
	[image: image]



    
AMERICAS WOMEN

FOUR HUNDRED YEARS OF DOLLS, DRUDGES,
HELPMATES, AND HEROINES

Gail Collins

[image: ]




     
To my mother




    

When I was young if a girl married poor,
she became a housekeeper and a drudge.
If she married wealthy, she became a pet and a doll.

Susan B. Anthony

A smart woman can do very well in this country.

A young woman in nineteenth-century California
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INTRODUCTION




When I look back through all of American history, the one moment that stays with me is the image of women standing on the deck of the Mayflower, staring out at a whole continent of dense forest. On the trip over, they must have been fixated on simply getting to land. They could never have imagined how wild it would seem, how big and empty of everything they knew. Plenty of male Europeans had made the same voyage before them, but they were explorers or traders or fishermen, out to get what they needed and return home. For the women, this was going to be the only home they would ever know again. The real job of settling was theirs. Most of them would die before they could put down real roots, but those who survived generally went on to have big families, whose descendants took special pride in knowing they shared the DNA of those simple, scared, determined women.

The history of American women is all about leaving homecrossing oceans and continents, or getting jobs and living on their own. Some of our national heroines were defined by the fact that they never nestedthey were peripatetic crusaders like Susan B. Anthony, Clara Barton, Sojourner Truth, Dorothea Dix. The center of our story is the tension between the yearning to create a home and the urge to get out of it.


I started thinking about American women when I was doing my last book, Scorpion Tongues, and stumbled across Louisa Adams, the wife of the sixth president of the United States and daughter-in-law of the formidable Abigail. As First Lady, Louisa was so miserable she spent much of her time eating chocolate and writing memoirs she called Adventures of a Nobody. But she had been a diplomats wife who traveled in midwinter from Russia, crossing the icy and corpse-laden fields of Europe in the middle of the Napoleonic War, alone in a carriage with her small son. She was a hostess so skilled that her party-giving helped propel her distinctly unlovable husband into the presidency. Youve got to take note of that kind of duality; it crops up all along our history. This was a country, after all, where some nineteenth-century females became famous for writing books about why women had to stay out of the public eye, while others traveled all around the country lecturing on how women should never leave home. In World War II, women pilots risked their lives pulling targets so that inexperienced gunners could practice firing at them. And women pilots were arrested if they left the air base wearing slacks after dark.

The history of American women is about the fight for freedom, but its less a war against oppressive men than a struggle to straighten out the perpetually mixed message about womens role that was accepted by almost everybody of both genders. Southern matriarchs aspired to be the image of the helpless female, then ran the plantations while their husbands went to Congressor luxuriated at a spa. Pioneer women rode sidesaddle and wore gloves to protect their soft hands, then crawled up the side of mountains with a newborn baby in one arm. Everyone believed that married women were obliged to stay home with their children, while everyone bought factory goods produced by poor working mothers, made from cotton picked by female slaves. When slavery ended, nothing irritated white Southernersor visiting Northernersmore than the idea that ex-slave women wanted to stop working and become homemakers.

Writing Americas Women gave me the opportunity to read hundreds of books about the women of this country, which was a joy. We live in a great age for womens history, one that makes it easy to forget that only a few decades ago college professors were discouraged from teaching the subject because people believed that there wasnt enough material to fill up an entire semester. I hope reading this book leads others back through the tracks of the writers Ive followed. From everything Ive learned, Ive tried to spin a story thats about both what women did and what it felt like for them to do it. Everything they achieved through the Victorian age was accomplished in very long dresses and, generally, tight corsets. This is the story of the woman who saved Washingtons army by setting fire to New York, and the mystery of what pioneers on the wagon trains did about menstruation and wet diapers. I tried to see the nineteenth century as an era when women first demanded the right to vote, but also as the time when they were medicating themselves into mercury poisoning and making their first cautious commitment to regular bathing. That period ended with the Gilded Age, when the suffrage movement went into a funk, when women first began earning a living behind a typewriter, and when the most glamorous chorus girls were the ones with huge thighs.

The middle of Americas Women is about the Civil War, and how women, black and white, confronted slavery and abolition. As in every other period of crisis, the rules of sexual decorum were suspended due to emergency. The chaos of the battlefield turned out to be the ideal ground for female initiativedisorganized and desperately in need of people who would work for nothing and do any task required. That pattern repeats itself throughout this story. It took our entire history to actually change the rules of proper female behavior. But those rules were temporarily abandoned whenever the country needed women to do something they werent supposed to do. And even in circumstances less critical, women were almost always welcomed in new enterprises that hadnt yet become either prestigious or profitablewhether it was early radio or early cattle drives.

The Great Depression unleashed a national war against working women, followed by World War II, when there was a national crusade to get women to take jobs. Our own era began with the late 1960s and early 1970s, when everything changed so fast the country was banning job discrimination against women while they still couldnt serve on juries in some states, and nonvirgins werent allowed to bring rape charges in others.

Everyone can choose their own heroines in this story; I have a particularly soft spot for the eccentric, heroic Grimke sisters, who braved violent mobs to speak out against slavery, and demonstrated, to the utter delight of the other female reformers, that it was possible to believe in womens rights and still find a husband. One of the tricks to being a great historical figure is to leave behind as much information as possible. We talk a lot more about the Pilgrims than Eleanor Dare of Virginia; she came first but vanished before history got a chance to know her. New England spinsters get way more than their share of attention because of their winning habit of keeping diaries. Native American women who had no written language left behind almost nothing of their voices. Its absolutely impossible to write this kind of book without wanting to apologize for the failure to give them their due.

The first women in America whose names we know actually came half a millennium before Eleanor Dare. Gudrid and Freydis were Vikings, relatives of Leif Eriksson, and they sailed with their men on missions of trade and exploration. Gudrid gave birth to the first European child in the New World, in what is now Canada, and was known for her ability to get along with the strange people the Vikings encountered in their travels. Freydis organized a massacre of her business partners, finishing off the wives and female servants herself.

That, at least, was the tale the Vikings told, and theres a good-or-bad plot that fits the image of women throughout our historyvirtuous wives on one hand, and on the other, the women who stepped outside their appointed roles, causing disaster. Gudrid actually did some amazing things, making her a pretty good prototype for the traditional American woman. She is said to have traveled on the Hudson River and visited Greenland, Norway, and Italy, outliving several husbands before ending her life as a nun in Iceland. Freydis, for her part, turned out to be a handy person to have around in a pinch. When the Viking camp was attacked by Indians, causing the male defenders to flee, a pregnant Freydis grabbed a handy weapon, took out her swollen breasts, and whetted the sword upon them according to a Viking chronicler. The sight of her so unnerved the war party they became afraid and ran away.

Thats pretty much our story: Melanie and Scarlett, Annie Oakley and Calamity Jane, the soccer moms and the vampire slayers. All of them are more complicated than they let on. The Gudrids embraced their humble identity and hid their moments of endurance or courage or innovation under the all-purpose excuse of emergency. The Freydises were sometimes less rebels than victims of their own navet about the way the world worked. But as you read through history you always wait for them to appearstanding in a clearing, beating a sword against a naked breast.

  





    

1

The First Colonists:
Voluntary and Otherwise




THE EXTREMELY BRIEF STORY OF VIRGINIA DARE

Eleanor Dare must have been either extraordinarily adventurous or easily led. In 1587, when she was pregnant with her first child, she set sail across the Atlantic, headed for a continent where no woman of her kind had ever lived, let alone given birth. The only English-speaking residents of the New World at the time were a handful of men who had been left behind during an earlier, unsuccessful attempt at settlement on Roanoke Island, in what is now Virginia. Eleanors father, John White, was to become governor of the new colony. Her husband, Ananias, a bricklayer, was one of his assistants.

Under the best of circumstances, a boat took about two months to get from England to the New World, and there were plenty of reasons to avoid the trip. Passengers generally slept on the floor, on damp straw, living off salted pork and beef, dried peas and beans. They suffered from seasickness, dysentery, typhoid, and cholera. Their ship could sink, or be taken by privateers, or run aground at the wrong place. Even if it stayed afloat, it might be buffeted around for so long that the provisions would run out before the travelers reached land. Later would-be colonists sometimes starved to death en route. (The inaptly named Love took a year to make the trip, and at the end of the voyage rats and mice were being sold as food.) Some women considered the odds and decided to stay on dry land. The wife of John Dunton, a colonial minister, wrote to him that she would rather be a living wife in England than a dead one at sea.

But if Eleanor Dare had any objections, they were never recorded. She and sixteen other women settlers, along with ninety-one men and nine children, encountered no serious problems until they stopped to pick up the men who had been left at Roanoke. When they went ashore to look for them, all they found were the bones of a single Englishman. The uncooperative ships captain refused to take them farther, and they were forced to settle on the same unlucky site.

Try to imagine what Eleanor Dare must have thought when she walked, heavy with child, through the houses of the earlier settlers, now standing empty, overgrown with Melons of divers sortes, and Deere within them, feeding, as her father later recorded. Eleanor was a member of the English gentry, hardly bred for tilling fields and fighting Indians. Was she confident that her husband the bricklayer and her father the bureaucrat could keep her and her baby alive, or was she beginning to blame them for getting her into this extremely unpromising situation? All we know is that on August 18, the first English child was born in America and christened Virginia Darenamed, like the colony, in honor of the Virgin Queen who ruled back home. A few days later her grandfather boarded the boat with its cranky captain and sailed back to England for more supplies, leaving Eleanor and the other settlers to make homes out of the ghost village. It was nearly three years before White could get passage back to Roanoke, and when he arrived he discovered the village once again abandoned, with no trace of any human being, living or dead. No one knows what happened to Eleanor and the other lost colonists. They might have been killed by Indians or gone to live with the local Croatoan tribe when they ran out of food. They were swallowed up by the land, and by history.

The Dares and other English colonists who we call the first settlers were, of course, nothing of the sort. People had lived in North America for perhaps twenty millennia, and the early colonists who did survive lasted only because friendly natives were willing to give them enough food to prevent starvation. In most cases, that food was produced by native women. Among the eastern tribes, men were generally responsible for hunting and making war while the women did the farming. In some areas they had as many as 2,000 acres under cultivation. Former Indian captives reported that the women seemed to enjoy their work, tilling the fields in groups that set their own pace, looking after one anothers youngsters. Control of the food brought power, and the tribes whose women played a dominant role in growing and harvesting food were the ones in which women had the highest status and greatest authority. Perhaps thats why the later colonists kept trying to foist spinning wheels off on the Indians, to encourage what they regarded as a more wholesome division of labor. At any rate, its nice to think that Eleanor Dare might have made a new life for herself with the Croatoans and spent the rest of her life working companionably with other women in the fields, keeping an eye out for her daughter and gossiping about the unreliable men.

FEDD UPON HER TILL HE HAD
CLEAN DEVOURED ALL HER PARTES

Jamestown was founded in 1607 by English investors hoping to make a profit on the fur and timber and precious ore they thought they were going to find. Its first residents were an ill-equipped crew of young men, many of them the youngest sons of good families, with no money but a vast sense of entitlement. The early colonists included a large number of gentlemens valets, but almost no farmers. They regarded food as something that arrived in the supply ship, and nobody seemed to have any interest in learning how to grow his own. (Sir Thomas Dale, who arrived in 1611 after two long winters of starvation, said he found the surviving colonists at their daily and usuall workes, bowling in the streetes.) The first women to arrive were the wife of one Thomas Forrest and her maid, Anne Burras. They came in 1608, the only women in a colony of around 200 misfits and mercenaries. The Jamestown that greeted them was a fort, about an acre in size, with a shopping district composed of one storehouse and a church that looked like a barne, according to Captain John Smith. The homes were tumbledown shacks that one visitor said were inferior to the lowest cottage he had ever seen back in England.

There is no record of Mrs. Forrests first name, or what she thought when she discovered that she was marooned in what must have seemed like a long, rowdy fraternity party, minus food. All we hear is a report that she had a baby during the Starving Time of 160910, which killed all but about 60 of the settlers out of a population of 20 women and 470 men. People gnawed on Dogges & horsestogether with Rates, mice, snakes, and one unnamed colonist killed his wife and turned her into dinner. He fedd upon her till he had clean devoured all her partes, wrote another colonist, who added that the man was burned for his horrible villany.

We dont know if Mrs. Forrest and her baby survived the winter, but her former maid, Anne Burras, did. Anne, who was only fourteen when she arrived, soon married a twenty-eight-year-old laborer in Virginias first wedding ceremony and gave birth to a daughteranother Virginiawho also lived through the famine. So did Temperance Flowerdew, a young woman who had arrived in Virginia in 1609, after surviving a hurricane at sea. The storm hit a small fleet of boats destined for the colony. One, the Sea Venture, was destroyed, her passengers shipwrecked in an uninhabited part of Bermuda for nearly a year, while the crew turned the wreckage into two smaller boats. The marooned men and women weathered their ordeal on a warm island filled with food, while Temperance and the other migrs who made it to Virginia were foraging for scraps and cooking rats. But after that unpromising beginning, a number of the women did very well. Temperance was the wife of two of the colonys governors. The first, Captain George Yeardley, was knighted in 1618 and became one of the richest men in Virginia, with several plantations. He named one of them Flowerdew in honor of Lady Yeardley. After his death, Temperance, then about forty-two, married Captain Francis West, one of his successors. Joan Pierce and her young daughter, Jane, endured the long, hungry winter in Jamestown on their own while her husband, William, was stranded with the passengers on the Sea Venture. But after William finally made his way to the colony, he quickly became a wealthy planter. When Joan returned to England for a visit in 1629, she spent much of her time bragging about her garden in Jamestown and how she could keep a better house in Virginia for 3 or 4 hundred pounds than in London. Her daughter Jane grew up to marry John Rolfe after the death of his wife, Pocahontas.

Pocahontas was the one Native American woman who had a starring role in the colonists version of seventeenth-century history, although she suffers from having had her story told only from the point of view of Englishmen. Captain John Smith and the other early Virginia settlers tended to look upon her as a sort of colonial groupie, eager to befriend the Europeans and to become as much like them as possible. But they may have misread her entirely. Pocahontas was a member of her peoples nobility, and while she obviously enjoyed the company of the new white-skinned arrivals, her actions may have been dictated more by diplomacy than affection. Her father, Powhatan, was a powerful chief of a confederacy of Algonquin tribes, an aggressive warrior who was one of the suspects in the destruction of Roanoke. Pocahontas was his favorite daughter. She first visited Jamestown when she was ten, and she became a familiar figure in the tiny, struggling colony. She was certainly a good and useful friend. Her help in getting the Indians to provide food to the starving and feckless colonists was, Smith wrote, the salvation of the settlement. When Powhatan ordered Smith beheaded for venturing too far into his territory, Pocahontas raced in and put her head next to his on the chopping block and successfully begged for mercy.

The young Indian girl may have done all this simply because she liked Smith and the other Englishmen, or it may have all been part of Powhatans attempts to control the relationship between his tribe and the newcomers. Some historians think the beheading drama was staged to put Smith in Powhatans debt. Certainly Pocahontas understood the frictions between the whites and her own peopleat one point, the English seized her and held her as hostage. Her marriage to the English leader John Rolfe cemented peace between the colonists and Powhatans confederacy for the rest of her life. Both husband and wife may have seen their union as diplomatic, rather than romantic. Rolfe wrote a letter to his superiors justifying the marriage for the good of this plantation. The bride-to-be did not confide her own feelings to anyone who had the power to write them down, but she was said to have already been married to a man from her own tribe. Later, she went with Rolfe and their young son to England in what we would today call a public relations tour, aimed at encouraging more investment in Virginia. She had her portrait painted wearing English clothes, satisfied all the nobilitys curiosity to see a noble savage, and was presented at court and reunited with her old friend John Smith. Before she could return home she died, probably of pneumonia. She was only about twenty years old.

IT IS NOT KNOWEN WHETHER
MAN OR WOMAN BE THE MOST NECESSARY

Almost every unmarried Englishwoman who emigrated to the Chesapeake must have dreamed of duplicating Temperance Flowerdews or Joan Pierces luck. There wasnt much prospect of finding a good, upwardly mobile mate back home, where England was changing from a rather backward agricultural country to a mercantile giant and dislocating hundreds of thousands of rural workers in the process. Very few available men could support a family. In fact, there seemed to be very few men around, periodthe country was still recovering from a plague that had mysteriously killed far more men than women. Of the many sales pitches offered by the colonies, none struck home with women more than the prospects of finding a suitable spouse. If any Maid or single Woman have a desire to go over, they will think themselves in the Golden Age, when Men paid a Dowry for their Wives; for if they be but civil, and under 50 years of Age, some honest Man or other will purchase them for their Wives, promised one promoter. (An even more enthusiastic propagandist announced that the women of North Carolina were terrifically fertile and many Women from other Places who have been long Married and without Children, have removd to Carolina, and become joyfull Mothers.)


The recruiters preferred not to mention certain details. Even after the food shortages ended, the Chesapeake was a death trap. The brackish water, mosquito-laden swamps, and steamy weather killed most people during their first year. Those who survived often suffered from weakness or periodic fits as an aftermath of their exposure to malaria. At least 6,000 people came to Virginia between 1607 and 1624; by 1625, only 1,200 survivors were still there. But the colonies sponsors were desperate to get females, by hook or by crooktheir ventures were in danger of being wrecked on the shoals of dissolute, irresponsible young manhood. In 1619, the Virginia House of Burgesses, petitioning that wives as well as husbands be eligible for grants of free land, argued that in a new plantation, it is not knowen whether man or woman be the most necessary. London recruiters began searching for marriageable women, offering free passage and trousseaus for girls of good reputation and a sense of adventure. When they married, their new husbands had to reimburse the company with 120 pounds of good leaf tobacco. The first shipment of ninety tobacco brides arrived in Jamestown in the spring of 1620. The youngest, Jane Dier, was fifteen or sixteen when she left England. Allice Burges, at twenty-eight, was one of the oldest and said to be skillful in the art of brewing beerimportant in a place where the water was generally undrinkable. Cicely Bray was from one of the best families, of a rank that required her to be addressed as Mistress rather than the more plebian goodwife. But all the brides were respectable women, mostly the offspring of middle-class tradesmen who had died, leaving them with no male protectors. All of them provided references, attesting to their honesty, sobriety, and past behavior. Anne Richards was a woman of an honest [life] and conversationand so is and ever hathe bynne esteemed, wrote one of her parish elders.

We dont know which tobacco brides won the golden ring and became a contented farm wife or a prosperous plantation mistress. Only a few of their disasters made it into history. Some of the women, including Cicely Bray, were killed in an Indian attack in 1622, when 347 settlers lost their lives. Examining the site of that massacre, modern archaeologists were puzzled to discover the skeleton of one woman with an iron band around her head that apparently had protected her from scalping. Women in England, they later deduced, used those bands to fasten a roll of cloth under their hair, to make their hairdo look fuller. Perhaps she was a tobacco bride, still trying to maintain her old standards of fashion.

Some British contractors, hired to provide the colonies with wives and female servants, simply went out and grabbed whatever warm bodies they could find, shoved them into a boat and set sail. In October 1618, a warrant was issued in England for one Owen Evans, who was kidnapping young women from their villages and sending them off to be sold in Bermuda and Virginia as indentured servants. His undue proceedings breed such terror to the poor maidens as 40 of them fled out of one parish into such obscure and remote places as their parents and masters can yet have no news what is become of them, reported a correspondent to King James I. The danger of being dragged off to America against ones will figured prominently in the popular literature of seventeenth-century Englandplaywrights found the shanghai artists, or spirits, a handy deus ex machina for eliminating characters midplot. Parents sometimes pursued the spirits vessels down the Thames, where they ransomed their kidnapped children before they disappeared forever. The law didnt seem to do much to dissuade the abductions. In 1680, a woman named Ann Servant confessed to attacking Alice Flax, a young maiden, putting her on board a ship and selling her in Virginia. Servant was fined a little over 13 shillings. In the coinage of the era, that was enough to buy a dozen lobsters or pints of ale, but hardly the value Alice Flax would have put on her liberty.

Besides wanting to populate the new colonies, the English government was also eager to get rid of its more undesirable citizens, who were overloading the urban jails. Some convicts were involuntarily deported; others were given the choice between a long jail term and life as an indentured servant across the ocean. Sarah Wilson, a former ladys maid in the court of Queen Charlotte, was found guilty of stealing a jewel in the royal palace. She was undoubtedly relieved when her death sentence was reduced to transportation to Maryland. There, she escaped from her masters and made her way to South Carolina where she introduced herself as Queen Charlottes sister, Princess Susanna Carolina Matilda. Wilson happily sold royal preferments to the gullible colonists until she was undone by advertisements by her Maryland master, seeking the return of his runaway servant.

France sent a raft of convicts to its colony in Louisiana, some of them women who shared Sarah Wilsons spirit. The wenches in crossing Paris sang as though without care, and hailed passers-by, inviting them to come along on a voyage to the Mississippi, wrote a French diarist who watched 300 female prisoners, each with a yellow bow in her hair, riding off to the port. The French female convicts were all expected to enthusiastically embrace careers as farmwives in the rough, steamy colony, a transmutation that was easier said than done. Even the women who arrived in New Orleans as the French equivalent of tobacco brides were unhappy and demanded to go home. (Good Parisians, they complained endlessly about the quality of the local food.) One of the commissioners of the colony in the 1720s, after listing the problems the women had caused him, hopefully suggested that they might be shipped off to marry into the hostile Indian tribes.

Most of the single women who came to the southern colonies, however, voluntarily sold themselves as indentured servants. They paid the cost of their passage with a term of four or five years in service. At the end, they were supposed to receive food, clothing, and tools to give them a start in life, then emerge into a world filled with wife-hungry young men and take their pick. That really did happen in many cases. Some women were even luckier and married their employers, or they met men with enough resources to purchase their freedom for them. But many others had fatally bad luck. A quarter of the indentured servants died before they gained their freedom. Those who lived often got pregnant before their term of service was upa study in one Maryland county showed that 20 percent of the women who arrived as servants during the second half of the seventeenth century wound up in court for bearing illegitimate children. Some of them must have been seduced or raped by the master of the house, but they were still punished as if they had chosen freely. Their service was extended to repay their master for the labor lost to childbearing, and if a mother was still under indenture by the time the baby was weaned, her child was bound out as a servant, even though still a toddler. The legislature reasoned that servants who were impregnated by their employers could not be allowed to go free because it might probably induce such loose persons to lay all their bastards to their masters.

The court records reveal terrible stories of women found beaten to a jelly or infected with fatal cases of syphilis by rapacious masters. A Maryland couple, Captain and Mistress Bradnox, were infamous for their treatment of servants. When one of them, Thomas Watson, died from an apparent beating, another servant, Sarah Taylor, testified in court that she had seen Thomas confined without food and water and forced to drink his own urine. Sarahs outspokenness did not endear her to the Bradnoxes, who beat her with a knotted rope. When she ran away and took shelter with a sympathetic local planter, the county commissioners made her benefactor ask Captain Bradnoxs forgiveness in open court, and Sarah was required to apologize to her master and mistress on her knees. But Sarahs story went on, through more beatings and assaults, until she finally appeared in court, asking for protection and showing the commissioners her scars. A witness testified he had seen the captain hit Sarah with a stool when he found her reading, crying, You dissembling jade, what do you with a book in your hand? The court decided to free Sarah from service for her own safety. We can only hope she cleared out of the county fast, because Mrs. Bradnox contested the decision to the governor, who compelled each of the merciful justices to pay her 220 pounds of tobacco. Its not likely they showed similar charity in the future.

An indentured servants fortune depended very much on who her master and mistress were, and canny migrs opted for a system that allowed them to travel to America first and then barter with prospective employers for a contract that would repay the ships captain for their passage. But even women who managed to avoid getting tied to psychopaths or sex criminals must have found the work harder than they anticipated. What we unfortunat English People suffer here is beyond the probability of you in England to Conceive, moaned Elizabeth Springs, one of the few indentured servants who was able to read and write, in a letter to her family. Let it suffice that I one of the unhappy Number, am toiling almost Day and Nightwhat rest we get is to rap ourselves up in a Blanket and ly upon the Ground, this is the deplorable Condition your poor Betty endures.

PERFORM THE MOST MANFUL
EXERCISES AS WELL AS MOST MEN

The women who did survive in the early southern colonies found themselves in a place where the old gender rules had been, if not abolished, at least temporarily suspended due to emergency conditions. It was a raw country, and the first generations of colonial women did things that their granddaughters would have found unthinkable. A modest Gentlewoman named Alice Proctor ignored officials urging that she abandon her home during Indian raids and move to the safety of Jamestown. She stuck to her farmhouse until worried neighbors threatened to burn the place down. Well-born women labored like field hands and made their way through the roadless countryside on horseback or by waterway. Many of the Women are very handy in Canoes, and will manage them with great Dexterity and Skill, which they become accustomed to in this watry Country, reported a traveler in 1700. William Byrd described an acquaintance who lived on the Virginia frontier as a very civil woman who could nonetheless carry a gunn in the woods and kill deer, turkeysshoot down wild cattle, catch and tye hoggsand perform the most manful exercises as well as most men in these parts.

Almost everyone lived on a farmthe whole point of the colonial dream was to get your own land and grow a profitable cash crop like tobacco. The English believed that fieldwork was a mans task, but the colonies were desperately short on labor, and young planters expected their wives to labor alongside them in the fields. The farms were almost all isolated, surrounded by endless forests, down winding waterways without any real roads to connect them. Plantation owners were forced to be away from home for long periods of time on business, and they often depended on their wives, or even daughters, to drain swamps, tend cattle, cultivate the tobacco, and otherwise manage things while they were gone.

The dissolution of the normal boundaries between womens work and mens allowed some women to operate with an independence the nation would never really see again until the twentieth century. One of the most spectacular examples was Margaret Brent, who virtually ran the colony of Maryland during a period of crisis. Margaret, her sister Mary, and two brothers arrived in Maryland in 1638. The still-tiny colony was a haven for Catholics, the Brents religion. Its possible that Margaret and Mary had embraced some form of lay sisterhood. They never married, which was practically unheard of in a land of woman-starved bachelors.

Virtually all the colonial women wanted to marry, but when they did, they were automatically stripped of their legal rights. A wifes possessions became her husbands, and she was unable to do business on her own, sue, borrow money, or sign contracts. (The husband and wife are one, and the husband is that one, said Sir William Blackstone, the eminent English jurist.) But as unmarried women, the Brent sisters could own and manage their own property. Margaret had a letter from Lord Baltimore, the proprietor of the colony, granting them land in their own names. They established a home on a seventy-acre plot they named Sisters Freehold in what is now southern Maryland, next to the estate of their brother Giles. The colony was still very young, with about 400 settlers, most of them tenant farmers or laborers who worked on the estates of a few wealthy landowners like the Brents.

Margaret became an active businesswoman, who specialized in lending money to newly arrived settlers. When her debtors failed to meet their obligations, she was quick to go to court to demand payment. Between 1642 and 1650, she was recorded as a party in 134 suits, mainly as plaintiffrepresenting herself in court and winning most of her cases. She became a close friend of Governor Leonard Calvert, the brother of Lord Baltimore, and the two became coguardians of the young daughter of the chief of the Piscataway Indians. Margaret later permitted her brother Giles to marry the girl, who was only eleven years old, an act that made Giless political opponents wary, and which certainly raises questions about whether Margaret was really looking after her wards best interests.

Nothing Margaret wrote has survived, and we have no portraits of her. (Her contemporaries remembered her as a large woman with red hair.) Her great moment in American history came in 1645, when Maryland was drawn into the civil war being carried out in England between the forces of Charles I and the Puritan Parliament. Protestant mercenaries raided the lands of the Catholic settlers, and one of them sailed off to London with Giles Brent as a prisoner. It must have been a traumatic time for Margaret and Marytheir brother had been kidnapped and Governor Calvert eventually fled, leaving the remaining settlers at the mercy of the mercenaries. The colonists who stayed behind called it the plundering time. The European population of Maryland dropped to under 100.

Governor Calvert finally returned in late 1646 at the head of a small band of soldiers and restored order. But he died in June 1647, while his restless army was still waiting to be paid for its services. There was a very real threat that if the money was not forthcoming, the soldiers would try to take it out of the hides of the colonists. On his deathbed, Calvert appointed Margaret Brent the executor of his estate, instructing her to Take all and pay all. He had pledged his estate and that of his brother, Lord Baltimore, to satisfy the soldiers, but his own assets were far too insignificant to cover the costs. Margaret held the soldiers off, selling her own cattle to feed them and maneuvering to try to get money either from the colonial government or Lord Baltimores estate. On January 21, 1648, she appeared before the Maryland Assembly and demanded two votesone for herself and one as Lord Baltimores representative. The Assembly declined to give her even one, and Margaret departed after lodging a protest against all proceedingsunlesse shee may be present and have vote as aforesaid. Besides being regarded as the nations first female lawyer, Margaret was the first colonial woman to demand the right to vote.

Margaret did accomplish her critical objective of getting power to sell some of Lord Baltimores cattle to pay off the soldiers, who then left peaceably. Lord Baltimore, however, was furious at the loss of part of his estate. The Maryland Assembly defended her, writing their proprietor that his affairs were better left at that time in her hands than in any mansfor the soldiers would never have treated any other withCivility and respect. Margaret, they concluded rather deserved favour and thanks from your Honor than bitter invectives. But Lord Baltimore was not appeased. Rather than continue living under the authority of an implacable enemy, the Brents moved away. Margaret had saved Maryland, and its status as a bastion of religious toleration, but she could never again live there herself. The family relocated to Virginia, which seemed willing to drop its opposition to Catholicism in order to nab such high-status residents. Until her death in 1671, Margaret lived on her new plantation, which she had named Peacesomething she probably felt she deserved a little of.

CONTRACTING HERSELF TO
SEVERAL MEN AT ONE TIME

Some women came to the new world to get away from a man, in the form of a harsh master or unsatisfactory lover. (The niece of the novelist Daniel Defoe, plagued by a suitor she detested, fled England for the colonies and sold herself as an indentured servant in Maryland.) Women who were independent enough to sail to America by themselves were also inclined to take matters into their own hands if they got stuck in unhappy marriages after they arrived. In the early eighteenth century, a minister described North Carolina as a nest of the most notorious profligates on earthWomen forsake their husbands come here and live with other men. Early southern newspapers carried as many advertisements from husbands renouncing their runaway wives as owners seeking their runaway slaves.

It was virtually impossible to get a divorce, but thanks to the malarial swamps, few people wound up married for life. The average union ended with the death of one partner within about seven years. During the first half of the seventeenth century the mortality rate in the Chesapeake was about 80 percent. It created patchwork families made up of widows, widowers, and several degrees of stepchildren. People developed new terms for their fathers now-wife or their new husbands childrenlike Eskimos with their many words for snow. Men who made it through their first year in the Chesapeake could claim the title of seasoned, but their life expectancy was still only about forty-five years. Womens life expectancy was even lower, but since they married so youngalmost as soon as they hit pubertythey still often outlived their husbands. The colonies were crowded with widows, many of them managing large estates. Historians who studied the wills in Maryland found that most men named their wives as executor, something that was highly unusual back in England. In some cases, this was a matter of pure affection. All I have I leave her, and if I had more she should enjoy it, wrote John Smithson of Maryland in his will. But often, the wife was chosen as executor out of sheer practicality. In the seventeenth-century South, many people had no close relatives in America, or near neighbors who could be trusted to oversee an estate.

Few women stayed single long in the South; some went through five or six husbands. (One minister sued a newly married couple for his feefor performing both the marriage service and the funeral of the brides first husband a few days earlier.) Some women built large estates through their serial marriages, moving up in the world with every widowhood. Sarah Offley of Virginia married Adam Thorowgood, a former servant, in 1627. He left her a comfortable inheritance when he died in 1640. Sarah then married Captain John Gookin, the son of a wealthy planter, and when he, too, passed away about three years later, the now-wealthy widow married Francis Yeardley, the son of the famous Temperance Flowerdew. It was natural for a woman to seek a new partner to help her care for her family and property. But all newly empowered widows werent willing to give up control in order to acquire a helpmeet. Some married only when they had received legal assurances that they could determine the disposition of their estates. Others took lovers, preferring to live in sin rather than risk the transfer of power that came with matrimony.

Over a quarter of the early male settlers in the Chesapeake never managed to find a wife, and women were very aware of the advantage the skewed gender ratio gave them. Men complained bitterly about hard-hearted and evasive women, and Virginia passed a law prohibiting women from promising themselves to more than one suitor. In 1624, Eleanor Spragg was sentenced to apologize before her church congregation for the offence in contracting herself toseveral men at one time. In 1687, William Rascow was so insecure about his fiance, Sarah Harrison, that he got her to sign an oath promising not to marry anybody else. Oath notwithstanding, Sarah dumped Rascow for James Blair, who she married in a ceremony that did not include the promise to obey.

The people who colonized the South didnt develop any new philosophies about the proper role of women in societythey just didnt have the resources to enforce the old rules that most of them still adhered to in theory. Back in England, young women were expected to consult their fathers and the other male authority figures in their lives before choosing a husbandparticularly if they were young women of property. But in the South, there was an excellent chance that a girls father had died before she became of marriageable age. Nearly a third of the children in the Chesapeake region lost at least one parent by the age of nine, and a quarter were completely orphaned by the time they reached eighteen. Chastity was still regarded as the most important female virtue, but girls were less likely to protect their virginity when they had no parents to supervise them. (In some areas, a third of all brides were already pregnant.) And unlike the unfortunate indentured servants, free women who had sex before marriage were unlikely to pay much of a price. When men outnumbered women six to one, they couldnt really afford to be too picky about a prospective wifes past history or object to a stepchild or two in the package. There were plenty of pregnant brides, but outside the servant class, very few unmarried mothers. Despite the wild and wooly ambience of the early southern colonial towns, there is virtually no record of organized prostitution; women apparently found too many other opportunities. A womans reputation was importantwomen frequently sued neighbors who had been overheard referring to them as whore. But unmarried men, too, found they had to protect themselves from gossip in a hypercompetitive marriage market. In Maryland, men sometimes filed suit against people who said they were abusive to women, on the grounds that the stories might harm their ability to find a wife.

What we know about the behavior of early southern women settlers is skewed toward the outrageous, since so many of the surviving records are court documents. But there are enough cases of women physically assaulting their enemies, turning their husbands out of their homes, leading religious dissent, and criticizing public officials to make it clear that there were plenty of female migrs who knew what they wanted and werent shy in making their feelings known. Ann Fowler was sentenced to twenty lashes in 1637 for defaming a county justice, Adam Thorowgood, with the somewhat undeferential suggestion that Captain Thorowgood could Kiss my arse. The Virginia General Assembly, which had originally held a husband responsible for damages caused by outspoken wives, ruled in 1662 that the wives could pay the penalty themselves, by submitting to a ducking in the rivera de facto acknowledgment that the colonys husbands could not always control the behavior of their women.

WHITE PEOPLEARE ENTIRELY
RUINED AND RENDERED MISERABLE

Mary Johnson may have been the first African American woman. She arrived sometime before 1620 as the maid of a Virginia planter. Like white women, the black residents of the early southern colonies found opportunities in the general chaos around them. Johnson and her husband were indentured servants, and once they earned their freedom, they acquired a 250-acre farm and five indentured servants of their own. By the midseventeenth century, a free black population had begun to emerge in both the North and the South. African American women, who werent bound by the same social constraints as white women, frequently set up their own businesses, running boardinghouses, hair salons, or restaurants. Catering was a particularly popular career, as was trading.

In Charleston, South Carolina, black women took over the local market, selling vegetables, chickens, and other produce they acquired from the growing population of slaves, who generally had small plots beside their cabins. The city came to depend on the women for its supply of fresh food, and whites complained long and loud about the power and independence of the trading women. In 1686, South Carolina passed a law prohibiting the purchase of goods from slaves, but it had little effect. A half century later, Charleston officials were still complaining about the exorbitant price that black women charged for many articles necessary for the support of the inhabitants. The trading women had sharp tongues, which they used to good effect. The clerk of the market claimed that the insolent and abusive Manner of the slave women made him afraid to say or do Anything. Its hard to believe the marketers, some of whom were slaves, were as outspoken as their clientele made them out to be, but the war between the black female traders and their customers continued on into the nineteenth century. (One petition in 1747 said that because of the market white peopleare entirely ruined and rendered miserable.)

The relative openness of life for African Americans only lasted while the black population was smallin the mid-seventeenth century, about 300 black Virginians lived among 15,000 whites. As the number of slaves grew, white Americans began self-consciously marking the differences between the races. White servants complained about being forced to work with blacks, and legislatures passed laws making it more difficult for them to gain their freedom, acquire property, or intermarry. Blacks and whites had married legally in many of the early settlements, and interracial love affairs were common. In Virginia, officials began requiring any white woman who had an illegitimate child by a Negro to pay a fine of 15 pounds or spend five years in indentured service. In 1662, Virginia legislators gave white masters free rein to molest their female slaves by declaring that children of slave women were slaves for life, no matter who their fathers were.

I FEAR THE POWER OF ENGLAND
NO MORE THAN A BROKEN STRAW

Although women were prohibited from voting or holding office, in the South they did play an active part in the raw politics of early colonial life. The most dramatic example was Bacons Rebellion in 1676. The uprising began with a split between the people who lived on the Virginia frontier and the ruling oligarchy headquartered in Jamestown, led by the governor, William Berkeley. By the 1670s almost everything about Virginia society had been rigged to favor the wealthy. The frontier farmers were paying enormous taxes, and getting almost nothing in return because the money quickly went into the hands of a few politically connected families. The rebels, who came to include a number of black Virginians, were generally the more sympathetic figures in this conflictunless you happened to be an Indian. One of the frontier families most bitter complaints was that the governor, who engaged in profitable fur trade with the local tribes, did not share their enthusiasm for a genocidal war against the natives.

The frontier wives, who were frequently left alone in their remote homesteads, were the most outspoken members of the kill-the-Indians faction. When Nathaniel Bacon began a rebellion aimed at overthrowing Berkeleys government, the women spread the word about his victories and about the governors unwillingness to defend the colonial households. A Mrs. Haviland was a particularly excellent divulger of news who directed her friends to go Up and downe the Country as Bacons Emissary to Carry his declarations and papers. Women also seemed to have taken part in the councils of war and strategy planning. Sarah Drummond, the wife of one of Bacons advisers, was a landowner in her own right and an important member of the leadership. When the rebels resolve seemed to flag, she picked up a twig and snapped it in two. I fear the power of England no more than a broken straw, she said stoutly. Governor Berkeleys particular bte noire was Sarah Grendon, who he described as the first great incourager and setter on of the ignorant vulger. In the great seventeenth-century Virginia tradition, Mrs. Grendon was already on her third husband when the rebellion broke out. Both of her first two husbands left her generous gifts, and she was probably a fairly wealthy woman. The governor never forgot her offenses, and when the rebellion failed, Mrs. Grendon was the only woman he refused to pardon.

The Baconites did not discriminate much between the sexes, either in their leadership or when they were on the attack. Landowners loyal to the governor left their wives behind to guard their estates under the theory that a ladys sex would be her best protection against raiders. But the rebels readily took the houses and beat the wives just as they would have the men. When Bacon stormed Jamestown, he sent his troops to round up the wives of the most prominent local men, including one of his own relatives. To buy time for the rebels to strengthen their position, Bacon placed the women along the top of a small fortification he had constructed, to stop the government authorities from rushing the encampment. The poor Gentlewomen were mightily astonished at this project; neither were their husbands voide of amazements. This action was a method in war, that they were not well acquainted withthat before they could com to pearce their enemies sides, they must be obliged to dart their weapons through their wives brest, wrote one annalist. The government forces held their fire.

The female captives went down in history as the white aprons, and although they later became the stars of some very melodramatic Victorian fiction, in reality their role, and that of most other loyalist wives, was essentially passive. The governors wife, Lady Frances Berkeley, was a very active exception. Sir Williams critics claimed his much-younger spouse had tormented him with her sexual demands, forcing him to raise money to buy her luxuries to make up for his inadequacies in bed. That sort of theory has been popular throughout history when men try to explain the political activities of strong women. But whatever their private relationship, it was clear that during the uprising Sir William was an increasingly tired old man, while Frances had enough energy for an army. She fled to London when the rebellion began and lobbied vigorously at court to gain support for her husbands faction. She returned, seemingly triumphant, in the company of one of the royal commissioners and a thousand troops. But once order was restoreda challenge made much simpler by Bacons deathLady Berkeley responded bitterly to efforts by the kings representatives to limit her husbands authority. She may have been particularly angry when the commissioners refused to see the female rebels as anything more than hapless housewives led astray. To show her displeasure, she arranged to have the local hangman drive the commissioners carriage, creating an enormous scandal. When Sir William died in 1677, his wife inherited all his estates and went on to beat Temperance Flowerdews record by marrying three governors.

After Bacons defeat, Governor Berkeleys partisans rode through the farms of their former enemies, evicting families and confiscating everything they owned. Sarah Grendon somehow managed to persuade the men to leave her alone in return for whatever goods they could carry off. But she was eventually charged with treason, a capital crime. Her husband, Thomas, acting on her behalf, approached the royal commissioners and petitioned them to try her themselves rather than leaving her to the mercy of the Berkeley regime. Mrs. Grendon then admitted that being an Ignorant woman she had spoken some foolish and indiscreete words reflecting upon the sloe prosecution of the Indian warr, and said she was most heartily sorrowfull for the same. The commissioners dismissed the charges. Thomas Grendon died several years later, leaving her yet another large bequest, and Sarah went on to marry a fourth husband.

Sarah Drummonds husband was hung as a traitor and his estate confiscated. But like Mrs. Grendon, she successfully took refuge in her identity as a powerless woman. She humbly begged the government to restore their property lest her five poor children starve. She also began lobbying London, and her protests reached as far as King Charles II, who not only granted her petition but also condemned Governor Berkeley and put a halt to the wave of reprisals. As I live, the old fool has put to death more people in that naked country than I did in England for the murder of my father, the king said angrily.

Lydia Chisman, another leading Baconite, took a different approach. When Governor Berkeley asked Edmund Chisman why he had supported the rebels, his wife stepped up and tould his honour that it was her provocations that made her Husband joyne in the Cause that Bacon contended for, wrote a witness. Mrs. Chisman added that if he had not bin influencd by her instigations, he had never don that which he had don. On bended knees, she begged Berkeley to pardon Edmund and hang her instead. The governor, who had referred to Mrs. Chisman as a whore during the trial, was unmoved. Edmund Chisman was condemned to hang, though he died in prison before the sentence could be carried out. Lydia, who was not charged, was later able to regain her husbands estate. And she married again.
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HIS DEAREST CONSORT,
ACCIDENTALLY FALLING OVERBOARD

When the Mayflower first sighted land off Cape Cod in November 1620, its 102 passengers had been at sea for ten weeks. The trip had been roughso much so that the crew had considered turning back midvoyage. The would-be colonists had been seasick so often that one sailor had cursed the ships passengers, telling them he looked forward to dumping half of them overboard. (William Bradford, the Pilgrim leader who reported the story, happily added that the sailor himself was the Mayflowers first fatality.) There were nineteen adult women on board, all but one married, along with seven young girls and a handful of small children. Most of them were crammed in the area below the main deck, which must have reeked of seasick passengers who wore the same clothes, day and night, for the entire trip. In bad weather, when the hatch was closed, the room would have been dark except for an oil lamp or candle, the air cold and the floor wet from the seawater leaking in.

Looking out at the endless, bleak wilderness of North America, the Pilgrims must have wondered if their little group would be lost forever, another Roanoke. Later on, they would discover that fishermen had visited the area and taught English to some of the local Indians. But at the time they landed, they probably feared they would never have anyone to talk to again except the few dozen families in their party, some of whom had already grown to loathe one another. They had only a small store of provisionsone trunk per family. It was possible they would never again see a clock or a cat or eat an apple. If their few scrawny goats diedand the livestock on board was starting to die at a rapid ratethey would lose their only source of milk. There were no spinning wheels aboard, or other implements the women had used in Europe to make the things they could not buy at market. If they ruined a dress or broke a plate, it couldnt be replaced.

After they landed, the men went off to explore, leaving the women waiting on the Mayflower with the children and a skeleton crew. They had been remarkably lucky in surviving the voyage, but almost as soon as the ship was anchored, people began to get fatally ill from what was probably a form of pneumonia or typhus. None of the women on the Mayflower ever recorded their emotions as their ship bobbed up and down in the harbor and they stared at the unyielding forest, wondering whether their husbands would even return from their exploration. All we know is that one of them, Bradfords wife, Dorothy May, gave it all up and threw herself to her death in the water. The Pilgrims never acknowledged it was suicide, and they officially recorded that Dorothy Maywho had managed to survive ten weeks in high seashad failed to keep her footing while the ship lay at anchor. His dearest consort, accidentally falling overboard, was drowned in the harbor, wrote Bradfords biographer, Cotton Mather. Dorothy May Bradford, the twenty-two-year-old mother of a small son left behind in England, slipped out of history. Her family and friends could not afford to mourn for long, or even acknowledge her despair. And her husband soon married again.

By the next spring, almost all the women who stood with Dorothy May looking over the side of the Mayflower were dead as well. The illness that became known as the General Sickness took about half the party, and it hit hardest among the wives. All but four of them died. They may have killed themselves caring for their families, tending their ailing spouses and children until they succumbed from exhaustion. Certainly, their high fatality rate was not due to the weakness of their sex, since the unmarried girls among the passengers survived. And although the Mayflower, when it set sail to return to England, offered free passage to any woman who wanted to leave, nobody accepted.

Most of the girls who survived the first winter went on to live long lives and produce flocks of little colonists. Mary Chilton, a thirteen-year-old whose parents both died in the winter infections, was, according to tradition, the first woman to step onto Plymouth Rock. She married a man who came over on the next boatful of settlers and they had ten children. Priscilla Mullins was orphaned by the General Sickness and married John Alden, the barrel maker, who was said by Bradford to be much desired as a potential husband. The legend that Alden came to ask for her hand on behalf of Miles Standish and that the clever Priscilla said Speak for yourself, John comes from a poem written in 1672 and retold in the nineteenth century. One of their eleven children, Captain John Alden, became an important participant in two of seventeenth-century New Englands great crisesfirst, as hero in the Indian wars, and later, as an accused warlock during the Salem witch-hunt.

NOT SO HUMBLE AND HEAVENLY AS IS DESIRED

Most of the early Massachusetts settlers whose boats came after the Mayflower were Puritans fleeing from religious persecution in England. Unlike the southern colonists, the Puritans never allowed things to become so disorderly that the normal lines of male dominance got blurred. The Puritans were very orderly indeed, and they believed that the husband represented Gods authority in the household. A woman had a right to the love and support of her spouse, but she did not have a right to question his judgment. She was a daughter of Eve, morally weak and easily led into error. The Massachusetts authorities enforced both civil and religious law, and they took their lead from the Bibleparticularly St. Paul, who had told the Corinthians, Let your women keep silence in the Churches. And if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home. In church, the women sat apart from men, entering through a separate door. They were not permitted to speak during services, and they had no formal say in the selection of a minister or any other community matters. Touching our government, you are mistaken if you think we admit womenfor they are excluded, as both reason and nature teacheth they should be, wrote Bradford in 1623. The Puritans back in Europe must have been gossiping that their friends in the American wilderness had adopted savage practices, like female suffrage.

But the Puritan women had crossed a large ocean in very small ships to get to America, and many of them were not feeling particularly deferential. When the residents of Chebacco, a town near Gloucester, decided they wanted to build their own meetinghouse, the men went off to Boston to petition the local authorities for permission. While they were gone, the women built the meetinghouse themselves. In Maine, tax collectors ran into irate housewives threatening to scald them with boiling water. The court records are full of examples of women who gave as good as they got in a verbalor even physicalbattle, and male Puritans sometimes complained about their bad attitudes. In 1644, a settler named John Brock noted that his own sister was not so humble and heavenly as is desired. By the middle of the century Massachusetts teenagers were forming what the authorities regarded as gangs, and young women were sneaking off to attend coed parties or getting together with their girlfriends and singing bawdy songs.

As the colonies became larger and more commercial, they also attracted more non-Puritan residents who didnt share the early settlers worldview. Even a virtuous matron walking the streets of Boston or Salem in the later seventeenth century had to make her way past the catcalls of sailors and fishermen lounging around the town. Loose women drank with men in the taverns and walked about with their breasts exposed. Between 1671 and 1687, the Boston selectmen drove forty-six women out of town for bad behavior. Several women wound up in trouble with the law for wearing trousersone, who disguised herself as a sailor, was discovered by her fellow shipmates and tarred and feathered. Another, Dorothy Hoyt, was ordered whipped by the Essex County magistrate in 1677 for wearing mens clothing. But rather than reform, she simply fled the colony.

Although women were not supposed to hold positions that properly belonged to the head of the household, they frequently did the work anyway. Mary Starbuck, who moved to Nantucket in the 1660s, found the isolated community ready to accept her as a preacher and civic leader. Little of moment was done without her, reported one visitor. Single women and widows had the legal ability to conduct business, and by 1687, more than 10 percent of the people involved in trade in Boston were femalemost of them widows. Massachusetts also had its equivalent of Margaret Brent in a superachieving spinster named Elizabeth Poole, who purchased lands in Plymouth Colony from the Indians in 1637 and moved there with only her cattle for company. Besides founding the settlement of Taunton, Poole also became a major stockholder in the ironworks that was established there after iron ore was discovered on the banks of the local river.

Many businesses that were theoretically operated by men were actually conducted by their wives while they were at sea, or traveling, or engaged in some other commercial pursuit. Pennsylvania eventually gave women who were left in charge of their husbands businesses the right to establish credit on their own, sue, and sign contracts. (The intent was not to make the women more independent, but to protect their creditors in case the traveling husbands abandoned them.) These wives were accepted as merchants, farmers, printers, or store managers, as long as they didnt take the title. A few jobs, like tavern and innkeeping, were seen as a natural extension of a housewifes hospitality. Midwives were, of course, almost universally women, and about a quarter of the doctors in seventeenth-century America were women as well. One Mistress Allyn served as an army surgeon during King Philips War. She was paid 20 pounds for her effort, making her the only well-paid female physician of the century. But even at that, her salary was only about two-thirds of a male practitioners.


PREACHES BETTER GOSPELL
THAN ANY OF YOUR BLACK-COATES

The church was everything in early New Englandthe organizing principle around which the government, the community, and the individual households revolved. So its not really surprising that when women attempted to assert themselves, they did it through theology


















































OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/images/9780061739224.png
“ HarperCollins e-books

America’s
Women

ailNCollins





