@ STUDYDADDY

Get Homework Help
From Expert Tutor



https://studydaddy.com/?utm_source=pdf

Daily Life in the Colonies:
Housekeeping, Children, and Sex

“MY BASON OF WATER FROZE ON THE HEARTH”

"“,'If the Salem witch-craft “victims” were faking their attacks, they had
e advantage of performing under the cover of half-darkness.
Almost everything that the colonists did indoors occurred in dim
“light, or flickering shadows. The houses in which the women spent so
aouch of their lives were generally extremely primitive—settlers in
parts of Pennsylvania actually lived in caves. There was little in the
Way of windows, and for a long time there was no window glass; the
“eolonists covered whatever small openings they made in the walls with
-oiled paper. Candles were expensive, and even at the beginning of the
ineteenth century, most houses had only one or two candlesticks.
‘What light there was generally came from the fireplace, although in
me parts of the country splinters of pine were used as minitorches.
Whatever the source of illumination, it was hard on the eyes. People
ho read by candle sometimes singed their books while trying to get
e page close enough to the light. During the day, women who
anted to sew worked next to the window—an uncomfortable loca-
on in the winter.

- During winter in the northern colonies, people must have felt cold
the time. Even the fireplace was limited help in a drafty, uninsulated
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house. To take advantage of the heat, you had to stand so close as to
risk incineration. Harriet Beecher Stowe described a New England
housewife “Standing with her back so near the blaze as to be uncom-
fortably warm” while her dishtowel was “freezing in her hand.” Anna
Green Winslow, a Revolutionary War—era schoolgirl, gave thanks in
her diary for living in a warm house, then added that “my bason of
water froze on the hearth with as good a fire as we could make in the
chimney.”
The fireplaces were huge—big enough to walk around in, and the
scene of perpetual hazard. Children fell into the flames, and embers
rolled out and burned down houses. What little furniture the houses
had was not designed for comfort. Feather beds, the closest thing the
colonists had to luxury, looked more appealing than they felt. They
were dreadfully uncomfortable in hot weather and so high that people
needed bed steps to get on top- “Night and morning were made fearful
to me by the prospect of having to climb up and down,” a Massachu-
setts woman recalled. Unless she managed to Jand right in the middle,
she added, “I passed my night in rolling down hill, or in vain efforts to
scramble up to the top, 10 avoid falling out on the floor.”

Women could live out their entire lives without ever feeling back
support. The churches, where they spent hours listening to sermons,
offered only benches. At home they sat on stools. There was at most
only one real chair in the average seventeenth-century American
home, and it was reserved for the head of the household; hence, the
word chairman. (When the clders of Boston started bearing down on
Anne Hutchinson, one of the things they noted with alarm was that in
meetings with both male and female followers, she was the one who
got the best seat.) Indoors was a spare and grim place, but the average
female settler wanted very much to be there. Recruiting pamphlets
always made it a point t0 claim that women in the American colonies
spent all their time at housework. In reality, few of the early farmers
could afford to pass up the chance to use their wives as field hands. But
it was what the Englishwoman wanted to hear; her goal was not t0
work side by side with her spouse, but to be in charge of her own

domestic establishment.
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Women didn’
o domeiliir; t ?hun outdoor labor because they feared the work.
; . uties were actually harder, with no downtime and 1
variety. Field tasks changed with the seasons—once the planti o
cllc;ne, the far}rlner k}r:ew he would never have to look at anofzhir;tzzgdv;as
eleven mont s The homemaker was trapped in an endless cycl of
Zzgk;:%; r(:fl;ayrz:rgS 1;5)1,1 a;uI:l 1thfen getting ready for the next meal.y“”l?h(::
day o fory year littej § ;: t my father’s house and come here, and
here have | . s ‘ut harde labour and sorrow,” wrote Mar
per, a housewife who lived on a farm in Long Island in th .
:Jerf;)treed::lj R‘evolllutionary War. Of all the American vszr;eiy:v?lrz
e o ::; 11; ;ez elcgiliirilstt}: c;ntury, Marylis unique in that she con-
sun d. sts were 2 stoic lot, experts at repressi
N Il)oergt;.r ];};rtol\vg;r:g 31.1 th,e1r woes into the lap of a hopefully Pl;ene\l:)%
y didn’t withhold. “O I am tired alm ”
was one of her favorite refrains. oo desh
In the s
" demon?irrlltiiztg (c)::rtlitury, even wealtby colonial women worked
~ were responsible for shelteerrirfov:}zls, e léading s
were responsible Jorshel g the rest of the community when Indi-
et eed o itors v}:re.re called “garrison crowds,” and they
ol e stay Masj iast their natur.al welcome. Elizabeth Salton-
e i e I,ndian c1 usetts, entertained sixty guests for months on
o e alerts of .1694. One of her sons, writing to a sis-
ege, reported gingerly that their family in Haverill was

“all Well in health, b
Co , but much thronged with Chi . )
\ dlscourages our taking a Journey thgithejvlt Children and Lice; which

“FOR
SHE HAS BEEN AND IS A GOOD WIFE TO ME”

The hou

charge, t}S;Z :;laiz fthe one.place where a colonial housewife could be in

fteme the foni exe:lutlve and z&rtisan of alittle factory producing the

besides e Ordi}; Zee hed to survive. Elizabeth Buffum Chace said that

solonial fron rar)cfl ousework and the care of fourteen children, her

) b i i rr; arliliother ?ng.aged in “candle making, soap ma];ing

e knitting and ' ng, spinning, weaving, dyeing and of course ali

g sewing and dressmaking and tailoring and probably
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nery of this large household.” The most

e making of cloth, and it was also one of
in America

the shoe making and the milli
time-consuming chore was th
the most critical. Early on, fabric was in such short supply
that there are records of court suits fought over a missing handker-
chief or a hole burned in a blanket. The colonists regarded the pro-
duction of new cloth as crucial to their survival, and in 1656, the New
England General Court ordered «411 hands not necessarily employed

on other occasions, as WOmen, Girles and Boyes” be required to spin
ks a year. This

three pounds of thread a week for at least thirty wee

was basically a tax on women, who must have felt the officials had

their nerve in presuming they were not employed.”
Colonial clothes were made from wool or flax. Tu

into linen thread was an excruciating process in which the stalks were

dried, combed, softened, cleaned, dried again, then “hroken” to sepa-
d, cleaned, and pounded again. The little mass
hread on a small

rning the flax

rate the fibers, pounde
of fiber that emerged from all this was spun into t
wheel with a hand pedal. The thread then had to be treated with
repeated washing, rinsing, bleaching, and beating before it was ready
for the loom. With wool, the women used a much larger wheel and

. They performed a sort of graceful dance, glid-

stood to do the work
oming forward

ing backward to draw out the newly spun yarn, then ¢

to let it wind onto the spindle. In a full day of spinning, a woman

could walk over twenty miles.
e jobs housewives most eagerly foisted off

Spinning was one of th
on their daughters or servants. Cooking was another duty they found
e and difficult to do

particularly burdensome—it Was both repetitiv
well because the temperature of the fire could not be controlled.
(Roasting was occasionally facilitated by “turnspit dogs” whoranona
revolving cylinder that kept the meat turning over the fire, but that
novelty appeared mainly at commercial inns.) Women might have
found their seasonal duties more interesting. In the autumn, they made
apple butter and cider. When the pigs Were butchered, they cleaned
the intestines for sausage casing and stuffed them with meat scraps and
herbs. They collected the fat to mix with lye for soap making—a long
and arduous process that probably never ranked high on anyone’s list

e
02
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f)f favorite chores. The grease and lye were boiled togeth
in a huge pot over an open fire. It took about six busﬁels er’ Ou}:doors,
i 24 poflnds of grease to make one barrel of soap, whi Y a'nd
U dearielly p, which was soft, like
In the cold weather, the women mad
th-ed Sp.rfing, they planted their kitchen gart::l::rsl.dli::riﬁj E;TIZ:; Z?:Ir.' .
st g i s i e e
> y , garll ’
wate_fl.nelon, pumpkins, andga va(r:i,elz:rpf));3 r}j:eig?f‘:ghpzs, mus{(melon,
gle.dlcmal purposes. Cheese making started in early rs;r(r)::rll(:eng;r}lld
| d::zlr“;;:l:n Zlfowly he.ated’ several gallons of milk with rennefc.—th:
e ang o an allzlma.l s stomach. In an hour or two, the curd
O \ivvor ed in some butter, packed the mixture into a
waShi,ng thz M n ‘;1 wooden press for an hour or so, changing and
S Ooedesclec oths as the whey dripped out. A housewife who
reting srgOd c e}?n butter and cheese was a real boon to her family,
el '1130 ‘ :c;t that was.not only valuable at home but in the mar-,
Tt milk i EOOd da1ry.woman was a fine art and hard work.
by knoei ando utt.er rec.1u1red an hour or so at the churn followed
: ObVioug mgressmg with the hands or wooden paddles.
sk o] ngmeors;e wgmen weren’t able to do all the housewifely
el o omeon w 1o was good at cheese making might trade her
akes might b odr cloth or meat or candles. A midwife or dress-
o e ;[ pa;1 for her services with a brace of geese or tub of
cigheonth Ct;muart a Ball.ard, who worked as a midwife in the late
fee, condlon un“zf, }\lvvzs still collecting payment for her services in cof-
ite busme;s ™ she v.vool, .?nd even shingles. (Mrs. Ballard’s mid-
o P es no m1rTo.r sideline. During one three-week period
recordd f,0ur delisup.erwsmg her large and active household, she
| Preparing thrce bl(:/(;zlsesf,b(r)n; fz.ili.e alarm, sixteen medical calls: and
both an informal barter econotrrlm1 ) CT he community of women was
\WOmen dropped .06 on o }}lf and a nethork of mutual assistance.
duty like shelling peas as th nother freely, picking up some household
nother about P s they sat and gossiped or consulted with one
recent events. A Maine author remembered seeing a
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woman going to visit a neighbor on baking day, carrying her dough
along with her. Daughters were regularly “lent out” by their mothers
to help a neighbor with the spinning or harvest or nursing. “The
women in families took care of their own sick by day and depended on
their neighbors for watchers at night,” wrote Elizabeth Buffum Chace.
“I began to go out ‘watching’ when I was fourteen years old. We girls
often went, two of us together, on such service. We had 2 good supper
spread for us to eat in the night, and very sick patients were often left
to our unskilled care.”

Colonial women reached the height of their powers in middle age,
when they were no longer burdened by continual pregnancy and had
daughters old enough to help with the domestic enterprises. (The
birth of a daughter was not unwelcome in most colonial families. The
parents needed sons to help in the fields, but they also wanted girls to
assist their mothers inside.) Although a prosperous matron had
absolutely no voice in the public arena, she was expected to take a lead-
ing part in the parallel universe that was the world of women. Older
women were the advisers, counselors, and judges of the younger. Male
officials seemed tO acknowledge their status. In 1664, Elizabeth
Perkins and Agnes Ewens of Topsfield were summoned to court tO
testify in a case involving a young woman they both knew. The good-
wives successfully invoked akind of professional ;mmunity. They had
spoken to the woman, they said, as counselors, and because she had
lived properly since their intervention, they preferred not t0 break her
confidence.

A competent housewife also earned the respect of her husband,
who could see firsthand the value of her labors. The farmer who
slaughtered a pig needed his wife to make the sausages, process the
bacon, and preserve the pork. As he sat by the fireside at night, mend-
ing his fishing net or fixing his tools, he could watch her turning the
fax he had harvested and the wool he had sheared into the family’s
clothes. The candle that lit their way to bed came from her hand, as did
the vegetables, eggs, cheese, and chickens they ate and the beer or
}\cider they drank. They were very much partners in the family busi-
ness, and if the man was at all sensible he understood how critical his
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wife was to their m W

oo .eLr utual success. When Ensign Hewlett, a seventeent}
centu swichm w ,
f ﬁr pswich man, needed cash for a new enterprise, he borrowed
roml is wife, a successful poultrywoman. A friend ’w d rod .

et didne . . ondered wh
Hew idn’t just claim the money as his own, but the husb

, usban

replied: “I meddle not with the gees
e
For she has been and is a good v%ife tonslre tEle turkeys for they are her.

N THI\WOMEN CHOOSE RATHER TO HAVE
NG DONE WELL THAN HAVE IT OFTEN”

Sﬁgtc;i I}\ldeit};r Z:fed Puritan women to take as their model Herpine
vho in thousagn y e's(s1 tﬁ serve her ailing husband “bore him on he
inter;sting usand anh.three Hundred English Miles to Bath.” It’s a
. - andgte,r:fﬁ 1cd ;ndows the wife with a combination of tef
e landl c deference. But if court records are any indica
o New b EMathwomen were much less submissive to the man o
SR t}elzrv\efa;t:(:).lil tt}l;n;c} of the accused spouse-beater
ere . cases in which the goodwif
haul:dd :;fbte(:) gcc:)tltlnig th.e bfest of her husband when their disiu(iz:z
e sl o Wre.IStlll, in several critical areas, a married womai
st i fhad tless. All her property was under her husband’
e e howctf)mplete legal sway over the children. His charac
tonld pull o har she c<.)1.11d rise in life. A hardworking womat
e ales -t an.-ambltlous spouse, but she could not triump!
o ol :ﬁ;)Dlsorce was rarely an option—New Englanc
e s mes & :}fle a couple to separate, but they hardly eve:
ety ot .b }z:ppy. southern wives could at least hope fo:
robably b - 10; ult. ft ose in the North were yoked for what woulc
ld expent 1 livge t:) eth szxl?nglanders who survived childhooc
nties. If childbirth didn’t killn}erf),uan)j)j c(:I:)l alrctier fnade e
H?:;i-)j:lg ?Z:;ed t.o your original ,husbandl.l i up a very ol
od provider 4 ;;giazons t;) their wives included being affectionate, ¢
g women,as e s good example. (The male colonists tended ,tc
rail creatures who were likely to stray from the patk
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of godliness unless wiser, Stronger males continually herded them in
the right direction.) The Puritans disapproved of wife beating, and in
early New England towns, families lived so close to each other that the
howls of an abused spouse would bring 2 delegation of concerned
| church members to the door. But a man who was indifferent to his
' neighbors’ bad opinion could discipline his wife as harshly as he liked
] without risking serious punishment. Daniel Ela, who defended himself
‘ina wife-beating case by arguing that she was “his servant and his
slave,” was not prosecuted further. One man who had beaten his wife,
kicked her, hit her on the head, and threatened to slit her throat and
burn her was sentenced to be lashed but was granted a reprieve when
he promised to reform.

In New England, it was against the law for a couple to have sex
before they were married. (Cynics might argue it Was against the law
to do practically anything.) If 2 first child arrived before a marriage
was nine months old, the couple could be hauled into court and
charged with fornication and punished with nine lashes “upon the
Naked back” or a steep fine. But as time went O, fewer and fewer
women saved themselves for their wedding night. In Bristol, Rhode
Island, none of the couples that married at the end of the seventeenth
century had a child less than nine months after the ceremony: But

\ I’ between 1720 and 1740, 10 percent had babies whose early arrival gave
| evidence of premarital intercourse, and by 1760 to 1780, it was 44 per-
i cent. In other parts of the country, premarita\ sex was taken for
granted. A visitor to New York in 1695 reported that “commonly,
enjoyment precedes the marriage, t0 which they seldom come till a
great belly puts it s0 forward, that they must either submit to that, 0f

to shame and disgrace.”

Adultery was a more serious matter. The Puritans defined adultery

_( as sex between a married woman and any man other than her husband.

\‘.\ (A married man who strayed was only guilty of fornication.) Adul-
tery was theoretically a capital offense, although like most of the early
colonists’ capital offenses, it generally carried a less drastic punish-
ment. Stll, at least three married women in New England were
hanged for sleeping around. The most notorious, Mary Latham of
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Boston, had marri
arr
g 2 lznife " hi:elc)i an olde:1 man and then took a dislike to him, “set
reast and threateni T > -
ing to kill h i :
rogue and cuckold.” . im, calling him ol
: 1d.” She admitted committing adul g d
different men. g adultery with twelve
Women wer
e expec : .
s ertion]. Mo p};optleedbto1 .en)?’ sex—indeed, the colonists felt it
elieved conceptio
woman reached o ption could occur only if a
woman’s claim th rgasm. New Haven justices dismissed a yOUn
swooning”b ) ?‘t she had been impregnated while in “ayﬁt gf
[43
out some k y Ig:mg that “no woman can be gotten with child wi }(:
nowle . with-
who read books ab ge, Conse.nt & delight in the acting thereof.” Me
tips on how to e ;ex, like the popular Aristotle’s Master pie. :
, arouse their sexual « ce, got
“have a thing d partners. (“Women choose r
. ath
g done well than have it often.”) Colonial women o
were seen

as flawed, but no ; )
oy f’ tpaftlcularly fragile creatures. One of thei .
gs, in fact, was believed to be their lustiness trgreat fail-

Many coupl i

' woman };ach Errelist:)eejlz‘f ‘ tgit when they made love, the man and the
two seeds mixed. OtherS eeh and that conception occurred when the
seven sacs, three on ea hS -tdought that a woman’s womb contained
cight prodced boys, hce side and one in the center. The ones on the
er, hermaphro dites’ Aftones on the left girls, and the one in the cen-
right of left side, de .end-er sex, a woman was advised to lie on her
eolonists were r;l ) pending f)n which sex baby she hoped to bear. The

re romantic than history gives them credit for, but

havin
; g sex too often, they beli «
unfit for its office.” , they believed, “gluts the Womb and renders it

. THIS MIGHT POSSIBLY BE
HE LAST TRIAL OF THIS SORT”

Childbeari )

womane?rrllr;\%eci?r;malteddthe lives of early female settlers. The ave

£ . ngland married before h L rage

ﬁgaVeb ) ore her twentieth bi

"éighte;:hrrzo 31;0ut seven children. She nursed each 11)3) 1;: t}tldail one

o ; . r

ough form Or}tb? }I:Iursmg, which suppresses ovulatioi serj;zve ©

whose thictyci rth control. Elizabeth Drinker, a Philade’l hi asa
ty-eight-year-old daughter had just given II))irgllQuaker

, Wrote
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expressing her hope that “this might possibly be the last trial of this
sort, if she could suckle her baby for 2 years to come.”

In the malaria-ridden early South, a multitude of pregnancies
produced a tragically small number of adults—half the children born
in the Chesapeake area died before reaching adulthood. In New En-
gland, however, the fatality rate was much lower and people had very
large families. Ten or more children were not at all uncommon. Ben-
jamin Franklin was one of seventeen children. Sir William Phipps
was said to be one of twenty-six, all from the same mother. In the
eighteenth century, when colonists had learned how to survive the cli-
mate, the size of southern families boomed—a visitor to Charlestown
reported that most of the households there had ten or twelve chil-
dren. Southern women became obsessed with having babies, to the
point where some announced their pregnancies in the newspaper.
They also frequently took advantage of a happy superstition that
held mothers-to-be would miscarry if they were denied anything
they yearned for.

Childbirth was a communal affair, the great moment for the gath-
ering of neighborhood women while their men waited on the other
side of the door, passive outsiders. The early stages of labor were
partylike, as was the celebration at the end of a successful delivery.
Samuel Sewall of Boston recorded that after his wife gave birth to
their twelfth child, he found the women who had helped her dining on
«rost Beef and minc’d Pyes, good Cheese and Tarts.” When she began
to deliver, the mother-to-be might squat over a low open-seated stool
or sit in another woman’s lap. If there was a lactating woman in the

group—and there almost always was—she nursed the baby first
because a new mother’s milk was believed to be impure. During very
difficult childbirths, the woman in labor was urged to drink another
woman’s milk. When the crisis was over, there were generally bawdy
jokes about the umbilical cord. (A long one for a boy meant he would
grow a sizable member. A girl’s was supposed to be cut short or she
would become immodest.) Eventually, the husband was allowed to
reenter the room, and the world of women gave way to the patriarchal

family.

<

o oot :*7_
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Midwives were a critical resource in colonial communities—th
normally apolitical matrons of Boston went on a virtual strik }: .
their favorite midwife came under attack by the church elder1 g . er;
New England towns provided a rent-free house for their mij. '? vera:i
in I\-Iew Amsterdam, midwives were actually public serv Wt1 ) aE
rec.elved rather large salaries. The support of the midwife a::il1 fs . lo
ne1g}.)b01‘5 during delivery was the emotional center of women’ -
munity, but it was also a matter of life and death. About a ﬁfthsocfotn}:—
pregnant women in New England died giving birth, and the fi )
. were much higher in the South. Cotton Mather eve,r one to | gll:reS(
the bright side, advised pregnant women that “PI,{EPARATIOO;OFOO n/
PEATH is that most Reasonable and Seasonable thing, to which )
mlilSt now apply yourself.” Wealthy women had s, ecial . youf
- childbed linens, which they put on their beds after deli\I/)er s com
pleted. If tragedy occurred, the linens became the Woman’z s:as Cc;) n
an era in which masculine bravery was celebrated, it was th amen
who .actually dared to stare down death on a regula,r basis e
" :;ilc:o]t;l:iyl were almost alv'/ay.s either pregnant or nursing an
nfant, al women spent their lives in a continual balancing act, i
?{hlch the 'dangers of overexertion had to be weighed against Sle si’mrl
glg:iec:;snydof fgfettmg through the day. The 40-pound pots had to be
éolonial_ and o Fhe fire, no matter what the mother’s condition.
éskpectamer;a(;:;merlcar:is }Larl;ored many theories about the delicacy of
. ers, and the danger to the fetus if she sh -
ld?:l:ed or confrontc:d with an unpleasant object. (A Woma(r)lui:ih(l)) esasvtr
ormed beggar in the street, they believed, might give bi )
! deformed baby.) However, these were yet ,h etics .
could e spded whorene yet anot er series of rules that
necessary. If a wife’s services were

orking in i
. gSh the fields of a frontier farm while under threat of Indian
o e was expected to do her job, pregnancy or no
Omen t i .
T ra;/eclled while they were pregnant, but once a baby was
) ended to stay close to h hi i
bt : ome while nursing. Some women
an »
i 1nfg }tlnps when the baby was in its first year to make the
of the maternal breast easier—on the mother, at least. In a
, .
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crisis, a friend might provide “courtesy nursing” to a mother in need
of help. Sometimes her own mother could do the favor. In a culture in
which women began to have children very young, and continued until
rather late in life, it wasn’t at all unusual for mother and daughter to be
pregnant at the same time. Given the amount of suckling that went on,
there was obviously a lot of concern about how to treat Sore breasts.
One popular physician recommended a poultice: “take new Milk and
grate white bread into it, then take Mallows and Red Rose Leaves, 1
handful of each then chop them small and boy! them together till it be
thick, then put some honey and turpentine mix them, then spread it on

a cloth and apply it.”

«1F 1 ONLY KNIT MY BROW SHE WILL CRY”

All sorts of perils lay in wait for colonial children. samuel Sewall, in
his diary, constantly records accidents that befell youngsters in
Boston——accidentally shot, dragged to death by a galloping horse,
fallen through the ice while skating, scalded to death by boiling home-
made beer. The Puritans regarded such incidents as a just God’s pun-
;shment for the sins of the parents——Sewall felt that two of his young
children died because he participated as a judge in the Salem witch tri-
als. People seemed resigned, to some extent, that their offspring sim-
ply had to take their chances. Their greatest fear was infectious
disease, which could sweep off entire families. In 1740, a virulent
strain of diphtheria claimed as many as half the children in some New
England towns.

Mothers didn’t dote. They seemed to feel 2 generalized concern for
the whole tribe of youngsters under their care (many of the servants
were children themselves) rather than a concentrated devotion on 2
few individuals. In a large household community of children, ser-
vants, visiting friends, and relatives, the smaller children were often
tended by people other than their mothers, and child care doesn’t seem
to have ranked as a true domestic duty. Women’s advice books, which
said a great deal about cooking and household management, hardly
mentioned children. The diaries of colonial housewives, which are
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“mainly lists of chores and duties accompli
_ f:t’c’hllc:)r(:; -Ecelft when one is being borpnlilili:i:;. r;:b?:: :vr:iyc;:lf:;
—possibly because th
 agood chance of surViValZz?éjzttilga;zegi:)t:l;:e ;ure an infant had
, If co.lonial parents followed the practices of Bril;lai;'l— hev did i
M.mos.t things—they bound their newborns, sometimes w - didin
‘ alg am;t a board to straighten their backs. The tight bindzipim%id;em
ih?;ri(:::; :11: baby’s metabolism, so that it cried less. Fanﬁyizeriblteo
American plaI:te:tSi wh.o spent ? long unhappy period at her husband’;
‘had sdopted a Cus;)n in hthe nineteenth century, noted that the slaves
white colonists and?‘m' that had only recently been abandoned among
and all in red ﬂannelilzsuspothe low}el!r part of their infants, bodies, legs,
'i'°1f;? me envelope till it literoalill; fallo off” born and keep them in the
John i{:lizsgiin}?:ffbeheved in early discipline. The Puritan minister
b andamously advised that “there is in all children . ..
which must in, - ﬁStoutness of mind arising from natural pride
Burr, the wi,fe of t}f - P lace, be broken and beaten down.” Esthe;
4 thor <o bad :!bpremdent of Princeton, wrote to her best friend in
e Whiy'd once eg‘undto govourn Sally,” her firstborn. “She has
and a frown as w 11. .. and she knows the differance between a Smile
ell as I do. When She has done anything that She Sus-

months old.
#- The coloni
it :;Le:tia::ﬁ arli orderly progression to maturity, with cer-
e eleven-year_Ol(z;rbed for certain ages. It was not unknown for
o e A oysb to enter Harvard, or for near infants of
o e year wromgz;o ehbound out as indentured servants. A
anddmghies Sul ot out her problems with her eight-year-old
B Th o ifl’ ? was se-:nt from Barbados to live in Boston in
e i hearzlnfed with her maid and, offended that her
g e made arb rmcl; water with her meals, decamped on her
: Sally o he(r)ar inghouse. Her brother wrote demanding
| grandmother’s home. But Mrs. Coleman
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reported that Sally had said that “her Brother has nothing to do with
her as long as her father is alive,” and sent word that she needed a new
muff.

Girls who were neither wealthy nor indigent were still given what
we would regard as extraordinary responsibilities. Susan Blunt re-
called that when she was ten she was sent to keep house “for a week”
for a man who left her in charge of his twin little girls and an elderly
father. Her duties began at 5:00 A.M., when she toted water in from a
distant well, then made everyone a breakfast of boiled potatoes, fried
pork, and coffee. She tended the old man, baked biscuits and beans for
dinner, cleaned and mended. As her reward, she received enough
money to buy a new apron.

Girls generally didn’t receive much schooling in the colonial
period. “Female education in the best families went no farther than
writing and arithmetic and in some few rare instances, music and
dancing,” wrote Abigail Adams, the wife of the second president. Few
towns permitted girls to be educated past the “dames schools” which
were closer to day care centers than actual institutions of learning.
(There’s a pathetic story about a little girl in western Massachusetts
who sat outside the schoolhouse door every day, trying to learn what
she could from listening to the boys recite their lessons.) The women
who ran dames schools were the only female teachers in America dur-
ing the pre-Revolutionary period and their pay reflected the commu-
nity’s estimate of the value of education imparted by a female. In
Woburn, Massachusetts, in 1641, a respected local widow named Mrs.
Walker established a school. Her salary for the first year, after deduc-
tions, was 1 shilling and 3 pence.

In the North, Puritan and Quaker families wanted their daughters
to learn their letters well enough to read the Bible, if not necessarily to
write. In the South, most women were totally illiterate in the seven-
teenth century. In Virginia, only one in three could sign her name,

. compared to three in five men. Wealthier young women were pre-

pared for a good marriage, and too much learning was regarded as 2
defect in an attractive woman. Caroline Howard Gilman recalled that
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when the family tutor proposed teaching her the same lessons as her
brother, her father worried that “the girl would consider herself more
learned than her father,” and finally reluctantly agreed, saying: “Well
well, only do not spoil her eyes and shoulders.” , . ,

“NOT HAVING BEEN WETT ALL OVER
ATT ONCE, FOR 28 YEARS PAST”

Cleanliness was not high on the colonists’ list of priorities. Virtuall

no one took baths—there were no bathrooms, and whatever bathing
was done usually occurred from a basin, in the presence of other peo-
ple. Most people simply scrubbed their faces with cold water. In 1798

Elizabeth Drinker, a highly respected sixty-five-year-old Quake;
matron in Philadelphia, bathed in a shower box that her husband set
up in the backyard of their house. “I bore it better than I expected, not
-~ having been wett all over att once, for 28 years past,” she wrote ir; her
diary. The baths in Elizabeth’s life seem to have been infrequent
enough to be recorded as milestones. The incident twenty-eight years
before the momentous shower had taken place on the Delaware River

fvhere she and her husband were spending seven weeks at what wa;
ﬁxe colonial equivalent of a spa. Elizabeth and some of her friends
went to the baths, where she “found the shock much greater than

€xpected.” Although she returned the next day, she “had not courage
to go in.” i

‘ These baths would have been immersions in mineral water for the
m of health or sociability. The concept of giving oneself a good
il u::zrt;zd unk}rllf)wn. The soft soap that women made themselves
vl Cre washing clothes, not people. At the beginning of the
s ntury, innkeepers were still surprised when European
9 ers asked for a bar of soap with which to wash. If a woman’s hair
was dl.rty or greasy, she could conceal it under a linen cap, which was
rtl}:l:ndoors arfd’ out. It was harder to hide the evidence of a lack of
v :ushes. Visitors remarked about the poor condition of colonial

- The women are pitifully tooth-shaken, whether through the
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coldness of the climate, or by sweet-meats, of which they have a
score, I am not able to affirm,” said a visitor.

One of the great mysteries of colonial women’s lives is what they
did about menstruation. They didn’t wear underpants, and while later
settlers may have used rags, the early colonials probably would have
been reluctant to waste precious cloth. Neither their diaries nor the
midwives’ manuals say a word about what women used as seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century versions of sanitary napkins. Talking about
menstruation seems to have been the ultimate taboo—<hild molesta-
tion was written about more freely. In Northampton in the late seven-
teenth century, Hannah Clark and a friend were stopped on the street
by one Oliver Warner, who asked them, “When will the moon
change?” and hinted that he knew they were having their periods: “I
believe you have circles round your Eyes—I believe it runs.” Their
minister, the famous Jonathan Edwards, decided this sort of behavior
was the result of young men reading midwifery books for dtillation
and launched a campaign against the practice.

Given how often they were pregnant or nursing, colonial women
‘! did not spend nearly as much time in normal menstrual cycles as mod-
. ern women. When they did have their periods, their scanty diets prob-
ably restricted the amount of bleeding. Perhaps poor women allowed
the blood to flow and cleaned up as best they could. (Moreau de St.
Meéry, a French traveler after the Revolutionary War, said that for ser-
vants, the only protection during menstruation “is a skirt of bunting
which they wear next to the skin, and which they use until its old age {
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Wash'ing clothes was an arduous process that began very eaxily in the
morning, when water was carried in from the well, then heated to a
boil over those troublesome fireplaces. The laundress scrubbed and
pounded the clothes in the tubs, working up to her elbows in hot
water, sometimes for hours on end. When she was done, she spread
the clothes out to dry on bushes—clotheslines didn’t se;m to Eome
along until later. A truly dedicated housewife might then iron her hus-
band’s shirts and her aprons. The irons had their own heaters, which
had to be filled with coals from the fire. The laundress alwa’s used
4“ two, o clothes didn’t dry out while she was reheating her iron.y

‘ Given the amount of effort laundering required, it’s unlikely that '
. Many women actually washed their babies’ diapers. Most simply left
~ the wet napkin by the fire to dry, then put it back on. It was a practice
Pr. William Dewees, an early-nineteenth—cemury expert on obstetric
Jss1.1es, was still thundering against. “It is much better that it be without
adiaper from time to time than have those returned to it stiffened with
- salts and reeking with offensjve odor,” he wrote. The entire issue of
ﬁe,c:lonial'diapering practices doesn’t bear close examination by those
with delicate sensibilities. Some women actually regarded wet diapers

2 § a wholesome device for hardening the baby’s constitution—
b other “monstrous error” Dr. Dewees was still decrying in the 1800s \
In some households, the family dog was encouraged to lick the bab); ‘
; jican. And many women solved the diaper issue by toilet training their
‘ :bles'very taarly—sometimes beginning within a few weeks of birth.
. "0 train an infant to have its bowel movements at regular times, the

forces them to take another.”) But middle-class and wealthy women
certainly used some kind of protection. Those living along the coast
may have used sponges, and some colonial women may have emulated
the Indians and used moss or grass or leaves. But chances are most cre-
ated a sort of makeshift diaper out of linen homespun.

The colonists were not as sensitive to smells and the sight of dirt as
modern Americans. The farmers’ homes and yards were filled with
offal, debris, and garbage. People were less likely to use an outhouse
than to take to the bushes. Clothes were washed infrequently—many
women did the laundry only once a month, and on the frontier, never.

:;(:;hlil l:is:ietgi lzc::fvalent of a suppository, made of a quill covered
People \fvho lived in towns maintained a higher level of cleanliness
3 em:l;ose in the country, but by modern standards they would have
- pretty gamy. .The fireplace, dirt roads, and summer flies
Prought far more filth into the house than housewives could possibl

n.ve away. When a room seemed to need freshening, theypsimpl;/,
.;lncl;l[:d a;’;:u;d a little vinegar. Animals were everywhere—dogs
ouses ;/; ed freely through houses, churches, taverns, even court-
. " 71ere Was no system of garbage disposal, and housewives
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generally threw things they were through with out the window.
Chamber pots were often just dumped onto the street. (Lewis Miller,
writing about York, Pennsylvania, in 1801, reported the unfortunate
story of a woman On her way to a wedding whose silk dress was
ruined when a man poured his chamber pot from an upper window.)
Some of the historians who've studied the diaries of Mary Cooper,
that Long Island farm wife who kept complaining about how
exhausted she was, theorized that she was so fatigued because she was
one of the few women of her era who actually attempted to keep

things clean.

«STRANGERS ARE SOUGHT AFTER
WITH GREEDINESS” .

Unlike the women in the North, the white women of the South had lit-
tle opportunity to create community of their own. Things were to0
spread out—a whole county might contain only a couple thousand
people. Southern hospitality was to a great extent the creation of a
desperately lonely people. George Washington used to posta slave at
the crossroads near his plantation to invite any passerby t0 dinner.
“Strangers are sought after with Greediness,” wrote an observer. A
circuit judge in North Carolina in the Revolutionary War era stopped
at the home of some well-to-do newlyweds who were living on the
husband’s farm, eighteen miles from the nearest neighbor. He wrote
that when a male visitor told the young bride he would bring his own
wife to visit her, she wept with gratitude. But a good hostess had no
control over when the blessing of company would arrive, or for how
long. Friends, family, and unknown passersby felt free to drop in by
the wagonful without notice, and they expected to be fed and lodged
when they arrived. Neighbors who came together for balls, weddings,
or even dancing lessons often stayed on for several days.
Church was an important social event for southerners, who didn’t
take their religion quite as seriously as the colonists up north. Visitors
were scandalized to see southern women joining the men as they
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smol;ed ahfter church. Inside during services, it was the general cu:
;om hor t elwomen and lower classes to take their seats on time al;
bor the wea thy men to arrive a half hour into the proceedin s, th
ettelr to display their fine clothes. The less prosperous fami%i, i
es
ruzla harel;ajs also c§me together for communal events like barn raisin1
; an b.us ing frolics that might attract thirty to fifty people Thei
szh matlo?s of neighborly helpfulness and socializing were 'po ule
mixe(e1 rura' North, too. Women must have approached thempwit
| : Tmznons. They were a chance to see neighbors, but they wer
. 7
- 0 en'a cohol fueled and violent. As time went on, farmers bey
, : , an t
gueztl.or}la w?;thelz their half-drunk neighbors were really doingi \I:e
ood job of husking the corn ildi S
good job or building the house, and the traditio:
Sout ’
o ul.lll{erlr)l women weren t expected to pursue the finer househol
iy , i deb utlze; making or even spinning. They were needed in th
s, and back home they spent much ir i l
: of their time grindi
-pastime that made spinnin i i c pained welth
‘ g look like a picnic. A i
i ' picnic. As they gained weal
‘the most prosperous families graduated their daught . di ¥ "
the world of fine needlepoi e e
Do et f eedlepoint and dance lessons. Carving became :
'froln i om?sltlc art, and some wealthy young women took trainin;
special carving master. Th i
e kglg e hostess was responsible for cutting
e aking sure that each honored guest had the appro-
. }?ty 1.ts. It was a chore so demanding that some women d?ne
eir dinner parties in order to be able to d C
centration to the job. Th i e
ot yper ot d] . er? was a different term for cutting up differ-
ool | ird—theoretically, at least, one would “break”
st” a chicken, “spoil” a hen, and “pierce” e
oo ook %P ‘ , and “pierce” a plover.
ooly era o i i
bad fadud by e erldyof \ early colonial settlement in the South
longe, the seventeenth century. People we
ger dying off so quickly—thanks i hards
g ol thanks in part to the new apple orchards
. planted, providing juice that displaced i
Water. The male-female sex ratio b T
longer v ratio began to even out, and families were
on mzrt' e collection of offspring from widows’ and
; riages. i
ges. Men had male relatives they could rely
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on to handle their estates in case they died, as well as lawyers to take

care of plantation business in their absence. More men lived to see

their children grow up, and they were able to leave their estates
/ directly to their adult sons. Meanwhile, the windows of opportunity
| for independent women were beginning to close.
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