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To my own Founding Mothers:

The women in my family, particularly my mother, who told the stories we call history.

And, especially, to the religious of the Society of the Sacred Heart, the RSCJs, who take girls seriouslya radical notion in the 1950s.
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First a word about what this book is and what it is not. This is a book of storiesstories of the women who influenced the Founding Fathers. It is not a disquisition on eighteenth-century life. These are by definition elite women. There are many other women of the time whose lives were much harder than the ones described here, but the Founding Fathers werent listening to them. It is also not an examination of the writings of the Founding Mothers, which can be difficult to read. To make it easier, I have modernized and corrected the spelling and punctuation in their letters.

When I decided to try to find the women who had the ears of the Founding Fathers, I knew I couldnt do it without the help of my friend Ann Charnley. (Shes told me to stop saying my old friend, but thats the case.) Ann had provided yeoman work on my previous books, but this one was going to be a whole lot harder. So before I agreed to do it, I called to see if she was on board. Her response Be still, my heart tells you all you need to know about her commitment to the enterprise. Even so, neither one of us knew just how tough this research would turn out to be. Many of the women in these pages had the lack of grace to burn their letters, Martha Washington among them. Thomas Jefferson threw away all his correspondence with his wife. Abigail Adams kept telling John to destroy her delightful missives; fortunately, he had the good sense to ignore her. Even the letters that were saved are difficult to track down and to decipher. In many cases, the writings of the men have been transcribedthose of the women still available only in almost-impossible-to-read longhand on fading microfilm. Its required as much detective work as straightforward research to ferret out much of this information. Fortunately, some of these womens descendants understood their ancestors contributions to early America and wrote biographies based on their letters. And my heroine, Elizabeth Ellet, published her two-volume work The Women of the American Revolution in 1848 when there were still people alive who had heard the stories directly from the participants. (At least one woman of the Revolution, Betsey Hamilton, was living at the time of publication.) But even then she found it rough going: Inasmuch as political history says but littleand that vaguely and incidentallyof the women who bore their part in the Revolution, the materials for a work treating of them and their actions and sufferings, must be derived in great part from private sources. The only difference now is that some of those private letters have ended up in libraries and historical societies where, with a good deal of effort, they can be found. Ann Charnley, though often frustrated, managed to do that magnificently, finding new information right up until publication. Her triumphant hoot when she finally discovered some elusive document was worth the wait.

Along the way, Ann had helpers at many institutions:

At the Library of Congress, where my friend Jim Billington opened the door: Barbara Bair and Janice Ruth in the Manuscript Division; Sheridan Harvey in the Womens Studies Division.

At the Huntington Library, where the Collection of American Historical Manuscripts and Rare Books is truly remarkable: Romaine Ahlstrom, Susi Krasnoo, John Rhodemal, and Barbara Robertson. Paul Zall, the resident reader, was not only personally helpful, but his books provide wonderful sketches of several Founding Mothers, plus their letters.

At the University of Virginia: Holly C. Shulman, editor of the Papers of Dolley Payne Madison.

At the South Carolina Historical Society: Carey Lucas Nikonchuk, research consultant.

At the University of South Carolina, the South Carolinian Library: Sam Fore, manuscript specialist.

At the Mount Vernon Ladies Association: research specialist Mary V. Thompson.


At the Butler Library of Columbia University: Mary-Jo Kline, the John Jay Papers.

At the Massachusetts Historical Society: Celeste Walker and Ann Decker Cecere, associate editors of the Adams Papers.

At the Historical Society of Pennsylvania: Sharon Ann Holt.

At the John Jay Homestead Historical Site: Allan Weinreb.

The New York, New Jersey, and Virginia Historical Societies were also helpful, as was the New York Public Library. Elise Pinckney, editor of the South Carolina Historical Magazine, was a delight. Thanks to her and her cousin Pie Friendly who sent us to her.

Though many Founding Mothers have not been the subjects of full-scale biographies, some books about them for young readers have been published over the years. I assigned my own young reader, my niece, Abigail Roberts, to report on several of those books and she did a first-rate job. For a childs book on Mumbet, I asked my great-niece, Charlotte Davidsen, for a book report and she also came through in fine fashion.

Once I started writing, I realized that I would have to deal with footnotessomething I hadnt done since my long-ago college days. Annie Whitworth, who is much more than my assistant, took on that onerous task, along with many others. (As deadlines approached at Christmas time, I was correcting the footnotes surrounded by my four precious grandchildren, all under three at the time. So if there are mistakes, blame me, not Annie.) And my daughter, Rebecca Roberts, carved time out of her very busy life to serve as an enthusiastic and exacting editor. At William Morrow, my friend and editor, Claire Wachtel, has guided me through this book with great patience. Her assistant, Jennifer Pooley, is ever helpful. Jane Friedman, one of the great ladies in publishing, is a terrific cheerleader, as is Michael Morrison. Thanks too to Libby Jordan, Lisa Gallagher, and Kim Lewis. Diana DeBartlo has made sure the world knows this book exists. Barbara Levine found the portraits of the ladies and created the cover. Joyce Wong did a great job copyediting text and footnotes. In this enterprise, as in all my other ones, Bob Barnett served as lawyer extraordinaire.


A project as big as this one naturally takes time away from other work. I am thankful to my bureau chief at ABC News, Robin Sproul, and the executive producer of NPRs Morning Edition, Ellen McDonnell, for their understanding, encouragement, and friendship. Kim Roellig kept me from backsliding too much in my personal obligations.

After I had agreed to write this book I was diagnosed with breast cancer. The doctors and nurses at the National Institutes of Health, especially doctors Joanne Zujewski and Rosemary Altemas, plus surgeon Colette Magnant, have taken wonderful care of me both physically and spiritually. So have my many friends and relatives who saw me through a difficult year. Special thanks to Linda Wertheimer, Nina Totenberg, Kitty Roberts, Barbara Boggs, Courtney Kane, Eden Lipson, Millie Meyers, Gloria Borger, Linda Winslow, and Anne Davis. Finally, theres no way I can thank my husband enough. Not only was this book Steves idea, he has nurtured it and me every step of the way. His devotion knows no bounds. Along with taking over responsibility for our weekly newspaper column, he also took on many household chores. Most important, every day he makes me happy, and many days he brings me flowers.








Introduction



All of my childhood I heard the stories of my ancestor William Claiborne, who in 1790 went to work for Congress where he met the men we think of as the Founding Fathers. At their urging, Claiborne eventually ran for Congress himself, was seated at age twenty-three, though that was two years younger than the minimum age set by the Constitution, and, as the sole representative from Tennessee, was instrumental in breaking the electoral tie between Thomas Jefferson and Aaron Burr. The next month, in a straight political payoff, Jefferson named Claiborne governor of the Mississippi Territory. When Louisiana was purchased from France a couple of years later, Claiborne took title for America, becoming the first governor of the territory, then of the state. Eventually he was elected to the Senate but died not long after at the age of forty-two. The Claibornes have been active in Louisiana politics in every generation since Williams, most recently in the person of my mother, Corinne Lindy Claiborne Boggs, who served in Congress for seventeen years.

It was a story I loved to hear. It made me feel connected to the very beginnings of our government. But for me to feel truly connected, I needed to know something more. I needed to know what the women in his life were doing while Claiborne embarked on his many adventures. I know that he had three wives, and that the last one was a great political asset. Her French heritage helped him defeat a man of French extraction when he ran for governor. But thats all I know. I can pull up William Claibornes letters to James Madison and Thomas Jefferson online. Ive never seen anything written by a Claiborne woman before my grandfathers generation.


While the men were busy founding the nation, what were the women up to? Aside from Betsy Ross, I dont remember ever hearing about women as a child. (By the way, some of Rosss descendants still insist that she did in fact sew that first flag.) My courses in American history provided me with a glimpse of Martha Washingtons bravery at Valley Forge and gave a brief account of Dolley Madisons daring rescue of the portrait of George Washington as the British marched on the White House. When the modern feminist movement bloomed in the 1960s, women started passing around Abigail Adamss famous advice to John and his colleagues in Philadelphia to remember the ladies. That was about it.

Then my husband, Steven, and I wrote From This Day Forward, about our own marriage and others in American history. We included a chapter on John and Abigail Adamss partnership that opened my eyes to the key role his wife played in the political life of the second president. Not only did John turn to Abigail for information and counsel, she was the person who made it possible for him to do what he did. While he was off in Philadelphia thinking great thoughts, she kept his farm and law business going, coped with the shortages of goods and food caused by war, and cared for the children and the old people, all the while fending off British soldiers. Johns advice when Abigail wrote describing the British preparations for war? If it got really dangerous, fly to the woods with our children. Thank you very much. She must have wanted to throttle him.

As I read through the letters of John and Abigail Adams and became more and more fascinated with her life, I grew curious about the other women who had the ears of the Founding Fathers. These women lived through extraordinary times and must, it seemed to me, have extraordinary tales to tell. Now I know they do. Its safe to say that most of the men who wrote the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, fought the Revolution, and formed the government couldnt have done it without the women. And it was the women who, by insisting that the men come together for civilized conversations in the early Washington dinner parties, helped keep the fragile new country from falling into fatal partisan discord. The women made the men behave.

Its not easy to track down these stories. Though we thankfully seem to have every grocery list the Founding Fathers ever wrote, most of the women left no written traces. Fortunately, some of them, like Sarah Livingston Jay, sent letters home from travel abroad on their husbands diplomatic missions. And Eliza Pinckney, the mother of two Founders, was left in charge of three plantations in South Carolina at the tender age of sixteen and wrote to her father to keep him apprised of the business. Among her many accomplishments was the successful cultivation of indigo in South Carolina, which provided a source of income to the Mother Country that one historian of the era judged more important than the silver mines of Peru or Mexico to Spain. When Eliza Pinckney died, George Washington insisted on acting as a pallbearer at her funeral.

As the mother of Founders, Eliza takes us back to the time before the Revolution, to the early 1700s. Her contemporary in the North was the long-suffering Deborah Read Franklin, Bens wife. While he charmed Europe with his wit and wisdom, her management of the postal service and real estate ventures back in Philadelphia provided him with the money to enjoy the Old World capitals. It was left to Deborah to wield her gun, protecting the Franklin house against an angry mob convinced that her husband had sold out on the Stamp Act. Benjamin Franklin essentially abandoned his wife for sixteen of the last seventeen years of their marriage, returning to America only when it became clear that he had to take over the business because, as he wrote to a friend, my wife in whose hands I had left the care of my affairs died. All heart, that Ben.

Then there is the wareight years of war! There Martha Washington shone as the great heroine, especially to George. First, there was her money, or her late husbands money. The Widow Custis was well fixed indeed, and she came through for George over and over again, particularly during the dreadful winter at Valley Forge, when soldiers were deserting in the droves. She cajoled the troops, nursed their wounds, sewed them clothes, and kept them from decamping. She also protected the very attractive George from scandal, as he was prone to indiscretions like dancing the night away with Catharine Greene, the wife of his fellow general Nathanael Greene.

Its possible, though, that the real heroine of that winter was the notorious Betsey Loring. She kept the British general Sir William Howe lustily occupied in Philadelphia when he could have marched on Valley Forge and wiped out the bedraggled Continental army. Their affair was so notorious that it became the subject of popular doggerels like:


Awake, awake, Sir Billy,

Theres forage in the plain.

Ah, leave your little Filly,

And open the campaign.



And


Sir William he, snug as a flea,

Lay all this time a-snoring,

Nor dreamed of harm as he lay warm

In bed with Mrs. Lg.



It would be nice to think that Mrs. Loring acted out of patriotism, but in fact she sold her favors in exchange for a lucrative position for her husband with the British army.

Managing through the war proved a daunting task for all but the most stalwart of women. Take the case of Mercy Otis Warren. Her husband, James, was active in Massachusetts politics and friends with John Adams and the other Massachusetts delegates to the Continental Congresses. Had his wife been able to hold down the home front, he would have joined the band of brothers in Philadelphia as they struggled with independence and then government. But if he had, the Warrens would have gone bankrupt. Mercy might not have been a businesswoman, but as a writer and a thinker, she became one of the great philosophers of independence. Her plays, poems, and articles, urged on by John and Samuel Adams, spurred revolutionary sentiment. In her private writings she mused about the place of women and whether it was appropriate for them to venture, as she did, beyond the domestic sphere.

In fact, women ventured into all kinds of spheres. They went with soldiers to camp. They served as spies. They organized boycotts of British goods. They raised money for the troops. They petitioned the government. As the Daughters of Liberty, they formed a formidable force. They defended their homesteads alone as their husbands hid out, marked men with a price on their heads. The generals on both sides of the Revolutionary War marveled at the strength of the women. George Washington wrote to poet Annis Stockton, You ladies are in the number of the best Patriots America can boast. The British general Lord Cornwallis paid an even greater tribute: We may destroy all the men in America, and we shall still have all we can do to defeat the women. And all the while the women were bearing and burying and rearing children.

Then the war was finally over, and there was a country to raise. Martha Washingtons special grace was called on once again to choreograph the odd job of first ladyfinding a balance that was open and democratic enough to reflect revolutionary principles, but formal and regal enough to win the respect of needed European allies. Other women, like Catharine Greene, whose husband the general died soon after the war, had to make their way in the world. She did it by helping Eli Whitney invent the cotton gin.

When I first started learning about the women who influenced the Founding Fathers, I thought they might represent a unique generation, in the way we have always been told that the men of the era were unique. After all, they lived at a timedeclaring independence and fighting a war for it, crafting a constitution, forming a new governmentthat will never be repeated. John Quincy Adams subscribed to the thesis that his mothers generation was unique when he complained to her that there were no modern women like her. Abigail, God love her, shot back that women might act frivolous and flighty, but only because men wanted them to.

But as I got to know these women, reading their letters and their recipes (Ive decided not to dress a whole head of cow, but Harty Choke Pie is delicious), I came to the conclusion that theres nothing unique about them. They didwith great hardship, courage, pluck, prayerfulness, sadness, joy, energy, and humorwhat women do. They put one foot in front of the other in remarkable circumstances. They carried on. They truly are our Founding Mothers.










CHAPTER ONE

Before 1775: The Road to Revolution
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DEBORAH READ FRANKLIN
 Portrait by Benjamin Wilson ca. 17581759
 Permission to reprint from The American Philosophical Society Library

Stirrings of Discontent

When you hear of a family with two brothers who fought heroically in the Revolutionary War, served their state in high office, and emerged as key figures in the new American nation, dont you immediately think, They must have had a remarkable mother? And so Charles Cotesworth Pinckney and Thomas Pinckney did. Today Eliza Lucas Pinckney would be the subject of talk-show gabfests and made-for-TV movies, a child prodigy turned into a celebrity. In the eighteenth century she was seen as just a considerate young woman performing her duty, with maybe a bit too much brainpower for her own good.

George Lucas brought his English wife and daughters to South Carolina in 1734 to claim three plantations left to him by his father. Before long, however, Lucas left for Antigua to rejoin his regiment in fighting the war against Spain, leaving his sixteen-year-old daughter in charge of all the properties, plus her ailing mother and toddler sister. (The Lucas sons were at school in England.) Can you imagine a sixteen-year-old girl today being handed those responsibilities? Eliza Lucas willingly took them on. Because she reported to her father on her management decisions and developed the habit of copying her letters, Elizas writings are some of the few from colonial women that have survived.

The South Carolina Low Country, where Eliza was left to fend for the family, was known for its abundance of rice and mosquitoes. Rice supported the plantation owners and their hundreds of slaves; mosquitoes sent the owners into Charleston (then Charles Town) for summer months of social activities. Though Wappoo Plantation, the Lucas home, was only six miles from the city by water, seventeen by land, Eliza was far too busy, and far too interested in her agricultural experiments, to enjoy the luxuries of the city during the planting months.

The decision about where to live was entirely hers (again, can you imagine leaving that kind of decision to a sixteen-year-old?), as Eliza wrote to a friend in England in 1740: My Papa and Mamas great indulgence to me leaves it to me to choose our place of residence either in town or country. She went on to describe her arduous life: I have the business of three plantations to transact, which requires much writing and more business and fatigue of other sorts than you can imagine. But least you should imagine it too burdensome to a girl at my early time of life, give me leave to answer you: I assure you I think myself happy that I can be useful to so good a father, and by rising very early I find I can go through much business. And she did. Not only did she oversee the planting and harvesting of the crops on the plantations, but she also taught her sister and some of the slave children, pursued her own intellectual education in French and English, and even took to lawyering to help poor neighbors. Eliza seemed to know that her legal activities were a bit over the line, as she told a friend: If you will not laugh immoderately at me Ill trust you with a secret. I have made two wills already. She then defended herself, explaining that shed studied carefully what was required in will making, adding: After all what can I do if a poor creature lies a dying and their family taken it into their head that I can serve them. I cant refuse; but when they are well and able to employ a lawyer, I always shall. The teenager had clearly made quite an impression in the Low Country.

The Lucases were land-rich but cash-poor, so Elizas father scouted out some wealthy prospects as husband material for his delightful daughter. The young woman was having none of it. Her fathers attempts to marry her off to a man who could help pay the mortgage were completely and charmingly rebuffed in a letter written when she was eighteen. As you propose Mr. L. to me, I am sorry I cant have sentiments favorable enough of him to take time to think on the subjectand beg leave to say to you that the riches of Peru and Chile if he had them put together could not purchase a sufficient esteem for him to make him my husband. So much for her fathers plan to bring some money into the family. She then dismissed another suggestion for a mate: I have so slight a knowledge of him I can form no judgment of him. Eliza insisted that a single life is my only choiceas I am yet but eighteen. Of course, many women her age were married, and few would have brushed off their fathers so emphatically, but the feisty Miss Lucas was, despite the workload, having too much fun to settle down with some rich old coot.

Eliza loved the vegetable world, as she put it, and experimented with different kinds of crops, always with a mind toward commerce. She was keenly aware that the only cash crop South Carolina exported to England was rice, and she was determined to find something else to bring currency into the colony and to make the plantations profitable. When she was nineteen, she wrote that she had planted a large fig orchard with design to dry and export them. She was always on the lookout for something that would grow well in the southern soil. Reading her Virgil, she was happily surprised to find herself instructed in agriculturefor I am persuaded though he wrote in and for Italy, it will in many instances suit Carolina.


By her own account, Eliza was always cooking up schemes. She wrote to her friend Mary Bartlett: I am making a large plantation of oaks which I look upon as my own property, whether my father gives me the land or not. In years to come the oaks would be, the young entrepreneur explained, more valuable than they are nowwhich you know they will be when we come to build fleets. She was anticipating a lumber trade for American ships! Marys uncle, Charles Pinckney, teased the teenager about her plots and plans, something Eliza acknowledged when she wrote to Mary about her oaks. Tell the little visionary, says your uncle, come to town and partake of some of the amusements suitable to her time of life. Pray tell himwhat he may now think whims and projects may turn out well by and by. Out of many surely one may hit.

The project she most counted on to hit, where she placed the most energy, was the growing of indigo. Through trial and, mostly, error, season after season she attempted to nurture the plants grown for the blue dye used throughout Europe for military uniforms. Determined to turn indigo into a cash crop, Elizas efforts seemed doomed to failure as the seeds froze in the ground and a dye-maker sent by her father tried to sabotage his female boss. But she persisted, somewhat to the amusement of her neighbors, and the admiration of her father. And she was righteventually her scheme did hit. But it took years.

Meanwhile, the lively young woman was charming Charleston society. Though Charles Pinckney, a prominent South Carolina lawyer, joked about Elizas exploits, he and his wife clearly enjoyed her company. They often entertained her at their plantation, Belmont, where she worked her way through the extensive library, including, at Pinckneys suggestion, a study of John Locke (which would turn out to be significant later for her as America contemplated independence). An old biddy in the neighborhood, convinced that the industrious Eliza would never land a husband, threatened, the girl confessed, to throw a volume of my Plutarchs Lives into the fire the other day. (Some things never changethose older women worrying that the younger ones might be too serious for a man have been around forever.) Threats notwithstanding, the letters show a young woman who read everything she could get her hands on, including political news, which she passed on to her father, George Lucas, in Antigua; he was sometimes out of touch, leaving Eliza to her own devices for the better part of a year.

The political news was mostly of Englands war with Spain and the problems the colony faced as a consequence. Since no ships were arriving from the Mother Country, Eliza could only assume it was an embargo on shipping (it was) that was greatly interfering with her business. It frustrated her that she couldnt elicit her fathers views before she bought another plantation. Irritated with the inconveniences of war, she wished all the men were as great cowards as myself, it would make them more peaceably inclined. With war, George Lucas rose in the ranks of the military and was soon awarded a post as lieutenant royal governor of Antigua. Realizing that he would never live in Carolina again, at the end of 1743 he dispatched his oldest son, George Lucas the younger, to fetch his mother and sisters and bring them back to Antigua. Eliza was horrified. She loved her life and her friends in Carolina, and her indigo project was on the verge of real success.

The indigo experiment would have discouraged a less determined soul than the teenage girl. But Eliza persisted in planting the crop and trying to turn it into dye despite ridicule from the neighbors, who were all experienced planters and certainly knew better. When she finally succeeded in harvesting a sizable number of plants, Eliza distributed the seeds among the other planters so that everyone could participate in the plan to make South Carolina a source of important and expensive exports to the Mother Country. The young entrepreneur then managed to jettison the perfidious dye-maker sent by her father and hired his brother, who shipped some of the dye to England in 1744. If it is as I hope we shall have a bounty from home, Eliza wrote her father, expecting in a few years to supply England with a manufacture for which she has so great a demand and which she is now supplied from the French Colonies and many thousand pounds per annum thereby lost to the nation. The experiment would succeed, she knew, if the matter were applied to in earnest.


That same year, not long before the Lucas family was set to return to Antigua, Elizas friend and protector, Mrs. Pinckney, died. Though the young woman seems to have been truly saddened, it was a death that worked out well for her. It didnt take Charles Pinckney long to realize that having lost his wife, he didnt want to lose the spirited young Eliza as well. (Think Pygmalion, or better yet, My Fair Ladythe first names even the same.) A few months after his wifes death, Charles proposed to Eliza and saved her from returning to Antigua. He was forty-five, she was twenty-two, and though it was certainly convenient, it was also a love match. Her father had no dowry to offer except his daughters own indigo crop. George Lucas must have worried that the young woman he had trusted to run his affairs would now try to run her husbands, that he had created a monster. We dont have George Lucass letter of concern, but we do have his daughters reply: I am well assured the acting out of my proper province and invading his, would be an inexcusable breach of prudence. Fortunately for Eliza, Pinckney, a man of means and speaker of the South Carolina Assembly, showed no desire to force her to retreat to her proper province, and though he made it clear that no dowry was necessary, he seemed readily to accept the indigo project along with his bride.

And finally Elizas scheme paid off. By 1747 there was enough indigo to ship to England as a substantial export. The Mother Country responded by paying a bounty to Carolina planters in an effort to cut out the French. Soon the dye became a source of considerable wealth for the colony, with the number of pounds shipped abroad increasing geometrically until the Revolution, when the annual export, according to a nineteenth-century biography of Eliza Pinckney, reached the enormous quantity of one million, one hundred and seven thousand, six hundred and sixty pounds! The biographer Harriott Ravenal, who was Elizas great-great-granddaughter, then adds, When will any New Woman do more for her country.

In the years right after her marriage, it wasnt just indigo Eliza produced, it was children as well. The first, Charles Cotesworth, came along in 1746. Then George Lucas was born in 1747 but died soon after, the same year that his namesake, Elizas father, was killed in battle. Then came Harriott in 1749 and Thomas in 1750. Motherhood brought a newfound sobriety to Eliza, who privately put aside a list of resolutions that give great insight into womens lives at the time. After declaring her resolve to honor God and obey His commands, she then promised not to regard the frowns of the world, but to keep a steady upright conduct before my God, and before man, doing my duty. Duty was the byword for all of these women, especially elite women like Eliza. She then pledged to practice certain virtues and avoid certain vices, adding, I am resolved not to be luxurious or extravagant in the management of my table and family on the one hand, nor niggardly and covetous, or too anxiously concerned about it on the other. Still practical that Eliza, who further resolved: To make a good wife to my dear husbandto make it my study to please him. I am resolved to make a good child to my mother. I am resolved to be a good mother to my children. I am resolved to make a good sister both to my own and my husbands brothers and sisters. I am resolved to make a good mistress to my servantsto make their lives as comfortable as I can. I am resolved to be a sincere and faithful friendand a universal lover of all mankind. There, in a pious nutshell, was her life.

Despite the rapid arrival of the babies and the success of the indigo, Eliza kept cooking up more schemes. Englands war with Spain, which didnt end until 1748, caused a constant disruption in shipping, as a result all kinds of supplies were hard to come by. The Pinckneys brought looms onto the plantations and set the servants to weaving cotton and wool for their clothes, but then Eliza decided to try her hand at silk as well. She diligently set about this project, as she had all the others, and soon created an assembly line. The slave children collected the mulberry leaves and fed them to the silkworms. Eliza and the adult women wound the threads from silkworm cocoons. The women produced enough raw silk that a few years later, when the family moved to England, Eliza commissioned three dresses; two she gave away (one of them to the Princess of Wales!), one she kept. Though no likeness of Eliza Lucas Pinckney exists anywhere, her silk dress is still intact and, more than 250 years later, goes on exhibit at museums throughout the country.

The Pinckneys move to England came as a result of a political disappointment. Charles Pinckney expected to be named chief justice of South Carolina, but Parliament gave the job to someone else. As a consolation, the Carolinians made Pinckney their agent in London, where he moved his family in 1753. For the first time in her adult life, Eliza was freed from strenuous work. Since her letter writing in that period is scant, its hard to tell how she felt about her newfound freedom. She did complain in one missive that the English played cards much too much. The family also seems to have been entertained by English society; one very long letter of Elizas describes in detail her visit with the Princess of Wales, which she sums up by saying it must seem pretty extraordinary to an American. An Americanshe was describing herself as a citizen of the collection of colonies in the New World, not yet a country, but in some sense an identity.

The Pinckney children were sent to school in England, as Eliza had been, and the family prepared to stay there until their education was complete, but news from America changed their plans. Yet another war had eruptedthis time the French, with their allies the Native American Indians, were trying to wrest land from the English settlers, and the Pinckney properties were in danger. In 1758 Eliza and Charles decided to go home for a couple of years, sell most of their estate, and invest it in a more secure though less improvable part of the world. In her view, England wasnt doing enough to protect Carolina. The politically savvy Mrs. Pinckney wrote angrily to a friend: Four years ago we left a fine and flourishing colony in profound peace, a colony so valuable to this nation that it would have been looked upon as absurd to have the least doubt of its being protected and taken care of in case of a war, though war then seemed a very distant contingency. And indeed I looked upon an estate there as secure as in England, and on some accounts more valuable. Since she had played a key role in making the estate and the colony itself so valuable, Elizas furor is understandable. But the real source of her anguish was the decision to leave the boys in England. She knew she wouldnt see them for two or three years, she worried that she might never see them again, given the dangers of the ocean voyage, the possibility of being captured, and the uncertainty about the hostilities at home. In fact, Eliza was not reunited with her little boys until they were grown men.

As it turns out, Eliza was right to worry. After ten long weeks at sea, she, Charles, and ten-year-old Harriott arrived in South Carolina, where Charles quickly contracted malaria and died. After fourteen years of marriage, at age thirty-six, Eliza was widowed, and devastated. I had as great an affection for him as ever filled the human heart; that, with his virtues and partiality to me, produced a union as great as ever existed between mortals. Her letters reveal that the only thing that kept her from sinking into a debilitating depression was the requirement that she work. She had to do the business Charles had intended to do. The separation from the boys was more painful than ever, but she had her duty to perform, and tis weak to complain.

The work turned out to be harder than expected. In the absence of the owners and the presence of bad overseers, the properties had been run into the ground, so Eliza set about correcting the situation, while keeping a wary eye on political developments, particularly the prospects of Indian attacks. Instead of worrying about the Cherokees, the coastal Carolinians would have done better to concern themselves with their own soldiers, who insisted on going on the attack in Indian Country. They came home with a Treaty of Peace and Friendship but also with a raging epidemic of smallpox. The Pinckney family had undergone the dangerous smallpox inoculation in England, putting Eliza in a position to run a little smallpox hospital, which did not contain more than fifteen patients. I lost only one.

Though concern about the French and Indian wars and complaints about inadequate defense from the Mother Country fill much of Elizas correspondence, she was also very much a mother in her letters. Her pain in telling the boys about their fathers death is wrenching. You have met with the greatest loss, my children, you could meet with upon earth! Your dear, dear father, the best and most valuable of parents, is no more. His affection for you was as great a sever was upon Earth! And you were good children and deserved it. I hope the almighty will enable me to do my duty in every instance by you, and that all my future life may be spent to do you good. She delighted in hearing from and about her sons, confiding in her friends in England that it is impossible to tell you how much I long to see them. And she was so proud of them! I am much pleased with their letters. Charles has long wrote well, but no body but my self will believe that Tomm wrote one of those signed with his name. The writing is so much beyond what they think a child of his age capable. In her letters to England, Eliza also begged for news, complaining that each friend assumed another had written a description of the new queen and of the coronation of George III. If, Madam, she scolded a friend, you have ever been witness to the impatience of the people of England about a hundred miles from London to be made acquainted with what passes there, you may guess a little at what our impatience is here. When someone finally told her about the new queen, Eliza concluded: On the whole I am a very loyal subject, and had my share of joy in your agreeable account of my sovereign and his consort.

But colonial attitudes about loyalty were beginning to change as the Mother Country tried the patience of Americans. Charles was moving on through school and into Oxford University as Parliament passed the Stamp Act in 1765, which, despite their long years in England, drew the same response from the Pinckney boys as it did from any red-blooded American. The law, which imposed a tax on playing cards, newspapers, books, almanacs, and legal documents, became a symbol of the absentee-landlord status of the British government over its American colonies. Taking up the cause of his fellow colonialists, young Thomas Pinckney earned the nickname The Little Rebel. Still, the Pinckneys stayed in England, where Charles was admitted to the bar. He finally came home in 1769, ten years after his parents had left London. By that time his sister, Harriott, who had been educated entirely by her mother, was married to Daniel Horry and had a baby. And since the end of the French and Indian War in 1763, South Carolina was prospering.

The commerce between England and the colony was steady, and the communication regular. But as Eliza Pinckneys descendant wrote a little more than a century later, There are, however, principles and rights and sense of wrongs which stir mens hearts and break old bonds, even when the pocket is untouched and the attachment strong. The taxation without representation argument was taking hold. In solidarity with their fellow colonists in the North, Carolinians staged a Tea Party, dumping their taxed tea into the Cooper River. It was 1774, and the stage was set for revolution. Key players in the move to independence and the war that followed would be Charles Cotesworth Pinckney and Thomas Pinckney. Playing important roles on the home front would be their mother and sister, Eliza Lucas Pinckney and Harriott Pinckney Horry.

Everyday Life for Colonial Women

Clearly Eliza Pinckney would have been an exceptional person in any era, but for her to do what she did in eighteenth-century America, given attitudes about women, was truly remarkable. Still, its important to keep in mind that she couldnt have accomplished what she did without the work of the many slaves who planted and picked her rice and mulberries and indigo, maintained her households, and provided her meals. As with most southerners of her time, theres no evidence that she had any compunctions about the institution of slavery. The most we hear about the subject from Eliza is of her determination to teach slave children to read and write. Its likely that the smallpox hospital she ran was for slaves as well.

Eliza possessed money, education, and the confidence of first her father and then her husband. And because she was single or widowed most of her life, her legal rights were considerably greater than those of married women. She also carried far fewer babies than most and lost only one. All of those advantages set her apart from the vast majority of colonial women. Though the cities on the eastern seaboard, with their shops and conveniences, were growing, most women still lived on farms and produced everything they used. As towns sprouted up, women started specializingone doing the soap making, another the cheese and butter churning, another the weaving. They bartered with each other for goods and services, creating an off-the-books economy entirely run by women.

When I told friends that I was writing this book, I was often asked about womens literacy. What kind of an education did they have? The answer is, it varied. Eliza seems to have been unusual in that she was sent to school in England and encouraged to continue with her education throughout her life. But almost all of the women who mothered and married the Founders were of the wealthier classes, and even if they had no formal education, they did know how to read and write, and many of them, like Abigail Adams, read extensively, though they never went to school. Abigail never got over the injustice of excluding girls from proper schools, and she advocated vociferously for womens education. John Adams showed how truly thickheaded he could be when he wrote from Paris to his wife running his business and raising his children back in Braintree, Massachusetts. I admire the ladies here, he oh so sensitively said. Dont be jealous. They are handsome and very well educated. Their accomplishments are exceedingly brilliant. Abigail had a ready reply: I regret the trifling narrow contracted education of females in my own country. You need not be told how much female education is neglected, nor how fashionable it has been to ridicule female learning. I suspect he needed not be told because she had told him again and again.

Though many of the marriages of the Founders, like that of Abigail and John Adams, were true partnerships, the women had no legal rights. Under a system called couverture, their husbands essentially owned women. They had some rights to inheritance, either to the property they brought into a marriage or to a portion of their husbands property, but in the context of the marriage itself they owned nothing, not even their own jewelry. Some colonies allowed for divorce, but since it wasnt legal in England, the subject became another bone of contention between the Mother Country and her colonies. Catharine Littlefield Greene, the widow of Revolutionary War hero Nathanael Greene, caused quite a scandal by living with a man not her husband. Her old friend President Washington (remember, he once danced with Kitty for three hours straight during the war) advised her to marry when she and her gentleman friend came to visit. Kitty was petitioning Congress for repayment of her husbands payouts to clothe his soldiers, and Washington thought her sinful state was causing resistance to the Widow Greenes cause. But Kitty Greene had legal reasons to resist pressure to marry: she wanted to control her property.

The rambunctious, flirtatious, and, eventually, highly competent Kitty Greene gives us insight into another everyday phenomenon of womens lives at the timethey were constantly pregnant, nursing, and tending babies through illnesses that often ended in death. A woman could expect to have a baby about every two years for as long as she was fertile. It was not at all uncommon for a mother to have children the ages of her grandchildren and to sometimes serve as a wet nurse for her daughter. That is, if a mother lived long enough to see her daughters children. Many died in childbirth before they ever met a grandchild. For white women who lived, having five to seven living children was the norm, out of five to ten pregnancies. (On plantations, slaves often nursed the babies. In cities there was a thriving wet-nurse business.) Pioneer Women of America, a book with barebones facts about the wives of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, is strikingly depressing in its catalog of the births and deaths of the Founders babies and their mothers.

During the Revolutionary War, while Nathanael Greene was battling the British, Kitty at first stayed home in Rhode Island with her in-laws. She hated it. She took to leaving her children behind and heading with her husband to camp, where she was a popular figure with the troops as well as the generals. But after a couple of winters with the army, she faced a true dilemmato stay home was to be bored and unhappy, but to go with her husband was to invite, in fact expect, another pregnancy. She opted for camp, much to the delight of the soldiers at Valley Forge and the relief of General Washington, who believed she was good for morale. But Kitty Greene did end up pregnant again. And in later life it was she who would be responsible for the five surviving children.

Despite their lack of legal rights, many pre-Revolutionary women still ruled the roost. There was an elaborate view of spheres. The men were in the world, while a womans place was the house, the domestic sphere. But reading the lives of these couples brings to mind the old joke: The husband says to the wife, You can handle the small things like where we live and where the children go to school, Ill handle the big things like whether we should recognize Red China. For the women in this book, however, thats exactly what was happening. The men handled relations with Englanddeciding whether to declare independence and what kind of government should be formed; the women handled pretty much everything else. Thats not to say that these women were unaware of the sphere outside of their homes, quite the contrary. Their letters and diaries are filled with political observations and, in the case of Abigail Adams, instructions. Newspapers and magazines of the day kept women as well as men up to date on the news, as well as the fashions, both at home and in England. Visitors from Europe were amazed to see how stylishly their colonial cousins dressed. Given the difficulty of sea voyages, its astonishing how much commerce and conversation passed between the two sides of the ocean. When Oliver Goldsmiths She Stoops to Conquer opened in London in 1773, it was only a matter of a couple of months before it opened in New York as well.

Theater was popular in New York but banned in Boston. New Yorkers in fact had already performed a show benefiting New York Hospital in 1773, setting the stage for the glitzy benefit performances of today. But Mercy Otis Warren, living in Massachusetts, had probably never seen an actual performance on the stage when she wrote her popular plays. She and her friend Abigail Adams were likely, however, to have attended lecture daythe New England practice of going to church on a day in addition to the Sunday service to hear preaching and prayers. Those Puritan ways were foreign to southern women, who entertained incessantly with good food, drink, and dancing as a way to ward off the loneliness of isolated plantation life.

Everyday life for the women in this book depended on where they lived as much as on what their husbands were up to or how much money they had. All of them had household help with the huge amount of cooking, cleaning, and child-raising all women had to do. Many of them, including the northerners, owned slaves. Though the daunting daily duties of these women, including concocting medicines and caring for their servants, were similar regardless of where they lived, what they did in addition to the drudgery varied considerably. Eliza Pinckneys plantation living differed greatly from the life of the mother of another Founder, Aaron Burr. Esther Edwards Burrs participation in the religious phenomenon known as the Great Awakening would have been totally alien to Eliza, though she would probably have sympathized with Esther over the entertaining thrust on her as the wife of a minister who was also the president of Princeton University. Deborah Read Franklin, who ran her husbands many businesses in Philadelphia, would have had difficulty recognizing many of either Elizas or Esthers endeavors. Still, all of these women would have found familiarity in each others domestic sphere. They did what all women who went before them and came after them did when it came to raising children and running households, but they were assigned by history to play other roles as well.

A Solid Citizen

If you want to know why Aaron Burr ended up as the villain in the founding stories, let me introduce you to his family. His father, Aaron Burr, a Presbyterian minister and president of Princeton University, then called the College of New Jersey, died when his son was an infant. His mother, Esther Edwards Burr, daughter of the fiercely evangelical preacher Jonathan Edwards, died when Aaron was two. But she left behind something extremely rare for a colonial womana journal. Written as a series of letters to her friend Sarah Prince, Esther Burrs journal reveals an often depressed, almost always exhausted, young woman overwhelmed by her duties as a mother and ministers wife and eternally fearful for her immortal soul.

Jonathan Edwards presided over the Great Awakening, a spiritual movement similar to modern-day revivals. Though the Puritans had fled England in order to practice their beliefs, the generations that followed started slacking off in religious observance, in Edwardss view. The young people were drinking and carousing and doing heaven knows what else. Edwards and his allies railed at them that they were like spiders dangling by a thread over hell, and they better mend their ways. At his meetings, like Oral Roberts, he summoned people forth to be converted. After he had been at it a few years, Edwards wrote to a fellow minister, bragging about his accomplishments in the town of Northampton, Massachusetts. There has been a very great alteration among the youth of the town with respect to reveling, frolicking, profane and unclean conversation, and lewd songs. Instances of fornication have been very rare. There has also been a great alteration among both old and young with respect to tavern haunting. I suppose the town has been in no measure so free of vice in these respects for any long time together for this sixty years as it has been this nine years past.

Those were the years when Esther and her ten brothers and sisters were growing up. Because the Great Awakening came under attack from traditional religions, Edwards exerted a good deal of energy defending his movement. Apparently he could spend up to thirteen hours a day locked in his study, leaving his wife, Sarah, to tend to the books, the household, the parishioners, and, of course, the children. The evangelical movement encouraged women to speak about their conversions, and luckily for Jonathan, Sarah did. At first, she complained about her lot or took to her bed. Then she experienced a series of spiritual epiphanies, stopped fretting, and started testifying for the faith. The evangelical impulse to allow women and blacks a voice was one of the causes of contention with Anglicans and traditional Puritans. But it seems to be the reason Esther kept a journal, as a religious testament, though she had a good deal of trouble on that front.

Jonathan Edwards was eventually run out of Northampton, and settled in Stockbridge, Massachusetts. Without his official pastoral appointment, the family was hurting for money. The three oldest girls soon married, Esther among them. She was wooed and won by Aaron Burr, who traveled from New Jersey to Massachusetts to ask for the hand of the young woman he had met only once, when she was fourteen. (This seems to have been something of a family tradition: Jonathan started pursuing Sarah when she was thirteen, but she staved him off until she reached the ripe old age of seventeen.) After a courtship of a few days, which we can assume included no reveling or frolicking, Aaron returned to Newark, New Jersey. A couple of weeks later Esther and her mother joined him there, and causing quite a bit of gossip among friends and relatives, the Burrs were married. He was thirty-six, the well-established pastor of the First Presbyterian Church of Newark as well as president of the college; she was twenty and, despite her upbringing as a ministers daughter, not ready to take on the tasks of a ministers wife.

Because Esthers letters are to a friend, Sarah Prince, shes much freer with her feelings than Eliza was in her dispatches to her father. Esther gives us some sense of how women of the time felt about the constant childbearing, the loneliness in being cut off from female friends and family, and, always, the ever-present duty. She also provides us with news of the French and Indian War, commentaries on what she was reading (Richardsons romance novel Pamela was a favorite; Eliza Pinckney wrote about reading it as well), and gossipy glimpses of the people around her. (Billy Vance is going to be marrieddid you ever hear the like? Pray what can he do with a wife? He is more of a woman than of a man. Mr. Spencer is under petticoat government, that is certain.) But religion was the family business, and much of her writing is about religious mattersthe meetings she attended, the preachers she heard, and, especially, the ministers and their wives she was obliged to entertain.

The letters start in 1754, after Esther had been married a couple of years and when her first baby, Sally, was five months old. Sarah Prince had been to Newark for a long stay and, along with Esthers mother, presided over the birth of the baby. With her friend and mother gone and her husband often on the road fund-raising for the college (yes, even then college presidents had to pass the tin cup), she was profoundly lonely. All solitary! Our house seems so still. I am alone, almost afraid to step about the house for fear of making a disturbance. But more often, she was swamped. I write just when I can get time. My dear you must needs think I cant get much, for I have my Sally to tend and domestic affairs to see to, and company to wait on besides my sewing, so that I am really hurried. But Esther would try to write a little every day and then send off a packet of her entries with friends traveling to Boston. Sarah regularly wrote back, but those letters have been lost; references to what she had to say show up in her friends responses. So we hear only Esthers side of the relationship. But it was clearly a close one that seemed to grow closer as the time lengthened since the women had seen each other. Esther pleaded with Sarah to come visit (she never did) and to send love to all their other female friends, a group she referred to as the sisterhood.

Without any of those women or her mother and sisters around, Esther truly suffered. One entry after another begins with a sad sentiment: A degree of melancholy has seized me a few days past. I am of late very low spirited. Too gloomy to write. A strange gloom has possessed my mind for some weeks past. I did not write yesterday because I felt so dull. I felt like an old, dead horse. Compounding her depression was Esthers sense that she was failing in her religious duty. On one Sabbath eve: I am carnal, fleshly, worldly minded and devilish. Oh, how do I fall, greatly fall short of the rules, the golden rules, that Christ and his Apostles gave us, not only in words and letter, but in deeds and practice! Another Sabbath: A.M. Went to meeting. P.M. Stayed at home with Sally. There is duty at home as well as at the house of God. And on yet another: Oh, I long for a Sabbaths frame of mind. My heart I see is on the world and not on God.


It would have been pretty tough for Esthers mind to be anyplace else but the world with all the work she had to do. In one week in December 1754, successive entries document the burden: Dined eight ministers. Dined ten ministers. Company stays yet, the weather being very bad. At last the house is cleared of company. No sooner is the house emptied but filled again. Then there were her other duties: Spent A.M. in visiting some sick, and the poor prisoners that you know are very near to me. Plus there was the ironing, spinning, whitewashing, polishing, and child care, and she couldnt find any help. Often in colonial times a young girl from the couples own or another family would move in to apprentice in domesticity and help in the house. Even well-off families would send a daughter to live with a young family to learn the finer points of cooking and sewing and child-raising. Esther complained that there was no one in Newark to help: Our young women are all ladies and it is beneath them to go out. (She eventually imported twelve-year-old Sukey Shippen, daughter of a prominent Philadelphia doctor, as a student in housewifery.)

But it was not all gloom and doom. Esther dearly loved her husband and took delight in her little girl. She even enjoyed some of the company, and she certainly thought the married state was for the best. She pestered Sarah Prince to get married and teased her about her single status. This letter in January 1755 is typical: Miss Abigail is near to marrying, as is usual for all young people but Miss Prince. Pray what do you think everybody marries in or about winter for? Tis quite merry, isnt it? I really believe tis for fear of laying cold, and for the want of a bedfellow. Well, my advice to such is the same with the Apostle, LET THEM MARRYand you know the reason given by him, as well as I doTIS BETTER TO MARRY THAN TO. Various of Sarahs beaux were discussed, with code names assigned (one was the Jesuit!) so that anyone opening the mail wouldnt know for certain whom the young women so thoroughly dissected.

Fears about the mail being intercepted and opened were real given the unsettled state of the colonies. The French and Indian War was raging, causing Esther much concern for her parents, who lived in the frontier town of Stockbridge, Massachusetts, where her father served as a missionary to the large Indian population as well as preacher to the small white one. Keep in mind, the frontier was quite close to major cities, which huddled on the Atlantic seaboard. European settlers had chased the Indians off their land, so resentment understandably ran high, something the French were trying to use to their advantage in their ongoing war against England. Travelers bearing rumors didnt help calm Esthers concerns: A gentleman from Albany has been here today and brings the certain news that all the Indians in Stockbridge have left the place except two or three families. He said further that they had a mind to send for a neighboring tribe to assist them to kill all the people in Stockbridge. I am almost out of my wits! What will become of my dear father and his afflicted family! At least as terrifying as the Indians for this pious woman were the Catholic French. You cant conceive my dear friend what a tender mother undergoes for her children at such a day as this, to think of bringing up children to be dashed against the stones by our barbarous enemiesor which is worse, to be enslaved by them, and obliged to turn Papist. To her that was literally a fate worse than death.

Esther kept up with the war news and, like Eliza Pinckney, was furious that the colonies were so poorly protected. Especially vulnerable was her neighboring city. New York has but two guns that can be fired, she wrote in early 1755. They have been so neglected that they are rusty and got quite out of order, and more than that they have carried all their gun-powder to the French, and have not enough in the city to fire the guns above twice. Did you ever hear the like! Clearly, long before the coronation of George III, the Stamp Act, or the Tea Party, the British colonists were losing patience with the Mother Country over the crucial issue of security. The local assemblies werent ready to put up the cash for their own defense either; Esther sarcastically reported a couple of months later that the Assembly had voted 500 pounds in full, to help carry on the war. Our assembly have been in travail these several months, and we all in pain to have her delivered least she should die in the cause. But something is come at last. You my dear remember the mountain that travailed and brought forth a mouse. She was obviously up on the politics, and not happy about what she saw. Nothing discourages me so much about our public affairs as the growing divisions between the provinces. Our assembliesare extremely divided and set against their governors. And she didnt like what she was reading in the newspapers either: I conclude you have seen in the New York Mercury such a pack of horrid lies I suppose were never put together before in this country. Id love to know what they were.

News of the war found Esther rejoicing at the occasional British victories and, more often, despairing at defeats. With some relief she wrote her friend: We are at last enlisting men here, but not to send abroad. No to be sure, they are only for our own defense. This is much better than nothing. Esther implied that her interest in politics was not always welcomed: I am perplexed about our public affairs. The men say (though not Mr. Burr, he is not one of that sort) that women have no business to concern themselves about them but trust to those that know better and be content to be destroyed. If I was convinced that our great men did act as they really thought was for the glory of God and the good of the country it would go a great way to make me easy. Sounds like a voter interview today.

The wars main impact on Esthers personal life was to separate her from her family. For a long time she was afraid to visit them: I am not so certain about going to Stockbridge for the Indians have made their appearance near Stockbridge, and I dont like to be killed by the barbarous retches was her assessment in a July 1755 letter. Soon she must have realized she was pregnant and unable to travel, so it was more than a year later that she and little Aaron Burr, who was born in February, finally set off to see her folks. But they no sooner completed the arduous eight-day trip than Esthers mother decamped for Northampton, where another daughter was about to give birth. Even before her mother left, Esther found Stockbridge terrifying: Almost overcome with fear. Last night and Thursday night we had a watch at this fort and most of the Indians came to lodge here. Some thought that they heard the enemy last night. Oh how distressing to live in fear every minute. A few days later her mother went to preside over the childbirth. My Mother gone! It adds double gloom to everything. Esther stuck it out with her father in Stockbridge for another couple of weeks, then rushed home to her husband and daughter, never to see her mother again.

Now the mother of two little children herself, Esther found her already scarce time scarcer still. Soon after Aaron was born, she lamented: I have had company from early in the morn till late in the eve, and now I write with the son at the breast. When I had but one child my hands were tied, but now I am tied hand and foot. (How I shall get along when I have got half dozen or ten children I cant devise.) There was every reason for her to believe she would have a baby every couple of years, just like her mother, and she constantly carped about having no help, though the Burrs did own a slave named Harry. If Esthers cries sound much like those of a harassed young mother of any era, she also always had to worry about the childrens very survival. Over and over either her son or daughter was on the verge of death. Then there was the question of discipline. When Sally was not even a year old, her mother wrote that she had already been whipped once! When she has done anything that she suspects is wrong, will look with concern to see what Mama says, and if I only knit my brow she will cry till I smile, and although she is not quite ten months old. These children would learn young that they better behave!

At the end of 1756, the year Aaron was born, the College of New Jersey moved from Newark to Princeton. (Over the summer when Esther had gone to take a look at the magnificent new college building under construction, Nassau Hall, and the house being built for her family, she had to find someone to nurse the baby, but there was a ready supply of wet nurses for hire in Newark.) Once the Burrs moved, Esther was faced with even more entertaining as the ministers and trustees came to call. One week in May, when her sister was visiting, all the women in Princeton [came] to see me and my sister. Sundry ministers to dine and a whole room full to tea and three to lodge. A houseful to breakfast. A drove of women strangers to tea. An Army to breakfast. Among her guests, however, Esther finally made a female friend close to her own age, Annis Boudinot. An aspiring poet, Annis had recently moved with her parents to Princeton, where before long she married Richard Stockton, an eventual signer of the Declaration of Independence. Soon she became quite famous for her poetry, which was published in newspapers and journals. One of her early efforts, apparently dashed off as Annis was about to go home from visiting Esther, was an ode to the hostess. It begins:


Loveliest of women! Could I gain

Thy friendship, which I prize

Above the treasures of the main

Complete would be my joys.



The friendship was the cause of one of Esthers most memorable letters. I have had a smart combat with Mr. Ewing about our sexhe is a man of good parts and learning but has mean thoughts of women. He began the dispute in this manner. Speaking of Miss Boudinot I said she was a sociable friendly creature. But Mr. Ewing saysshe and the Stocktons are full of talk about friendship and society and such stuffand made up a mouth as if much disgustedI asked what he would have them talk aboutwhether he chose they should talk about fashions and dresshe said things that they understood. He did not think women knew what friendship was. They were hardly capable of anything so cool and rational as friendship(My tongue, you know, hangs pretty loose, thoughts crowded inso I sputtered away for dear life.) You may guess what a large field this speech opened for meI retorted several severe things upon him before he had time to speak again. He blushed and seemed confused. We carried on the dispute for an hourI talked him quite silent.

That delightful outburst of a newly confident young woman came in April 1757. The letters continued until September, but often they consisted of only a few dashed-off lines as Esthers days filled with caring for the children and the college. Her husband, Aaron, was working even harder and, without much warning, died three weeks after her last journal entry. Her father, Jonathan Edwards, was chosen to succeed Burr as president of the College of New Jersey. He arrived in Princeton in February 1758, in time for a smallpox epidemic. Their friend Doctor Shippen administered the dangerous inoculation against smallpox to both Edwards and Esther. The inoculation killed Edwards in March. A couple of weeks later Esther died too. She was twenty-six. Aaron Burr was barely two.

In her last letter to her dear friend Sarah Prince, Esther Burr described her nineteen-month-old baby: Aaron is a little dirty noisy boy, very different from Sally almost in every thing. He begins to talk a little, is very sly and mischievous. He has more sprightliness than Sally and most say he is handsomer, but not so good-tempered. He is very resolute and requires a good governor to bring him to terms. Who knows, if Esther Burr had lived, whether she could have brought Aaron to terms? Her own mother, Sarah, might have done so, but on her way to collect her grandchildren and bring them home to raise them, she completed the family tragedy by dying of dysentery in October 1758. The children went to live with their twenty-year-old uncle, Timothy Edwards. Aaron Burr grew up to be a brilliant but sly and mischievous man whose lack of a good governor almost changed the course of American history.

Philadelphia Business Woman

Benjamin Franklin has come down in history not only as a scientist and statesman but as something of a rogue, a fellow with more than just an eye for the ladies. Much has been made of his relationships with womena serious scholarly symposium exhaustively explored what Franklin thought of women in general, women in America, women in Europe, women friends, women family members. Theres a question left out of all of these studious inquiries: What about the women? What did they think? Of course, its almost impossible to answer that questionthe women didnt conveniently write autobiographies or reveal their attitudes through almanacs. But they did write letters, and since they were letters to a great man, some have actually survived. Plus, Franklin himself provides us with sketches of the women closest to him, though decidedly drawn from his point of view.

For instance, his first meeting with Deborah Read has become famous to followers of Franklin through his charming, probably apocryphal, telling of the runaway seventeen-year-old Boston boy stumbling down the street in Philadelphia with a roll under each arm and one in his mouth. He looked so silly, fifteen-year-old Deborah couldnt stifle a giggle. Franklin soon boarded in Deborahs mothers house and proceeded to woo the girl. Meanwhile, having cut out on his apprenticeship contract to his brother in Boston, Franklin found work as a printer in Philadelphia. The somewhat eccentric governor of the colony took the promising young man under his wing and proposed that Franklin go to England to buy a printing press, pledging to send letters of introduction to pave his way. The year was 1724, and that wasnt the only proposal on the table. Ben had asked Deborah to marry him. Her mother, wary of his prospects and aware of his travel plans, refused to allow the match until he returned. So, though Franklin left for England an engaged man, he soon forgot about the teenager in Philadelphia when there was a whole new continent to conquer. Deborahs mother, justifiably having no faith in the fianc, married her daughter off to a real neer-do-well, John Rogers. He spent her dowry, ran up debts, and took off for the West Indies, where he was rumored to have died. Unfortunately for Deborah, it was not a rumor that could be confirmed.

Having never received the letters of introduction promised by the governor necessary for buying the presses, but having had a very good time, Franklin returned to the printing shop in Philadelphia in 1726 and started looking for a wife. He tried for a couple of girls who would have brought along nice dowries, but they didnt bite. Then he saw Deborah again, suffering in solitude. Whether out of guilt or good sense, he took to wife Deborah, meaning that they couldnt legally marry because there was no proof that John Rogers was dead. But the marriage was accepted by allso much so that his mother-in-law moved in with them to a house on property left by her husband. Deborah had no dowry, but she brought a much heftier down payment to the union: she agreed to raise Franklins illegitimate son, William, as if he were her own child. (The mystery of Williams mother has fascinated historians for centuries, producing as many theories as there are biographers of Franklin.) By the time the couple started living together in 1730, Ben owned (or Ben and the bank owned) the print shop with its newspaper, the Philadelphia Gazette. He had also risen in the ranks of prominent men in town. Bringing on the diligent Deborah as a partner so greatly enhanced his prosperity that soon he paid off his debts. After she died, Ben reminisced, I always discovered that she knew what I did not know; and if something had escaped me, I could be certain that this was precisely what she had grasped.

That was after she died. He was not always so kind while Deborah was alive. But he did rely on her. Mrs. Read ran a sundry shop in the front of the house, Bens printing shop was in back, and Deborah helped in both, while raising William and taking in various other relatives who crowded the small Market Street home. Everyone contributed to the enterprise. The Boston Franklin family had a recipe for crown soap, Ben asked for a copy of it from home, and it became a best-seller. (The recipe survives. Lets just say it isnt something kids should try at home.) Since the Read family was well known in the neighborhood, their friends and acquaintances made for good customers. Over the years Deborah took on more duties, including helping run the postal service when Franklin was made postmaster for all the colonies. If Ben married her more out of guilt than passion, his writings show admiration for her: Frugality is an enriching virtue, a virtue I could never acquire in myself, but I was lucky enough to find it in a wife, who thereby became a fortune to me. At least he talked a good game.

What did she think as she kept the books and helped invest in real estate and expand the business into what were essentially print shop franchises up and down the Atlantic coast and back into the frontier? She probably took some pride in it, but she also was doing what women were expected to do. It would have been unseemly for her to retreat into domesticity when her husband needed her, and it probably never occurred to Deborah that she was doing double duty. Besides, she had too much to do to fret about it. A little boy, Frances Folger, was born two years after they were married, about the same time Franklin started publishing the highly popular Poor Richards Almanac. Franky delighted both of his parents, then broke their hearts when he died of smallpox at age four. It wasnt until seven years later that another child, Sarah, called Sally, was born.

The Franklins did so well in their businesses and real estate investments that Ben was able to retire at forty-two to devote himself to his two real lovesscientific experiments and public affairs. His inventions and discoveries made him famous, and he was called on constantly for public servicemeaning that Deborah was called on constantly to keep what was essentially a salon going in the household. She bragged about how speedily she could turn out buckwheat cakes for the unexpected masses. Who knows whether she enjoyed Bens ascendancy in political life? We do have a reaction, however, from another woman near to Franklin, his mother, Abiah Franklin. On October 14, 1751, she wrote, I am glad to hear that you are so well respected in your town for them to choose you alderman, although I dont know what it means nor what the better you will be of it besides the honor of it. In other words, nice that you have a fancy title, son, but what good is it? His younger sister, Jane Mecom, added a more gracious postscript: I rejoice with you and bless God for you in all your prosperity and doubt not that you will bring greater blessings to the world as he bestows upon you greater honors. Greater honors certainly came. Soon Franklin was lobbying for the Pennsylvania Assembly in London in a dispute with the colonys proprietors, and his long years of absence began.

That postscript was typical of Jane Franklin Mecom, the youngest of Bens sixteen siblings. She could be counted on for emotional support, he could be counted on for financial support, and the two corresponded for decades. Even so, there must have been times, when she wanted to kill him. For her wedding present, on January 6, 1726, he had thought about sending her a nice tea table, but instead, when I considered that the character of a good housewife was preferable to that of being only a pretty gentlewoman, I concluded to send you a spinning wheel. That was the equivalent of getting a toaster as an anniversary present. You also learn how hard Bens prominence must have been on his family when you read some of Janes letters. During his first tour in London for Pennsylvania, which started in 1757, an absurd rumor reached Boston that Franklin had been made a baronet and named governor of Pennsylvania. Jane wrote in horror to Deborah, Dear Sister, For so I must call you come what will and if I dont express myself proper you must excuse it seeing I have not been accustomed to pay my compliments to governor and baronets ladies. What a relief it must have been to learn that her brothers honors had not grown quite that great.

Deborah, meanwhile, was left to cope with everything and everybody at home, including the postal system, since it was still her husbands charge. When Lord Loudon, the commander of British forces in America, threatened action against a postal worker for a perceived slight, Deborah stood up to the nobleman, defending the man, who, like almost all of the people Franklin hired for postal jobs, was a relative. But she didnt stop thereonce she had the commanders attention, she had a few complaints of her own: I think I have been treated very unpolitely. I might say insulted in my own house by Sir John Sinclair, and another thing, the postal riders were taking too long in New York and blaming their delay on orders from the commander. Deborah had promised the merchants better mail service; her letter of January 9, 1758, continued: Since Mr. Franklin went abroad, I have given particular orders that no express on His Majestys Service be detained in the Post-Office above three hours, and if the post [rider] was not ready to set out, a man and horse have been hired immediately to carry it. This has been expensive and is likely to be more so, as the riders are detained. I therefore hope your Lordship will order the posts for the future to be regularly discharged from New York. Clearly no position of high command intimidated Deborah.

While she was at home fending off officious lords, Ben had taken up residence in London with Margaret Stevenson and her daughter Polly, who provided English equivalents of Deborah and Sally. Deborah had made it perfectly clear that she was not going to brave the Atlantic to be with Franklin for what she thought would be a short stay overseas. Bens good friend in London, William Strahan, troubled by the relationship with Margaret, wrote to Deborah urging her to make the trip and warning her that women would be after her oh so desirable and temptable husband. I think you should come over with all convenient speed to look after your interest, he argued. Can you imagine? Now Deborah had to add foxy females to her list of worries. But Strahans letter didnt budge hershe didnt want to go abroad, she wanted her husband to come home. Deborah supplied Ben with gossip and news but was intimidated when it came to public affairs. She would write a letter and then burn it. He must have at least subtly ridiculed her views for her to be so reticent about politics when she was so assertive about business. And he took the opportunity of his absence to instruct her that women should never meddle in politics except in endeavors to reconcile their husbands, brothers and friends who happen to be on contrary sides. If your sex can keep cool, you may be a means of cooling ours the sooner and restoring more speedily that social harmony among fellow citizens that is so desirable after long and bitter dissensions. There it iswomens role is to come in and calm down the men. His attitude was patronizing beyond belief, but in fact, as the dissensions in the colonies and then the new country grew, it became essential for women to play that civilizing role in order to hold everything together.

In 1760 Deborah reported that her mother had been killed in an awful kitchen fire. That, combined with the length of Bens absence, made her lonely and suspicious. She finally admitted that she was concerned about what shed heard about him and other women; he was noncommittal in his response. That might not be particularly surprisingwhy should he admit to anything at such a distance? But Franklins next move was out of the ordinary. The man we think of as such a great patriot considered relocating his family permanently to England. When Franklin finally left to go home after five years abroad, he told his friend Strahan that he expected to be back and I hope I can prevail with Mrs. F. to accompany me.

Not only would she not accompany him to London, but Deborah would not accompany Ben to New York once he returned to America. When he decided to do a grand tour of his postal empire, she opted to stay home. So Sally, who had become a young woman in his absence, went along with her father on what was something of a coming-out party for her. Though Franklin had proudly reported his daughters achievements to his mother when she was small, he never provided her with the same education he did his son and, later, his grandsons. It just wasnt expected for women. Sally seems to have enjoyed the trip; on it she made friends with a woman with whom her father sustained a decades-long flirtationCatharine Ray Greene. Franklin had first met Caty Ray several years before, when she was in her early twenties, and he was totally taken with her. She wrote him love letters, he answered by prudently singing the praises of his wife: If she has any faults I am so used to them that I dont perceive them. When he went to England, Caty wrote to Deborah for advice about her love life. The lively young woman married in due course a man who would become governor of Rhode Island, and she and Franklin wrote to each other regularly and affectionately for decades. But this stop in Rhode Island was the first time he had seen Caty in many years, and the visit gave Sally the opportunity to become friendly with her as well. Then it was on to Boston to sister Jane and a celebration of Sallys twentieth birthday.

When Sally and her father returned to Philadelphia, he embarked on two projectsconstruction of a new house on Market Street and a campaign for the Pennsylvania Assembly. In a rough race, Franklin finished thirteenth out of fourteen candidates for Philadelphias eight seats. It must have been a particularly harsh episode from Deborahs perspective. The newspapers and pamphlets of the time hinted at hanky-panky:


Franklin, though plagued with fumbling age

Needs nothing to excite him,

But is too ready to engage,

When younger arms invite him.



If Deborah thought his loss would keep her husband home, she was destined to be disappointed. His friends in the assembly chose him to represent them once again in London, this time to petition against proprietary government. Deborah again refused to go with him and refused to let Sally go either. Instead of enjoying her fathers position in England, poor Sally had to stay home and suffer the disadvantages of a politicians child. Your slightest indiscretion will be magnified into crime, in order the more sensibly to wound and afflict me, her father warned. It is therefore the more necessary for you to be extremely circumspect in all your behavior. What fun. After only a couple of years at home, Franklin set sail again in 1765, and though he told his long-suffering wife that he expected to be home by the end of summer, his sojourn lasted for more than a decade. She never saw him again.

Despite Deborahs insistence on staying home, she missed her husband terribly. After he had been gone a couple of months, she wrote in February 1765 that the town was celebrating a holiday by roasting an ox on the river, but as I partake of none of the diversions I stay at home and flatter myself that the next packet will bring me a letter from you. A couple of months later she still hadnt heard from him, though she had heard from other people that he had arrived in London safely. All these accounts are as pleasing as such things can be, but a letter would tell me how your poor arm was and how you were on your voyage, and how you are, and everything is with you.

As it happened, everything was better for him than it was for her. Not long after he arrived in London, Parliament passed the notorious Stamp Act. Bens daughter, Sally, wrote to him: The subject now is the Stamp Act, and nothing else is talked of. The Dutch talk of the Stamp tack, the Negroes of the tampin short everybody has something to say. Franklin should have listened to his daughter. Even though he had tried to dissuade the English from pursuing the tax on documents, newspapers, almanacs, and other items, he failed to calculate correctly how passionately people felt about the Stamp Act at home. Though Franklin opposed the measure, once it was passed he figured he had to deal with it and suggested a candidate for stamp collector in Philadelphia. When word of the appointment reached America, it incited an angry mob, which marched on his house, ready to raze it. Deborah, determined to protect both her family and her property, first sent her daughter off to stay with her half brother in New Jersey, then prepared to meet the mob. As Deborah recounted the event to her husband, Cousin Davenport came. Towards night I said he should fetch a gun or two as we had none. I sent to ask my brother to come and bring his gun also, so we made one room into a [fortress]. I ordered some sort of defense upstairs such as I could manage myself. I said, when I was advised to remove, that I was very sure you had done nothing to hurt anybody, I had not given offense to any person at all, nor would I be made uneasy by anybody, nor would I stir or show the least uneasinessbut if anyone came to disturb me, I would show a proper resentment. Resentment at the end of a gun barrel. She faced down the mob and saved her home. He at least had the good grace to say, I honor much the spirit and courage you showed.

When Jane Mecom heard the news, she dashed off a letter to Deborah. I am amazed beyond measure at what cousin Davenport tells me that your house was threatened, she wrote on June 25, 1767. When I think what you must have suffered at the time I pity you; but I think your indignation must have exceeded your fear. Jane knew her sister-in-law well. Bens London mission might have put Deborah in a precarious position, but it was working out well for Jane. She requested that her brother ask his lady friend, Margaret Stevenson, to pick out some nice English linens so she and her daughter could make flowers to sell for ladys heads and bosoms. The first shipment so pleased Jane that she wrote directly to Mrs. Stevenson asking for more and if any new fashion comes out of caps, or handkerchief, ruffles, aprons. Cloaks, hats, shades, [parasols?] or bonnets and you will be kind enough to send me patterns cut in paper with directions how to make them and how they are worn, she would be most grateful. Jane figured she could sell the new English fashions to our top ladies.

Franklin does seem to have occasionally sent elaborate presents home, but Deborah was much more excited by his letters than his gifts. I have been so happy as to receive several of your dear letters within these few days and to see a man that had seen you, Bens wife exulted in October 1765. He tells me you look well, which is next to seeing you. How am I pleased to read over and over againI call it a husbands love letter. But her pining for him didnt paralyze her. Deborah was wildly busy taking care of relatives from both families and managing the finances, and as the wife of a famous personage, she was expected to entertain prominent people who came to pay their respects. In January 1766, she proudly announced her purchase of real estate in Nova Scotia. So you see I am a real Land Jobber. I tell Sally this is for grandchildren. She seemed very well pleased at it, and thinks we shall have some in good time. I hope I have done as you would have me or as you would if you had been at home yourself.

Sally continued to report the political news. To her father she wrote: We have heard by a round-about way that the Stamp Act is repealed. The bells rung, we had bonfires and one house was illuminated. Indeed I never heard so much noise in my life; the very children seem distracted. To her half brother, William, she wrote: On Friday night there was a meeting of seven or eight hundred men at Hares Brew House, where Mr. Ross, mounted on a bag of grain, spoke to them a considerable time. William Franklins position as royal governor of New Jersey was making things tense for the family. A staunch loyalist to the Crown, William infuriated the nascent revolutionaries, which frightened his stepmother. When Sally went to visit her half brother in the spring of 1767, he was challenged to a duel while she was there. Deborah hesitated about telling Ben but worried that someone else would. Sally was very much scared and would not let her brother go without her. So you see this daughter of ours is a mere champion and thinks she is to take care of us. I long to see her back again as I could not live another day without her. Oh, that you were at home!

That spring Deborah desperately wanted her husband home. She had been left to oversee the construction of the new house, and she was sure he was going to criticize her for the decisions about what color to paint a room, or where to hang a picture. But most of all, she needed his advice about Sally, who had a serious suitor. I am obliged to be father and mother, Deborah complained. She explained that she treated the young man, Richard Bache, in a friendly fashion because if she did not, it would only drive her to see him somewhere else which would give me much uneasiness. I hope I act to your satisfaction. I do according to my best judgment. Franklin was far from pleased with the match: William had investigated Baches background and concluded that he was a fortune-hunter. Ben certainly wasnt ready, though, to rush home to play protective father. Instead, he told Deborah he left the matter to you and her brother. Then he dropped the bombshell that he wouldnt be there for the wedding, but I would not occasion a delay in her happiness if you thought the match was a proper one.

It was the worst of all possible decisions from Deborahs point of view. Her husband didnt straight out oppose the marriage, but it was clear he wasnt happy about it. And though he refused to trouble himself to show up for the wedding of his only daughter, he had plenty of penny-pinching suggestions: Do not make an expensive feasting wedding, but conduct everything with frugality and economy. I know very little of the gentleman or his character, nor can I at this distance. I hope his expectations are not great of any fortune to be had with our daughter before our death. Then there were more instructions about the house: Paint the wainscot a dead white; paper the walls blue, and tack the gilt border round just above the surbase and under the cornish. If the paper is not equally colored when pasted on, let it be brushed over again with the same color. He meanwhile was off to spend the summer in France, where he dined with the king and queen. Deborah was probably ready to tack the gilt around his head. She enlisted allies in support of Bache, including Jane Mecom and Margaret Stevenson, and Bache wrote to Franklin as well, explaining the reasons for his financial setbacks. Ben frostily replied, I have told you before that my estate is small, scarce a sufficiency for the support of me and my wife, who are growing old and cannot now bustle for a living as we have done.

Despite her fathers misgivings, Sally married Richard Bache in October 1767, and Philadelphia threw quite a party. According to one newspapers account, all the shipping in the harbor displayed their colors on this happy occasion. But Ben refused to be mollified. A couple of months after the wedding, on December 1, 1767, his sister Jane wrote: You are called to rejoice at the settling in marriage of your beloved daughter to a worthy gentleman who she loves and the only one that can make her happy. But Ben stuck to his guns: She has pleased herself and her mother, and I hope she will do well, but I think they should have seen some better prospect than they have, before they married, how the family was to be maintained. It took Richard Bache traveling to England to meet his father-in-law in person for Franklin to relent. He greeted Bache warmly, much to the relief of Sally and Deborah. That was the only way the two men would meet, because Franklin showed no signs of ever going home. For a while, Deborah kept up her good cheer, writing gossipy tidbits: Our Sukey Shippen [the same Sukey Shippen who helped Esther Burr] is married. It was a sort of runaway affair, although it is to a parson. Then she suffered a stroke and started to let him know how unhappy she was. It is very hard on me, now more than sixty years old, she complained in 1769. Then in 1770: How I long to see you, but I would not say one word that would give you one moments trouble. But after he had been away six years, she began to pressure him to come home. You thought it would be but seven months. I hope you will not stay longer than this fall. He paid absolutely no attention.


Another Benjamin Franklin did bring Deborah happiness in her last few years. Sally had a little boy she named for her father. Deborah called the baby Kingbird and lovingly recounted his escapades, then those of his little brother. None of it seems to have tempted Franklin to return to hearth and home. Instead, he wrote back about Margaret Stevensons grandchild. Eventually, old and sick and tired, Deborah had had it. She just stopped writing, telling her husband, Sally will write. I cant write anymore. I am your affectionate wife D Franklin. That was itshe had signed off.

His sister Jane did keep up her correspondence, with news of unrest in the colonies, which dismayed her. The whole conversation of this place turns upon politics and religious controversies, both managed with too much bitterness as you will see by the newspapers, if you give yourself the trouble to read them. But they will not infallibly inform you of the truth; for everything that any designing person has a mind to propagate is stuffed into them. So much for the press and the politicians! As the relationship between England and the colonies frayed, questions arose about just what Franklin was doing in London. Whose side was he on anyway? He wrote to Jane about reading a Boston paper that he was in royal favor, which he hotly denied. Far from having any promise of royal favor, I hear of nothing but royal and ministerial displeasure. And, he insisted, it would be in Americas interest for him to stay at least through the next spring. That was in the fall of 1774; he had been gone ten years and was ready to remain in London indefinitely. But he didnt stay through spring, because Deborah died in December. He had to go home to tend to all of the affairs she had managed for so long.

Franklin finally moved into the house Deborah built. Though his daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren provided company, he had the audacity to mourn the loss of his old and faithful companion, and I everyday become more sensible of the greatness of that loss that cannot now be repaired. Years later, when he was living in Paris, Ben wrote a story about a dream. He went to heaven to try to reclaim his wife, but Deborah wouldnt have him. I have been your good wifealmost half a century. Be content with that.
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