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			FOR

			Alice Siddoway Thatcher

		

	
		
			                        Here lyes

			A Worthy Matron of unspotted life,

			A loving Mother and obedient wife,

			A friendly Neighbor, pitiful to poor,

			Whom oft she fed, and clothed with her store;

			To Servants wisely aweful, but yet kind,

			And as they did, so they reward did find:

			A true Instructer of her Family,

			The which she ordered with dexterity.

			The publick meetings ever did frequent,

			And in her Closet constant hours she spent;

			Religious in all her words and wayes,

			Preparing still for death, till end of dayes:

			Of all her Children, Children liv’d to see,

			Then dying, left a blessed memory.

			                   Anne Bradstreet, 1643
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		IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY NEW ENGLAND, women of ordinary status were called Goodwife, usually shortened to Goody, as in Goody Prince or Goody Quilter or Goody Lee. The title of this book deliberately puns on that term. To write about good wives is to write about ideals; to write about goodwives is to write about ordinary women living in a particular place and time. I have tried to mediate between the two concerns, to explore values and at the same time to describe and to celebrate lives. The title consciously echoes Alice Morse Earle’s Colonial Dames and Good Wives (Boston, 1895), honoring an early generation of women’s historians who skillfully practiced what later scholars dismissed as “pots-and-pans history.”

		My emphasis on good wives betrays a propensity to search for normative elements in a history which from the time of Hawthorne has been dominated by outcasts and witches. Readers will find little about Anne Hutchinson or the Devil in this book. They will find much about housekeeping, childbearing, and ordinary churchgoing, about small conflicts experienced by forgotten women, and about little triumphs that history has not recorded.

		Good Wives is a study in role definition, an extended description constructed from a series of vignettes. In organization and intent it is a little like those elongated samplers worked by young women in seventeenth-century England and America. Unlike eighteenth- and nineteenth-century samplers, which were made to be framed and hung on a wall, these first samplers were true patterns, one band of embroidery added to another, each incomplete in itself but capable of transfer and elaboration on a larger ground. In the best of samplers, and I hope in this book, the appeal of the whole lies in the aggregate texture of the associated parts.

		I have written about northern New England because that is where I live and the tedious sifting of sources necessary for such a project was therefore possible, but I make no special claim for the region’s uniqueness or cohesiveness. I suspect that much of what I have discovered can be found elsewhere. Good Wives describes a diverse and changing world, but its major objective is neither to elaborate nor to explain change but to delineate certain broad patterns within which change occurred. I offer it as a collection of “ensamples,” a parade of exemplary lives, which, if not constructed in quite the medieval sense, have something of the same intent—to entertain and to instruct the reader.

		[image: ]

		I owe a special debt to Charles E. Clark, whose seminar on the historical writing of early America, which I took when a graduate student in English, reinforced my growing interest in history, and who first suggested what seemed at the time an awesome change in direction. I am pleased in having had him as my mentor. I am also fortunate in having had the guidance of Darrett Rutman, also of the University of New Hampshire. He has been a rigorous critic and an equally generous friend. For moral support and good ideas I am indebted to other colleagues at U.N.H., Karen Andrésen, Robert Mennel, Judith Silver, Steve Cox, Ray Wilbur, Ron Lettieri, Chuck Wetherell, and Stuart Wallace, all of whom have read and commented on portions of the manuscript. Mary Ryan offered helpful criticism of an article from which several chapters grew; Mary Maples Dunn generously read and responded to a late version of the manuscript; Claudia Bushman has continuously shared her appreciation of the ordinary. I thank all of these friends and critics without blaming any.

		I would like to thank the directors of the Essex Institute in Salem and the Massachusetts Historical Society in Boston for permission to quote from unpublished manuscripts in their collections. I am also grateful to Irene Norton of the Essex Institute; Elizabeth Newton and Mary Conley of the Ipswich Historical Society; Elizabeth Barker and Margaret Kimball of the Warner House in Portsmouth, New Hampshire; Susan DeVito of the Lady Pepperrell House at Kittery Point, Maine; Mrs. Everett Billings of Kittery Point; and the Reverend Mr. James Christensen of South Berwick, Maine, for special assistance in locating materials.

		The Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation and the Frost Fund, University of New Hampshire, provided more than kind words, for which I am grateful. My children offered equally tangible support. Karl cooked, Melinda cleaned, Nathan typed, Thatcher washed dishes, and Amy kept quiet when it really mattered. My husband Gail did all of the above, and then bolstered my self-confidence by staying awake when he read the final revision.

		Neither of my parents has read the manuscript, though both have contributed to it in specific ways. Dad was probably startled when I called him long distance one afternoon to chat about cows. Hearing him talk about the relationship between butterfat and pasture and describe how his mother helped with the milking made the agricultural past seem less remote. It is a great sorrow to know he will not see the finished book. Mother’s contribution is only partly acknowledged in the dedication. Certainly I resisted her early lessons in housekeeping, but I have never forgotten the history lessons she didn’t know she was giving—the stories that came with the pickles and the currant jelly, the rides up to Teton past the sugar factory, and especially the visit to “Grandma” Harrison and the other elderly women in our town. “The salt of the earth,” she called them, and I have not forgotten it.

		Laurel Thatcher Ulrich

		Durham, N.H., and Idaho Falls, Idaho

		April 1981
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		ON TUESDAY MORNING she had risen in good health. But before dinner, seized with what felt like a gas pain in her chest, she had gone to bed. By noon of the next day, when the doctor arrived, she was in agony. Though his cordials eased the pain, she continued to languish. Seven days later, on December 27, 1643, at six o’clock in the morning, Dorothy Dudley died.1

		She had been a good wife, obedient to her husband, loving to her children, kind to her neighbors, dutiful to her servants, and, as her daughter Anne Bradstreet expressed it, “religious in all her words and wayes.”2 When Thomas Dudley sat down to write the news of her death to another daughter, Mercy Woodbridge, he confessed himself “melted with sorrow.” Yet he was composed enough to reiterate this same list of qualities in a long passage of advice, reminding Mercy that she could honor her mother best by imitating her virtues.3 Fifty years later Mercy’s own children could comfort themselves at her death by repeating the familiar litany. Acknowledging their mother’s goodness, they promised to “tread in her steps.”4

		Twentieth-century readers are likely to approach such pieties with impatience if not with cynicism. When we read on a gravestone that a woman was “Eminent for Holiness, Prayerfulness, Watchfulness, Zeal, Prudence, Sincerity, Humility, Meekness, Patience, Weanedness From ye World, Self-denial, Publick-Spiritedness, Diligence, Faithfulness & Charity,” we smile, wondering what she was really like.5 It is difficult for us to approach a world in which neither innovation nor individuality was celebrated, in which the rich particulars of daily life were willfully reduced to formulaic abstraction. Yet the purpose of an epitaph was not to commemorate, but to transcend, personality. A good wife earned the dignity of anonymity.

		“Womans the centre & lines are men,” young Seaborn Cotton wrote in his commonplace book early in the 1650s. The sexual connotations of the metaphor are obvious, yet its meaning has a larger resonance. Because female life has been centered on private duties, women have emerged from their idealized epitaphs less frequently than men. As wives and mothers, they have represented the fixed circle of human history, a presumed counterweight to the moving line which traces the founding of commonwealths or the development of ideas. Cotton’s little book can be seen as an extended commentary on this theme. “Circles draw many lines unto the Centre/but love gives leave to onely one to enter,” he wrote just before his marriage to Dorothy Dudley’s granddaughter Dorothy Bradstreet. In the cramped pages of his book, college ballads abruptly give way to genealogical entries in a record continued for three generations. From Seaborn and Dorothy Cotton’s first child, born November 21, 1655, to the last child of their granddaughter Dorothy Gookin, born August 10, 1734, there are more than two dozen terse entries. Only subtle changes in handwriting mark the transition from one cycle of reproduction—from one woman—to another.6

		Yet change permeated the exterior life of northern New England in those years. Between 1650 and 1750 the settlements north of Boston experienced political upheaval, religious conflict, and four devastating wars. The coastal towns grew from frontier outposts to prospering links in an imperial trade network, and by 1750 in the remote “eastern parts” tiny agricultural settlements had begun to sprinkle the interior.

		Historians have written of these changes. They have described the struggle between France and England which created havoc for three generations in the settlements in the north; they have discussed conflicting proprietary claims within the English colonies, the boundary disputes between Massachusetts and New Hampshire, and the political and economic conquest of the eastern parts by the Bay Colony; they have begun in recent years to examine in detail the internal conflicts of towns and parishes, to explore commonplace but little-understood aspects of material culture, to quantify the demographic explosion which in part fueled the dynamic changes of the eighteenth century. But as yet they have given little attention to the women who stood at the “centre” of life in these years.

		This is understandable, for the chore facing the historian who would write of female experience in colonial America is no less than to reverse the process by which flesh-and-blood women became “good wives”—that is, to somehow rediscover the variegated humanity submerged in the ideal. What specifically did it mean to be a “loving mother,” an “obedient wife,” and a “friendly neighbor”? Women cooked. They spun wool. But what else did they do with their days? What were the concrete realities of their lives in northern New England? How did these differ for men?

		On the surface it is obvious that some activities in colonial society carried gender labels and some did not. Men were elected to representative assemblies. Women nursed babies. Both men and women experienced religious conversion and Indian captivity. Few members of either sex wrote poetry. Yet within the larger outlines the patterns are far from clear. The first objective of this study, therefore, has been to recover lost detail, a formidable task since the archives contain no female diaries written in New England before 1750 and few female letters. Among published works there are only the brief “Valedictory and Monitory Writing” of Sarah Goodhue, the captivity narratives of Mary Rowlandson and Elizabeth Hanson, and the poetry of Anne Bradstreet. Yet significant evidence of female life lay buried in sermons, account books, probate inventories, genealogies, church records, court records, paintings, embroideries, gravestones, and the private papers of husbands and sons.

		In interpreting this material, the major analytical tool has been “role analysis.” In the sociologist’s jargon, a role is “the sum total of the culture patterns associated with a particular status. It thus includes the attitudes, values and behavior ascribed by the society to any and all persons occupying this status.” Role analysis has both normative and behavioral dimensions. A social scientist studying the role of housewife in twentieth-century America might ask a group of women what tasks they felt wives should perform as well as what jobs they actually did daily, weekly, or monthly. Such a study would focus not just on cultural expectations, the abstract “role,” but also on “role performance,” on how people behaved.7

		Role analysis cannot be applied with scientific precision, but as a general concept it is useful in approaching the history of women in the traditional world. It recognizes that informal structures and unwritten codes can be as effective in determining behavior as legal and economic systems. It allows for diversity, and even for contradiction, in acknowledging that a complex role like that of a wife is really composed of many roles. But it is especially congenial in a study of colonial women because it approaches so closely the traditional manner of commemorating personality. Anne Bradstreet did not describe Dorothy Dudley as a unique individual but as the successful occupant of a series of discrete positions. She was a “worthy matron,” an “obedient wife,” “a loving mother,” a “kind” mistress, and “a friendly neighbor.” For seventeenth-century readers these stock phrases were cues that unlocked a whole store of specific images. They had no need for a complete role description. For twentieth-century readers the detail is essential because we have lost so many of the assumptions which governed the traditional world.

		IN SOME ENGLISH DIALECTS the words wife and woman are synonyms. In northern New England in the century between 1650 and 1750 they were virtually so. Almost all females who reached the age of maturity married. This was in contrast to Europe, where during the same period an estimated ten percent of the population remained single. American women were probably younger at first marriage than English women, but not so young as folklore has imagined.8 Mercy Dudley was eighteen when she married John Woodbridge, who at twenty-six was still unsettled in his profession, but on the average, women married somewhere between the ages of twenty and twenty-two. Husbands were four or five years older.9

		Perhaps the wider the age gap the easier it was for a woman to “reverence, fear, and obey” as society and the scriptures taught. “Know that that God that hath gracyously placed thy good husband here will be here with thee and comfort thee if thou submytt and trust to him,” Thomas Dudley told Mercy.10 The blurring of the pronoun reference was perhaps unintentional, but it is no less instructive. Submission to God and submission to one’s husband were part of the same religious duty. As God told Eve, “Thy desire shall be to thy husband and he shall rule over thee.”

		Obedience was not only a religious duty but a legal requirement. The classic statement of the legal subordination of wives is in William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England:

		
			By marriage, the husband and wife are one person in law; that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage, or at least is incorporated and consolidated into that of the husband; under whose wing, protection, and cover, she performs everything.11

		

		Although Blackstone’s commentaries were not published until 1765, the principles which he described had been long imbedded in tradition and in language. The most obvious emblem of a woman’s coverture was her loss of a name, a custom made more vivid by the seventeenth-century practice of referring to a married woman not as “Mary Brown” or as “Mrs. John Brown” but as “John Brown his wife.” Unless her husband were willing to sign a special contract prior to marriage, a wife could neither own nor acquire property, nor could she enter into a contract or write a will.

		Upon her husband’s death, a wife became a relict. This now archaic synonym for widow evokes that state well: in etymology and in usage the term was identical to the modern relic. The death of a mother did not mean the dissolution of a family; the death of a father did. As one patriarchy dissolved and others formed, there was a shuffling both of people and of things. Household inventories taken by trusted neighbors soon after death are an important source of information for twentieth-century historians, but they are also a reminder that death in early America meant a redistribution of roles as well as resources. By law, a widow usually inherited at least a third of the household goods, and she was entitled to use or to receive income from a third of the real estate until she died or remarried. If she had minor children, she might retain practical control of the entire estate until her sons came of age, but the final disposition of family property would not be determined by her but by court order or her husband’s will. A widow was ensured maintenance at whatever level the estate allowed, but only rarely did she retain full control of her house and yard or even the assembly of pots, beds, and cows which had once been her domain.12

		If this were all there were to say, then the history of colonial women would indeed be the recital of disadvantage and subjection which some historians have made it. But the notion of male supremacy must not be wrenched from the larger concept of an organic social order in which rights and responsibilities were reciprocal and in which terms like individuality or self-reliance had little place. It was difficult for men and women of the premodern world to conceive of equality. In the hierarchical structure which sustained the social order, one human being was of necessity almost always subject to another—child to parent, servant to master, subject to ruler. Yet within this larger system of dependencies the relation of wife to husband was different. “Of all the Orders which are unequals,” wrote Samuel Willard, “these do come nearest to an Equality, and in several respects they stand upon even ground. These do make a pair, which infers so far a Parity.”13

		William Secker employed a whole series of metaphors to express this notion. A husband and wife, he wrote, were like two instruments making music, two streams in one current, a pair of oars rowing a boat to Heaven (with children and servants as passengers), two “milch kine” coupled to the Ark of God, two cherubim, two tables of stone on which the law was written.14

		As both ministers understood, the position of a wife was complementary and at the same time secondary to that of her husband. This was a function not just of ideology, but of the most pervasive realities of ordinary existence. Contradictory possibilities were built into a system which meshed law with sentiment, property with procreation, and gender specialization with communal obligation.

		Some of the disabilities of colonial women can be attributed to sexism, others simply to sex. The colonial world, like our own, struggled to reconcile the ways in which women and men are different with the ways in which they are the same. Yet one thing which surely separated the premodern past from the nineteenth century was a tolerance for contradiction. Female life was defined in a series of discrete duties rather than by a self-consistent and all-embracing “sphere.” For this reason, unitary definitions of status are especially misleading in any description of the lives of colonial women. Much better to follow the lead of Anne Bradstreet, searching for that forgotten web of social relations which gave form to the life of a “worthy matron.” A married woman in early New England was simultaneously a housewife, a deputy husband, a consort, a mother, a mistress, a neighbor, and a Christian. On the war-torn frontier she might also become a heroine.

		A housewife polished female specialties. Her role was defined by a space (a house and its surrounding yards), a set of tasks (cooking, washing, sewing, milking, spinning, cleaning, gardening), and a limited area of authority (the internal economy of a family).

		A deputy husband shouldered male duties. These might be of the most menial sort—for a weaver’s wife, winding quills for the loom; for a farmer’s wife, planting corn—but they could also expand to include some responsibility for the external affairs of the family. A deputy was not just a helper but at least potentially a surrogate.

		A consort tuned her life to her mate’s. For the blessed, marriage harmonized spirituality and sexuality, two concepts frequently at odds in the western world. For the unblessed, it brought clacking and clanging and sometimes an appearance in the county court.

		A mother spent herself to perpetuate the race. As a biological rule, motherhood bound women to alternating cycles of pregnancy and lactation. As a social rule, it elevated selflessness and love, finding in women a capacity for affection which counterbalanced the presumably more authoritarian government of fathers.

		A mistress served those who served her. She trained, supervised, and often fed and clothed a succession of neighbors’ daughters who rewarded her efforts by leaving her to marry, becoming mistresses themselves.

		A neighbor sustained the community of women, gossiping, trading, assisting in childbirth, sharing tools and lore, watching and warding in cases of abuse. Relations between neighbors could be vertical or horizontal, embracing the obligations of charity and deference as well as ordinary helpfulness and sociability.

		A Christian seized spiritual equality and remained silent in church. Among the congregationalist majority in New England, women could sign the covenant, enlarge the scriptures, write and even publish, but only among the Quakers could they hold office or preach in mixed assemblies. Sharing a common bench in church, female Christians nudged the edges of a contradictory religious identity.

		A heroine burst the bonds of female anonymity, projecting private virtues into the public sphere. Visibility, more than anything else, separated her from an ordinary wife. Indian captivity amplified the trials of motherhood and tested Christian faith; garrison life magnified neighborliness; while the continuous threat of attack called forth the “manly resolution” already expected of deputy husbands.

		None of these roles existed in isolation. Each must be studied not only in relation to the others but within the detailed context of ordinary life in a particular place and time. Good Wives is a study in role definition. It is also a description of neglected aspects of daily life in the province of New Hampshire and in the two Massachusetts counties which bordered it, Essex County to the south and York County (now Maine) to the north and east. The text is organized around three role clusters, each epitomized by a Biblical prototype frequently employed in New England. “Bathsheba” focuses upon economic life, “Eve” upon sex and reproduction, “Jael” upon the intersection of religion and aggression.

		WHEN THOMAS DUDLEY WROTE to his daughter Mercy Woodbridge, telling her of her mother’s death, he not only praised his wife’s godliness, but, recognizing the void left in Mercy’s life, he attempted to take up some of the specific duties Dorothy laid down that Tuesday morning when she was seized with a pain in her breast. He offered to pay for a midwife to attend Mercy on her coming confinement. He promised to send her through her Uncle Parker a “souce in a bagge.” Finally, he begged her to “lett mee have now thy letters as thy mother had and I will answeare them.”15 As a loving parent, he understood the value of fine abstractions. But he also knew the worth of sausage. To enter the world of Dorothy Dudley and her contemporaries requires an appreciation for both.
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			Part One
BATHSHEBA
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				Who can find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies.

				The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her, so that he shall have no need of spoil.

				She will do him good and not evil all the days of her life.

				She seeketh wool, and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands.

				She is like the merchants’ ships; she bringeth her food from afar.

				She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household, and a portion to her maidens.

				She considereth a field, and buyeth it: with the fruit of her hands she planteth a vineyard.

				She girdeth her loins with strength, and strengtheneth her arms.

				She perceiveth that her merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night.

				She layeth her hands to the spindle, and her hands hold the distaff.

				She stretcheth out her hand to the poor; yea, she reacheth forth her hands to the needy.

				She is not afraid of the snow for her household: for all her household are clothed with scarlet.

				She maketh herself coverings of tapestry; her clothing is silk and purple.

				Her husband is known in the gates, when he sitteth among the elders of the land.

				She maketh fine linen, and selleth it; and delivereth girdles unto the merchant.

				Strength and honour are her clothing; and she shall rejoice in time to come.

				She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness.

				She looketh well to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness.

				Her children arise up, and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her.

				Many daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all.

				Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain: but a woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised.

				Give her of the fruit of her hands; and let her own works praise her in the gates.

			

			PROVERBS 31: 10–31

		

	
		Chapter One
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		THE WAYS OF HER HOUSEHOLD

		BY ENGLISH TRADITION, a woman’s environment was the family dwelling and the yard or yards surrounding it. Though the exact composition of her setting obviously depended upon the occupation and economic status of her husband, its general outlines were surprisingly similar regardless of where it was located. The difference between an urban “houselot” and a rural “homelot” was not as dramatic as one might suppose.

		If we were to draw a line around the housewife’s domain, it would extend from the kitchen and its appendages, the cellars, pantries, brewhouses, milkhouses, washhouses, and butteries which appear in various combinations in household inventories, to the exterior of the house, where, even in the city, a mélange of animal and vegetable life flourished among the straw, husks, clutter, and muck. Encircling the pigpen, such a line would surround the garden, the milkyard, the well, the henhouse, and perhaps the orchard itself—though husbands pruned and planted trees and eventually supervised the making of cider, good housewives strung their wash between the trees and in season harvested fruit for pies and conserves.

		The line demarking the housewife’s realm would not cross the fences which defined outlying fields of Indian corn or barley, nor would it stretch to fishing stages, mills, or wharves, but in berry or mushroom season it would extend into nearby woods or marsh and in spells of dearth or leisure reach to the shore. Of necessity, the boundaries of each woman’s world would also extend into the houses of neighbors and into the cartways of a village or town. Housewives commanded a limited domain. But they were neither isolated nor self-sufficient. Even in farming settlements, families found it essential to bargain for needed goods and services. For prosperous and socially prominent women, interdependence took on another meaning as well. Prosperity meant charity, and in early New England charity meant personal responsibility for nearby neighbors.

		None of this was unique to New England. In fact, each aspect of female life described here can be found in idealized form in the Bible in the description of the “virtuous woman” of Proverbs, chapter 31. The Puritans called this paragon “Bathsheba,” assuming rather logically that Solomon could only have learned such an appreciation for huswifery from his mother. Forgotten in their encomia to female virtue was the rooftop bather whose beauty brought King David to grief. In English and American sermons Bathsheba was remembered as a virtuous housewife, a godly woman whose industrious labors gave mythical significance to the ordinary tasks assigned to her sex.1

		As described in Proverbs, Bathsheba is a willing servant to her family: “She riseth also while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household.”

		She is a skilled manufacturer: “She seeketh wool, and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands.”

		She is a hard-working agriculturist: “With the fruit of her hands she planteth a vineyard.”

		She is a resourceful trader: “She is like the merchants’ ships; she bringeth her food from afar.”

		Because her realm includes servants as well as young children, her ability to direct, to inspire, and to nurture others is as important to her success as hard work. “She openeth her mouth with wisdom; and in her tongue is the law of kindness.” Her industry and her charity give legitimacy to her wealth. Though dressed in silk and purple, “strength and honour are her clothing” and “she stretcheth out her hand to the poor.” Her goal is not public distinction but private competence. Although her husband is “known in the gates,” her greatest reward is in looking well to “the ways of her household.” In doing so, she earns the devotion of her children, the praise of her husband, and the commendation of God.

		To describe this virtuous Bathsheba is to outline the major components of the housekeeping role in early America. Some of these activities have received greater attention in the literature than others. For most historians, as for almost all antiquarians, the quintessential early American woman has been a churner of cream and a spinner of wool. Because home manufacturing has all but disappeared from modern housekeeping, many scholars have assumed that the key change in female economic life has been a shift from “production” to “consumption,” a shift precipitated by the industrial revolution.2 This is far too simple, obscuring the variety which existed even in the pre-industrial world.

		Setting aside for the moment the social skills involved in housekeeping—the nurturing, managing, and charitable responsibilities described in the myth of Bathsheba—we can see how relatively subtle shifts in emphasis among the economic skills—service, manufacturing, agriculture, and trade—might create pronounced differences in patterns of daily work. Evidence derived from 401 household inventories from Essex and York counties (Table 1) sketches the major economic variations in the region.

		Predictably, home manufacturing, as measured by ownership of dairying and textile-processing equipment, was more widespread in the farming settlements of Essex County in 1670 than in the more remote fishing and sawmill villages of frontier Maine. With few fences and little hay, frontier planters let their scraggly cows browse in the woods, killing them for meat in winter but expecting little milk in any season. In such a setting, few families bothered with sheep, which were easy prey for wolves. By 1700, however, the dairying statistics for the two counties had almost reversed themselves. Flax appeared almost as often in York County as in Essex, and sheep even more frequently. The hinterland was becoming agricultural. The proportionate decline in cows and churns in Essex County is explained by the increasing diversity of the Massachusetts economy as commercial centers like Salem began to diverge from their agricultural surroundings.

		Extracting urban Salem inventories from the larger 1700 sample makes this shift obvious (see Table 2). Although the wives of Salem shopkeepers, craftsmen, and mariners still kept a pig or two “at the door,” agriculture had become a less pronounced theme in their daily work. Many farm wives in Essex County continued to milk cows, but most women in the region’s largest town did not. At the same time, luxury items like looking glasses, framed pictures, or quilts, which were still rare in the country, had become quite visible. Thus, rather straightforward contrasts between frontier, farming, and commercial communities explain many of the variations in the inventory data.

		Table 1. Some Indicators of Agriculture and Home Manufacturing in Household Inventories, Essex and York Counties, 1670, 1700, 1730

		
			
					TOTAL INVENTORIES
					
					16701
					
					17002
					
					17303
			

			
					   Essex County
					97
					95
					92
			

			
					   York County
					39
					41
					37
			

			
					DAIRYING
					
					
					
			

			
					Cows
					
					
					
			

			
					   Essex County
					77%
					64%
					57%
			

			
					   York County
					73%
					79%
					84%
			

			
					TEXTILES
					
					
					
			

			
					Sheep
					
					
					
			

			
					   Essex County
					43%
					45%
					39%
			

			
					   York County
					18%
					64%
					46%
			

			
					Spinning Wheels
					
					
					
			

			
					   Essex County
					38%
					46%
					38%
			

			
					   York County
					21%
					46%
					40%
			

			
					Looms
					
					
					
			

			
					   Essex County
					4%
					6%
					13%
			

			
					   York County
					0%
					2%
					3%
			

			
					Flax
					
					
					
			

			
					   Essex County
					8%
					12%
					18%
			

			
					   York County
					0%
					10%
					13%
			

			
					PROVISIONS (any type of food, any quantity)
				
			

			
					   Essex County
					56%
					26%
					32%
			

			
					   York County
					37%
					53%
					30%
			

		

		1. Taken from The Probate Records of Essex County (Salem, Mass., 1916-1920), II, 237-432, and Maine Province and Court Records (Portland, Me., 1931), II.

		2. Book 307, manuscript probate records, Essex County Court House, Salem, Mass. Books I, II, manuscript probate records, York County Court House, Alfred, Me.

		3. Book 321, manuscript probate records, Essex County. Book IV, manuscript probate records, York County.

		Table 2. Comparison of Selected Items Urban Salem and Overall Essex County Inventories, 17001

		
			
					
					Salem (N = 12)
					Essex (N = 83)
			

			
					Cows
					33%
					71%
			

			
					Dairy Tools
					0%
					17%
			

			
					Sheep
					16%
					51%
			

			
					Spinning Wheels
					50%
					47%
			

			
					Swine
					41%
					51%
			

			
					Looking Glasses
					75%
					31%
			

			
					Pictures
					25%
					0%
			

			
					Quilts
					15%
					2%
			

		

		1. The overall Essex County sample was taken from Book 307, manuscript probate records, Essex County Court House, Salem, Mass. The twelve urban inventories drawn from that same source can all be placed on James Duncan Phillips’ reconstructed map of the center of Salem, 1700 (Salem in the Seventeenth Century, Boston, 1937). In 1700 the town of Salem was still very large geographically and included rural as well as urban neighborhoods. The twelve decedents in this subsample obviously belonged to the commercial world of mercantile Salem. They included three mariners, one innkeeper, a tailor, a cooper, a joiner, and two cordwainers. Sidney Perley, History of Salem (Salem, 1924) I, 306, 435, 441; II, 38, 82, 178, 268, 386, 387; III, 29, 51, 52.

		To more fully understand the diverse ways in which the Bathsheba model was reflected in daily life, we must turn from the general to the particular. Beatrice Plummer, Hannah Grafton, and Magdalen Wear lived and died in New England in the years before 1750. One of them lived on the frontier, another on a farm, and a third in town. Because they were real women, however, and not hypothetical examples, the ways of their households were shaped by personal as well as geographic factors. A careful examination of the contents of their kitchens and chambers suggests the varied complexity as well as the underlying unity in the lives of early American women.

		LET US BEGIN with Beatrice Plummer of Newbury, Massachusetts.3 Forgetting that death brought her neighbors into the house on January 24, 1672, we can use the probate inventory which they prepared to reconstruct the normal pattern of her work.

		With a clear estate of £343, Francis Plummer had belonged to the “middling sort” who were the church members and freeholders of the Puritan settlement of Newbury. As an immigrant of 1653, he had listed himself as a “linnen weaver,” but he soon became a farmer as well.4 At his death, his loom and tackling stood in the “shop” with his pitchforks, his hoes, and his tools for smithing and carpentry. Plummer had integrated four smaller plots to form one continuous sixteen-acre farm. An additional twenty acres of salt marsh and meadow provided hay and forage for his small herd of cows and sheep. His farm provided a comfortable living for his family, which at this stage of his life included only his second wife, Beatrice, and her grandchild by a previous marriage. Had not death prevented him, he might have filled this January day in a number of productive ways, moving the loom into the sparsely furnished hall, for example, or taking his yoke of oxen to the wood lot “near the little river” to cut wood for the large fireplace that was the center of Beatrice’s working world.

		The house over which Beatrice presided must have looked much like surviving dwellings from seventeenth-century New England, with its “Hall” and “Parlor” on the ground floor and two “chambers” above. A space designated in the inventory only as “another Roome” held the family’s collection of pots, kettles, dripping pans, trays, buckets, and earthenware. Perhaps this kitchen had been added to the original house as a lean-to, as was frequently the case in New England.5 The upstairs chambers were not bedrooms but storage rooms for foodstuffs and out-of-season equipment. The best bed with its bolster, pillows, blanket, and coverlet stood in the parlor; a second bed occupied one corner of the kitchen, while a cupboard, a “great chest,” a table, and a backless bench called a “form” furnished the hall. More food was found in the “cellar” and in the “dairy house,” a room which may have stood at the coolest end of the kitchen lean-to.6

		The Plummer house was devoid of ornament, but its contents bespeak such comforts as conscientious yeomanry and good huswifery afforded. On this winter morning the dairy house held four and a half “flitches” or sides of bacon, a quarter of a barrel of salt pork, twenty-eight pounds of cheese, and four pounds of butter. Upstairs in a chamber were more than twenty-five bushels of “English” grain—barley, oats, wheat, and rye. (The Plummers apparently reserved their Indian corn, stored in another location, for their animals.) When made into malt by a village specialist, barley would become the basis for beer. Two bushels of malt were already stored in the house. The oats might appear in a variety of dishes, from plain breakfast porridge to “flummery,” a gelatinous dish flavored with spices and dried fruit.7 But the wheat and rye were almost certainly reserved for bread and pies. The fine hair sieves stored with the grain in the hall chamber suggest that Beatrice Plummer was particular about her baking, preferring a finer flour than came directly from the miller. A “bushell of pease & beans” found near the grain and a full barrel of cider in the cellar are the only vegetables and fruits listed in the inventory, though small quantities of pickles, preserves, or dried herbs might have escaped notice. Perhaps the Plummers added variety to their diet by trading some of their abundant supply of grain for cabbages, turnips, sugar, molasses, and spices.

		Even without additions they had the basic components of the yeoman diet described in English agricultural literature of the seventeenth century. Although the eighteenth century would add a little chocolate or tea as well as increasing quantities of tiny “petators” to the New England farmer’s diet, the bread, cider, and boiled meat which fed Francis and Beatrice Plummer also fed their counterparts a century later.8

		Since wives were involved with early-morning milking, breakfast of necessity featured prepared foods or leftovers—toasted bread, cheese, and perhaps meat and turnips kept from the day before, any of this washed down with cider or beer in winter, with milk in summer. Only on special occasions would there be pie or doughnuts. Dinner was the main meal of the day. Here a housewife with culinary aspirations and an ample larder could display her specialties. After harvest Beatrice Plummer might have served roast pork or goose with apples, in spring an eel pie flavored with parsley and winter savory, and in summer a leek soup or gooseberry cream; but for ordinary days the most common menu was boiled meat with whatever “sauce” the season provided—dried peas or beans, parsnips, turnips, onions, cabbage, or garden greens. A heavy pudding stuffed into a cloth bag could steam atop the vegetables and meat. The broth from this boiled dinner might reappear at supper as “pottage” with the addition of minced herbs and some oatmeal or barley for thickening. Supper, like breakfast, was a simple meal. Bread, cheese, and beer were as welcome at the end of a winter day as at the beginning. In summer, egg dishes and fruit tarts provided more varied nutrition.

		Preparing the simplest of these meals required both judgment and skill. As Gervase Markham, an English writer of the seventeenth century, quipped, a woman who was “utterly ignorant” of cookery could “then but perform half her vow; for she may love and obey, but she cannot cherish, serve, and keep him with that true duty which is ever expected.”9 The most basic of the housewife’s skills was building and regulating fires—a task so fundamental that it must have appeared more as habit than craft. Summer and winter, day and night, she kept a few brands smoldering, ready to stir into flame as needed. The cavernous fireplaces of early New England were but a century removed from the open fires of medieval houses, and they retained some of the characteristics of the latter. Standing inside one of these huge openings today, a person can see the sky above. Seventeenth-century housewives did stand in their fireplaces, which were conceived less as enclosed spaces for a single blaze than as accessible working surfaces upon which a number of small fires might be built. Preparing several dishes simultaneously, a cook could move from one fire to another, turning a spit, checking the state of the embers under a skillet, adjusting the height of a pot hung from the lugpole by its adjustable trammel. The complexity of fire-tending, as much as anything else, encouraged the one-pot meal.10

		The contents of her inventory suggest that Beatrice Plummer was adept not only at roasting, frying, and boiling but also at baking, the most difficult branch of cookery. Judging from the grain in the upstairs chamber, the bread which she baked was “maslin,” a common type made from a mixture of wheat and other grains, usually rye. She began with the sieves stored nearby, carefully sifting out the coarser pieces of grain and bran. Soon after supper she could have mixed the “sponge,” a thin dough made from warm water, yeast, and flour. Her yeast might have come from the foamy “barm” found on top of fermenting ale or beer, from a piece of dough saved from an earlier baking, or even from the crevices in an unwashed kneading trough.11 Like fire-building, bread-making was based upon a self-perpetuating chain, an organic sequence which if once interrupted was difficult to begin again. Warmth from the banked fire would raise the sponge by morning, when Beatrice could work in more flour, knead the finished dough, and shape the loaves, leaving them to rise again.

		Even in twentieth-century kitchens with standardized yeast and thermostatically controlled temperatures, bread dough is subject to wide variations in consistency and behavior. In a drafty house with an uncertain supply of yeast, bread-making was indeed “an art, craft, and mystery.” Not the least of the problem was regulating the fire so that the oven was ready at the same time as the risen loaves. Small cakes or biscuits could be baked in a skillet or directly on the hearth under an upside-down pot covered with coals. But to produce bread in any quantity required an oven. Before 1650 these were frequently constructed in dooryards, but in the last decades of the century they were built into the rear of the kitchen fireplace, as Beatrice Plummer’s must have been. Since her oven would have had no flue, she would have left the door open once she kindled a fire inside, allowing the smoke to escape through the fireplace chimney. Moving about her kitchen, she would have kept an eye on this fire, occasionally raking the coals to distribute the heat evenly, testing periodically with her hand to see if the oven had reached the right temperature. When she determined that it had, she would have scraped out the coals and inserted the bread—assuming that it had risen enough by this time or had not risen too much and collapsed waiting for the oven to heat.12

		Cooking and baking were year-round tasks. Inserted into these day-by-day routines were seasonal specialties which allowed a housewife to bridge the dearth of one period with the bounty of another. In the preservation calendar, dairying came first, beginning with the first calves of early spring. In colonial New England cows were all-purpose creatures, raised for meat as well as for milk. Even in new settlements they could survive by browsing on rough land; their meat was a hedge against famine. But only in areas with abundant meadow (and even there only in certain months) would they produce milk with sufficient butterfat for serious dairying.13 Newbury was such a place.

		We can imagine Beatrice Plummer some morning in early summer processing the milk which would appear as cheese in a January breakfast. Slowly she heated several gallons with rennet dried and saved from the autumn’s slaughtering. Within an hour or two the curd had formed. She broke it, drained off the whey, then worked in a little of her own fresh butter. Packing this rich mixture into a mold, she turned it in her wooden press for an hour or more, changing and washing the cheesecloth frequently as the whey dripped out. Repacking it in dry cloth, she left it in the press for another thirty to forty hours before washing it once more with whey, drying it, and placing it in the cellar or dairy house to age. As a young girl she would have learned from her mother or a mistress the importance of thorough pressing and the virtues of cleanliness. She may also have acquired some of the many English proverbs associated with dairying. Taking her finished mound to the powdering tub for a light dusting, she perhaps recalled that “much saltness in white meat is ill for the stone.”14

		The Plummer inventory gives little evidence of the second stage of preservation in the housewife’s year, the season of gardening and gathering which followed quickly upon the dairy months. But there is ample evidence of the autumn slaughtering. Beatrice could well have killed the smaller pigs herself, holding their “hinder parts between her legs,” as one observer described the process, “and taking the snout in her left hand” while she stuck the animal through the heart with a long knife. Once the bleeding stopped, she would have submerged the pig in boiling water for a few minutes, then rubbed it with rosin, stripped off the hair, and disemboweled it. Nothing was lost. She reserved the organ meats for immediate use, then cleaned the intestines for later service as sausage casings. Stuffed with meat scraps and herbs and smoked, these “links” were a treasured delicacy. The larger cuts could be roasted at once or preserved in several ways. With wine, ginger, mace, and nutmeg, pork could be rolled into a cloth and pickled as “souse.” But this was an expensive—and risky—method. Beatrice relied on more common techniques. She submerged some of her pork in brine, trusting the high salt concentration and the low temperature in the dairy house to keep it untainted. She processed the rest as bacon. Each “flitch” stood in salt for two or three weeks before she hung it from the lugpole of her chimney for smoking.15 In the Plummer house “hanging bacon” must have been a recurring ritual of early winter.

		Fall was also the season for cider-making. The mildly alcoholic beverage produced by natural fermentation of apple juice was a staple of the New England diet and was practically the only method of preserving the fruit harvest. With the addition of sugar, the alcoholic content could be raised from five to about seven percent, as it usually was in taverns and for export. The cider in the Plummer house was probably the common farm variety. In early winter the amber juice of autumn sat hissing and bubbling in the cellar in the most active stage of fermentation, a process which came to be described poetically as the “singing of the cider.”16

		Prosaic beer was even more important to the Plummer diet. Although some housewives brewed a winter’s supply of strong beer in October, storing it in the cellar, Beatrice seems to have been content with “small beer,” a mild beverage usually brewed weekly or bi-weekly and used almost at once. Malting—the process of sprouting and drying barley to increase its sugar content—was wisely left to the village expert. Beatrice started with cracked malt or grist, processing her beer in three stages. “Mashing” required slow steeping at just below the boiling point, a sensitive and smelly process which largely determined the success of the beverage. Experienced brewers knew by taste whether the enzymes were working. If it was too hot, acetic acid developed which would sour the finished product. The next stage, “brewing,” was relatively simple. Herbs and hops were boiled with the malted liquid. In the final step this liquor was cooled and mixed with yeast saved from last week’s beer or bread. Within twenty-four hours—if all had gone well—the beer was bubbling actively.17

		All that we know of Beatrice Plummer of Newbury reveals her as a woman who took pride in huswifery. A wife who knew how to manage the ticklish chemical processes which changed milk into cheese, meal into bread, malt into beer, and flesh into bacon was a valuable asset to a man, as Francis Plummer knew. But not long after his death Beatrice married a man who did not appreciate her skills. To put it bluntly, he seems to have preferred her property. Like Francis Plummer before him, Edmund Berry had signed a prenuptial contract allowing Beatrice to retain ownership of the estate she had inherited from her previous husband. Subsequently, however, Edmund regretted his decision and began to hound Beatrice to tear up the paper.

		The strategy which Edmund used was wonderfully calculated. Not only did he refuse to provide Beatrice with provisions, he denied her the right to perform her housewifely magic upon them. “Forr such was & still is his absurd manner in eating his victualls, as takeing his meat out of ye pickle: & broyleing it upon ye coales, & this he would tell me I must eate or else I must fast,” she told the Salem Quarterly Court in June of 1677. Beatrice had lived peacefully with two husbands, as one neighbor testified, but in old age she had wedded a man who preferred her estate to her cooking. He said she should have nothing of him because he had nothing of hers, and he told one neighbor he did not care if “there were a fire in the south field and she in the middle of it.” Berry was fined for his “abusive carriages and speeches.”

		What is really interesting about this case is not the ill-temper of the husband but the humiliation of the wife, who obviously found herself in a situation for which she was unprepared, despite the experience of two previous marriages. Legally, Beatrice had every right to hold fast to her dower, as Edmund Berry knew. The real issue, however, was not law but custom. Berry simply refused to play by the rules as his wife understood them. She offered to help him “wind his quills” (like his predecessor, he was a weaver), and she brought him “a cup of my owne Sugar & beare” and drank to him, saying, “Come husband lett all former differences be buried & trod under Foote.” But he only replied, “Thou old cheating Rogue.”18 Neither the services of a deputy husband nor the ministrations of a wife could salve his distemper. Beatrice’s loss is history’s gain. The tumult which thrust her into court gives life to the assemblage of objects found in her Newbury kitchen, and it helps to document the central position of huswifery in the self-definition of one northern New England woman.

		BEATRICE PLUMMER REPRESENTS one type of early American housewife. Hannah Grafton represents another.19 Chronology, geography, and personal biography created differences between the household inventories of the two
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