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			Introduction

			Years spent in the company of high-minded people have given me a taste for low gossip, and that’s how this book began. Research for another project had me reading the letters of early-nineteenth-century missionaries scattered throughout the Ottoman Empire, a correspondence among pious Yankees set on saving the world. But into those earnest pages occasionally strayed bits of news about a romantic triangle back in New England. At its apex was a gifted young schoolteacher, Martha Parker; at its two other points were Thomas Tenney, an intense striver who kept school while studying for the ministry, and Elnathan Gridley, a clergyman and accomplished charmer who aspired to become a missionary. Both men hoped to marry her, and she, at different times, accepted proposals from each. My snooping turned up just enough to tantalize, but the possibility of finding out more about this story of love and loss, romance and rivalry in the early nineteenth century seemed slim to none.

			That’s what makes two-hundred-year-old tales of heartbreak so intriguing: private lives were much more private then. For centuries, stoicism served as the default mode for nearly everyone in the Western world, ordinary people especially. The harder life was, the more crucial to hold emotion in check: sometimes survival itself demanded restraint, even hiding the heart’s desire. By the 1820s, when her suitors vied to win Martha Parker, some women and men had begun to give freer voice to their feelings, but most letters and diaries still withheld more than they revealed. The notable exception to that reticence was religion, a subject about which some could not divulge enough. By contrast, the intimate matters of flirtation, courtship, engagement, and above all sex received terse and even cryptic coverage.

			
			That made missionaries’ gossip stick in my mind. There it stayed until several years later when I came across a reference to an archival collection titled “Papers Relating to the Case of Martha T. Parker and Elnathan Gridley, 1825–1828.” There they were again, that pretty pair of twentysomethings in pursuit of their dreams until, thanks to Thomas Tenney and his allies, the stars crossed. Most likely, I guessed, these so-called papers would amount to no more than a couple of letters—yet more testimony to the era’s entrenched reserve. That expectation lasted until the moment that an archivist approached my table at the library and set down a very large box.

			Within lay hundreds of loose pages, along with a bound volume containing a transcription of the whole lot in a neat clerk’s hand. There were letters, firsthand accounts of events, and a long narrative summary, all setting forth the thoughts, feelings, and actions of Martha Parker, the men who courted her, and the wide circle of their friends and relatives. Here was a window onto the past that rarely opened, an intimate view of the inner lives of young Americans who were, like most of their white contemporaries in the North, rural in their origins, middling in their means, and deeply religious. The secrets kept close by most of their contemporaries spilled out of these pages, and the women and men making those disclosures—their personalities and the plots of their lives—staked a claim on my imagination. Perhaps most intriguing was the mix of desire and fear that this young woman aroused in many of her male admirers, a potent combination which, then as now, could produce explosive consequences. For anyone curious about the lost emotional worlds of the past, this box was missing only a ribbon and a bow.

			
			Who had made this gift to the present? That was the easy question to answer. The unlikely collector of all those documents as well as the author of the long narrative drawn from them was one Jeremiah Evarts, Esquire. Trained as a lawyer, he brought those skills to building the main organization sponsoring evangelical Protestant missions—the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions—into the largest corporation in the early republic. An organizational dynamo, he managed agents throughout the United States who established local missionary societies and drummed up donations. A fund-raising genius, he invented the direct-mail campaign. He also kept up a correspondence with scores of missionaries scattered through India, Sri Lanka, Hawai‘i, the Mediterranean, the Middle East, and the Indian nations of the American South. By the 1820s, he had thrown himself into a campaign protesting the forced removal of Native people west of the Mississippi River.

			Harder questions followed. Why had Evarts compiled so full and careful an account of his findings about a romantic triangle? Consumed by business and travel, often hobbled by poor health, he devoted little time even to his own family. It seemed out of character, his prying into other people’s love lives, conducting a long investigation, and then investing hours in composing a narrative. What made him so intent on mastering every detail about the progress of courtships, the promises made and broken, and the passions of the flesh and the spirit among these three? About his view of the inquiry’s importance, Evarts left no doubt, declaring that “no case has occurred, respecting which we have been more desirous that every word which we write, and every feeling which we indulge, should be such as we shall have reason to approve…when the secrets of all hearts shall be revealed.” Certain that he would answer on Judgment Day, Evarts took the precaution of preparing in this life for that tribunal in the next. His long lawyerly brief, he hoped, would vindicate him and his fellow members of the American Board in the here and now and the hereafter awaiting.

			
			What made him believe that the stakes were so high? Reckoning with that question made me realize that this archival box held more, much more, than revelations about what people in this corner of the distant past kept most private. It also recounted a telling episode in a great and enduring struggle that first took shape between the American Revolution and the Civil War. As Evarts’s record discloses—inadvertently, but powerfully—Martha Parker was at once the beneficiary of profound changes that were reshaping the lives of many American women and men and a casualty of the resistance to those changes. And yes, Jeremiah Evarts—and others—had a great deal to answer for.
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			Martha Parker was no Everywoman. The vast majority of wives and daughters, widows and single women, free and enslaved, in the early-nineteenth-century United States put in long hours of labor on family farms and plantations, in town dwellings and textile mills. But Martha Parker did typify a growing number of women in the white northern middle class. They were the fortunate among their sex, seizing on the opportunities created by the access to formal education offered in a growing number of academies and the informal learning afforded by a newly wide and diverse array of books and periodicals. And many, like Martha, sought a wider scope, venturing beyond the household to build meaningful lives. Imbued with a strong sense of their rights and obligations as citizens in a republic, they pioneered as educators, authors, and activists, joining associations dedicated to religious proselytizing, moral uplift, and social reform. They made their presence felt most profoundly in the places where her story unfolds, the rural hamlets and seaport towns of New England.

			
			The most daring, Martha among them, dreamed of becoming foreign missionaries. It was one of the few careers open to women—and, at first, only to those who married men headed for the mission field. No matter that the American Board classified them as “assistant missionaries”: wives saw themselves partnering as equals in a ministry abroad, educating women while their husbands proselytized among men. They hoped to serve God and grow in grace, but they also believed that foreign missions would afford them greater adventure, influence, and even fame than they would ever enjoy at home. Today the word “missionary” does not bring the word “superstar” to the minds of most Americans, but enlisting in the campaign to convert the world to Christianity started its long run two hundred years ago as a career that beckoned venturesome, ambitious women. (It was still going strong as late as 1959, when the reigning princess of the silver screen, Audrey Hepburn, starred as a nun committed to nursing work in the Belgian Congo.) Imagine, then, how thrilled Martha Parker felt—how lucky, even if a little daunted—to receive a proposal of marriage from Elnathan Gridley, whom the American Board had recruited and trained to join its mission in the Ottoman Empire.

			Many of the new opportunities that made Martha Parker a young woman of uncommon promise—the formal schooling, the many books and newspapers, the benevolent and reform societies, and the foreign missions—she owed to evangelical Protestants. Thanks to successive waves of religious revivals, those believers made up a majority of American churchgoers in the first half of the nineteenth century, dominating the major denominations of Congregationalists and Presbyterians, Baptists and Methodists. Evangelicals strove to shape the nation as energetically then as they do now. Those in the North especially were eager liberators, intent on freeing individuals from the thrall of anything that got in the way of realizing their God-given potential—their true selves—whether drink, ignorance, disability, prostitution, slavery, or the wrong kinds of religions, particularly Catholicism and Islam. Some of the inequalities that had long narrowed women’s horizons made their list, too, at least for a time. Under these religious auspices, significant numbers of white middle-class women like Martha Parker for the first time gained opportunities for a good education, intellectual fulfillment, and rewarding work outside the home. Indeed, nothing did more to transform women’s lives in the nineteenth century than the encouragement offered and the institutions built by evangelicals.

			
			But even by the 1820s, some in their movement, leaders as well as rank and file, had come to feel threatened by the energies they had done so much to cultivate among female believers. Fearing that their faith’s empowerment of women diminished men, they entered the vanguard of those Americans, members of both sexes, who discouraged women from stepping outside the home and exercising influence in the churches and society at large. Theirs was a place in time that took male privilege for granted. Yet it was also one in which that privilege was coming under challenge. And when some began to suspect Martha Parker of being one of the challengers, her past became the stuff of scandal. Its reverberations quickly reached across the Atlantic and along the Mediterranean littoral as missionaries throughout that region became caught up in the controversy sparked by her fate. Their mounting resistance laid bare deep differences among evangelicals over womanhood, manhood, and sexuality, divisions that threatened the future of their movement in the United States.

			That makes Martha Parker’s story a signal chapter in the history of both American evangelicalism and sexual politics. It sharpens our sensitivity to the influences that encourage women in every era to strike out from shore as well as the riptides of resistance that threaten to drown their efforts. It deepens our understanding of the formal and, even more important and elusive, the informal means through which supporters of male prerogative sought to shame and punish women in quest of a wider world and the often surprising ways those bold spirits fought back. It discloses, too, the paradoxical role played by evangelicalism in what was a formative era for both that religious culture and women’s rights by revealing its emergence as a hearth of opposition to the very changes this faith at first promoted. It raises the broader question of whether the resistance to vesting power and authority in women endures in the United States in part because evangelical Protestantism has thrived far longer there than anywhere else in the West. Finally, it offers a usable past to those in the present seeking to strengthen that faith’s commitment to equality and justice. In the pages that follow, they will find like-minded believers who provided women with avenues of liberation and even strategies to counter the backlash against those who followed paths newly opened to wherever they led.

			
			Martha Parker’s world is not ours. If women in the United States today look through a glass ceiling, she and her sisters lifted their eyes to a roof thickly plastered and stoutly raftered. Yet in many ways their historical moment presages our own. As ever larger numbers of women assume influential positions in every sphere of the nation’s life today, they find both allies and antagonists. Even as many cheer at the sound of glass shattering in the highest reaches of business, politics, and the professions, others resist entrusting women with power, equal opportunity, and control over their bodies. While some Americans welcome the new gender equality when it comes to power and pay, prestige and opportunity, others resent the competition and mourn the loss of those advantages that assisted earlier generations. To gain a deeper understanding of this contest as it continues to unfold in the present—a conflict that shows no signs of subsiding—listen to its historical echoes in this story of a doomed romance.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter One

			The World Before Her
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			She was perfection. That late spring day at Fairhaven, where he had preached a sermon, how the congregation wept as they sang the parting hymn. Then the pews emptied, and all in the church gathered around the young woman who had once taught their children. The devout in this southern Massachusetts seaport marveled, as did pious evangelicals everywhere, at her decision to marry him, a missionary bound for the Ottoman Empire that very summer. How brave she was, how selfless—and how soon would they all read of her exploits in popular religious monthlies like The Missionary Herald. It must have been a quarter of an hour before the crowd finally gave way and he could reclaim his prize. They were already almost famous.

			Being the center of attention was nothing new to Martha Parker. She had drawn admirers long before these last several weeks as the engaged pair made their farewell visits to family and friends in Connecticut and Massachusetts. Some of the most heartfelt tributes came from young men at Dartmouth College, one of whom sighed that she was “possessed of many charms” and “these have secured for her an abundant tribute of flatteries, caresses and admiration.” Her elders praised Martha, too. “Lovely” was the word that often came to mind among the teachers and ministers who extolled her Christian character and winning ways. She was pretty, it seems, though no portrait survives. She was accomplished, her lively intelligence cultivated by a year of schooling at a private academy. She was devout, a religious seriousness intensified by losses early in her life. Her eldest sibling, twelve-year-old Leonard, had drowned in a millpond when Martha was five; her father, William, sickened and died six years later. Through it all, her faith held firm.

			
			And now, much to Elnathan Gridley’s satisfaction, she was nearly his own. After traveling through New England in June, they would wed and shortly thereafter set sail for the island of Malta, then on to Beirut, part of Ottoman Syria. How providential, he reflected, that adulation had not spoiled his fiancée. Being so popular, as she confided to him, had made her “accustomed to caresses,” but all that “tribute” was unwelcome, “beyond what she desired,” because, as they both knew, the sin of pride feasted on a surfeit of praise.

			Such sentiments reflected the evangelical Calvinist culture pervading rural New England, the milieu in which the two had been raised, one that deemed ambition suspect and self-regard among the worst of sins. From her earliest youth, Martha recalled, she had taken those teachings to heart and felt drawn to a life of sacrifice for others. No sooner had she received some assurance of saving grace and found “peace in believing” than she “desired to spend my life on heathen shores,” converting the rest of the world. Modest and self-effacing as she was, when Elnathan first sounded her out on the subject of marriage, she had demurred and “looked in vain for an excuse from engaging in so great a work.” It was only some six months later, after being encouraged by him and her family, that Martha at last saw “the finger of Providence point[ing] me plainly…to Western Asia.” Somewhere in that part of the world, she would labor with him as an “assistant missionary.” She would organize and teach in schools that boarded and educated local children. And she would reach out to their mothers, striving to challenge the customs that kept them subservient.
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			Other fingers had also pointed Martha Parker in the direction of foreign missions, most of them attached to mere mortals at Bradford Academy. Founded in 1803 by some forward-thinking inhabitants of Essex County, Massachusetts, it was one of many institutions springing up in the early republic, often under evangelical auspices, that offered sons—and a growing number of daughters—from elite and middling households an education more advanced than the rudiments taught in the common schools. When Martha attended Bradford Academy in the years around 1820, women considerably outnumbered men in a student body of nearly two hundred, and many, like her, came from some distance and boarded with local families. The academy reserved training in Latin and Greek for those young men headed toward college and instruction in navigation for the sons of merchants and master mariners, but male and female students alike received a firm grounding in English grammar and composition, arithmetic and geography. Bradford also offered its female students some of the “ornamentals”—drawing, embroidery, and painting—genteel accomplishments that reinforced geography lessons. Students drew maps on paper, embroidered them on silk, or painted them on velvet.

			Their conservative religious beliefs did not keep these committed Calvinists from numbering among the new nation’s staunchest proponents of formal education for young women. “It is pagan to keep the female sex in ignorance,” one leading evangelical periodical pronounced, so women must “illuminate their minds,” to keep from being “compelled to think that their sphere is that of the butterfly, to flutter in useless gaiety and wandering thoughtlessness.” (Hence the deliberate omission of dancing and French classes in Bradford’s offering of “ornamentals.”) A pious Middlebury College student and future missionary agreed, lecturing his sister that ignorance was “a mark disgrace” in women because of the essential role that they stood to play in promoting social progress and the spread of their evangelical faith. Such were the convictions that prompted Bradford’s citizens to launch the town’s academy and to take particular pride in its predominantly female clientele. According to Isaac Bird, one of Martha’s brothers-in-law, she ranked among the school’s most promising graduates. He cherished “higher hopes” for her than for anyone else within the Parker family circle and described her letters to him as “a treasure, an intellectual feast.”
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					Anne Bullard was a student at a female academy in Boston when she made this map of the world with India ink and watercolors in 1836.

				
			
			
			Evangelicals’ prominent role in their founding fostered a deeply religious atmosphere at schools like Bradford Academy. Every day there began and ended with devotions led by the preceptor (or principal) of the young men’s department or a local clergyman, and ministers in training from neighboring Andover Theological Seminary often conducted evening prayer meetings. Particular fervor seems to have prevailed among Bradford’s female students, one of whom recalled the occasion on which her teacher singled out “all who loved the Saviour, to remain a few moments after the close of the school,” and then pointed out to these young converts their “obligations and duties as Christians” to exert a good influence on their companions who had not yet experienced saving grace. The efforts of their elders combined with the zeal of adolescents ensured that religious revivals often set afire academies like Bradford, and students who had not yet received some inward assurance of salvation were pressed to strive toward that goal by both their teachers and their peers.

			Some found that atmosphere oppressive. There was the poet Emily Dickinson, who kept her distance from a revival during her time at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary and avoided all organized religion for the rest of her life. But other young women welcomed the spiritual urgency that suffused academy life, and Martha Parker seems to have been among them. She spent her youth in an intensely pious household, her parents being pillars of the local Congregational church in the rural village of Dunbarton, New Hampshire. Martha, along with most of her siblings, came to join in that communion upon her “entertaining a hope in Christ”—experiencing the transformative “second birth” that, then as now, stands as the hallmark of evangelical spirituality.

			In Dunbarton’s meetinghouse, she would also have first heard the message that Christianity could offer a great deal to young women, a favorite theme of the village’s longtime minister, Walter Harris. From his sermons Martha would have learned that women as well as the twelve apostles “followed Jesus and ministered unto him.” Indeed, as Harris pointed out, those early female followers had proved more faithful than most of the men, staying with him throughout his crucifixion and burial, a loyalty that Jesus rewarded by appearing first to Mary Magdalene. Thereafter, committed believers like Phoebe and Dorcas “took a very active part” in the early Christian community, and even the apostle Paul—no fan of women who stepped too far forward in defense of the faith—commended their service to the church. Scripture itself thus showed to Harris’s satisfaction “that it is the will of our Lord, to make use of the exertions of women…in support of his cause.” They should not, of course, exert themselves unduly: allowing women to preach was as remote from the mind of Dunbarton’s minister as he believed it was from that of the deity. Still, his including women in New Testament narratives on a basis of equality with men must have caught the attention and nurtured the piety of the village’s young women.

			
			Among them was one of Martha’s friends, an earnest thirteen-year-old when she embroidered a sampler to read, “Lydia Hacket is my name / English is my nation / Dunbarton is my dwelling place / And Christ is my salvation.” But the most locally renowned of the village’s spiritual prodigies was Sally Ladd, a young woman only a few years older than Martha. After her death from tuberculosis in 1816, Sally became the subject of a pious memoir, one probably composed by Walter Harris himself. The little pamphlet did not circulate widely, but it celebrated Sally for recognizing “that she was in the hands of a God, who is ‘angry with the wicked every day’ ” and for warning her friends of their peril. Such influences—to say nothing of the premature deaths of her father and eldest brother—would have disposed Martha toward religious seriousness even before her time at Bradford Academy. They would have taught her, too, that piety could be empowering for women.
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			The prime mover when it came to putting a religious impress on education at Bradford Academy was the preceptress of its “female department,” Abigail Hasseltine. The daughter of a prosperous local deacon, she ruled the lives of her pupils for several decades, a figure of Olympian dignity as one recalled, “moving about in our midst like a queen.” As realms go, hers was not even a Monaco. Bradford’s female department occupied half of a one-story brick structure topped by a belfry and consisted of a single large schoolroom with ascending rows of hard, double-plank seats. Yet within that small kingdom, Hasseltine exercised absolute rule and taught her subjects to honor and imitate inspiring role models.

			Those most worthy of imitation were missionaries, among them Abigail’s younger sister, Ann Hasseltine Judson. How gratifying for Bradford’s preceptress, the stir it created among the students when Ann, after several years in the mission field of Burma (today’s Myanmar), returned to visit her alma mater in 1823. Years later, one Bradford graduate remembered Ann as “a woman of much grace and beauty and of a refined and lady-like manner,” and another could still recall her account of Burma as “thrilling in the extreme.” Abigail could do more than bask in her sister’s reflected glory, because by then she had made Bradford a veritable greenhouse for the forcing and flowering of missionary wives. It was an outcome fostered by the academy’s proximity to Andover Theological Seminary, then the prime training ground for evangelical clergymen set on the conversion of the world. Hasseltine knew how to make the most of that advantage.

			By the time that Martha Parker sat under her tutelage, two Bradford alumnae numbered among the first missionary cohort sent to the Sandwich Islands (Hawai‘i), and another had accompanied her husband to a mission at Bombay. Then there were the two other Bradford graduates who had served for a time as assistant teachers under Hasseltine’s direction before following their missionary husbands abroad. The first, Mary Christie Spaulding, inspired so much affection that her Bradford students formed a group they called “the Sister Circle” to support two of the children who boarded at a mission school in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) staffed by their former teacher and her husband. Donors won the privilege of giving their sponsored children new names—a popular fund-raising ploy—and the members of the Sister Circle decided on “Fanny Baker,” in memory of a devout classmate who had died “hopeful” for her salvation “in the triumphs of faith,” and “Parker Kimball Hasseltine,” the surnames of three Bradford teachers.

			
			Among the trio so honored was that second Bradford alumna and assistant teacher, Martha’s eldest sister, Ann Parker Bird. Shortly after Ann married Isaac Bird at the end of 1822, they decamped to the newly established headquarters of the Palestine mission in Beirut. The examples set by Mary Christie Spaulding and Ann Parker Bird imparted a powerful lesson to Martha and the Sister Circle: they saw that women just like themselves could put their impress on the wider world, knowing it in ways that went well beyond mastering the globe and drawing maps.

			Ensuring that her younger sister took that lesson to heart became Ann’s cherished aim. Five years Martha’s senior, she had forged a close connection with her in childhood, one that only strengthened over time. “From infancy, until I left America, I knew her whole heart, as far as it could be known by man,” Ann recalled, and “perhaps, no other human being ever possessed that influence over her which I have.” She could discern in her younger sister, having “read her character over and over” for all those years, the sort of woman who was “best qualified and most suitable for the wife of a missionary.” What fitter judge than this veteran teacher, one who had spent several years at Bradford Academy “studying the character of hundreds of young ladies many of whom are now the ornament and glory of our land”? Proud of her sex, even prouder of her sister, Ann gave Martha the gift of her esteem—and possibly, the burden of her expectations. For her part, Martha admired her eldest sister, longed for her approval, and even stood a little in awe of her. She missed her, too. After Ann settled in Beirut, Martha wrote to her more often than did all their other relatives combined.

			
			Even if her eldest sister had not come to number among them, missionary wives would still have loomed large in Martha’s imagination. Everything that she read or heard about them—reports in religious newspapers and magazines, biographies and memoirs, and their widely circulated letters to family and friends—beckoned her admiration and imitation. Evangelicals touted these women as superior spirits who, not content with the usual round of benevolent activities, undertook more strenuous and courageous work to advance God’s kingdom. There were, for example, the plucky wives of missionaries in Rangoon who—as breathlessly chronicled in the religious press—escaped the wrath of a Burmese mob by donning native dress, darkening their faces, and losing themselves in a milling crowd before being rescued by an invading British fleet. Such women would submit to any sacrifice, even the loss of their own lives or those of their spouses and children, for the great cause of converting the world. They would awaken the globe’s inhabitants to the truth of Christianity and, beyond that, to the dignity of all humankind. They would play a pivotal role, as one New England minister expressed it, in bringing the women of other nations “to realize that they are not an inferior race of creatures; but stand upon a par with men.” Today we might call these missionaries moral radicals, people whose consciences cannot bear the sufferings of others, even those a world away, and who subject themselves to risk and hardship in order to succor those in need. But most nineteenth-century evangelicals considered missionary wives something close to Protestant saints, spiritual models for men as well as women.

			
			For members of Martha’s generation, the most prominent figure in that pantheon was one of the first American missionaries to India and another Bradford alumna, Harriet Atwood Newell. Although she died before her missionary band managed to settle anywhere on the subcontinent, her zeal for the cause captured the imagination of the Reverend Leonard Woods, a professor at Andover Theological Seminary. In 1814 he produced a memoir by editing Harriet’s journals and correspondence, adding his own commentary, and prefacing the whole with a sermon that pronounced her “the first martyr to the missionary cause from the American world.” In Woods’s judgment, missionary wives like her showed even greater self-denial than their husbands: they made the “more costly sacrifice” because of the stronger ties that bound women to their kin and their homes. And in Harriet’s case, the reward for her forsaking all to follow Christ was immense: “the fair and exalted character” of “this lovely saint” had now been “exhibited upon the most extensive theatre, and excited the love and attention of the Christian nations.”

			If hers was not already a name on the lips of the devout, Woods’s memoir made it so, endowing Harriet with an iconic status among evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic. Its frontispiece featured her portrait: she stares directly at the viewer, serious and earnest. But what offsets the intensity of her gaze are the tendrils of curls framing her pretty face and the fashionable Empire-waisted dress with a frilly collar showing off her trim figure. That beckoning image made Harriet Newell, only nineteen at the time of her death, into someone whom many other young women could imagine themselves becoming, even longing to become. And, like Martha Parker, they might also have friends like Sally Ladd, who credited her religious conversion to reading the memoir.

			
			If young women like Martha regarded the lives of missionary wives as inspiring, they also, more unexpectedly, envisioned them as adventurous and even glamorous. They did so with plenty of encouragement from the evangelical press. Particularly influential in promoting that message was Woods’s memoir, which devoted many of its pages to chronicling Harriet’s voyage from Boston to Calcutta in 1812 and her brief sojourn in and around that part of Bengal. She found sailing along the Ganges so picturesque and such fun that she joked in her letters home that it was “the most delightful trial I ever had.” There followed a visit to the British Baptist mission in Serampore, an impressive spread that included large stone houses for each of the four missionary families as well as a sprawling common house complete with bedchambers, dining hall, two libraries, and a garden “larger and much more elegant, than any I ever saw in America.” Besides being attended by a large staff of Hindu servants who ensured that the missionaries enjoyed “all the comforts of life,” Newell rubbed shoulders with the mission’s famous founder, the Reverend William Carey, who “is now advanced to a state of honour, with six thousand dollars a year.” On those rare occasions when she ventured forth among the locals, servants either carried her on a palanquin or rowed her in a budgerow, a boat with a cushioned enclosure shaded by venetian blinds. From those perches Newell might easily have imagined a time when she and her husband would also enjoy a cushy life.

			Reports from other missionary wives invited readers to imagine them ensconced in comfortable, if not luxurious, domestic settings. After being transplanted to the Sandwich Islands, Sybil Moseley Bingham favored her sisters back in New England with a detailed description of the room she shared with her husband in the missionary compound, one that quickly made its way into the religious press. Colored straw mats, a present from one of the island kings, made the walls appear “neatly papered,” and the furniture—a sofa, rocking chair, high bedstead with curtains, secretary, cupboard containing her best china, and even “my looking-glass”—completed the picture of middle-class comfort and respectability. Before the British war with Burma destroyed their mission home in 1825, Ann Judson and her husband resided for many years in what she described as a “large, convenient” dwelling surrounded by gardens and staffed with servants. On her way to Beirut, Abigail Davis Goodell reported sharing an airy villa on Malta with her husband and Isaac and Ann Bird and added that they all spoke Italian when gathered for dinner.
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					Harriet Atwood Newell and Ann Hasseltine Judson number among the first and most famous American women who served in Protestant foreign missions.

				
			
			Just as they claimed to have suffered no lapse in their standard of living, missionary wives also boasted of their chummy relations with native elites. Readers of the religious press could pore over letters composed by a Sandwich Island queen to thank the mothers of two missionary wives. Another Bradford alumna, Lucy Goodale Thurston, told tales about her cordial meeting with an array of Hawaiian royals, the women among them sumptuously dressed. In a similar vein, Abigail Davis Goodell informed her sister back in Boston that the Turkish governor joined “a crowd of 100 or more people” to watch as she and Ann Parker Bird disembarked at Beirut and then took up temporary lodgings with the English consul. Thereafter the company they kept included a highborn Arab woman who set off her elegant dress by sporting a turban encrusted with gold coins. Ann Judson, as usual, topped the rest by relating how the wife of Burma’s viceroy tried to cheer up the missionary couple after the death of their infant son with rides on an elephant outfitted with a howdah. Like that elephant ride, such stories served as distractions from the grim realities of deprivation, sickness, and death that stalked most men, women, and children in the mission field.

			
			What all accounts of missionary wives emphasized was the wonder and excitement of exploring the wider world. Just as Harriet Newell professed to have the time of her life floating along the Ganges, Elizabeth Shaw Nichols, en route to India, declared that Ceylon had rightfully been dubbed “the paradise of the Indies,” being “the most beautiful landscape I ever saw”—or it was until her ship approached Bombay’s harbor, which held twice the number of ships in Boston’s and excelled “in beauty any thing I ever saw.” As for Abigail Davis Goodell, when the vessel bearing her into Beirut “could proceed no farther” toward the shore, she and Ann Parker Bird “were taken up by half naked Arabs…and carried to dry land.” The message of such accounts was that stay-at-homes were missing out. Evangelical editors who carefully shaped these accounts before they went to press aimed to arouse curiosity and even to invite envy among their readers. They enjoyed an especially receptive audience among young women like Martha Parker whose academy educations had already directed their fancy to geography’s charms.

			
			Whether for the trials they suffered or the perks they enjoyed, some women in the mission field attained fame. In fact, foreign missions offered one of the few avenues to celebrity open to a respectable woman at any time during the nineteenth century. To be sure, most who undertook that work, whether married or single, labored in obscurity. But even by the 1820s as Martha Parker came of age, two of them—Harriet Newell and Ann Judson—had not only won international renown but also enjoyed even greater acclaim among evangelicals than did most of their male counterparts. When a Vermont teenager lay dying in 1818, she spoke of her hopes for meeting Harriet—known to her only from Woods’s memoir—in heaven. Another fan of that book, Rufus Anderson, a Bradford Academy alumnus, spent some of his time at Bowdoin College fantasizing about marrying one of Harriet’s younger sisters and joining an American mission in India. (“If she be like her sister, God grant she may be mine.”)

			Missionary heroines found their way into their readers’ imaginations because the religious press so effectively formatted their letters, reports from the field, and memoirs to resemble novels. Missionary chronicles abounded in tales of drama and romance, peril and courage, unfolding in exotic settings, and like novels they beckoned readers to imagine themselves as heroines having such adventures and inhabiting their own stories. The resemblance is a choice irony in view of the stout evangelical opposition to novels as frivolous and dangerous, particularly for their eager consumers among young women. It was exactly that readership, especially those in middling and elite families, who devoured the literature of women in missions, even as some also sneaked novels on the sly.

			For at least one missionary wife, Ann Judson, that fame translated into real power within evangelical circles. Leaving her husband behind in Burma on the trip that brought her back to Bradford Academy, she stopped in Britain long enough to impress a Baptist member of Parliament who introduced her to other moneyed and influential English evangelicals. Once in the United States, those connections opened doors for Ann among leading Baptist ministers and laymen, who solicited her suggestions about expanding their denomination’s missionary outreach and formed “Judson Societies” to fund that expansion. Savvy about enlisting the press to enhance her authority within those all-male church councils, she also produced an account of the Burmese mission that made her its public face in both America and England. Had there been a guide explaining how missionary women could leverage their status to wield power within the churches, Ann Judson would have written it.

			
			Not every evangelical believer in the early republic coveted her fame and influence. And some of the devout, female and male alike, disdained women who exercised authority beyond their households or who drew undue attention to themselves in any way. Those were the voices that filled Martha Parker’s ears when she professed her mistrust of, even discomfort with, the admiration of others. Yet young women and men from her background also received no shortage of conflicting messages about ambition and achievement, with some of the most powerful, paradoxically, emanating from the evangelical movement itself. Even as sermons and the religious press celebrated missionaries as exemplars of self-denial, no one paying attention could have missed noticing that some of those paragons enjoyed the good life and glory in the here and now. Lucky young folks like Martha who attended academies had the opportunity to become even more confused, because such institutions accustomed women as well as men to compete for public notice and applause. “Exhibitions” staged at the end of every term called on students to deliver orations or compositions and to perform in dialogues or plays for an audience of relatives, trustees, and townspeople. Standing out, garnering praise, even striving to influence public opinion, became goals to attain rather than temptations to shun.

			

			[image: ]

			Ambition allured all the more because early-nineteenth-century New England offered so little to most young women, even those with some formal education like the Parker sisters. Parents of meager or even ordinary means expected that their grown daughters, at least until marriage, would contribute to family income, whether through working on farms or earning wages in textile mills or teaching in the common schools. For Martha Parker and her two elder sisters, that obligation became all the more pressing because of their father’s early death. Sometime during the first decade of the nineteenth century, Captain William Parker—the honorific signifying his service in the militia—had moved his young family up the Merrimack River from the town of Bradford in Essex County, Massachusetts, to settle fresh acreage in a crossroads carved from the forest several miles west of Concord. There in Dunbarton he established a profitable grain farm and a tannery on more than two hundred acres of land, operations that yielded a respectable estate by the time of his death in 1815. But he was then in his mid-forties, leaving behind eight children, the eldest fifteen years old.

			Fortunately, his widow knew how to shift for herself. Martha Tenney Parker maintained the family farm with the help of growing sons and at least one hired man, and she supplemented that income by taking in boarders. She also called on family and friends back in Bradford to help look after her three eldest daughters, possibly even to house them, as they acquired enough education at the town’s academy to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
				[image: ]

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
				[image: ]

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9780525655589_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Christine Leigh Heyrman


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Dramatis Personae


						Introduction


						Chapter One: The World Before Her


						Chapter Two: The Redeemer’s Children


						Chapter Three: Patriarchs Under Pressure


						Chapter Four: Satisfaction


						Chapter Five: A Coquette?


						Chapter Six: You Belong to Me


						Chapter Seven: Like a Virgin


						Chapter Eight: The Butterfly


						Chapter Nine: The Sorcerer’s Apprentice


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						b


						iii


						iv


						v


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9780525655589_cover.jpg
Doomed
omance

BROKEN HEARTS;
LOST SOULS,
AND SEXUAL TUMULT IN _
NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICA

Christine Leigh Heyrman

Winner of the Bancroft Prize and the Francis Parkman Prize





OEBPS/images/Heyr_9780525655589_epub3_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Heyr_9780525655589_epub3_002_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/001_Heyr_9780525655572_all_art_r2.jpg
rquivoery
7o 7

Ll
Axva M BULLARD

Bt Sk 15, 1736





OEBPS/images/002_Heyr_9780525655572_all_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780525655589_title_page.jpg
DOOMED ROMANCE

Broken Hearts, Lost Souls,
and Sexual Tumult
in Nineteenth-Century America

1S QK

CHRISTINE LEIGH HEYRMAN

ALFRED A. KNOPF NEW YORK 2021





