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For my daughter, Sarah. 



Preface: A Trip to Concord


For more than a century, the portrait of Little Women’s Jo March, a young woman who is as rebellious as she is talented, has offered readers a kind of sympathy and guidance that didn’t seem to be available anywhere else. I was twelve when my mother handed me Little Women, and the book electrified me. It was as if this woman from long ago was living inside my head. Here was a story about girls doing the things I did; a story about being obsessed with how a dress might look, or trying hard to be a good girl and then finding that, somehow, one’s actions were those of a bad girl. Jo got so angry at her pesky little sister Amy, who had thrown Jo’s manuscript into the fire, that she almost let Amy drown.

The younger, prettier Amy is the voice of conventional wisdom in Little Women. “I detest rude, unladylike girls,” she sniffs at Jo who retorts, “I hate niminy piminy chits.”1 Like Jo, I was uncomfortable with the pink trappings of conventional girls, the lipstick and the curlers that my classmates wielded with mysterious teenage panache. Like Jo, I disdained the efforts by niminy piminy chits to look feminine and elegant; at the same time I yearned to look feminine and elegant anyway.

Jo lived with women who delighted in food (the popovers) and clothes (the soiled gloves and turned dresses) and determinedly navigated all the familiar scrapes and potential shipwrecks in the treacherous world of flirtations and true love. At home with my parents, I also lived in a world where women cooked and cleaned and tried to look pretty. The sexual stereotypes of the 1950s were our family standard. Any divergence from those stereotypes—my brother wearing an apron, my appearance in black pants and flats—was a cause for trouble. In Little Women, I discovered the same kind of rigid world with petticoats and gloves in place of the curlers and garter belts my mother bought for me. In Jo March I found the antidote to that world.

I went on to read Little Men and the rest of Alcott’s novels (or what I thought were the rest of her novels), but I came back to Little Women, rereading it so many times that I needed a new copy. I even persuaded my father to take me to Concord, Massachusetts, to see Orchard House, where the fictional Jo March had lived and where Louisa May Alcott had written Little Women in one spring and summer back in 1868.

Orchard House, when we finally got there, seemed smaller than the house in my imagination. The actual rooms where Little Women had taken place were somehow less inviting than the warm, lively household of my dreams where a wild, rebellious girl named Jo was loved just as much as if she had been ladylike and obedient. Not for the first or last time, I was confronted with the differences between fiction and life.

Still, I was thrilled to be in the presence of the real thing, the place where the writing of Little Women actually occurred. While the tour guide was distracted by a literary question of my father’s about Ralph Waldo Emerson, I secretly stroked the little desk where Little Women had been born, as if some alchemy in the wood might pass into my own restless spirit. I couldn’t wait to get home to the book.

As a naughty, rebellious girl in the throes of puberty, I needed help, and it seemed to come from the pages of Little Women. What did it mean to be a woman, anyway? Should I do as my parents suggested and aim at being pretty and popular and having my pick of desirable men? Should I become a woman whose identity was a wife and mother as my mother had; should I be some man’s Little Woman? Or should I strike out like Jo March and have great adventures and live alone in a house I paid for and risk being lonely?

With the character of Jo March, Louisa May Alcott gave words to the dialogue between woman as sexual, domestic creature and woman as successful professional. How can a woman avoid the trap of dependence and still have family satisfactions? How can she enjoy the rich satisfactions of good work and earning money without missing out on a domestic life? Little Women seemed like a guide through this morass of feminine questions, many of which I could not articulate in those days.

Last summer, decades after my first trip to Orchard House, after a life that has only imperfectly answered the questions I had as a girl, I sat and watched as crowds of young girls walked up the path to the pretty brown house where Alcott wrote her masterpiece. Now lovingly restored and under the directorship of Jan Turnquist, a woman so in tune with Louisa May Alcott that she sometimes portrays Louisa by dressing in the clothes Louisa would have worn, Orchard House is backed by a stand of trees and sits near the Lexington Road about a mile away from the center of Concord. Walden Pond, where the Alcotts’ friend and teacher Henry David Thoreau built his famous hut, is another mile on through the trees. The white house where their friend Ralph Waldo Emerson lived with his family and ran a brilliant rotating literary salon is down the road in the other direction.

The thousands of women who visit Orchard House each year seem to be looking for guidance. Many of them have read Little Women; some of them have only seen one of the excellent movies made of the book that star, in chronological order, Katharine Hepburn, June Allyson, and Winona Ryder, but they are there for the same reasons. The house gets as many as 100,000 visitors a year. They patiently listen as local guides begin in the Alcotts’ dark kitchen, with its soapstone sink and woodstove, where Abba Alcott and her daughters did the cooking and washing with water from the well. They troop into the small dining room with a cupboard filled with Abba’s green and white May family china. Fiction and fact are overlaid in this small room where the Alcotts ate their vegetarian meals and the fictional Marches also ate meals. The March meals were spare but conventional. There was no meat because they were poor. The Alcott meals often consisted of graham meal and apples. Meat was not just expensive; it was one of Bronson Alcott’s many personal devils.

Although Louisa May Alcott set her story in Orchard House, and the rooms coincide with the scenes in Little Women, the actual events of her teenage years occurred in a different house, a yellow clapboard place called the Wayside a hundred yards down the road, where the Alcott family lived when the sisters were growing up. That house, in which the young Louisa experienced her actual adolescence, is more rarely visited than Orchard House. It is run by the National Park Service and is frequently closed. By the time the Alcotts moved into Orchard House in 1858, Louisa was a young woman, her beloved sister Lizzie was dead, and her older sister Anna was engaged to John Pratt.

The merging of real and fictional during the Orchard House tour heightens the sense that it is a kind of spiritual journey. Visitors aren’t there to see the real place where the Alcott sisters came of age. If they were, they would walk down the street to the Wayside. They are there to visit the fictional sisters who lived and thrived and laughed and cried in Louisa May Alcott’s imagined Orchard House. They chuckle when the guide points out Jo’s “mood pillow,” a horsehair rectangle which was horizontal when the fictional Jo felt like talking and vertical when she was best left alone. The tour guide usually explains that the March family hung a curtain between the parlor and the living room for Jo’s theatrical productions. The audience sat in the front parlor; the actors and actresses—the March sisters—could use the back stairs for costume changes. The Alcott sisters never used the Orchard House parlor for their theatrical performances; the March sisters did.

The visiting young women and their parents, classmates, and friends climb the narrow staircase and crowd into the upper bedroom where Louisa May Alcott slept and worked. They learn that May Alcott, a talented artist, was allowed to draw anywhere she pleased, and the upstairs walls are adorned with her flowers. Lilies twine up the wall next to Louisa’s desk. In her own room, May decorated every inch of wall space with portraits and landscapes. Across the landing, the master bedroom is the nicest, sunniest room in the house. The Alcotts lived in a world where parents were adored and respected just for being parents. Bronson and Abba Alcott were far from the perfect, loving guides Louisa wrote about in Little Women, but it didn’t matter. Everyone stops to read Bronson Alcott’s “Order of In-door Duties,” posted on the wall. In it the Alcott children are urged to do their chores with “prompt, cheerful, unquestioning obedience.” In the 1850s, as in the 1950s, parents were obeyed, and children were not invited to question their authority. As I watch mothers and daughters shuffle through the Al-cotts’ world, I wonder if they are also yearning for this old order. A reproduction of the “Order of In-door Duties” is a bestseller in the Orchard House gift shop.

Many tourists these days come to Concord for Orchard House, but the town is the place where American literature was written in the 1850s, the home of a cluster of genius writers who were Louisa May Alcott’s friends and neighbors and mentors. She was taught by Henry David Thoreau, who later wrote Walden after living there, and she discussed writing with the great essayist and lecturer Ralph Waldo Emerson, who was Concord’s elder statesman and who helped the Alcotts financially at every turn. Nathaniel Hawthorne and his family lived next door at the Wayside. Herman Melville and Henry James came to visit.

The 1840s and 1850s were a time of liberation when the colonial settlers’ great adversaries—the Native Americans, the brutal force of nature in New England, the aggressive British and French colonial powers—had been tamed or eliminated. Suddenly nature was a beautiful friend, and European and English literature inspiring and fascinating. It was a time like the 1960s, when the rules seemed to be changing fast and everything from the past was questioned. “Why should we grope among the dry bones of the past?” asked the young Ralph Waldo Emerson in his first essay, Nature. “The sun shines today also. There is more wool and flax in the fields. There are new lands, new men, and new thoughts. Let us demand our own works and laws and worship.” Louisa May Alcott’s father would step up to be one of Emerson’s new men, but it was Louisa herself who would change the way we think about young women.

Written twenty years after the first women’s rights conference at Seneca Falls in 1848, Little Women also provides a spirited alternative to conventional marriage ambitions—the pretty girl in search of a wealthy husband. A lot has changed since the nineteenth century, but not everything. At a party recently, I asked a friend what she was looking for in a man. Her reply? “A reliable income stream.”

Alcott never married: “Liberty is a better husband than love,”2 she wrote. Jo March’s rejection of a marriage proposal from the adoring Laurie, with his very reliable income stream, inspired generations of women to look for something more than resources in a marriage. Alcott, pressured by readers and editors to have Jo end up with Laurie after all, refused. “Girls write to ask who the little women marry, as if that were the only end and aim of a woman’s life,” she wrote indignantly in her November journal while working on the second half of Little Women. “I won’t marry Jo to Laurie to please anyone.”3 In Little Women, it is Amy with her feminine airs and ambitions who ends up marrying Laurie.
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Trailing Clouds of Glory.
1832–1839

She had gone back to Concord to write, but instead she wasted time. Louisa May Alcott arrived at Orchard House to join her parents in February of 1868 while there was still snow on the ground; now she noticed crocuses and daffodils. The elms in Monument Square were spring green; the lilacs were about to explode into blossom. She had left her steady job as a children’s magazine editor in Boston to write, but she wasn’t writing.

Many mornings Louisa settled her aging mother happily downstairs in the parlor. “She sits at rest in her sunny room and that is better than any amount of fame to me,” the thirty-five-year-old wrote in her journal.1 Then she found a hundred excuses to avoid her own desk upstairs. There was so much to do besides writing! She had to visit the Emersons down the road to borrow the latest Dickens novel; she had to gossip with Mr. Emerson about Dickens’s disappointing reading in London and his farewell reading in Boston, and play blind-man’s buff with the Emerson children. She had to deliver a gift of her father’s Sweeting apples to Mrs. Thoreau in town. She had to get some lamp oil. Her father’s blue shirt had to be mended.

Some days she still felt too sick to work. The dizziness was mostly gone, but the effects of what had happened four years earlier when she was a Civil War nurse at the Union Hotel Hospital in Washington, D.C., were still with her. Her right hand hurt so much when she wrote in her journal that she had to switch to her left for a few sentences. She wanted to write. She was a writer. She put it off. The truth was that she didn’t want to write the book that her editor and publisher Thomas Niles had first suggested almost a year ago. She had pretended she didn’t really hear him. “Niles, partner of Roberts, asked me to write a girls’ book,” she wrote in her journal. “Said I’d try.”2

Still, she hadn’t tried, even when her father had brought it up more than once. She did not want to write a girls’ book. After everything she had been through—the war, her illness, the death of her sister, the decades of gritty poverty, the dozens of melodramatic stories written to make money, the serious novel, Moods, and then Hospital Sketches about her nursing experience, the magazine jobs and advice columns—hadn’t she earned the right to choose her own project? After being published in the Atlantic Monthly and reviewed by young Henry James she wasn’t about to happily churn out some kind of simple book for young ladies. Would they ask Emerson to write a girls’ book? Or Dickens?

Thomas Niles hadn’t given up. He kept asking about the book she didn’t want to write, and he even got her father to pressure her by offering to publish Bronson’s book Tablets if Louisa wrote the book for young women. Her father had been thrilled, and he happily told Niles that she was hard at work on the book and would be done by September. Not true. Writing the kind of story Niles had in mind, a story about a family like her own and their domestic trials and tribulations, was the last thing she wanted to do. She didn’t think the “Pathetic Family,” as she called the Alcotts, were a good subject for stories. She had asked everyone’s permission, hoping they would say no. They all said yes.

It was the middle of May already! Time was wearing down her resistance. She had run every errand she could think of. Her mother, Abba, was comfortable, and sometimes she could hear her father chopping wood in the distance. The family of owls in the elm outside her bedroom window had built a nest, and perhaps there would be owlets soon.

Finally, just to see how it would feel, she sat down at the little half-moon desk between the windows. From there she could see between the elms over the road toward the meadows where Walden Pond sat like a watery jewel in the landscape. There she had spent afternoons idling with her friend Henry David Thoreau in his little boat on that pond. He had played the flute; she had gazed at the sky. But Thoreau had been dead for six years. She still thought of him every time she took a walk toward Walden. Walks became a way of avoiding the book she was supposed to write. She had enough paper; the quill and ink were next to her. Maybe she could write just one scene before lunch.

She reached for the happiest times she could remember, the childhood times of visiting Thoreau in his hut on Walden Pond, the times of haunting Mr. Emerson’s library, the times when her father called his four girls the golden band of sisters. A reluctant invalid sitting at the cramped desk, she remembered Christmas in Concord when the family was young and bursting out of their ramshackle house—a house that, coincidentally, was next door to the house where she sat writing twenty years later. “‘Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,’ grumbled Jo,”3 she wrote. Jo March would be the leader of the golden band, the smart sister with the plain face who was always in trouble. Meg would be the ladylike one. Amy would be the prissy artist. Sweet, lost Beth would be the one who was always happy with what she had.

Outside her windows, apple blossoms came and went, but for Louisa it was a cold Christmas Eve a long time ago, a Christmas when their mother, Abba, was still vigorous enough to organize the sisters to visit a poor family, bringing their own Christmas breakfast. Still, she resisted. The sisters’ experiences together seemed so ordinary compared to the drama and passion, the howling winds and demonic men and desperate love affairs of the melodramas, written under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard, with which she had helped support her family for many years. “I plod away though I don’t enjoy this sort of thing,” she wrote in her journal. “Never liked girls or knew many except my sisters, but our queer plays and experiences may prove interesting, though I doubt it.”4

Books often seem to have a life of their own. Scratching away at her little desk, Louisa was taken over by the story she was writing and did not want to write. The scenes of family life seemed to her to be dull and ordinary, but they fell into place one after the other. Even Jo March had something to say about writing: “She did not think herself a genius by any means; but when the writing fit came on, she gave herself up to it with entire abandon, and led a blissful life, unconscious of want, care, or bad weather, while she sat safe and happy in an imaginary world, full of friends almost as real and dear to her as any in the flesh.”5 Soon, Louisa was at her desk every morning, and the lives of her sisters, partly remembered, partly as she yearned for them to have been, became more vivid than the Concord summer with its abundant wildflowers and heady birdsong. Deftly transposing the events of the three years the Alcott family had spent in the house next door to the house where she now sat writing, Louisa May Alcott found the pages quickly piling up next to her. Within six weeks, she had sent off 400 pages to Niles. Like Alcott, Niles thought the material was dull, but he said he would publish it anyway. They would have to see about a sequel. At least she agreed that he had suggested a good title: Little Women.

In Little Women, the story of four sisters growing up in a house like Orchard House, the father has barely a cameo. Mr. March is away during the bulk of the action, and the girls’ growing fits and starts are handled by their beloved mother, Marmee, and by each other. Because of the intimate voice of the writing—it’s written in close third person so that all the girls’ deepest thoughts and feelings are revealed—the book sounds like a memoir. In some ways, with its emphasis on domestic drama and personal search and salvation, Little Women is the mother of the modern memoir.

At the same time, Little Women is definitely fiction. Most strikingly, Louisa May Alcott is not Jo March. Jo is a rebel who is nevertheless beloved. Louisa was a rebel who often seemed genuinely disappointing to her parents and who found scant love from them or their friends.

Furthermore, Louisa May Alcott was so dominated by her father that it is hard to unravel their lives from each other. As an infant, Louisa was subject to her father’s experiments. All through her life, Louisa’s father was prodding and bullying, commanding and occasionally rescuing, letting Louisa know what was wrong with her and telling her what to do. In every big decision she made, from going to Washington to be a Civil War nurse, to the commitment to her family that kept her from marrying and starting a new family, to the writing of Little Women, her father hovers in the background. His hold on her was incalculable. She loved him and fought with him. He called her a “fiend.”

Yet Louisa had a stubborn soul and sometimes a sympathetic mother and sisters. She was born in 1832 in Germantown, Pennsylvania, because her father had won the job of running a school there, but she came to consciousness when she was three years old, at the apex of her father’s success as a Boston celebrity. Our earliest memories and our experiences as babies, before we can remember, are arguably powerful factors in the formation of our personalities. This “dance of the giant figures,” as the psychiatrists call it, can have lifelong effects that are especially resistant to change because the memories can’t be retrieved and understood. In Louisa’s earliest memories, and in the years before she started remembering, her father was a hero. During the winter of 1835, as she approached her third birthday, Bronson Alcott was one of the most respected and sought-after men in Boston.

That winter the temperature in the city hit record lows.6 Shouting schoolboys had epic snowball fights on the Boston Common; and icicles covered the pediment of the new courthouse. Boston Harbor froze over from Hingham to Nahant. In a schoolroom on Temple Place with a single inadequate stove, schoolmaster Bronson Alcott was undisturbed. “I will kindle a fire for the mind,”7 he told his students. Even in the record cold, his fire spread quickly.

Bronson Alcott’s new Temple School, his fourth academic venture, was more than just the talk of the town. Visitors from as far away as London came to sit on the schoolroom’s green velvet couch and watch the charismatic schoolmaster hold forth in his sunlit kingdom at the top of the building that featured high arched windows and busts of Plato, Shakespeare, Jesus, and Sir Walter Scott. There, the sons and daughters of progressive, aristocratic Boston were educated and enchanted by this dramatic character with wild blue eyes and a broad-brimmed hat.

Most nineteenth-century education was memorization and punishment, and most educators thought of children as evil savages in need of civilization. Not Bronson Alcott. Seated in cunning desks, each with its own private bookshelf, the little Tuckermans, Shaws, Jacksons, and Quincys—the grandson of former President John Quincy Adams was the school’s youngest student—were entranced by this mysterious Pied Piper of a schoolmaster. The schoolroom at the Temple School was filled with progressive delights that had previously been emphatically excluded from education. Dozens of books invited exploration, a pitcher of water was always filled for the thirsty, the room sparkled with wonders: alarm clocks, decks of cards, an hourglass, blocks, and paintings. The students, boys in stovepipe trousers and wide-collared shirts and girls in dresses and pantalettes, were encouraged to sing and clap during frequent breaks from lessons. Instead of raising hands, students were asked to stand up at their desks. Twice a day a twenty-minute recess allowed them to run and play.

The basis of Alcott’s pedagogy was the Romantic and revolutionary idea that children were holy innocents, able to teach adults important moral lessons instead of the other way around. Alcott believed that children were born perfect, as the English Romantic poet William Wordsworth had written in his already famous Intimations of Immortality less than thirty years earlier in 1807. Children, Wordsworth wrote, in an image that would help to change the world, were born “trailing clouds of glory . . . from God, who is our home.”8

From the first, Louisa seemed to trail clouds of mischief rather than clouds of glory. As an infant, Louisa had suffered plenty of hitting and scratching from her jealous and obedient older sister, Anna, who was very good at escaping punishment. By the time the family moved to Boston and into a boardinghouse at 1 Bedford Place, the tables had turned. Louisa had become the aggressor in fights with her older sister; she suffered from “a deep-seated obstinacy of temper,” her father wrote; “she seems practicing on the law of might—the stronger and colder has the mastery over the weaker and more timid. She is still the undisciplined subject of her instincts.”9 In another world, what might have been called the “terrible twos” was diagnosed as a severe character flaw by the attentive Alcott.

What could be the source of this two-year-old’s inability to act like the civilized visitor from God her father knew her to be? Perhaps, Bronson speculated, it was that her mother persisted in feeding her meat. Perhaps it was her coloring—Bronson believed that dark eyes and dark hair, unlike his own vivid blue-eyed blondness, was a sign of inferior morality. Subscribing to a repulsive, popular pseudoscience of the day, Bronson theorized that blond, blue-eyed people like himself were angelic and godlike, while dark-haired, dark-eyed people like his wife and Louisa were less elevated and further from heaven. Their dark coloring and olive skin was, as Emerson paraphrased it, “a reminder of brutish nature.” Or perhaps Louisa’s bond with her overly indulgent mother was ruining Bronson’s attempts to bring out the angel in Louisa.

That angel was often obscured by Louisa’s hot temper, a trait she seemed to have inherited from her mother. Even as an adorable toddler, Louisa had the power to drive her father a little crazy. In the nursery, Louisa was the villain. He believed, of course, that spanking was a “brutal” and “barbarous” method, an animalistic and even impious method of punishment. Yet he spanked Louisa often, sometimes repeatedly. Although this sometimes worked temporarily, she became more and more rebellious.10 She was always the freer of the two sisters and adored her father’s game of letting the two little girls run around naked before getting dressed for bed. “I always thought I must have been a deer or a horse in some former state, because it was such a joy to run. No boy could be my friend till I had beaten him in a race, and no girl if she refused to climb trees, leap fences and be a tomboy,”11 she wrote.

Bronson Alcott was an aristocrat of nothing but the schoolroom. He was born Amos Alcox to a poor farming family in Spindle Hill, Connecticut. His fire for educational reform was stoked at the dreadful local school he went to with his brother William. Bronson always loved books, but at the schoolhouse he and William were shut up indoors for the best hours of the day, lined up with all the other pupils on backless benches in fetid air. An automaton of a teacher dragged his charges forward by rote and punishment toward the goal of a basic literacy that most of them would never use. The brothers both quit after elementary school and went to work as laborers.

The Alcox family had few resources, but distinguished connections. Although the boys’ mother wrote haltingly, her brother Tillotson Bronson was a distinguished scholar who had gone to Yale and was the principal of Cheshire Academy. Her father, Amos Bronson, was a country patriarch who had turned against the prevailing Calvinism of that part of Connecticut and joined the Episcopal Church. Bronson’s father’s father was also a distinguished man who had fought in the American Revolution, had seen General Washington, and had received his commission from Jonathan Trumbull.

All this distinction wasn’t of much use to a farm boy whose principal tasks were herding sheep, planting crops, mending stone walls, husking corn, milking cows, collecting eggs, fetching water, and picking beans or whatever was in season. William nevertheless ended up at Yale and later went to medical school; he suggested many of the physical changes that Bronson employed in his schoolrooms. “It is certain at any rate,” writes Alcott biographer Odell Shepard, “that as time went by, the two earnest youths became equally convinced that there was something deeply wrong with primary education, and that they must do their best to change it. In the planting of this conviction, the little gray schoolhouse at the crossroads must have played some part—as a horrible example.”12

By the 1820s, Bronson had left the family farm and become an itinerant Yankee peddler of women’s notions, going door-to-door up and down the Atlantic seaboard, drinking too much and building up substantial debts. A reinvention was in order. He changed his name from Amos Alcox to A. Bronson Alcott and turned his energies to education. As a peddler, he had seen the way the wealthy live—their airy sunlit rooms, their books and beautiful objects, their choices when it came to food. Teaching was his way to achieve that kind of life for himself and for his students. He embraced Wordsworth’s ideas and rebelled against the predominant idea of children promulgated by the great preacher Jonathan Edwards, who had written that children “are young vipers, and infinitely more hateful than vipers.”13

By 1825, Bronson’s career as an educator was off to a promising start. Although he had only an elementary school education, he was widely read and brilliantly self-taught. He established himself as the head of a small school in Cheshire, Connecticut, where he began to put his ideas into practice. This was almost ten years before he opened the Temple School, but his pedagogical methods were already in place: a physically comfortable schoolroom, a respectful attitude toward the children, an absence of corporal punishment, and a rule by example and affection. He even had a jury of schoolmates to decide punishments for their peers when discipline was necessary.

Abigail May, called Abby or Abba, Louisa’s mother, came from an entirely different sort of background. She was the youngest daughter of the distinguished Colonel Joseph May, who had won his rank in the War of Independence, and Dorothy Sewall May, a cousin of the Quincys and the Hancocks. At twenty-six, she was officially an old maid when she met Bronson Alcott. Abigail had been brought up in a distinguished Boston house named Federal Court. Although her father’s once-great fortune was diminished, he was still a respected citizen, a Revolutionary War veteran who wore the “small clothes” of the eighteenth century—breeches and buckled boots—and went by the title of Colonel because of his rank in the revered Revolutionary militia.

All this changed when Abigail’s mother died, and her father quickly remarried and turned Federal Court over to a new wife. In what seemed like a moment, Abigail May was transformed from the beloved daughter of a respected household to an unwelcome, aging spinster. Abigail, distraught, moved out of her family home in Boston to Brooklyn, Connecticut, to keep house for her brother Samuel May. In the meantime, the aristocratic, educated, and generous Sam May, interested in reforms of all kinds, had heard about a local educational progressive named Bronson Alcott. May had written Alcott inviting him to Brooklyn for what would turn out to be a fateful visit.

Looking back, it seems as if Louisa May Alcott’s parents, Abigail May and Bronson Alcott, were made for each other. Their marriage and their passionate regard for each other were as sturdy and handsome as a Connecticut oak. At first this was far from evident. They met while Abba was at her brother’s house, escaping from the fraught atmosphere created by the new marriage at Federal Court. She was in flight from the strictures and customs of aristocracy; he was flying toward the same strictures and customs. She was a Brahmin princess; he was a self-made man acting his way into a role he had dreamed for himself. He was brittle; she was easily offended. She would inherit family money; he was an unemployed idealist. Still, both were odd, eccentric, and devoted to the idea of service. Both were committed to progressive education. It took two years from their first meeting for them to get up the nerve for a kiss.

Bronson and Abba had many serious discussions about the state of education during that first visit at the May house in Brooklyn. Bronson, with Sam May’s help, landed another position as a schoolmaster in a Bristol, Connecticut, school. Again, he instituted the changes that had become his educational trademark. In what would become a pattern for Bronson Alcott’s teaching career, the parents and the community of the school were at first thrilled to have him as a schoolmaster, then nervous about his methods, and finally condemnatory. He was always asked to leave.

During the ten months between their first two meetings, Abigail and Bronson exchanged increasingly intimate letters. In person, however, their social and emotional awkwardness took over. When they met at Sam May’s house, they managed to offend each other. “I went into Mr. May’s study to see a friend,” Abigail wrote in her diary. “He proved merely an acquaintance, whose reserve chilled me into silence.”14

By 1828, Abigail had returned to Federal Court. Bronson was also in Boston. Once again Sam May helped him land on his feet, and he was offered the job of headmaster of Boston’s first infant school, on Salem Street. School for children younger than five was a revolutionary idea that Bronson Alcott embraced. Again he immersed himself in theories of education and traveled to New York and Philadelphia to visit other progressive infant schools, which he found disappointing. “The source was pure, but one tasted the lead pipe,”15 writes Odell Shepard of Bronson’s reaction to the new schools’ lack of originality. The schools he visited incorporated the principles of the Swiss educator Johann Pestalozzi and other educational progressives, but he felt this was done in a spirit of repression and regimentation. Bronson believed that teaching must be an act of love; teaching was a higher form of preaching. Oh how Abigail May agreed! She applied for the job of his assistant at the Salem Street School. He asked her to withdraw her application because, he said, he wanted to work with her at a larger, better school he was already planning.

By September, when Bronson visited Abigail in Brooklyn, where she had gone for the summer, these two dedicated idealists finally managed to connect with each other. On or around the first of September, Bronson proposed to Abigail May and was accepted. “I do love this good woman, and I love her because she is good. I love her because she loves me,”16 he wrote in his journal. In October he opened yet another school in Boston, an elementary school for boys.

Although Abba and Bronson were now officially engaged, Bronson was no more in a hurry to get married than he had been in a hurry to propose. For one thing, his new school was attracting a lot of attention. On some days, there were so many interested visitors to the classroom that Bronson felt it interfered with his teaching. One of his favorite visitors was Frances Wright, a Scottish-born reformer who believed in free love and who was a follower of another education reformer, Robert Owen. Fanny Wright was impressed with Bronson and thought his teaching talents deserved a wider audience. She was instrumental in offering Bronson a better job at the head of a school teaching according to Owen’s principles. Bronson turned it down in spite of his friendship with Wright and in spite of the offered salary that was double what he was making. When he was asked to choose between financial advantage and his personal principles, Bronson Alcott always chose principles. He could not teach another man’s philosophy.

Finally, on Sunday, May 23, 1830, Bronson Alcott at the advanced age of thirty was married to Miss Abigail May at King’s Chapel on Tremont Street by the Reverend Francis Greenwood. Their honeymoon was the walk from the chapel back to Newall’s boardinghouse on Franklin Street, where Abigail moved in with her impecunious dreamer of a husband. In January, as was his habit, Bronson had made a list of his hopes for the New Year. There were seven: meeting men with great minds, influencing public opinion, self-improvement, writing a book, running the school, and the last two—a good marriage and enough money. A year later, the Alcotts’ first child, Anna, was born, and Louisa May Alcott—named after one of the distinguished May aunts—was born the following November.

By the time the Alcotts returned to Boston after the failure of the Germantown school in 1835, the economy was growing, land speculation was feverish, and the city, formally incorporated in 1822, expanded around the new Court House, a Greek Revival building with wide steps and impressive Ionic columns. This symbol of civic pride joined the dome of the impressive Charles Bullfinch Statehouse at the top of the Boston Common. The Common was the city’s center, where cows grazed, children played, and great men took morning walks. Once a year during the general election in May, vendors set themselves up in rows by products, with the alcoholic beverages closest to the polls.

In the spring of 1835, with Bronson Alcott’s new Temple School—his fourth school in five years—triumphantly opening, the family moved into a spacious boardinghouse owned by a Mrs. Beach at 3 Somerset Court. Their loyal friend Elizabeth Peabody, who was Alcott’s assistant at the school, left the house where she had been staying and moved in with them rent-free in lieu of her postponed Temple School wages. Peabody was one of three daughters of a Salem, Massachusetts, doctor, sisters whose history would be twined around the history of nineteenth-century literature and ideas: her older sister, Mary, eventually married educator Horace Mann, and her younger sister, Sophia, married Nathaniel Hawthorne. Elizabeth, who never married but ran a bookstore and taught, became a kind of favorite maiden aunt for many of the century’s literary lights.

One of her first projects was the Alcotts. She got along well with Abigail Alcott, and sometimes babysat for Louisa and Anna. On June 24, after a difficult pregnancy, so difficult that the naughty little Louisa was sent away to live with her cranky old grandfather at Federal Court for the final weeks, Abigail Alcott gave birth to her third daughter. The baby was named Elizabeth Peabody Alcott after the family friend and her father’s greatest admirer.

Living at the Alcotts’, Peabody began work on a book about the growing Temple School titled Record of a School. Peabody worked directly from her schoolroom notes, and both she and Alcott were thrilled by the emerging portrait. The book’s publication in September brought more success. It was reviewed in a New York magazine, the Knickerbocker. The bestselling book, infused with Elizabeth Peabody’s literary enthusiasm and her passion for the subject, became the instruction manual for a new era in American thought. As Peabody biographer Megan Marshall has suggested, Record of a School was a nineteenth-century version of educator A. S. Neill’s Summerhill, a 1960 book that was read for its revolutionary attitude toward children and education.17

Buoyed by the Temple School’s success, Bronson Alcott optimistically expanded the enterprise rather than paying off old debts. The Alcott family moved into a big house on Front Street, and again Elizabeth Peabody moved with them, into a large upstairs room with a view through the trees toward Dorchester. Reading in her perfectly arranged room with its rugs and a bookcase borrowed from the Alcotts, Peabody began some dreaming of her own. The review of Record of a School in the Knickerbocker had called her a woman of genius, and she began to imagine starting a school herself and doing more of her own writing.

The first sign of trouble for the Temple School came from close to home. Slowly, and perhaps inexorably, the Alcotts and Elizabeth Peabody began to get on each other’s nerves. To some extent, they had always disagreed. Bronson’s aim was to bring his students into a harmonious society, the perfect community that remained his transcendent vision. Community would always be his goal, his religion, and his finest creation. Elizabeth was more interested in bringing each student to maximum individual intellectual and spiritual consummation.

Increasingly, Elizabeth was bothered by one of Bronson’s imaginative punishments. He would invite students to disobey, suggesting, for instance, that they would rather go sledding on the Common in the winter than go to school. When they said they would like to go sledding, he exiled them to the hallway—denying them for a time the stimulation and fun in the schoolroom.

Many of the New England Transcendentalist writers—Emerson, Thoreau, Longfellow, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and William Ellery Channing—were educated at Harvard. Most of them believed that holiness would be achieved through the cultivation of the individual in communion with nature or with other men. “Know thyself,” was one of the Transcendentalist commandments. Writers like Thoreau imagined man at his best alone in a natural landscape. Alcott, perhaps because he had no formal education, came at the world from a different direction—he believed in community. To him man was at his best working with other men.

Living with the Alcotts, Elizabeth Peabody discovered, made admiration for the family patriarch harder to sustain. Alcott, a tall slender man in his thirties with his graying blond hair worn long, was brilliant with children and sometimes less than brilliant with adults. He didn’t like being disagreed with, especially at his own dinner table. One evening, Elizabeth felt she had to argue with Alcott’s preaching of the principles of the faddish Sylvester Graham. Graham, a Connecticut zealot, would soon cause riots in Boston as the town’s butchers and bakers protested his recommended diet of crumbly brown graham flour—his own concoction—and fruits and vegetables. This was the diet served by Abba Alcott at the dinner table, although Abba occasionally provided chicken or meat for her daughters on the sly.

Alcott had heard Graham lecture in February at the Swedenborg Chapel in Cambridge, and he asked Peabody what people thought of Graham in Salem, her hometown. She responded that Graham’s claims of two-century life spans for those who followed the Graham diet didn’t sound inviting. Alcott called her desire to die before the age of two hundred suicidal. Peabody, whose father was a doctor, angrily shot back that Alcott was against doctors in general. Alcott, she reminded him, had once said that doctors were like vampires feeding on society. Then Peabody retired to her room in distress.

Added to the complications in the Alcott household was Abba Alcott’s famous temper. This temper and its results in a household of young women became a character in Little Women and one of the things Louisa refused to sentimentalize. “Jo’s hot temper mastered her, and she shook Amy until her teeth chattered in her head; crying, in a passion of grief and anger—You wicked, wicked girl! I can never write again and I’ll never forgive you as long as I live!”18 Jo March gets so angry with her sister Amy that she leads her into danger on the frozen Concord River, and Amy almost drowns. When Jo weeps with remorse, Marmee, the sisters’ loving mother, tells Jo that she too had a ferocious temper that she has learned to control with the help of their father. But the real Bronson Alcott didn’t have the calming effect on his wife that Father has on Marmee. There were times when Abba’s irrational temper had an uncanny resemblance to her formerly three-year-old daughter’s tantrums.

Elizabeth Peabody described all this in letters to her sister Mary, and Mary began urging Elizabeth to sever ties with the Alcotts, even offering to take her place at the school and in the house. Mary Peabody was no fan of either of the Alcotts, and both she and Elizabeth were also writing passionate letters to another educator, Horace Mann, who had mixed feelings about Bronson Alcott’s revolutionary ideas. Alcott lacked modesty, Mary wrote to Elizabeth, and she was certainly right about that. It was time for Elizabeth to stop “sacrificing your own comfort for his convenience,”19 she wrote.

Elizabeth Peabody seemed to agree in her letters to Mary, but she wasn’t ready to act. In the meantime, she was shoulder-to-the-wheel taking notes for a sequel to her great success, and trying desperately, since her name was on the book, to rein in Bronson’s wilder, more narcissistic tendencies. Mary was too busy with her own school in Salem to intervene, so instead, in the spring of 1836, she sent their younger sister Sophia to Boston as an ally against the Alcotts—a move which was to backfire in a painful way for the beleaguered Elizabeth.

This electric knot of connections and disconnections, men and women struggling to find their place in the world, sisters, great men arguing with each other, civic ferment, debt and wealth, and passionate personal relations, was the rich atmosphere in which Louisa May Alcott began life in the 1830s. Louisa wrote in a short memoir that one of her earliest memories was playing with her father’s books, building towers and bridges, and scribbling on blank pages when she could find a pen or pencil.

Another early memory was the day before her fourth birthday, the Saturday she and her father celebrated in the sunny upper rooms of his triumphant new Temple School. Louisa and her father were both born on November 29, under the sign of Sagittarius the horse-man. According to astrologers, Sagittarians are steady, hardworking, are good at bearing burdens, and make great friends. The end of November in New England is a gray time following the vivid show of red and gold when the leaves change color in the early autumn. The air smells like apples. Crowds of geese vee their way south; squirrels and rabbits disappear; there are days that foreshadow the bitter winter freeze of the coming months.

The day of the celebration, a day early because the birthday was on a Sunday, the Alcotts left the boardinghouse and headed down Bowdoin Street toward Temple Place. The young Louisa was shown the school’s delightful playthings, the globes and blocks, books and hourglass. Then the students gathered to crown their teacher and his daughter with laurel wreaths. Bronson Alcott held the students spellbound while he told them the story of his own education, his upbringing in Wolcott, Connecticut,  his marriage to Abigail May, and the birth of his three daughters. Everything about him seemed to fascinate his audience, and the birthday girl listened too as if nothing could be more gratifying than hearing her father’s story.

Carried away by his own eloquence, her father told the happy story of his visit to Concord to walk and talk with the great Ralph Waldo Emerson and the unhappy story of his recent visit to see the noble William Lloyd Garrison in Boston’s Leverett Street Jail. Garrison, the editor of an abolitionist paper, the Liberator, had been incarcerated after being pursued by a mob outraged at his antislavery beliefs. The morning ended with refreshments and a recitation by one of the girls in honor of the double birthday: with hearts of happy mirth; we’ve sallied forth from home to celebrate a birth.20

It was during the serving of the refreshments—small cakes—that Louisa was taught another complicated lesson about sharing to add to the already implicit lesson of the day: that her biggest gift on her own birthday was to celebrate her father’s birthday. The toddler had been given the important job of passing out the cakes to the children who marched past her. As the last child approached, Louisa saw that there was only one cake left. Should she give it to Lucia, a guest, or keep it? It was her own birthday! But with a reminder from her mother that “it is always better to give away than to keep the nice things,” Louisa, famous in her family for her aggression, her tantrums, and her temper, quietly handed over the “dear plummy cake”21 and got a kiss from her mother instead.

This test of conscience—had the wrong number of cakes been engineered by Bronson Alcott?—was one of many small tests conducted on Louisa and her sisters by their father in his scientific approach to the human soul. Alcott questioned his students and experimented on some of them, but his daughters were his prime laboratory rats and pigeons, his double-blind clinical trials.

In one experiment, Bronson produced an apple just before dinnertime, when his subjects were especially hungry, and asked Anna pointedly if little girls should take things that did not belong to them without asking. No, Anna responded obediently, they should not. Then he asked both Anna and Louisa if they would ever do such a thing as take an apple without asking for it. They both agreed that they would not.

Yet when Bronson returned to the room after dinner, the apple had been reduced to a core next to Louisa’s place at the dinner table. Bronson asked what it was. “Apple,” admitted the honest Louisa. Anna, always the pleasing child, blurted out the whole story, a story in which she and Louisa had both tried to get the apple, but Louisa had gotten there first. Then Louisa had eaten some of it. Anna had grabbed it and thrown it into the grate, but Louisa had fished it out and eaten some more. Louisa as usual was the villain of the piece. Bronson always believed Anna. Louisa confessed that she had eaten the apple “because I wanted it.” Then, sensing that she had somehow failed, she added, “I was naughty.”22

In another apple experiment, Bronson left an apple on the wardrobe alone with Louisa, who put up a valiant struggle as her father and mother secretly listened and took notes. During the course of the morning, Louisa’s mother reported that she several times took the apple in her hands and caressed it wistfully. “No—no—father’s—me not take father’s apple—naughty—naughty,” said the toddler. Then she succumbed and ate the apple. When confronted by her mother, she explained, “Me could not help it. Me must have it.”23

Although the apples were eaten, Bronson was delighted at his children’s show of conscience. They had struggled against their desires, evidence that children are born with a well-developed moral sense. Bronson tried similar experiments with apples as well as, especially in Louisa’s case, different kinds of punishments. Once when she pinched him, he pinched her back. That didn’t seem to calm her down. At other times, he spoke sternly to her. He took her bodily from the dinner table to her room, undressed her and coldly put her to bed, exiling her from the family.

With her parents distracted by the success of the Temple School, Louisa’s curiosity grew as supervision shrank. She began to spend more and more time outdoors, first rolling her hoop on the Boston Common and then wandering away from home, where no one seemed to notice if she was gone. “Running away was one of the delights of my childhood,” she wrote later. It doesn’t sound delightful for a five- or six-year-old child to be running loose on the dirt streets of Boston in the 1830s, picking up urchins and sharing their food and getting lost before returning home. Still, Louisa describes it in holiday language. “Many a social lunch have I shared with hospitable Irish beggar children, as we ate our crusts, cold potatoes and salt fish on voyages of discovery among the ash heaps of the waste land that then lay where the Albany station still stands.”24

Louisa, who had once been one of her father’s principal objects of study, could now be gone for hours and travel miles on her little girl’s legs before anyone went after her. One day she headed for the wharves and got seriously lost. Comforted by a large, ownerless dog, she was eventually found and brought home by the Boston town crier. After that her mother tied her to the sofa to keep her from leaving the house.25

Thrilled by the success of Elizabeth Peabody’s Record of a School, Bronson Alcott began another more complicated and spiritual record of his teaching, and again he pressed Peabody into the hard service of amanuensis and assistant. In the new book, Conversations with Children on the Gospels, Alcott decided to get the children talking about higher subjects—religion and the nature of man and, of course, the heavenly place they had come from before landing on earth and coming to the Temple School. He told his class that they had something to teach him and the rest of the world. “I have often been taught by what very small children have said; and astonished at their answers . . . all wisdom is not in grown up people.”26

This time, the children would be named and get credit for their ideas, he decided. This decision made Elizabeth Peabody nervous. She was steeped in the Bostonian culture of privacy and priggishness in a way that Alcott failed to understand. She was a direct descendant of the Puritans; he was a New England farm boy who had created his own culture. Peabody worried that, in the service of discovering and teaching, Bronson was sacrificing something private. “The instinctive delicacy with which children veil their deepest thoughts . . . should not be violated . . . in order to gain knowledge,”27 she had written in Record of a School.

First, Alcott gave a series of lectures for adults on the subject of the Gospels, held at the Temple School in the evening. Alcott, like Emerson and the other men and women who would call themselves Transcendentalists, believed that Jesus was an extraordinary man but that there was God in every man. This was the doctrine that would get his friend Emerson banned from Harvard after his controversial Divinity School speech in 1838. The Boston elders and their Harvard educators were horrified by the idea that God could be everywhere, not just in the churches they had built for Him.

Alcott decided that his investigations into the nature of Jesus Christ were too good to save for the adults—his beloved students must also be asked these questions, questions that also brought up the subject of childbirth and, by indirection, sex. Almost as soon as he began asking the students questions like that—“How do you think a Mother would feel when she knew she was to have a child?” and “What does love make?”—Elizabeth Peabody began to balk. She sensed that Bostonians weren’t ready to have their children discuss childbirth.

At home, the personal connection between the great teacher and his loyal assistant began to degenerate even further. Peabody’s sister Sophia had arrived to help at the school, but this made the situation worse instead of better. Sophia had become a slavish fan of the adult Alcotts at the same time that Bronson’s connection to Elizabeth was beginning to fray. Even as her sister Mary was writing letters urging Elizabeth to leave the Alcott house, even offering to pay her board somewhere else, Sophia was more and more enchanted by the family.

Then one evening after dinner, Bronson walked upstairs and knocked on Elizabeth’s door. Standing in the doorway, he began to berate her about her educational views and the views of her sister Mary. He scolded her in words that sounded eerily familiar. Slowly, Elizabeth realized that the information he was using could only have come from private letters from her sister Mary that she kept in her desk drawer in her room.

Incredulous, she began to realize what must have happened while she was out during the day. The Alcotts had been snooping around her room and going through her private drawers and reading her letters—it was the only way that Bronson could have known the things he was talking about. When she tentatively asked Bronson if it was possible that the Alcotts had read her private correspondence, he baldly admitted to the whole thing.

Yes, the Alcotts had read the letters that they had found while going through her room. What was the problem? Privacy in the Alcott family was equated with secrecy and furtiveness. Although all the Alcott daughters kept journals in which they were urged to confide their innermost thoughts, for instance, their parents routinely read the journals and commented on them in the margins. Elizabeth Peabody did not have this tolerance for sharing. For her, privacy meant, well, privacy. She was furious. The Alcotts, who had found in the private letters a great deal of criticism of Bronson Alcott and even one letter from Mary Peabody urging her sister Elizabeth to distance herself from Bronson’s “mistaken views,” were equally furious. Both Peabody and Alcott felt betrayed.

“Don’t you think Mrs. Alcott came into my room & looked over my letters from you & found your last letter to me and the one to Sophia and carried it to Mr. Alcott—& they have read them,”28 Elizabeth howled in a letter to her sister Mary. Far from apologizing for rifling through Elizabeth’s room, Abba Alcott turned on her with the force of her famous temper, saying that Elizabeth was condemned to eternal damnation and had committed the greatest crime she had ever heard of—the crime of doubting Bronson Alcott. What made the situation even more painful for Elizabeth was that her own sister Sophia continued to worship the Alcotts and to take their side in the argument. Sophia claimed that her sister Elizabeth had often gone through other people’s private mail. Furthermore, she was sure it had only happened once. Now betrayed by her sister as well as her friend and employer, Elizabeth hid many feelings when she reassured Mary about Sophia: “She will be protected by heaven—in her purity and innocence of intention.”29
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