered their babies at home, with their own mothers, sisters, some neighbor women, and usually a midwife in attendance. Although not a midwife, Elizabeth Phelps was frequently called to her neighbors in times of travail, and she had assisted at dozens of births before her own grandchildren were born. Having observed many different situations, she was well qualified to coach her daughters and daughter-in-law when their time came. The gathering of women for the rituals of “social childbirth”15 provided support and encouragement for new mothers, as well as extra hands and long experience should an emergency develop.

Although women spoke of one’s being “brought to bed” to describe delivery, laboring women delivered not in a bed but supported on a chair, on someone’s lap, or on a specialized birthing stool. As soon as the afterbirth was delivered, they sought the comfort of a fresh bed.

New mothers were encouraged to rest after delivery, but the amount of time actually spent in bed and the social rituals associated with “lying-in” varied widely, the result of standards set by community or social class, the amount of help available, and personal inclination. In eighteenth-century Salem, Mary Vial Holyoke paid a “setting up visit” to Mrs. C. G. Pickman after a child was born. On September 9, 1771, Mrs. Holyoke herself felt “very poorly” and took necessary action: “Put up bed.” The next day she still felt “very ill,” and although she knew why, her labor must have progressed very rapidly, for no one else was present when she was “brought to Bed quite alone 11 A.M. of a Daughter. Child very well.” Four women were present in the house the next day, and the same four came to call four weeks later, when Mrs. Holyoke observed the formal ritual of “sitting up week. Mrs. Epes, 2 Pickman’s, Mrs. Rowth & Miss Dowse here. Club here.”16 It seems unlikely that she had stayed in bed the entire time, but this was not her first child and she may have welcomed an opportunity to rest peacefully in her chamber. Being ready to receive formal callers and display the new baby took some time.

In Portsmouth, New Hampshire, in the 1820s and 30s, Sarah Goodwin employed a doctor instead of a midwife to attend her deliveries, but she still expected to have to entertain friends and neighbors after her deliveries, and she prepared herself during the last few weeks of her pregnancies by arranging for a “monthly nurse” who would take care of her and the baby as well as pass cake and wine “to all who called on the fourth and fifth weeks.” Sarah Goodwin’s later reminiscences include detailed descriptions of these occasions and the nurse’s work during her seven confinements. The nurse slept with the baby, did laundry, and “also kept the baby and myself in elegant toilets and waited on all the company upstairs and to the street door.… I had white flannel wraps trimmed down the front and all round with satin ribbon. For one occasion my wrap was trimmed with broad blue satin ribbon and tall blue bows on my cap. I used to receive in dear Aunt Dennett’s great easy chair and I hope she knew how much I enjoyed it. Before every confinement a great batch of plum cake was baked in the great brick oven. After being put to bed the Doctor and such friends as were being useful had a great feast of good things downstairs.” Mrs. Goodwin also tells us that by the time her last child, Susan, was born in 1844, the attending doctor put an end to the custom of serving cake and wine in the mother’s room, calling it “unsanitary.”17

Sarah Bryant’s diary shows clearly that customs in a rural community were far less formal, and the requirements of her family did not permit the luxury of a month of pampered privacy or the formality of a “sitting up week.” In Leicester, Massachusetts, Ruth Bascom’s sister had a little more time: “Mrs. Denny in chamber, her son a fortnight old.”18

In a Northampton household with live-in help, Anne Jean Lyman was usually “able the very next day to sit up in her large easy-chair, with her mending basket and book beside her, making first one and then the other her pastime for some hours of each day … [and by the second week] she had resumed all the duties of the house and was driving all over the country with my father.”19 Regardless of her social obligations, the goal for each woman was to be restored to “strength and usefulness” as soon as possible.20
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24. SEWING IN A CHAMBER, WOODCUT, ALBERT ALDEN PROOF BOOK, C. 1840. COURTESY AMERICAN ANTIQUARIAN SOCIETY.

Although icy cold in wintertime, chambers were often used by women as summer sitting rooms. Miss Beecher recommended straw matting for permanent carpets in chambers, since they “are used most in summer.” ​(​Cathe​rine Bee​cher, A Treati​se on Dom​estic Econ​omy, ​[​Boston, 1841​], p. 359.​)

In preparation for a woman’s confinement, many families set up special beds. In wealthy households, these were fashionably curtained high-post beds, which would provide both warmth and privacy for the new mother as well as make a strong social statement to those who came to call on her. When Sally Foster Otis was preparing to give birth to her seventh child in Boston in the winter of 1798, her husband, Harrison Gray Otis, wrote anxiously from Philadelphia, where he was serving in Congress. He urged his wife to keep warm and, if necessary, to have her bed set up in the drawing room, where it would be easier to maintain a good fire. He also cautioned her to see only her
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